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Prologue




The most irritating thing in the world was a ‘happily ever after’. As the director of an incredibly popular dating agency, Karina Vasquez was responsible for such miracles occurring every damn day. She was inundated with calls from those who she’d set up, wanting to thank her for making their dreams come true. And, when grateful past clients weren’t clogging up her phone line, new ones with dreams of their own were battering down her door. In simple terms, she had become far too good at her job. Demand was outweighing what she could supply, and there was only one solution to the problem, as far as Karina could see.




The sign on her office door read: “Out to lunch. Permanently.”




She had driven to the place where happy childhood memories called, memories of a time when there were no demands or pressures placed on her. It was the place where her mother, Rose, had taught her to swim, and where her father, Javier, had cooked ribs on a rickety old barbeque. As she arrived in Fairhaven Park, the sun was shining with a glorious brilliance, and all at once she was no longer a twenty-five year old business sensation in the world of romance. Karina was as free as the birds that soared above her.




Best of all, work could not follow her here. Not long ago she’d had four clients in this very park, all of them brothers with the surname Best. But now they were paired off, a domino effect of happily ever afters that had been part of the boom which sent Karina off the deep end. That meant there were no eligible men seeking love here, only a park full of quiet, silent places where she could forget that the rest of the world existed. It was going to be heaven.




And then there was a crash, and Karina rocked in the seat of her car.




“Watch where you’re damn going!” said a voice that was almost a growl.




Karina threw her head out of her car window, watching as a man in the Land Rover opposite her did the same. He had tawny brown hair cut straight and sensible, and his face was the most serious one Karina had ever seen. He had a strong jaw pulled into a grumpy sneer and shining eyes that appeared gold by the light of the brilliant sun. For a moment, Karina just looked at him, mesmerized. Before she remembered what he’d said, and done.




“You bumped my car!” she decreed, outraged.




“You were daydreaming!” the man insisted. “You came straight at me.”




“Come on!” Karina retaliated at once. “It’s a wide road. You could have gone around! You’re just one of those assholes who likes to make trouble.”




“Sure I am,” the man replied, “but I’m also responsible for other people’s safety here. Can’t let a menace like you go unchecked.”




It was then that Karina spotted the badge glinting on his lapel. He was in some kind of uniform, and further inspection of his car revealed a huge logo for Fairhaven on the side, along with the words: Park Ranger Service.




“Shit,” Karina said quietly.




“Indeed,” the man said sharply. “My name’s Reinicke, by the way. I suggest you avoid me for the duration of your stay.”




He drove off, snaking around her car before she could bite back with the insult that was bursting on her tongue. Reinicke. It was such a peculiar name. It was one that Karina knew would stick in her head and come back to haunt her. She clutched her steering wheel tightly.




“Jawohl, mein herr,” she grumbled as she too drove away.


The plan was simple. Stay one night at the Old Spring Inn, prepare herself, and then let the adventure begin. Karina stood at the mirror the next morning, taking stock of her situation and kind of wondering if she hadn’t overreacted a little to the stress of her job. After a good night’s sleep in a comfortable bed and an ample room service breakfast, she was beginning to feel relaxed already. Perhaps she didn’t have to go the whole hog and trek completely off the grid.




She was dressed in shorts and a shirt, with a vest underneath and a waterproof tucked into a baggie that hung from her backpack. Her dark locks hung around her face, and Karina studied herself as she pulled them back into an austere pony tail, no single hair escaping from her grip. Her face was still pretty, when it wasn’t contorted by stress, with glimmering dark eyes and full lips. Somewhere in that reflection, there was a carefree girl whose only wish had been to make other people happy by finding their true love. If she could just find that girl again, things would be all right.




Karina had bought all the gear for camping out in the wild. She intended to trek to the northern section of the park, reserved for serious hikers and those who wanted to disappear for several days and be one with nature. She wasn’t a serious hiker by any means, and the store tags still attached to half her stuff would attest to that, but how hard could it be? She did cardio and hot yoga every day back in LA. She was in shape. There was no reason to think that she couldn’t handle a few days alone in the wilderness.




Yet, there was that worry again. Her office, though busy and unbearably loud, was her kingdom. She was comfortable there, in her ergonomic chair, drinking imported coffee. Life was hectic, but it had order to it. She knew what to do in LA. Out here, there were lots of things she’d need to learn, and learn them quickly to stay safe. She moved from the mirror to her backpack, fishing down among the layers of equipment to find her phone.




It had been switched off from the moment she put that impetuous sign up on her office door. Yet she had packed it to take on her trek, like an extra limb that she couldn’t quite part from. Tentatively, Karina held down the button to bring the phone back to life. She dropped it onto the bed at once as it roared with a cacophony of beeps, clicks and buzzes. Messages were coming in from every available outlet, lighting up the screen like a fireworks display. Karina felt her heart grow tight at the prospect of answering them all, and she settled for sending only one reply.




A single tweet from her official account:




Hiking in the woods to get some me time. #offgrid




She turned the phone off and buried it deep within her bag once more.




***




By the time Karina reached the little visitor’s hut that marked the start of the northern section of Fairhaven, she was more determined than ever to leave life behind for a few days. Inside the visitor’s hut there were only three people besides herself, and the emptiness of the charming little place made her feel calm at once. She stepped across to a display unit filled with pamphlets, observing the different maps and walking trails that were available in this part of the park. She began picking up different leaflets, looking at their covers. They seemed to be color-coded, ranging from easy treks that only lasted an afternoon, up to full circuits of the highest peaks and lowest valleys that California had to offer. She wanted to be gone for a few days at least to clear her head, so she loaded up on mid-level maps.




“Yeah, you’re going to need crampons if you’re taking Route 9B.” A voice drifted towards her from the other people assembled. “I wouldn’t do it at this time of day personally. That trail is south-facing and the sun’ll be on your back for the whole climb up. If you want my advice, take Route 13 round the lake for the daytime and connect to 9B at about six tonight. You’ll be on the peak as the day cools off, and at the top for sunset.”




It was quite a romantic idea, but the voice delivering the instructions was arrogant and brisk. Karina knew that voice already, and she wished that she didn’t. He should have been so easy to forget, just another jerk picking on women drivers, but as she heard the couple thanking him for his advice, she had to look over.




He was looking her way. They both turned their heads back to their business at that, one spark in the connection of their eyes. He still had golden eyes, even in the poor fluorescent light inside the hut. Karina felt like they’d shone straight into her own dark gaze and lit it up for a moment. She hated that feeling, the twist of her gut when she met someone who got to her. It didn’t happen very often, and it certainly shouldn’t have been happening with him of all people. The guy with the funny name that she hadn’t managed to make herself forget.




“Can I help you with something, Ma’am?” he asked, starting to approach her. “Directions to driver’s ed, perhaps?”




Karina bit the inside of her cheek, choosing to smile away the insult as she turned to face Reinicke again. He was considerably taller than her, nearly a whole head and shoulders, and almost twice as broad. She found herself looking at his muscular chest, where a smattering of brown hair was peeking out through the gap in an undone button.




“Sloppy,” she said, pointing at it at once.




That got his goat, and Reinicke adjusted his shirt at once. His clothes seemed just slightly too small for him, his muscles bulging everywhere. Karina did her best not to give him a deliberate once-over, despite his impressive frame. She looked at his face, which was flushed with a hacked off look, and she smiled at him again. Reinicke set his jaw tightly, and his eyes washed over Karina’s body. She felt that twist in her gut again as she watched him, watching her.




“You’re camping out north?” he asked dryly. “Really?”




Perhaps it did look odd for a short half-Latina girl to be carrying a backpack that was almost her own size. But Karina hiked the bag up proudly and stood as tall as she could manage. Who was this guy to tell her what she could and couldn’t do?




“Obviously,” she answered.




“Have you ever hiked before?” he added.




The second phrase was less insulting, and he had less of the bite in his tone. It was a genuine question, and one that Karina had asked herself that very morning.




“Sure I have,” she lied at once. “Tons of times.”




“But not here?” Reinicke said, and it almost wasn’t a question. “Somehow, I think I’d remember seeing you if you had.”




She heard what he was driving at in the way his tone went flat at the end of the sentence. If he’d been talking to someone else that way, Karina might have found that wry humor amusing. Reinicke spoke his mind, at least. There was no falseness to him. Yet every time he opened his mouth, Karina felt her temper shoot up like a rocket. He was bad for her stress levels, and she needed to get away from him as soon as possible.




“If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to get started before the hottest part of the day sinks in,” she said briskly.




It was total bullshit, derived from what she’d overheard him warn the others about, and to her surprise he seemed to buy it. Karina began to stride through the visitor’s hut, towards the open door at the other end where the wilds of nature awaited. She was nervous, quaking inside and a little off-kilter from her second run-in with Reinicke, but she knew she had to do this. It was a test of herself, to see if she could live without the lifestyle she’d been buried in for so long.




“Hey, just one second!”




She heard Reinicke’s footsteps thump up to her before she turned. Some of the sternness had fallen from his face, making him look his true, youthful age. Before she could protest, he shoved something into her hand. Karina looked down to find it was a small, blocky radio, stamped with the seal of the Fairhaven Rangers.




“It’s a courtesy,” Reinicke said simply, “for people who aren’t familiar with the territory.”




“And this calls who, exactly?” Karina challenged.




“Me,” Reinicke replied. “I’m here in the day and at the mountain outpost all night.”




“I really don’t think I’ll need it,” she began to say, but Reinicke shook his head.




“I’m afraid I have to insist. It’s the rules.”




He was so proper, so stiff and unmovable. Karina tucked the radio into her pocket with a reluctant sigh.




“Don’t hang by the phone for my call or anything,” she teased.




Reinicke gave a little scoff.




“Believe me, I have better things to do,” he shot back.




And on that note, Karina Vasquez left the visitor’s hut to begin the adventure she’d always wanted to have. 


Hiking was hard. Karina had known it would be a challenge for her, but as the hours went by, she realized that she was definitely out of her depth. She had been following a yellow route marked on the map, one of the Level 2 difficulties, to have something easy to start with. But somewhere along the way, she’d taken a right instead of a left, and now she was pretty sure she was halfway up a Level 4 hillside. And it was the hottest part of the day. The sun beat down on her head, making her hair feel like it was on fire, and she decided that she had to stop and find a hat and some water.




Although her bag seemed to be getting heavier by the minute, she was grateful for all the supplies she’d packed. The spotty teen adviser in the Great Outdoors store back home had been very, very helpful. She’d suspected he was all too keen to help a pretty young woman for a change, instead of the grizzled forty-something men he usually had to advise. Karina glugged some water down from one of several bottles she had with her, then she threw on a ridiculous-looking hat with a floppy brim all the way around it. The look was hideous, but the relief from the sun was heavenly. 




According to her map, she just had to get over the other side of the hill, then there’d be another crossing of the paths. There, she’d make a left, then she could get back onto her original route and find a nice grassy place to pitch up and get some much-needed rest. Karina looked up at the peak ahead, craning her neck to try and see where it ended. She heaved out a heavy sigh, put her pack back on, and trudged forward again in the heat.




As the minutes went by, she began to make out a shape on the horizon. At the very top of the hill there was a thin-looking person with similar camping gear, sitting on a mossy rock. He was about Karina’s age with very dark skin, and he sat looking out on the view with a morose sort of expression. When Karina eventually arrived at the top of the peak, the young man was still there, and he noticed her as she set her bag down beside him.




“If you came for the view, I’d say it’s worth it,” he remarked.




Karina turned as he pointed beyond him, and what she saw took her breath away. The peak overlooked a low valley to its north, shaded from the midday sun and glowing with a million different hues of green. There was a glorious lake that snaked off into a river where it met the trees, and patches of those same trees popped up all around the valley to pepper it with darkness. Between these patches, lush fields of low grass and bushes sprang out. It all looked so cool and peaceful, and Karina couldn’t wait to get down there and enjoy its shade and calm.




“Wow,” she breathed. “I actually did it. I climbed a freaking mountain.”




Her fellow hiker gave her a grin.




“Your first time here too?” he asked. “I’ve never done Fairhaven before. It’s a heck of a challenge. I’ve been sitting here nearly an hour trying to get my breath back. I seriously thought I was dying on the way up.”




Karina chuckled. She approached the man and held out her hand to him.




“Karina,” she said.




“Bud,” he answered.




“You know,” she continued, “if you were seriously struggling, you could have just called the ranger on that radio thingy.”




Bud’s brows crossed in confusion.




“Radio thingy?” he repeated.




Karina got the little black block out of her pocket and showed it to him.




“Sure,” she began, “it’s for first time hikers. You didn’t get one?”




Bud shook his head, staring at the box.




“Oh, well maybe you didn’t meet the ranger down at the hut,” Karina reasoned.




“No, I did,” Bud added quickly, then he gave a little scowl. “You don’t forget a guy like that in a hurry. He basically inferred that I ought to go home if I didn’t know what I was doing. What an ass.”




Well, that definitely meant he’d met Reinicke. Karina looked at the radio again puzzlingly. Why hadn’t he given one to Bud, if he was so strict on the rules? Then, as he turned it over in her hands, Karina saw a tiny printed label on the radio’s back panel. It read: Property of Fairhaven Park Rangers. Not for public use.




“What the heck…” she murmured, reading it again.




“I’m glad you have that thing,” Bud said, not hearing her mumblings. “Makes me feel safer. You mind if I do the descent with you, so you can radio for help when I inevitably break my leg?”




Karina chuckled.




“Sure thing,” she replied. “Ready when you are.”




“Really?” Bud asked. “Wow. You must be really fit to carry on without a big break.”




Perhaps it was adrenalin, or the pride she felt from reaching the top, but Karina really did feel strong again. She was looking forward to picking her way down the slope with gravity on her side for a change, leading her into the shady side of the peak where cool water and dense trees awaited.




“I guess it’s beginner’s luck or something,” she said, her cheeks flushing a little.




Bud held his hands up at once.




“I’m not hitting on you, by the way,” he said, sounding suddenly worried. “I have a wife back at the campsite. You seem like you could get me back to her in one piece.”




“What’s her name?” Karina asked.




“Susie,” Bud replied.




“I’ll do my best to return Susie’s property in good condition,” she jibed.




They set off then down the slope, Karina padding ahead whilst Bud carefully followed her footsteps. It was a strange position to be in, guiding someone else when she just about knew what to do herself, but it filled her with pride. She was used to leading and being in charge, never challenged or argued with. Bud was a patient and pleasant follower, and he made her journey pass a little quicker. Though, in all honesty, his brand of placid agreement was kind of boring. Now and then, as the forest grew thicker and the day grew darker, Karina found herself wishing for a certain acid-tongued person to appear and spice up her day.




***




Bud was hoping to return to Susie tomorrow, but now that he’d met Karina, he didn’t seem to want to go back alone. Somewhat reluctantly, she’d agreed to walk part of the Level 1 path with him the next day to get him back out of the section before she continued on her own journey. She found that her kindness was rewarded when Bud set up her tent for her and produced a tiny campfire to cook them some dinner. After that, her little follower took himself off to his tent to read, and Karina was left alone with the mild climate of the night. She could see the dim white glow of Bud’s electric lantern inside his tent, illuminating his shape as he craned over a book.




Outside, however, the light show was far more spectacular. The sky was lit with a magnificent array of stars, in constellations that she’d always meant to learn but never gotten around to. When she was a child, her father used to point them out to her, and now she wished she’d paid him more attention. Karina craned back to look up at the sky, and eventually she gave in and lay on the grassy ground outside her tent, just drinking in the solitude of the night. This was the kind of peace she’d been looking for.




A rustle in the bushes destroyed the moment entirely. 




It brought Karina back to the reality of being alone in the forest, with nobody but Bud to turn to for help. The thought did not comfort her in the least. Slowly, she rose from her position on the ground, allowing her eyes to adjust to the dark shapes around her. The trees suddenly seemed longer and taller than before, their branches leaning in to surround her from her right. Further left, the babble of water caught her ear and she listened for the sound of animals who might be approaching it for a late night drink.




At some point during Karina’s stargazing, Bud had put his light out, and a moment of concentration allowed her to tune in to the low hum of his snoring. Perhaps it was only Bud that had turned over in his sleeping bag, making noise. But then the snap happened, the clear snap of a twig coming from the trees, and Karina’s head shot back to the dense forest. She scanned the shadows, seeing movement there, and she backed up to the flap of her tent hurriedly.




“No freaking way,” she murmured as the shadows took shape.




There was a bear in the woods. The huge lumbering grizzly had stopped at the very edge of the trees, some ten feet away from where Karina’s tent was pitched. The creature’s eyes glowed amber in the darkness of the night, and somewhere in the back of Karina’s terrified mind, she was reminded of a pair of eyes with a very similar hue. But the thought was blocked off by fear as she regarded the huge creature.




What was she supposed to do? Did you have to play dead with bears? Keep completely still? Or was that for wolves and pack animals? Perhaps you had to stand up and make yourself seem bigger? That sounded right.




All these thoughts rushed through Karina’s mind as she sat staring at the bear. But she was hardly anything over five feet tall, and the bear had to be eight long at least. If it raised itself onto its hind legs, it could just topple down and crush her. Keeping still was both the best and only option, for Karina found that she was too frightened to move. She kept her gaze locked with the deep eyes of the bear, willing it not to come any closer.




And it didn’t. The bear stayed exactly where it was, watching her with its own wary expression. Something her mother had once said came back to her in that moment, when Karina had found a mouse in their cabin on a Fairhaven holiday years ago. Animals are more afraid of you than you are of them. Man was the biggest predator the grizzly bear had to face, and this one seemed to have learned to keep its distance from other people. Karina continued to study the creature and it looked straight back at her with the same wary curiosity. Perhaps it was just looking for food.




“I finished my dinner a while ago,” she told it in a shaking voice, “and I don’t think you’d like my protein bars. Sorry buddy, I don’t have anything to give you.”




The bear cocked its head strangely, as if it was actually listening. Karina saw the flash of gold in its eyes as its massive head shifted. Its fur seemed dark by the light of the stars, and now that she was calm enough to observe it, the creature seemed a little thinner than she’d have expected. She felt bad then, about not having any food to give it, but at the same time she didn’t really want the creature to come any closer. If it tried to forage in her tent, the whole thing would be destroyed, and then she’d have to retreat to the hut and face Reinicke with her tail between her legs.




Karina ran her fingers over the radio, still in her pocket. This was exactly the sort of thing she ought to call him about: a bear coming too close to human settlements. But at that moment, the grizzly heaved itself around and began to retreat into the trees. It was a long time later, when she was certain that it was gone, that Karina managed to settle down and get some sleep.


Between them, Karina and Bud finally made sense of their maps. There was a short path back to the south which connected with a roadway into the main park, and they could get there in about two hours. Bud was grateful for the company, and he didn’t shut up about how pleased he was to be able to tell Susie he’d spent a night out in the wild. Karina hadn’t dared to tell him about the bear. She figured it might spoil his high a little if he felt he’d missed out on seeing it, plus he’d be nervous the whole way back if he thought that a grizzly was somewhere nearby. Karina herself had got to grips with her nerves, feeling like her calm standoff with the creature was a genuine achievement. She really was at one with nature now.




“Well, this is where I leave you,” Karina said, eyeing the sight of the road ahead.




“You sure you won’t come back with me?” Bud asked her. “I’d love to invite you to meet Susie. She’d cook us a fabulous dinner on the barbeque, to say thanks you know?”




Karina shook her head. It was tempting to just walk down the roadway back into civilization, but she wanted another day’s challenge at least. She was just finding her feet and her sense of direction, after all.




“I’ll look you up when I get back down to the main park, I promise,” she told Bud.




“Please do. We’re here ‘til Saturday,” he replied.




They shook hands, and he wrung her wrist with such gratitude that Karina felt her arm aching after he’d let go. She waved Bud off, watching his thin frame as he receded towards the horizon, fading out of her journey just as he’d faded into it. It had been nice to have a friend for a while, but now she had to move on alone and really feel the solitude she’d been searching for. As she turned to leave, however, she heard the rumble of a car coming up the road.




“Turning back?” called a voice nearby. “Why am I not surprised?”




Karina felt her gut twist. She turned angrily to the sight of the approaching Land Rover, and sure enough there was a handsome face sticking his head out of the window. Reinicke looked less sullen than usual, his set jaw replaced by a smug smile. She wasn’t sure which expression was more infuriating. Both of them got her right in the chest, making her throat dry when she tried to reply.




“Actually,” she began, clearing her throat, “I was just guiding a quitter back to civilization. You’ll find him a little ways down the track. His name is Bud and he could use a ride back to his wife at the campsite.”




The car had slowed to a stop beside her. Reinicke quirked a tawny brow.




“You telling me my job now?” he crooned.




“Someone clearly needs to,” Karina shot back, “or else you’ll be wasting your day offering your help to girls who don’t need it.”




Reinicke pouted a little, then nodded.




“Message received,” he said. “Although, I’d take Route 16 from this point, if I were you. It’s gorgeous at the riverside around lunchtime.”




Karina chewed on her lip for a moment.




“I’ll consider it,” she said.




Before his window rolled up, Karina could have sworn she caught the ghost of a smile on Reinicke’s lips.




***




He was annoyingly right about Route 16. It was a nice walk, not too challenging, but by no means easy, and Karina had a real sense of achievement by the time she hit the river. At midday, the sun directly overhead meant that you could see straight down into the crystal waters, and she sat on a rock to watch the shoals of fish that were swimming by under the surface. She had situated herself in the shade, resting up and filling up with water and protein bars, but the day was still remarkably hot. Sweat had soaked right through her clothes and her head felt a little heavy with the heat.




Part of the river here broke off into a separate pool which most of the fish avoided, and it looked about twice as deep as a bathtub. Karina navigated the rocks to reach the shady little pool, dipping a hand into the still water. It was blissfully cool, and she scooped up some water to splash against her face. The relief from even a handful of the water was too tempting, and she knew what she had to do. Karina stood up, kicking off her shoes, and stripped off her sweat-soaked clothes, even her underwear.




Here, she was alone and free, and it was wonderful to sink her naked body into the pool and feel cool all over. She paddled around a little and breathed a sigh, even dipping her hair into the water to rinse out the sweat. This was the life. She hadn’t had a phone-call in days, and there were no pressures or other people’s dramas to deal with. She could just be herself here. And yet, she wished that there was someone with her, so that she could say “Isn’t this wonderful?” and hear them agree. It was a perfect moment, one that would have been so much better if it was shared.




The snap of a branch brought her out of her reverie, and she looked in the direction of her pack. The bear with the shining eyes was back.




“Oh man,” she said to it without even thinking. “Don’t you dare. That food’s gotta last me another day at least, and I don’t want you ripping my bag open.”




The grizzly definitely had the claws to do it, but when he reached her bag, the bear did not try to get into it. He stepped over her discarded clothes and walked right past her, dipping his head to drink from the busier part of the river. Karina swam around, watching the creature with interest. He was so placid, yet totally independent of her. He didn’t seem to fear her like he had before. Now, she was just part of the scenery.




When she was fully cooled down, Karina ventured out of the pool. The bear, who had been glancing in her direction every so often, promptly turned its back as she emerged from the water. She stifled a laugh, rummaging in her bag for new clean clothes to put on.




“I’m just gonna say it,” she began playfully, “you’re a really weird bear.”




She wasn’t expecting another snap of a branch, nor the sudden voices which followed it. Panicked, Karina threw on her panties and desperately searched for more clothes, a chill rushing through her as she heard two male voices approaching from somewhere nearby. Any second, the pair of hikers would appear and see her frantic half naked form.




“Shit, shit, shit…” she mumbled, throwing things to and fro as she fumbled for a t-shirt.




Her panic appeared to have alerted the bear. Just as she managed to scramble into her shirt, two figures appeared through the trees to her left, and the bear made a leap from her right. Karina yelped, shocked by the sudden vaulting force of the wild animal as it jumped clean over the pool she’d been in, right into the path of the oncoming strangers. A low growl began to erupt from the creature, and Karina covered her mouth before another yelp could escape her. 




“Whoa!” cried the first of the strangers, a young man with hiking sticks and khaki shorts.




“D-don’t w-worry miss,” stammered his equally youthful companion. “W-we’ll, w-w-w-we’ll scare this bear off f-f-f-for you.”




As if they could. Karina watched as the bear reared up onto its hind legs and let out a massive roar that rocked the whole area. She felt her damp body shiver with the force of the sound, combined with the sudden shrieks of the men. The strangers turned and ran at once, not even sparing her a second glance. She could have been mauled to death, for all they knew. Karina sighed, then jumped a little as the bear landed back on all fours with a thud.




“Geez,” she mused, “they’d have left me for dead. I guess there aren’t any gentlemen left in the world, huh?”




The bear glanced her way, those shining golden rings locked with hers for a moment. Karina felt something spark in her heart, and she quirked a brow. No. The thought that had almost hit her was impossible, almost totally unheard of. And yet. She stepped towards the bear, still studying his glowing gaze, reaching one hand out towards his massive head. Her whole body grew tense the closer she got, and yet she felt a wave of heat between them, a radiance that made her feel strangely safe.




“You can’t be an ordinary bear,” she reasoned softly.




Before she could touch him, the bear made a dash for it. He shook the ground as he deftly spun and scrambled back the way he had come, vanishing into the thickest trees before Karina had a chance to see where he was going. Her hand was still hovering in the air, waiting to touch him. She sighed again, and went back to searching for the rest of her clothes. Somewhere above her, the sky had sheathed itself with silver clouds, making the day darker and more humid than it had been before. Karina fumbled for her waterproof, fearing rain, but all the while her mind was on the golden gaze of the creature who had just fled the scene.


“Attention. Attention. Are you picking this up? Bad driver lady, come in. This is urgent.”




It took Karina a good long while to realize where the low, dry voice was coming from. Reinicke had never even had the decency to learn her name, and Karina felt somewhat inclined to leave him hanging as his voice rattled through on the radio. It was much later in the day, approaching evening, and the crystal clear rain had been falling solidly for a good hour now. Karina clutched the radio in one damp hand, watching droplets flick off the speaker as the voice came through again.




“Please answer me,” Reinicke said, “so I know that you’re safe.”




His tone was softer the second time, so much so that, on anyone else, Karina might have called the sound tender. It gave her one of those funny gut twists that she was rapidly learning to ignore. She held down the button on the side of the radio, holding it a little unsurely to her lips.




“What do you want, Ranger Boy?” she asked.




There was a sound of static at the other end. A sigh of relief? Karina couldn’t be sure, and she couldn’t stop herself from thinking that’s what it was.




“Listen, there’s a massive thunderstorm imminent,” Reinicke said, his tone suddenly darker. “I need you to get to the outpost before it hits. I’m here waiting, but I’ll come out and get you if-”




“No, no,” Karina said at once, “I can make it there. I’m not having any problems with the maps now, thank you.”




“Now?” Reinicke repeated, catching the word. “When were you having trouble?”




He sounded amused again now, and it made Karina grumble. She clasped the radio tighter.




“The outpost is marked off Route 12, right?” she said, glossing over his teasing question.




“Right,” he replied, “where are you now?”




“Never you mind,” she told him firmly. “I’m near. Gimme an hour at most.”




The last thing she needed was him trying to come to her rescue again, no matter how unpleasant the climate was getting. Underfoot, the dry earth had gradually soaked up the water, creating a muddy layer that slipped and slid beneath her boots. The world overhead was much darker than usual too, making the trees look sinister and full of shadows. When Karina consulted her map, the large droplets of water threatened to tear a few holes in the weak paper, but she managed to make out the marker for the outpost. The swiftest way to it was to climb the next hill and walk the ridge between that peak and the one on which the outpost stood.




That had seemed easy on paper. Karina had neglected to consult the difficulty level when she planned this sudden, rain-drenched route, and it took her the whole hour to reach the top of the considerable peak, which had looked fairly easy on the map. Still, when she reached the top, her body heavy with rainwater, she squinted through the drizzle to see the faint outline of the outpost. It was a wooden structure no bigger than an RV, built into the high hillside of the neighboring mountain. The weather up at the top was too poor to see much of it, even though it wasn’t that far away. All that stood between her and the outpost was a narrow walkway, no wider than two feet.




It was a straight enough path, and when she tested it with her foot, it didn’t seem too muddy. Alarm bells rang in Karina’s mind even as she began to step onto the ridge, but what other choice did she have? Going back around the other way would take hours, and the storm was well and truly closing in now. The world was dark and grey, shrouded in cloud and chill breezes at that height, and Karina desperately tried to keep her focus on the outline of the building in the near distance. It was imperative not to look down.




But she knew what was there. Even in her peripheral vision, Karina could see the sheer drop to her left and right. One side, the left, was a craggy cliff faces that was probably popular with climbers, littered with rocks that stuck out of the hill at jagged angles. She could hardly imagine the pain of hitting them one by one if she fell. The right was no better, for this side of the mountain was where the trees grew, albeit rather badly. Branches stuck out from hillside roots, rising like warning fingers to tell hikers to turn away. Karina found her footing again and strode on, focused as much as she could on the path ahead.




It was that focus which let her down. A sudden crack of lightning signaled the oncoming storm, and to Karina’s dismay the bolt landed only a few feet in front of her. The sudden column of light blinded her momentarily, and the shock of being thrown so far out of her concentration was too much. She jumped, a full jump where her feet came away from the ground, and when they reconnected, they hit the mud badly. Karina veered fearfully to the left as one foot slipped clean off the path, and when she tried to right herself by leaning the other way, she totally lost control of her balance.




In seconds she was tumbling down the right-hand side of the steep hill, connecting with branches that made a resounding crack against her body. Some of them were thin enough to snap on impact, but others bounced her down the hill like the flippers of a pinball machine. Her backpack took a lot of the hits, but every now and then her stomach or legs would connect with something sharp. She cried out every time as gravity delivered her a seemingly endless stream of smacks and cracks. There was no time for pain, no time to even breathe. All Karina could do in that moment was fall and scream.




The ground rose up to meet her at an alarming pace, and when she finally landed on something flat, it was a thicket of bushes that stung her skin the moment she touched them. Karina rolled down into the dark undergrowth, hoping she was fairly unhurt, but then two things happened to destroy all hope of recovery. Her foot caught sharply in the gap between some tree roots, halting her motion with a sudden jerk. And then, as her body violently came to a stop, she smashed her flailing arm against the hard, flat surface of a rock. She heard the loud, unmistakable crack in her forearm, and heaved out a sudden sob of shock.




The world was darker than ever, freezing cold and soaking wet. Karina struggled with her foot, but it was totally trapped between the roots, and when she tried to move her arm the pain was so intense that she almost threw up. It was broken for sure, and the rest of her was horrifically bruised. She was still lying on her backpack, the weight breaking a little of her fall, but Karina’s head lolled dizzily as she tried to fumble her good arm towards it. She needed… something. It was hard to remember what. Her mind was growing dangerously hazy, the corners of her vision turning black.




“Karina?”




There was a voice in her pocket. Her heart raced weakly at the sound. She tried to reach down for the radio, her hand clumsily feeling the shape of it in her pocket. It was wedged tight against her body, too tight to free it.




“Karina? Are you nearly here? It’s been over an hour, and I’m worried. Please, answer me. This isn’t about pride. I… I know you can handle yourself, okay? But just let me know where you are.”




Reinicke’s words were fading, even as Karina continued to struggle for the radio. She couldn’t do it. Weakness had overcome her from the shock of the fall, and her eyes fluttered shut of their own accord. She didn’t want to give in, but there was no more fight in her, not a flicker of energy left to struggle with. Slowly, reluctantly, unconsciousness took her, and she lay in a rain-soaked heap, totally alone in the wild. 


When Karina Vasquez next opened her eyes, the sight that she awoke to convinced her that she wasn’t awake. She had to be dreaming, for what she could see was utterly ridiculous to behold. Before her, clambering through the bushes near the foot of the hill, was a bear carrying a satchel in its mouth. The little white canvas bag was marked with the big red cross of first aid, and the bear was swinging its head to and fro, sniffing at the undergrowth about six feet away.




“Well,” Karina managed to murmur, “Either I’m hallucinating, or I was right about you being a very weird bear.”




He heard her. She watched with droopy, pained vision as the bear’s head cocked to one side at her whispered words. At once he found her, sticking his massive head into the bush where she’d become buried in a slew of mud. He put a paw out, feeling the terrain around her, padding into the gloopy mess.




“Geez, don’t dig me out!” Karina pleaded weakly, eyeing his fearsome claws.




She flinched at the prospect, and suddenly a shockwave of agony rocked her whole aching body. Karina cried out, and in the same moment she felt a shift in the air beside her. Something funny was happening in her immediate vision, where the bear’s furry head should have been. It seemed to be receding, yet the creature wasn’t moving away. Was he shrinking? Karina was now certain that she had to be dreaming, for this whole moment seemed impossible. She watched on, enthralled by the sight of the fur that was slowly sinking back behind flesh, the strong bare limbs emerging where clawed paws had been just moments before.




A perfectly cropped head of brown hair followed, and when the man looked up at Karina with his glittering golden eyes, she felt that little jolt in her gut again. Reinicke’s face was a picture of deep concern, his hands reaching out to scoop the mud off of her. He felt her forehead, then pressed against her neck and felt around the joints there. He moved around, checking her arm gently, then moving to the place where her foot was caught to try and break her free of the roots. Karina’s eyes wandered over the curve of his strong, bare back.




“You’re naked,” she whispered.




“Really?” Reinicke replied. “That’s the first thing you say?”




“Gimme a break,” Karina answered weakly. “I just fell off a mountain. A girl needs something to distract her.”




Reinicke did not reply. He had managed to break apart one of the roots trapping her foot, and Karina felt a sudden surge of relief as her ankle came free. She felt the ranger lay her leg down gently, then his hands were on her hips, turning them ever-so-slightly in his grip.




“How’s your spine? Any damage?” he asked.




Karina moved to test it at once. Reinicke had put his hands up to stop her making the sudden shift, but he was too late. Karina hissed at the faint agony of moving after a considerable time lying unconscious, but there were no major problems in her back.




“It’s just my arm,” she said, “Broken. Definitely broken.”




The words were suddenly hard to get out, for a sob had clogged her throat. Quite unexpectedly, Karina felt a surge of panic race through her as the tears came racing down her cheeks. She heard the storm rumble overhead as if it was right in her ear, fear and agony overcoming her in one fell swoop. Reinicke took one arm and wrapped it around her shoulders, lying beside her as he reached behind him for the medical bag. Inside there was a radio, much larger than the one he’d given her.




“Hart, get your ass to the north outpost now,” he demanded in a powerful, almost snarling tone. “I need full paramedic. Broken arm and deep shock. I don’t care what you’re doing. Drop it. This is important.”




If she had not been in the throes of shock, it might have occurred to Karina that she had a gorgeous naked man lying beside her, trying to comfort her out of the uncontrollable sobs that wracked her body. Eventually, Reinicke managed to persuade her onto her feet, half-carrying her as they began a slow, loping pace back towards the outpost. How he came to be carrying her in his arms, Karina couldn’t remember. She shifted in and out of the moment as her battered body came and went from reality. Later, all she could remember were a few words of conversation from one of her more lucid moments.




“So, you’re a shifter? That’s something.”




“Good or bad?” Reinicke asked her.




“Undecided,” she mused. “Say… you know my name. On the radio, you said it. How… How…”




“Shhh now,” Reinicke soothed. “Save your breath. I’m sure you’ll want it for yelling at me later.”




***




Her arm was cast and in few days, with a lot of medication, Karina began to feel better. A lot of the trauma of her fall had been lost amid the haze of that night’s events, and her only focus once she was back at her hotel was Reinicke. He came to visit every day and, though he didn’t say a great deal, he held her hand at her bedside. And sometimes, when she was well enough to get up and look out of the window, she saw the outline of a bear sitting waiting below. Even from three stories up, his golden eyes gleamed at her as if they were smiling.


“So, your great adventure is over, I guess?” Reinicke asked.




It was an unusually somber tone for him. Karina’s forearm was still covered in plaster, but the rest of her was feeling pretty good. The fall aside, the trek in the wild had enriched her body and strengthened a lot of her muscles. She was packing her suitcase when he came to her room, and she hadn’t even noticed him standing in the doorway until he spoke those strange, sad words. They cut deep into Karina’s heart when she heard them, and she dropped the clothes she was holding into her luggage.




“I… I guess so,” she replied. “That was always the plan. Back to work. Back to life.”




“Back to the dating agency?” he questioned.




She turned, raising a brow. He was staring at her intensely, that stare that made her tummy jolt.




“How do you know that?” she said.




“My name is Reinicke Best,” he explained. “Four of my cousins used to be on your books, before they found their happily ever after. You interviewed me once, two years ago at your office in LA.”




“What?” Karina asked in shock. 




She looked him over. He was dressed in jeans and a polo shirt, muscles rippling. Reinicke was gorgeous, casual and placid, less argumentative than she had ever seen him before. Sure, she saw hundreds of people, thousands even in a year, whom she met and interviewed to decide if they went on her dating profile database or not. But Reinicke couldn’t have been on that list.




“No,” Karina said firmly, “I would have remembered.”




“Well, I remember,” Reinicke said. He stepped towards her, a ghosting smile playing on his lips. “You told me that I was the most miserable beast you’d ever met, and that you wouldn’t inflict me on the ladies on your books for all the tea in China.”




“Hmm,” Karina said thoughtfully. “That does sound like me… and it definitely sounds like you.”




He laughed then, a glorious sound.




“I’m a very misunderstood man,” he countered.




“That’s what all jerks say,” Karina teased.




Reinicke made another lunge forward. He rested his hands on Karina’s hips, towering over her as he broke into the first true grin she’d ever seen him wear. He could be an ass, sure, and he was very good at it, but there was indeed more to the man than Karina had realized. As a bear, he’d followed her and protected her, watching over her in the woods. He’d given her that radio without a moment’s hesitation, after only meeting her twice. Three times, if she counted the interview that she couldn’t recall.




“What are you doing?” she asked him, her breath hitching in her throat.




His hands were warm, and they slid round her hips to her back, fingers toying with the small, sensitive patch where her shirt ended and her shorts began. Karina let her arms travel up his body, fingers feeling the definition of those impressive muscles. She wished she hadn’t been so out of it during the fall. She could have had such a good view of him then. Yet, something told her, if she still wanted that view, it was waiting. She leaned on her tiptoes, tongue darting out to wet her lips.




“If I asked you to stay, would you?” Reinicke said softly.




“No,” Karina whispered with a wicked grin. “I’d consider it if you begged me, though.”




He returned her grin, and took her chin in his hand to guide her into his kiss. It was deeply passionate from the first moment, nothing false or tentative. Reinicke’s lips grazed hers with something akin to desperation, his tongue snaking out to toy with her own. She felt the smooth, strong mass of his tongue, another excellent muscle, pushing against hers as if he was fighting for supremacy. She let him win, allowing him to plunder her mouth as his hands began to wander all over her body.




As the kiss went on, Karina threw all caution out the window. She wanted Reinicke more than she’d ever wanted anyone, and the moment was there waiting for her to grab. She fumbled with her shorts, the cast on her arm making it tricky to get them down. When Reinicke realized what she was up to, he broke their kiss and stripped off her shirt for her. Then he dropped to his knees, unbuttoning her shorts and pulling them down with a sudden sharp tug. He held her legs, his chin resting just above the line of her panties. His breath was warm on her abdomen, coming in short pants.




“This is me begging you,” he explained, his gaze intense once more. “I… I think I might have loved you that very first time I met you, when you kicked me out of your office and told me never to come back.”




“I’m glad you did,” Karina told him. “God, I’m so very glad.”




“I’ll take that as a green light, shall I?” Reinicke replied in what was almost a growl.




He didn’t wait for an answer. He lifted Karina from her legs into a fireman’s lift, carrying her over his shoulder to the bed. Once there, he laid her down and took a step back, admiring the sight of her in her underwear before he stripped off his own clothes. The polo shirt went first, revealing that massive chest with its tempting trail of soft brown hair, then he shrugged out of his jeans and let his boxers go down with them. His cock was solid, springing forward eagerly and sending a sudden damp sensation into Karina’s groin. He was long and thick, waiting patiently for her. She watched him throb for a moment.




Slowly, she rose and unhooked her bra, letting it fall away to reveal her breasts. Reinicke’s golden gaze glowed brilliantly, burning into her skin as he watched her eagerly. Karina reached down, using one hand to tease her panties off, then she lay back on the bed and let her legs fall apart just a little. There was another long pause, the heat in the air palpable.




“Ugh,” she sighed playfully, “do I have to boss you around again?”




“’Fraid so,” Reinicke admitted, gently climbing onto the bed towards her. “I figure I might as well get used to it. Once this happens, I won’t be letting you go.”




“Is that a shifter thing?” Karina asked him.




“It’s a me and you thing,” Reinicke said, his face coming level with her own. “I always knew that I would know when I met ‘the girl’. You’re it, Karina. You’re mine.”




“You’d better claim me then,” she said, reaching up to pull his face down for a kiss.




Reinicke entered her whilst their tongues were fighting, his thick shaft filling her so sharply that she felt her whole body shiver. He was quick and precise in his movements, thrusting deep then pulling back to tease her clit with his fingers. His tongue snaked down her neck and round her earlobes, his hips pushing her legs wide apart. Karina let them rise, wrapping them around his muscular back as he pressed deeper still into her waiting body. She was panting, the burn of orgasm already making her abdomen ache. She knew what he meant about just knowing. Perhaps she had known all week, trying to hide the truth from herself.




After so long making other people happy in love, Karina had almost forgotten what it felt like.




But Reinicke was there to remind her. He let his thumb flick over her swollen clitoris until she moaned with ecstasy, then he really went in to show her what he could do. He held her hips firmly and made his thrusts as deep as he could, sending shockwaves of electric pleasure into every nerve. Karina felt herself arching, her eager body pushing against him as she begged inwardly for release. She looked up at him, her eyes pleading, asking for what she knew he could give her. Reinicke grew faster still, harder and sharper as he rocked their bodies together.




“Oh!” she exclaimed as the first throes of the orgasm reached her, making her body tense up and shake.




Karina felt the rush and the pleasurable pain, knowing her climax would be a big one. When it came, she felt it shake her whole body, forcing her to make sounds she didn’t even know were in her throat. Her quivering legs fell back down when Reinicke let them go, and she was still riding out the tingles of her own breathless pleasure when she felt him shudder and push those last few thrusts into her. He kissed her neck, his voice low and growling when he whispered to her.




“Mine,” he reminded her. “Mine forever now.”




And she wouldn’t ever have it any other way.


One month later.




“Reinicke, where on earth have you been?” Anina demanded.




Karina had been forewarned about the Best clan before she met them. Reinicke was accurate in his descriptions, and she recognized his elderly grandmother at once by her milky amber gaze and admonishing tone. Her gaze snapped to Karina, then down to the place where she and Reinicke were clasping one another’s hands. Anina appeared to relax a little at that.




“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said politely. “I didn’t realize you, uh… Reinicke, who is this lovely girl?”




There were other people assembled in the room, and Karina had never met any of them. But she was pretty sure she could guess who they all were. There were two brothers, Reinicke’s older cousins, who were named Dietrich and Ben. Dietrich was cradling a girl called Elise in one arm, and she held their little baby boy, Isaak in hers. Ben had a baby on his lap too, a girl with beautiful cocoa-colored skin named Lily, and his wife Layla stood with one proud hand on his shoulders. That left the two blonde cousins, Kurt and Hart, with their partners Stacey and Jane. In front of Stacey there was a buggy with two tiny twins sleeping peacefully, and Jane had a fully round belly that made her look as though she was due to give birth at any moment.




Clan Best was a quite a family to join, but Karina, as in all things, was confident that she could make it work.




“Sorry, we’ve been in Vegas,” Reinicke explained.




“No,” Dietrich said at once, his voice hitching in shock. “You don’t mean…”




“May I introduce Karina Best, my wife,” Reinicke said with all the pride in the world.




There was an explosion of shouts and disbelieving cries of joy, then suddenly Karina and Reinicke were surrounded by the clan. The flurry of people showered them in congratulations amid the sounds of babies cooing and waking from their sleep. In the eye of the joyous family storm, Karina held onto Reinicke, looking up into the proud expression of her new husband.




“You know what comes next right?” she asked. 




She patted her tummy as if to explain. Reinicke raised a brow, a genuine grin on his face.




“Well, you’re the boss,” he reasoned.




“I am,” Karina replied.




And in that moment, she realized that she hadn’t seen Reinicke pull that long, sour expression in weeks.
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Harmony reached out to grab Aiden’s hand. He kept pulling away and wandering off to look at other things and she had to keep a tight hold on him. She couldn’t lose him here, in the middle of the county fair where there were so many people. She’d be fired in a second.




Connor and Hunter wouldn’t stop fighting with each other. Hunter pushed Connor for walking too close. Then Connor pushed him back for pushing him. Why in the world had she thought taking the boys to the fair was a good idea? She’d really thought they’d be so excited and distracted by the sights that they’d behave.




She already had a headache and after a few hours, was more than ready to leave. But the boys were just getting started and wanted to ride the rides. Which would surely be a hassle because the older boys couldn’t handle waiting in line, and Aiden wasn’t tall enough to go on the big-kid rides. Hunter and Connor wouldn’t want to go on the little-kid rides with him, either.




Up ahead she saw the building that had bees and honey products. Maybe the boys would stare at the live bees for a while and give her a minute to breathe. 




“Wanna see some bugs?” she asked them.




Hunter and Connor both said, “Yeah!”




But Aiden looked scared. “What kind of bugs?”




She leaned over to whisper to him. “Bees, but they’re all in a glass case where they can’t get out and hurt you. Okay?”




He nodded and they walked toward the building.




Inside, they did look at the bees for a little while, then they wanted honey.




“I’m sure there’s a booth somewhere that sells honey sticks.” She looked over and saw a large banner that read “Bear Natural Honey.” The table below had many honey-related products, including flavored honey sticks. And behind the table was one of the hottest men she’d ever seen. 




Big and muscular, he was tall and had enchanting eyes. She couldn’t help but stare at him. His  blond hair fell into his eyes and he brushed it away.




“I see some,” she said, and dragged Aiden over to the table. Hunter and Connor followed, pushing each other again.




When they got to the table, she told them, “Each of you can pick out two.” She smiled at the man. “Hi.”




He smiled back and she almost melted. The boys started pawing through the honey sticks and finally chose their flavors.




“We’ll take six,” she said. She handed him two dollars.




“How do I get this thing open?” Connor asked.




Harmony looked at the stick. She didn’t see any place to open it. She tried squeezing the ends, but that did nothing. She looked over at the man. “Help?”




He took the stick from her and pinched it in his thick fingers just below where she had tried to do the same thing.




“You have to find just the right spot.” He winked at her. 




He looked like he would find just the right spot, indeed. Her face went warm at the thought and she looked away.




Then Hunter and Connor, like they always did, started fighting.




“That one is mine!” Hunter said. 




“No, I had the cherry one,” Connor said.




Hunter pushed him. “You had strawberry. The cherry one is mine!”




The man pulled another cherry honey stick from the display and handed it to her. “Here. Just take another cherry one.”




“Oh, you don’t have to do that.”




He waved it off. “No problem. Better than hearing them fight.”




She handed the cherry honey stick to Hunter.




But then Aiden said, “Hey! He got three! I only got two.”




She closed her eyes and sighed. Of course it couldn’t be that easy. “Just charge me for three more.”




Then Aiden and Connor went back to the display and pulled out two more sticks.




“I guess they get to be a lot, huh?” the man asked. He looked like he was somewhat horrified at their fighting. 




“Yeah. They really don’t pay me enough. Some days I can’t wait to get home.” Maybe if she made it clear that it bothered her, too, it wouldn’t ruin her chances with him.




He pulled his eye brows together. “They’re not yours?”




“No.” She chuckled. “Thank goodness. I’m their nanny.”




“Oh.” He laughed, too. “I thought you looked too young to have three kids that old.” He looked relieved, which made her feel relieved, as well.




She smiled. “Thank you.”




Harmony kept her head facing the boys, but she could feel him watching her. She needed another reason to talk to him, to keep things going between them.




“So, are you having one of your own soon?” he asked.




Her face went hot and she looked down at her top. It was loose fitting. Did it make her look pregnant? “No, why? Do I… look like I am?”




“Oh no,” he said, shaking his head. His face went pink. “I didn’t mean it like that.”




“Oh.” She let out a relieved sigh.




“I just meant, umm…” He scratched the back of his neck. “Is there someone in the picture? Someone you’re seeing? Like a boyfriend?”




“No, there’s no one.” Not yet anyway, but if he wanted the job, she’d gladly give him the title.




“Harmy, I have to go pee,” Aiden said, holding himself and wiggling back and forth.




“Sorry,” she said. Why did he have to go right now? If she didn’t get him to the bathroom soon, though, he’d wet his pants and she’d have even more of a problem on her hands. “I better get him to the bathroom. It was nice meeting you.”




“Wait,” he said, following her a few steps. “Could I maybe get your number? Maybe you’d want to go out sometime? You know, without all the kids.”




She smiled and her heart jumped for joy. “You wouldn’t want to help me wrangle these wild kids all night?”




“Uhh…”




“I’m kidding. I’d love to.”




He took out his phone and she gave him her number.




“I’m Harmony,” she said. Aiden tugged on her hand and she walked a few steps toward the door, looking back at the man.




“Beck!” he called after her. “I’ll call you!”


Meeting Beck had been the highlight of the fair by far. By the time they got back to the car, the boys were tired, still fighting incessantly, and Aiden was covered in cherry water ice stains. Next time, it didn’t matter how much their parents gave her to take them, she wouldn’t do it.




She wondered when Beck would call. There was the standard three-day wait, but was he that type of guy? Maybe he was so into her that he’d call sooner. She thought about what she’d say when he called and what she’d wear on their first date.




After three days passed and he hadn’t called, she started to think he wasn’t going to. Had she done something to make him second guess getting her number? Maybe he’d met someone better after she’d left his booth. Disappointment filled her. It wasn’t exactly easy to meet guys as a nanny. Most days she was with a two-year-old and a six-year-old all day, then some evenings, when their parents had to work late, she watched Aiden, Connor, and Hunter.




Unless she took the kids out, she didn’t meet anyone aside from whatever new imaginary friend had been created since last time she was with her charges. And when she did take them out somewhere, she was either too distracted to notice any guys, or she was so frazzled and disheveled that she was not attractive at all.




So, when Beck still hadn’t called by the fifth day, she’d given up completely. By the next week, when it had been a full eight days since she met him and her phone rang, he was the last person she expected it to be.




“Hello?” she said as she folded laundry on one of her nights off.




“Hi, is this Harmony?”




“It is.” Who was this guy calling her? She tried to place his voice, but couldn’t.




“Hey, this Beck. I met you at the county fair?”




It took her several seconds to realize who he meant. “From the honey booth?”




“Yeah, that’s me.”




“Oh wow.” She set down the towel she was folding. “I didn’t expect you to call. It’s good to hear from you.”




“Oh. You didn’t?”




“Well, I just mean that it’s been over a week, so I thought you’d changed your mind.”




He chuckled softly. “No, I’m just sadly not very good with women.”




“I find that hard to believe.”




“Thanks, but it’s true. I had a girlfriend for a long time, so I skipped a lot of years of practice asking women out. Since we broke up, it’s been a struggle.”




Oh no. Was he on the rebound? This could end up being a disaster. “Did you break up recently?”




“It’s been almost a year now. But we were together for four.”




That wasn’t bad, then. A year should be time enough. “Sorry to hear that. I guess it’s good luck for me, though.”




He chuckled. “Right. So, about that. Do you want to get dinner or something? Is that too boring of a date?”




“No, not at all. Gives us a chance to talk and get to know each other.”




“Great. Umm, what kind of food do you like?”




He was right. He sure wasn’t good at this. It was kind of cute, though. “There is a fabulous Mexican restaurant over on Green Street.”




“Great. Let’s do that, then.”




“Perfect.” Now, the day and time… She wished she could just tell him what to do next and get it over with. This was getting painful, cute or not.




“So, umm, how was your day?”




“Good. Don’t we need to pick a day and time to go out, though?”




“Oh, right. Geez. Sorry. Friday?”




“That works for me.”




“I guess like 7?”




She bit her lip to keep from laughing. “Perfect. Want to just meet there?”




“Sure.”




Good thing he was so cute, for all his awkwardness. Hopefully, he’d get past that soon. If he was like this every time he tried to ask someone out, no wonder he hadn’t had much luck.




“What do you do, anyway?” she asked.




“Oh, I take care of the bees. I’m a beekeeper and I do some of the household stuff. My business partners and I all share a house and that’s where our bees are kept and the honey processing plant is.”




“You do it all right there on your property?”




“Yup.”




“You’ll have to give me the tour sometime. I’d love to see all that.”




“Sure. It’s kind of my passion in life.”




She smiled. “That makes sense. I think the sweetness has rubbed off on you.”




There was a bit of a pause. Then he said simply, “Thanks.”




Hopefully in person, this would go much better.


Harmony found herself more nervous than normal for their date. Partly because he seemed so nervous. Was it just going to be completely awkward the whole time? 




The babysitter knocked on the door and Harmony let her in.




“Thanks for coming, Rachel. This is a first date, so who knows how long it’ll be.”




Rachel grinned at her. “I hope you’re out all night and he’s the man of your dreams.”




Harmony sighed. “Let’s hope. I don’t know, though. He seems a bit unsure of himself.”




Rachel scrunched up her face. “That’s never good.”




Logan came running into the room then. “Rachel!” He jumped at her, and she stumbled back, but caught him in her arms.




“Hey Squirt, you ready for a super fun night?”




“I got the Xbox all set up!”




“Awesome.”




Harmony gave Rachel a quick hug, then squeezed Logan and kissed the top of his head. “Don’t wear Rachel out, Logan.”




“I won’t!” he called from the hall as he ran to the living room.




Harmony closed the door behind her and smiled. She’d met Rachel, a fellow nanny, at the park a few years ago. They were both there with their charges, trying to get some peace. They’d bonded over nanny-life discussions and had been friends ever since. They tried to get together with their kids every week. The kids loved it and it gave them adult time to talk. And Rachel was so awesome and loved kids so much that she babysat anytime Harmony needed her. Harmony would take her out for lunch next week to pay her back.




Harmony pulled up to the restaurant and went inside, keeping her eyes peeled for Beck. She found him just inside the restaurant, sitting in the lobby, his feet bouncing. He looked up and got to his feet when he saw her.




They were seated and sat across from each other. He fidgeted, twisting his fingers together and apart.




“I’m not going to bite, you know,” she said.




He let out a sigh. “I’m sorry. This is actually my first date in years. I’m not really sure what to do.”




“Well, first, relax. We’re here to have fun. Second, be yourself. It’s that easy.” She smiled at him and he smiled back.




“Thank you for understanding. I feel like a total idiot.”




“Well, I’m sorry to say that I have plenty of experience dating. First dates, at least. I don’t seem to get much farther for some reason.” 




Well, not for some reason. For one reason. She tried to wait as long as possible before telling her date that she had a six-year-old son, but somehow, it managed to come up in conversation, usually by accident, and then she never heard from them again. As if being a single mother at twenty-four wasn’t hard enough, it also made her a social pariah in the dating world. 




At this rate, she’d probably have to wait a few years for the men she dated to have kids of their own. Someone told her once that when you got to your thirties and were dating, having a kid was much more acceptable. Only six years to go.




“I can’t imagine why that would be,” Beck said.




She shrugged. “Maybe after this date, we can talk and tell each other everything we did wrong.”




“Or everything we did right.”




“Whoa,” she said. “Let’s not get too optimistic.”




They laughed, which helped relieve some of the tension. She couldn’t stop looking at him. He was just so good looking. His broad shoulders and muscular arms. Even the facial scruff he wore, which she usually didn’t like, looked so good on him. Once he relaxed a bit, he was funny, too. She found herself laughing a lot.




“Having a kid that’s allergic to bees is the worst,” she said. “I had a charge one time that was so bad, she needed an Epipen. I was so terrified of using it that I never wanted to let her outside. I did a lot of puzzles that summer. And the worst part was, a bee got in the house and stung her, and I ended up having to use it anyway.”




He shook his head. “Yeah, when bees get scared, they sting. They’re fascinating creatures, really. I’ve been stung so many times, I don’t even feel it anymore. But the allergy thing is scary. My brother, Knox, is dating someone who’s allergic. Except, no one knew until she got stung. That was a fun day. She started swelling up and he had to rush her to the hospital. Now she has an Epipen.”




“Hmm,” she said. “That must be tricky. Dating a beekeeper when you’re allergic to bees.”




“That’s not even the best part. She’s also our live-in housekeeper. Try living with beehives when you’re allergic. I don’t know how she does it.”




“That’s crazy. Though, I’d love to see the hives in action. That’s why we came into the bee building at the fair. I like to look at the displays of bees and see them making the honey and everything.”




“It’s a lot simpler and more complicated than it looks.”




“I’m sure,” she said. “What made you get into bees in the first place?”




“My business partners and I needed a business idea. Honey seemed like a good way to go, so it made sense that we’d get our own hives. Someone had to learn about the bees and take care of them, so my brother and I volunteered to be the ones. I didn’t want to get into sales like Dax, and I’m not great at office stuff, so it fit. I get to do the dangerous, physical job and they get to sit inside all day. It works well for everyone.”




“Is that why you’re so built?”




He pulled his mouth into half a smile. “We all work out, too. We do a lot of running and lifting.”




She looked over his muscles appreciatively and felt the vibration of her phone in her pocket. She didn’t want to answer it, or even look, but anytime she was away from Logan, she felt obligated. Sure enough, when she glanced at the screen, it was Rachel calling. 




“Sorry, I have to take this,” she said.




“Harmony, I’m so sorry to interrupt your date. Logan just threw up and it seems that he’s running a fever. It came out of nowhere. He was fine when I got here, then all the sudden he said his stomach hurt and he threw up. He’s okay now, but I wanted to let you know.”




“Okay. I’ll be right there.”




She hung up and put her phone back, then looked at Beck with a long sigh. “I’m really sorry. I have to go.” She chose her words very carefully. She didn’t want to lie, but she didn’t want to give anything away just yet. “One of the kids I care for is sick. I have to run.” There. That was true enough, right?




“Oh, okay.” He looked around for the waitress. “I’ll take care of the check and everything. Go ahead if you have to go.”




“I’m so sorry. I had a really great time, though.”




“Me too. I was hoping we could maybe do this again?” He raised an eyebrow and gave her a hopeful smile.




“Definitely. I’d love to. And hopefully, next time there’ll be no child emergency.”




“Must be tough being a nanny. I don’t know how you do it.”




She put on her coat and reached for her purse. “Well, they’re just kids. You get to know them, and you grow to love them.”




“I guess. I think I’m nowhere near ready for that.” He chuckled. “I give you all the credit in the world for taking care of kids that aren’t even yours.”




“It’s a paycheck.” She winked and slid out of the booth. “Thank you again, Beck. It’s been really great.”




“I’ll call you?”




“Please do.”




She hurried out of the restaurant and got into her car. He would definitely call, she thought. They’d had a great time and everything, but she didn’t have high hopes.




He’d said he wasn’t ready for kids. He had seemed horrified watching her with the boys at the fair. What would he do when he found out about Logan? Probably the same thing all the other guys did. Stop calling.




Maybe what she really needed to do was find a guy with a kid of his own. That way, there would be no issue. Or she could just go around with a big sticker on her forehead that proclaimed, “Single Mom,” so that no one would be surprised. They could choose to ignore her from the beginning and never even ask her out and get her hopes up. 


Harmony looked down at her phone the next day and saw that Beck was calling. That was fast.




“Did the kid recover?” he asked.




She looked over at Logan, who was balled up on the couch. “Getting there,” she said. “Though I did have to clean up puke twice today. I hope your day was better.”




“Actually, I’m not sure about that.”




“Really? What happened?”




“It’s a whole big mess. We’ve had some trouble with this other group in the area. A bunch of ladies trying to ruin our business.”




“Uh oh.” She chuckled. “Can’t handle the competition?”




“I wish that’s all it was. But it seems they’re the ones who can’t handle the competition. It started out with them just messing with our displays in Mason’s, but now it’s progressed to much worse. We had to talk with the police today to make statements. They set fire to our processing plant and attacked and killed one of our hives.”




“Oh, my goodness. That’s crazy.”




“Yeah. It’s been rough,” he said. “Luckily, we caught the fire in time and nothing was seriously damaged. They’re going to arrest them and schedule a trial. I guess we gave them enough evidence and everything. So, it looks like we get to go to court next.”




“Not fun. But, if it gets them to leave you alone, it’s worth it, right?”




“So long as they don’t do anything in the meantime to retaliate for us pressing charges.”




“I think maybe your day was worse. At least I got to sit around and watch movies in between cleaning up the puke.”




“Oh, yuck.” He made a disgusted sound. “I don’t know how you do it.”




“I guess I’m used to it. I’ve been taking care of kids for about six years now.”




“I guess by the time you have your own, you’ll be all set.”




Oh no. How should she answer that? She hesitated too long. She said, “Yeah, I guess so.” But then she felt bad for lying.




“What are your plans for today?” he asked.




“Nothing much. I’m just hanging out at home. Got some laundry to do. You know, fun stuff.”




“You’re home now?” he asked.




“Yup. What are you up to?”




“Just driving home. I’ll be making a stop soon.”




“Oh, okay, well I’ll let you go then. Maybe we can talk later?”




“That sounds great,” he said. “Talk to you soon.” 




She helped Logan get up and go to the bathroom, then settle back onto the couch. “Do you want any soup or crackers or anything?”




He shook his head and pulled his stuffed bear closer to his chest. He always got quiet when he was sick. He’d usually just watch TV and hold his favorite stuffed animal. The trashcan was close to his head so that he could grab it in a hurry if he needed it. She hoped he was done throwing up, though.




She put a load of laundry in the washer and sat back down, picking up her book. Logan wanted to watch his favorite movie for the hundredth time and she needed something else to do besides hear the same dialogue over and over.




She’d just turned the page when there was a knock at her door. She wasn’t expecting anyone, but maybe Rachel was coming to check on them. 




Harmony opened the door to find Beck standing on her porch, a pizza in his hands.




“I thought maybe I’d surprise you with some dinner,” he said, grinning at her.




Her eyes went wide and her stomach turned. Maybe she’d be needing the trashcan next. This was not how this was supposed to happen. She wanted to wait longer before telling him. Get to know him better. But now he was here and there was no way to hide the truth any longer.




“Hi Beck.” She glanced behind her into the house. Logan must still be on the couch. “I, umm… didn’t expect you.”




“That’s what makes it a surprise. Is it a bad time?”




“No, it’s not that. I… Well, just come on in.”




She stepped aside and let him in, then she led him to the kitchen.




“Do you always watch kids’ movies when you’re home in the evenings?” he asked, nodding toward the living room where the loud, cheerful singing was coming from.




“Well, here’s the thing, Beck.” She twisted her fingers together and glanced toward the living room. “My son is in the other room watching TV. He’s the one that’s sick.”




Beck’s face went slack and still. He stared at her for a long moment. “Your son?”




“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, but you seemed freaked out by kids and I’ve had some really bad experiences with guys not calling again after they found out, and I really liked you, so I guess I was hoping that when you got to know me better, you’d be okay with it or something.” She covered her face with her hands. “I don’t know. I’m sorry. I should have told you.”




“Oh, well, it’s… Umm, it’s okay, I guess.”




“You guess?”




“Well, I don’t know anything about kids. I don’t really know what to do with them.”




“You don’t have to do anything really. Just be there and hang out with them. They’re people, too.”




He nodded absently. “They seem like they need so much attention and… I don’t know. Guidance? What do you call it when you have to yell at them all the time?”




Harmony felt like she could cry. This was not going well at all. He really was freaked out about kids in general. Was there anything she could do about that? Any way to make it better for him? 




“He’s sick, today, so he’s just watching TV,” she said. “That’s not too hard, right? We can just eat some pizza and watch TV. It’s not scary.”




“Okay.”




But he seemed really unsure. “Unless you just want to go. I’d understand if you can’t handle it.”




“It’s not that I can’t handle it, I’ve just never had to before.”




“Want to come meet him?”




“Sure, I guess.”




She walked into the living room and Logan looked over at her. “Hey, Logan, this is my friend, Beck.”




“Hi.” Logan held up his hand, but didn’t lift his head or get up.




“Hey.” Beck held up his hand back.




“Want some pizza? Beck brought some for us.”




“Okay.” Logan pushed himself up so he was sitting. His hair was disheveled and sticking out in all directions. His face was red and sweaty, his eyes still glassy.




Harmony looked back at Beck. “Want to grab the pizza?”




He walked back into the kitchen, then returned with the pizza. He set it down on the table and sat on the couch beside her, the opposite side from Logan.




Beck and Harmony each picked up a slice, then Logan reached over for one. Beck watched Logan eating. Logan shoved most of the slice into his mouth.




“Hey, slow down,” Harmony said. “You’re going to make yourself sick again.”




Logan pulled the slice back out of his mouth. Beck’s eyes widened. Then, Logan proceeded to roll up the slice and bite the end of it, taking little bites of his pizza roll and chewing loudly.




“Sorry,” Harmony said quietly. “Boys can be gross eaters when they’re little. One of my past charges used to pull the cheese off, then suck off the sauce, then break the crust into little pieces and wrap the cheese around the little pieces.”




“And you just let them do that?”




She shrugged. “Kids have to be able to explore the world and learn. I try to let them be themselves as much as possible. Unless it’s going to hurt someone or themselves or make a huge mess, then I usually let them. You can’t yell at them for everything.”




Beck was still watching Logan, who now wiped his mouth on his pajama sleeve, sending a smear of red sauce to cover the little trains.




Beck finished his slice quickly and stood. “I’m going to get going.”




“Already?” She stood, too.




“Well, he’s sick, so I don’t want to catch it or anything. And I’m sure he’s not really, umm, up for guests or whatever.”




“Okay, sure. I don’t want you to get sick.”




He nodded and walked to the door. Harmony followed him.




“Just tell me now if you’re not going to call,” she said. “I don’t want to sit around waiting if you can’t do the kid thing.”




He stopped and turned to look at her. The sun was setting and the light coming from behind him was golden orange. It made his hair glow yellow, like it was on fire. And that made the rest of him look darker and even more handsome. She really wanted him to be okay with Logan. To take a chance on them both and see what it was like. To give them a chance and see that kids didn’t have to be scary.




“I think… I’m just not sure, Harmony. I’ve never been around kids or dated anyone with them. I just need time to process this and think.”




“Sure.” She gave him a sad smile. “If you could just let me know either way, that’d be great. Like I said, there’s nothing worse than waiting for a call that’s never going to come.”




“I will. I’ll let you know. I hope he gets better.” He started to walk away.




“Hey Beck?”




He stopped and turned back to her again.




“Thanks for the pizza and for stopping by. It was great to see you for a few minutes, even if it did turn out to be a disaster. I’ve been really enjoying getting to know you.”




“Me too.” He let his gaze linger for a long moment before finally turning away and getting into his car.


Harmony dreaded hearing her phone ring. She knew it would be Beck telling her he couldn’t do the kid thing. How could he ever be okay with it after the way he reacted? But would he even bother calling, or would he just never call again? She didn’t know him well enough to know for sure.




Days went by and she didn’t hear from him. She’d decided he wasn’t going to call after all. How long did he really need to process? But, she waited. She waited a whole week since he’d shown up at her house. When she still didn’t hear from him, she picked up the phone.




“Hey Harmony,” he said.




“Hey. So, you didn’t call like you said you would, so I’m assuming you decided you couldn’t do the kid thing and couldn’t bring yourself to call to tell me?” She tried to keep her tone light, but she was angry and frustrated and deeply disappointed. She’d really wanted this to work and she really liked him.




“I’m sorry. I should have called. But to be honest, I’m still not really sure. I mean…” He let out a long sigh. “I really like you, Harmony. But kids just overwhelm me. I don’t know what to do with them.”




“Okay, well how much time have you spent with any?”




“Not much.”




“And don’t you think that maybe that’s why you feel overwhelmed and like you don’t know what to do? If you spent more time with kids, you’d see that they’re really not that bad.”




“What if I do something wrong?” he asked. “What if somehow I don’t know what to do and one of them gets hurt?”




“Beck. Kids aren’t like some delicate flower where if you put them too close to a draft, they’ll die. They’re just people. You manage to be around your friends without hurting them, right? It’s really not any different. You know how to keep yourself alive. The same principles apply. Didn’t you ever have a pet?”




“We had a dog when I was a kid.”




“Well, there you go,” she said. “You feed the dog and give it water and make sure it doesn’t run out into the road. Except with a kid it’s even easier because once they can talk, they’ll even tell you when they’re hungry.”




“I know it’s easy for you and this probably seems really ridiculous, but it just freaks me out. I’ve been anxious all week thinking about this. Every time I picture myself spending time around your son, something goes wrong in my mind.”




“It’s only easier for me because I’ve spent so much time with them. When you first got the bees, were you an instant expert? Did you keep them all alive perfectly? Or did you maybe have some figuring out to do? Some things to learn about beekeeping?”




“I read a bunch of books, so I knew some stuff. But I guess I did learn as I went.”




“If you really want to, there are plenty of books on kids. And you have me. I can help you, especially when it comes to Logan.” She was pacing the room now, an idea coming to her, and hope daring to well in her chest. “I have an idea. Just listen, okay?”




“Okay.”




“Come and hang out with Logan and me. We’re going hiking next weekend. Come with us. You don’t have to worry about taking care of him or anything because I’ll be there. You don’t have to do anything except maybe talk to him. Leave all the parenting up to me and see what happens when you just hang out and get to know him.”




“Where?”




“At the state park. They have some nice trails and we’ve gone a few times. You do hike, don’t you?”




“Well, yeah.”




“Okay then. You’ll come? See what it’s like? You can always change your mind later and run away and never talk to me again.”




“I don’t want to do that, Harmony. I want to get to know you.”




“Then what’s your hold up?” She squeezed her fist and eyes shut hoping he’d agree. She waited and finally, he answered.




“Okay. I’ll give it a try and see. I guess I did always picture having my own kids someday. Not any time soon, but even if I want them eventually, I’ll have to get used to them.”




A smile spread across her face. “Perfect. You’ll see. It’s really not so bad being around them.”




“I hope you’re right.”




She laughed. “They can even be a lot of fun, you know. Logan might surprise you.”




“I sure hope so.”


Beck knocked on Harmony’s door at 10 a.m. sharp. She pulled open the door with a huge smile to hide her anxiety.




“Morning!” she said.




“Morning.” He stepped inside, a small gym bag hanging from one hand, and followed her to the living room, where Logan was tying his shoes.




“I’m just going to run to the bathroom real quick,” Harmony said. “Logan, why don’t you show Beck your new truck?”




Harmony dashed upstairs and used the bathroom, then snuck back down to listen to what was happening in the living room. 




“It does this, too!” Logan said and lifted up the back of the truck to show him how it tipped. “What’s your favorite kind of truck?”




“Umm, I guess a pickup truck?”




“Do you have a pickup truck?”




“No,” Beck said. “But my brother does.”




“Cool! What color is it?”




“Red.”




“I like red. Do you like red? What’s your favorite color?”




Beck paused a moment. “I guess blue. Is red your favorite?”




“Mmm, I like red a lot, but I think green is my favorite. Do you want to see my green truck?”




“Okay.”




Harmony smiled at the interaction. Logan had no problem talking to people and making new friends. And it seemed like he was going to make Beck his new friend. If Beck answered his questions and talked to him, hopefully he’d see how unscary kids could be.




“Hey guys,” Harmony said, coming back into the room. “Ready to go?”




“I was just going to show Beck my green truck.”




“Why don’t you go grab it and show him in the car?”




Logan ran out of the room, then back in a minute later with a mini green pickup truck in hand.




They got into Harmony’s car, she waited until Logan had his seatbelt fastened, then they drove off toward the state park. 




Logan continued to talk about his car and grill Beck with questions. Beck went along with it, answering and asking a question back now and then. She looked over at him and smiled. He smiled back. Maybe this was going to go better than she thought. 




They arrived at the park and got out. Harmony stretched her legs while Logan decided which car to bring along.




“I think I’ll go with my green truck,” Logan said. “Since pickups are Beck’s favorite.”




“Will it fit in your pocket?” Harmony asked.




“Yup!” Logan tucked it into the front pocket of his sweatshirt.




They walked to the path and started on their hike. They weren’t more than twenty feet onto the trail when Logan stopped.




“Look! This one’s all chewed on. Cool.” He held up a green leaf with a big hole chewed through the middle.




A few minutes later, Beck paused and pulled a leaf from a tree and handed it to him. “This one looks chewed on, too.”




“Awesome!” Logan took the leaf and tucked it into his sweatshirt, where he’d put the other one.




They hiked for a half hour before they decided it was time to turn back. Logan could only go so long without getting tired. There was no way Harmony was going to carry him all the way back to the car.




After they turned around, a few minutes went by, then Logan screamed, “A bee!”




He flailed his arms around, trying to swat it away.




“Stop,” Beck said. “Don’t move.”




Logan froze, but whimpered, “It’s going to sting me.”




“No, it won’t. Not if you hold still.” Beck stooped to pick a wild flower. “Bees sting when they’re afraid. If you swat at it, it will get scared, and that’s when it might sting you. Watch this.” 




Beck held the flower close to the bee. He turned it so that the center of the flower was in the bee’s line of sight. The bee flew right to the center of the flower, away from Logan. Beck set the flower gently on a rock. Logan bent over to watch the bee at work. 




“The bee is collecting pollen to make honey. That’s why he goes into the flower. Then, when he has enough, he’ll fly back to the hive and it’ll eventually be made into honey.”




“Whoa,” Logan said. “That’s cool.”




“Did your mom tell you that I’m a beekeeper?”




“Yeah, but I’m afraid of bees.”




“You don’t have to be,” Beck said. “Once you understand them better, you’ll see they’re not scary. Maybe I’ll show you my hives sometime.”




The bee left the flower and Logan stepped back away from it to watch it. After it flew off, he relaxed and picked up the flower. 




As they walked, Logan and Beck collected several more leaves and some flowers, too. They came to an area with a large patch of flowers on one side. Logan picked a small purple flower and handed it to Harmony.




“So pretty. Thank you,” she said.




“Oh! I see a better one.” Logan walked to the side of the trail and bent to pick up another flower. As he stood back up, his foot slipped. 




That side of the trail went down at a steep angle, and several feet below was a drop off. The cliff went a long way down and ended with rocks and boulders at the bottom.




“Logan!” Harmony shouted and reached out to grab him. She gripped the edge of his shirt, but he was already falling. His shirt tore out her hand and he was sliding to the edge of the drop off.




“Hold onto something!” she shouted and went toward him as quickly as she could without falling herself.




“Harmony, no,” Beck said. “Get back. I’ll get him.”




Beck slid down the hill. Logan was ahead of him, still slipping toward the edge of the drop off. Logan screamed as his foot went over the edge.




Harmony watched in shocked terror as Beck leapt in the air and landed on the ground on four large paws. He was a huge black bear, running at her son, who was now hanging onto the edge of the cliff with two hands. 




Logan’s hands slipped and Beck dove off the cliff after him. He wrapped his body around Logan and they tumbled together, rolling fast down the side of the cliff toward the rocks at the bottom. 


They landed with a crash. Beck’s furry body was still wrapped protectively around Logan and when they landed, Logan jumped up and looked back up at his mother.




“Are you okay?” she shouted.




“Yes!”




But the bear didn’t seem to be moving.




“Is Beck hurt?” she called down.




Logan shook his shoulder. Beck uncurled his body and stretched his paws forward, then stood up on his hind legs. Logan looked back at her and shrugged.




Then, as they both watched, Beck got onto all fours and his black bear fur receded into his skin, leaving him human again. And naked. 




Even from so far away, Harmony could see exactly how muscular his body was. Ripped was the only word she could think of. Every inch of him was muscle. And he had a good butt, too. He covered himself with one hand and held up the other to wave to her.




“Are you okay?” she called down.




“Yes,” he said.




“How will you get back up here?” she shouted. “And what will you wear?”




But Logan was already taking off his sweatshirt. He handed it to Beck, who tied it around his waist.




“Meet us at the car,” Beck called. Then, he picked up Logan and carried him out of sight, into the woods.




She hurried to the car as fast as she could, trying to process what had just happened. 




Now that the immediate moment was over and Logan seemed to be out of danger, the adrenaline was fading, leaving her mind racing.




Had Beck just actually transformed into bear in front of her eyes? Was there anyway she could have imagined it or hallucinated it? Maybe this was all a dream and she’d actually passed out when Logan fell. That was a much more likely explanation than thinking he’d really become a bear.




Bear shifters were just fairy tales. Something parents told their kids to make them behave. Go to sleep or I’ll turn into a bear and eat you. Eat your vegetables or the bears will come after you and make you do it. But they weren’t real. People couldn’t actually turn into bears.




Harmony kept hurrying, avoiding branches and rocks on the path. All she needed was to get hurt herself.




She had to figure this thing out before she got to him. If she asked if he’d become a bear, she would sound insane. What would be the most logical explanation? That Beck had curled around Logan and the sight of them tumbling must have just looked like a bear. An optical illusion. And his clothes must have gotten torn in the fall. Yes. This made much more sense.




She finally saw the edge of the parking lot where her car was. To her right, she saw Beck, still carrying Logan, still wearing just the sweatshirt around his waist, just coming out of the woods.




He put Logan down when they reached the car.




“Mom!” Logan exclaimed, his voice full of awe. “Did you see what happened?! Beck turned into a bear!”




“Shh.” Beck looked around, then knelt down closer to Logan. “Hey, buddy, can we keep this just to ourselves? Not everyone is okay with the bear thing.”




“Okay.” Logan nodded, wide eyed. “Like a secret?”




“Yeah, a secret.”




“But I can’t have secrets from my mom.”




“No, no,” Beck said. “She’s part of it.”




“Okay.” Logan pulled opened his door and hopped into the seat.




Beck stood and slowly turned to face Harmony. He looked at her for a long while, waiting.




“Say something,” he said.




“Well…” She tried to take her eyes off his sexy body, but failed. She settled for staring at his chest. There was no way she could look him in the eyes yet. “I’m just trying to figure out what happened. Because it looked like you turned into a bear.” She laughed. “But people don’t actually do that, so there has to be some other explanation. I just don’t know what it is yet.”




He didn’t respond. She could feel his eyes on her and finally, she moved her gaze up to meet his. 




“Harmony,” he said. “I know it’s shocking. There’s nothing to be afraid of, though. I won’t hurt you or Logan. All of my business partners are bear shifters, too. We’re actually a clan and that’s why we all live together.”




She nodded. “Oh okay. That makes perfect sense. You’re a group of bears living together.” She laughed again, feeling on the verge of hysteria. “That’s why you like honey so much, right? It all makes perfect sense.”




He stood there and watched her for a while until she stopped laughing.




“I’ll understand if you never want to see me again,” he said. “I know this is very strange and unbelievable. But I think we should take Logan to the hospital to have him looked at just to be safe. I broke the impact of his fall, but he still could be hurt internally or something.”




She nodded. “Right. The hospital. Because Logan fell. That makes sense. Let’s do that.”




She got into the car and so did he. He picked up the bag at his feet. Inside it were shorts that he pulled on and a t-shirt. Probably better that way. She shouldn’t be just sitting there checking him out. Not until she could make this all sink into her mind.




He wasn’t denying the bear thing. He was really a bear shifter. She kept telling herself this over and over. Eventually, maybe, it would sink in.


They got to the hospital and explained that Logan had slipped down a cliff and landed hard. They thought he was okay and he wasn’t complaining that anything hurt, but they wanted to be safe.




The three of them sat in the waiting room for a few minutes. Then, Logan’s name was called and Harmony stood and took Logan’s hand to lead him to the doctor. They went back to a small exam room.




“Mommy,” Logan said while the doctor checked his reflexes, “Can you get Beck?”




“Sure.”




She was a little surprised at this, but she went quickly back to the waiting room and found Beck sitting there, Logan’s green truck in his hands.




“Beck?”




He turned and looked at her. 




“Logan is asking for you.”




He looked shocked, but got up and followed her back to the room.




“Hey!” Logan said, excited to see him. 




“Look what I have,” Beck said, and handed over the truck.




“Nice!” Logan drove the truck over the crinkling paper on the exam table, making sound effects as he went.




Logan put his fingertips on the table and made a roaring sound like his hand had become a bear. He drove the truck to his bear hand and the hand attacked the truck.




He stopped and looked up at Beck. “Do you think a bear could pick up a truck and throw it?”




“Probably not. But maybe if he had help from his friends.”




“Bears are super strong, right?”




Beck nodded. “And fast.”




“They can outrun anything!”




“Maybe not anything. Tigers are pretty fast, too.”




“Tigers,” Logan said in awe. He looked to the doctor, who was now listening to his breathing and whispered to Beck, “Are there tigers?”




Beck nodded. “Lots of tigers live in the zoo and in jungles.”




Logan pulled his eyebrows together, not sure what to make of this info.




“I think he’s just fine,” the doctor said. “But keep an eye on him. If he starts to complain of any pain at all, bring him back in and we’ll do some x-rays.”




“Thank you,” Harmony said.




They left the hospital and drove back to Harmony’s house. When they got there, Beck bent down to Logan.




“Be safe, okay dude?” Beck ruffled his hair and held up a fist.




Logan tapped it with his own, then handed him the truck. “Take this. I know it’s your favorite.”




Beck took the truck and smiled at Logan. “Thanks.”




“Go on inside,” Harmony said. “I’ll be inside in a minute.”




Logan ran through the garage to the door. “Bye Beck!” He waved, then went inside.




Beck handed the truck back to Harmony. “I’m sure I’ll never see him again, and he’ll want his truck back eventually.”




She took the truck and held it in one hand, then crossed her arms. “So, you’re still not into the kid thing, then, is that it?”




He faced her and mirrored her pose. “No, that’s not it. You seem really freaked out about the shifter thing. I figured you wouldn’t want me around.”




“Well.” She sucked in a breath and blew it out. “I figure since I didn’t tell you about Logan right away and you didn’t tell me about this, and since both of us have something that people tend to kinda freak out about, that maybe we’re even.”




“Even?”




“If you’re willing to try dating someone who has a kid, then I’m willing to date someone who turns into a… a bear.” It felt so weird to actually say it out loud. But that was the truth. They both had their secret “thing” to deal with. She couldn’t turn away from him after making such a huge deal that he needed to try things with her.




“You’re sure?”




“If you’re sure that you can handle a kid.”




He took a step closer to her. “And the bear thing doesn’t freak you out?”




“No.” She dropped her arms to her sides. “It totally freaks me out. But doesn’t being around Logan freak you out still?”




“Yes. Especially after he almost died today.”




When he said it like that, it brought reality into sharp focus. No matter what happened with them, he still had saved Logan’s life today. Tears came to her eyes as she thought about it.




“I can’t thank you enough for that.” She wiped her eyes.




“No need.” He stepped closer again and wrapped his arms around her.




“I want to date you and spend time with you and Logan both. If you’re okay with the bear thing, I’m okay with the kid thing.”




“Okay.”




He looked at her for a long moment, then pressed his lips to hers. She melted into him, letting his warmth flood over her. She pictured his hard muscles as she moved her mouth against his and felt his tongue slip between her lips. She wanted him and her whole body wanted him, too.




Beck’s phone ringing broke their kiss. He’d ignored it the first time, then the second, but on the third, he pulled back from her and sighed.




“Sorry,” he said. “I guess I should see what’s going on if they’ve called three times.” He looked at his phone. “It’s my brother.”




He answered, but held her close as he listened. “Are you kidding me?” He shook his head and said, “Okay. Thanks for letting me know.”




“Everything okay?” she asked when he hung up.




“Remember that arsonist I told you about? And the ladies that attacked our hive?”




“Yeah.”




“Well, first of all, I can tell you now that they’re a rival bear clan. All women like my clan is all men. Knox just told me that they got off on some technicality. So, it looks like no justice will be served after all.” 




He narrowed his eyes in disgust.




“I’m sorry. That’s really awful.”




“Yeah.” He sighed. “I should get home and talk to them. We have to figure out what we’re going to do. How we’re going to protect ourselves from them.”




She nodded. “Sure. I understand.”




“I’ll call you later. And I really will this time. I want to make sure Logan is still okay anyway. And maybe we’ll go out this week?”




“I’d love to.”




He kissed her again, more briefly this time, then got in his car and drove off.


Harmony turned into Rachel’s driveway and stopped the car, then got Logan out.




“But I want to see Beck, too,” he whined. “It’s not fair!”




“Logan, you got to play with Beck all weekend, and several times the week before. You’ll see him soon, okay? But we need to have some time alone tonight. Some grown up time.”




Logan stuck his lip out. “Fine.”




“You’ll get to play with Rachel all night. You love sleepovers.”




“Will I get to stay up late?”




“I’m sure Rachel will let you stay up a little late.”




His frown faded. “Okay!” He ran toward the house.




“Hey guys,” Rachel said, opening the door.




“Thank you so much, Rach.” Harmony gave her a quick hug and set Logan’s bag down in the hall. “I owe you big time.”




“Uh huh,” Rachel said, grinning. “You owe me steamy details of your night with McHunky.”




Harmony chuckled. “It seems like we’ve been waiting so long for this night.”




“It’s been two months,” Rachel said, “That is kind of long.”




“I know. It’s just been tricky. I didn’t want us to have to rush or worry about waking Logan for our first time, you know?”




Rachel wiggled her eyebrows. “Oh, I know. I just hope he’s as amazing in bed as he looks like he’d be. And maybe he’ll have to hook me up with one of his business partners. Those men are all huge and buff.”




Harmony hugged her again, then squeezed Logan tight. “Be good,” she said to him. “I’ll see you in the morning.”




“First one to the Xbox gets to choose the game!” Rachel said.




Logan ran into the other room and Rachel followed, waving goodbye to Harmony.




Harmony drove home and changed. She’d picked out this outfit just for tonight, but now that she stood in front of the mirror in her bedroom, she felt a little nervous. She hadn’t slept with anyone in a long time and this lingerie left her feeling very exposed. 




But, it was Beck. Beck, who she’d gotten to know over the last two months, who’d become close to Logan and loved hanging out with him. Beck, who’d even watched Logan one night so Rachel and Harmony could have a girls’ night out. Beck, who she was not only going to bring into her bedroom tonight for the first time, but who she was also going to say “I love you” to tonight. She hadn’t said those words or felt like this in a really long time, either.




There was a knock at her door, and her heart leapt. She was so filled with anticipation, her palms were already sweating. She opened the door slowly, revealing herself a little bit at a time.




Beck stood watching with a smile of pure desire on his face. When the door was fully open, he took his time looking her up and down.




“Dang, you are hot,” he said. He stepped into the house and closed the door behind him. “I almost can’t even look at you, you’re so hot.” He adjusted the crotch of his jeans. “You’ve already got me hard.”




She smiled and walked backwards into the bedroom. He followed her and once they were in her room, he closed the door and wrapped her in a tight embrace. He pressed her back to the wall and kissed her.




His body pressed against hers, trapping her between the hard wall and his hard cock. Her head felt light with desire, and every inch of her body longed for him.




“It’s been so long,” she whispered.




“We’ll take it slow.”




“I don’t think I want you to.” She lifted his t-shirt and pulled it over his head. She ran her fingers along his muscles, stopping to pinch his nipples.




He raised an eyebrow at her and reached out to do the same. She squirmed and bit her lip.




“Do you like that?” he asked.




“Yes,” she breathed.




“How about this?” He dragged his fingers down and slid them under her panties, then slipped his finger inside her.




She let out a moan. “Yes,” she said.




He pushed her panties to the ground and moved her legs farther apart. “You’re so wet already,” he said.




“That’s because I want you so badly.”




She unzipped his jeans and pushed them to the ground. Then she dropped to her knees in front of him and took his hard cock into her mouth.




As she stroked and sucked him, he leaned against the wall with one hand, his other hand on top of her head. “That feels so good,” he said.




“Good.” She stood up and kissed him.




Then, she wrapped one leg around his waist. She was still pressed back against the wall. She pushed her shoulder back and thrust her hips forward, letting his dick slid between her wet lips. He rubbed against her clit, sending tingling waves through her body.




He growled softly in her ear. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to take you right now. Foreplay time is over.”




He picked her up and pressed her whole back against the wall. Then he thrust his cock inside her, making her cry out in pleasure.




He held her ass and moved her up and down on his dick, using the wall to press inside her deeper.




“You feel so good,” she said. “Harder.”




He obliged by thrusting in deeper and faster, slamming against her as hard as he could.




“You’re going to make me cum any second,” he said.




But she cried out right then as the waves of pleasure rushed over her. She was dizzy with the feeling. 




He thrust in several more times, moaned loudly, then held her close to him, panting and leaning against the wall for support.




After a minute, he pushed off from the wall and carried her to the bed.




“That was so good,” she said, panting.




“I agree.”




He pulled her body close to his, curling around her so her back was against his chest.




They lay like that for a long while. He let his fingers trail over her breasts and nipples, rubbing them between his fingertips until they grew hard.




He reached down and stroked her clit gently and she moaned. He spread her wetness around her and lifted her leg up and back so it lay over his.




He was hard again and he pressed his dick against her, rubbing the tip around to get it wet, then slipped it inside her.




She gasped in the sudden pleasure, then let out a moan. She pushed her hips back into him, moving him deeper inside her.




He rubbed circles around her clit as he moved in and out of her, slowly this time. 




They moved together, gently forward and back, letting the feeling of touching each other take over them. The sensation built slowly until she reached back and gripped his hips, pulling him forward and she cried out in orgasm. He finished a few moments later.




He wrapper her in his arms again and held her close.




“I think I could do that for the rest of my life,” he said.




She turned to face him, her legs tangled in his. “I wanted to tell you something tonight. I’ve been waiting for just the right moment.”




“What is it?”




She touched her forehead to his and said, “I love you.”




He closed his eyes and his mouth spread slowly into a wide smile. “Really?”




She nodded.




“Tell me again.”




“I love you,” she said.




“It’s been so long since I heard that. It feels so good.” He kissed her, then looked into her eyes. “I’m in love with you.”




She let her fingers slip into his hair. “It’s been a long time since I heard that, too.”




“Don’t think this is weird of me, but I love Logan, too.”




“Really?”




Tears came to her eyes at this. It was one thing for him to say he loved her, but to love her son as well?




“Thank you for convincing me to give him a chance. You’re right. Hanging around kids isn’t nearly as scary as I thought it’d be.”




“Neither is hanging out with a bear.”




He chuckled. “Thank you for taking a chance on me.”




“Same.”




He closed his eyes and she closed hers and they drifted off to sleep, tangled in each other’s hearts.
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“Oh my God, Elise, he’s perfect.”




Jane Walsh leaned carefully on the edge of the hewn wooden crib, peering in with a lump in her throat. The baby boy was tiny, a perfect replica of humanity in every way. Tiny hands with tiny fingers, tiny lips that blew bubbles as he breathed. He even had tiny dark, hairs starting to sprout from his scalp. He was two weeks old, peaceful and perfect. And, when he opened his eyes to look at Jane, they shone with a ring of glittering gold.




“Say hello to Isaak Best,” Elise told her brightly.




Elise had been working less and less in the run-up to giving birth, and Jane hadn’t seen her for more than a month by the time she came to visit Fairhaven Park. Now, Jane could see that it was all so worth it, the slowing down, the taking time to create and care for something so beautiful. It stirred her heart into a warm, deep sensation, and she found herself watching little Isaak with a wistful smile on her face.




“You want one, don’t you?” Elise asked her.




Jane turned, eyeing up her favorite client carefully. Elise was glowing with all the charms of new motherhood, despite the tired shadows lurking beneath her eyes. Jane was more than just Elise’s agent, she had grown to be a dear friend to the slightly younger woman. She weighed up her options for answering the big question, and nodded slowly.




“Sure I do,” Jane replied, “but that involves meeting a man, making commitments. It just takes so much time, Elise. It’s time I don’t have right now.”




Even as she spoke, Jane couldn’t help but glance at her cell phone, which she’d kept one hand on in her pocket the whole time since she’d left LA. It was on silent for baby Isaak’s benefit, but the emails and instant messages were already piling up. Every five minutes, someone somewhere had a crisis for her to solve. She felt the wistful feeling leave her, a wave of stress returning to turn her body tense.




“But when will you ever have time, if you don’t stop and look once in a while?” Elise challenged. “Why don’t you call Karina Vasquez? Her agency sent me up here in the first place, remember?”




Jane shook her head at once.




“Not everyone can be as lucky as you and Dietrich,” she insisted. She glanced at her phone again. “I really ought to check this. Do you mind?”




Elise gave a sigh, which seemed to signal that she did mind, but Jane started to move away from the crib all the same. Her steps were heavy as she walked away, and at the door she looked back on the scene of a happy mother, and a woman in love. 




“I…” Jane began sadly, but she couldn’t let go of what she really wanted to say. “I’m just here for the week, working out-of-office, to see you and get to know Isaak. Love just isn’t on my schedule right now. It’s not like I can just expect a man to fall out of the sky and-”




The door hit Jane square in the chest, and she stumbled backwards. Baby Isaak began to bawl at once, filling the room with the shrill cry of shock. Jane shrieked too, for as the door swung open, a tall, muscular man crash-landed at her feet. He had rolled his head into his arms to prevent any damage, and beyond him the hatch to the Rangers’ Lodge attic was wide open. His collapsed ladder had sent him flying towards the bedroom, and he looked up into Jane’s eyes with a sudden awareness.




His eyes were golden, shimmering like all those of the Best shifter clan, and when he grinned shyly, his teeth were gleaming. He flicked a strand of dark blonde hair from his face, and gave a small, apologetic shrug.




“That’s what you get for daydreaming on a ladder, I guess,” he mused.




“Jane,” Elise said, a wry smile playing at her lips, “this is Hart, Dietrich’s cousin. I don’t think you’ve met.”


She could have stayed and talked to Hart, but the messages were plaguing the back of Jane’s mind. He was handsome, like all the Best boys were, but also boyish in his clumsiness despite being one of the eldest. Hartwin Best. Jane loved the German name. It was a wrench to excuse herself and head downstairs, seeking out a decent cell signal, but it had to be done. People in the city were depending on her, and she wasn’t the type to let them down.




She walked several yards from the huge, ornate frontage of the Rangers’ Lodge, down towards the edge of the woods. It was mid-morning, which meant that the world of offices and phone banks Jane had left behind was just starting to get into full swing. She flicked through the emails on her phone, browsing for the ones which needed urgent replies. Then she stood with the cell glued to her ear, listening to voicemail after voicemail about this, that and the other. Which models were going to get the new Chanel campaign, what shoes should be bought in for the latest ingénue to wear. It was dry stuff, but it really mattered. It could be the difference between whether Jane still had a job this time next year or not.




She made a few calls, wandering absently as she did so, until she realized that her voice was crackling on the line. Hanging up, she rattled her phone for a signal, only to discover that she had actually walked some way into the woods during her calls. Jane looked around, mildly alarmed by the sight of trees on all sides. There was a bright stream of daylight above her, and the greenery was thick and beautiful, but just a little too thick to see which way was the right one back to the lodge. Jane fired up her phone again, swiping to find Elise’s shining face.




“I thought you were swamped with calls,” Elise said at once, the playful annoyance still palpable in her tone.




“Yeah, well… Don’t laugh, but-” Jane began, and at once Elise chuckled. “I said don’t laugh. I wandered out into the trees, maybe only half an hour’s walk, but I’m not sure of the way back.”




“Did you hear that Isaak?” Elise teased, her voice gentle. “Auntie Jane is lost in the woods already.”




“Hey, little help here?” Jane pleaded.




“Sure, I’ll send someone,” Elise said with another laugh.




Jane thanked her ruefully, then looked around again with a little sigh. It was no use continuing to walk, in case she was walking herself even further away from the lodge, so she found a mossy rock and settled upon it. The signal was just about good enough to still get her instant messages, and soon she was deep into a chat with one of her many assistants about who they’d be sending to New York Fashion Week. It was during this heated debate that Jane thought she heard a few branches breaking somewhere nearby, as if under gentle footsteps. She looked up, hoping for the sight of Dietrich or one of his fellow rangers.




Instead, she found that she was looking at a shabbily-dressed woman with long, dirty hair. The two women stared at one another for a moment, then the stranger put a lazy smile back on her face. She had a glazed sort of look in her eyes, as though half her mind was somewhere else entirely. The woman certainly wasn’t a hiker, and Jane tried to sound bright and helpful as she returned the woman’s smile.




“If you’re looking to get out of the woods, I’m waiting for rescue right now,” Jane offered.




“Get out?” the woman asked. Her voice had the same faraway quality as her glassy eyes. “No way, lady. I’m so good where I am. Like, so good.”




The shabby woman spun on the spot like a child. She looked up into the foliage overhead, and Jane had a moment of panic as she watched the unsteady creature wobble and almost fall flat on her face. There was something wrong with her, and Jane wondered if she could guess what it was. The drug-users she met in LA were more the uppers and downers type, looking for energy all day and oblivion all night. This woman, Jane decided, had sought out a permanent chillax. The woman stumbled closer and, sure enough, a recognizable smell entered Jane’s nose.




“Well, you’re enjoying your vacation, aren’t you?” Jane said, now vaguely amused.




The stranger nodded gleefully, her matted hair flopping with a dull thud. She sat down on the floor in front of Jane, knees crossed like a schoolgirl. 




“You could use some, you know,” the woman mused, “you look all weird and tense.”




Jane couldn’t pretend that the observation didn’t hurt her. She frowned, then frowned some more as the woman started rifling in the pockets of her shabby coat.




“Oh no, really,” Jane stammered politely. “I don’t… I mean, I couldn’t take your stash.”




“It’s no problem,” the merry woman said, still searching her clothes. “I got it gratis. Free sample from the Boys in the Wood.”




Jane started at that.




“In the wood?” she repeated. “Are you saying someone dealt drugs to you here, in the park?”




The woman looked up with a wide smile.




“Oh yeah,” she said proudly. “Grown here too. It’s good shit.”




“Grown here?” Jane echoed.




This was serious. If there was a drugs operation somewhere in the woods, the Best clan needed to know about it. Jane sucked up a breath, choking a little on the foul residue of pot smoke from the stranger, then she set her voice low and serious. It was the kind of tone she used with new interns back at the agency.




“Listen, honey, you need to tell me where to find the Boys in the Wood, okay?” she coerced.




“Ah,” the woman said with a giggle. “So you do want a fix.”




“That’s right,” Jane lied calmly. “So where can I-”




The question never got its end, for in that moment the shabby woman leapt up with a shriek. She held her hands either side of her head, eyes wide and crazed as she stared at a spot just behind Jane. When Jane turned, she too had a startled moment, for a huge grizzly bear had just emerged not three feet from where she sat. Unlike her addled friend, however, Jane knew what the golden gleam in the bear’s eyes meant. Even more of a giveaway was the strange satchel that the bear had thrown over is massive back.




“Whoa,” the woman warbled. “I must be freaking or something. A bear with a bag? Am I seeing this right?”




“I think you’re having a bad experience, honey,” Jane replied. “I, uh, well I don’t see anything there.”




The woman continued to stare for a moment. The bear, for his part, kept perfectly still, as if he was listening to Jane’s words.




“Perhaps you’d better go find somewhere dark to lie down?” Jane suggested.




“Mmm,” the woman said with a nod. “Yeah, ‘kay.”




The bedraggled stranger wandered off, and as she did so the bear came closer to Jane once again. He was huge and somewhat clumsy in his gait, with streaks of pale brown and dark mixed together, glittering in the sunlight. Jane watched as her savior passed her by and settled into a thick clump of bushes about three feet high. Then, to her amazement, he began to transform.




She didn’t see much beyond the shrinking of the bear’s huge form, but she heard the pants and cries of strain that followed. There was a cracking sound that shook Jane’s stomach a little, but after that, she heard fumbling and the rustling of leaves. Then, after a moment, Hart popped up in the center of the bush. His torso was bare, and Jane couldn’t help her eyes from roving down his chest, following the dark blonde trail of hair that made a line on his stomach. 




“Sorry about that,” Hart said with a light chuckle. “Gimme a second to throw these clothes on.”




The bag made sense then. It had looked ridiculous across the huge back of a bear, and it looked even sillier on Hart, with its too-long strap making it drag on the floor. But the bag had contained his ranger’s uniform, which he quickly slipped into before stepping out of the bush. He even had shoes to put on. Crazy as the whole thing was, Jane sort of admired his forethought and organization. It was the kind of thing she would have done if she had to shift from one form to another.




“I didn’t realize they’d send you,” Jane said awkwardly.




Hart gave her a winning grin.




“It made sense,” he explained, “since I already had your scent from earlier.”




“My… scent?” Jane replied.




Hart stepped closer, and Jane felt the heat from his body as he leaned towards her face. At the last moment, his head deviated to the left and he took a deep breath near to her neck. 




“Carnations,” he mused, “very unusual. You’ve filled the air with beauty for miles.”




It was a strange, poetic thing to say, and Jane had no idea how to respond to it. All she could do was grin, which seemed to flush Hart’s face with a pinkish glow. He let out that little chuckle again in a burst of nerves.




“Well, I’d better get you back,” he mused. “Unless, you want me to find your friend? I think I frightened her a little.”




“Friend?” Jane queried, and then she remembered the woman. “Oh, no, she wasn’t-” 




She paused there, sudden remembrance hitting her. The sight of Hart, she realized with some alarm, had totally thrown her mind out of sync. Not a good problem to have at all.




“That lady told me that there are some fellas growing pot here in the park,” Jane began.




Hart’s grin fell, his face turned serious. As they walked, Jane told him what she had discovered, even though she wished she could have spoken of happier things.


“I just can’t believe this is necessary,” Jane said, almost in a gasp, “I mean, he’s fifteen days old.”




“Dietrich and I talked about it a lot before he was born,” Elise explained. “I’m ready. It’ll be good for him, for his strength, I’m sure of it.”




Baby Isaak was settled in a wicker basket crib that was way too big for him. The crib was circular and lined with comfy blankets, at least eight feet in diameter. Surrounding the baby were his closest family, whom Jane had gradually been introduced to as the day wore on. Dietrich stood tall and proud beside Elise, his dark features glowing with pride as he gazed upon his son. Beside him was his brother, Ben, equally dark and handsome, standing hand-in-hand with his wife Layla. She had a baby bump of her own to pat down gently, and the sight of it gave Jane that wistful feeling once more.




“Are we late?” said another voice at the doorway. “Dammit, I knew we were late. I would have bet you-”




“Kurt,” said a second voice warningly. “Shush. You’ll upset the baby.”




The voices belonged to Kurt Best, Hart’s little brother, and his girlfriend Stacey. The couple shuffled up to the circumference of the basket, cowed into silence by the occasion. They took up a place beside a wise old woman, who was beaming at the child below her with great admiration. She was Anina, grandmother to all five of the Best boys, and the matriarch of their shifter clan.




“There, there,” Anina cooed gently. “That’s all your family here, baby boy. Hart, Reinicke, you step up too.”




Jane watched as the remaining men of the Best clan did as they were told. Reinicke was a brown-haired man, a little taller and slimmer than the rest of his cousins. He wore a deadly serious look as he gazed upon the child in the basket. Hart, on the other hand was relaxed as ever. Across the circle, his golden eyes flashed up and caught Jane’s gaze. She was mortified for a moment to have been caught looking at him, but when he smiled, she managed to smile back. It was a long, languid moment before Hart broke their gaze.




When Jane’s focus returned to the matter at hand, she could see Elise grinning at her from the corner of her eye. She turned to her with a ‘don’t you dare’ kind of look, and spoke in a hushed tone.




“So, what happens now?” she asked.




“The boys awaken the spirit of the bear in Isaak,” Elise explained. “When they transform together, the collective power will inspire Isaak to do the same. Waking his shifter powers ensures he’ll grow up strong, and bonded to the clan. They’ll always be able to find each other if they’re in danger.”




It sounded like a pretty good security system, but the concept was still a little terrifying. Jane couldn’t believe that she was going to witness a baby turning into a bear, let alone that there would soon be five huge grizzlies in the ample lounge of the Rangers’ Lodge. Elise took her arm, gently guiding her back away from the men. Only Anina remained at the crib’s side, the other four women watching from a distance as the joint transformation begun.




Some of the men were in clothes, which began to rip apart no sooner than their barrel chests expanded with sudden power. Hart, perhaps more sensible than the others, had worn a robe for the occasion, and he shrugged it off just as the transformation hit him. His lower half was once again obscured by the basket, and Jane felt a pang as she watched his perfect chest and abdomen fade off into fur. Her breath caught in her throat as she gazed around the room, snouts, teeth and claws materializing out of nowhere. Collected together at their time of transformation, Jane had to admit that there was a buzz of something truly magical in the air.




Isaak began to gurgle, and Elise stepped forward to peer into the crib with concern. Jane found herself standing between the massive heaving forms of Dietrich and Ben as she too took a look at the baby. With a slow, gentle motion, Isaak’s tiny dark hairs were growing thicker on his scalp, then spreading gradually over his little body. He grew with gradual, well-measured amounts, until his face had shifted completely to that of a cub’s. His body soon followed, and the little bear sat up in the wicker basket, now at least fifteen times bigger than he was before. 




Isaak looked to his father, the largest and darkest of the bears, and gave a little grumbling growl. Dietrich returned the noise with a low hum of his own, dipping his nose into the crib to let the cub rub against his face. Each of the Best bears did this in turn, and Isaak bonded with them all gleefully. Even as a bear, he looked innocent and happy. Elise stepped forward, and Anina gave her a little nod.




“Go on dear,” the old woman cooed, “it’s your turn.”




Jane watched as Elise put her hand into the crib. Isaak seemed unsure for a moment, but when he ambled over to his mother’s hand, he let her stroke his head. 




“There you are,” Elise soothed gently, “there’s my big strong boy.”




The bear cub gave another satisfied little grumble, and then Anina clapped her hands together gleefully.




“All done,” she said, her frail voice brimming with satisfaction. “Let’s all get changed ready for dinner. Stacey and I have made it very special for tonight.”




Elise’s turned to look at Jane, and her face had fallen just a little.




“Sauerkraut,” she mouthed, mocking a grimace.




It was then that the larger bears began to become human again. Jane watched for a moment, fascinated by their retracting claws and shrinking heads, until she realized that she was about to be in the presence of five burly, naked men. She looked away at that, admiring a landscape of Fairhaven on the lounge wall instead as the sounds of grunting and growling turned more human behind her.




Then, a warm hand took hold of her elbow. Jane turned just a little, relieved to see that Hart had already put his robe back on. His touch sent waves of heat into her body, relaxing her usually-tense arm where he held her. She could feel the warmth of his breath as he spoke in a close, low tone.




“Jane, I was wondering if you’d help me out tomorrow?” he asked. “I want to find these drug dealers and get rid of them quietly. I haven’t told Gram anything. I don’t want to spoil the good atmosphere here.”




She admired him for that, and she nodded quickly, if a little reserved.




“Sure,” she answered, “though I’m not sure what help I’ll be.”




“You think you’d recognize that woman again, if we tracked her together?” Hart enquired. 




“Yeah,” Jane replied with a nod, “I’m great with faces.”




“Good,” Hart said, “because I’m not sure approaching her as a bear again is going to do me any favors.”




Jane chuckled at that, and Hart laughed too. He hadn’t let go of her elbow, his fingertips a little rough where they grazed her skin. Over his shoulder, Jane saw Elise giving her that look again. She had Isaak back in her arms in his human form, and Dietrich was robed-up and beaming at them both. They were a perfect family, everything that Jane wanted to have someday. And she was right there with Hart, standing close and watching him smile down at her.




That was when her cellphone rang, the urgent call shattering the peace.




“I… I really have to get this,” she said apologetically. “Save me some dinner?”




She felt genuinely awful as she left to answer the call.


It was the next day that Jane met up with the bear with the bag again. She had offered to carry the uniform for Hart, but he had given a shake of his massive, shaggy head to tell her no. It was tricky to really understand the emotions of a bear, but Jane felt as though he was quite merry whilst he plodded along among the trees. She watched him smelling the branches and the ground as they walked together, until her phone began buzzing in her pocket once again.




“Sorry, do you mind?” Jane asked as she recovered the phone again.




Hart gave a low grumble, which could have meant yes or no really. Unsure, Jane answered her phone anyway.




“Hi Luc,” she said, addressing her assistant. “What do you need?”




What Luc needed was firing, Jane decided eventually. The call took over an hour, diminished sometimes by the fall and rise of the signal depending on which parts of the wood they were walking though. By its end, Jane was sweating from the trek and from the stress of having to relay every single instruction as though she was talking to a child. What she wanted a family for, Jane had no idea, because clearly she was already mother to a company of infants who couldn’t do a thing for themselves. When she finally hung up the phone, sighing heavily, she found that Hart had stopped at the edge of a clearing.




Just beyond the next row of trees, there was a gathering of people who were laughing and joking to themselves. They had not noticed the bear and the woman looming upon them from the depths of the trees, and Hart took the opportunity to sink into the foliage and transform back into a human. Jane tried not to look, but these bushes were not as thick as the ones he’d hidden in before, and she caught the curves of his perfect buttocks before he slipped his ranger’s pants on. The sight of him flushed her with heat, despite the warmth of the day.




“Well?” Hart asked. “Do you see her anywhere? I tried to follow the awful scent of the smoke.”




Jane peered through the leaves, looking at the gathering carefully. Plenty of them appeared to be stoned, which made Jane wonder if Hart had actually tracked down yet another group which had got their supplies from the Boys in the Wood. There were almost a dozen people, smoking and enjoying themselves in a lazy, giggling fashion. Jane watched one of them drop a smoldering joint to the ground.




“Isn’t that dangerous?” she whispered to Hart. “I mean, you get forest fires here, right?”




“Right,” Hart answered. “Not to mention the legal issues. The whole park could be shut down if anyone found out there was a farm here.”




The park was more than just a job to Clan Best, jane knew that all too well. It was their way of a life, and a sanctuary where they could safely transform. She couldn’t bear the thought of little Isaak having to grow up anywhere else, where he could be persecuted just for being who he was. 




“Look,” Jane said, pointing suddenly, “there’s more of them approaching, over there.”




Hart stepped close, following Jane’s gaze over her shoulder. She listened to his breathing, long and low, and heard her own tense, stunted breaths in return. Even now, he was so much calmer than she was, and she envied that feeling of calm.




“Hey guys!” a woman called as she approached the clearing. “Guys, it’s Linzy. We found her down by the water. I… I think she’s dead.”




Jane clasped a hand to her own mouth to stop her gasp from escaping. Sure enough, the woman and a man were carrying another woman into the clearing. She was soaked to the skin and dreadfully pale, but Jane recognized her shabby clothes and long hair at once. Linzy was the woman she’d met the day before, who’d seemed so oblivious and happy whilst riding her high. Now, she was limp and pale where her friends laid her down on the ground.




“Oh…” said one of the assembled stoners. “Um… So what do we do?”




They were detached from the moment, struggling to get their brains back into gear at the sign of a crisis. Jane was about to turn and ask Hart what they should do, but the tall, striking ranger was already moving past her. As he went, he took hold of her hand firmly and guided her through the final branches into the clearing.




“Everything all right here?” Hart asked the people. “Does this woman need help?”




Some of the gathering scattered at once, grabbing at their joints or hastily trying to blow away the smoke. They sloped off towards the path that would lead them back to the main park, leaving only the original pair who had carried Linzy to the group. Jane noticed that they seemed fairly sober, though shock had rendered them pretty useless.




“She…” the woman stammered. “I don’t know. We just found her down there.”




Hart dropped to his knees and put his ear to Linzy’s chest. Jane watched for a long, tense moment. Her phone was buzzing in her pocket again, but this time she let it go. She might need to call an ambulance at any moment. There were more important things right now than work.




“Well?” Jane pressed. “Is she…”




“No,” Hart said after a moment’s thought. “She’s breathing, but she’s struggling. Her heartbeat is very slow. I think it must be hypothermia. If she got herself soaked and passed out, it can be mighty cold up here at night. Call back to the lodge for a car. We need to get her warm.”




It was fascinating to see Hart work. Despite the terror of the situation, he was methodical and organized. Once Jane had made the call, he told her to put Linzy into the recovering position, and he covered her over with his shirt. Jane took her coat off and put it over the poor woman’s legs, watching as Hart coerced her shocked friends into donating parts of their clothing to keep her warm too. Soon, Hart and Jane were crouching either side of the suffering woman, feeling her temperature and waiting for one of the Best boys to arrive with the Land Rover.




“See, this is why I hate drugs,” Jane seethed, growing frantic. “They dull your judgement, and accidents happens. I like to be alert. On top of things.”




“I had noticed,” Hart observed gently. “You really run the show. That phone call earlier was a masterclass in dealing with people.”




Jane had forgotten that he could hear and understand what she was saying. Work had been far from her mind whilst she’d been taking care of Linzy, but now the piled-up messages were worrying her again. She’d have so much to take care of later, when this was over.




“Well, that’s my life,” Jane explained. “On call all the time.”




“And you’re happy with that?” Hart asked.




Jane gave a proud little shrug. “I’m the most successful woman under thirty in my field,” she replied.




“Yeah, but are you happy?” Hart said again.




Jane looked up into his eyes, the gold rings sparkling at her. He really, genuinely wanted to know if she was happy. Having only known her two days, Hart cared how she felt. The deep concern was written all over his handsome face, the same concern he’d had for saving Linzy from hypothermia. She found that she couldn’t meet his gaze, or his question any more. Success had always been her first goal, and she’d assumed that marriage and love and all that ever-after stuff would somehow fit in later on. Now, she wasn’t so sure that things were going to follow the plan.




The rumble of the Land Rover echoed on the nearby path, and Jane looked down at Linzy with a sigh. The woman was starting to twitch, signs of life returning to her at last.


“Gee, this hot chocolate is amazing,” Linzy mused.




She was brighter than Jane had ever seen her. Once the cold embrace of the great outdoors had finally left her body, Linzy resumed the appearance of a normal human being. Her cheeks were flushed pink where she sat beside the roaring fire of the lodge and, though Jane thought it was far too hot in the room already, the shabbily-dressed woman was glugging away at her scolding chocolate all the same. Hart had little beads of sweat dripping from his hairline where he sat beside her, poking the fire with an iron rod.




“You feeling better?” he asked.




“Much,” Linzy replied. “That was a hell of a comedown. I don’t think I’ll go for that stuff again, even if it was a free sample. I saw all sorts of weird things. Two-headed rabbits. Bears with golden eyes. Crazy stuff.”




“Crazy,” Jane reiterated, and she and Hart shared a knowing look over the woman’s head.




Every time he looked at her, Jane felt a new pang in her chest. Hart’s eyes burned with something bright and hopeful, his face a picture of serenity. Even now, amid the wild heat of the lodge, he was totally unflappable. Jane had to admire that, but she also wondered exactly what it would take for a man like him to really break down.




“So Linzy, do you think you can tell us where to find the guys who sold you the drugs?” Hart asked gently. “You understand, I have to move them along. It’s park policy.”




“Oh,” Linzy said, shrinking against her mug of cocoa. “Well, I don’t want to get nobody into trouble. Those guys were pretty tough-looking types.”




“No trouble,” Jane said, her face totally neutral. “Like Hart said, we just need to move them along. No police, no statement from you. Just a location, then you can go back to enjoying your trip in Fairhaven.”




She didn’t believe a word of her own lies, but Linzy did. Jane had had to lie on command for years in her profession, convincing angry clients that their deadlines had been met, telling haughty models how popular they were, when they were actually on the verge of career death. Her face was a picture of confidence, the way she’d trained it to be over the years, and Linzy nodded with every word.




“Well, the one guy approached me down at the swimming center,” she began to reveal, “the one down by the campground.”




Hart nodded. “I know it,” he replied. “This guy, who was he?”




“Carter,” Linzy added, her voice growing in confidence. “You can’t miss him, he has a huge scar running right across his face, and a badly broken nose. He was nice, though, sweet talking type, you know? And he took me down a hillside off the back of the campground to show me the farm. It’s…”




Linzy paused, and Jane knew this was the pivotal moment, the thing she did not want to give away. She reached out, taking Linzy’s boiling hot hands in her grip.




“It’s okay,” she soothed, “you can say where the place is.”




“Well,” the woman began again quietly. “I can’t exactly. It’s covered over with lots of bushes. You don’t even see it ‘til you’re right beside it in the trees. And it goes underground a little, where it’s cooler for the plants I guess. They siphon water off the swimming lake in little pipelines.”




“How many plants would you say they’re growing?” Hart pressed.




“A couple hundred at least,” Linzy replied. “It was pretty impressive. I’ve never been able to grow one, let alone… Well, anyway.”




She sipped at her chocolate again. Hart rose from his seat and gave Jane a little tilt of his head. She got up too, dusting down her outfit.




“Thank you for helping us, Linzy,” she said.




“No, thank you for finding me,” the woman replied. “I mean, God only knows what would have happened to me otherwise, right?”




“Right,” Hart said, smiling reassuringly. “Would you excuse us just a moment?”




He began to make for the door, Jane beside him, but as they both reached the exit to the baking hot room, Linzy called after them suddenly.




“I should tell you,” she admitted, looking down at the ground, “this Carter guy had at least eight others with him when I went down to the farm. And… they had guns. All of them.”




Jane felt a lump leap into her throat.




“Thanks, that’s helpful,” Hart answered calmly.




And with that he led Jane out of the door. They raced for the cool, fresh air of early evening, gasping deep breaths off the veranda at the back of the lodge. Jane took a tissue from her pocket and dabbed at her face, trying not to spoil her makeup as she mopped up a little sweat. Hart had much more of an animal approach to the problem, peeling off his shirt and wiping his face and hair with that instead.




He was a glorious sight once again, and up close Jane watched his muscles ripple all over his torso. In the fading light, he skin seemed to gleam like freshly-smelted gold, still red from the fire. Hart caught her looking, and he grinned. The grin threw Jane off a little, and she frowned at him despite the tingles creeping into her body.




“You are going to call the cops, right?” she asked him. “Only, Linzy just told you that there are nine armed men dealing drugs in the park, and you still look cool as a cucumber.”




“Cool as a cucumber?” Hart challenged. “Who even says that anymore? Damn it Jane, you’re so cute.”




It was the first time he had really given her an outright compliment, though their glances and smiles at one another had said much before. She tried not to smile, not to be sucked into his complacency, because this was serious stuff.




“Answer me, Hart,” she demanded.




He turned, resting his hands on her biceps. It was only in the firmness of his grip that she realized how much she was shaking.




“This isn’t your problem now, Jane,” he assured her. “You’ve helped so much with getting the information, but now it’s up to me and the boys. I’ll rally them tomorrow, and we’ll sort Carter and his Boys in the Wood out ourselves. It’s how we do things in the clan.”




“But guns, Hart,” Jane pressed. “I know you shifter types are tough and all, but you’re not going to stand there and tell me that guns aren’t going to hurt you, are you?”




Hart’s smile faltered in his eyes, though his face remained a perfectly handsome façade. Jane didn’t need an answer. She could see now that his laid back attitude was, in fact, a wall. A wall that he wasn’t going to let her get past. 




“You know what?” she said bitterly. “Do what you want. It’s your park. I’ve got work to do anyway.”




Finally, she pulled her phone from her pocket, and found over two hundred alerts screaming at her. The company was clearly in meltdown, and that was a situation she knew how to control. If she couldn’t solve the crisis right in front of her, at least she could bury herself in other matters.




Hart’s hand slipped down her arm, snaking along her skin to cover the hand holding her phone. She looked up at him, and he drew her fingers to his lips. She felt the lightest graze where he brushed a kiss against her knuckles, and her whole body tensed at the sensation. Something powerful sparked between them, eyes locked for a long moment.




“I know what I’m doing,” he promised her. “Please, don’t worry for me. You have enough stress in your life without mine too.”




Jane wished, more than anything, that what he’d said wasn’t so horribly true.


She hadn’t meant to get involved again. Jane Walsh was a smart woman, who made smart decisions every day of her life. Frequently, she found herself surrounded by idiots, and she was usually the only one who knew what had to be done. But now, she was the idiot. She was taped to a chair with powerful, sticky duct tape, her chest heaving dangerously sharp breaths. Panic rose in her body like a wild animal, making her flinch and struggle against her bonds. She really hadn’t meant to get mixed up with the Boys in the Wood.




It had started on the same day that Hart was planning to make his raid and find the pot farm, but it was a little earlier in the afternoon. After lunch with Elise and Layla, Jane had gone out for a walk to make a few more calls, and once again found herself a little disoriented on the path. She could hear the sound of voices nearby, and she had managed to locate the swimming lake by following the sound of children’s laughter. Here, she was about ready to relax with an ice cream and for once, turn her phone off for a while.




But that’s when she’d seen Carter, the man with the scar. He was just as Linzy had described him, unmistakable for the huge lump on the bridge of his triangular nose, and the thick, pink line of repaired flesh that ran from beneath his left eye to just above the right-hand corner of his mouth. Jane had spotted him on the very verge of the proceedings, talking to some young teenagers. Carter had been wearing a thick black coat despite the sunny weather, and he showed the teens something inside the flaps with great enthusiasm.




Some kind of transaction was made. Jane watched with horror as the gleeful teens left with a mixture of guilt and excitement on their faces. Then, when she looked back to Carter, she found him watching her across the crowd. His eyes were dark and narrow, and they bored into her even across the distance between them. He knew what she had seen, and he didn’t like it. Jane had felt the first prickles of terror turning her skin to goosebumps then.




In hindsight, it might have been more sensible to stay in the populated lakeside area, where the crowd would protect her. But Jane’s mind had been overcome by fear, and she found herself racing down the path that she hoped would lead her back to the Rangers’ Lodge. She was quite a long way from the area, and she realized the error of her ways as soon as she was alone on the deserted path. Behind her, there were footsteps, and she’d started to run.




Only to run into two more unpleasant looking men at the top of the next ridge. 




Now, she was right in the cool heart of the farm, with plants under glowing lights all around her. The smell was fresh and spicy here, but mixed with the foul musk of the men who’d been hiding out since they began their operation. Carter was about the cleanest of the bunch, but that didn’t speak for much. When he grabbed Jane by her cheeks, she could feel the grime and dirt on his hands. She winced at the pain of his grip, and Carter’s scarred face broke into a horrible grin.




“Too suspicious for your own good, miss,” Carter drawled in that typical, post stoned lazy way. “I’m sick of having to hurt nosey little pricks like you.”




“Then don’t,” Jane struggled to say. “I won’t tell anyone, I swear.”




That was a lie, and a well told one, Jane thought. But Carter didn’t seem convinced.




“You don’t think I’ve got eyes everywhere in this park?” he said slowly. “Johnny Boy tells me he’s seen you hanging around with a ranger. So I can’t have you running back to your boyfriend to inform on us, right? Seems to me that you’re going to have to stay here as insurance, to make sure the rangers don’t decide to rat us out.”




Jane cursed inwardly. It was just her luck to have been spotted with Hart, when she’d hardly even begun their relationship. There was something about Carter’s confidence that stumped her though.




“You…” she breathed amid her stunted sobs. “You don’t think those rangers are much of a threat, do you?”




Carter gave a deep, guttural laugh at that notion.




“Those pretty boy posers?” he asked, almost to himself. “You can tell they’ve never seen a real fight just by looking at them. They’re all workout regimes and protein shakes, but no genuine muscle.”




There were three other men in the small, dark space at that moment, and they all chuckled in reply to Carter’s bold assurance. He had no idea that the Best boys were shifters, and that element of surprise was all the hope that Jane had. A buzzing sound alerted her, and her eyes moved to the sight of her phone, which was ringing on a nearby shelf of plant pots. Carter moved towards it, eyeing it malevolently. Then, to Jane’s astonishment, he swiped the screen and answered the call.




“Yeah?” he said gruffly.




There was a faint voice on the other end of the line, but Jane couldn’t make it out. She was certain it would be one of her useless interns, wondering what the hell had happened to her these last couple of hours. She was supposed to be getting back to them on approved headshots for the newest people on the books. A grim irony settled on her as she eyed Carter’s gun, which he toyed with in the holster as he listened to her phone.




“Yeah, Jane ain’t coming to the phone right now,” he teased viciously. “I’m her new boyfriend, and we’re a little busy, if you know what I mean.”




His voice rose to a wicked crescendo at the end of the sentence, and he and his cronies laughed as he hung up the line. Then, without a second thought, Carter dropped Jane’s phone to the ground and stomped on it with the heel of one of his boots. She watched her business, her lifeline, her whole livelihood smashed to pieces. And all she could think of was Hart, and how she desperately wished that she’d gone to see him after lunch instead of burying herself in stupid work once more.


More than an hour had passed, and Jane was amazed to find that she’d been out cold for a while. She didn’t remember passing out on the chair, but hunger, thirst and exhaustion had gotten the better of her somehow. Her whole body ached from the tightness of her bonds, and once again her chest was heavily constricted. She feared the numbness in her lower body, wondering if the tape had cut off some of her circulation, and the atmosphere had turned much colder since she was last awake. 




There was little to see by except for the buzzing lamps which were trained on the nearest plants, but Jane had enough brightness to make out that she was alone. There was no noise outside, no sign that Hart and the Best clan had arrived to aid her rescue, yet something had woken her from her reverie. She strained in the dark, listening to the sound of something shuffling nearby. Jane tensed, knowing that the sound was behind her, and that there was nothing she could do to turn and see who was approaching. For all she knew, there was someone raising a gun to her head right now behind her.




No shot came, but she did jump when she felt warm fingers against her own numb digits.




“Shhh,” soothed a low voice. “Don’t you dare scream. I spent half an hour digging underground to get here.”




“Hart?” Jane whispered in amazement. “It can’t be you.”




She felt the painful tug of the tape as Hart worked to free her from the bonds. They had to be slow and methodical about getting it off, both fearful that the ripping sound might alert any gunmen nearby to what was going on. When Hart had unwound the first length that constricted her chest, Jane found herself looking down at his dirty body. 




“So… you didn’t bring the clothes bag this time?” she observed.




She was trying, really trying, not to look at the shaft, half-erect between Hart’s legs, but it was totally impossible. Even in the shadowy light of the farm, he was magnificent to view. He looked up at her sheepishly, then went back to his work with the tape.




“I lost it whilst I was digging the tunnel into this place,” he admitted quietly.




“I’m not complaining,” Jane replied.




Her breath was returning, and the numbness faded from her extremities as she began to be able to move again. When she tried to get up, however, she collapsed into Hart’s arms, and he led her to the doorway which would take them out into the open. He set her down there, rubbing her arms and legs back to life with vigorous strokes. She reached for him, touching his face.




“How did you know I was here?” she asked.




Hart paused, looking deep into her eyes. It was only now that she noticed his usually jolly presence had faded away. He was serious, the most serious a man could ever get, and he bit back a lump in his throat before he could reply.




“It was me that called you when Carter answered your phone,” he revealed. “I put two and two together pretty easily.”




“Clever,” Jane said, “but how do we get out now?”




“You stay here and rest, ‘til everything’s clear,” Hart told her. “The boys are all in position. You want to know why it is that I can always be so relaxed?”




Jane nodded, tracing Hart’s lips with her fingers as he spoke.




“Because,” the golden-eyed ranger replied, “when I transform, I’m the wildest beast of them all. I’m going up there to get this rage out of my system. Stay safe.”




He leaned in and kissed her, a deep kiss that lingered on her lips even after he had gone. That was when the noise started overhead, and Jane heard the roars of bears intermixed with the sudden, panicked cries of humans. Clan Best had definitely taken the Boys in the Wood by surprise, and when Jane managed to crawl up the entryway to see what was going on outside, many of Carter’s boys were already heaped together, surrounded by fur and claws.




It was Carter himself that was the problem. Jane clocked him at once because he was only a few feet from where she lay on the ground, crouching and pulling his gun from its holster. Before him was a bear that Jane recognized, his back turned as he dealt with another assailant. Carter was readying his weapon, lifting the shaft to line it up right at the grizzly bear’s back.




Jane amazed herself with her own strength, a rush of wild energy propelling her forward. She grabbed Carter by the feet and took him totally by surprise, his gunshot firing uselessly into the air above as he fell over. The shot alerted Hart, who spun as fast as a creature of his size could manage, and was soon pawing down on Carter to keep him pinned in place. Jane got to her feet, leaning on Hart’s strong body for support. Carter looked up at her, then the bear, then back to her with amazement.




“How’d you like my boyfriend now?” she asked with breathless mirth.


“It’s kind of like a ritual,” Hart explained. “Once you do it, there’s no turning back. If you’re with the right person, then it bonds you for life to them. You want to protect them, and love them always.”




“And am I the right person?” Jane asked.




Hart’s grin was broad and beaming. He leaned down and kissed Jane, their lips grazing hungrily for one another’s taste.




“Of course you are,” he said. “I knew it the moment I fell and hit you with that door.”




“You did not,” Jane protested.




“Did so,” Hart argued.




She tried to return the argument, but he buried her in kisses until she gave up. They were lying in the clearing where the pot farm had been, though it’d been almost a week since it’d been cleared away. Now, there was only a quiet little space, obscured by bushes, where no-one at all could see what they were up to. Jane was lying on her back, hardly worrying about the grass stains on her clothes, and Hart was on top of her, leaning on his elbows. His hips weighed comfortably heavy over her own, his erection throbbing against the thin material of his uniform. Jane wriggled against the bulge, and he gave a groan of delight.




“So you’re saying once we make love, that’s it?” she asked him. “You’ll never let me go?”




“Not ever,” Hart promised.




He leaned down, kissing her neck and nuzzling against the soft skin there. 




“Not even if I go back to LA to work?” she challenged.




“I will follow you anywhere you choose to go,” he said, his breath warm against her throat. “Although if you get that phone of yours replaced, we’re going to have a problem. It’s distracting you from what’s really important in life, you know.”




Hart pulled up, and their eyes locked. Jane agreed with him completely, but she wouldn’t let it show just yet.




“I suppose,” she mused wickedly, “you’ll just have to find something even more distracting to occupy me, won’t you?”




She raised her hips, grinding them against Hart’s throbbing body again.




“Here?” he asked. “Now?”




“Here and now,” Jane replied, feeling strangely free.




The clearing was shaded, and Hart stripped first. He laid his shirt and pants out to make a kind of bed for Jane to lay down on. She could hardly keep her hands off his naked form as he proceeded to undress her, hands roaming all over his toned, muscular body. When she reached his cock, she teased him with feather-light touches, and Hart lost his manners for a moment and ripped her shirt at the shoulder. Jane gasped, but she found that she didn’t care about the tailoring any more. All there seemed to be in the world was love, passion and joy. Hart had brought her that, and she didn’t want anything to spoil it now.




When she was down to her underwear, Jane lay back on Hart’s clothes, feeling the crisp outdoor air on her body. She had a front-fastening bra on, a wise choice for the occasion, and Hart unclasped it partly with his teeth. He ran his mouth over her breasts hungrily, teasing her nipples with his tongue and brushing them with a stubbly jaw. Jane shuddered at the pleasure she felt, then gasped again when Hart’s hand delved suddenly into her panties.




Jane shrugged them off entirely, wriggling around as his fingers slipped inside her. First one, then two fingers opened her, pushing teasingly, and then his thumb found her clitoris and began a circular rubbing motion. Hart’s face was rapt with passion, eyes deep and a darker shade of gold than before. When she pulled him in to kiss her, his tongue slipped into her mouth, roving all over in a search for conquest.




It was relaxing, to let him take control of her body. Jane felt totally safe in Hart’s strong hands, and she lay back with no tension at all in limbs. Everything was pleasure, waves of passion hitting her with every thrust of his fingers, every flick of his thumb. When Hart’s kisses travelled all over her neck and breasts once again, Jane looked up into the leafy canopy overhead with a grin she couldn’t control. This was everything she had wanted, the thing that was worth leaving her stressful world behind for. Not long ago, she’d thought Elise was the lucky one, the one in a million to find real happiness, but now she was it. And it was the greatest feeling in the world.




“You’d better not be daydreaming,” Hart chided, his lips against her stomach.




“Oh, I am way beyond that,” she said with a giggle. “Who needs drugs when we’ve got this? This is the original high.”




Hart’s fingers slipped out of her, leaving her barren and aching for them to resume their thrusting motions. He climbed on top of her body, resuming their original position, but now she felt his hard-on sliding along her thigh with an eager grace. She looked up into Hart’s face, watching a wicked grin overcome him.




“I’ll bet I can take you higher still,” he promised.




“Please,” Jane begged delightedly. “I really want to go there with you.”




She let her legs open a little wider, and Hart shifted his hips to slide inside her. Jane held onto his firm back, hands roving downwards until she found those perfect buttocks she had glimpsed not long ago. She felt the muscles there squeeze tightly as Hart began to thrust into her, and the first push sent a wild wave of heat through her body. She shuddered, hardly able to contain her pleasure, and once again she was totally in Hart’s control. He knew just to what to do with her, fulfilling her with thrusts that changed in speed and depth.




They grew faster the more they went on, and Hart buried his face against her neck, kissing the skin there wildly. Jane felt her back arch, her body lifting of its own accord to be as close as possible to Hart’s. Her hips began to spasm as she grew closer and closer to her climax, something deep inside her aching as the orgasm built. A moment later, she let it go, shaking and crying out in abandon as pleasure washed over her body. Hart took the sign, his hips wild in their final thrusts as he let his own climax go. Jane felt the wet warmth between them as he rocked their hips the last few times, before they collapsed in a breathless heap together.




“Good lord,” Jane breathed in amazement. “You know, I didn’t even think about protection. What if we… you know?”




Hart looked at her, his grin unflappable again.




“Just made a baby?” he completed with a chuckle. “Hey, I don’t mind if you don’t mind.”




Laid-back as ever. Jane turned and cuddled against Hart’s body, mulling over the possibility in her mind. Baby Isaak was adorable, and she had felt that deep, strong longing for a child of her own when she’d laid eyes on him. It certainly wouldn’t be the end of the world if she fell pregnant from the perfect moment they’d just shared. In fact, it would be the start of a whole new world for them together.


Five months later.




“It’s amazing how much a bunch of idiots can fend for themselves when you leave them to it,” Jane mused. 




“You’d better not be talking about me and my cousins,” Hart threatened playfully.




He stole a kiss before Jane could reply, and she smiled at him wryly.




“I mean my assistants at the agency,” she explained. “They’re doing just fine with me running the show from a distance. I’m only getting half as many crisis calls as when we first met.”




“That’s just as well,” Hart replied with a chuckle. “We’re going to have plenty of crisis calls here now, with a lodge full of kids to tend to.”




Layla had given birth to a little girl, whom she and Ben named Lily. She and Isaak were laid out on a rug with a series of toys above them for them to watch and play with, and Jane and Hart were on duty to make sure the babies got up to no mischief. With Kurt and Stacey now expecting twins too, there was all the more reason for them to practice their babysitting skills.




“Look at them,” Jane mused, watching the curious faces of the babies as they looked up at their arch of toys. “They’re going to grow up here in the wilderness, away from all the stresses of the urban world. Lucky little buggers.”




Hart gave a contented sigh. He came to sit beside Jane on the sofa, snuggling his body against hers in a perfect curve. She relaxed against him contentedly, leaning her head back on his strong chest. Hart’s hand wandered down her arm slowly, sliding over to the large, rounded bump of her belly. He put his palm flat over the solid sphere, and Jane put her own hand over his, holding it there firmly.




“Do you think ours will look like these two?” Jane asked. “The Best gene pool seems pretty strong.”




“The only thing I can guarantee you is that he or she will have golden eyes,” Hart told her. “And perhaps that cubs are even messier to clean up after than fully-human babies.”




“Endless fun,” Jane replied, closing her eyes for a long moment.




The door creaked opened somewhere nearby, and when Jane opened her eyes again, she met Elise’s grinning face at the door. The pretty blonde was peeping in on the children with a mother’s careful glance. Jane had a lot to learn from her on that front, and she was looking forward to it immensely.




“Everything okay in here?” Elise asked.




Jane felt Hart nod beside her, and she gave her friend a smile that stretched so wide it actually hurt her face a little.




“Everything is absolutely perfect,” Jane replied.




And, to her amazement, she was right.
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Kora Lane sat at her desk, reading over her latest article. This wasn’t the speed of her favorite stories to cover. She loved the ones with some sort of intrigue, some possibility of something illegal or a deeper, hidden story. Something secret to uncover and shock the reader with. This current article was basically a human interest piece, which she found boring, though she thought she had managed to spice up the part about the shop owner having a side romance with his supplier. 




Her boss, Davis, knocked on her door and walked in. “Got something for you.”




“Oh?” She slid aside the article, marked in red where she wanted changes in the layout, and let her pen hover over the top blank sheet of her notepad.




“Ozark,” he said. “Up in the mountains. We got a report that there’s a house of men living there.”




“I like where this is going so far.” She smirked and looked back up at him after making a quick note. “Continue.”




“It’s suspected that there’s some illegal moonshine activity happening there. They have a business. Bear Natural Honey, and that might be their cover.”




“Moonshine and honey. I like that. What else?”




“That’s it. This one is all on you. The witness left an anonymous tip over the voicemail, so I can’t even give you his info. I don’t have any to give.”




“Okay.” She tapped her pen against her lip. “This is definitely something I’ll check out. I’ll find out what’s going on up there in the mountains and bring it all into the light. I wonder if there’s any gay activity going on… House full of men, all living together?”




“I don’t want to know how you’ll find out, but I know you’ll find something.” Davis rapped his knuckles twice on her desk and walked out.




Kora started making notes immediately. She’d go to this house and find out what the real story was. Then she’d find a way to make it interesting to sell more papers. 




She drove up to the location listed on the web site for Bear Natural Honey. Unless they had separate business offices and processing facilities—unlikely for such a small operation—then this would be the place. She saw several big buildings, the bees buzzing around hives off to one side, and knew she had the place. 




With her notepad and digital recorder in hand, she maneuvered her heeled shoes over the gravel to the front door. She smoothed down the skirt of her business suit and knocked, her friendliest smile in place on her face.




A large man opened the door. She took note of his features to write them down for later. Short black hair, dark skin, very good looking, very muscular. He cared about his appearance and his body. What could that mean for their cover up? Or was this a sign of the activities taking place with the other men? Well, she could certainly handle flirting with this fine specimen to see if he responded to her, a female.




“Can I help you?”




Mmm, and a slight middle eastern accent as well. Nice. “Yes, hello, my name is Kora Lane, and I’m with the Ozark Daily News. I’d like to talk to you about your business.”




“Oh, umm.” He looked behind him into the house. “Usually Slade takes care of this sort of thing.”




“Great. Is Slade here? Is he the CEO of the company?”




“He’s not here right now. He’s, umm, I guess the CEO. We think of him as our leader.”




How cute. This man seemed like the type that would talk. Just uncertain enough that she could convince him to spill everything. “Well, if this Slade isn’t here, I guess you’re my man.” She winked at him.




His eyes widened slightly for an instant, then a slow smile crept over his face. He looked her over, but he was subtle about it. No blatant gawking at her chest. He was classier than that, she could see that now. He was downright sexy, too. Normally, she would never think about sleeping with a source for info, especially if he was the intended target for the story, but him? She wouldn’t mind taking him to bed to pump him for info.




“Well, come on in.” He stepped aside and gestured toward a living room. 




She noticed immediately that the place was much cleaner than she expected. “Five men live here?”




He chuckled. “We have a very good live-in housekeeper.”




“That explains it then.” She took a seat on the edge of the couch, turning to face him.




“You should have seen what it used to look like. Jasmine is a godsend.”




“And she lives here, too?’ Kora made a note of this.




“She’s Knox’s girlfriend.”




Girlfriend. Got it. “Do all your girlfriends live here with you?”




“Just her. Though Blair is here so much she might as well.”




“Is Blair your girlfriend?”




He shook his head. “Not mine. She’s Daxton’s.”




“Got it. First things first.” She had her pen ready. “I do like to record my interviews in case I miss something important.” She patted her suit pocket. “I use a digital recorder. Just wanted to tell you for full disclosure. What’s your full name?”




“Amir Thorne.”




“Good name.” She gave him a half smile. “You could be a movie star with a name like that. Or a porn star by the looks of you.” She winked at him and he smiled to himself. “And the name of your company?”




“Bear Natural Honey.” He patted his jeans and brought out a business card. “I usually keep a few of these on me.”




He handed it to her and she looked it over. Professionally made, well designed. Impressive. There was his name and his title, quality control.




“Quality control?” she asked.




“I make sure all our products are the highest quality possible through testing and industry standards.”




She nodded. “And can you tell me what it is you do here on the grounds?”




“We make honey. We have the bee hives and a processing center. Recently, we’ve started branching out to soaps and other skin care products. We pack it and ship it from here, too. Our offices are here. What’s this story about, exactly?”




She leaned in closer. “Well, I’ll tell you because you seem like such a decent guy. My boss thinks there’s illegal things happening up here. Now, I personally don’t believe him. But, I think this story is a good way to get out the truth and clear your name.”




He nodded slowly. “Well, there’s certainly nothing illegal going on. We have lots of employees that make the honey. Slade does the paperwork and Dax helps him and does sales. Our products are sold in local markets all over the Ozark area.”




“Great. Do you have any samples? I’d love to include a review in my story. You know, to help you out.” She winked at him again.




“Sure. How about a tour? That way you can see for yourself that everything is on the up and up.”




Her eyes widened. She hadn’t even had to talk him into it. “That would be lovely.”If they were making moonshine, it would be in big stills. Not so easy to hide. She’d look for any room that might contain such equipment. Maybe it was stored in part of the warehouse. Could those stills blow up like meth labs did? She’d have to check on that. If that was the case, they’d put them in the warehouse and probably not in the house.




She stood, glanced down to make sure the little green light was still on on her digital recorder, and followed him out of the room.




They didn’t spend much time in the kitchen or bathroom. These were basic rooms and she saw nothing much of interest there. In the office, though, he took her in and started explaining.




“This is where Slade and Daxton mostly work.” He gestured to the two desks. “They do all the paperwork here. Inventory, ordering of supplies, payroll, taxes.” He indicated several thick binders as he spoke. 




There was one labeled “taxes,” but what did that mean? Its existence wasn’t proof. Was there anyway she could explore this room without him around? 




“No reason to think anything illegal is happening. We have all the paperwork right here.”




She nodded. “I see that.”




He took her out through the back door and into the large processing facility. She looked around carefully. Never knew when you might discover a health code violation or some employee situation run amok. She kept her eyes peeled for anything that would make a good story. 




As they walked, though, nothing seemed to be out of place. Maybe they were all straight and legal. Well, that wouldn’t make a great story. What angle could she take? Lonely men find love in the Ozarks? Honey attracts local ladies? Ugg. Those headlines bored even her. And if only two had girlfriends between them, was it even true?




Maybe there was a hardship story she hadn’t explored. Local men team up to make their dreams come true? Unlikely businessmen turn bees into fortunes? Maybe. It was unusual to find a group of five men living together and running a business.




“That’s basically it,” Amir said, gesturing to the grounds around him.




“Could we maybe go back inside to talk more?”




“Umm, sure, I guess. Did you still have questions?”




“I have nothing but questions.”




They went back inside and returned to the living room.




“I want to find the best angle for this story,” she said. “Can you tell me about how you got started?”




“Okay. I guess it started with Slade. He wanted to have a business, and he was always intrigued by bees and honey, so he and Beck—he’s one of our primary beekeepers, him and his brother, Knox—they researched bees and honey production. Seemed like a good fit. They brought on Knox and then found me and Daxton. We’d been friends for a long time, so it seemed natural to go into business together. Then, we started making money and it became a bigger production. We added the facility and started spreading out.”




“Wow, that’s fascinating.” She scribbled notes quickly. Lifelong friends, went into business together and found success. That could be a good story. “What made you want to live together?”




He shrugged. “Convenience. When we started looking for land for the facility, we found this place. It had been some sort of farm and the building housed chickens I think. The house was here and it was big enough. None of us were tied down with families or anything and we were pretty young. We figured, since we were working together and had to be here so much anyway, it made sense.”




“But you’re not related? Not even fraternity brothers or something like that?”




“I think Slade was in a frat. Dax, maybe, but I don’t know because we didn’t go to school together. Beck and Knox didn’t go at all, but they’re related. Brothers, like I said.”




“Right.” She nodded. “And none of you are… lovers?”




He pulled his eyebrows down and leaned back an inch. “No.”




“Never know.” She winked. “All these men, living together. Nothing wrong with a little action after work.”




He took in a deep breath. “Well, no. We’re all straight.”




She nodded and jotted this down. So it was a bachelor house. “None of you are married now?”




“No. A few serious relationships, maybe. Like I said, Knox’s girlfriend Jasmine lives here. But Beck just broke up with someone and Slade and I are single.”




“The eternal bachelors?”




“I sure hope not. I’d like to have a family one day.”




She caught his eye and gave him a genuine smile. He’d make some beautiful babies, that was for sure. And a smart businessman, too? He was a good catch. Maybe she’d even consider casting her own line out. Her earlier idea of sleeping with him to get closer and get insider information wasn’t out of the question. Or maybe she’d just sleep with him for fun. Either way. She couldn’t go wrong.




She decided it was worth a shot. “Would you maybe want to go out for coffee sometime?” She smiled at him again, her heart fluttering slightly as he considered.




Then he broke into a smile. “Are you going to write about that, too?”




“Not unless the coffee suddenly explodes and you jump in to save me and put out the flames.”




He chuckled. “Let’s hope that doesn’t happen. Coffee. When?”




“When are you free? Later this week?”




“Sure. You have my card. Let’s make it Friday. Call me with a time.”




“Okay. I will.” She smiled again and stood, smoothing her skirt down. “Thank you so much for your time, Amir. Can’t wait for Friday.”




He walked her to the door and stood there, watching her drive away.“How’s that story on the Ozark moonshiners?” Davis asked Thursday morning.




Kora sighed. “Well, if you mean the story about the charming businessmen living together like brothers to run their dream business of making and selling honey and honey-related products, it’s going great. Finding nothing illegal, though.”




“Gotta be something.”




“I’m still on it. Having coffee tomorrow with one of the men. But, I’ve toured their place. There’s nothing there. No place to hide a whole distillery, at least.”




He knocked on her desk. Why did he always do that?




“Keep on it. I have faith in you.”







That Friday, she sat across from Amir in a local coffee shop. She watched him pull a small bottle of honey from his pocket to put in his coffee.




“Are you just that sweet that you carry honey on you?” she asked, smiling at him over her cup.




He laughed. “I guess I’m slightly biased. I like our stuff the best. And I never drink coffee without honey, so I have no choice but to supply my own.”




“Or convince the owners of the shop to only have Bear Natural Honey available for their customers.”




“Now that,” he said, pointing at her, “is exactly why I’m in quality control and not sales. That’s something Dax would think of. I should suggest that, actually. Even if we gave them honey or gave them a deep discount. It’d be like giving out free samples.”




“Exactly.”




He took his phone out from his pocket. “Excuse me one second. I want to text this to Dax. He’s better at doing the actual talking.”




She waited until he put the phone away. “You seem pretty smooth with words yourself.”




“Do I? Years of my father’s coaching, I suppose.”




“Did you grow up in this country?”




He took a sip of coffee and nodded. “I did. My parents came from Iran years before I was born. But that didn’t stop my father from putting me through the best schools and making sure I knew all about my middle eastern heritage.”




“That’s important, don’t you think?”




“Oh yes, absolutely. Until they expected me to live as they wanted instead of living my own life. If it were up to them, I would have been married years ago to the woman they chose and working with my father in his accounting firm.”




“But you didn’t want to do that?”




“I’m not into numbers like that. Though, his firm does do a lot of our accounting. You should call him, maybe. For your story. He could validate our numbers.”




“That might not be a bad idea. But you know”—she leaned forward, closer to him—“it’s the stories of illegal stuff that really sell.”




“Sorry I can’t help you there.”




“You don’t happen to have any honey rivals or anything?”




“Oh sure, there’s always competition in business.”




She nodded and glanced down at her recorder. The green light still blinked. Not that he was giving her anything good.




“So, what about you? Did you always want to be a reporter, or did your parents force you into it?”




“Reporting found me, I think. I started out writing stories about my stuffed animals when I was a kid and investigating anything that happened around the neighborhood. A house gets toilet papered, a car tire is slashed, a bike is stolen. But when the local paper did a story on me and all my little stories—I’d actually managed to give some valuable information to the police one time—that’s when I really fell in love and knew I had to become a reporter. The truth needs to be out there, you know? People deserve to know what’s going on around them.”




“You don’t believe in keeping any secrets?”




She shook her head. “Nope. Not if it concerns the community or could affect people.”




“That must be difficult.”




“What?”




“Getting people to give up all their secrets.”




She winked. “It’s not as hard as you think. Wouldn’t you want to tell me all your secrets?” she asked in a playfully flirty voice, then laughed.




“I don’t know.” He let his gaze roam over her. “Maybe.”




“So you do have secrets, then?”




“Just one.”Kora paced in her office, thinking. She hit play again on her recorder and listened to their conversation. The one about having secrets. He’d admitted to having a secret. That had to be something with the business. He was giving her a hint. The look in his eyes when he’d said it. Almost like he wished he could tell her.




She had to find out more, had to see what his secret was. Maybe if she snuck back to the house in the middle of the night, she could break into the facility and find something. Was there a basement in the building? Only one way to find out, right?




That night, she dressed all in black and tied her dark hair back into a ponytail. She had her phone charged, her pocket flashlight tucked away, and her recorder ready. She parked down the road a little ways and traipsed through the woods beside their driveway, staying in shadows and out of sight. Who knew what their schedule was or how late they stayed up? It was almost 2 a.m., but to someone running their own business, that was an early night if you had paperwork to do.




When she got closer, she saw that there were no lights on in the house. The facility, too, was dark. She crept closer and watched from the trees. There was a figure outside the processing facility. Was it one of the men?




As she watched, she thought the figure looked too small to be one of the men. She’d only met a few of them, but three of the five were huge and judging from the photo hanging on the wall, so were the other two.




Something about this didn’t seem right. The figure didn’t have a flashlight. What could he or she be doing without a flashlight out there, walking around the building? Then she saw something in the person’s hand. A bottle of some sort?




She pulled out her phone and started filming. It might be nothing, but if it was something, she wanted proof. 




She was watching through the screen, squinting to try to make out what the person was doing when there was a bright flash of light. Then, there were flames.




The fire started small. Just a spot by the person’s feet, but it quickly spread. There was enough light now to see that the person was female. And she held a gas can. That’s what she’d been doing. Walking around, dousing the building with gas. 




The flames spread along the line of gas. The woman took off running toward the woods. Then, something happened that Kora could not believe.




As she watched, she saw the five men run out of the house. All of them charged forward quickly, angry with rage, heading for the building. She saw Amir, shirtless, and admired his bare chest for a split second until it vanished. Almost all at once, the men leapt forward and became bears.




Their skin sprouted thick fur, their clothing fell to the ground in shreds, and they roared. She looked back at the girl who’d set the fire, horrified for a moment that she was about to be attacked by five bears, but then the girl, too, changed. She became a bear and took off running into the woods. 




Soon, they were all out of sight. Kora sat there, stunned, for a long time. She still held the phone in case they’d come running back, but the flames grew and spread. 




She should call someone. 911, the cops, anyone. But tell them what? That she’d just seen six people turn into bears and run into the woods? They’d think she was crazy. She stopped filming and went back to the start of the video.




There was the woman, walking around, pouring gas along the building. Then the flames, then the men, then the bears. She hadn’t imagined it. She hadn’t been seeing things. Amir, his friends, and this girl, all turned into huge black bears and ran off.




Part of her thought she’d wake up any minute. This had to be a dream because people didn’t turn into bears. They just didn’t. Plus, there was a building on fire in front of her and she wasn’t doing anything about it. She watched the flames, watched everything Amir and his friends had worked for go up in smoke.




Then someone came back. She took out her phone again. One of the bears was there. He stood up, becoming human again. He was naked and ran toward the house.




Surely, he would call the fire department. They’d come. She had to leave. Now. If someone knew she was there, she might be seen as an accomplice. At the very least, she’d have to answer for why she sat there and didn’t call someone or try to put out the fire when it was still small.




She got up, tucked her phone into her pocket, and ran through the woods back to her car. She wondered, though, if they could smell her. How good was a bear’s sense of smell? Would Amir recognize her somehow? Would he know she’d been there? And what would he think if he knew? 




She finally reached her car, got in quickly, and sped off. She was several miles away when she heard sirens and saw flashes of light, and firetrucks tore down the road. Good. At least someone was on their way to put out the fire. She hoped no one would get hurt and that there wouldn’t be too much damage. 




She was starting to really like Amir. She may have asked him to coffee to get more info from him, but by the time they parted ways, she was hoping he’d ask her out again. He hadn’t, and she’d actually been disappointed by this.




But at least now she knew. The secret he’d mentioned? Wasn’t something illegal. It was something supernatural. Who cared about moonshine and tax evasion when there were… what? Werebears? Was that what you called them? 




Of course she’d heard stories in her childhood. Who hadn’t? People that could shift into animals. Oh, maybe that was it. You called them shifters. Well, they were always portrayed as evil and all the books said if you came across one, you should kill it immediately. But who believed those stories? They were as bad as the ones that said you should stake a vampire. 




This was the story. This story, of a group of men who turn into bears, and she had the video to prove it? This could win her huge awards. This was Pulitzer Prize level stuff. She thought about that for a minute as she turned into her driveway. Kora Lane, Pulitzer Prize winning journalist—the one who uncovered the truth about shifters and showed the world.




She’d be famous. She’d be rich. She’d get to cover every story she wanted and wouldn’t have to touch those she didn’t. People would love her. Value her. Esteem her. She could write books. People might even write books about her. This video was her ticket to everything.




As soon as she got in the door, she sent the video to her email, then copied it to her backup drive, then copied it onto her computer. She wanted to have many copies available, from wherever she was.




She sat at her laptop and watched it again, this time on the bigger screen. The picture looked grainier, but it was obvious what was happening. This was no Big Foot sighting video where it was all shadows, and you couldn’t tell what was really going on. You could make out faces. You could clearly see the transformation from human to bear. This was gold.


Kora watched the video again in the morning. It had all happened so late at night and she was so tired, she needed to make sure what she saw was real. As she watched, she was just as amazed as she had been the night before. They had really, truly turned into bears. Crazy.




The only thing left to do was decide what to do about it. Last night, she’d been so sure that she should release the video to the public. Fame and fortune would be hers. But then she’d thought about Amir and his friends and what that would do to them. They’d be hunted. Killed maybe. And for what? So she could be famous? That didn’t seem fair. Though, she had no real loyalty to him. She barely knew him.




She paced across her floor. What to do? Who could she even talk to about this? Not her boss. He’d make her go public. None of her friends would believe her probably. Or they’d tell her to go public, too. That’s what she would have told any of them to do. Give up all that for some guy she met twice and didn’t even know? That was crazy. So what was her hesitation? Why didn’t she want to expose him?




The only thing she could decide on was that she needed to confront Amir. Maybe he had a good explanation for all this. She got in her car and drove over to his house, wondering what she would find.




There were cars everywhere when she pulled in. The building that had been white the day before was now blackened. It still stood, though. It didn’t seem to have too much damage.




She knocked on the door and a man she didn’t recognize answered. 




“Can I help you?” he asked. He looked tired and weary.




“Is Amir here?”




“Yeah.” He leaned back to shout into the house, “Amir! Come to the door!”




“Sorry about your building,” she said.




“Yeah.” He glanced out the door toward the building, then ran a hand through his dark hair.




“What’s up, Dax?” Amir said.




The man gestured to her, then held up a hand to wave to her as he walked away.




“Kora. Hi.”




“Hi. I know it’s been a long night for you, with all this.” She motioned toward the building. “But I really need to talk to you.”




He stepped out and closed the door behind him. “What’s going on?”




“Can we walk a little?” She’d worn her flats today, knowing this was her plan all along.




She waited until they were far from the house and the building and anyone’s hearing range.




“Is the building going to be okay?” she asked.




“They think so. It’s all cement block, so not much damage happened. We caught it fast. Did you see it on the news or something?”




“No, actually. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. But first, can I ask, how did the fire start?”




“Arson. Someone came in the night, poured gas around it according to the fire chief, and set it on fire.”




“Did anyone see who did it?” 




He shook his head. “We were all inside asleep.”




“But then someone saw the flames and came running out?”




“Eventually. But it was too late.”




She nodded thoughtfully. “So, then, at what point did you turn into bears and chase after the arsonist?”




She’d been watching his face carefully. She wanted to catch any little response he made when she said it. But he just raised an eyebrow.




“I’m sorry?”




“I saw. Last night. I saw you change into a bear.”




He looked at her like she was the bizarre one. “Kora, are you okay?”




She put her hands on her hips. “Look. I realize it’s probably part of your shifter duty to keep it a secret and all, but acting like I’m the crazy one won’t work. I know what I saw.”




“And what did you see?” He crossed his arms and widened his feet in a set stance.




“I saw a woman set fire to the building. Then I saw all five of you and your friends run after her. Then, I saw all six of you turn into bears and run off into the woods.”




“And how in the world did you supposedly see all this?”




“There’s no supposedly.” Her tone grew a little sharp. She hadn’t expected him to readily admit it or to be happy that she knew, but this was getting ridiculous. “I was here. You had said something about having a secret and it made me curious. I told you, my boss thinks there’s illegal activity happening here. Moonshine specifically. I thought maybe that was your secret and I came to break in and find out the truth.”




He shook his head and set his jaw. “You were trespassing on my property and now you’re going to come here and make wild accusations?”




She took out her phone. She tapped the screen to go to the video. “Before I show you this, know that I have made multiple copies and backups.”




His eyes narrowed into a glare.




She turned the phone so they could both see, and hit play. When the video ended, she looked at him and waited. His expression was unreadable. Something of shock and panic, she thought. 




“Well,” he finally said, softly, as he dropped his arms and hung his head. “Okay. So you know the truth. I can’t deny that. And you’re right. We do need to keep it a secret. Not just for our sake, but also for the sake of others. The world would go crazy if they knew shifters were real. We’d all be hunted, they’d do genetic testing, they’d try to recreate it, they’d try to make new shifters. It would be a disaster. It would destroy life as we know it. I don’t know what you intend to do with that video, but please. Don’t show anyone. Please delete all the copies and don’t tell our secret.”




She looked at him for a moment, considering. “You lied to me.”




“I know, but I had to. You want to know the truth? We do make moonshine, okay? We pay taxes, but maybe not all of them. We pay enough to avoid suspicion, though. We pay our employees, and everything on the honey side is totally legal. Moonshine isn’t illegal. It’s the taxes that get you.”




“Yeah, I know how it works. And now you expect me to take some little moonshine story when I could have the story of the century? You know this would win me the Pulitzer Prize, right? You know I would be totally famous forever? Go down in history.”




He nodded. “I’m sure you would. All I can do is ask you to please not do that. Not for me. If it were just me, I’d take the consequences of my actions and deal with it. But my friends were just trying to catch who did this. They don’t deserve to have their lives torn apart. Or any of the other shifters out there. There’s lots of us, you know.”




“There are?”




“There are. Thousands probably. And honestly, Kora. I’d be worried for your safety. If you exposed us all, they might come after you.”




“Oh, I see.” She crossed her arms and cocked her head at him. “So, now you’re going to try to scare me into silence? Why don’t you just go ahead and threaten me yourself? What will you do if I tell? Will you hunt me down and maul me? Make it look like just a bear attack?”




He shook his head. “I wouldn’t do that. I wouldn’t even threaten you, let alone harm you. Look, Kora, you’re going to do what you want. I get that. But know that this goes far beyond me and you or even my friends. There’s a whole world that would be affected by this. Just think about it.”




“You’re unbelievable. You think you can just lie to me, then make veiled threats and then make it seem like I’m the bad guy? I’m not the one who changes into a bear, Amir!”




He looked around quickly to make sure no one was nearby. “Keep your voice down. I know that, Kora. Like I said, I don’t want you to be hurt, but you should understand what you’re getting into. I would feel awful if I hadn’t at least warned you. If you’re going public, fine. I understand that fame is that important to you.” He shook his head and dropped his eyes. “It’s just a shame. I didn’t think you were like that, but I guess I was wrong. I really liked our coffee date the other day. I was even going to ask you out again. But now I see who you really are. Do whatever you need to do. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”




He turned and walked away, leaving her standing there in the woods, alone.Kora took Amir’s words to heart that day as she considered what to do. She was pissed he’d lied to her. And that she hadn’t realized it. She should have known better. There should have been some sign or something. Great investigator she was. She walked into a den of shifters and hadn’t even noticed.




But more than that, she considered what he’d said about the others. Not that they’d come after her. That didn’t concern her much. If she went public, she’d hire a bodyguard and she’d made sure to publicize any threat. That usually worked. If she was as much in the media as she planned to be, it wouldn’t be an issue. No one would want to touch her, and they’d be more afraid of getting caught than she’d be of getting killed. And honestly, there were worse things than going down in history as a famous reporter who was then killed for releasing her story. Not that she’d get to enjoy it, but her fame would be cemented.




No, she did worry about what would happen. Would it really change the world so much? She thought it might. There was a TV show like that once, where vampires were made public and people knew about them. It caused chaos and fear and problem after problem. The vampires were controlled and uncontrollable. In the end, no one won, and they would have been better off staying hidden. Was this the same type of thing?




Would exposing the shifters create some sort of mass hysteria? Would people launch an attack on them? Or try to gather them and register them? Try to control them? She didn’t want to be responsible for the repressing of an entire people group. That was the opposite of what people like her, who believed in the truth and the freedom to express that truth, wanted to get out of life. They wanted to make the world freer and better, not to create more opportunities for control and prejudice. 




This was not a decision she could make easily. She got in her car and drove. She found the highway and kept driving. For hours, she got lost in her thoughts and the road. She drove until she didn’t know where she was. She drove until her gas ran out and her bladder was full. Then she pulled into a gas station.




As she pumped her gas, she noticed a man pumping beside her. Thick hair stuck out the top of his tank top and the hair on his arms was dark. Amir was kind of like that. A bit hairy, which had to be because he was a bear. But on Amir, with his dark skin and jet black hair, it was sexy. Not so much on this man. Then a small girl ran to the man and hugged his leg. He reached down and scooped the child up with one arm. 




What if this man was a shifter? These were the types of people she had to consider. People with families that might be drawn apart. People with real lives. Though, how many of these shifters hurt people when they changed? Were they like werewolves who were described as out of control and vicious? Did they mercilessly attack?




No. The more she thought about it, what she had seen last night disproved that. They seemed in control. Especially the one who’d come back. They didn’t come off as mindless. If they’d attacked the girl who set fire to their building, well, even humans might do something like that. Couldn’t blame them.




As she finished with her gas and looked one more time at the father and child, her heart gave a pang of longing. But it wasn’t because of what she might do to them if she exposed them. It was that she wanted a child of her own. And a man to love and build a life with.




Amir had said he liked her. And she was having a harder and harder time denying that she liked him. She didn’t want to fall for a story, for someone she’d met doing an interview. That made for biased reporting. A real reporter never did that. But she couldn’t get him out of her thoughts. She couldn’t sleep without thinking of him or picturing him.




She looked at her phone when it started buzzing. It was Amir calling her. She didn’t answer. When the voice mail icon dinged, she listened.




“Hey, Kora, it’s Amir. Please give me a call. I feel bad about how things were left.”




He felt bad. Why? Because he hadn’t convinced her to keep his secret? Or maybe because he still liked her a little. It probably didn’t matter now anyway. He wouldn’t like her anymore. She’d ruined it. He deserved someone who wouldn’t try to expose him and ruin his life. 




She scrolled to the video and watched it again, for the hundredth time. There was Amir, shirtless and sexy, the dark hair curled on his chest. Okay, well, she couldn’t really tell given how far away she’d been and the low light, but she imagined she could see curls on his chest. And she imagined running her fingers through them. Then, he burst into a bear. She paused the screen the moment he changed.




He muscles were flexed, bulging in places and making him thick and strong. She tapped again and saw him now as a bear. He was beastly, in the best way. He stood tall, intimidating and so solid. Like nothing could harm him. Nothing could even knock him over. What would it be like to have strength like that? Or to feel that power in him?




He took off running when she let the video play, bounding along fast and swift, after the person who’d wronged him. She watched it one more time without pausing. Then she listened to his voice mail. To his smooth voice and the concern in it.




She had her answer. No matter what she told herself, or how much she pictured herself on radio and TV shows talking about her excellent story—story of the year, easily—she couldn’t bring herself to hurt him like that. She cared about him too much. She wanted him. And even if she’d ruined things so far, maybe there was a way she could fix it.Kora sat down at her computer after she got back home. She knew exactly what had happened and had no time to waste. She opened the video in her editing software. She scrolled through it, to the point where the men ran out and changed into bears, and she went back and trimmed the video until it stopped right at the moment before the men ran out. 




She watched it again and again to make sure nothing else showed. No hint of something suspicious. Then she saved the video, copied it to her phone, and removed all the old videos so that only this new one, the video of the arsonist setting fire to the building, existed. There was no evidence of any bears.




She called Davis. “I think I have something.”




“Yeah, what’s that?” he asked.




“Well, the moonshine guys. That part of the story is dead. They’re all legal, even if they are distilling somewhere on the property. But, last night someone set fire to their honey processing plant. I just so happened to be on the property at the time and got the whole thing on video.”




“You have video of the arsonist setting fire to the building?”




“I do,” she said proudly.




“And why are you just telling me this now? I’ve already sent the fire story to print.”




“Well, this would go on the web site and the news channels anyway, not in the print paper.”




He sighed. “No, but I would have mentioned it at least.”




“It’s early. You can add it in when the paper hits proofing.”




“Right. They’ll love me for that.”




“Okay, well, how do you want this video?”




“Email it. You call the cops?”




“You think I would notify the authorities before I called you?”




“That’s my girl.” He ended the call.




She sent him the video. At least she was getting some attention for this. A spot on the evening news was a far cry from Pulitzer coverage, but hey. It was more than she’d had yesterday and maybe, just maybe, she could still have Amir because of it.




She drove to the police station and asked to see her favorite detective, Foster. 




He came to the front desk smiling at her. “Always a good day when you show your face around here. What can I do for you, Kora?”




“I’m here to do something for you, actually. I have some evidence you might want to take a look at.”




“Oh yeah? Come on back to my office.”




She followed him back and took the seat across from his desk.




“The fire last night,” she said. “Up in the mountains? The Bear Natural Honey place?”




“Yeah?”




“I have video of the arsonist.”




He sat forward, resting his arms on his desk. “That so?”




She took out her phone and played the video for him.




“Well, it’s not the clearest footage, but it proves arson for one. Two, I think we can have the boys make this clearer. Might actually get a positive ID out of it.”




“Good. I want her caught.”




He set down the phone and looked at her. “And just how did you get this video?”




“Oh come on now, Foster. You know a good reporter can never reveal her sources.”




He raised an eyebrow.




She sighed. “It was sent anonymously. Sorry. Couldn’t give you a name if I wanted to. And I’m sure the person would want recognition for this, don’t you think?”




“Unless they were an accomplice or trespassing.”




“If that were the case, why send the video at all?”




“Maybe. Well, anyhow. I’ll see what we can do. Thanks for bringing this to me. Send it to my email or something, okay?”




She picked up the phone, sent the email and said, “Done!”




He glanced over at his computer screen, clicked a bit, and then played the video. “Perfect. We have your permission to run this, right?”




“So long as you understand it’ll be all over the news tonight.”




“Wouldn’t expect anything less.”




She stood to leave.




“Kora?”




“Yeah?”




“You will make sure they say the police are already investigating, right? Don’t make me look like an idiot over this.”




“Would I ever do that to you?”




He raised an eyebrow at her. “You haven’t yet, but you never know with you reporter types.”




She laughed. “I’ll give you full credit, Foster. Get ready for the interviews. I’m sure a crew will be out to talk to you later.”




“Perfect.”




He turned his attention back to the screen as she walked out.Two days later, Kora knocked on Amir’s door. She hadn’t talked to him since their conversation in the woods. She hadn’t known what to say. How to apologize. How to get him to forgive her. She hoped things would blow over. But she couldn’t wait any longer.




He answered the door, shirtless, and looked surprised to see her.




“Oh, sorry.” He ran his hand over his stomach. “I wasn’t expecting you. Hi, though. How are you?”




“Good. I just, I wanted to say I’m sorry.”




“Well, come in. Don’t just stand there.”




She followed him into the living room and they sat. “I was out of line and I wasn’t thinking. I was shocked, still, I think, and I was being selfish, and I’m sorry.”




“I’m glad you’re here. I tried to call several times. I didn’t think you’d ever talk to me again.”




“I didn’t know what to say.”




“Well, I want to thank you. The video you sent… it really helped. The police caught the woman who did it.”




“Did they? I hadn’t heard. I’m glad. Did they find out what her motive was?”




He nodded. “Yes, and I’m not surprised. There’s another, umm, clan, nearby. They’ve been getting in our way for a while now. They also sell honey and make moonshine and they’ve been trying to run us out of business. So, they decided to take things a little more extreme this time and burn down our processing building.”




“A rival clan?”




“I’m afraid so.”




“What do you mean ‘this time’?” 




“Well, they tried to outsell us at Mason’s, not too long ago they poisoned an entire hive of bees, and now this.”




“What are you doing about it?” she asked.




“We haven’t decided yet.”




“Can’t you just go confront these guys and beat them up a little?”




“Well…” He chuckled. “That’s part of the problem. They’re not guys. They’re women.”




“Oh.”




“Yeah. But the cops are on it now. We’re trying to see if we can gather evidence for the hive, too.”




“That’s just so… low. I mean, it’s honey. There can’t be that much competition.”




“It’s not really about the honey. They’re just in competition with us in general.”




“Want me to sneak onto their property and film them doing something illegal?”




He pulled his mouth into a smile. “Maybe.” He moved close to her and held her gaze. “Kora.” He picked up her hand and held it. “You kept our secret. My secret. You didn’t have to. But you did. And I can’t tell you how much that means to me.”




Her heart raced as she looked into his eyes. Her stomach fluttered and she wanted so badly to reach out and touch his bare chest. Why did he have to be bare chested?




“To be honest, I almost didn’t,” she said. “I kept thinking about having the story of the year and how I’d go down in history as the one to bring the truth to light. How I’d win a Pulitzer Prize for journalism. But I kept thinking of you. I thought of all the others, too, and what it might do to the world, like you said. And that mattered, but not as much as what it might do to you. To be honest, I’ve started to have feelings for you. I know that I’ve ruined it now and you have no reason to want to get to know me, but—”




He pressed his lips to hers. It was so sudden, her eyes widened in surprise, then they closed and she relaxed into the kiss. Their mouths moved together and all she could think was, he’s kissing me. He’s actually kissing me, which means he can’t hate me. I still have a shot.




She pulled back a few inches. “Can you ever forgive me for being so selfish?”




“But you weren’t. You didn’t do it, even if you had the thought.”




“But part of the reason I kept the secret was because I wanted to win you back. And that was selfish, too.”




“Well”—he kissed her again—“I kinda like that part of your selfishness. Maybe I want to be won. It’s been a very long time since I felt this way about someone. I was nearly heartbroken after our last conversation. Then you wouldn’t return my calls, and I thought it was over. I thought I’d scared you off. It’s happened before. It happens all the time.”




“That’s sad. I’m sorry you have to deal with that. But, your secret is safe with me. I’ll do whatever I can to protect it because it means protecting you and your friends.”




She leaned forward, eager to be kissing him again. But they were seated too far apart and leaning forward to kiss wasn’t enough. She wanted more. She wanted all of him, in fact. And she wanted him now. If his chest and stomach looked like a washboard, she could only imagine what the rest of him looked like.




“So, do you have a private bedroom?” she asked.




His lips formed a slow smile. “I do.”




“I don’t think I’ve ever seen it.”




“Then, let me show you.” He took her hand and led her up the stairs. In the hall, they turned into the second door on the right. He closed the door and locked it.




“Don’t you have a tie or some sort of sign you put on your doors when you have a girl in your room?” She sat on the bed.




He stalked toward her, his eyes hungry. He bent down to kiss her, then pulled her to her feet.




“One second.” He went to a stereo by the bed and started the music. “That’s better.” It was something with a beat, but not too heavy. Good rhythm, though, which would come in handy later.




Now that he had her standing, he ran his hands up and down her body. He stood back to look at her.




“You are a beautiful woman.”




“And you haven’t even seen all of me yet.”




He reached behind her to unzip her skirt and tugged it down until it made a pool at her feet. Then he slipped her blouse over her head. He looked again and nodded.




He kissed her and caressed her body. She was starting to get antsy. She reached up to unhook her own bra, but he grabbed her hand and stopped her.




“Oh no.” He flicked his tongue along her jaw. “That’s my job and we’re going to do what I say now.”




She let her hands fall. “Okay. Am I allowed to touch you, then?” she asked with a playful tone.




“Yes. But not below the waist. Yet.”




She touched everything she could, running her hands along the muscles in his back and over his stomach. She pinched his nipples and bit along his neck. She grew impatient again and moved to unzip his pants.




“No.” He caught her hand again.




“You have to get them off.”




“No.”




He turned her around so that her back pressed against his chest and hard body. He ran his hands over her, stopping to slide under her bra for a moment, under her panties for a shorter moment, then back up and along her stomach.




“You are driving me crazy,” she said, squirming.




“That’s the point.”




He slipped one bra strap down over her shoulder. Then he cupped her bare breast and flicked her nipple gently. She moaned and pressed her hips back against him, but he moved away from her.




“Stop it. Stay still.”




“I can’t help it,” she said. 




He took both her hands in his and bent her arms so that they were pressed against her back. It was making her so hot to be teased like this. She was dizzy with it, felt like she’d pass out before he entered her. If they ever got to that part.




He slipped down the other bra strap and unhooked her bra so that it fell to the floor.




“Now,” he said. “What do you want?”




“I want to feel you.”




He released one hand and she rubbed it over his hard cock through his pants. She unzipped his pants, half expecting him to stop her again. But he allowed it and she managed to one-handedly get him free of his underwear. She stroked him, feeling his length. 




He pulled her panties down and bent her forward so that her hands were on the bed. He reached around to her pussy and slid his finger inside her. She almost lost it right then, but bit her lip and held out for more. He moved in and out of her slowly, pausing to spread her juices around and make her wet all over.




“I want you to do something for me.”




“Anything,” she breathed.




“Get on your knees.”




She turned and dropped down. He didn’t have to ask or command. Before she was fully in position, she took him into her mouth, stroking as she sucked him and licked him.




He made a deep growl and she went even wetter. He ran his fingertips along her shoulder and neck, tangled her hair in them and massaged her scalp. He pulled her head back to stop her.




“Now. My turn. Stand.” 




He dropped to his knees and pushed her legs apart. She moved her feet to keep standing, but found it very difficult when he put his tongue on her. He flicked her clit and moved his finger in and out. She tried to pull back, to stop him, but it was too late. 




She reached down and dug her fingers into his hair as she came all over his face. He smiled up at her and held up one finger.




“Let’s see how many more we can get,” he said.




He lay her down on the bed and rolled her to her side. He pushed his pants down and stepped out of them, and she finally got a full view of his extremely fit body. Everything about him was large. Everything.




He knelt with his legs on either side of hers and brought one of her legs up. He held her knee up with her other leg straight. She’d never tried this position before and it seemed unusual. But then he leaned over her and his cock was so close to her pussy, she moaned in anticipation.




He rubbed the tip against her, circling her clit and slipping it in a tiny bit before taking it back out. From this angle, he had full access to every part of her. He gripped her ass tight and pushed into her a little farther.




“Amir,” she moaned. “Stop teasing me and fuck me already.”




He laughed. “No.” Then he pulled out completely.




She groaned in frustration. He teased her more, dipping in and out of her, but never entering her fully. He rubbed her clit while making shallow thrusts.




She started to get lightheaded again and the rush was right there. She bit her lip and moaned. Then, suddenly and forcefully, he thrust into her hard and deep. She came as he entered, crying out loudly in the surprise and the rush of bliss. He leaned down to kiss her and held up two fingers.




“You’re driving me so wild,” she said. “I can’t take it.”




“You’ll take it.” He smacked her ass. “You’ll take everything I give you.”




She moaned again and thought she would bite through her lip. She gripped the sheets so tight, they started to pull off the bed.




Amir kept her knee up and thrust into her several times, deep and hard, like she liked it. He circled around and moved faster and faster until she cried out loudly again and he held up three fingers.




“Ahh,” she cried out. “I don’t think I can take anymore.”




“At least one more.”




He pulled out of her and rubbed the tip of his cock all around her, getting her wet again. He stuck his finger in and out a few times, then slid into her slowly. He pulled backed and pushed in slow, slower. Then he did something she’d never felt before.




He took his wet pinky and circled it around her ass, letting the tip press in ever so slightly. She was surprised by the sensation and surprised even more at how she liked it. She moved her hips back to press her ass against his pinky. He slid it in farther and as he moved his cock in and out of her pussy and his pinky in and out of her ass, she came hard and slow. It was a long orgasm. Longer than she’d ever had before in her life. 




She lay still on the bed, unable to move. He thrust into her a few times hard and fast and then he fell into shudders beside her.




She looked up at him, amazed. “The first time I saw you, I thought you’d be a good lay, but holy crap. I never imagined this. If I’d have known, I wouldn’t have waited weeks to sleep with you.”




He grinned and kissed her. “Glad you liked it.”




“Do me a favor?” she said.




“What’s that?”




“Do me again.”




He laughed and let out a sigh. “Give me a few minutes to recuperate.”




“I don’t think so.”




She moved down to take him in her mouth again, until he got hard. It didn’t take nearly as long as she thought it would. Then she slid up his body, positioned herself over him, and slid him inside her.




Now that she was in control, she didn’t waste much time. She may not have drawn things out slow like he did, but he felt so good inside her, she didn’t want to take it slow. She slammed her hips into him again and again until they both came one more time.




“Can we rest now?” he asked. “You might kill me if you make me cum one more time.”




“Okay, but only for a little while.”




He turned on his side and pulled her close, then kissed her a little while they lay tangled in each other.




“You’re wild,” he breathed into her ear. “I like that.”




“You’re the wild one.” She growled at him and bit his earlobe.










When finally, she got up later to go home, she found a message waiting from Davis. She listened to the voice mail, then looked at Amir with a grin and squealed.




“What?” he asked.




“That was my boss. He just gave me a raise and promoted me to senior journalist because of the story I did and the video.”




“Excellent. You did good work.”




“Yeah.” She chuckled. “He actually said, ‘someone willing to trespass and break and enter just to get a story deserves to be promoted.’ Which means, in Davis language, that he’s happy with my work.”




“I’m glad.” Amir reached out and hugged her waist, kissing her stomach as he sat on the bed. “I changed my mind,” he said. “Don’t leave. Stay and make love to me again. We need to celebrate.”




“Again?” She dropped her purse and leaned down to kiss him. “Four times in one night wasn’t enough?”




“I can never get enough of you, wild one.”  
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The car pulled up to the edge of the forest, and Stacey McKinley got her first glimpse of the mark. He was tall and broad, with a chest almost twice the width of the man beside her in the car, and he had a floppy mess of wet, blonde hair that he was trying to tame. It was a damnably hot day, the sun beating down on a happy crowd of campers by the lakeside. The damp blonde had just pulled himself out of the water, where he’d been recovering a small dog who could barely paddle. He was returning the dog to its grateful owners, his damp park ranger’s uniform sticking to every curve and bulge of his muscular frame.




He was, without a doubt, the most beautiful man Stacey had ever seen.




“Kurt Best,” the man beside her said, flicking through a notebook. “Owing seven thousand dollars, payment date was one month ago.”




Kurt looked happy and cheerful, not the sort of guy who was hiding a considerable debt. Stacey watched him among the crowd, seeing how those campers seemed to idolize him. What did he even need seven grand for? Surely a ranger’s salary in a park as large as Fairhaven was damn good money. Stacey found herself drawn to his cheerful face, that playful grin with the dimples. His eyes might have sparkled, if she’d been close enough to make them out.




“Hey, you listening to me?” the man beside her asked.




He’d said something else, after the seven thousand, but she hadn’t heard it. Now, she tore her gaze away from the lakeside and the sunshine, back to the dark recesses of the car. Their windows were tinted to block the sun, and the AC was blasting a frozen stream of air straight at her legs. The man beside her put his hand on Stacey’s knee, and he was just as cold to touch.




“Sorry Jack,” Stacey said with a stammer. “I was just thinking.”




“Good,” Jack answered with a thin smile. “It’s going take strategy to get to this one. Best’s line is that he can’t pay, he doesn’t have the money, but I think it’s bull. You’re gonna get in there and find out if he’s got savings or possessions we can reclaim. A car, a property share, whatever. You got that?”




Stacey nodded. She had to play the role Jack had made for her. It was her job, had been for a few years now, and it paid well. When she’d first met Jack, he was only a doorman throwing people out of nightclubs. Now, he was a collector, and she was too. It was their job to source money back from those who’d borrowed from Big Al Moschino. Once they had Kurt’s seven grand, they’d see a nice slice of commission. Jack took hold of Stacey’s hands, like he was thinking the same thing.




“We do good work together,” he said. “Just focus on the task.”




Stacey felt her stomach do a flip. Jack sometimes tried to cross a line in their partnership. She hated it but the money was too good to pass up. 




“I’d better get to work scouting this guy out,” Stacey said, breaking their contact to reach for the door.




She was almost out of the car when Jack cleared his throat. Stacey looked back at him, seeing the hope in his dark eyes turn to grim seriousness. He got little lines on his pale face when he was serious, and there were shadows beneath his gaze.




“One other thing I ought to mention,” he began. 




Stacey waited in silence.




“This guy,” Jack continued, “I’ve got intel that says he’s a shifter. He can turn into a bear, Stacey. Be careful.”




Stacey simply nodded, and walked towards the lakeside.


Kurt Best was probably the easiest mark Stacey had ever had to find. She had watched him at the lakeside all afternoon, reclining in the Californian sun from a respectable distance, until the crowds seemed to be drawn away by an imaginary dinner bell. The sun was fading when Kurt got into his Land Rover and cruised away, but he soon popped up again at the grill-style restaurant where dinner service was beginning. Stacey had booked herself a table for one, and she was sitting alone in the corner when the maître-d’ approached her.




“Excuse me, miss, but I wondered if you wouldn’t mind sharing your table?” he asked politely. “We’re almost at capacity.”




When Stacey looked up and saw Kurt standing behind the waiter with a hopeful grin, she couldn’t believe her luck. She nodded, and the waiter vanished a moment later, leaving the bulky ranger to settle himself in a chair. He was still dressed in his uniform, though he’d dried out, and smoothed his blonde mop of hair back into an unruly wave. He had a shadow of pale fuzz growing about his jaw, and a sprinkling of chest hair visible in the v of his shirt.




“I saw you today at the lake,” Kurt said. “I hope you don’t mind the intrusion.”




Inside, Stacey let out a curse. She had meant to be inconspicuous at first, approach the guy slowly, but clearly he was alert. Whether that was to do with his shifter powers or not remained to be seen. When Stacey offered him a casual smile by way of a reply, she happened to catch his eye. His gaze was golden, shining like two perfect rings, reflecting the glorious lights of the restaurant. He dazzled her for a moment, and she lost her footing.




“I, uh… No. I mean, of course not. I’m Stacey.”




She hadn’t meant to give her real name, and when Kurt gave her his, she tried her best not to look like she already knew it. Stacey nodded and shook his hand, her fingers warm in his grip for the briefest moment.




“I was out catching some sun today,” she explained, hearing the nerves in her own voice. “I’m just here to relax awhile, you know? I live in LA, and it’s pretty busy down there.”




“It is,” Kurt agreed. “I go down to the city most weekends.”




Stacey knew that too. Kurt had to be involved with something in LA, else he never would have met Big Al and borrowed so much money. She took a sip of her drink, hoping that the maître-d’ would be back soon to take their food order. But the grill was overflowing with customers and not very well staffed. She hadn’t had time to plan what she would say to Kurt, to wile her way into his confidence, but she couldn’t throw the opportunity away now that it had landed in her lap.




“You don’t like to eat at home?” she asked him. “I mean, if you’re a ranger here, you must live nearby.”




“I do,” Kurt said with a nod. “Fairhaven’s family run. We all live in a huge lodge in the east sector. But to be honest, if I get dinner at home my Gram tries to make me eat sauerkraut. Like, every night. I’m not joking.”




He made her laugh. It was a natural laugh, something Stacey hadn’t done in quite a while. Her life was so serious, and Kurt was so jolly. They didn’t match, not really, but Stacey could play her part well enough to make him think that they did. Jack had always been very specific about how she should lead the marks on. Give them giggles, be flirty, and she could kiss them if she needed to. Nothing more than kissing, though, not ever. Just enough to make them trust her, and answer her questions.




“And you like eating out here, with everyone else?” Stacey pressed. “I thought you rangers would be sick of people after running around for them all day.”




“I guess,” Kurt said, cocking his head to one side. “My brother, Hart, he likes his quiet time at the end of the day. And our cousin Reinicke, well, he hates people in general. He practically lives at the outpost where only a few hikers go by every day.”




“But not you?” Stacey said, smiling.




“I like to meet new faces,” Kurt replied. “Like yours.”




Something flushed in Stacey’s chest. The smile on her face had come unbidden, and she knew at once that she was in trouble. Of all the men she’d beguiled for Jack over the last couple of years, Kurt was the first that she’d felt easy with. She had known from the moment she saw him that he was painstakingly gorgeous to view, but up close, there was something else about him. He gave off joy like it was a scent, with every movement and every flicker of his golden gaze.




“Say,” Kurt began, a cheeky grin overcoming his lips. “Maybe this is a little bold, but if I pick up the tab, can we call this a date? I don’t meet a lot of heavenly brunettes out here.”




The remark made Stacey toy with her hair, just for a moment. She felt like a schoolgirl trapped in a woman’s body. Kurt’s grin was unwavering as he waited for her answer. If he was bluffing, then he was good at it, the sweetest poker face she’d ever seen. But Stacey had built up her repertoire too, and she was damned if she was going to let some hunky ranger break it down in one fell swoop. She took a breath, and fluttered her lashes as she cast her gaze to the floor.




“Well, since you called me heavenly,” she crooned.




That was how they came to be at the campsite entrance a little after ten o’clock. The moon was almost full, bathing a range of little triangular tents in its silver light. A few people were still up, cooking on campfires or telling stories on the lawn. Stacey stood at the path which wound among the tents, looking forlornly over her shoulder.




“I didn’t have you down as a camper,” Kurt mused, apparently delighted. “I figured you’d be a hotel lady. Luxury, you know?”




Stacey nodded. She would be, normally. It was Jack’s idea to rent a pair of separate tents, pitched on either side of his car. It would save them money, Jack had said. The thought of a night in the woods next to Jack gave Stacey a shiver, and Kurt reached out at once to hold her shoulders.




“You shoulda told me you were cold,” he said apologetically. “I shoulda offered you my jacket. What a jackass.”




“Hey, that’s for me to say,” Stacey replied with a grin. “I’m fine, really. Just tired. Looking forward to a rest, and maybe another date tomorrow?”




Her voice rose with a hitch at the end. But that was the first time that she saw Kurt’s unstoppable grin fade. His face was half in shadow from the angle of the moonlight, and he looked away for a moment, his golden eyes flashing. He rubbed at the back of his neck for a moment before the smile climbed back into place.




“Actually, I go into the city on Saturdays,” he explained, “it’s just something I have to do. But I’ll be back first thing Sunday. I’ll book the day off. We can go everywhere in Fairhaven. All the best sun spots and views. If you’d like that?”




Stacey tried not to show the suspicion that was brimming in her mind.




“I’d love that,” she replied.




“You sure?” Kurt asked.




One blonde brow had risen, and Stacey realized there must have been something showing in her nerves. She wanted to know exactly where he was going on Saturday, but there was no way to ask. Jack would need to know too. Kurt was studying her face closely, and there was only one thing Stacey could think of that would turn his mind off for a moment. Reaching gently for his cheek, she pulled him down into a kiss.




His lips were soft, though she felt his stubble scratch beneath her fingertips, and the strong muscles of his jaw shifted as the kiss deepened. Kurt’s warm hands were still on her shoulders, and he let them slide down her bare arms until they rested at her waist. She leaned into his body a little, shifting the angle of the kiss so that her lips parted just a touch. He didn’t take the hint, so she slipped her tongue out to tease his lips.




Kurt pulled back and broke the kiss. He touched his own lips for a moment, a little breathless.




“Save some of that for Sunday,” he said in almost a whisper. “Goodnight Stacey.”




As he walked away, it seemed to Stacey that she’d been split in half. One part of her was pleased to tell Jack that she’d reached the mark on day one, even got close to him already. But the other part wanted something else from the strong, broad ranger now walking into the darkness. There was a possibility about Kurt that she couldn’t deny, and it sparked something in her chest that she hadn’t felt for years. 


“I want to come with you,” Stacey had insisted.




But Jack had shaken his head.




“You can’t risk being seen with me in LA.”




It was true, and he was right, but Stacey had still protested. They had argued about it all morning on Saturday, right up until Jack had taken the car and left. Stacey had wanted to follow Kurt, to find out what he was up to in the city, but instead she found herself alone in the woods. It was late on Saturday afternoon, and she felt as though she’d walked all the way around the earth. Her skin tingled from the warmth of the sun, but inside she was churning up cold water like a winter storm.




Despite the idyllic setting, these thoughts kept Stacey from enjoying her book. She was sitting on a bench a little ways up the hiker’s trail, which overlooked a gorgeous set of hills. The sun was bright in the azure sky, and if she’d been able to relax, Stacey would probably have been half way through the latest of her mystery books by now. She adored a good mystery, figuring out who the real good and bad guys were, being misled but secretly always knowing how things would turn out. It would have been a great read on any other day.




“Phew!” said a voice somewhere nearby. “These old gams ain’t what they used to be!”




A little old lady was trudging her way up the hill. She was hunched over a tad and her wrinkled face was glowing crimson from the effort. Even as she took the next step, she hung her head to sigh and her glasses fell off, tumbling into the dirt. Stacey got up at once and set about retrieving them. The old lady watched her, squinting with interest.




“Well, aren’t you a well-mannered young lady?” the woman asked in a bright voice. “Don’t get many of those in their twenties nowadays.”




“Thank you, Ma’am,” Stacey said politely.




She handed the glasses over, and the old woman met her gaze with a wide smile. She had milky, amber colored eyes that had a peculiar glow, and when Stacey went back to the bench, the woman followed. She settled herself beside Stacey and gave a long, wistful sort of sigh.




“Thank you so much for that, dear,” the old lady said. “You really are kind and sweet. Not single, are you? Only I have a couple of grandsons that could use a lesson or two in manners.”




Stacey chuckled, but the words struck something true inside her.




“Um, well things are complicated,” she said.




“Hmm,” said the woman. “That sounds like what we used to call an unenviable position.”




The old lady gave a chuckle. She reached out and took hold of Stacey’s hand, holding it between hers for a moment.




“Courage, dear,” she professed. “You only have one life. Why lead a complicated one?”




It made sense. It even made her feel a little better.




“Thank you,” Stacey replied, “Mrs.…?”




“Call me Anina,” the old lady answered.




Stacey gave her own name, and a comfortable, contemplative silence fell between them. They both looked out into the mountains, and Stacey was about to make one of those stock-comments about the weather, but Anina cut in with a whole new conversation. All credit to her, she was not shy.




“I keep telling my boy about courage,” she revealed. “One of my grandsons has a… well…” She dropped her voice to a hoarse whisper for a moment. “A gambling problem.”




“Oh?” Stacey remarked.




“He thinks we don’t know, but we do,” Anina added. “It’s a terrible shame. All he needs to do is stop.”




“Sometimes, it isn’t that simple,” Stacey replied. “From what I know, gamblers get into this cycle where they have to win. The house takes their money away and it makes them feel small. They have to keep going back, keep trying to beat the system, and they can’t see that it doesn’t work that way. The greater victory would be to get out and never go back.”




“You sound like you know what you’re talking about, honey,” Anina said, her expression one of fascination.




Stacey gave a little nod, but no explanation. In her work with Jack, a great deal of the marks she’d led on before were gamblers. It was a dangerously easy way to get into huge debt real quick. She’d seen the hard-nosed types who assured her that they’d win big next time, and the nervous wrecks that had burst into tears once they realized who she was, and what she knew about them.




“I guess I have a little experience,” Stacey offered.




“Couldn’t talk to my grandson for me, could you?” Anina said.




Stacey grinned a little. She couldn’t be sure if the old lady was joking or not. When Anina hung her head, her glasses slipping again, Stacey realized that the question was genuine.




“It’s just that Kurt’s got a lot to lose,” Anina continued, “what with being a park ranger and all…”


Despite his best efforts, Jack had not discovered what Kurt was in LA for on Saturday, but Stacey was now pretty sure that she knew. She’d not divulged to Anina that she and Kurt had already gone on an accidental date together, and she hadn’t told Jack that she’d found out how Kurt had managed to rack up seven grand’s worth of debt. Keeping secrets from Jack didn’t make Stacey feel as guilty as it ought to have, and she put that down to being very well-practiced at it. The thing that did bother her was Kurt. She wanted to tell him something at least. Keeping so much from the guy didn’t feel right.




He’d messaged her with details of their date on Sunday morning, just as he’d promised. Stacey found herself walking up a fairly steep mountain trail, which promised a spectacular view of Fairhaven on the other side. She was regretting her shoe choice by the time she reached the top, but the view was certainly worth it. On the other side of the path, there was a deep bowl of scrub land about twenty feet in diameter. It looked like if you dropped down into that bowl, you’d never make it back out. Stacey scanned the shrubbery and the few trees down there, her body tensing as she made out a shape in the distance.




There was a grizzly bear among the bushes. He was about half-way up the slope of the dirt bowl, his long claws dug into the earth firmly. The bear had massive shoulders covered with tawny brown fur, and strong paws that thumped the ground whenever he moved. Stacey let loose a small gasp in her wonder, and the bear turned its head. To her surprise, it had those golden eyes that she recognized. What Jack had warned her about came racing back into her head. Amid everything else, she’d forgotten that Kurt was also a shifter.




Upon seeing her, the bear ran up one side of the dirt bowl with tremendous power, off to the left away from her. It disappeared into the trees at the top of this part of the path, and Stacey watched them with interest. It was totally possible that this particular bear wasn’t Kurt at all, for he’d said he had brothers and cousins. Yet, some five minutes later, when Kurt emerged on the path from that same direction, Stacey knew it had to be him. His clothes were disheveled for one thing, like he’d only just put them on to rush over and meet her.




“You’re early,” he panted as he jogged up to meet her. “Sorry. I was out for a walk.”




“In your bear suit?” Stacey challenged, folding her arms.




Kurt cocked his head, grinning at her quizzically. There were too many secrets between them already, and Stacey couldn’t stand to add to the pile.




“I saw your eyes, Kurt,” she revealed. “I know you can transform. That was you down there, right?”




“Geez,” Kurt said, rubbing the back of his neck, “you ladies are really up on your shifter knowledge nowadays.”




“Oh, I’m not,” Stacey added, palms up in her admission, “I don’t pretend to actually know any.”




Kurt stepped forward, putting his palms against her own. He let his fingers gently interlock with hers.




“Well, now you do,” he crooned.




She leaned forward and planted a very gentle kiss on his lips. When they broke from the moment, she watched the very tip of Kurt’s tongue sneak out and lick his lips. It was a sight that filled her with a tingly feeling, and she kept hold of one of his hands as they began to walk further around the rim of the dirt bowl.




“That’s deep,” she observed, gazing down into the scrub again. “You must be wicked strong to get up that slope.”




“In bear form,” Kurt agreed with a nod. “Humans have no chance, it’s just too high. We do a lot of rescues out here when the hikers come along.”




“You like your work?” Stacey asked. It was a genuine question, and it felt good not to be interrogating for a change.




“I guess,” Kurt replied, looking out to the path ahead. “It’s better than any other job. But, I… No, it’s stupid.”




“Tell me,” she pressed, gently holding his strong, thick arm. “Is there something else you’d rather be doing?”




“Not really,” he said, “I just feel empty sometimes. Like, I have a job and nothing else. I want some excitement, I suppose.”




“You ought to be careful,” she began thoughtfully, “that kind of thinking leads to trouble.”




She’d hit a nerve. It seemed that she couldn’t help her skills from coming through even when she wasn’t trying to draw intel out of a mark. She saw a range of emotions pass Kurt’s face, each threatening to strip him of what was left of his grin. Eventually he let out a sigh, and stopped walking. He stood facing her, as he had on Friday night, and at once she wanted to kiss him again, as deep as before. But there was no thought of kissing on Kurt’s face. He looked pained, and she already knew why.




“Stacey, you’re a nice girl,” he began. “You wouldn’t ever want to go out with a gambler, would you?”




She had to play this one carefully. She took a moment to plan my sentence before she spoke.




“Well it wouldn’t be my first choice,” she began, “but-”




He never let her finish. Kurt nodded and made a little scoffing sound, and he finally let go of her hand.




“That’s what I thought,” he said, even as she tried to speak again. “You know what? We ought to call this off now. I’m… I’m just not good enough for you.”




He was turning and leaving, and Stacey couldn’t bear it. To her own surprise, a huge rush of emotion hit her chest, like he had her heart on a tow-rope and was ripping it out of her ribs with every step. She knew that she had never felt something so powerful before. He was it. He was the thing she’d been looking for all her life.




“I met your grandmother, Anina,” Stacey called after him. “She told me everything yesterday.”




Kurt didn’t stop walking, and Stacey was determined not to let the conversation slide. She raced up after him, just within earshot of his reply.




“She has no business telling people about my problems,” Kurt grumbled, his voice almost a growl.




“But I’m still here,” Stacey urged. “She told me yesterday and I still wanted to see you. It doesn’t matter.”




Kurt stopped, and he spun on the spot. Stacey knew at once that she’d made another mistake.




“Oh, it matters,” he said, the pain evident in every level of his voice. “I’m in too deep to get out, Stacey. I owe a lot of money, and every time I go to try and win it back, I get even deeper in the hole. They’ve got me. It’s only a matter of time before Big Al sends the nasties to come and collect.”




“The nasties,” Stacey repeated. Kurt mistook it for a question.




“Low-life goons who’ve got nothing better to do than ruin other people’s lives,” he explained.




Was that really how he saw her? Stacey tried not to feel the hurt that sank into her heart at his words. He didn’t understand that collectors were people too. We all had a job to do in this world, and as much as she felt sorry for his struggle, it was his debt, his fault really. 




“You can’t get a loan from your grandma? Your brother?” Stacey suggested.




Kurt shook his head.




“We don’t have that kind of income to hand,” Kurt said sadly. “It all goes back into the family business. Fairhaven takes a lot of money to run, we’re very nearly a charity.”




“So there’s no way out?” Stacey mused.




When Kurt did not reply, Stacey’s heart gave another stab. One way or another, Big Al always got paid back. On those rare occasions where his debtors couldn’t raise the funds, nasty things had happened. Things that Jack would talk about and Stacey would cover her ears and plead with him to stop. Jack enjoyed being close to such a powerful, dangerous man. If Stacey had known the truth of Big Al when she started working for him, she never would have taken the job. Now, she was in deep too, trapped just like Kurt. If she couldn’t convince him to deliver the money, awful things would happen.




“You really want to help me, don’t you?” Kurt asked. “Stace, you’re nearly crying.”




She hadn’t noticed until he pointed it out, but there was a sting of tears pressing hard against her eyes for release. She had never wanted to help a mark so badly, and Stacey knew that was because Kurt wasn’t a mark. Perhaps he hadn’t ever been a mark, even when she first saw his glorious grinning form among the happy campers. Now, in her private viewing of his serious side, he was just as stunning. He held her arms at the biceps, studying her face carefully.




Then, he leaned in, and she let him take a kiss. It was warm and deep, lingering with pressure on her lips until they opened. Kurt let his tongue slide against hers, their lips locked amid hot breath and fast-beating hearts. Stacey felt her hands rush up the front of Kurt’s shirt, feeling the solid muscles beneath the thin fabric of his uniform. She was racing with nerves, pulsing with desire. Everything could have happened there and then. She felt so much, too much to hold in, like she could only really show Kurt how she felt with her body against his.




He pulled her in hungrily, transferring the kisses to her neck. She felt his hands sliding down her back, warmth spreading everywhere and making her shudder. He was hard too. As she embraced him, she felt the throbbing shaft give her thigh a push. They were alone on the path with the glorious sun beating down, but their passion was rising above even that heat. 




“You know when you said you were looking for excitement?” Stacey teased, whispering against his ear.




“Mmmm,” Kurt agreed, his face buried against her collarbone.




But Jack flashed into Stacey’s mind, even as ecstasy overwhelmed her. She would have to stop Kurt soon. There were rules, damnit. She couldn’t account for the wildness of it all, or the way she just knew that Kurt had given her something that no other man would be able to. They both deserved to be treated fairly, no matter how badly she wanted to rip Kurt’s shirt off and vanish into the trees with him.




“We should slow down,” she said, hating herself for having to say it.




It took Kurt a moment for the words to sink in, but he pulled away reluctantly.




“You’re right,” he said, panting. “We’ve got plenty of time. Plenty of dates, right?”




“Of course,” Stacey said with a smile. The pain inside her was phenomenal.




“And don’t worry about what I said about the gambling,” Kurt offered with a grin. “I’ll work on it. It’s my problem, not yours.”




He was so very wrong, and Stacey could tell that he too was hiding pain behind his smile.


It was later that evening when Jack asked Stacey to meet him. There was a lounge bar in a hotel called the Old Spring Lodge, a fair walk from the campsite. When Stacey found it, there were only a few barflies sitting at a long, polished platform, and beyond that there were some comfortable-looking armchairs. Each pair of chairs had such high backs that they towered over a person’s head. Jack looked like a little boy in the chair he had chosen. He even had the petulant scowl on his face to complete the look.




“What’s wrong with you?” Stacey asked, settling into an opposite chair.




“Tell me about this,” Jack demanded.




He threw a digital camera at her, and it landed hard against her stomach. Stacey fumbled with the display to find that it was focused on one picture. It had been taken only a few hours ago, and it showed her and Kurt wrapped up in each other’s arms. She couldn’t get over how happy she looked.




“You didn’t even tell me that you’d made contact,” Jack accused.




“I…” Stacey began, still staring at the picture. “I didn’t want to scare the guy off, that’s all.”




“You’re sure?” Jack said sharply. “Because you always tell me, Stacey. You’ve never not told me when the first kiss happened before.”




If he knew that that wasn’t even the first kiss, then Jack was going to flip. Stacey decided to keep quiet about that, but she couldn’t look into his dark eyes and lie to him any longer. Kissing Kurt had made her realize what really mattered, and that was the truth.




“Look, I wanted to wait until after the job, so as not to distract you,” she began carefully, “but, I don’t want to do this anymore, Jack.”




As she’d predicted, he wasn’t all that hurt. He blinked the words away and gave a shrug.




“Okay, look, you’re overworked,” he reasoned, “If you need a vacation, I get it. But we’re a team, Stacey. Always have been, always will be.”




“No,” Stacey cut in, as gently as she could manage. “I mean, we’re done. Whatever we are, whatever you want us to be, it’s done. This used to just be a job, but you’ve crossed a line.”




And then she saw a quick flash of rage in Jack’s eyes. She hadn’t been expecting it, because he never showed her his emotions, but now they were flowing clear as crystal in his eyes. She saw a vulnerability there that he hadn’t possessed for a long time, and a confusion and panic that really did make him look like a lost little boy. But in moments, the pain was over. Something dark clouded Jack’s gaze and his face turned emotionless.




Over his shoulder, he said: “I’m out. She’s all yours, Al.”




There were two chairs behind Jack, arranged at another table. Stacey watched two figures rise from those chairs, and she got to her feet too, looking to the first figure with disgust. Big Al Moschino had made his way up from LA to see her, in all his gutsy, greasy glory. His hair was slicked flat to his head, a bad dye job trying to cover grey with jet black, and he wore a suit that must have fit him once, and gradually been stretched over the years. The cigarette hanging from his mouth gave him the appearance of a patchwork walrus with one remaining tooth. He grinned at Stacey, and she looked away, only to find that her shock increased with the second person that she saw.




“You were spying on me?” Kurt asked. “This was all bullshit.”




“See what I told you, buddy,” Jack said to Kurt, his tone harsh. “You gotta watch these women. They’re not to be trusted.”




Stacey wanted to scream, not from fear but from anger. In that moment, she didn’t care what the vicious Big Al might do to her if she stepped out of line, she only wanted Kurt to know that she had never meant to hurt him. They’d gone into their first meeting on the wrong foot, but everything thereafter had been real. She wanted him for his grin, his kindness, his warmth and his truth. She needed him to teach her how to be honest again.




“I wish we hadn’t met this way,” she told him. “I really-”




“Save it,” Big Al snapped. “You can do your lovey-dovey shit later. First, the bear-boy and I have got a deal to strike.”




Jack stepped up to Stacey, hovering beside her like he’d restrain her if he needed to. She could feel the anger coming off him in waves, and at least she felt some small relief that she was no longer going to have to spend time around him. They both watched in fraught silence as Big Al squared up to Kurt. They were both the same considerable height, though Al was much wider round the middle, and Kurt seemed too hurt to be intimidated.




“I’m willing to cut you an offer, Mr. Ruxpin,” Big Al began. “You remember that toy? It was a talking teddy bear. Ahh well, before your time I guess. Well, I can make my seven gees back in one night, taking bets on a high profile fight. If I can get a shifter in to fight, I’ll score a fortune and you’ll be all clear. How does that sound, kid?”




“No,” Stacey said at once. Jack grabbed her wrist and shook his head.




Kurt glanced at her, those gold eyes flashing with hidden pain.




“Who would I be fighting?” he asked.




Big Al shrugged, giving a genial grin. “Just a couple of my boys. No weapons, I swear. Just ropes, you know, to restrain you if they win.”




“How many?” Kurt asked.




“Five?” Al returned.




“Three.”




“Four.”




“Done.”




They shook hands before Stacey could even protest again.




“If you don’t mind, I’d like to suggest the venue,” Kurt said. “Fairhaven’s private land, it’d be better for both of us to keep this quiet.”




“Good thinking,” Big Al returned with another grin. “If you were half as good as gambler as you are a dealmaker, you wouldn’t be in this mess. Come on Jack, let’s get organized.”




Stacey waited until they’d left, and then she rushed to Kurt. He stepped away at once when she reached for him.




“Are you crazy?” she demanded. “Big Al Moschino’s not a good guy. You can bet those damn boys of his will be armed up to the back teeth.”




“What does it matter?” Kurt shot back. “It’s my only way out. And it looks like I’ve got nothing left to lose anyway.”




His stern voice broke on the last few words, and Stacey felt her tears returning. She knew it was a mark of how strong their bond was, the fact that she could cry so easily with him. Kurt looked at her, then looked away again at once. If he really wanted to be away from her, surely he’d have already left the deserted bar? He was still standing there, which meant she still had a chance to make things right.




“What we have,” she began, her voice shaking, “what we feel when we’re together, you can’t fake that. I didn’t tell you why I was here, sure, but everything else I said was true. I really do want to help you. There was nothing between me and Jack except him being a creep. You gave me the strength to admit what I really want.”




“What’s that?” Kurt asked, eyes still downcast.




“Something true,” Stacey admitted. “Love.”




The word hung like electricity in the air between them. When Kurt finally turned to face Stacey, she felt her chest rise with the force of impossible hope. He stepped towards her, but did not reach for her. Instead, he tried to grin. It almost made its way onto his face, lighting up some of the shadows there.




“Do you think that’s what we are?” he said softly. “Love at first sight?”




“I didn’t believe it either, until it happened,” she replied.


The fight was two nights later, and Stacey and Kurt had talked and talked in the time in between. They had not shared so much as a hand-holding moment, though, and Stacey knew she’d have to give it some time before Kurt could trust her again. Their conversations were long and winding, learning more about each other every time, but ultimately everything came back to the moment which was looming between them. The fight would decide Kurt’s future, and Stacey’s too. If all went well, they’d be free to start over. If it didn’t… Stacey couldn’t handle thinking about that other option. 




Kurt had chosen the venue, just like Big Al promised. He and Stacey walked up the steep hiking trail that led to the dirt bowl, a little before midnight. There were voices ahead, whispering frantically to one another. When they reached the very top of the rise, Stacey saw a collection of greasy men and women who had come to bet and watch the fight. They stood in groups around the rim of the dirt bowl, some peering down into its depths. To combat the darkness, someone had set a large lantern aglow in the bowl’s center. It lit the place up like an arena, and Kurt was to be its gladiator.




“You don’t have to-” Stacey began, but Kurt cut her off.




“I do,” he said, “and you know it.”




The men he was intending to fight had already scrambled down into the bowl. They were stripped to the waist, revealing muscles just as well-defined as Kurt’s, and they appeared to be stretching and preparing themselves to take on a shifter. One, Stacey noticed, was patting down the legs of his pants.




“Weapons,” she murmured to Kurt, “I told you.”




“Don’t panic,” Kurt replied, though his face was anything but calm. “I’ve got claws of my own, remember?”




Stacey had only ever seen Kurt’s bear form once, in the very spot where he was about to do battle. She remembered those huge claws digging into the earth, and she realized at least that Kurt would be able to escape if he needed to. That was some small consolation, for the more she looked at the four men in the dirt bowl, the less she trusted them to fight according to the terms.




“Ladies and gentlemen, gather ‘round,” Big Al called in a hoarse voice. “Final bets, please. The competitor is here, and we’ll begin as soon as he transforms.”




He waved a large hand at Kurt, indicating the bowl. Beside him, faithful as ever, Jack shot Stacey and Kurt a withering look. It was strange to see him and feel so detached. It had barely taken a week for Stacey’s whole life to change. She felt a thumb and finger gently take hold of her chin, turning her face until she was looking into Kurt’s deep golden eyes. He looked serious, the carefree grin gone, and she would have given anything to have it back.




“Everything’s going to be fine,” he assured her. His voice was low and level, yet she couldn’t bring herself to believe him.




“Sure,” she said shakily.




Kurt leaned in and kissed her. His warmth cut through the darkness of the night, and he held her close as their passion made the world melt away for a moment. In his embrace, Stacey could believe anything. She could see their future in a way she’d never dared to imagine before. When he broke away, and reality came caving in again, she felt like he’d taken part of her with him. Stacey watched, devastated, as Kurt scrambled down into the bowl.




“Ladies and gentlemen,” Jack announced over the crowd, “the odds just went up on death in the ring. Absolute final wagers please.”




He’d done it on purpose, and Stacey knew it was meant to frighten her. She kept her eyes on Kurt instead, blocking everything else out to watch him prepare. He had stripped off his shirt and put it to one side, kicking off his shoes and socks to add to the pile. When he let his pants slide away, the crowd and Stacey gave a gasp. He hadn’t bothered with underwear – Stacey supposed the transformation would have ripped it to shreds anyway – and he stood naked before his foes. Exposed, and totally true to himself. And when he looked back over his shoulder, up the hill to where Stacey stood, the grin was firmly back in place.




His transformation was swift. The crack of bones landed like thunder, echoing off the walls of the dirt bowl. His human frame was illuminated by the lantern light as he arched his back, suddenly growing in size. Fur sprouted everywhere, obscuring skin, until he was a giant ball of tawny hair. Then the limbs came, powerful legs with clawed paws thumping into the ground. Kurt let out a roar and stood on his hind legs, and his four intended foes seemed to give a moment’s pause. Big Al would never let them back down now, Stacey knew it. The fight was on.




One of the men had attained a length of rope, those designed to restrain the bear. He kept his distance, trying to lasso the rope over Kurt’s head, but he was sharp on reflexes. His huge head swayed side to side, avoiding the loop expertly. When he suddenly lunged forward, all his weight on his front paws, the ground gave a mighty shake and one of the men fell over. Kurt sat on his legs, and the man gave a squeal as he struggled to be free. Some people in the crowd were laughing; others clutched their tickets angrily. Stacey folded her arms with confidence. If they had bet against Kurt winning this, then they needed to think again.




But it was just that kind of overconfidence that gamblers always had in the moment before things went wrong. The man who’d been patting his pockets earlier had hung back at first, but now he suddenly made a run for the bear. Kurt was too busy enjoying playful swipes at the man underneath him, and even a cry from Stacey didn’t alert him to what was coming. In seconds, there was a long, sharp blade shining silver against the lantern light. The wielder gave it a huge slash as he neared Kurt’s head.




“You bastards!” Stacey shouted. “No weapons, you said!”




Jack glanced her way, but neither he nor Al answered her. The crowd was drawn to the fight, as the bear suddenly reared up and gave a howl of pain. There was blood on the blade, but Kurt’s wound was lost somewhere in his fur, too obscured to make out whether it was a full slash or just a cut. He charged for the man with the sword, but had to rear up again when the human pointed it right for his skull. Two of the other adversaries had gone to help their flattened comrade get out of the dirt, but knife-boy was confident. Stacey wasn’t surprised to find a maniac in Big Al’s employ, but she was fearfully impressed by his fearlessness. Even when Kurt snapped and snarled, bearing a huge jaw full of teeth, the sword wielder made another charge forward. He had Kurt on the run.




Stacey willed him to run up the side of the dirt bowl. She knew Kurt could get out if he wanted to, digging his claws into the earth to make the climb. Kurt was circling the lower part of their makeshift arena, as if considering his next move. He was too proud to run from the man. He wanted to best him. It was then that Stacey remembered what he’d said about winning and the search for excitement. This fight was just as a much of a drug as his gambling woes. 




Kurt took a sudden lunge forward, intending to throw his enemy off guard. It worked, to some extent at least, for the sword wielding man dived to the left to avoid the attack. But his reflexes were just as good as Kurt’s, and when he landed, he shoved the blade deep into the ground. The crowd gave a horrified gasp. The long knife had gone straight through the center of Kurt’s paw, trapping him in place. The bear gave a pained howl, trying to free himself, but it was no use. Stacey watched in horror as the man returned to his other fellows, retrieving the lasso rope from them. If he put it round Kurt’s neck, it was all over. Stacey saw her future being stolen from her.




She couldn’t let it happen. She was running down into the bowl before anyone could stop her, and she heard the annoyed hollers of the crowd following her down. Every sound echoed larger in the bowl, and the closer she got to Kurt at the bottom, the more speed and force she seemed to build up. Gravity was on her side, and she knew exactly what to do with it. Changing course, she let herself barrel straight into the man with the rope. Her speed knocked him flat, and she fell on top in a haze of pain and panic. She would hold him off as long as she could.




Fortunately, she didn’t have long to struggle. A huge floodlight came down into the bowl, blinding everyone in its brilliant white beam. It had come from a portable rig which two men were holding up on the ridge, and once her vision had cleared, Stacey recognized their uniforms as that of the police. Officers were everywhere, swarming the crowd and taking Big Al and Jack into handcuffs. They were scrambling down the side of the bowl too, racing towards the men, who couldn’t get away even if they’d tried.




There were others coming down the hillside too, four men in park ranger uniforms. Two dark-haired men who looked fairly similar raced towards Kurt, who had collapsed in a pained heap. They were shouting at one another and examining the knife carefully. Stacey realized that she was being helped to her feet by the other two men. One had a stern face, full of fury as he gave the rope wielding man, still on the floor, a solid kick. The other man was blonde, the same kind of blonde as Kurt, but with a slightly older, kinder face.




“You must be Stacey,” he said brightly. “I’m Hart. My brothers told me all about you. Everything’s going to be all right now. I promise.”


Two months later.




“Sixty days,” Kurt said.




He crossed the day off the calendar, the one with the big red ring around it. Sixty days had arrived, and Stacey felt a thrill rush through her. 




“I can’t believe we’ve waited this long,” she said in amazement.




“Well, there were a few slip-ups,” Kurt added. “A few temptations. But we made it.”




Kurt set the calendar on the table, and settled himself on the sofa. They were sitting in the back room of the Rangers’ Lodge, where Stacey had recently moved in. She crawled across the wide, soft fabric of the sofa, nestling her lips against Kurt’s ear.




“Sixty days with no gambling,” she crooned, “I’d say that deserves a reward.”




It was what they had agreed, albeit reluctantly on Stacey’s part. Kurt said he couldn’t be with her until he was sure that his problem was under control. Sixty days clean was enough to prove that he could stay away from casinos and the like if he wanted to. Now, they were free to be together, with Big Al and Jack safely locked away for racketeering. 




“Hang on,” Kurt said, a hitch in his voice. “Here? Don’t you want to go upstairs? What if someone comes in?”




Stacey let her tongue slide out, teasing Kurt’s earlobe. He gave a groan.




“You weren’t shy about being naked in the crowd before,” she reasoned. “Besides, it’s the middle of the day. They’re all working.”




It was true enough to convince him. Kurt let his hands slide away from his lap, and Stacey climbed on, her thighs either side of his. They kissed with deep, lingering kisses, Kurt catching her lip between his teeth when she tried to break away. He reeled her back in every time, hands caressing upwards under her skirt. Stacey moaned when he found her buttocks, squeezing and massaging with his huge, strong hands. She could feel the scar on his right palm, where the stab wound had eventually healed. That little rough patch made her skin shiver when it stroked over her.




“I’ve waited sixty days,” Stacey said, breathless. “I’m not waiting even a second longer.”




She pawed at the buttons on Kurt’s shirt until they were all undone, pushing it apart to reveal his chest. It was golden from so much sun exposure, and she kissed him all over, the blonde hairs there tickling her jaw. Her hands found his abdominal muscles, trailing down each one in turn. When she reached the end of that trail, Stacey leaned back, looking down at the bulge which had appeared in the groin of his pants. She lifted herself a little higher on her knees to give him room.




“Off. Now,” she commanded.




Kurt grinned. It was that glorious grin that lit up whole rooms, brighter than the sun. He was panting with excitement as he fumbled with his belt, letting his pants slide off down his legs. It was then that Stacey realized he’d been playing coy before. If he hadn’t been expecting her to leap on him no sooner than he’d marked the day off the calendar, then he wouldn’t have been going commando. His cock was hard and proud, waiting for her touch.




Stacey reached out, her fingers wrapping around the shaft. Kurt gave another groan, so low that it sounded like a growl in his throat. As Stacey stroked him, feeling the throb of his pulse with every move, Kurt’s hands made their way up her skirt again. There was some clever moving around as he teased her panties off, and when his fingers found her clitoris, she gave a little gasp of surprise. They teased each other with long, languid movements, kissing and letting their tongues dance for a moment.




Then Stacey moved forward, the ache inside her too strong to resist. She hovered her body over Kurt’s hips, letting him hold her legs and ease her down onto him. When his warm, throbbing hard-on slid into her, she couldn’t help the grin that burst onto her face. They stayed like that a moment as Kurt helped her out of her shirt and bra. He kissed and teased her nipples, slowly starting to rock their hips together. Every push upwards sent a surge of lightning into Stacey’s nerves.




“It’s you, you know,” Kurt said, his breath hot against her chest. “You’re my new addiction. I have a Stacey problem now.”




She grinned, pushing her hips down to get him as far in as he’d go. The ache was building, begging her to move faster, but she resisted long enough to ask him one last question.




“Do you want to solve your Stacey problem?” she asked.




“Never,” Kurt said with a grin. “I want to have it forever.”




He held her suddenly, hands gripping her thighs tightly. Stacey gripped his shoulders and let out a moan as they began to thrust together. She felt his body slick with sweat against hers, and heard the growl in his throat again as he showered her collarbone in kisses. Every thrust was harder and faster than the one before, until they were a blur of passion. Stacey felt her body rumble with the build-up to her climax, and she threw her head back to ride out the wave. They came together in a mutual cry of ecstasy.




Moments later, as they were panting and recovering from the orgasm, a key turned in the door to the Rangers’ Lodge.




“Only me, darlings,” Anina called from the hall. “Anybody want some lunch?”




Kurt’s golden eyes were wide in panic and amusement. Quickly, he and Stacey gathered their clothes and snuck out the back door of the sitting room. They rounded the stairs, running naked and trying to stifle their giggles so that Anina wouldn’t hear them. Once safely inside the bedroom, Stacey suggested that they’d better get dressed and go and answer her. But Kurt slid the bolt across his door. He was serious about his addictions, and now that he’d had a taste of Stacey McKinley, he couldn’t help but crave more.


Epilogue










It was summer when Elise Davenport and Dietrich Best had their first baby. He came into the world on the anniversary of the night they had met, and that meant that all the Best boys were standing in the waiting room of the hospital. Elise was still in labor when Stacey and Kurt arrived, hand in hand. Anina came over to greet them, kissing Stacey on both cheeks. The old woman was clearly overjoyed, her milky eyes brimming with tears.




“Not long now,” she said excitedly. “Just think, a whole new generation of the clan is being born.”




“And another one on the way in two months,” said a voice behind her.




Here, Ben was sitting with his new wife Layla, whose own baby bump had swelled recently. Stacey gave them a wave and a grin. She looked at Kurt to find his golden eyes shining. He nodded, like he knew exactly what she was thinking. He often did. 




“Actually, Anina, we-” Stacey begun.




But the old matriarch of the clan was still talking, too wrapped up in her excitement to listen to anyone else.




“Yes, yes,” she said to Ben, “and now Kurt and Stacey are happy and settled together. It’s all so wonderful. You next, Reinicke?”




She said this last with a teasing hitch in her voice. Stacey gave a giggle. It was a well-known fact in the family that Reinicke, Kurt’s cousin, hated to be teased. He looked the least excited by whole fiasco, though even he was tapping his fingers against his chair with impatience. He scowled. Reinicke might have been quite handsome, if not for all the scowling.




“No thanks, Gram,” he answered dryly. “You’ve got quite enough baby-making going on without my efforts.”




“Speaking of which,” Kurt tried to interject, but he was cut off once again.




“Well, what about you Hart?” Anina pressed. “Any new girls on the horizon?”




Hart caught his brother’s eye for a moment and they shared a sigh.




“I called Karina at the agency, just like you said,” he told his grandmother, “but she’s short on girls in this area right now. Sorry Gram, it doesn’t look like happily ever after is on my cards just yet.”




“However,” Stacey said loudly, but once again Anina was jabbering away.




“Oh, that’s a shame,” she said gently. “I thought you and that girl from Ben’s wedding were very well suited.”




“She’s gone back to China, Gram,” Ben cut in. “To her husband, remember?”




“Gram-” Kurt tried again.




“Ah,” Anina said. “I knew there was a reason that wasn’t going to work.”




“Gram…” he tried again.




“Such a shame, she was very pretty.”




“GRAM!”




Silence filled the room. Kurt’s voice had risen to shake the atmosphere, almost as loud as his roar. Anina looked at him, aghast. She seemed as though she might have been about to tell him off for being so rude, and Stacey felt it her duty to step in. She took the old woman’s hands gently, touching as they had when they’d first met.




“Anina, we’ve been trying to tell you our news,” she explained gently. “Kurt and I… Well, I’m two and a half months pregnant.”




Silence followed as the news sank in, then everyone was speaking at once. They rushed to crowd around Stacey and Kurt, congratulating them on the happy news. Even Reinicke got up to shake Kurt’s hand, before making some excuse about finding a vending machine. Amid all the fuss, Stacey looked to Kurt, and this time he shook his head. The crowd was excited enough for one night.




They’d wait until later to tell them it was most likely twins.
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Jasmine looked across the desk as the agency employee typed into her computer. Her feeling of unease deepened as the woman kept clicking and clicking.




“Well, Jasmine. To be honest, as I’m entering in your information, there’s not much you’re qualified for. You don’t have any work experience or schooling. All you have is your experience as a housewife.”




The irony wasn’t lost on Jasmine. “Then how do I get experience?”




“You start out low and work your way up or you get some education.”




Jasmine let out a long breath, swallowing hard so the tears wouldn’t rush to her eyes. “Is there anything you can find me?”




“We’ll find something.” She gave Jasmine a resigned look. “It’ll probably involve cleaning, however. Most of those jobs don’t ask for much experience, if any.”




“Okay, that’s fine. I just need something.”




She finished typing and turned to her. “I should have some interviews set up for this week.”




Jasmine left the employment agency feeling deflated. If she hadn’t gotten married so young, or listened to her parents who said you don’t need college, just a good man, then maybe she wouldn’t be in this position. Maybe she would go back to school. But for what? She felt like a little kid asking herself, what do you want to be when you grow up?




Later that day, the phone rang with the number from the employment agency.




“I have an interview for you,” the woman said. “It’s a housekeeping position for a group of five men who live and work together. They’re looking for someone to come in everyday to do things like dishes, laundry, vacuuming, dusting, and other basic cleaning.”




“Okay, that sounds great!”




“Great. I’ll set up the interview for tomorrow then.”




Jasmine hung up, both nervous and excited. This was her first interview, her first time stepping out on her own to be responsible for things like bills. She scoured through her few items of clothing and put together a decent outfit for the next day.










Jasmine stepped off the bus and looked at her directions. She’d gone online to look at maps so she’d know where to go once she got off her bus. It took about twenty minutes to walk there, which was what she had planned. With a deep breath, after smoothing out her skirt, she knocked on the door.




A tall blond-haired man answered the door. She was a bit shocked at first, not expecting someone so close to her age, or someone so good looking and so big in size. With his thick muscles and long hair, he was nothing like her lanky ex. His eyes, too, bore deep into her when he held her gaze and they were an odd sparkling gold. He was her opposite in many ways. She was small and petite, long black hair and an olive-toned complexion. She’d spent so much time around Persian men—her father, brothers, cousins, uncles, and then, of course, her ex, that she didn’t realize someone of such a fair complexion could be so sexy. 




She gulped and said, “Hi, I’m Jasmine, the employment agency sent me?”




“Yup, come on in.” He stepped aside and held the door open. “I’m Knox. This is my brother, Beck.” He gestured to a man very similar in appearance.




Knox led her to a chair beside the sofa. She sat and took a quick look around. The hardwood floors looked dusty, the coffee table had rings and crumbs. She could see into the kitchen and it looked like the dishes were piled high. A house of five men. Did she really know what she was getting herself into?




When she brought her attention back to them, Knox was staring at her. Beck looked down at a sheet of paper. His hair was shorter than Knox’s, though it hung in his face. He didn’t have Knox’s perfect thin nose, but he did have the same golden eyes. She looked back at Knox for a moment, but had to let her gaze fall when her cheeks went warm.




“So, Jasmine is it?” Beck asked.




“Yes, that’s correct.”




“What experience do you have cleaning?”




She had been afraid of this question, though she fully expected it. “Well, I’ve cleaned my house for six years now, but I don’t have any employment experience just yet. To be honest, I’m new in the work force and I’m trying to gain experience. But I clean very well.” The woman at the agency had told her it was best just to be honest and that people may have sympathy for someone just starting out.




Beck nodded, made a note, and Knox watched her.




Beck continued, “We’re looking for someone to come every day. Can you do that?”




“Yes, absolutely. I’m looking for full-time work.”




“You do know there are five men who live here,” Knox asked. “We can be very messy. Is that a problem?”




“Not at all,” Jasmine said.




Knox smiled.




Beck glanced at Knox, then asked, “What about references?”




“References?”




“Someone who can vouch for your work ethic and ability, or even your character,” Beck said.




“Oh, I…” The only one who would know about her cleaning ability would be her ex or her family. No way would she list her ex, and her family was all in Iran. She had made a friend at the shelter where she was staying. “Would a personal reference be okay?”




“Sure,” Beck said. “What are the names and phone numbers?” He held a pen, ready to write.




“Her name is Sarah. I don’t know her phone number off the top of my head, but I can get it for you.”




“Okay.”




Was it just her, or did this Beck sound exasperated? She swallowed hard, ignoring the way her throat was growing thick. She glanced over at Knox and he smiled at her.




“What do you think your best skills are?” Beck asked.




“Well, I’m very punctual, I clean well, and I’m friendly. I work very hard.”




Beck nodded and made more notes on his paper. “We have several other applicants,” he said. “What sets you apart from all the others?”




Jasmine felt the panic rise in her throat. There was nothing that set her apart. She had no experience, no good references, nothing to prove that she could do this job well. She wasn’t even so sure of her own skill, to be honest. Nothing was ever clean enough for her ex, so maybe she wasn’t even very good at that. She glanced over at Knox again, who gave her an encouraging look. 




She chuckled a little, and, hoping it would come off as endearing, said, “My good looks?”




Beck blinked at her, but Knox looked like he was holding back laughter.




“You’re serious?” Beck asked.




“Umm.” She gulped and her eyes pricked. He didn’t find it amusing or charming. This man clearly hated her. There was no way he was going to hire her. “I’m sorry. I am just started out, and I really don’t know how to answer that. I will work hard and clean how you like and I am reliable.”




Beck nodded at this, what was clearly a much better answer. She should have said that in the first place.




“Okay,” Beck said and stood. “We have one more interview, and then we’ll make a decision and let you know.”




She and Knox also got to their feet.




“Thank you very much.” Jasmine held out her hand to shake Beck’s. When she shook Knox’s hand, she noticed how much warmer it felt and how he held it just a moment longer.




“I’ll walk you out,” Knox said.




She followed him back to the front door and walked through it when he held it open. He looked outside, confused. “Did you drive here?”




“No, I took the bus,” she said.




“The bus? Isn’t the closest stop over a mile from here?”




“Yes, it’s about a twenty-minute walk.”




“That’s nuts. I’ll drive you, hold on.” He went back into the house and came out a minute later with keys in his hand. “That’s okay with you? If I drive you home?”




“Oh, s-sure.” She took in a slow, deep breath. It would save her a lot of time and money, but to be alone with him? Her palms broke into a sweat.




Knox led her to a pickup truck, blue and covered in mud splatters on the side. He opened the door and took her hand to help her up the high step. She buckled her seatbelt while he walked around and got in.




“Where do you live?” he asked as they turned out of the driveway.




There was no way she was going to tell him about the shelter. “Oh, can you take me to the drugstore on Eighth Street? I need to stop and get some things. It’s only a block from there.”




“Sure.” They drove in silence for a few minutes. Then he asked, “Do you have family around here?”




“No, not really. Are you related to the men you live with? Like cousins or brothers?”




“Beck is my brother. The other guys are just my business partners and best friends. We’ve all been best friends for most of our lives.”




“Oh.” Beck was his brother? There was no way she was getting this job, then. Even if he had seemed to like her, his brother clearly didn’t, and blood always came first. “What’s the business?”




“We make honey. And other things.”




They turned onto Eighth Street and she saw the drugstore. “This is it, right here.”




“I can wait and drive you home after you get what you need.”




“Oh, no, thank you.” She pulled the door open. “I really appreciate it.”




“You sure? I’m happy to wait.”




“Oh no, really, this is perfect. Thank you very much.” She hopped down to the curb.




“Alright then. Have a great day.”




She waved and they exchanged smiles. When she closed the door, he didn’t pull away, though. She went quickly into the drugstore and ducked into an aisle. She watched until he drove off, waited a few minutes, making it seem like she was looking at the makeup selections, then walked the block to the shelter.


Jasmine had spent the whole day after the interview and all the following morning feeling full of dread. She’d blown it. There was no way they were going to hire her. After breakfast, she opened her newspaper to the employment section and started looking. She’d have to go with a minimum wage job that needed no experience and hope she could earn enough to get her own place soon.




Her door was partially opened, and Sarah knocked, then stuck her head in. “Hey Jas, you have a call.”




She hopped up and dashed downstairs to pick up the phone. “Hello, this is Jasmine.”




“Jasmine, hi, this is Knox. Knox Ryker. We talked to you yesterday about the housekeeping position.”




“Oh yes, hello.” Her heart squeezed itself tight in her chest, ready to be let down.




“I just wanted to give you a call and see if you’d like to accept the job.”




Accept? Had he said accept the job? Meaning they wanted to hire her? 




“Yes, I would love to!” She’d probably sounded a little too excited. She tried to tone down her voice before asking, “When would I start?”




“Well.” He chuckled. “To be honest, the place is a wreck. You can start today if you want.”




“That’d be great. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”




“Perfect. See you soon.”




“Thank you! Thank you so much for this job. I will work very hard for you.”




“I know it.” He chuckled again. “Bye, Jasmine.”




She hung up the phone and stared at it for a minute. Many emotions rushed over her. She was elated that she’d gotten the job, and especially a first job that paid so well. But nervous. What if she wasn’t good at it and they let her go after a short time? And then Knox. Obviously, now that he was her employer she couldn’t have feelings for him, but she was attracted to him. Not only his looks, but he seemed to be kind, and he seemed to like her, and the way he said her name in his silky voice…




She dashed upstairs, went straight to Sarah’s room, and told her the good news in a serious of squeals and shrieks. Then she hurried into her room and dressed. She was out the door and on her way to the bus stop in a matter of minutes. Less than an hour after he’d called, Knox opened the door and smiled at Jasmine.




“That was fast,” he said. 




“I told you I was punctual.” She smiled and stepped inside.




“I’ll give you a tour of the place, show you what we want done. Basically, we’re slobs, and we need someone around who’s not. I guess Dax’s girlfriend complained that it’s a mess.” He shrugged. “We never seemed to mind much.”




They started in the living room, where they’d interviewed her the day before. “In here, I guess just dusting and vacuuming, that sort of thing.”




“And wiping down the tables and cleaning the windows?” she asked.




“Uh, sure, whatever.” They next went into the kitchen. “We always have dishes in the sink. The usual crumbs and stuff all over the counter. I swear, I do wipe it off constantly. It’s like the crumbs just find their way back.”




She glanced around the kitchen. It was a decent sized room, big enough for a table and four chairs. But it was filthy. The floors seemed to have a dirty film, there were crumbs and dishes as he’d said, but also sticky spots and an overflowing trash can.




“So, mainly just the dishes in here.”




She raised an eyebrow. “Surely, the floors and counters and table, refrigerator, and trash as well?”




He looked around and nodded. “Yeah.”




They walked down the hall and passed a dining room and office. “In there, you can just vacuum and I guess dust. Nothing major.” He opened a door to a small half bathroom. “This is one of the bathrooms. We try to keep it cleaner for guests.”




She didn’t want to seem horrified, but if she had been a guest, she wouldn’t have felt comfortable using the bathroom. It smelled and it was grimy on every surface. The seat was up, revealing splotches of yellow and brown. The hand towel smelled of mildew, the rug had clumps of mud, even the light switch had some sort of sticky substance on it. Was this all honey? Did it get into the house and stick to everything?




They next went upstairs to a long hall of bedrooms. 




“All the bedrooms are up here and the big bathroom.”




She was afraid to look in the big bathroom after seeing the one downstairs. It was much the same, but here there was also a shower covered in soap scum, a sink full of toothpaste and tiny hairs, and products sitting all over the counter. 




Knox didn’t say much about the bathroom except to give her a resigned look. “I’m sure that’ll be the worst part.”




They walked down the hall a little way. “We don’t have to go in all the bedrooms, but just to give you an idea, this is mine.”




He opened the door to a room that looked like clothing had exploded inside of it. On the floor, on the bed, on the desk, were shirts, pants, and socks. The bedside table had a collection of dishes, including a bowl with some liquid at the bottom that was starting to mold.




“So probably just vacuum the bedrooms. Or whatever you normally do in a bedroom.”




“Sure,” she said. And dust and scrub the furniture and windows, and do the laundry, and tidy up and make the bed.




“That’s pretty much it. You still want the job?”




“Yes, though…” How could she ask this without sounding like she wasn’t up to the job?




“You’ll need more money? I can probably arrange that.”




“Oh. That’s not what I was going to say. Just that, at first, it may take longer to clean than normal? I may not get to all the rooms today, but once I clean each room, it will be faster to clean from now on.”




He laughed. “Oh goodness. No one expects you clean this whole house today. Whatever time it takes. I know it’s a dump and we’re messy. Blair—that’s Daxton’s girlfriend—does the dishes and stuff sometimes, but she refuses to shower here until it’s cleaned, so Dax was whining that were too messy, and that’s when we all decided it was time just to pay someone. There’s no way we’ll ever be able to keep it clean. So, anything you do will be an improvement.”




“Do you have cleaning supplies? I can get started right away.”




“Oh.” He scratched his neck. “Uhh… well, let me give you the full tour, then we can figure all that out.”




They went back downstairs and then into a basement. “You don’t have to clean down here, in fact, you don’t ever need to come down here at all, but I just thought you should see the whole place.” He motioned to several large metal barrels. They had tubes coming and going from them. “We make whiskey, too.”




She nodded, not sure what to think of that, then followed him back upstairs. Next, they toured a large building full of machines and a few workers running them. This was where the honey was made, and again, he assured her, she never had to go in there. In fact, they had someone that cleaned in there since food was processed there and it had to be kept cleaner. 




They walked out of the building and stepped into a large patch of grass. Square wooden boxes were in a row and there were bees everywhere. When he’d said they made honey and had shown her the processing facility, for some reason, she hadn’t thought about how they got the honey. Of course they had bees. She walked close to him and tried to move very slowly.




“These are all the hives.” He walked over to one and started to pull something out of it.




“Oh no, that’s okay, you don’t have to do that.”




He looked at her and must’ve seen her nervousness. “Don’t be afraid. They won’t hurt you unless they get agitated.”




She nodded, but backed away. He led her back into the house. “My brother and I are the beekeepers, so I spend a lot of time with them. They get a much worse rep than they deserve.”




Three men walked toward the house from another direction. 




“Ah,” Knox said. “Here are the guys.” He waved them over. 




These men, too, were all huge in size. Maybe they liked to go to the gym together or had met there. He introduced each of them and she tried to remember a defining characteristic so she would remember their names. Daxton had black hair, and he wore business suits, since he was the sales guy, according to Knox. Slade ran the business, though, and he was the tallest, also the most serious looking. Until he smiled. Then a dimple popped in his right cheek, and made him look softer. And Amir, who was the one to do all the moonshining in the basement. He was easier to remember because he was the one with darker skin and a slight accent. The thing that stood out the most about all of them, besides their large muscles and wide chests, were their eyes. They all had the hypnotic golden eyes that Knox did.




“You’re not related in any way?” she asked Knox after the men had walked away.




“Not by blood.” They went inside and he stood in the living room. “Okay, so what all do you need to get started?”




“Do you have any cleaning supplies?”




“Oh, right.” He went to the kitchen retrieved a few bottles. Dish soap, anti-bacterial spray, a floor cleaner. “There’s a mop and broom in the kitchen closet.”




“Great. I can get started in here. Are there other things? Rags or cleaner for the bathrooms?”




“Umm, there might be stuff upstairs. The vacuum is up there in the hall closet. Let’s just do this. You get started and do whatever you can do. Anything you need, just make a list and I’ll be sure to get it.”




She nodded.




“Okay, well, I’ll be out back with the bees. If you need anything, just holler.”




She watched him walk away, then got to work.After four days of hard cleaning and multiple trips with Knox to the store to purchase various cleaning supplies, the house was starting to look much better. Soon, she’d be ready to just maintain and the deep cleaning would be done.




“It’s really looking awesome in here,” Knox said, peaking into the bathroom. “And it smells good. I like that floral cleaner stuff we got.”




“Thanks.” Jasmine brushed a hair from her forehead with her arm and set down the scrub brush. The tile floors were gorgeous—once she scrubbed the layers of dirt off.




“I talked to Slade, too. We’re going to pay you more than what we agreed on. This place is so gross, and you’ve already done such an awesome job, it’s the least we can do.”




“Thank you very much. It’s a big help to me, and just that you would take a chance on someone with no experience.” She chuckled. “I thought I did very poorly in the interview.”




“I think it was the ‘my good looks’ comment that won it for you.” He winked at her.




She shook her head and felt her cheeks warm. “I can’t believe I said that.”




“Well, it’s certainly true.”




She looked down, her pulse speeding up at his words.




“I came up here to ask you a question, though. A favor.”




She pulled the gloves off, one finger at a time, and stood up.




“Something is up with one of the hives. We had a lot of deaths.” His smile faded and his face became concerned, maybe even worried. “We’re not sure what’s going on, and we don’t want anything to affect the other hives. Can you come take a look at something? We want to clean it all out, but I’m not sure what would be best.”




“Okay, sure.”




She followed him out of the house, into the backyard, her heart racing now for a different reason. She didn’t want to be anywhere near these bees. But how could she say no? He’d just given her a raise, and compliments, and he was her employer. She prayed the bees would stay far from her.




Knox took her to one of the wooden boxes where Beck stood, looking inside. Several flat pieces of wood leaned against the box. She thought it was the honeycomb, but wasn’t sure. 




“So, here’s the thing,” Knox said. “First, we have all these dead bees. There’s a place we can send them for testing, and we’re going to do that, but we only need to send a few. We need to get the rest out of there, and we need to clean everything out in case there’s a contaminate. So, what can we clean it with that won’t be toxic for the bees when we rebuild the hive?”




She looked down in the hive and her eyes widened. The box was full of bees and the sides of the box were coated in a sticky substance. She didn’t know if it was honey or something else. There were several products that would take off stickiness, but something safe for bees?




“I’m not really sure,” she said. “Vinegar can clean a lot of things and is usually not toxic.”




Beck nodded. “I think I’ve heard of that. I’ll check online. I’m sure there’s info for that.”




“Can you help us with this?” Knox said. “We need to take all these frames in to be processed.”




“Okay.”




He picked up a few of the frames that were leaning against the box. He handed some to her, several to Beck, and took the rest. They walked toward the building. She looked down and noticed that one of the frames she carried had a bee crawling slowly across the wood. She watched it for a moment. It seemed to be moving slowly, but it made her nervous.




“Umm, Knox?”




He looked back at her over his shoulder.




“This bee is alive.”




He stopped and looked at the frame. “I’ll take it.”




When he picked it up, the bee flew off and landed on her hand. She let out a startled scream and yanked her hand away. Then she felt the pinch of a sting.




“It stung me!” She almost dropped the other frames, but handed them to Knox so she could inspect the sting.




“It’s dazed from whatever killed the hive. I probably aggravated it by picking up the frame. We have stuff in the house to clean out a sting.”




“Umm, should it look like that?” Jasmine looked down at the place the bee had stung her, which was now rising on her skin into a small mound.




Knox’s eyes grew wide. “Are you allergic to bee stings?”




“I don’t know. I don’t think I’ve ever been stung before.”




“Crap.” He set the frames down and said to Beck, “I’m gonna take her to the hospital.” 




Beck picked up their frames and stacked them onto his. He glanced at her hand. “Oh wow, that looks bad. Hurry.”




“I will. Come on,” Knox said, and took her other hand to pull her along. “Can you breathe okay?” He yanked open his truck door and helped her in.




“Yes.” She buckled her seatbelt as he sped off.




“Can you swallow okay?”




She swallowed and thought it felt maybe a little tight, but didn’t know if that was just from her increasing panic. “I think so?”




He looked over at her, then sped up. They pulled into the ER, and he slammed the truck into park after pulling into a spot. 




Her hand was now swollen to the point where the entire back of it was puffy and her wrist was swelling, too. In the center, where the sting was, had turned an angry red.




Knox took her by the hand and hurried her into the ER. He made her sit, then went to tell a nurse what was happening. They immediately took her into a small exam room. The nurse shined a light in her eyes and looked down her throat.




“It looks like your face is starting to swell and you’re having a fairly serious reaction,” the nurse said. “We’re going to give you a shot of epinephrine to stop the allergic reaction.”




The woman prepared a needle and gave her the shot. The swelling started to go down quickly. 




Another woman came in and took down all her information. Name, address, birth date, etc. She still had active insurance, luckily, and gave them the info for her policy. 




She and Knox sat in the exam room for a while. They wanted to watch her reaction and get her an Epipen, they said. She wouldn’t need to be admitted, which she was relieved to hear.




After a while, the woman who had taken her information came back. “Okay, we have your insurance all set. We connected your next of kin listed, Darius Cruz, per the instructions on the account. He said he was on his way.” The woman smiled and left the room.




Whatever panic Jasmine had felt at the sting was nothing compared to the panic she felt now. She looked at Knox with a wild expression.




“What’s wrong?” he asked.




“Why would they do that? Why would they call him?”




“She said your account said to. Why? Is that a problem?”




Tears already formed in her eyes. “I have to get out of here before he gets here.”




Knox seemed shocked by her reaction. “Okay. I’ll find the nurse.”




“No!” Jasmine looked around, making sure no one was near the door. “If they know I’m leaving, they might tell him.”




“Okay, it’s okay.” He stood up and went to the door, looking out in both directions before saying, “Come on.”




They hurried through hall, trying not to draw attention to themselves. He kept looking around, watching for anyone that might notice them or approach them. They got to his truck, and he pulled away quickly.




Jasmine closed her eyes and couldn’t stop the tears from running down her cheeks. She felt the truck stop and opened her eyes to look at Knox. He had pulled over and was turned in his seat to face her.




“What’s going on, Jasmine? Who is Darius, and why are you so afraid of him?”




“He’s my ex-husband.” She wiped the tears away. “He can’t find me. He just can’t.”




“Okay…”




She didn’t want to tell him everything. Maybe he didn’t want an employee that had so many problems. 




“Jasmine.”




She bit her lip and met his eyes.




“Did he hurt you?”




Her vision blurred with fresh tears. She heard her seatbelt click as he released it. Then felt his arms around her. He pulled her close and let her cry on his shoulder.




“I’ll keep you safe,” he whispered.When she’d finished crying and making a complete fool of herself, Knox drove them back to his house.




“Why don’t you just come inside and rest for a while?” he said. “Don’t worry about doing anything else today.”




“Maybe you should just take me home.”




“I will. Later. I want to make sure you’re okay.”




He led her into the living room and brought a small blanket to her. She laid down and started to relax. Here, she felt safe. All these big men around and Knox who said he’d protect her. 




“Do you need anything?”




“No, I’m okay, thanks,” she said.




“Alright. I’m going to head back outside, but just yell if you need something. Amir is in the basement and Slade’s in the office, so you’re not alone.”




“Thank you.”




She managed to calm down enough to take a short nap. The chaos of the day had gotten to her and made her tired. But she hadn’t slept long, and she woke to shouting. She recognized Knox’s voice out front and went to the window to see what was happening.




To her horror, Knox stood in the front lawn, yelling at Darius, who was flailing his arms and yelling back. She put her hand to her mouth. He had found her. She snuck to the door and peaked out the window in its center, listening carefully to what they were saying.




“She is my wife! I have a right to see her. I know she’s in there,” Darius said.




“I don’t care what you think you have a right to. This is my house and my property, and I said you need to go, now.” Knox poked his finger into Darius’s chest.




Darius stepped back. He was nothing in size compared to Knox, and she thought that he looked somewhat scared.




“I have a gun,” Darius said. “I will come in the middle of the night and shoot you in the head.”




Knox threw back his head and laughed. Darius made a huge mistake then. He swung his fist and tried to hit Knox. Knox put his hand up and caught the punch effortlessly. He swung his other arm and punched Darius in the jaw. Darius started swinging wildly, his hands flying, not connecting, but just trying to hit something.




Knox took a step back, away from him. He dropped to the ground, putting his hands down like he was doing a push up. Jasmine thought this was odd, but her confusion turned to shock when Knox’s clothing burst and split, revealing thick black hair. He stood up and the man that had been Knox was now a huge black bear.




She gasped. Darius reacted much the same way. His jaw hung open and his eyes were huge as he backed away. Knox growled and leapt at him. Darius turned and ran, and Knox chased after him.




 Jasmine watched them run into the woods. Minutes later, Darius reappeared and ran to his car. He got the door open, whipping his head around frantically. He climbed in and didn’t even have the door closed fully before he sped off, kicking a dust storm up behind him. She kept watching for Knox. She didn’t know if he’d come out as a bear or a man, but she kept her eyes on the place where he’d disappeared into the woods.




“Everything okay?”




Jasmine jumped and let out a startled scream. She turned to face Slade.




“Sorry,” he said. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”




She pointed to the door, her speech failing her. “Knox… Darius…” She shook her head. “He turned into a bear.”




“Ah.” Slade nodded in understanding. “I guess you didn’t know he could do that?”




She blinked at him. So, this was something people knew about? So, it had actually happened then and she hadn’t imagined it. 




“Don’t be afraid,” Slade said. “I know it might seem a little strange at first. You’ve probably heard horrible stories about shifters.”




She nodded slowly, thinking back to her childhood and the stories people told. That they were terrifying beasts capable of horrific things. She could see why people believed that. Knox as a bear had been quite scary.




The front door opened and Knox walked in, wearing only shorts. “Hey. Everything okay?”




Jasmine just stared at him, at his muscular bare chest. He had a collection of thick black curls in the center, and she could see the veins popping from his arms.




Slade said, “She saw.”




“Oh.” Knox gave her a concerned look. “Let’s just sit down and talk, okay?”




She walked numbly to the couch and sat. He sat across from her on the chair.




“Please don’t be afraid. Are you afraid?”




“I—I—”




He let out a breath in a hard sigh, then reached out slowly to take her hand. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m a shifter. I can change into a bear, but it’s something that I control completely. It doesn’t happen by accident or if I get mad or anything like that. I’m not like the Hulk. And even when I am a bear, I’m still me. I know what I’m doing and who I am and who you are.”




She stared into his gold eyes, listening carefully.




“Did you see that Darius showed up?”




She nodded.




“I chased him off. I doubt he’ll come back. Usually people get pretty scared when I shift. Do you have any questions?”




She thought about how all five of them were so huge and had the same gold eyes. “Are you all bear shifters?”




“Yes. That’s primarily why we live together. We’re actually a clan. Slade is the alpha. That’s also why we deal in honey.” He quirked his mouth into a crooked grin and shrugged. “Bears like honey.”




She chuckled a little at that. 




“How’s your hand?”




She looked down at the place she’d been stung. It was now just pink, and the swelling had gone. She held it up to show him.




“Good.”




They sat in silence for a while, staring at each other, or at the floor, or at the wall.




Finally, he said, “Are you okay? Are you totally freaked out? Say something.”




“It’s surprising,” she said. “But I think… I think I’m not afraid.”




Knox moved to sit beside her. He reached out and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I will do whatever I have to to keep you safe.”




He tilted her chin up, then leaned forward and kissed her. It caught her off guard and she almost pulled back. But then she realized, he was kissing her. Kissing her.




She relaxed and kissed him back, enjoying the feel of their lips sliding together and pressing against each other. He ended the kiss and pulled back to look at her.




She broke into a grin and looked down, suddenly feeling shy. He pulled her into a hug and whispered into her ear, “I really like you.”




She hugged him back, letting the feeling of warmth take over her. In that moment, she had never felt so safe or cared for. She never wanted it to end. “I’m starving after the day we’ve had,” Knox said. “Will you go to dinner with me? Do you have plans or anything?”




“No plans.”




“Okay then.” He stood and took her hand and led her to his truck.




They drove to a small restaurant that she’d never seen before.




“I know this might not be the nicest looking place, but the food is amazing,” he said.




They sat at the table across from each other and placed their order.




“Thank you for everything today,” Jasmine said. “I feel like I’ve brought so much trouble into your life.”




“No,” he said. “Are you kidding? You’ve made things interesting. Though, I do wish you would have told me sooner about your ex. That way I would have known to tell the nurse at the hospital. But oh well, at least I knew before he showed up at the house looking for you.”




“But that’s the problem. He might come back. He does have a gun. You don’t need my problems on you. I should find another job.”




“What! No, don’t do that. You’re an amazing housekeeper, and we need you desperately. And don’t worry about him. One thing that comes with being a shifter is that if people find out, they like to come after you. We’ve been hunted before and we’ll be hunted again. There are guns and knives all over the house and on the grounds, but we’re all the deadliest weapons.”




She nodded. “You’re not bulletproof, though.”




“No, but in bear form, I’m much stronger. Bullets don’t do near as much damage as they would to a human.”




“I feel like… I don’t deserve you. To go through all this for me. We barely know each other.”




He reached across the table and covered her hand in his. “I want to know you more. You deserve to be safe. You deserve to be happy. Does working for me and spending time with me make you happy?”




“Yes. Very.”




“Okay then.”




“I like you, too.” It came out as almost a whisper, and she felt self-conscious saying it. A man like him shouldn’t like a woman like her.




“Do you?” He pulled his mouth into a glowing smile.




She nodded and giggled. “I have never felt this way. I didn’t like my husband very much when I married him.”




“Then why did you marry him?”




“My parents. They brought me here from Iran when I was very little. They wanted to go back, but I didn’t. I was almost 18, so they agreed to let me stay if I married a Persian man. That they chose.”




“Oh wow. Must be horrible having to be married to someone you don’t like. Did he treat you good at all?”




Tears flooded to her eyes again, making her even more self-conscious. She swiped at them quickly. “Not really.”




He squeezed her hand. “Well, you don’t have to worry about that now. I’m not perfect, but I’ll treat you right. I’ll protect you.”




“I’ve never felt so safe in my life.”
















After dinner, they returned to Knox’s house. “I want you to stay here tonight. Just to make sure you’re safe and the bee sting is okay. You can sleep in my room and I’ll take the couch.”




“Oh, you don’t have to do that. I’ll be fine at home.”




“No way. My bedroom is clean and everything. I have this really amazing housekeeper who does a fabulous job.”




“Thank you, but really. I’ll be okay.”




He shook his head. “I’m insisting on this. Do you live alone?”




“No, not really. I’m… staying at a women’s shelter.”




He looked over at her, surprised. “Really?”




“Yes.”




“Then there is no way I’m sending you back there tonight.”




They pulled into the driveway and found the other men outside, gathered around the hive of dead bees. She and Knox entered the house, and she put her leftover food in the refrigerator.




“I’m going to go outside for a minute to see what’s going on. Why don’t you go upstairs and get settled? Grab one of my shirts or something to sleep in, okay?”




He hugged her and kissed her forehead before walking outside. She walked slowly up the stairs, the weight of the day crashing down on her.




The bed had been made by her earlier in the day and now she turned down the sheets. She took a t-shirt from his closet and changed into it, then stretched out on the bed to wait.




Several minutes later, the door opened. She sat up and froze. She’d expected Knox. Even one of the other guys. Instead, staring down at her with a triumphant grin on his face, was Darius.Jasmine’s first reaction was to scream. She let out a yell so loud, it hurt her throat.




Darius laughed. “All your friends are outside. No one can hear you.”




He came toward her and she backed away, off the bed.




“You are going to come with me.”




“No, I’m not. Get out of here. Get away from me!”




“You can’t escape me. I’m your husband.” He took another step toward her. He was at the foot of the bed, ten feet away. “What would your parents say if they knew you had left your husband and were screwing another man? You would bring nothing but shame on them!”




“What would your father say if he knew you beat your wife when she didn’t make dinner correctly?”




Darius laughed and stepped closer. “He would say, ‘Good job.’”




Knox had said there were guns and knives all over the house. Could some weapon be in his room somewhere? She didn’t remember ever seeing one when she cleaned. Maybe in the drawers.




“Then your dad is as sick as you,” she said. 




He leapt at her and she didn’t have time to think about finding a weapon. He grabbed her wrists and pushed her to the floor. He climbed on top of her and pulled Knox’s t-shirt up to her waist.




“You are my wife. Now do your wifely duty.”




She screamed again and clawed at his face. He leaned back and smacked her hard across the cheek. With as much force as she could gather, using all her fear and adrenaline, she pushed up with her hips, tilting at the same time, and managed to throw him off balance enough that she could slide out from under him.




She ran faster than she ever had before. When she came to the end of the hallway, she nearly collided into the wall, she was running so fast. She gripped the railing tight, almost tripping several times before her feet landed on the floor of the entryway.




He was right behind her. He reached out and grabbed the end of her shirt, but she took off again, out the front door, and pulled out of his reach. 




The gravel on her feet hurt. She ran into the grass, which was softer, but she was heading for the woods. How she wished she hadn’t changed yet and still had her sneakers on. 




Her feet hit the first branch of the woods and she crumpled for a moment in pain. She could not run fast in the woods with all the rocks and branches, no matter how badly she wanted to. She hurried along, but with Darius right behind her, and him wearing his thick boots, he caught up to her quickly. 




He reached out and closed his wrist around her arm, then yanked her back so hard, her face smacked into his head. She felt dizzy with the shock and pain and tried to yank free. Once she regained herself, she kicked him hard in the knee. He cried out, but didn’t let go. 




Then he pulled out a knife from his waistband.




“I really didn’t want to have to use this,” he said. “I wouldn’t want to damage that pretty face of yours, but I guess I have no choice. Maybe if I cut you up, this bear man won’t want you. No one will want you then.”




She tried again to pull free. She kicked him. She tried to hit him. But he was faster and he still had shoes. He pulled her along, deeper into the woods.




She couldn’t think or decide what to do. If she couldn’t get away, what else was there? She realized she was outside now. And so were Knox and his friends. If she screamed here, they might hear her.




Jasmine opened her mouth to scream, but instead of her voice, heard a thunderous roar. She whipped her head toward the sound and saw a huge black bear bounding toward them.




The relief was so great that her knees failed, and she fell to the ground. Darius let her go and faced the bear, knife in hand.




“This is between a husband and his wife. This is not your business,” Darius said. She thought she could hear the fear in his voice, though.




Knox charged at him. This time, instead of running, Darius charged back and sunk his knife blade into Knox’s stomach.




Jasmine screamed. This scream, for fear of Knox’s life rather than her own, was more horrified than terrified. She needed him. If anything happened to Knox, she was at the mercy of Darius.




Knox roared loudly and swiped his paw across Darius’s face. Darius cried out in pain. Knox swiped at him again, and sent the knife flying through the air. Jasmine saw where it landed and scooted her way over to it.




Her fingers closed around the handle. She glanced down at it, at Knox’s blood all over the blade, and her hand shook. She got to her feet, trembling. She could barely hold onto the knife. As she reached for a nearby tree to steady herself, Knox took another swipe at Darius, who was trying to protect his head.




Jasmine stumbled her way over, holding onto trees, until she was behind Darius. Then, with wild determination, she hobbled forward. Knox probably saw her. She didn’t look at him. Darius was so focused on the bear in front of him that he hadn’t noticed she moved.




She took one step, then another, her feet aching with the pain of twigs and rocks. She took one more step, and sunk the knife blade deep into Darius’s back.




He cried out and spun, his eyes savage and horrified. He fell to the ground, grasping the place in his stomach where the tip of the knife stuck out, blood pouring free around it.




Jasmine was panting. She watched him lie there, blood gushing from his stomach and dripping from the cut on his face. She braved a glance at Knox, who sat still, observing.




The woods seemed to go eerily quiet. Darius started to shake, then he was still.




Jasmine waited a while, but eventually went over to him and, with extreme caution, picked up his wrist. She felt for a pulse. She waited to feel or see something moving in him. But there was nothing.




She looked at Knox, still terrified, but now at herself, at what she’d done, at what he’d think. She could go to jail for this. 




“He’s dead,” she whispered. “I have to run. I don’t want to go to jail.” Tears began streaming down her face.




Knox’s golden bear eyes looked sympathetic somehow, if that was possible for a bear. He stood up on all fours, swiped the knife out of Darius’s back, and with large, fast movements, used his claws to cut him up, in the spot where the knife wound had been. He flipped him over and continued to maul him.




Jasmine watched, realizing finally that he was covering up what she’d done. He stopped and checked the body, sniffing around it. Then he sat down again, and laid down on his side.




Strange, she thought. She’d never seen a bear act like that, but when the bear started to shrink and the hair receded into skin, she knew he was changing back.




He stood up, and he was naked. Blood poured out of the stab wound in his stomach, but he hardly seemed to notice. He covered himself with one hand and wrapped his other arm around her. “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?”




She shook her head. “I don’t know, not really.”




Knox backed up and looked her over. “You have a bump on your head. A few scratches. Your cheek’s red. Did he hit you?”




She touched the place on her forehead where she’d banged into Darius, then where he’d slapped her. Her feet, too, hurt and she lifted one, then the other.




“Okay, we need to get back to the house. Can you carry the knife?”




She went over and picked it up.




“Try not to get blood on you.”




In one motion, he picked her up and carried her out of the woods.




It felt weird, knowing he was naked. But she buried her head into his chest and breathed in the smell of his sweat. His arms, tight and strong around her, were like a security blanket. She held the knife away from her and him, trying to do as he’d asked.


She knew when they were close enough to the house for the others to see because they all started calling things out to them at once.




Someone opened the door for them and Knox carried her to the sofa.




“We’ll need to call the police soon,” Knox said. “Someone has been killed by a bear.”




The chatter stopped. 




“Are you sure he’s dead?” Beck asked.




“I’m sure.” Knox grunted as Slade pressed a towel to his wound.




“You need stitches,” Slade said.




“Now, how’s that going to look,” Knox said. “I go to the hospital for a stab wound and there’s a dead guy in my backyard.” He pulled on a pair of shorts that someone had handed him.




“You have to go, man,” Daxton said. He looked over at Jasmine and took the knife from her.




She was afraid to touch anything with the blood still on her hand.




“First, we need to get Jas cleaned up,” Knox said. “Burn the shirt.”




Amir came to her and helped her up from the sofa. “Let’s go get you in the shower.”




She looked back at Knox with a pained longing. “It’s okay,” he said.




Amir led her upstairs and got her into the shower. He closed the door and said, “I’m not looking, but I need you to take everything off and make sure you scrub everything really well. I’ll get you a towel and something to wear when you get out. Are you wounded?”




“No,” she croaked. She pulled the shirt off and wrapped her underwear in it, then handed them out of the shower. She turned on the hot water and scrubbed, as he’d instructed, until her skin felt sore.




When she shut off the water, Amir handed a towel into the shower. “There’s a shirt out here for you, and shorts. I’m going to stand just outside the bathroom door.”




She dried off and pulled on the clothes. She had to roll the waist band of the shorts several times to get them to stay up. When she came out of the bathroom, Amir took her arm and guided her back downstairs.




Knox was sitting in the kitchen on a chair, Slade inspected his wound.




“Hey, you all cleaned up?” he asked.




She nodded. “Are you…” Okay seemed so far from the truth that it was ridiculous to even ask.




“I’ll be fine.”




“You have to go to the hospital,” she said.




“Good luck,” Slade said. “I’ve been telling him that for twenty minutes.” He stood up and put his hands on his hips. “I don’t have enough medical training to know if it hit anything major. Does it feel like it hit anything major?”




Knox shrugged. “It doesn’t hurt that badly.”




“Yeah, well, you could be going into shock,” Slade said.




The tears returned and Jasmine shook her head. “What if you die?”




Knox looked at her and his tough-guy face softened. “I won’t. It’s really not that bad.”




“He stabbed you!” Her words were getting hysterical now, and she could feel herself losing it.




“Okay, calm down.” He got up, despite Slade hollering at him, and came to her. He held her the best he could.




“At least hold something on it,” Slade said, the disgust obvious in his voice as he pressed the towel to Knox’s stomach again.




“It’s okay, Jas.” He wiped her tears and, while she liked the way it felt and how he called her Jas, which he hadn’t done before today, she didn’t think she’d stop crying anytime soon.




“You—have to—go,” she said through sobs. “I can’t—lose you.”




He took in a deep breath and kissed her.




“I will. Okay? I will. We just have to go somewhere far and we might have to lie a little, okay?”




She nodded and tried to calm herself.




“You stay here and I’ll go and get stitches and come right back.”




“No!” she wrapped her arms around his neck.




Beck came into the kitchen. “You’re in luck. Greg is on his way.”




“You’re a lifesaver,” Knox said.




Slade snorted. “Yeah, maybe literally. Stubborn ass.”




“I’d just rather not get us all in trouble or go to jail,” Knox said. 




“Who’s Greg?” Jasmine asked, wiping away new tears.




“He’s our friend who was in the army,” Beck said. “Luckily, he has plenty of basic medical training and can do stitches. It’s gonna hurt, though. I doubt he has morphine or anything.”
















Jasmine sat in the other room while Greg worked on Knox’s wound. Every time he yelled out in pain, she gripped Amir’s hand or Daxton’s hand. Beck and Slade were in there with him, probably holding his hand as he squeezed through the pain, too.




When it started to grow quiet, she heard Greg say, “You’re lucky. It wasn’t bad at all.”




She sagged in relief. He left a short time later, and Knox walked into the living room, leaning toward his injured side.




“We decided it would be best to call about the body tomorrow,” Daxton said. “If it was a real bear attack, we wouldn’t necessarily know right away, and since he was kind enough to not park his car at our house, we wouldn’t know he was here. We’ll say we heard animals in the woods fighting, went to check it out, and found the body.”




Knox nodded. “Sounds good.”




“I wonder if he could be the one who killed the bees,” Beck said. “We found out what caused it. The report came back today. Toxic smoke.”




Jasmine shook her head. “I don’t think he would have been that smart.”




“It does seem a little far-fetched,” Amir agreed.




“I can think of someone who might have had something to do with it,” Daxton said.




“Who?” Slade asked.




“Same people who were pissed when Blair’s store stopped carrying their products. Same people who’ve tried to run us out of business for years.”




“The Harper clan?” Slade asked.




Daxton nodded. “When they found out Blair pulled the SheBear Honey line, her store got egged, and she got threats for weeks. She had to call the cops.”




“I’ll look into it,” Slade said. “Seems like a likely suspect.”




“We’re going to bed,” Knox said. He took Jasmine’s hand and led her slowly up to the bedroom after they’d said goodnight to the guys.




He closed the door behind them and pulled her close. “I will gladly sleep on the floor or downstairs, but I really—”




“No. Please. Stay close.”




He chuckled. “I was going to say that I really want to stay close to you.”




She set her head on his shoulder. “I’m sorry you got hurt.”




“I’m sorry you had to do what you had to do. But it’s over now. He can never, ever hurt you again.”




She took in a slow deep breath and wondered how long it’d be before that fact seemed real to her. Knox released her just long enough to slip carefully into bed and pull her close again.




“Tomorrow, I want every detail of what exactly happened,” he said. “I could kick myself for leaving you in the house alone. I just never thought…” He growled softly. “When I saw you run out of the house and him following you, I lost my mind.”




“I’m glad I got out of the house. I didn’t think I was going to get away.” The things that could have happened to her right here in this room... She shivered with the fear of it. But he was right, Darius would never hurt her again.




Knox kissed her, and this time, their kissing became heavy and passionate. His hands caressed her stomach and back. He ran his fingertips over her skin, sending chills of pleasure to replace the chills of fear.




“I want you,” he whispered.




She hadn’t been with anyone but Darius. When she was with him, it was always forceful and often painful. The thought of having sex scared her. But with Knox, she knew it would be different. She felt so safe with him and knew he’d never hurt her. Maybe it could even be good. And she wanted him, too. Her whole body was hot and tingly with his touch.




She dug her fingers into his long hair. “Me too,” she whispered.




“We’ll have to be careful of my wound, but I think we can make it work.”




She bit her lip and nodded. “Just… be gentle.”




The look he gave her was so pained and sympathetic at the same time, it melted any hesitation she had left. “I will.” He slipped her over-sized shorts down and touched her.




He was gentle. Almost too gentle. But every time he touched her in a new way, he paused to make sure she was okay. And when he slipped inside her, he did it so slowly, so carefully, that she finally pressed her hips against him to bring him in deeper.




She was surprised at how good it felt. Of course, it was a little awkward with his injury, but that only meant it could get better once he healed. Though, she didn’t see how it could get any better than what he’d made her feel.




When they were finished, and for the first time in her life, she’d felt the rush of pleasure she should have gotten from sex all along, she kissed him up and down his face and neck.




“Was that okay?” he asked.




“Yes, yes.” She laughed. “More than okay.” She rubbed her nose against his and beamed. “I have to tell you. I haven’t known you long, but I think I am falling in love with you.”




He moaned softly and kissed her. “Good, because I’m falling for you, too. I was thinking about something.” He paused to brush a stray hair from her face. “I hate the thought of you going back to that shelter. Move in here, with me.”




“Really? Are you sure?” She hated living in the shelter and even though she made good money now, the thought of having her own place all alone was daunting and gave her anxiety. If she moved in with him, she would feel safe all the time.




“I’m very sure.”




“But what about the others?”




“Already talked to them.”




“You did?” So, this wasn’t a new idea.




“Right after I found out you were staying there.”




She smiled again and felt tears that were tears of joy. “I would love to.”




“Perfect. Then you’ll never be far from me again.”
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When Layla Moss checked out cute guys in her department store, they weren’t usually in the pantyhose section. 




This one was as fine as they come, barely twenty with a boyish dimple in the corner of his thoughtful mouth. His hair was dark and a little overgrown, eyes hooded by a low, concerned brow. He was studying the varieties of pantyhose with deep intent, his massive torso hunched a little to inspect the rows and rows of boxes. Layla was supposed to be taking new stock to fill the display next to the registers, but she’d stopped in her tracks when she saw him. Now, she was helpless to her own will.




“Just a guess, but I don’t think we stock your size,” she quipped.




The hunk started, as if he hadn’t even realized she was there. When he looked up, his wide gaze of shock flashed with pure gold. Layla jumped too at that. She knew what golden eyes meant, everyone who lived Crenshaw-adjacent did. The guy was a shifter. And yet, he wasn’t anything like the animalistic thugs she’d seen on her streets late at night. He wasn’t foaming at the mouth or searching for a fight. He was genuinely embarrassed to be holding a pack of pantyhose, his cheeks flushing red beneath a dusting of stubble.




“My Gram sent me over here,” the shifter explained, his voice low and apologetic. “I have no idea which of these she wants, but she’s all the way at the other end of the store. Could you-?”




He trailed off, but Layla saw his eyes flash to her name tag. A rush of something totally chemical hit her in the chest, spreading warmth from all angles. She was pretty sure her face was turning pink too, and she thanked her luck that she’d got a little of that cocoa-brown skin tone from her father. Being mixed race covered a multitude of sins. Unfortunately, it didn’t stop her breath hitching like a teenager’s when she next tried to speak.




“She’ll, uh, she’ll want breathable in the summer,” Layla began. She came to stand beside the tall guy, gently taking the box from his hands. “You’ll bake her with those.”




“Ah,” he replied, “I so don’t want that. She’s a real beast when she’s angry.”




Layla looked into the stranger’s golden eyes with fascination.




“I can believe it,” she said.




She might have said more, even teased that secret smile from the cutie’s perfect mouth, but footsteps alerted her. She was relieved to see that the person approaching was not her boss, but this second stranger filled her with nerves all the same. He had golden eyes too, though his seemed to burn with a flame that wasn’t present in the cute guy’s eyes. The new man was a little shorter and more lithe, his lean frame clad in bike leathers. He had bright silver hair, which must have been fake, for he was far too young to be turning grey, and there was a look of deep threat all over his face.




He was looking at the guy beside Layla. But, when she turned to her handsome new friend, she found that he was gone.


One month later.




In the life of a twenty-three year old shop girl, cuties come and go. Layla had pretty much forgotten her strange encounter with the two shifters in the ladies’ underwear section, and she’d taken her much-needed vacation time to go out to the wilds of Fairhaven. She’d been to the park once before, when she was a kid and Dad was still around, but her memory had not been able to fully capture the place’s stunning beauty. It felt so much safer than the concrete jungle at home, and the air was peaceful and still.




“Woo! This place is hotter than hell, girl,” Brent exclaimed for the world to hear.




Brent Masters was Layla’s gay best friend, an up-and-coming stylist who’d just moved out to West Hollywood. He was also the bankroll for her vacation, which included the luxury suite in the Old Spring Lodge at the very south tip of the park. Layla wouldn’t dare complain about Brent spoiling the peace, or about the lurid lime green sweat-suit he’d put on to take a run. She was just grateful to be out in the fresh air, away from the city and her sadness. Or somewhere to distract her from the sadness, at least.




“Let’s get going,” Layla said with a stretch of her arms. “I wanna do the whole south circuit before lunch.”




Brent nodded with great enthusiasm, but Layla was pretty sure her skinny friend would duck out and claim an emergency Mojito break before they’d even got half-way. Still, Brent was fun to run with, and he always had fabulous gossip about the drag queens and minor celebrities that came to his salon. As they began their run at a steady pace, Layla started to question him for the latest juice.




“Sorry honey, that’ll have to wait,” Brent said, a mysterious glint already forming in his blue eyes. “This vay-cay is about you, and I’ve got serious news.”




Layla pushed her dark curls back, tucking them into her sweatband as she picked up the pace.




“News about me?” she pressed.




“You remember my homegirl Karina Vasquez?” Brent began.




“The one with the dating agency,” Layla replied, nodding as she ran.




“Well, she’s got clients all the way out here in Fairhaven,” Brent continued, his voice ever-more enthused. “None for me, unfortunately, but one for you. I’ve booked you on a blind dinner date tonight! Go get yourself a hunky outdoorsman, girlfriend.”




A laugh escaped Layla, so merry that it caught her breath and she had to slow down a little. She clutched at her chest with one hand, the other waving a warning finger at her mischievous friend.




“He’d better be cute,” Layla warned. “If he’s not cute, I’m gonna set you up with Larry from accounts.”




Brent’s sneer was priceless, and Layla laughed again. They were chuckling so hard that neither of them spotted the Land Rover coming down the path ahead. The screech of brakes alerted them when it was almost too late, and Layla leaped out of the way as the vehicle came to a sudden halt.




“Runners have to keep right on the roadway, ma’am,” said a low, polite voice from inside the shiny white car.




Something sparked in Layla’s chest, though she couldn’t place what it was. She approached the tinted windows, and the driver’s side window rolled down with a buzzing sound. Inside, there was a face framed by dark hair and stubble, with a thoughtful little dimple hiding in the corner of a perfect mouth.




“No way,” Layla murmured in amazement. “You’re Pantyhose Guy.”




Brent passed a quizzical eye over the stranger.




“Maybe there’s someone for me here after all,” he mused.




“No,” Layla chuckled, slapping his arm. “I mean, this... uh, gentleman, was in my store a couple weeks back. He had to buy hose for his grandmother.”




“That’s what they all say, darling,” Brent replied.




Layla looked into the golden gaze of the shifter, and those same warm feelings flushed into her chest. After a moment, she frowned a little.




“Ah, you don’t remember,” she said more quietly. “Nobody remembers the shop girl. It’s cool.”




“No, I remember,” the stranger said. His voice had a sudden panic, like he didn’t want her to leave. “You’re Layla.”




He’d read her name tag, she remembered that. When Layla grinned, the shifter did too, and they remained beaming at each other for a moment. 




“This is the part where you give her your name, handsome,” Brent prompted.




“Right,” the stranger said. “Sorry. I’m Ben Best. I’m one of the park rangers here. You enjoying your vacation?”




Layla nodded. “It’s literally just begun,” she told him, “but yeah. I like it here.”




She wanted to ask about him running out of the store. The memory of their first meeting had slowly surfaced in Layla’s mind, and she’d recalled the silver-haired shifter who had stared him down. Ben had disappeared without even making an excuse. Layla opened her mouth to voice a question, but there was a honking sound from behind the car that made her jump. Ben craned his head, checking the mirror, and Layla looked out to see a string of tourists with RVs lining up behind him.




“Ah, I’m supposed to be leading this convoy up to the trailer park,” he explained. “Maybe I’ll see you around, Layla?”




There was something hopeful in his tone, and Layla gave him her best smile. The RVs honked again in unison, and Ben revved his engine. In moments, the convoy had passed, and Layla and Brent were alone again on the pathway. Layla watched the vehicles disappearing up a hillside road.




“Hey, don’t you go crushing,” Brent warned in a wicked tone. “I got you a super-hot date tonight.”




“A girl can’t have a back-up?” Layla asked.




The friends resumed their run, and Ben was all that Layla could talk about for the rest of the circuit.


Brent was utterly magical when it came to hair and clothes. Even Layla’s dark curly hair – another gift from her father’s side – had been tamed into a sleek curtain that fell over her shoulders. She loved to get glammed up, and there was hardly ever an excuse to do it at home. Layla spent so much time in her department store uniform that she sometimes forgot how good a pretty dress made her feel. She stared at herself in the mirror, a ruby red number clinging to her figure.




“Dayum,” Brent commented, and that was high praise.




“You think it’s good?” Layla checked. “I feel good. I feel like I can flirt with the pros tonight.”




“Give him both barrels, and he’ll be begging you to marry him by the end of the week,” Brent replied. “You’re going to the Lakeside Grill, just down the path from here. The table’s under Karina’s name.”




“Got it,” Layla said, grabbing her purse.




Brent tried a few more words of encouragement, but Layla shushed him and set off for her evening of romance. There was still a warm summer glow in the air as the sunset made its final peek over the ridge of the mountains. The air was so silent that Layla could hear her heels clicking against the wooden boards of the pathway that led visitors down to the grill. It was a pretty busy place, decorated with paper lanterns and candles, but when Layla gave Karina’s name to the maître-d’, he led her to a secluded sub-section down by the waterside itself.




Here, there was only one table, with only one man sitting at it.




“Well, hello beautiful,” he crooned.




“You?” Layla asked in amazement.




She’d stopped a few feet short of reaching the table. Sitting there, with a wide flashing grin, was the second stranger from the store. His silver hair reflected the candlelight, and his bright golden eyes travelled all over Layla’s form. She shivered at that. He wasn’t bad looking, but there was something about him that she just couldn’t place. He reclined in his seat, letting out a little laugh at Layla’s hesitance.




“You’re not who I was expecting,” he said. “I’m Si, by the way.”




“How could you know what to expect?” Layla challenged. She still hadn’t taken her seat. “We’re on a blind date, after all.”




Si’s dark brow rose.




“Are we?” he asked. “That’s interesting.”




Layla’s confusion grew, and her stomach made an uneasy motion.




“This is Karina Vasquez’s table,” she stated.




Si leaned forward, one fist clenched as he cracked his knuckles.




“This is Ben Best’s table,” he revealed, “and I’m keen to see him.”




Layla’s heart gave a jump at the ranger’s name. He was her date? If so, then he was late, and she was alone with a guy that clearly had prior beef to settle. Si got up from the table and Layla took one weary step backwards.




“What’s the matter, honey?” he asked all too sweetly. “Do predators put you on edge?”




His golden eyes were brighter, and he was stepping around the table. The maître-d’ had vanished long ago, and suddenly the secluded table by the lake wasn’t so romantic a notion. Layla’s mind flashed back to the streets of LA. She was a woman who knew more than a little about danger. She wondered how quickly she could kick off her heels if she had to run.




“Silas Reed, as I live and breathe,” said a gentle voice nearby.




When Layla looked behind her, she was amazed to see a tiny old woman coming around the bend. She was hunched over a little and she wore spectacles that held a thoughtful amber gaze behind them. Flanking her on all sides were five huge guys in park ranger uniforms. And there, at the very center of the group, was Ben. When he met Layla’s eyes, there was something new in his gaze. It smoldered, deep and dark, swirling within the gold.




“Come on now, Si,” said one of the rangers, one with shaggy blonde hair. “There’s six of us and one of you. You don’t need those odds explained to you, right?”




“You’re a bad gambler, Kurt,” Si replied. “You just remember that.”




His voice had become hoarse and deep. There was something of a growl hanging in his words, and Layla began to realize that she was the only true human at the scene. From her bedroom window at home, she had sometimes seen gangs – shifter and human alike – squaring off on the streets. She had always looked away, not wanting to witness the violence that followed. Her urge to run was back, and it was only Ben that made her stay. He was watching her intently, as if her every move was vital to him.




“How did you find us, Si?” the guy called Kurt asked, his teeth gritted.




“Dietrich’s all over the papers with that new skank of his,” Si replied.




“Take that back!” barked a tall, dark-haired guy. Layla had to presume that he was Dietrich, and she watched as Ben put one hand on his shoulder. His gaze came back to Layla, golden eyes meeting brown.




“Layla, come here,” Ben said. He offered her his other hand. “I’d like you to meet my family. This is Clan Best. And we’re the Bests for good reason.”




Si gave a heartless laugh, and shook his head.




“You think you’re so big and strong,” the wicked shifter mused. “Just ‘cause you’ve got numbers on your side. I’ve got numbers too, Ben. Or have you forgotten?”




As Layla moved towards Ben and his family, Si gave a sudden snarl. Faster than any of them could witness it, the silver-haired shifter turned and dived off the shore. He disappeared into the blackness of the lake, and Layla gazed out into the shadows with worry. She felt a warm hand slip into her own, and she gripped it tightly. When she looked back to Ben, he was wearing that apologetic look again, but now it was far more serious than before.




“I hate to say it, but I think this date’s just put you in danger,” he confessed. “I need to offer you my protection, just until we get that jumped up little werecat off the park.”




Layla’s head was filled with questions and her heart was thumping hard from the tension of what had just happened. Yet Ben’s hand was steady and strong, and when she held onto him, the idea of seeing more of him was far from alarming.


That evening, Layla learned the names of Ben’s clan. His grandmother was Anina, and her sole purpose that night was in trying to get Ben and Layla to resume their date at the restaurant. Dietrich was the voice of reason who finally made her stop pressing, and he turned out to be Ben’s older brother. The other three men were Ben’s cousins, each as broad and strong as he was, and they were named Kurt, Hart and Reinicke. Reinicke had a fury about him that Layla didn’t much like, but it was all directed at Si Reed, and the prospect of him returning with his so-called ‘numbers’.




“I thought I’d escaped gang warfare for a little while, getting out of the city,” Layla revealed.




It was later that same evening that she and Ben walked back towards the Old Spring Lodge. Ben strode close beside her, so near that she could smell his aftershave. Their forearms brushed occasionally, sending shivers up Layla’s spine.




“Shifter clans are generally peaceful these days,” Ben explained, “but we’ve had a lot of history with Clan Reed. The family’s English originally, and they were old enemies of ours back in Europe.”




“Did you call him a werecat before?” Layla asked. Ben gave a nod. “I don’t really get how that works.”




“Well, he’s not a sweet little kitten, that’s for sure,” Ben surmised. “When I say cat, I mean wild cat, like the kind who make off with small children for their dinner. When Clan Reed transform as a hunting party, they’re sleek and full of claws. It’s not pretty.”




“So what are you, if you don’t mind me asking?” Layla said.




“We’re bears,” Ben told her. “Hence living out here. It’d be a little conspicuous for a grizzly to pop up in LA.”




“I’ve only ever seen wolves in LA,” Layla explained. “There’s a shifter gang called the Crenshaw Wolves. They shut down whole neighborhoods when they’re out for a run.”




Ben nodded. “I’ve heard of them.”




“Bears don’t scare me as much,” Layla added quickly. “I mean, bears only attack if they’re provoked, right?”




“That’s right,” Ben replied. “But, well…”




He let the sentence die on his lips. The pair had walked into the lavish setting of the lodge, with its portraits of famous explorers and hikers on the walls. Layla and Brent’s suite was on the first floor, and she led Ben to the door with a tingle in her tummy. Though they hadn’t actually had their dinner date, this part was familiar. This was the part where there was supposed to be a sweet little kiss at the door. But Ben was coming in. He was staying the night to watch over her, in case Si decided to track her down.




She hadn’t even considered how Brent would react to that idea.




“Girl, why didn’t you say something?” he whispered, no sooner than she was through the door. “I would have hi-tailed it outta here, you know? Given the two of you some private time.”




“It’s not like that,” she snapped back at once. She turned to Ben, who was approaching the couch in the central living space. “You want a drink or something?”




Ben grinned, though his tension was still present. “Thanks,” he replied. “Couple of sodas out of the minibar’ll do it. On Fairhaven’s bill, of course.”




Layla pushed Brent over to the minibar, and quickly told him everything about Si Reed and Clan Best as they fumbled to get the drinks. Brent gasped and threw his hand over his mouth at every dramatic revelation, then he chanced a peek at Ben, who was settled on the couch.




“So he’s your protector now,” Brent surmised. That calculating look was back on his face. “This is perfect. A strong, sexy shifter protecting you from danger.”




Layla almost grinned, but it faltered.




“It’s nice to get a chance to know him better,” she replied, “but… the clans. They’re like gangs, right?”




Something cracked in her voice. Brent put both his hands on her shoulders, and she looked into his eyes.




“This is about your dad, isn’t it?” he asked. Layla forced herself to nod. “Baby girl, that’s not going to happen here. Ben’s strong. He’s a bear for pity’s sake. You are not doomed to repeat your past.”




Layla sucked in the tears that were threatening, hoping that Brent was right.




“Now, I’m gonna leave you two to enjoy some… uh… television, I guess,” Brent said, wiggling his brow suggestively.




He took a soda, told Ben it was nice to meet him, and vanished into his bedroom. That left Layla looking at the back of Ben’s head, a hard lump forming in her throat. On the walk, they’d had Si and his fellow shifters to discuss, but now there were no questions left to ask, no gaps to fill in. There was only Layla and a guy she hardly knew, but one who did strange things to her insides every time he spoke.




“You wanna put the TV on?” Layla asked as she approached the couch. “I’m almost certain there’s some manly kind of sport on that you’re missing.”




Ben took a soda from her and shook his head. That gorgeous wave of dark hair fell into all sorts of shapes, framing his handsome, serious face. 




“I prefer to actually play than watch,” he confessed.




Layla was grateful for a conversation starter, for her mind was already filling with all sorts of wild ideas. One minute he was her date, the next he was guarding her, and she hadn’t managed to separate those roles yet.




“What do you play?” she asked.




“Football, tennis, a little water polo,” Ben began, then in the same breath he added: “And please don’t make the joke about horses in the water.” Layla giggled at that. “But I love to run too. I saw that you-”




“Oh yeah,” Layla cut in. “Usually I have to do all my running at the gym. My neighborhood’s not exactly jogger friendly.”




“It must be nice to run out here in the park then,” Ben mused.




Layla nodded. “It puts me in the zone, you know? Helps me forget.”




Ben’s face lost a little of its seriousness, his brow raised.




“What have you got to forget, Layla?”




And the conversation was dead, straight out of the gate. Layla could feel the hurt stinging in her chest. It was an old hurt now, but she’d had it so long that she knew it was never going to go away completely. Like a tiny shard of glass that’d always be stuck in her heart. She felt uneasy telling Ben everything about herself, even though part of her wanted to. There were other things they could talk about, surely. Layla tried to think what she might have said if they’d ever got to their dinner date.




“It’s a shame our blind date got cancelled,” she said, a smile creeping into her lips. “You look really nice in that suit.”




Ben looked down at himself, straightening his shirt. Then, suddenly, his head snapped up, those golden eyes studying Layla.




“Wait, you were my date?” he asked. “That’s why you were down there?”




“You think I dress like this to eat dinner alone?” Layla challenged in reply.




And Ben’s eyes wandered then, over her sleek red dress, all the way down to her feet and all the way back up. Layla felt a twinge in her stomach, and she saw the way Ben’s breath began to hitch in his throat.




“Wow,” he murmured, “Now I really hate Si Reed.”




They looked at each other then. Ben’s face had almost completely relaxed, giving way to a boyish grin. Layla bit her lip, tempted beyond all reason to keep their flirting going.




“Well, Si’s not here now,” she claimed proudly. “Come on, Ben Best. Give me your best date talk.”




And that was how it begun. The conversation got easier and easier as night drew in, and the sunrise was creeping into the windows by the time Layla put her head down to sleep.


When Layla woke, late the next morning, Ben was no longer on her couch. She emerged into the shared living room of the suite, eyes drawn hopefully to the spot where a Ben-shaped imprint still lay on the cushions. The door to the minibar gave a click, and Layla’s gaze snapped toward it. Brent was popping open two mini bottles of orange juice. He put one on the breakfast bar and slid it in her direction, then he pointed at the couch and pulled a face.




“I am very disappointed by this,” he confessed. “You let the poor guy sleep there all night. All alone.”




“Down boy,” Layla answered, giving her friend a warning look. “We were talking for hours. It was, like, four-thirty or something, and I went to the bathroom. When I got back he was out cold, so I threw a blanket over him and went to bed.”




“You talked for hours?” Brent asked.




Layla nodded. True to form, Brent changed tack and melted at once. Where before he’d been disappointed that Layla hadn’t had a night of passion with her new shifter bodyguard, now Brent clutched his hands together in the sweetest way.




“Oh Lay, he’s one of those gentlemen types!” he exclaimed. “You think it’s the fresh air makes ‘em that way?”




“I think it’s more a case of ‘his grandma would beat him to a pulp if he treated a girl badly’,” she answered with a chuckle. “He was raised right. Strict German family. He told me all the history.”




Brent rested his chin in his hands and gave a little sigh. He could be such a middle schooler when he wanted to, full of hope and romance.




“So today you need to go find him out in the park,” Brent suggested.




And that might have been the plan, if not for the siren which suddenly sounded. A crackling speaker burst into life somewhere nearby, and Layla was surprised to hear a voice coming from the ceiling. It appeared that the lodge’s rooms had a PA system, one which didn’t seem to have been used in a while. Layla and Brent shielded their ears against the whining and whistling of the speakers, until the static died and a voice came on the air.




“Ladies and gentlemen, this is a park safety announcement,” the voice began. Layla recognized the frail quality to the tone, and she pictured Anina’s lined face, mirroring the same concern she heard in the words. “We regret that we have to ask you to remain in the Old Spring Lodge for the duration of the morning and lunch hour. This section of Fairhaven Park is experiencing some animal control issues.”




Layla and Brent glanced at one another, their eyes brimming with concern.




“We expect to have the issues resolved within a few hours, but for your own safety, please enjoy the spa, café and other indoor facilities of the Old Spring building for now. We’re very sorry to limit your experience at this time, but this is a nature reserve and nature does happen. Thank you for your time.”




Layla was already up and moving. Brent followed her, asking questions with every step.




“Does this mean those werecats are here? The numbers that Si talked about? Layla? Layla, will you talk to me?”




But Layla could hear nothing. All she knew was that danger was lurking right outside her window, like it did so often at home. And here she was, helpless and useless, watching the bad things of the world happen from her room. She felt the old sting of regret and loss burning in her belly, and she shook her head. In her bedroom, she ransacked the closet and found her running gear, the darkest sweat-suit that she owned. Regardless of Brent and his panicked questions, she began to change her clothes.




“Oh no,” he chided at once. “You cannot be thinking of going out there. Girl, are you crazy? This isn’t pest control, or a freaking raccoon problem!” He still achieved no reply. “You’re insane. You’ve gone totally insane.”




When Layla was dressed and ready to leave the room, she found Brent blocking the door. 




“Sorry honey,” he told her, “crazy people don’t get to leave this room.”




“I can’t leave Ben out there alone,” she insisted.




“He is not alone,” Brent shot back. “There’s whole team of rangers, right?”




“You don’t know that,” Layla pleaded. “They could be outnumbered, or separated from each other.”




“Plus he’s a bear,” Brent pressed. “Have you thought about that? I mean, what are a few cats gonna do to a huge grizzly bear?”




Layla could see the reasoning in his words, but her mind flashed back to Ben’s tense seriousness the night before. When he’d spoken of Si’s clan working as a hunting pack, it didn’t sound like he felt capable of taking them on alone. She couldn’t quell the fear in her heart, and she put her hands on Brent’s skinny chest, gripping his t-shirt tight.




“Get out of my way,” she demanded.




“No!” Brent insisted. “What do you think you’re gonna do? What is a Crenshaw-adjacent shop-girl gonna do against a pack of wild cats bent on violence?”




“I just have to go,” Layla urged. She felt the tears burning against her eyes, and she let Brent’s shirt go. “When Dad was out there alone… I didn’t go. If I’d gone, maybe…”




Sobs burst from her chest, and soon the water flowed in silver lines down her cocoa-colored skin. Brent broke, his mood switching as it so often did. 




“Oh honey,” he said, reaching out to hold her.




It was a huge mistake. The second he took a step forward, Layla smashed him to one side and bolted out of the door. She ran down the hallway, tears still stinging her face. She had no idea what she was doing, it really was totally crazy to think that she could help. But she wouldn’t stand by and see Ben face Clan Reed alone. She had to find him and know that he was safe.




“Where are you going?” Brent screamed after her.




It was a very good question, one which Layla had no answer to.


Layla took the south circuit of the park, the one on which she and Ben had been reunited. The whole thing usually took a couple hours to complete, but with her mind blazing in panic and worry, she was running at double the usual pace. Breathless and terrified, Layla streaked past the trees, hills and springs in search of the guy who’d sworn to protect her. He’d been there for her when Si made his creepy little approach at the grill, and he’d stayed all night to calm her nerves. She couldn’t let him down.




It was after two full circuits that she began to lose hope. That section of the park was totally void of tourists, all of them heeding Anina’s warning to stay safe and out of the wilds for a while. Layla was fraught as she reached a bend in the path, screeching to a halt and panting with short, sharp breaths. There was dense forest off the path to her right. The trees were so thick here that sunlight barely pushed through their canopy, and the darkness of the thicket drew Layla in.




She walked for a few tentative minutes, listening to the rustling in the trees all around. Nerves and exhaustion had turned her spine to Jell-O, and she was beginning to heed all of Brent’s warnings from earlier in the day. What was she doing out here? She had let the past get her all mixed up, her emotions putting her into danger. Now, she was deep in a forest filled with vengeful men, or vengeful beasts, depending on whether they had transformed or not. Perhaps it was a sensible idea to turn back now, and see if there was any news of Ben at the lodge.




The cry of an animal stopped her in her tracks. Somewhere not far off, a long mournful call was coming from a growling beast. It hit a place deep in Layla’s heart, setting her off with tears again. The animal didn’t sound fierce or furious. It was wailing, crying even. Another long call echoed off the trees, and Layla felt every inch of the creature’s pain. She followed the sound of the cry, treading softly through the trees.




What she found was a bear lying by the side of a stream. To her horror, there was a trail of blood beside the animal. It was only a very thin trail, but it was trickling into the stream and coloring it with a pinkish glow. In the semi-dark of the dense forest, Layla observed the huge, heaving body of the grizzly. He had dark fur in a shade of brown that she recognized, and his eyes were wide and golden. His massive jaw opened, displaying a full set of large, sharp teeth as he wailed again.




“Hey, it’s okay,” Layla said gently. “I’m here, I’m gonna help you.”




How she was going to help, she wasn’t clear on. Department store first aid didn’t exactly prepare a girl to dress the wounds of a grizzly bear. She approached the animal and put one gentle hand on the side of its head. She could feel the heave of his breath and she tried to soothe him a little, stroking the soft fur. The wound was further down, matting some hair on the right side of his abdomen. Layla inspected it carefully, finding that it was smaller than she’d first thought. Perhaps it wasn’t as bad as it looked.




And then, something incredible began to happen. The bear felt as though he was buzzing, just for a moment, with a kind of energy that Layla couldn’t describe. It made her take her hand away from him, and she stood back as she realized that he was starting to shrink. Fur receded into flesh, which was appearing all over the body of the being on the ground. Layla was amazed by the way the head changed shape, the long snout and jaw of the grizzly twisting into a more square form, before it settled back into an almost-human face. Moments later, there was a naked man, who lay bleeding beside the stream. Layla looked at him carefully, studying his wave of dark hair and the shape of his face.




“Oh,” she exclaimed, “you’re Dietrich, aren’t you? Ben’s brother?”




Dietrich nodded, but as he did the jerk of the motion made him clutch his stomach in agony. There, Layla realized that what had looked like a small wound on a bear was much larger on the abdomen of a man.




“Can you get me to the clan?” Dietrich pleaded. “I can’t stay here. I’ll bleed out.”




Layla helped the injured shifter to his feet, and she felt his considerable weight leaning on her for support. She gave him the jacket of her black sweat-suit, and he tied it at his waist to try and stem his bleeding. With his massive arm over her slim shoulders, Layla did her best to guide Dietrich to safety. He was panting and unsure of himself, talking downright nonsense by the time they were on the path that approached Old Spring Lodge. And all that Layla could do was keep him calm and keep him going, that fierce determination back in her chest.




Ben was there when they arrived at the lodge, along with Anina and a woman that Layla had never seen before. It was immediately apparent that the pretty blonde was Dietrich’s girlfriend. From the moment she glanced Layla hefting him up the path, she burst into tears and rushed to help. Ben dashed in and took over on Layla’s side, which gave her a chance to heave out an exhausted sigh. Dietrich had been getting heavier and heavier with every step of the circuit, and now the blood from his wound was coating his bare legs and making Layla’s jacket sag with its weight.




“Get him inside, Hart’s waiting with first aid,” Anina urged.




At the door to the Old Spring, tourists peered from behind a makeshift blockade. To them, it must have looked as though poor Dietrich had been savaged by the animals in Anina’s warning. It was true, if you left out the other details of the situation. Kurt and Reinicke were at the door, and they lifted Dietrich clean into the air when he reached them. Soon he had vanished down the corridor of the luxury hotel, a dripping trail of blood in his wake.




“There, there, Elise,” Anina said, gathering the blonde girl into her arms. “Hart’s trained for this. He did three years at med school before he quit. It’s a decent wound, but not too deep. It’ll be all right.”




Anina’s pained look suggested that she might not believe her own words, but she cradled Dietrich’s girlfriend all the same. The two women slowly re-entered the lodge, and Layla found that she was clutching her aching heart from all the strain. She looked at Ben, who was staring at her in amazement.




“I came here to see if you were okay,” he explained, “but I sounded the alarm as soon as your friend told me you’d gone out. If we hadn’t all been here getting a search party together, Dietrich might’ve…”




Ben stopped himself, his voice verging on breaking. Then, without warning, he stepped up to Layla and kissed her. He held her shoulders, strong hands gripping her tightly, and his kiss was warm and firm where it pressed on her lips. The contact sent tingles rushing down her arms and straight through her body, like a bolt of lightning passing into the ground. But no sooner than she’d been struck, the moment was over. She’d barely had time to enjoy it before Ben broke it off.




“Thank you,” he said. Then, his gaze widened, as if he realized what he’d just done. “Oh God, I’m sorry. I’m just so grateful, I-”




Layla took her chance before he could make any excuses. She cupped Ben’s handsome face with her palms and kissed him back, more gently than he had kissed her. Her lips lingered on his hungrily, ghosting against them for a few extra seconds when the kiss had technically already ended. Ben’s hands had found her waist in the exchange, and he held her afterwards, looking at her in amazement.




“I panicked, and I went looking for you,” Layla confessed, “and now I guess it was lucky that I did.”




“So lucky,” Ben agreed with a relieved grin.




“Did you find them?” Layla urged as her fears came back to her. “Was it Clan Reed running wild out there?”




Ben gave a nod, but his expression soon turned grave. He let Layla go, and she felt the lack of contact painfully. She was exhausted and afraid, and she wanted nothing more than to fall into those powerful arms of his, but there was too much left to worry about. 




“It was Si and his beasts all right,” Ben confirmed, “but we didn’t get ‘em. Dietrich chased them off into the deeper woods and we lost him. I know he put up a good fight, else he wouldn’t be here now.”




Ben cast a worried look to the lodge, and Layla understood that he wanted to be there for his big brother. She put a hand on his forearm gently.




“We should go in and see if Hart needs help,” she suggested. “I’m not much of a nurse, but I’ll bet he could use some spare hands if-”




“No,” Ben cut in. There was a pause, and Layla let her hand slide away from contact once again. “Dietrich was the eldest of us, the Alpha of the clan. Now the Reeds have put him out of action. Don’t you see what that means?”




Layla shook her head a little, engulfed by the fear and fury that had overtaken Ben’s face.




“I’m the Alpha’s only brother,” he explained. “It means I’m next to be taken out.”


When the beauty and peace of Fairhaven settled into a balmy summer evening, all was not calm at Old Spring Lodge. Dietrich’s wound had been attended to, stitched and dressed, but he was spiking a huge fever from the shock and the blood loss. For want of a better place, the Best family had taken him into Layla’s suite, not daring to move him any further than that. Elise was by his side in Layla’s bedroom, the door closed, but everyone in the living area could still hear the Alpha’s delirious cries of pain and confusion. The clan was impossibly tense, and Ben would not come away from the window.




Layla watched his perfect face, distorted by worry. His shining eyes were trained on the far horizon, where dirt roads vanished into the dark, wooded hills. Anina was on his left and Layla stood to his right, but the comforts of neither woman could shake his unwavering gaze. Ben’s grandmother had hooked her frail arm over the crook of his elbow. She looked so delicate, hanging onto such a massive, muscular limb. Layla wanted to hold him too, but now wasn’t the time. When there did come a time for comfort, though, she knew she’d be waiting eagerly.




“They shouldn’t be out there patrolling alone,” Ben said in a low voice. “Look what happened to Dietrich.”




“Your cousins are on wheels,” Anina soothed gently. “Even a cat pack can’t do much damage to a Land Rover.”




“I just wish we knew where they were,” Ben replied.




Moments later, it seemed as though that wish had been granted. Ben’s cellphone began to buzz in his back pocket, and Layla watched as he hurriedly answered it. The voice on the other end of the line was muted and somber, and the more Ben listened, the more his brow furrowed with concern. By the time he hung up, he’d barely spoken, but grave news had sunk in and weighed him down with guilt.




“They’ve taken a few kids from the camp grounds,” Ben revealed. “That was Reinicke on the line. He said they’ve gone deep into the trees with hostages, so the cars can’t follow. They want to draw us all out into the open. Reinicke’s ready to go in, he’s raving. I told him to stay put, but I don’t think he’ll listen for long.”




“He can’t take them alone,” Anina said, her voice laden with fear. “You’ll have to go, Ben. If there’s four of you, and you stay together, it’ll be all right.”




And Ben simply nodded. He was already heading for the door, and Layla couldn’t contain the wild panic that exploded in her chest. She rushed to him at once.




“No!” she pleaded. “This is what they want. Gang versus gang. There has to be another way.”




Ben spun on his heel, and he was firm as he met Layla’s frightened gaze.




“I was prepared to wait it out and get some strategy together,” he began, “but now there’s hostages involved. Kids, Layla. Si Reed’s not messing around. He’ll kill them. Families will lose their children if I don’t get out there now.”




Brent had emerged from the bedroom during Ben’s speech, holding a bowl of warm water and a cloth. The door through which he’d come was still ajar, and Dietrich’s heaving, feverish breaths filled the air for a long moment. Layla grabbed Ben’s biceps, tears burning in her dark eyes.




“This is just how it happened with my dad,” she confessed. “He went out one night to try and stop the violence. He met a gang. Not shifters, just ordinary humans. They didn’t even have a reason to stab him. He bled out. He died alone on the street.”




“And you saved my brother from the very same fate,” Ben said. He reached up to stroke Layla’s cheek, and she felt the dampness of her tears as they streaked down her skin. “And now I’ve got to save those kids.”




He let her go, and walked straight out the door. Layla gulped, desperate to get her breath back, and when she looked to Brent for help, his face was more serious than she’d ever seen it.




“Those kids are going to be even more terrified if a group of bears turn up,” he reasoned. “They won’t understand that they’re going to rescue them. Someone human needs to be there to get them to safety.”




Slowly, Layla began to nod. She was still in her running gear. She hadn’t even taken her shoes off in the long day of worry and commotion. She kissed Brent on the cheek, and he nodded at her.




“Go. I’ll get the car and follow, as near as I can get.”


She found Ben running across a wide field of grass. Darkness had set in, and the world was lit only by the light of the moon. Layla could hear his sprinting footsteps ahead, but she knew his pace was no match for hers. Soon, she was streaking through the night, gaining inch by inch on the form in front of her. He was powerful, the way his arms and legs thundered forward, but Layla was light and lithe. She pushed herself to the limit, rocketing up to meet Ben and match his stride.




“Go back!” he demanded, not slowing for even a minute.




“Someone needs to get those kids away safe,” she told him. “Brent’s following in his car.”




Ben had no breath left to argue. Soon, the dark line of trees that was once the horizon had come into full focus. Layla’s fear and determination kept her strong as the forest grew closer. Beside her, however, she could hear the strain in Ben’s breathing. At first, she thought it was exhaustion setting in, but the moonlight soon revealed exactly what was happening.




As he ran, Ben was hunching down to the ground. By the time his hands hit the grass, his hind legs were gone, replaced by massive haunches covered in dark fur. Layla heard the rip of his clothes as they came away in scraps, and with every glance she managed, she saw more of the beast emerging from within the man. Soon he was growing in size, his weight shaking the ground beside her with every thump of his paws. Ben was as tall as Layla, even running on all fours, and his proud, strong form was faster than she was.




Soon, Ben’s bear form left her in the darkness, and all she could do was follow the sound of broken branches ahead. He was smashing a path through the forest for her to follow, and she knew she couldn’t let him down. She had a chance to be part of something good, to not turn away from the violence at her window. To do what her dad had never quite managed. And though she was afraid, Layla knew that she had to keep running.




By the time she reached the clearing where Ben’s path of broken branches ended, the battle between Clan Best and Clan Reed was already in full swing. She saw the werecats for what they really were then, sleek beasts about half the size of lions. They were spotted and striped in varying patterns, gold and silver hues mixing with black fur. There was one, however, that was pure silver, right in the center of the pack. He had to be Si Reed, and he was the snarling creature who guarded three small children behind him. The children had not yet come to harm, but they were huddled and crying as they witnessed the battle before them.




Four huge bears growled and snapped at the wild cats. The cats outnumbered them almost three to one, but the size of the Best bears helped them to fend off the felines’ calculated attacks. Huge paws swept out to smack the cats down, and one had even been knocked out cold by the force of the blow. Layla felt her stomach shiver as she scanned the bears, looking for Ben. She thought he had to be the darkest one, with the fur that was almost black, and there was a moment among his defensive snapping when he looked up and found her eyes. She knew then that she was right.




Layla nodded towards the silver cat guarding the kids. Ben couldn’t not express any kind of agreement, but Layla saw him starting to push forward against the cats who were keeping him back. She was busy watching him, and that was her biggest mistake. No sooner than she had taken her eyes off Si Reed, the werecat had begun to prowl towards her. He screeched and howled, suddenly only six feet away, and Layla tried to retreat back into the trees at once.




But Si could leap. He leaped like he’d leaped from that restaurant straight into the lake, all grace and precision. Layla felt the deep sting of a claw stabbing into her shoulder, and a moment later his weight pushed her down to the ground. She looked into the cat’s eyes, into that predatory stare Si had given her when they met at the dinner table. He was present. He knew exactly what he was about to do.




As his claws retracted and then pushed in for another stab, there was a sickening crunch of bone and flesh. Layla’s eyes shut in shock, and she only opened them again when she felt the weight of the cat lifting off her body. As she lay on the ground, she looked up to the awesome sight of Ben on his hind legs. In his massive jaw, he held Si by the neck. Blood was running into his silver fur, and Ben ragged on him and suddenly flung him against a nearby tree. The silver cat’s body hit the trunk with a sickly thump, and there it was perfectly still.




Layla struggled to her feet, clutching her bleeding shoulder. She saw the children watching her, amazed and terrified, and she knew what she had to do. Ben had already surged back into the fight, teaching the rest of Clan Reed a great and terrible lesson. Layla rushed for the children, hoping that Brent was already nearing the forest’s edge with his car.


Two weeks later.




“Well, we finally had that date,” Ben said cheerily.




His warm grip clasped Layla’s hand as they entered her suite at the Old Spring Lodge. It was a sunny afternoon, and they had just been for lunch at the Lakeside Grill. Warm air filled the living room and there was a crisp azure sky outside the window. Layla walked to it at once, looking out into the forest. A moment later, she felt Ben’s breath on her neck. He kissed her ear very gently.




“Mmm,” Layla moaned. “It feels like the date’s not over.”




She turned and wrapped her arms around his neck, toying with the hairs at his nape. His golden eyes were shining with desire as Layla leaned in for a kiss. As always, she had to tease his lips with her tongue to get him to open them. Ben groaned as their tongues connected, his hands slipping down to caress the small of Layla’s back. She could feel the wave of heat and excitement coming off him, and this time, she wouldn’t let him go.




“Come on,” she urged in a whisper. “You’ve been a gentlemen for long enough. Stay now. My shoulder’s healed, and so are your bruises. Let’s be closer.”




Ben’s grin surfaced. He was wonderful when he grinned, and seeing it made Layla feel as though she had broken through the seriousness that he put up against the world.




“It’s the middle of the afternoon,” he protested, but not with any great persuasion.




He wanted her, and she knew that he was going to stay.




“Natural sunlight,” she mused with a silky voice. “I can’t think of a better way to see your gorgeous body.”




She began to undress him. Ben was nervous at first, but when Layla began to kiss every inch of his chest as she exposed it, he relaxed into her control. He twisted away from the window to lean against the wall, letting Layla remove his shirt and then his belt. When she crouched to begin unzipping his pants, Ben’s breathing hitched. She felt his powerful legs shaking as she pulled his trouser legs down, revealing a pair of black boxers that were already straining to contain the erection inside.




Layla teased his hard-on with a feather-light touch, stroking him through the cotton. Ben gave a groan that was deep and echoing. He looked down at Layla, his dimple glowing as his grin pushed it into full view. He reached out and stroked her cheek.




“God, I’m so glad we met,” he murmured, “even if it was through all this… you know.”




His boxers came away with a tug, and Ben gasped. Layla watched his cock spring out, proud and ready. She let her hand slide along it, feeling the thick, throbbing shaft.




“Don’t you dare talk about the past now,” she demanded. “Everyone’s healed up fine. I’ve been hanging onto my past for years, and you’ve helped me to move on. This is us now, Ben. This is our future.”




She kissed the very tip of his erection, and Ben shuddered. To Layla’s surprise, however, he began to step forward, kicking his discarded clothes away. He offered Layla his hands and she got up, pulled at once into a deep and delving kiss. She reached down to stroke and tease Ben again as they made out, but soon she realized he was trying to get her out of her dress. Layla stepped back from their passionate embrace, and unzipped her bright summery dress from the back. It fell to the ground, leaving her standing in her white bra and panties.




“Show me,” Ben asked.




She took the bra off first, feeling the warm summer air caress her breasts. When her panties came down, she could already feel how wet and warm she’d grown from Ben’s touch and his kiss. They stood for a moment, watching each other’s bodies, then a wicked grin grew on Layla’s face.




“Catch me, slowpoke,” she teased.




And then she was gone, heading for the bedroom with a giggle. Ben chased her through the living room and swung round the bedroom door just as Layla launched herself onto her soft, huge bed. She wriggled onto her back, breathless with excitement, and in seconds Ben was on top of her and showering her with kisses. She felt his hard-on rubbing against her thighs and the base of her stomach. Her body arched up to rub against Ben’s muscles, craving him desperately.




“You’re never gonna let me forget that you’re a better runner, are you?” Ben asked.




“Nope,” Layla giggled back. “You’ll just have to find something else to be good at.”




Ben gazed down at Layla’s body, then he readjusted his position. He slid into her with one smooth push, and Layla felt her nerves go haywire. He was everything she’d ever wanted in a man, protective and just and sexy as hell. Ben began to thrust with a steady rhythm, his lips finding Layla’s ear again.




“What about this?” he said, half-growling. “Am I good at this?”




“Oh God yes,” Layla told him. Then, after a thoughtful pause, she added: “But I’m still better.”




She took hold of Ben’s hips and rocked him deeper into her body. Her clitoris was burning for contact, and the full penetration helped her to rub herself against him. She guided him through a few thrusts, filled with thrills as he cried out in pleasure. He was pushing deeper, bringing their bodies closer together, until Layla’s legs were wrapped around his back. Her thighs and calves were strong from all that running, and she gave him an extra push every time he went deep. 




Soon, the ache inside her grew more desperate, and Layla moaned and cried out for release. Ben’s speed was increasing with every second, his stamina unending. He’d get her there, she knew, and that only made the build-up more glorious. When she reached the edge of her climax, her body gave a sudden shudder. The move caused Ben to let out a hard gasp, and he thrust so fast that he was only a blur in Layla’s vision.




They lost control together, a pair of bodies moving as one. 




When he collapsed beside her moments later, Ben’s massive chest rose and fell with the exertion. Layla reached out and put her arm around him, resting her head on his shoulder. She heard his heart as it gradually slowed back to normal, and by the time it was a steady tick-tock, they were both fast asleep. Neither of them woke when Brent returned from a well-deserved Mojito break and stifled his gasp at discovering them. He covered them with a spare blanket though, just so they’d know he’d been suitably creeped out.


Four months later.




“Hey look! Pantyhose!” Ben exclaimed.




“You need to not be so excited every time you see pantyhose,” Layla replied with a chuckle.




She was behind the counter of the Fairhaven General Store, which supplied tourists and campers with anything they’d forgotten to bring from home. Ben was browsing the shelves, and he’d picked up the hose and rattled the box with glee. He brought them over to Layla’s counter, and leaned over the register to kiss her.




“But it’s us,” he said brightly. “It’s how we met. I can’t not buy them.”




“What will you do with them?” Layla challenged wryly. “You only know three women, and Anina, Elise and I have got a plentiful supply already.”




Ben’s grin turned to a mock pout. Layla kissed him again, grateful that there weren’t any customers around to spoil her fun. Ben wandered back to the shelf where the hose was and replaced the box.




“What should I buy then?” he asked. “I ought to buy something. I come in here ten times a day and I never leave with anything but the shop-girl’s lipstick on my neck.”




“That’s no bad thing,” Layla replied.




Something had shifted in her voice, and she left the counter to walk along the shelves of the little store. It was time to have the conversation. Layla looked down at her own cocoa-colored hand, where a bright silver band held a shining diamond on her third finger. She toyed with the ring for a moment, then looked up to find Ben watching her with interest. His thoughtful dimple was firmly in place.




“You know we said we’d get married at Christmas?” she began.




Ben nodded enthusiastically. “Big Christmas wedding, super romantic,” he agreed.




“Well, I’m thinking we ought to bring it forward a little,” Layla explained, “just a month or so.”




“How come, baby?” Ben questioned.




“Well, I’m gonna put on a little weight,” Layla said. She knew she was messing things up, but the actual words that she wanted to say wouldn’t come out. Ben started to laugh.




“You’re intentionally planning to gain weight?” he chuckled. “What, are you gonna weight train or something? ‘Cause, you know I love your muscles, but that might be a bit much.”




Layla groaned, balling her fists. She marched to Ben and took him by the sleeve of his ranger’s uniform, dragging him to the clothing section of the store. Here, on a corner display, there were various shirts, socks and other garments emblazoned with the same slogan: I came to Fairhaven, and now I’m in love.




“You wanna buy something?” Layla said. “This is what you should buy.”




She took a garment from the rack and put it in Ben’s hands. He held the small item in his muscular grip, the soft cotton shifting against his fingers. The garment was a baby gown, newborn size.




“First Dietrich and now me,” Ben mused. “Gram’s gonna have a heart attack.”




“I’m freaking out, babe,” Layla admitted. “Are we gonna be okay as parents?”




He reached out for Layla, pulling her into his arms. The baby gown was still firmly in his grip.




“So long as we love each other, I reckon we’ll do just fine,” Ben replied with a smile.
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Blair Mason sat at the desk of her cramped office, flipping through sales numbers. Boxes of cereal and potato chips towered into the sky on either side of her desk. Stacks of invoices that needed to be paid stuck out at every angle from her plastic inbox. A collection of marketing paraphernalia rested against the far wall—signs reading “30% off Today Only!” and “Don’t Forget to Use Your Mason’s Super Saver Card!”




She let her head fall into her hands and reviewed the numbers again. Something had to be missing. This couldn’t be all the sales they’d had this month. If things continued like this, she’d be out of business by the end of the quarter. She knew that when the new ShopRite came to town, it would affect her. Big chain stores always hurt small business owners. But this was happening much faster than she anticipated. Worst of all, all the money she’d recently put into marketing seemed to be doing no good. 




If she wanted to save the store, she’d have to make some difficult decisions. And that meant cutting the biggest expense any grocery store had—labor. She’d have to lay off people that had worked for her for years. This was no high turnover place of employment. Her employees were loyal. They worked hard and stuck around. And now, in order to keep some of them, she’d have to let some go. 




Blair pulled out the employee books and started reviewing things. As she evaluated each person, the emotions of the situation overwhelmed her. She couldn’t picture telling Louis or Megan or Kelly that they no longer had a job to take care of their families. Tears sprang in her eyes and, before she could reach for a tissue, they spilled over and ran down her face.




A knock at the door startled her. “Yes?”




“It’s Vanessa.”




“Come in.” She didn’t have to worry about hiding her feelings from her assistant manager. Vanessa was well aware of the falling sales numbers and what it would mean for all of them.




“Hey,” she said softly when she saw Blair’s face. She looked down at the desk and nodded. “Sales numbers. Not good.”




“Afraid not.” Blair looked around for tissues, but the box on her desk seemed to have vanished.




“This may not be the best time, but there’s a sales guy here to see you.”




“What?” Blair flipped to her planner. She had no meeting scheduled.




“He didn’t have anything scheduled with you. He said he was in the area and wanted to talk to you.”




“Well, he can make an appointment like everyone else.” Blair retrieved her purse from under her desk and looked for the packet of tissues she had stashed in there.




“Normally, I’d fully agree, but you may want to make an exception.”




“Nope. Don’t think so,” she said without looking up from her purse.




“Well, Blair, this guy is very good looking.” She leaned in closer and whispered, “And I mean H-O-T HOT. And there’s no ring on his finger.”




Blair stopped her search to look Vanessa in the eye. “Do I seem that desperate for a date to you?”




“No, but it has been a while since you and Luke broke up. I just thought maybe it was time to get out there and have some fun. You gotta see this guy’s eyes.”




Blair sighed. “Fine.”




Vanessa turned and walked out of the office.




“Give me a minute, though!” Blair called. She resumed her search and finally saw the blue plastic of the tissue packet, shoved under her lotion and collection of discount cards. She yanked the packet until it came free and looked up to see a man staring back at her.




He certainly was good looking. Vanessa had not exaggerated. And Blair was vividly aware of the mascara trails now stiffening on her cheeks. 




“I’m sorry, she told me to come up…” He gestured toward the door.




“No, it’s fine.” Blair spun in her chair to turn her back to the man while she wiped at her face. Balancing the small compact mirror on her knee, she licked the tissue, wiped at the trails until they were faint red lines, and dabbed fresh powder over them. The whole process had taken less than a minute, but felt like eternity as his eyes bore into her back. And Vanessa wondered why she’d hadn’t gone on a date in months. 




With a deep breath, Blair turned back and stuck out her hand to the man, acting like nothing had happened. Her performance didn’t stop her from feeling like a complete idiot, however. Or from noticing the solid grasp of his handshake. “Blair Mason, owner. My assistant tells me you’ve got a new product for us to consider?”




“I do.” He handed her his card and took a seat at the small chair across from her desk. “Daxton Holt. Marketing Director for Bear Natural Honey.”




She glanced at the business card, then looked him in the eye. “We have a supplier of honey already. Why should I carry your brand?”




She laced her fingers and hoped her business-owner confidence came across, though she felt rather incompetent and fearful at the moment. She focused her attention on him to keep her mind off what she’d have to do later, when she sent some of her people home for good. 




He was a big man. Broad shoulders that threatened to burst the seams of his suit jacket if he moved wrong, a chiseled jaw with a close-shaved beard. His eyes were like cold metal, a strange gold hardened into the shape of his irises. It was hard to see any muscles since he was wearing a suit, but she could tell they were there. His voice was deep and steady and his black hair fell casually into loose spikes. She gulped and had to remind herself to listen to what he was saying.




“Wait a minute.” She held up a hand to stop him. “Are you saying that your honey is bottled in your own local facility and not a larger bottling company?”




“Right. That way we can keep costs down for our distributors.”




“But I have no way of assuring the quality of your product or its safety. I don’t know what your contamination standards are or your safety processes. I just can’t afford to take a risk like that. Not when—” 




She stopped herself, but he raised an eyebrow at her hesitation.




“Look,” she said. “I’m sure you know that ShopRite moved in just across town. Maybe try there. I can’t afford to have product recalls or something that sits on the shelf and doesn’t move because it’s unknown.” 




Daxton gazed at her for a minute, pulled his mouth into half a smile, and said, “ShopRite won’t buy my product. But you know, that’s to your advantage.”




“Oh?”




“Why do people prefer the local grocer over the big chains?”




She flicked her stack of sales numbers. “They don’t, apparently.”




“Then maybe you’re not taking advantage of the biggest asset you have.”




Blair crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes slightly at him. “And what’s that?”




“Local. Organic. People these days will pay double if they know they’re not getting chemicals, and if they’re helping out the little guy from the next town over. You fill your store with nothing but organic products from the Ozark and watch your business increase.”




She considered this for a moment. She’d always thought people wanted their big brands, the products they were used to using. The same products they could get at ShopRite on double coupon day for much cheaper than they could in her store. But if they got hooked on products they couldn’t get at ShopRite, then he might be onto something. It would mean a huge shift in inventory, though, and some big risks. This was a decision that would need time, careful thought, and lots of number crunching. 




Daxton leaned across the desk. She got a whiff of his cologne—a subtly musky, almost woodsy scent that was also sweet somehow. She took a deeper whiff without making it obvious. 




“And,” he said with a smirk, “If you like that idea, I’ve got some product that will really sell well. And it won’t even require shelf space.”




Before she could ask, he pulled out another business card and handed it to her.




Same name, same title. But this company was listed as Wild Honey Whiskey and boasted the tag line, “locally distilled and bottled.” She tried to hand the card back. “Moonshine?” 




“The best in the Ozarks.”




“You’re serious.” 




“Would you like to try a sample?” 




He reached inside his suit jacket, but she stood up and held up her palm to stop him.




“No, no, no. Please leave. I don’t want your illegal product anywhere near me or my store. Thank you.”




She marched to the office door and held it open, gesturing for him to leave. He stood feet from her, towering over her, his teeth glinting bright white in the office fluorescents. 




“It’s not that illegal, really. So long as the maker pays his taxes, it’s not illegal at all, in fact.”




She laughed once. “And I’m supposed to believe that you pay all your taxes?”




“Believe whatever you want. Point is, you wouldn’t get in trouble for selling it, it’s only the maker that can get slammed with tax evasion.”




“Unbelievable. Please. Leave now. Don’t make me call security.”




He raised an eyebrow. “I doubt you have security in a store this size.” But he moved through the door before pausing and turning to her. “Think about what I said. Local. Organic. Even if you only want my honey, you should call me.”




Blair’s face flushed. She didn’t want to think about his honey or about calling him. “Right.”




She pulled the door closed and put her back to it, breathing deep until her heart slowed. Why did such an attractive man have to have such a huge flaw? Everyone knew that moonshiners were all throughout the mountains. And they got busted regularly. He was nothing more than a lying, cheating, criminal. She couldn’t trust him or his products. But those eyes… 




She shook her head and sat back down at her desk. She had more important things to worry about. But even as she assessed her list of employees once again, she couldn’t help peaking at the business card sitting innocently on her desk. Daxton Holt. His name shone in black letters and it seemed to call out to her, demanding attention. She finally flipped the card over and returned to her task.


Blair paced in her office, her stomach in knots. Yesterday, she’d laid off two of her employees. She hadn’t slept all night and her insides felt as gray and dreary as the day outside. She listened to her voice mails, ignoring the second message from Daxton. He just wouldn’t give up.




Vanessa stuck her head in as she knocked on the door. “You have a call.”




“Who is it?”




“One of our suppliers. Says there’s some sort of problem?”




“Okay, thanks.” With a deep breath, she picked up the phone. “Blair Mason.”




“Blair, so glad I could get ahold of you.”




The voice sounded a little too familiar, but she wasn’t sure her suspicions were correct. She had to play it safe in case the call was legitimate. “My assistant mentioned some sort of problem?”




“Yes. The problem is, I can’t seem to find your order.”




“What do you supply?” She grabbed her stack of recent orders, ready to flip through them.




“Bear Natural Honey. I know you wanted to try some, but I wasn’t sure how many to send for your first order.”




She let out a heavy sigh of frustration. “Is this Daxton Holt?”




“Who else?”




“I told you I wasn’t interested.”




“Actually, I believe what you said was that you couldn’t take a chance on my product because you weren’t assured of our safety protocols. And I’m calling to invite you to tour the facility so you can order with confidence.”




She considered this for a moment.




He continued. “Look, I know we didn’t get off to the greatest start, but I’d really like the chance to sweeten up your day a little. And I truly believe that making a shift to local and organic can help your store. Won’t you give me a chance?”




Give him a chance? Didn’t he mean his product? She thought about his golden eyes, his thick arms, his magnetic smile. She did want to give him a chance. More of a chance than she should.




“I suppose I could tour the facility and make a decision then.”




“Excellent. You have my card. Give me a time and I will make myself available for you.”




In the early evening, Blair turned down a long dirt driveway that lead to a large house. There seemed to be woods surrounding the house that stretched on as far as she could see. A gorgeous view of the Ozark Mountains reached out above the tree line. Off to one side, she saw a line of white boxes. Bee hives. Another large building sat off to the left. “Bear Natural Honey” was painted on the side.




Daxton stepped off the porch and came to greet her. He did not wear his suit. Instead, it was close-fitting jeans that strained over his thighs and a t-shirt that looked two sizes too small for his arms and chest. He was even more muscular than she’d pictured, and a sudden flash of heat rushed through her body. This was business, she reminded herself. Even if looking at him was all pleasure.




She followed him to the large white building, trying not to step in mud with her new heels. She was already starting to question the cleanliness of the place based on the grounds alone. Old vehicles sat back behind the building, rusted and in pieces. Wooden pallets rested against a tree, rotting away. The whole grounds seemed to be functioning under a level of disrepair.




Daxton held open the door for her, and she stepped inside. The large warehouse contained many machines, running quickly and loudly along the edge of the building. Several people in white uniforms watched over the operation. Along the other walls sat box upon box of honey.




Daxton leaned close so she could hear him. “This is where the honey is processed, filtered, and jarred to be sold.”




He walked her through the machinery, and she looked on in fascination. He stopped at one machine and lifted a wooden frame. He broke off a small piece of a waxy-looking substance and handed it to her. 




“Honeycomb.” He winked. He broke off another piece and popped it in his mouth.




She took a small bite and found it to be very sweet, despite the waxy texture. They continued walking until he led her out a back door. There they faced rows of white boxes, bees zooming around and going in and out. She had no desire to go near the bees, but at least it was quieter out here.




“So, what do you think?” he asked.




“It’s much more… professional than I expected.” And the inside was thankfully much cleaner than the outside appeared to be.




He chuckled and stuck out his finger, wiping just under her lip. “Sorry. You had a little honey there.”




She blushed, but not so much from embarrassment as from his touch. “I think I could try selling some. Just a small order to start with.”




“Great. Want to step into my office to finalize the details?”




She nodded and followed him inside the house. In the living room were two men watching TV, also as big as Daxton. He pointed to them and said, “That’s Knox and Beck.”




They waved and she waved back. At the dining room table, another man sat, reading over a stack of papers with his hand in his hair. It reminded her of how she looked, pouring over sales numbers and orders at the store. 




The man looked up when they entered. “Hey Dax.”




“Slade. Blair.” Daxton gestured and Blair waved. “Blair just became one of our newest honey resellers.”




Slade got to his feet and shook her hand. “Thank you. Glad to meet you.”




“You too.”




She followed Daxton to a small room in the back of the house. The walls were lined with bookshelves crammed with books and other small objects:  a baseball, a shot glass with some logo printed on the front, a small plastic figure. Two desks sat side by side, covered in papers and office supplies. The room was so messy and cluttered, she had to take a deep breath before sitting in the chair he indicated.




Daxton wrote up an order slip and she looked at the books. Marketing, sales, business. Apparently, he was well-educated when it came to his chosen field.




He slid the order slip over to her and showed her where to sign.




“I have something for you.” He opened a drawer in his desk and took out a small wrapped block. “This is a new product. I’d love for you to test it out yourself and let me know what you think. It’s a honey soap.”




“Thanks.” She sniffed the bar, and the scent of creamy honey filled her nose. She wouldn’t mind smelling like that all day, so long as it didn’t dry out her skin.




“Now, there’s one other thing I need to ask you.” He leaned forward, a playful glint in his gold eyes.




She was wary, but said, “Yes?”




“What are you doing Friday night?”




Heat flooded her face. Was he asking her out, or was this some sort of sales tactic? “I’m not sure yet.”




“Well, if you don’t have plans, I’d love to take you to dinner.”




“Oh.” She swallowed hard. It had been so long since she’d been with Luke and almost as long since she’d had a date. But then her eyes fell to the messy desk, to the mud clinging to the sides of his boots, to the frayed edges of his jeans. Oh, but his tight jeans. Her toes curled inside her shoes. “I’m sorry, I can’t.” She stood. “There’s still the whole illegal moonshine thing. I just don’t date criminals.”




She walked to the door and he followed her. 




“Would you like to talk to my business partner who’s responsible for the moonshine side of the business?” He leaned back to look down a hallway and called out, “Amir!”




“How many of you live here?”




“There are five of us. We live together and work together.”




“And you’re all… in such good shape?” She thought of the other men she’d met and wondered if they kept a gym in their basement.




He smiled and flexed his arms inconspicuously. She looked away and walked toward the door.




“Blair.” He caught up with her in time to open the door for her. “My number is on the card you have in your office.” He walked with her to her car. “Will you call me and let me know how you like the soap at least?”




“Sure.” She opened her car door and tossed in her purse and the soap. “Thank you for the tour.” She held out her hand.




He raised an eyebrow at her, but shook her hand and waved as she drove off.


“We have a problem.” Vanessa walked up to Blair as she stood looking over a display of shampoo.




“Yeah, this shampoo isn’t selling,” Blair said.




“Neither is the honey.”




“Let’s have Dave try a new display, adding in some other scents and maybe conditioner, too.” Blair looked at the sales sheet Vanessa handed to her. Of the 20 bottles of honey she’d purchased weeks ago, five had sold.




“And the worst part?” Vanessa handed her another slip of paper, this one hand written. “We got a complaint.”




“About the honey?” Blair glanced over the note. Someone had returned a bottle, saying it had crystallized.




“And.” Vanessa took a breath and exhaled. “Another local honey supplier stopped in before you got here. She’s asked for a similar display and is willing to supply bottles on a consignment bases for the first order.”




Blair let out a frustrated growl. “What’s with all this honey lately? Sheesh. Fine. Whatever. If she’ll do it on consignment, fine. Small quantity, though. You can take care of it. Make sure the cashiers know how to track it properly.”




When she sat in her office later that day, she snatched the card from her desk and picked up her phone, more than frustrated by her day.




“Daxton,” she said curtly.




“Hey Blair! Good to hear from you. How do you like the soap?”




“It’s fine. The honey is the problem. I’ve only sold a few bottles, and I’ve already had one returned.”




“Returned? Okay, tell you what. I’ll come down there personally and check it out, okay? Tomorrow?”




“Fine.” She hung up on him.


When Daxton came in the next morning, he was back to his suit and tie. Blair was relieved. First of all, it wouldn’t be too professional if he’d shown up in jeans and a t-shirt, but more importantly, she didn’t think she could take seeing all his muscles like that again. He looked so clean cut and professional in his suit. But as he walked toward her, she had to look away, and felt the heat rush up her neck. He looked a little too good in his suit and tie.




“I think I found the problem.” He tossed her a bottle of the honey. The top inch of it had crystallized. “You can’t set honey in direct sunlight or it does that.” He pointed to the bottle. “The entire display was in front of those windows there.” He pointed to the wall of windows on one side of the store. They were tinted, but still let in a lot of light. “I moved the display, replaced the bottles of honey for fresh ones, and put up some new signage. That should make it better.”




“Okay, thanks. I’ll let you know.”




“I noticed you’ve started selling SheBear Honey.”




“They’re also local. I thought I’d give my customers a choice of local honey. Since it’s in such high demand and all.” Her words were flat and sarcastic.




“I wouldn’t sell that honey if I were you.”




She laughed. “Is that your usual method for dealing with the competition?”




“No. I know the group that runs that operation. If you’re concerned about safety and sanitation standards, you wouldn’t want their product in your store.”




Her smirk faded. She hadn’t done half the research on this new company as she had with his. What if he was right? “Well, it’s on consignment, so I’m not as concerned.”




He raised an eyebrow. “Okay. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He winked. “So…” he picked up her hand and sniffed her arm.




She yanked it back from him and gave him a horrified look, to which he laughed. 




“I just wanted to see if you’re using the soap, and how it smelled on your skin. Everyone’s chemical makeup is a little different, you know. It smells really good on you.”




“Thanks. It’s… umm… very moisturizing actually. And I do like the smell.”




“I appreciate you testing it out for me. Would you be willing to try something else?”




The wariness that was so present around him returned. “What?”




He slid a small glass bottle from inside his jacket pocket. It contained a golden liquid, similar to his eye color, and a label that read, “Wild Honey Whiskey.”




“Consider it a gift. A personal thank you from me.”




She slipped the bottle into the pocket of her pants. “Thanks.”




Blair turned to walk away, but he put a hand on her arm. When she turned back, his face was close to hers. He smelled of honey and musk, a combination that made her want to lick him all over.




He leaned in and said, “I’m not who you think I am. I’m not nearly as bad, but I’m also much worse.”




His stare was so intense, she could melt into the gold of his eyes. They were probably sweet like honey, too. She wanted to lean forward and kiss him. Feel his lips on hers and those strong arms holding her tight. Not nearly as bad, but also mush worse… She pulled from his grasp and walked away.


That night, Blair sat alone in her bathtub of steamy water. She usually spent her soaking nights with a bottle of wine, but since she had the moonshine, she decided to change things up. 




The bubbles rose higher and she slipped lower. She reached over and picked up the bottle, then uncapped it. She tipped the bottle back and waited for the burn. She’d always known whiskey to be like fire, and moonshine also had a bad rep for being a bit hot. But this whiskey went down smooth and sweet. She took another sip, wondering if maybe it meant it wasn’t the strongest. She finished off the bottle too soon and smiled at the warmth that spread through her.




After the water had cooled and the bubbles faded, she stood up to get out. The rush to her head was so fast, she reached out to the wall to steady herself. She giggled. She was far tipsier than she’d thought. Getting dressed was something of a challenge as she stumbled and dropped her robe repeatedly. She burst into a fit of laughing and fell to the floor, feeling buzzed like she hadn’t since she was a teen.




When she finally got dressed and had sat down on the couch to relax and watch TV, she picked up her phone and dialed Daxton. 




She wasn’t drunk and didn’t slur her words. She had a reasonable awareness of what she was doing as the phone rang. But right now, she felt so good, she didn’t care any longer about her hang ups.




“Blair?” he answered. He must have her number saved.




She grinned. “Hi Daxton. I just wanted to give you a call and tell you I really liked your whiskey.”




“Did you? I’m glad. We get a lot of compliments.”




“I bet. It’s so smooth. Like my skin after using your soap.” She felt the flush immediately. She hadn’t meant to say it so flirty like that.




“That’s really good to know. You think your customers would enjoy it?”




“I do, actually. I can’t sell the moonshine, but I can certainly sell the soap. Can you bring an order over to the store tomorrow?”




“I’d love to.”




“Daxton?”




“Yes, Blair?”




She squeezed her eyes shut and gulped, then said the words quickly before she changed her mind. “I’m not busy Friday.”




There was a long pause. “Are you saying you’d like to go out with me?”




“I… think so?”




He laughed. “Good enough for me.”
















Daxton had come in earlier that day to bring the soap and set up a display. Then, she couldn’t stop looking at him and had to walk away so she didn’t make a fool of herself. But now, she sat across from him at the table, and couldn’t keep the grin from her face. It didn’t help that he kept handing her his flask and they snuck sips of moonshine like they were teens drinking in secret.




“How many times have you been stung?” she asked. He’d been telling her about the bees, which was far more fascinating than she’d imagined.




“Lost count a long time ago. They don’t bother me much. And I’m not at home as much as the rest of my partners. I’m usually out making sales calls and taking care of the business end of things.”




“The fun part,” she said sarcastically.




“It can be. When I have a customer that turns out to be incredibly beautiful.”




“Did you go to school to learn that charm?”




“It comes naturally.” He pulled his mouth into half a smile. “I needed it when it came to you. I couldn’t believe it when you said you’d go out with me.”




“Ah.” She looked down at the remains of her pasta dinner. “The whiskey may have had something to do with that.”




“I knew it. You drunk dialed me, didn’t you?” He chuckled and took her hand across the table.




“I wasn’t drunk. But it did make me think I was being silly saying no.”




“Well, whatever the reason, I’m glad.” He kissed her hand.




The waitress brought her a box, and Daxton paid the bill.




He took her hand to help her out of her seat and picked up the box of her leftovers. They stopped just in front of her car. She took the box and set it on the roof so her hands would be free.




He put his arms around her and squeezed her in a tight hug. She inhaled deeply, his scent and the sips of whiskey making her head buzz.




“I had a great time with you,” he said. “Can we do it again?”




She nodded and waited. Surely he would try to kiss her. She looked up at him, into his golden eyes sparkling in the moonlight.




He smiled and let his arms fall. “Drive safe.”




“Wait a second.”




He raised an eyebrow at her.




“Is that it?” she asked, putting her hands on her hips.




“What do you mean?”




“You’re not going to kiss me?”




Daxton smiled and looked down. “As difficult as it was to get you to go out with me? Hell no. I wasn’t going to push my luck.”




She stepped forward, wrapped her arms around his neck, and pulled herself toward him. He pressed his lips to hers and she felt an eruption of heat in her chest. It had been far too long since she’d been kissed. And she’d never been kissed like this.




His mouth moved against her hungrily, passionately, like he wanted her more than he’d ever wanted anything. His hands ran along her back and she slid hers into his hair. Should she ask him back to her place?




Someone whistled loudly. Their kiss broke apart and they looked over to see a man leering at them. The man and his three friends laughed.




“I’m next,” one said, and grabbed himself.




Daxton stiffened and moved to stand in front of her, glaring at them.




“Oh, we’re sorry,” another one said, “weren’t you done with the little slut? Want us to hold her for you?”




Daxton’s jaw tightened. “You need to go now.”




“What’s that?” the one who had whistled, the one with the scraggly brown beard, stepped toward Daxton. “What did you say to me?”




“Get in your car and leave. Now.” Daxton’s hands hung in fists by his side. Blair hid behind him, fear coursing through her.




“Fine.” The man with the long blonde hair spoke now. “Give us the girl and we’ll go.”




“Not a chance in hell,” Daxton said. He turned his head to tell her, “Get in your car and drive as fast as you can.”




But taking his attention off them had been a mistake. When Daxton looked back, the man with the beard punched him square in the jaw.




Blair let out a startled squeal. The man in the torn flannel shirt moved in front of her car door. 




Daxton punched the bearded man and quickly ducked a punch from the blonde. Blair reached for her phone in her purse, but realized she’d dropped it while she was kissing Daxton. It sat just in front of her car door in the dirt.




One of the men tried to grab her, but Daxton stepped back and kicked him in the ribs. The man grunted and his face broke into a rage that made him surge forward, fists flying. 




Punches landed on the men, on Daxton. He moved fast and fought well, but it was still four on one. She had to do something. There was no way he could win this fight. She watched closely, looking for an opportunity. She thought she could kick one of them if they moved close enough.




The man with the flannel shirt straightened up. “Enough,” he said. In his hand, he held a shining blade. “Get out of our way,” he said to Daxton.




Daxton looked back at her one last time, kissed her briefly, then exploded before her eyes. She didn’t know what had happened. All of a sudden, shreds of his clothing were in the air, fluttering down. And then she saw him.




Where he’d been standing a moment ago, now stood a huge black bear. He stood up and roared, and the four men took off running. He sat down and waited. The men got into their cars and drove off.




Blair picked up her purse, her hands shaking so badly, she couldn’t get the door open. She hit the unlock button instead and pulled open the door, her heartbeat pounding in her ears. She started the car on the fourth attempt of trying to put the key into the ignition. 




She looked at him, met his golden eyes, and let her gaze fall over his thick fur and bear paws, then sped off, her box of leftovers crashing to the ground behind her.


Blair paced her kitchen the next morning, her head spinning. When she got home last night, the mix of adrenaline from fear and lust had overtaken her and she fell into an exhausted sleep. But now she was wide awake, had drunk far too much coffee, and her mind was whirling. 




He’d already called twice and texted her three times. That’s not counting the calls and texts from last night. He wanted to make sure she got home okay. He wanted to see if she slept okay. He wanted to know if she was ever going to talk to him again.




She’d heard of shifters, of course. It was one of those urban legends that everyone knew about. But they weren’t real. They couldn’t be real. And Daxton? Had he really turned into a bear to save her from those men? To protect her?




Well, whatever had happened and whatever he was, she could never see him again. She wasn’t ready to handle something like this.




All weekend, she ignored his continuing texts and calls. By Sunday afternoon, they’d stopped. He seemed to have gotten the hint, finally.










“Soooooo, how was it?!” Vanessa grinned and clapped her hands together when she saw Blair on Monday morning.




“Dinner was nice,” Blair said, putting her things down in her office.




“And?”




“And we did kiss and it was nice.” She forced a smile. The kiss had been nice. So nice. And she’d never get to experience it again.




“Okay. So, why don’t you seem happy about all this?”




She shrugged. “I don’t think he’s really my type.”




“Oh no, come on! You have to give him a chance.” Vanessa tugged on her sleeve and whined. “Please don’t let the super hot honey guy get away because he’s too… what? How is he not your type?”




“I think we just have different ways of going about life.” That was true enough, right? He was a bear, after all. And she wasn’t.




Vanessa pouted, but moved onto discussing the new display for cookies that would be set up later.




That afternoon, Blair went to inspect the new display. She stood with Vanessa, looking at it from every angle. It was too close to the honey display, but it was a good set up. Then she looked again. Only two bottles of Daxton’s honey remained. She raised an eyebrow at Vanessa.




“Yeah. And that’s the second shipment.”




“What? I didn’t order more.”




Vanessa shrugged. “Well, Daxton brought more the other day.”




She crossed her arms, irritated for a moment. But, if it was selling, that’s what really mattered. “Fine. We’ll work it into our regular ordering. How’s the other stuff selling?”




“The soap is flying off the shelves.”




“Oh. Is it? I meant the other local honey.”




Vanessa spun around to look at the other display. “Not so much.”




Blair nodded. I guess if you were going to be a bear, you better be good at honey, right? Apparently, Daxton was good at honey. She shook her head at the thought. “This all looks fine. Just move it over a little.”




She headed toward her office and stopped when she saw Daxton leaning against her door.




“We need to talk,” he said. “I think you owe me that.”




She closed the door behind them and sat in the chair behind her desk. 




“I had a nice time,” she said, lacing her fingers on top of the desk, “I just think we maybe go about life in different ways.” What she’d said to Vanessa had seemed true enough. Why not use the line again?




“Still in denial, huh?” He sat down and leaned on the desk. “It can take a while for some people.”




“There’s nothing to deny.”




“Blair. I turned into a bear in front of you.”




“I recall. And I appreciate you protecting me. I hope they didn’t hurt you… before… when you were fighting.” As she looked more closely, though, she saw faint bruises around his eye.




“I’m sorry it happened like that. I never would have just changed without talking to you first, but it was our first date. I would have told you when you were ready. Those men didn’t leave me with much of a choice. I had to protect you. Even if it meant scaring you.”




“And like I said, I appreciate that. Very much.” She thought of the way the men had looked at her. If he hadn’t been strong enough and changed to scare them away, the night could have ended very differently for her.




“So, is that it, then? Have I scared you?”




“No. I don’t know.” Her throat burned and then her eyes filled with tears. “How can it ever work, Dax? You’re a bear.” She choked on the words.




“Not all the time.” He pulled his mouth into a humorless smile. “I know it’s weird. Believe me. People have called me a freak all my life. That’s why we live out in the woods alone and keep to ourselves. The world hates us. They’d hunt us if they knew. Anything that’s strange or different must be bad, right? I’ve been different my whole life and there’s nothing I can do about it. It’s not like I chose this. Shifters are just born and we have to deal with what life gives us, just like anyone else.”




Blair looked at her hands for a long time. She was trying hard not to let the tears spill. She blinked and blinked, but finally, they tripped down her cheeks. All she could think of was her own childhood. 




When the store had been hurting and her parents couldn’t buy her nice clothes. She’d had to wear thrift store clothing or things that were so old they were frayed and falling apart. It had been horrible having people make fun of her for it, and she got so mad because there was nothing she could do about it. Until, of course, she finished high school, got a business degree, and went into debt to make sure her wardrobe was the top of the line. She knew what it felt like to be the butt of the jokes. Not only that, but she’d also judged Daxton for having clothing and a house that didn’t live up to the same standard she’d been trying to reach her whole life.




“I’m sorry you’ve been treated badly,” she said. “I know something of how you feel.”




He handed her a tissue and, as she gave him the shortened version of her childhood, he reached out and took her hand.




“You know what it’s like, then,” he said softly. “I wish you didn’t know.”




“I’m sorry that you have to deal with this, but I don’t know how to handle it. I don’t know what it means or if you’re dangerous or not, and I don’t know if I can trust you not to hurt me. All the stories—and I know they’re just stories—but they always involve someone getting mauled.”




“Did I hurt you Friday night?”




She shook her head. He’d sat there, perfectly calm and still after the men had run off.




“Then give me a chance. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. You can talk to the rest of the clan and ask them anything, too. And you can talk to Beck’s girlfriend if you want, to see what she says. Whatever womanly questions you might have about how… things work.”




She raised an eyebrow and he shrugged. 




“I don’t think it’s any different for us, but how would I know?” he said.




“You’re all bears? The five of you who live in that house?”




He nodded. 




“That’s why you’re so… big?”




“Well, we do workout, but I’m sure it has something to do with it. Shifters tend to resemble their animals, even in human form.” He stood up and came around to her side of the desk, then perched on the edge. “Blair, I know it’s going to take some getting used to. Please don’t give up on me just yet.”




She looked into his eyes, saw the glimmer of tears making the gold sparkle. Her heart surged with compassion and longing. This was still the man who’d kissed her so well. Nothing had changed about him when he was in human form. And she liked who he was when he was a human.




“Come to my place tonight. We can talk and you can really meet the guys.”




“I’ll think about it. I might just… need some time, okay?” She stood up and walked toward the door.




He stood in front of her and placed his palm against her cheek. “Take your time. Just don’t ignore me completely, okay?”




She nodded and when he leaned in, she leaned back and let him kiss her. It was a much shorter kiss, but still ignited something deep inside her. She couldn’t deny that she wanted him. Bear or not.




He stepped out of her office, and she stood in the doorway to watch him go. He looked over his shoulder to smile at her. And behind him, a man walked into the aisle. At first, he paid them no attention. He pushed his cart and tossed items in. But Blair recognized him and Daxton froze. It was the man in the flannel shirt who’d pulled a knife on Daxton.




The man looked up and saw them. His eyes hardened and he turned down the aisle.




Daxton came back to her, watching the aisle where the man turned. “I’m going to keep an eye on him.”




“Should I call the cops?”




He shook his head. “He hasn’t done anything yet. I’ll be right back.”




Blair closed the door to her office and paced. Maybe, despite her unavailable payroll funds, she should consider hiring someone for security. Would the man attack her in the middle of the store?




Daxton knocked. “He left. He abandoned his cart in an aisle and got into his car and drove off.”




She breathed out a sigh of relief.




“Let me drive you home tonight, or at least follow you. I don’t like this.”




“Okay.” She looked at her watch. “I was planning to leave in an hour. I just have a few things to finish up.”




“I’ll be back.”


Daxton followed her home and everything seemed to be fine. They hadn’t seen the man again or any of his friends. 




“Thanks for following me,” Blair said, standing in her entryway. “Do you want to maybe... stay for a little while? We could get food or something?”




“You sure?”




She chuckled. “Not really. But I wouldn’t mind just talking.”




She got them both glasses of water and they sat on her couch, waiting for the pizza to come. Things felt a bit awkward, though. She kept changing her position, and the conversation felt stilted. 




“What’s wrong?” he finally said. “You’re not acting like yourself.”




“Maybe we just need to talk more about the elephant in the room. Or bear, as it were.” Her cheeks flushed, but he laughed.




“Right. You have questions?”




“You said you don’t choose to be a shifter.”




“It’s hereditary. But it’s not 100%. They say if one member of a couple is a shifter, there’s about an 80% chance the kids would be, too.”




She nodded. Did it skip generations? Like blue eyes and blonde hair could?




“Does that bother you?” he asked.




“Why would it?”




He shrugged and looked at the carpet. Then she realized what he was implying. 




“Oh,” she said. “I hadn’t really thought about it. I guess if we…” If she did keep seeing him, and ended up sleeping with him, any kids they might have would very likely be bear shifters, too.




“It bothers a lot of women,” he said. “That’s why none of us are married.”




That idea settled over her as there was a knock at the door. “Pizza,” she said.




He stood to get the door and took out his wallet. But when she heard the door open a second later, something didn’t sound right. She got up and peaked around the corner.




“So, we found the shifter after all.”




It was one of the men from Friday night. And from what she could see past him, he had friends with him. 




The door banged open. Daxton called out, “Blair, run!”




She backed away in shock and locked herself in her bedroom. The instant fear made her tremble. She realized then that she’d left her phone on the living room table after ordering the pizza. She really needed to keep it closer.




A loud crash made her jump. She opened the door a crack. She had a decent view of the living room from here, and she saw the large black bear pick up one of the men in his mouth and toss him to the side of the room. The man landed with a thud and didn’t move.




She counted seven men, all coming at Daxton with fists and knives. A man dove at him, knife extended, and Daxton swiped him to the side with his large paw. Another man tried to stab his leg, and it looked like he only managed to scrape him by the time Dax shoved him down and stepped on him. The man cried out, and she could hear the sound of his bones breaking.




The fight ended much faster than she would have thought possible. Daxton sat in the middle of her living room, her coffee table in pieces in front of him. The seven men lay scattered around the room, most of them unmoving. The ones who did move, did so slowly, and sounds of pain filled the air.




One of the men staggered to his feet. Daxton roared at him, and the man ran out of the house, followed by another man shortly after. Two others, Daxton picked up in his mouth and carried to the door. Of the three that remained, two were moving and trying to stay away from Dax. They each took the arm of their friend, who didn’t seem to be moving at all, and drug him out the front door.




Daxton sat for a long time alone in the living room. Blair opened the door slowly and crept out. She went to the front door and locked it, then secured her deadbolt. She’d have to clean up the smears of blood later.




She came back to where Daxton sat and stared at him. He stayed seated, watching her. One step at a time, she made her way to him. She reached out and stroked his fur, petting him like a dog. He closed his eyes and made a murmuring sound that she thought meant he liked it.




“Can you change back? Or does it take a while?” She stepped back to give him room.




After a few minutes, he curled onto his side and his fur faded into skin. She hadn’t seen him change, and had forgotten about the explosion of clothing from Friday night, but now, as she looked at him naked, she remembered.




But she couldn’t stop looking at him naked. He sat with his knees bent and feet out in front of him, covering himself with his hands.




“Sorry about your coffee table,” he said. “And your floor. And your walls.” He gave her a sheepish look.




“Are you okay? Are you hurt at all?”




“Maybe a scratch or two. Nothing serious.”




“You just took out seven men and barely got a scratch on you?” She was impressed, despite the destruction and her lingering fear. He was practically invincible. And he was there to protect her.




He pulled his mouth into a half smile. “There are some benefits to being a bear.”


“I think our pizza man got scared away,” Blair said, looking toward the door.




“We can order another if you’re hungry.”




She shook her head. She could not take her eyes off the way the muscles bulged out of his chest and arms. Maybe it was the bear in him, but his chest was covered in black curls that begged for her touch. She wanted to eat him and nothing else.




He got to his feet, still covering himself. “Usually, I keep a change of clothing with me. I have some things, but they’re in my car, and I probably shouldn’t walk outside like this.”




She bit her lip and let her gaze fall to the thick muscles of his thighs and calves. Every inch of him was round with hard muscles. 




“Blair?” he said after a minute.




She realized she’d been staring at him, and he’d been talking to her. “Oh, sorry. What?”




He smirked. “Is my nakedness distracting you?”




Her face flushed, but she smiled. “Maybe.”




He came toward her slowly. “Are you afraid of me?”




“A little. But I’m more turned on than afraid.” She wanted to take back the words the second they slipped past her lips. How could she say something like that?




He stopped in front of her and slid one hand into her hair while the other still covered his groin. He pulled her into a kiss.




Immediately, the heat overtook her. She leaned closer, the fieriness of his body making her hotter still. She pressed her lips against his, slipping her tongue in his mouth in exchange for his. Her breathing grew heavier, and she wished she didn’t have so many clothes on.




He let go of his crotch and put his other hand at her back, pulling her still closer. She could feel his hardness pressing against her, making her wet with desire. He pushed against her and growled in her ear.




“Want to see how much of an animal I really am?” he whispered in her ear.




She moaned in response and he reached down, sliding his hand under her panties. He slipped one finger inside her, and she dug her nails into his back, growling back at him. He kissed along her neck, stopping to tug on her earlobe with his teeth before biting at her neck and shoulders.




He grasped the edge of her shirt and pulled up slowly, letting the soft fabric brush against her skin as he lifted it. She raised her arms overhead and when her shirt was at her elbows, he pulled down, trapping her arms behind her back, tangled in her shirt.




She let out another moan as he popped her breasts free from her bra and sucked at her nipples. She struggled against her restraints, wanting to grab him and caress him as he touched her.




He unzipped her pants slowly. He pulled them down inch by inch. She tried to step out of them sooner, or to push them down, but he stopped her. He rubbed his dick against her panties, her wetness soaking through. She pushed her hips forward, trying to make him press against her harder.




She struggled again to pull her arms free, but he held her wrists tight. “What do you think you’re trying to do?”




“I want to touch you,” she said.




“Do you?”




She nodded.




“Then get on your knees.”




She did as he said and eagerly took all of him into her mouth. She licked and sucked at the tip of his cock, every one of his moans of pleasure making her suck him faster and harder. He pulled back from her and turned her around, getting onto his knees behind her. 




Her hands were still tangled in her shirt, but they hung behind her, and she could just reach him to stroke him while he ran his hands over her body. He pinched her nipples, then he slipped under her panties and pressed a finger inside her. She was ready to burst in bliss. As if he knew this, he pulled his hand away and kissed her neck, leaving her wet with longing.




He leaned her forward, bending her over. With his teeth, he slid her panties down to her knees, then used his tongue on her. He pushed it in deep until she moaned, then flicked around her lips.




When he pulled back, she cried out in yearning. “Please,” she whimpered. 




“Say it again.” He rubbed against her, but refused to enter her yet.




“Please,” she begged.




He thrust hard inside her. She almost screamed in ecstasy. He growled loudly and pinched her nipples, slamming hard and fast into her.




The room around her spun. Each time he shoved deeper inside her, a wave of bliss flooded over her, threatening to take her down. He purred in her ear.




“Are you close?” he asked.




“Yes,” she moaned.




“Not yet.” 




He slid out of her, then rubbed her in circles. She whimpered in response. He teased her, pressing in, then pulling out, pushing in only halfway. He squeezed her breasts and flicked his fingertips over her clit. She reached back for him, but he kept out of her grasp.




When she couldn’t take it anymore, he grabbed her hips and pounded her deep and hard. She cried out as the pleasure ran through every nerve in her body, crashing over her in one long wave. She quivered under him as he thrust in several more times, cried out in a roar, and fell to the ground beside her.




She panted and her ears rang. If she opened her eyes, the room would spin. She kept them closed and curled up beside him, running her fingers through the small curls of hair on his chest. He put an arm around her, dragging his fingertips up and down her arm as he breathed.




They were both so sticky with sweat, him from the fight before, then from their passionate love making.




“Want to join me in the shower?” she asked.




He smiled. “That’d be great.”




She led him upstairs and started the water. She washed him, taking care in the places he had cuts from the fight. He dug his fingers into her hair, rubbing the shampoo in and massaging her scalp. When they’d finished washing, they dried in the bathroom. She put ointment on his cuts and he slathered lotion onto her back.




They slid under the smooth, cool sheets of her bed and fell asleep curled into each other.




Blair rolled over and found her bed empty. She sat up and looked around. Had he left?




She slid out of bed and wrapped her robe around her. She was halfway downstairs when she smelled the coffee and eggs. In the kitchen, he stood naked in front of the stove. She wrapped her arms around him from behind, covering his groin with her hand.




“That’s kinda dangerous, don’t you think? One grease splatter…”




“Then, I guess you’ll have to keep your hand there.”




She chuckled and kissed his shoulder and neck as he flipped the eggs in the pan. Before they sat down to eat, she ran out to his car to get his clothes.




“You don’t have to put them on yet, though,” she said, winking at him.




He let them fall to the floor as they sat to eat. “Guess I owe you a new coffee table.”




She looked over at the two pieces lying on their side. “It looks like a wild animal was set lose in here.” She pulled her lips into a grin.




“I’ll clean up.”




After breakfast, he kept his word. He helped her scrub the blood from the floor, replaced the broken lightbulb in the lamp, and swept the pieces of broken glass from a fallen picture frame. By the time he left, the place looked somewhat livable again.


Months later, Blair popped open a bottle of champagne and poured two glasses. 




“I have you to thank for this,” she said to Dax.




“Just a little creative marketing.”




She looked again at the sales book, at the huge numbers that proved the store had the best quarter of its history. A true accomplishment for her and her career. The local organic spin had taken off. With Daxton’s help, she’d found suppliers for many products and now, fully half of the products on the shelves were made locally. Of the other half, only a small percentage were not organic or whole foods. She’d cornered a specific audience and they loved her store for it.




They hadn’t seen or heard from any of the men who’d come after Daxton. Though, one time he thought he saw one in a building supply store. He didn’t know for sure because the man had run off quickly.




Blair had hired back the employees she’d laid off and even hired a few new ones, including a security guard. Daxton’s honey and soap sold well. She gave both products large displays and prominent places. The other local honey hadn’t done well at all, and she’d asked the woman who brought it in to come pick up her product. There was only one honey that Mason’s would sell from now on.




Dax winked at her as he poured some of his moonshine into their glasses. She giggled and took a sip, the sweet honey whiskey giving a kick to the fizzy champagne.




“There’s one other thing we’re celebrating tonight,” he said.




“There is?”




“Yup. It’s the first time I said I love you.”




She set her glass down to kiss him. “Do you really?”




“I do. I love you,” he said, kissing her again. “And I love your hot body,” he whispered.




“Hmm,” she said, looking around her office. “We’ve never done it in here.”




“Then what are we waiting for?”




They began kissing heavily until he turned her around and bent her over the desk. Lucky she was wearing a skirt today. He slid up her skirt and pulled down her panties and shoved deep inside her. In only minutes, they both cried out in pleasure and she fell into his arms. 




“I like when you take your time,” she said. “But sometimes, there’s nothing like a quickie to end the day right.”




“We’ll have to remember that next we have a ‘business meeting.’”




“Maybe we’ll just need to schedule ‘business meetings’ a lot more regularly.”




“I like the way you think.” He rubbed his nose against hers, purring softly.




“I love you, too,” she said, realizing she hadn’t told him earlier. “And your wild animal ways.”




He growled at her and she growled back, then wrapped herself around him and refused to let go.
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The night of June 4th was horrific, embarrassing and terrifying. On June 5th, Elise Davenport thought that her life couldn’t possibly get any worse. She was wrong.




For starters, she was lost in the woods. Elise had entered the wilds of Fairhaven Park about an hour ago, chatting away to her agent about the disaster of the night before, only to find that when she hung up the call, she had veered off the path. The sun had long-since settled into the blackness of night, turning leafy green trees into heaps of shadow. Elise’s spine tingled with cold, despite the balmy air of a summer night in the California countryside. Something was very, very wrong.




And that something was a bear.




Elise wasn’t sure what she was looking at, at first, but she froze on the spot, staring into the forest ahead. The huge lumbering shape made a move, just a few steps forward, and suddenly it was fully defined. Elise saw the impossibly wide, shaggy head of brown fur, and the huge paws with long, curling claws. The bear had small, dark eyes, which caught the moonlight and reflected it in silver discs. It took a few more steps, out of the foliage and straight into Elise’s path.




Frozen with fear, Elise could only imagine the horror of being mauled to death by a bear. It was a grizzly too, which was totally impossible for California, yet there it was in all its hefty glory. People wouldn’t believe that this was how she’d died. They’d imagine that she had faked her own death, rather than face the backlash of the biggest mistake of her modelling career. When the bear took a sudden lunge, a deep growl caught in its throat, Elise lost her thoughts completely.




And then, as if fate didn’t hate her enough, another bear entered the small clearing.




It was even larger than the first, and slightly darker in color. The fur seemed to glisten as if it was wet, picking up silver strands of reflected moonlight. Elise’s body shivered, her breathing escaping in stunted puffs of air. The new bear glanced her way, and its eyes were golden. Even in the depth of night, those two shining orbs burned like sunlight. It was both the most beautiful and terrifying thing she had ever seen. The two grizzlies faced off, each eyeing the other for a long, silent moment.




Elise took one step, daring to try and back away. At her movement, the golden-eyed bear leapt in front of her, teeth bared to its smaller adversary. Elise heard the clash of gigantic muscles as the creatures started to tussle, and her breathing gave way to a cry. Every blow was powerfully violent, and Elise willed her shaking legs to work again. The golden-eyed bear was beating the other one back, but that surely meant that he wanted this tall, blonde woman for his very own midnight snack. Elise couldn’t afford to be around when that moment came.




She ran for all she was worth, racing desperately towards any sign of life.


“You poor thing,” Anina soothed. “Here, have another sip of cocoa.”




The morning sun was peeking over the horizon by the time that Elise found the Rangers’ Lodge. Shaking and terrified, she’d been welcomed into the three-story cabin by an elderly lady with small, hunched shoulders. Her face was streaked with silver wrinkles, and behind her glasses there was a kind gaze that shone through milky-amber eyes. The woman had introduced herself as Anina Best, and at first glance, Elise felt safe with her.




“I guess I can afford the calories, after all that running,” Elise said in a hoarse tone.




“Who thinks about calories after a bear attack?” Anina asked in reply.




Elise gave a shrug, her disheveled blonde hair flicking out at strange angles.




“That’s the model mentality,” she supposed.




Elise had only been modelling in LA for the last year, after leaving college with a degree she probably wouldn’t use and a huge pile of debts to pay back. She’d been getting pretty good at it too, until she’d put her foot in her mouth at the Shine Awards. She tried her hardest to push the embarrassment back again, burying her face in the steamy mug of chocolate heaven. When the warm, gooey liquid had calmed her nerves, her voice became smooth and bright again.




“Thank you so much for your kindness,” she told Anina. “I’m supposed to be renting a cabin on the West Ridge. I didn’t realize it’d be so far to get to on foot.”




“Are you the last minute booking? Miss Davenport?” Anina asked.




Elise gave a nod. Anina pulled herself to her feet, shuffling gently over to a large door made of pale wood. The room they were in was decked in the same timber, and filled with comfortable easy chairs and coffee tables. It was a place designed for guests. It even had a flickering fireplace, despite the total lack of a need for extra heat. Anina had called out into the hall from the doorway, and Elise quickly realized that she hadn’t spoken in English.




“Are you European?” she asked as Anina came back to her chair. “I thought I heard something in your accent before.”




“The Bests are a German family originally,” Anina explained with a nod. “Ah, and here they are.”




As her words faded, four huge guys entered the room. At once Elise thought of how awful she must have looked after fleeing through the woods, and she tried to calm her wayward hair with a nonchalant hand. Two of the young men looked fairly similar, both with shaggy blonde hair that was in need of a cut, and they were flanked by a darker, more lithe guy and a brown-haired man with a look of contempt on his face. None of them were past twenty-five, and they all had muscles bulging beneath their Park Ranger uniforms.




“My grandsons,” Anina said, beaming. “Benedikt, Kurt, Hartwin and Reinicke.”




They were standing in that order, and each one nodded at their name. Except for the last one.




“Ry-ni-ka,” Elise said, sounding it out, “that’s an interesting name.”




“I’m an interesting guy,” Reinicke replied, in a tone flatter than roadkill. “Gram, can I go? You don’t need all of us to handle a bear scare.”




Anina gave a rueful little nod, and the one called Reinicke made his escape. On his way out of the room there was the sound of a clash, and suddenly a fifth man pushed his way through the middle of the group. He was bare-chested, a towel clinging to his huge shoulders. Elise let her eyes travel over the rippling muscles of his abdomen as he heaved for breath.




“You called, Gram?” he asked, in a deep, smooth voice. “What’s happening?”




His eyes travelled to Elise, and it was not the fact that he was tall, dark and handsome which took her breath away. When he looked straight at her, his eyes were golden. Elise knew that she had seen those deep, burning eyes before. Silenced by her shock, Elise’s gaze travelled to Anina’s other grandsons, and now they were all looking straight at her too. All of them had those golden eyes. And perhaps, behind her glasses and the pale cloudiness of old age, Anina had them too.




“Why are you all wet, Dietrich?” Anina chided. “You should be in uniform for morning patrol.”




Dietrich looked down at his bare chest, one hand raised somewhat protectively over his damp skin.




“Night swimming,” he explained, “but something came up.”




Elise caught sight of something dark as Dietrich moved his arm. She must have mistaken it for a shadow initially, but the light of the fireside suddenly revealed its true nature. Dietrich had a huge, fresh bruise emerging down his right side. Benedikt, who appeared to resemble Dietrich closely, gave a wince and sucked his teeth.




“How in the hell did you do that, bro?” he asked.




Dietrich’s eyes flashed to Elise for the briefest moment. Another flash of gold.




“That’s not important right now,” he replied. “Gram, who’s this young lady?”




“Young lady,” Anina said with a grin. “You’re so formal, Dietrich. Why, I’ll bet she’s your age. Twenty-two.”




Anina looked to Elise, and she gave an apologetic shrug.




“Twenty-one,” she corrected.




“Close enough,” Anina replied. “This is Elise Davenport. She’s taking a little vacation from LA, but she encountered two of our grizzlies off the Northern trail.”




“I’ll bet one of them was Silo,” said the guy called Kurt. “He was a rescue from a Russian Circus. He doesn’t understand that he shouldn’t get so close to people. Hey Ben, you wanna put fifty bucks on it being Silo?”




“This is the hardly the time, Kurt,” Ben replied. He ran a hand through his dark hair. “I ought to draw up a report.”




When Ben moved to the far end of the room, heading for a wide wooden desk, Kurt followed him with a burr of low chatter. Elise found her eyes drawn to Dietrich again. He stood tall now that he’d stopped panting for breath, and his body was peppered with black hairs, the same dark shade as those on his head. He had a shadow of stubble on his square jaw, which he scratched at with a large, strong hand. Another flash of gold shot her way.




“Can I ask about the grizzlies?” Elise said tentatively. “I mean, I didn’t think we had any outside of San Diego Zoo.”




“Fairhaven’s a sanctuary for the grizzly bear,” said Hartwin. He had a softer jawline than the other grandsons, and he smiled whenever he spoke. “Most people who come here go trekking to try and spot them. But you didn’t know?”




Elise shook her head.




“Then why did you come, dear?” Anina asked. “Peace and quiet in the cabins?”




“Something like that,” Elise answered. “I, uh… The place was actually recommended by my friend Karina. Karina Vasquez.”




Anina’s face lit up like the roaring fire behind her.




“Oh, we know Karina Vasquez!” she exclaimed with delight. “All of my boys are signed up to her dating agency. Well, all except Reinicke, but we’ll fix that one of these days.”




“Good luck!” Kurt chipped in from the far end of the room.




Anina shook her head, and reached out to take hold of Elise’s hands. Her gaze was conspiratorial, greedy even.




“Does that mean you’re looking for a new man, Elise?” she pressed.




That had been the plan, actually. After the disaster at the Shine Awards, Elise had hopped in her car and driven as far north as she could get in one night. She remembered Karina telling her how beautiful Fairhaven Park was, and that it was the ideal place to meet someone new. Elise had imagined that a new man might be a welcome distraction. She wondered if she could hide away with some summer romance, until the heat had died down back home. It seemed that Karina had been right about the selection of guys on offer, but there was just one problem with the situation.




Those golden eyes were something else. Elise couldn’t place what was so unusual about them, for she’d seen the occasional man or woman with a golden gaze before, and clearly the Best family had those eyes in their gene pool. The connection to the bear was what really concerned her. She was lost in thought for a moment, so when the arm of her chair suddenly sagged with weight, she almost jumped out of her skin.




Dietrich gave a start, for he had perched on the arm. A fleck of cool water leaped from his damp, dark hair, landing on Elise’s cheek.




“Sorry about that,” he said, “my skin takes forever to dry.”




He reached out, one thumb gently pushing the droplet away. Despite all the fear and uncertainty Elise had been through on that long, dark night, Dietrich’s touch sent warmth through her body. He was gorgeous on the outside, all Anina’s boys were, but there was something more to him than just his dark looks. Something calming and protective lived within that perfect shell of muscles.




“I’m sorry that your first night was a little alarming,” Dietrich continued, “but Fairhaven’s a great place. You’ll love it here.”




The ranger’s smooth words washed over Elise’s nerves, and she hoped that he was right.


“What do you mean ‘coming for me’?” Elise yelled into the phone. “Who even says that anymore, Jane?”




Jane Walsh was Elise’s agent, a woman who never stopped working. She and Elise had been on the phone from the moment that Elise checked into her cabin on the West Ridge. There was a complimentary fruit basket on the kitchen counter, which provided Elise with both breakfast and lunch during the conversation. It was necessary to keep going over the facts. Elise was desperate to process the scale of her mistake.




“Chantelle Picard is not happy about what you said,” Jane confirmed for the hundredth time. “She tweeted that she’s coming for you, and encouraged all her brainless fans to do the same. Your feed is full of abuse. Don’t look it at honey, promise me.”




Elise rested her brow on one hand, trying to soothe her tension.




“Oh God, it’s all over isn’t it?” she replied. “I’m never going to get a gig again.”




“Are you kidding me?” Jane shot back. “The whole internet’s talking about you. You’re ten times more well-known than before. We just have to let things die down, then plan a relaunch. You got to the park okay?”




“Not really,” Elise sighed. “I mean, I’m here now, and the cabin’s stunning. But last night I almost got attacked by a bear.”




“A bear!” Jane exclaimed.




“But then this other bear showed up and started fighting it.”




“So… you were rescued from one bear by another bear?” Jane asked.




Elise paused. In her frantic dash to escape, she hadn’t really thought about it like that.




“I guess I was,” she mused. “This other bear was a little different. It had these weird golden eyes.”




On the other end of the line, Jane choked on her coffee.




“Golden?” she repeated.




“Yeah, and-”




“Don’t you realize what that means?” Jane cut in.




“Clearly not,” Elise answered. She waited, listening as Jane took a deep breath in.




“Do you remember that guy we met at the wrap party for that awful werewolf movie?” Jane began. “The one who said he was their ‘authenticity consultant’?”




Elise had to think for a moment, but the face of a slim, silver-haired man came to her mind. She suddenly remembered what was so striking about him.




“He had golden eyes!” Elise said.




“He was one of those people,” Jane explained, her voice heightened by excitement. “A shifter!”




The whole world knew that shifters existed, those peculiar souls who could transform between their human state and a designated animal form. Elise had only ever met one, at that wrap party, though she’d sometimes heard stories of other people who had encountered those rare beings. That was what the golden eyes meant, and Elise had forgotten. The Best family shot back into her mind at the realization, their golden gazes burning in her memory.




“You were rescued by a shifter,” Jane said, clearly impressed. “And one who turns into a bear too. That’s a powerful friend to make on your first night.”




“I guess it is,” Elise mused.




Jane began to chatter about the situation with Chantelle Picard and her horrible twitter army, but Elise’s mind had started to wander. Those five park rangers circled her head, each of them broad and muscular. Reinicke, Hart, Kurt, Ben and Dietrich. It had to be one of them who had come to her rescue. But which one?


A hand-written note had arrived from Anina, inviting Elise to dinner at the Rangers’ Lodge. Elise was overcome by a strange excitement at the prospect of meeting the shifters again, now that she knew a little of what they were. It was rare, to be able to say that you actually knew a person with a supernatural ability, even more so to have been rescued by one. Elise had returned to her car at the park’s front entrance to retrieve the few items of clothing she’d brought, singling out a shimmery golden dress to wear to dinner. It was probably a little too fancy for the woodland park scene, but she wanted to make a statement.




When she reached the lodge’s ornate porch at six o’clock sharp, Elise felt her nerves tingling up and down her bare arms. And, when the door opened, they flooded into overdrive. Dietrich was the one to answer, dressed for dinner in silver suit-pants and a crisp white shirt that barely stretched across his chest. His dark hair was slicked back, but a wayward curl had escaped on one side of his forehead. Dietrich pushed it back into place, but it fell again no sooner than he dropped his hand.




“Hello Elise,” he stammered.




His words were breathy and spoken through a grin. Was he nervous? Elise wondered what on earth a hunky park ranger could have to be nervous about. Dietrich stepped back from the doorway to let Elise pass, and she caught a fresh scent on his clean-shaven skin. It smelled like cool spring water, inviting her to take a dip. The reception hall of the lodge looked cozier than ever in the evening, with its deep red curtains drawn and the sound of the crackling fire echoing through the space. Dietrich stepped further into the room, one wide hand showing Elise the way.




“The family dining room’s just over here,” he offered.




She saw him straighten out his shirt, which didn’t really need straightening. Elise gave a nod and followed Dietrich into the room, where Anina was fussing over her other grandsons.




“For God’s sake, she’s here!” The old woman fretted terribly. “Look presentable at least! And table manners! This is a nice, human dinner, not-”




Dietrich cleared his throat, and Anina stopped talking at once. Golden eyes flashed at Elise from all directions, and she was surprised to see all the Best boys dressed up for dinner. The word ‘human’ had caught in her ear, and Elise thought it was a pretty good time to be frank with the family. She was famous for her frankness now, according to Jane.




“It’s okay,” she began, “I know what you are. It took me a little minute to remember. I’ve never really met shifters before.”




The words sank into the atmosphere, and hung there for a long moment. Elise wondered if she’d said the wrong thing, if perhaps the family didn’t like their true nature to be spoken aloud. But then Kurt gave a merry grin, and took his seat at the table.




“Well, that’s going to save a lot of awkward excuses,” he said.




Dinner began, and it was quiet and calm, so different from the mixers and meetings that Elise was used to in LA. Dietrich sat to her left and Anina was to her right, and between them they kept her updated on the illustrious family history of Clan Best. Shifters, Elise learned, grouped themselves into clans, either by blood or by convenience of location, and the Best boys were all related. Ben was Dietrich’s younger brother, the sons of Anina’s eldest son. Kurt and Hart were brothers too, the children of Anina’s daughter. And Reinicke was the son of Anina’s other son, whom the rest of the clan didn’t seem keen to elaborate on.




Reinicke kept to himself at the table, but the other boys were talkative and friendly. Elise liked their company, but her interest kept shifting in only one direction. Dietrich seemed to pulse beside her, like he was giving off heat. She wanted to be close to him, to physically move her chair nearer. It was magnetism, two people drawn together, but Elise had never felt it on this scale before. Tempting herself, she leaned towards Dietrich’s ear. He tensed at the close contact.




“Sorry to interrupt, but could you show me where the restroom is?” she said, almost in a whisper.




Elise had no desire to use the restroom, but when Dietrich excused them from the table, she followed him dutifully. They walked up a fine wooden staircase that curved back on itself, arriving at a series of doors upstairs. The lodge was huge, and there were open doors to bedrooms everywhere. Dietrich put his hand on the golden handle to a closed door.




“Family bathroom,” he announced.




When she reached for the handle, Dietrich was too slow in taking his hand away. Their skin brushed, leaving Elise craving that warmth of his. She looked up into his golden eyes, studying them and trying to remember the events of her first night in Fairhaven.




“Please tell me it was you,” she urged. “You rescued me from the grizzly. You must have.”




“I’ve got the bruises to prove it,” Dietrich admitted with a nod.




“And you said you’d been swimming,” Elise added.




Dietrich raised a dark brow quizzically.




“You noticed my fur was wet?” he asked.




“I noticed everything,” Elise answered, her voice suddenly breathy. “You know, when you get past the terror of the situation, nature’s really kinda amazing.”




“I guess you don’t see it much in LA,” Dietrich reasoned.




Elise shook her head.




“But…” Dietrich continued. “You like what you see here?”




The ghost of a grin appeared in the corner of his mouth. Elise grinned too, her eyes wandering to his smooth lips and his suntanned face.




“Very much,” she revealed.




Dietrich waited for her at the top of the stairs, and Elise spent a few moments in the bathroom pretending to use the facilities. Instead, she texted Jane to see if there were any updates on the press storm surrounding her, and to casually mention that a gorgeous new guy had just flirted with her. When Jane sent her only a winking smiley face in reply, Elise emerged from the restroom with a wide, contented smile.




“I was thinking,” Dietrich said as they descended the stairs, “maybe I could give you a tour of the park tomorrow? There’s a lot of places the public don’t usually see, but I know all the most beautiful spots.”




“I would absolutely love that,” Elise replied at once.




When they reached the dining room, Anina was shouting something at the other boys in German, and once again Dietrich’s not-so-subtle cough urged her into silence. Elise sat back down, unable to suppress her grin.




“I’ve never studied German,” she said brightly, “do you all speak it?”




Anina nodded proudly.




“The clan moved here when I was a young woman,” she explained. “The boys are all American, of course, but I try not to let them forget their roots. Sauerkraut every Sunday with dinner.”




Dietrich winced, and Elise stifled a giggle. She noticed Anina watching them both with that thoughtful sparkle back in her eyes.




“Dietrich’s offered to take me on a tour tomorrow morning,” Elise told her.




As expected, the old woman’s joy overflowed in her gaze, and her wrinkled smile was impossibly wide.


“So, your Grandma seems really keen to marry you all off,” Elise observed.




She and Dietrich were sitting on the edge of a fairly high ridge, looking down on a fantastic spring of crystal clear water. Dietrich fumbled with a twig, his hands bending and twisting the wood nervously. He looked out into the gorgeous view, a smile ghosting his lips.




“Tell me about it,” he replied. “We don’t meet a lot of girls our age out in the wilds of Fairhaven. She thinks we’ll all end up bitter old bachelors if we don’t start dating soon.”




“Hence Karina’s agency getting involved,” Elise filled in.




“Did she make you do an interview on the phone?” Dietrich asked.




Elise shook her head. “Worse. Mine was face to face. Her office is in West Hollywood.”




Dietrich gave a little shudder, his huge shoulders rocking with the motion.




“God, it was so embarrassing,” he revealed.




“Seriously?” Elise cut in. Dietrich looked at her in surprise. “What do you have to be embarrassed about? What girl wouldn’t want a date with a six-foot-six park ranger?”




He let loose a nervous grin, and the twig snapped between his fingers. 




“Well, I’m not good at talking, in case you hadn’t noticed,” Dietrich replied. “When I’m not telling you about the clan or the park, I hardly know what to say. I’m not sure I have a lot in common with an LA model.”




It killed Elise’s buzz a little to hear that, because he was probably right. She liked him though, that kind of instant chemical like that you couldn’t ignore, and it made her keen to bridge the gap between their lifestyles. She raised a hand to the gorgeous scene ahead.




“Well, we have this,” she offered. “I love this place. My life has been so busy for so long, and now it’s crazier than ever. Fairhaven is calm and open and beautiful. I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather be right now.”




“Me either,” Dietrich said softly. “I’m a private kind of guy. I usually only come to this spot on my own. I… uh. I didn’t realize how nice it’d be to share it with someone else.”




Elise turned, and Dietrich was closer to her than he’d been a moment before. That heat was back, coming off him in glorious waves. It tempted her nearer, her eyes falling to his lips. They were barely more than strangers, only a few days into getting to know one another. And he was a shifter, a being that Elise still knew very little about. But it felt good to be so close to him. It felt right.




On the very edge of their kiss, when their lips had almost met, a camera flashed in their faces.




“Miss Davenport, what do you have to say about Miss Picard’s backlash?”




“Elise, over here! Give us that smile, beautiful!”




“Who’s your new man, Miss Davenport? Any comment for the gossip column?”




A swarm of press had found them. Cameras continued to flash everywhere, and the sea of reporters held out their phones and Dictaphones to record every second of the action. Elise scrambled up from the ridge, flipping her hair into place at her shoulders. She didn’t know where to look, for she had never had so many cameras on her at once, even on the red carpet. Usually, people took photos of who she was with, never Elise herself. Now, at the eye of the storm, she wasn’t sure that she liked all the attention.




“No comment,” she shouted above the clamoring pack. “I am here with a good friend enjoying a pre-planned break in nature. I have no reply for Miss Picard.”




It was the wrong thing to say. It only made the media more determined to pursue their story. Dietrich had gotten to his feet during the flash-storm and when Elise looked to him, she was horrified to see how uncomfortable he was. He shielded his eyes and face from the harsh lights of the cameras, trying to ignore the yelps of the reporters who were beginning to target him specifically.




“Are you a ranger here, sir?”




“How long have you known Miss Davenport?”




“What’s your comment on Chantelle Picard? Do you agree with what Miss Davenport said about her?”




“I… I, uh…” Dietrich stammered.




He shook his head, his face flushing pink. Elise tried to reach for him, to offer him some comfort, but it was no use. Dietrich strode from the scene with strong steps, pushing his way through the press pack. Elise swore that she heard a low, mournful growl come from his lips as he did. He disappeared into the forest beyond the crowd, and Elise wanted nothing more than to follow him and apologize for the awful situation he’d been caught up in.




“Come on now, guys,” she called over the press. “I said no comment and I meant it. Let me out.”




The crowd did not move. Elise had had no experience of bad press before today, and she suddenly yearned for Jane to be there, to tell her how to handle it. The ridge was behind her, offering no means of escape, and the press formed a semi-circle that stretched right around her. Elise knew that it was her fault, for her stupid slip of the tongue at the Shine Awards, but it didn’t seem fair to be hunted down like this. Her heart began to hammer, panicked at the prospect of no way out.




And then, someone at the back of the crowd yelled: “Holy cow, it’s a bear!”




The word filled Elise with a gleeful hope. Sure enough, a huge grizzly bear with piercing golden eyes had emerged from the trees. With an almighty roar, the bear rose to its hind legs, towering over the terrified press pack. The reporters began to scatter, phones and cameras dropping everywhere as the frantic mass ran in all directions. Dietrich’s bear-form landed on all fours again with a hefty thump, and Elise wanted to thank him for all he had done.




But something was wrong. Just as he had been agitated in human form, Dietrich was jumpy and snarling as a bear. He watched her for a moment, his golden eyes devoid of the calming presence they’d had the other night. They were brimming with fear now, and it stabbed at Elise’s heart to see such a powerful animal overcome with anxiety. She wanted to reach out and help him, but Dietrich seemed far too volatile to touch. Before she could think what to do, he turned and pelted into the forest. Elise looked down at the skids and slashes of his track-marks, so messy that they left no chance of following him.




He had abandoned her at the ridge, more lost and confused than ever.


For the next two days, Dietrich was mysteriously absent every time Elise tried to visit the lodge. Anina didn’t look happy about having to report his continued absence, and all she could offer was what he’d told her: that he was taking some time to patrol the deeper woods. To make matters worse, the media had settled themselves on the campsite at Fairhaven. In her journeys to the lodge, Elise had to take long-winded hiking tracks and high-mountain paths just to avoid them. She was feeling the strain in her legs from so much effort, but she knew that Dietrich was worth it.




She had to explain. She just had to let him know that all of this was her stupid fault, and that she really did enjoy the calm and quiet of nature much more than the limelight. Elise couldn’t bear the thought that Dietrich was out there avoiding her, without even knowing the real reasons why. When she wasn’t seeking him at the lodge, Elise was glued to her phone in her cabin, which mercifully the press had not yet discovered.




“Don’t tell me that you were stupid enough to check into that cabin under your own name,” Jane chided.




“Yup, I’m actually that dumb,” Elise replied with a hapless sigh. “I’ve been a nobody for so long that it’s never really mattered before.”




There was a pause on the line, and Elise actually looked at her screen to make sure they hadn’t been cut off.




“You’re still there, right?”




“Sorry, yes,” Jane replied. “It’s just… this kind of stuff was the end of the world for you a few days ago. Now, it sounds like a minor inconvenience. Something’s happened.”




Jane was right, of course. Elise’s mind was far from the hungry cameras of the press, wandering out into those deep, shadowy woods that she could see from her cabin windows. She needed to make things right with Dietrich, and it was more important than anything else that had happened.




“Well…” She began, unsure how to explain. “Dietrich got really upset by the media attention, and-”




“This is the sexy bear shifter man?” Jane clarified.




“Oh yes,” Elise answered, “he’s very that. But he’s more too, you know? He’s quiet and thoughtful. I feel so calm with him, so safe. But now he won’t talk to me. I think he’s afraid to come near me in case the press find us again.”




“Not everyone can handle the pressure, honey,” Jane said sadly. Elise felt a lump in her throat at the bitter truth. “But,” Jane added, “if he thinks what you’ve got is worth it, he’ll come back. He’ll make it work if things are meant to be.”




Elise got up from the kitchen counter, walking through the open-plan space towards the back porch. Here, there was a set of glass double-doors that she had not yet admired the view from. As she listened to Jane’s thoughtful reasoning on the line, Elise stared out of the window into the forest ahead.




“Jane, I’m going to have to call you back.”




There, some twenty feet away on the tree-line, was Dietrich. He was in grey sweats, not his usual ranger’s uniform, and he was jogging out of the forest and straight towards the cabins. Elise’s heart gave a leap as she watched his strong, broad form getting closer and closer, praying all the time that he wasn’t going to veer off in a different direction. Soon, she could see his face, gleaming with a light sweat, and the dark shadow where the beginnings of a beard had grown in over his jaw. When his golden eyes came into proper focus, he looked up, straight at her through the huge double doors.




Elise opened the porch doors, smiling her most apologetic smile, and Dietrich jogged his way up to them. He panted at first, worked up from his run, and Elise couldn’t tell if the pink flush to his cheeks was down to exhaustion or embarrassment. When she guided him into her kitchen-diner, he sat down on a wooden chair, looking at his hands. Silence fell between them, and Elise felt all of her hope slipping away again. She had to do something. She couldn’t lose the potential they had together.




“Have you heard of a model called Chantelle Picard?” Elise asked.




Dietrich looked at her, one dark brow quirked. 




“What does that have to do with-?”




“Humor me,” Elise cut in. “Have you heard of her?”




“Sure, who hasn’t?” Dietrich replied. “She’s the one with the huge… uh… Well, the huge everything.”




“Surgery, surgery, surgery,” Elise confirmed with a nod. “We were both at the same awards ceremony a couple of nights ago, the Shine Awards. I was just a guest, there to do some networking and show my face to a few companies, but Chantelle was claiming a big award for beauty.”




Elise crossed the room, sitting down in a chair opposite Dietrich. She gave a little sigh.




“And me, not being used to being watched by the press, well I said something stupid. I said that Chantelle wasn’t natural. She’d had to be augmented for people to call her beautiful. And I don’t think that’s right. I think she was beautiful anyway, before all the surgery. She didn’t need it. But the press took it all the wrong way, and now I’m all over the internet.”




“So,” Dietrich began, and Elise could see the thoughts connecting through his eyes. “So you’re not… augmented?”




Elise’s eyes widened.




“Oh no! Not at all,” she answered. “That’s my gimmick, see? The natural girl. My gigs are all skincare, vitamins, stuff like that. I’m aiming at the woman who wants to celebrate what she is, not change it all.”




Dietrich smiled, and it was the greatest sight in the world for Elise.




“There should be more models like you,” he said.




Silence again. Elise felt a little better, having finally got her faux-pas off her chest, but she knew there was more to come. With Dietrich’s shoulders curled like that, Elise could almost see the bear within the man, the way that his dark features must expand and increase in power. He still looked tense. Elise reached out, one hand coming to rest on his forearm. His sleeves were pushed up, and she dared to toy with the soft, dark hairs on his arm, drawing small circles.




“You must think I’m such a coward for freaking out like that with the press,” Dietrich said quietly.




He shook his head with a rueful grin, and Elise gave his arm a squeeze.




“I don’t know what to think, yet,” she admitted, “but I never thought that.”




“Clan Best is a really private group,” Dietrich began to explain. “Most shifter clans try to keep to themselves nowadays, because previous generations were wiping each other out with their pointless turf wars. But not everyone is pro-peace, even now. We do have enemies, and I’m the eldest male bear in Fairhaven. It’s my duty to protect everyone else.”




“I didn’t realize it could be so dangerous,” Elise replied. “I’m sorry I put you in that position.”




“You couldn’t help it,” Dietrich said. “How can you control a huge mass of media people like that?”




“No-one can,” Elise answered with a sigh.




It all felt so hopeless. Dietrich couldn’t be in the public eye, and with the scandal afoot, Elise couldn’t stay out of it. She wanted desperately to find some way out of the situation. 




“I don’t want to not see you,” Elise said firmly. “I think we’ve got something going here. I need to see how it plays out.”




Dietrich shifted in his seat, and he took both of Elise’s hands in his. His huge, warm palms enveloped her, and she could feel his pulse through his fingers. His heart was hammering.




“I’ve met a fair few women since Gram made me join Karina’s agency,” Dietrich admitted, “and I was just about ready to give up. But you and me, we click. You’re right. There’s something here.”




Elise felt her breath catch in her throat, and she knew she had to take the moment. She leaned in, holding onto Dietrich’s hands to keep him in place, and pressed her lips to his. The kiss was warm and firm for a long, sweet moment, before Dietrich seemed to realize what he was supposed to do. Elise felt his hands slide along her arms, and his lips opened to allow their tongues to meet. A flush of heat rushed through Elise’s whole body.




But then Dietrich pulled away.




“Wait,” he said breathlessly. “There’s more. We can’t go forward unless I explain it all.”




“Could you make it quick?” Elise quipped.




She licked her lips and Dietrich flashed his shy grin, but it faded a moment later. He hung his head, not meeting her eye as he talked.




“I didn’t willingly transform when the press found us the other day,” he revealed. “The camera flashes and all the shouting… I’m not used to that stuff. What you have to understand about shifters, is that the animal is within us all the time. We fight against its urges when we’re in human form, and we have to let it out sometimes to run free, otherwise it’d drive us crazy.”




“So the bear is here, right now?” Elise asked in fascination.




Dietrich gave a little nod.




“All that power and instinct,” he confirmed. “It’s like having another voice in your head, a voice without words. When the media had us surrounded, the animal part of me needed to get out.”




Elise remembered the look on Dietrich’s face when he was in bear form. His eyes were filled with anxiety, and she’d felt so sorry for him. 




“You need to know that I can’t always control that part of me,” Dietrich added.




Slowly, Elise pushed herself off her chair. She came to stand before Dietrich, stepping into the gap where his knees were splayed. Gentle fingers caressed the back of his neck, and he looked up at her with deep, soulful eyes. This close, she could see the different tones of gold swirling in his gaze. His hands came to rest on the small of her back, and when he straightened up, his head was almost level with her shoulders.




Elise leaned in again, and when their lips were close enough to brush against one another, she whispered.




“Can you stay in control right now?” she teased.




“I can sure try,” Dietrich answered, grinning into her kiss.




And that was when the doorbell rang.


“I didn’t even know these cabins had a doorbell,” Elise mused.




She and Dietrich had walked through the room to reach the door, hand in hand.




“It’s Gram, I know it is,” he supposed. “She’s come to hunt me down. It’s the old Mamma Bear instinct.”




“Mamma Bear?” Elise asked with a giggle. Her hand was on the door handle. “I hadn’t even considered that she’s also a-”




The sentence died on her lips, for the moment she opened the door, the old familiar chorus was back.




“Are you aware of IHateDavenport.com, Elise?”




“Any comment on the recent developments on Twitter?”




“Is that your new man, Miss Davenport? What’s his name?”




Elise slammed the door again at once, pressing her back against it. Her body flooded with rage and disappointment, her breath catching in sobs in her throat.




“I’m so sorry,” she said at once, looking to Dietrich. “Maybe we can escape out the back?”




But it was far too late for that. Now that they knew they had found the right cabin, the press pack was planning its siege. Dietrich rushed to the double doors of the porch and closed them tightly, drawing the curtains over the wide windows. Elise did a circuit of the large, open-plan room, closing shutters and plunging them both into darkness. She fumbled for a few lights, bathing the room in an artificial yellow glow.




“We’re trapped,” Dietrich tried to say, but it came out as a growl.




Elise froze, staring at him. She could see the terror on his face, that same fury and anxiety that had hit him out in the woods. But now, there was nowhere to run, and Dietrich was beginning to shake. He shook his head, growling at himself with fury. His massive arms held onto his body, crossed over like a straight-jacket.




“No, I can’t…” he snarled through gritted teeth. “I don’t want to…”




But there was nothing to be done. The media had set him off, and the animal within wanted out. Elise backed up to the counter, watching in amazement as the shift began.




Dietrich’s grey sweat-suit was ripped apart. The hoodie went first, tearing in a straight line down his back as the arch of the bear’s spine began to grow. Smooth, glossy fur sprouted from his taught skin, spreading all over as his arms lengthened into limbs. His hands were paws before Elise had even noticed them changing, and long, sharp claws extended from each one. He was easily five times his usual size by the time the transformation was complete, yet Elise could see him present in those golden eyes. His bear form was growling continually under his breath, a mournful and regretful noise.




“Listen,” Elise said gently, daring to approach him. “You told me that the animal was inside you all the time. Well, I figure that means the human is there all the time too. Forget about what’s outside. We’re safe in here, Dietrich. It’s just you and me.”




The growl abated, and it gave Elise more confidence. The bear cocked its head to one side, tense but attentive. Elise stepped closer still, and placed a gentle hand at the side of Dietrich’s neck. The muscles were superbly powerful, frightening even, but Elise pushed back her fear. Inside this strong animal was her man, they were one and the same.




“Come on, now,” Elise soothed. “Take control.”




Slowly at first, the bear began to shrink. This time Elise did see the claws retract and vanish, hairs receding into skin as a paw became a palm once more. Dietrich was soon lying on the floor on his front, gasping from the speed of two transformations.




And totally naked.




“Stop peeking,” he said wryly, “and get me a blanket or something.”




Elise did as she was told, but not before she’d taken a mental picture of the strong, defined line of his spine, and how it lead to a pair of taught, muscular buttocks. When Dietrich was wrapped up in a throw from the couch, they sat together on the floor in the dimly-lit cabin. Dietrich rested his head on Elise’s shoulder, and she ran her fingers gently through his hair.




“No-one has ever calmed me down like that before,” Dietrich said in amazement.




“I live in LA,” Elise said with a shrug. “Everyone’s anxious there, twenty-four seven. You get used to handling it. Although this was a very different kind of challenge.”




The mention of LA was a small mistake, for it brought the noise outside back into focus. The press were still rapping at the doors and windows, still shouting their questions through the wooden walls.




“We need to do something about that,” Elise mused angrily.




“You know, I might just have an idea,” Dietrich replied. He kissed Elise’s cheek, his long stubble tickling her cheek. “Pass me your phone.”


“I can’t actually believe my luck right now,” Elise said into her cellphone.




“I know,” Jane answered proudly. “I told you that no press was bad press. We’re set up, honey. It’s relaunch time.”




“Okay, well you get the details together and call me tomorrow,” Elise replied.




“Not later tonight?” Jane asked.




Elise felt her cheeks flush red, and she was glad that her agent couldn’t see them.




“I’ve got plans tonight,” she said as discreetly as she could.




Jane said her goodbyes, and Elise was hanging up the phone just as Dietrich entered the room. They were in the lounge at the Rangers’ Lodge, the same place where Anina had first introduced them, and it was dark outside the windows. The fire was crackling in the hearth, lending a warm glow to the room, and Dietrich seemed more relaxed than Elise had ever seen him.




“Was that your agent?” he asked.




Elise nodded with great enthusiasm.




“You won’t believe it,” she said, beaming. “Some activists for natural beauty got hold of the Twitter war and started fighting on my side. And now, the cosmetics company Naturalis has offered me a huge contract! Natural beauty is on trend, and I’m going to be the face of it.”




Dietrich leaned in and kissed her gently.




“You already are,” he said softly.




He crossed the room, settling in one of the wide easy chairs by the fire. Elise watched him with interest as he put his hands together eagerly.




“I have news too,” he began. “After I started making those calls to the different wildlife federations, their lawyers got together. Fairhaven Park officially has a ban on all commercial press and media entering its gates.”




“No press?” Elise exclaimed.




“It’s bad for the grizzly bears,” Dietrich replied, grinning.




“So that means my career’s not over, and you’ll never be bothered by the media again?” she asked.




She crossed the room, settling herself on Dietrich’s lap. He pulled her in, his warmth spreading into her skin.




“Aren’t we lucky?” he whispered against her neck.




He began to kiss her there, trailing ghost-like pecks down her throat. When he reached her collarbone, Dietrich lingered, tracing his lips and tongue over the ridges. Elise felt a shiver that was nothing to do with being cold, and she glanced to the fireplace, and the rug that lay before it.




“Did you say that Anina and the boys were out tonight?” she asked.




Dietrich paused in his kissing to give her a thoughtful look.




“Kurt goes down to LA overnight for some downtime, now and then,” he explained. “This time Gram wanted to go with him to get some shopping done, and she’s got Ben helping her to carry it all.”




“And Hart and Reinicke?” Elise pressed.




“Night patrol,” Dietrich answered. “Reinicke loves the high mountain outpost, he practically lives there. Hart’s down at the campground for the night.”




Emboldened by this news, Elise rose from Dietrich’s lap. He frowned, opening his arms as if to invite her back in, but she shook her head. She moved to the rug in front of the fireplace, trying to look graceful as she lay down before it on her back. Dietrich remained in his chair for a moment, his mouth a little open in surprise.




“Are you sure it’s not too soon?” he asked.




Elise shook her head, her face warmed by the fire.




“Everything has worked out for us to be together, Dietrich,” she said softly. “This is right. And I can’t wait any longer for you.”




Dietrich pushed off from the chair, down onto his hands and knees. He began to grin that shy grin of his as he crawled across the floor, approaching Elise.




“Well, I’d hate to make you impatient, Miss Natural Beauty,” he teased.




Elise felt her shoes being coaxed off first, then Dietrich’s strong hands slid up her bare legs. When he reached her thighs, the path of his fingers veered off teasingly, drawing circles on the outside of her legs instead. He found the waistband of her skirt and undid the small buttons, allowing her to wriggle out of it as he pulled it down. Whilst he was busy with that, Elise fumbled with the buttons of her blouse, leaving it to fall to either side of her chest. Dietrich paused, his golden eyes roving over her nude-colored underwear, before his mouth began to tease the visible section of her breasts.




It was Elise’s turn to groan, and the animal noise that escaped her seemed to wake something in Dietrich. He was faster suddenly, more determined as he helped her to sit up and unhook her bra. Whilst she was up she pawed at his shirt, and Dietrich broke two of the buttons in his rush to take it off. He eased her down, laying on top of her as his tongue plunged into her mouth. Elise’s hands were everywhere, racing down his back to feel the shift of his muscles, then rushing back up into his hair to hold him close and kiss him deeper.




The contact of their bare chests sparked with electricity, and it made Elise all the more aware that they weren’t yet totally naked. As Dietrich showered her neck and breasts with warm, wet kisses, Elise reached for her panties and managed to wriggle them off. Dietrich continued a downward path, hands and tongue drawing shapes on her stomach. She felt his breath on her thighs a moment later, and she waited. The pause was too long.




“I want you, Dietrich,” she murmured. “Please. Please kiss me. Touch me there.”




“Sorry for the delay,” Dietrich teased, “you know how much I like to admire outstanding natural beauty.”




Elise was about to reply, when Dietrich suddenly slipped his tongue into her. She gasped, then giggled at his boldness, and then the wonderful shock gave way to a deeper sensation. She could feel her back arching as Dietrich’s tongue pushed and swirled against her clitoris, sending shockwaves up her spine. She buried her fingers into the rug beneath her, feeling Dietrich’s hands as they held her quivering thighs steady. If he wasn’t careful, he’d bring her to climax before they’d even really begun. She didn’t want that, as incredible as it felt. She wanted it all, the full connection.




“I’m ready,” she whispered. “God, I’m so ready. Get up here. I need you now.”




There was another delay, but this time Elise didn’t complain as she heard the shuffling of more clothes coming off. When Dietrich lay himself down on her, she felt the long, hard shaft that throbbed against her thighs. Her legs were already open, and a deep burning came from somewhere within, begging him to fulfill her. She looked into Dietrich’s golden eyes, and they were darker than they’d ever been before. She found herself wishing that she’d always be able to gaze into those eyes for the rest of her days.




Dietrich began to kiss her, strong lips pressing against hers. In the same moment, he rocked his hips forward, and guided himself into her. It had been a little while since she’d last had a boyfriend, but the pressure faded after only seconds. She squeezed his hips with her thighs as he pushed deep into her, filling her completely. He paused there, his tongue tracing patterns on her lips, and she reached up to wrap her arms around his broad chest. They were so close, so complete, and Elise wanted to say something very important. She didn’t know if she could. Would it scare him away if she did?




When he broke the kiss, Dietrich rested his lips against her ear.




“This is perfect,” he whispered. “You’re perfect… And I love you.”




Joy washed over Elise, and she smiled so wide that it hurt her face a little.




“I love you, Dietrich,” she said in that same quiet tone.




She held him fast as he began to thrust. He was powerful but controlled, and every push sent waves of heat through Elise’s body. His hips were strong and heavy between her legs, and she reached down to hold onto them, feeling his power with every thrust. When he was reaching a steady rhythm, Elise snaked her hands round to cup his buttocks. She gave them a squeeze and Dietrich let a growl loose from his throat. The sound vibrated against Elise’s neck, and he began to kiss her rapidly there.




He was speeding up, and Elise felt a new jolt of electricity every few seconds. She could feel her muscles tensing, readying themselves for the moment she’d been aching for since she first laid eyes on Dietrich in that very room. Their bodies were soaked with sweat, sliding against one another as they writhed, and Elise began to pant as she lost her breath in the excitement.




But the pattern soon changed. Dietrich lifted himself onto his strong arms, slowing down. He pressed deep into Elise as far as he could reach, then pulled out slowly, almost all the way. It was the most wonderful torture she had ever felt, and when she had her breath back, she looked up into his grinning, gorgeous face.




“You know, for a shy boy, you’re pretty wicked,” she remarked.




“It’s the beast in me,” he teased.




His voice was low and throaty. Dietrich held his weight up with one arm, the other reaching down to slip between Elise’s legs again. He found her clitoris at once, so swollen from all the pleasure he’d given her, and he rubbed a teasing circle over the knot of flesh. Elise’s hips gave a spasm that was out of her control, and she cried out with sudden pleasure. He was teasing her, drawing the torture out, and she knew that when she did reach her climax, it was going to be huge. 




Dietrich stroked her until her thighs were shaking, and then he pressed down onto her to finish what he’d started before. Kissing him deeply, she held onto his shoulders as he took control of her. Thrust after thrust came hard and deep, growing in speed with every moan and groan that she made. In those last few moments as the rush and the ache built up inside her, she ran her hands all over his body, tasting every muscle with her fingertips. Dietrich broke off their kiss, panting hard, and his whole body trembled, so fiercely that Elise felt like the room was shaking.




She let go, crying out as wave after wave of the orgasm hit her. It made her wriggle and moan, unspeakable pleasure attacking her body with nerves and heat. Seconds later, she felt the last hard thrust against her hips, and Dietrich shook as he came. Sharp, low noises escaped him, reverberating through the room. Slowly, Elise became aware of the world again, and the heat of the fire against one side of her body. Dietrich kissed her softly on the lips, and they stayed in place as they caught their breath.




He watched her carefully, searching her face.




“You’re incredible,” she breathed.




“I’ll have to be,” Dietrich reasoned, “if I want to keep you forever.”


Epilogue




Three months later.




It was easy, getting back and forth between Fairhaven and the city. Elise had finally found a balance in her life, even though her career was ten times busier than before. She didn’t need to attend awards and parties late at night in LA, now she only went where she was invited, and where the right kind of people were there to support her. The Naturalis campaign had launched to superb success, and Elise Davenport was a name synonymous with nature, beauty and calm.




It was these three things that she craved, and when she came home to the Rangers’ Lodge at Fairhaven, they were always waiting for her. It was a bright Sunday afternoon when she found herself gazing out of the window of the bedroom that she and Dietrich now shared. She looked out into the vast, dark woods and the mountains beyond, letting the stresses of work disappear into the fall foliage. She heard a noise behind her, and a moment later Dietrich’s hands snaked around to hold her stomach. She leaned back into his strong body, putting her hands over his.




“I got offered another contract today, for eco-friendly fashion,” she said wistfully.




“Your life is more exciting than mine,” Dietrich admitted. “I got into a fight with Ben over whose turn it was to hide the sauerkraut from Gram.”




Elise giggled a little, but she had bigger things on her mind.




“I turned the contact down,” she explained.




“What? Why?” Dietrich asked. “You keep saying how you want to move from skincare into fashion.”




She turned within his embrace, planting a kiss on his lips for the fact that he actually listened to what she told him. The kiss stirred something in her lover, and his eyes began to turn that darker shade of gold. Dietrich kissed her deeply, one hand sliding up under her shirt to touch her skin. She escaped the kiss with a lingering regret, pulling away a little.




“I had to turn it down,” Elise explained.




“Had to?” Dietrich repeated, his dark brow quirked.




“I don’t think I’m going to be modelling any clothes for a while,” she began carefully. There was a silence, one of those moments they had where small secrets hung between them. “Well…” Elise continued, “Not unless they’re maternity clothes.”




It took him a moment to understand, and Elise watched the news sink in with bated breath. Dietrich’s eyes flashed towards her stomach, and one of his hands reached out, palm flat over the skin there. She had started to show, just a pound or two, and she figured Dietrich had been polite enough not to mention her gaining weight. If she had left it any longer to tell him, though, the bump would have been obvious to everyone else as well.




“Are you okay?” she asked, her heart beating in her throat.




“Okay?” Dietrich replied. “I’m… I’m great. There’s a baby, and it’s yours and mine.”




“I know we didn’t plan it, but-” Elise began.




“We didn’t plan anything about us,” Dietrich cut in. “Fate planned it all. We came together despite everything, and now we’ve got a child on the way. Everything’s exactly as it’s meant to be.”




“A shifter child,” Elise corrected, “which means you need to educate me a lot more on this clan business.”




“I will,” Dietrich said. He wrapped Elise up in his arms, his embrace tight and strong. “Both of you. I’ll teach you, and protect you, and never let you go.”




The End.
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Kitty Konstantine slammed the telephone onto her desk and jumped up, knowing if she didn’t move, she’d break something. She crossed the wide expanse of her office to stand and look out the floor-to-ceiling window, hugging her arms tightly to herself. It wasn’t just the frigid air conditioning making her cold all over. Her father’s harsh voice continued to ring in her ears.




“I made you the Head of our Music Division, and you can’t even manage to get our best band to play at Opryland! You do realize they are our best band, don’t you? You do realize how much it would mean to have one of our bands headlinin’ at Opryland, don’t you? Or do you?”




“Of course I know what it would mean! I signed The Four Saints, didn’t I? It was one of my people who found them; I was the one who got them under contract!”




“Oh, you got them to sign with us, all right, but their contract is crap!”




“I’ve told you: Bartholomew Saint is their manager, and he wouldn’t sign with us—or anyone else, for that matter—unless they had the final say in where they perform. No exceptions.”




“That’s bull crap and you know it! Anyone with balls—and I’m told you’re supposed to have steel ones—could’ve brought them around. Why, if your brother was still here…”




“Well, he’s not!”




Silence, then, “Get, those Saint boys to sign an Opryland contract, or you might not be here much longer, either!”




“Bart Saint is coming in this afternoon to talk to me. I’ll do what I can.”




“You’d better get it done, no matter what it takes. Hell, I’d suggest you sleep with him, if I thought it might improve our chances, but I’m bettin’ it would only make things worse!”




On that scathing note, he’d hung up, leaving Kitty trembling with emotions she couldn’t even identify.




“Oh, Rand…Why did you do this to me?”




She stared out the window for a very long time, watching the people pass by on the street one story below, glad of the reflective glass that didn’t allow anyone outside to see her standing there. Then sighing, she glanced over at her bookshelf and reached up to take down the double folding picture frame she kept on the top shelf. On the right, Randall J. Konstantine, Jr., Army Ranger, stood at attention in his dress uniform, proudly sporting the Special Forces and Ranger tabs on his sleeve and the colorful “fruit salad”—as he’d always called his ribbons—on his broad chest. He’d been headed back to Afghanistan for his second deployment, this time as a Staff Sergeant. She remembered how proud he’d been—how proud of him she’d been. On the left, was a group shot of SSG Konstantine, Jr., laughing and fooling around with some of his platoon buddies following a football scrimmage in Kabul. Two days later, he’d been killed by a sniper when he’d pushed his commanding officer out of the line of fire. Captain Green had sent her this picture with his condolences—and the promise to help in any way he could. Captain Green and his wife, Carol, had come through, taking care of all the arrangements for Rand’s burial at Arlington National Cemetery. Carol had stood with Kitty on that cold, blustery day Rand had been buried. Her father hadn’t bothered to attend.




“I lost my son a long time ago, when he walked out on me,” Randall, Sr., had said, when she’d asked him to go with her to Washington.




It was the last time Kitty had asked him for anything, and she’d left the building ten minutes later, gotten into her car, and driven straight through to Washington. She hadn’t cared that her father might fire her over her absence from the office. They hadn’t spoken about Rand since, though her father never hesitated to remind her that she wasn’t the son he had always expected to follow in his footsteps at the Konstantine Talent Agency.




She sighed. And maybe I won’t be here much longer, she thought, if I can’t get that stubborn, pig-headed Bartholomew Saint to cooperate.




She’d known from the beginning this would be a problem. Melinda Darling—now Melinda Darling Saint—had brought the band of four brothers to Kitty’s attention over a year ago, and it had taken only a minute with the CD Mel’d brought in to convince Kitty they had a winner. Unfortunately, it was Bartholomew Saint who’d done all the negotiating, and they’d gone around and around about the limits the Saints put on their performance venues, until Kitty had at times wanted to pull her hair out.




What made things worse was the absolutely ridiculous—and incredibly foolhardy—attraction she’d felt for Bartholomew Saint from the moment they’d met. She’d never before been attracted to big, powerful men, but there was just something about Bart Saint that drew her to him. He was in his mid-thirties, she guessed, by the fine lines at the corners of his eyes. His hair was dark, wavy, and thick—like all the Saint men—and his eyes…




She sighed. They all had those deep golden eyes, too—a family trait, according to Mel. All Kitty knew was Bart’s eyes seemed to be able to see right through her, all the way to her deepest, darkest secrets. Not that she had that many, but most of them these days had to do with her feelings about one Bartholomew Saint.




The intercom sounded, and Kitty reached over to touch the switch.




“Yes?”




“Bartholomew Saint is here to see you, Ms. Konstantine.”




She closed her eyes tightly, willing the threatening headache to go away.




“Of course he is. Send him in, please.”




Kitty closed the folding-frame of photos and set it down carefully before coming around and leaning back on the edge of her desk, crossing her arms protectively. She took a very deep breath, let it out very slowly, and prayed her heart would settle down, before she made a complete fool out of herself.


“Mr. Saint,” her assistant said unnecessarily when she opened the door. 




“Thank you, Tina. Please hold all my calls.”




“Yes, ma’am.”




The slender young black woman backed out of the room but not before shooting an appreciative glance at Bart.




Don’t bother, sweetie, Kitty thought. He’s so out of both our leagues.




It had always been difficult for her to remain aloof from this giant of a man. Like his nephews, Bartholomew Saint, at well over six feet, dwarfed her five-foot-eight, and his broad shoulders seemed to block out the light. He had a hint of a five-o’clock shadow even though it was only three-o’clock in the afternoon. Unlike the younger Saint men, there was something entirely formidable about this one. His very presence unnerved her on a good day. Today was not a good day.




“So,” she said, attempting to take control from the start. “Have you finally decided to be sensible and accept the offer from Opryland?”




She couldn’t quite interpret his smile but had a feeling it wasn’t good news.




“I usually like to start with, ‘Good afternoon. How are you today?’” he said.




She didn’t quite suppress a very unladylike snort. “Please.”




He stopped about four feet in front of her, and putting his hands in his pants’ pockets, stood at ease as he jingled his pocket change.




“I came to tell you we had a family meetin’ last night, and we’ve decided to stand pat on this one. The boys don’t want to perform on the big stage.”




Kitty shook her head in frustration. “Why not, for cryin’ out loud? That’s just crazy! Most bands would kill for the chance to perform at the Grand Ole Opry!”




“The Four Saints isn’t most bands,” he said, his calm tone of voice a startling contrast to her own.




But then he didn’t have to break the news to her father and boss that she hadn’t gotten the Saints to sign on the dotted line.




“Why?” she asked once more, hating the pleading note in her voice. “Just give me one good reason why. Don’t you think you owe me at least that much?”




He sighed and wandered over to gaze out the window. “It’s nothin’ personal, Kitty,” he said in that same, aggravatingly reasonable tone. She was shocked to hear him address her by her given name for the first time. “It has nothin’ to do with you or your agency. It’s just the way it’s gotta be.”




She let out a huff of breath, defeated. “And you’re not going to give me a reason, are you?”




Bart glanced at her, and she could almost see the wheels turning in his head. Then he glanced down at her desk, and she froze when he reached for her brother’s pictures. He opened the dual frame and studied the photos for a long moment.




“Your brother?” he asked, and she realized he could read Rand’s name plate on the front of his uniform.




“That’s right.”




“I didn’t know you had a brother.”




Not wanting to get into the “I-used-to-have-but-now-I’m-an-only-child” explanation , she didn’t say anything.




“So where is he now?” Bart asked.




“Arlington,” she said.




Kitty knew the exact moment Bart realized what she was saying, and she felt tears threaten when he turned those deep golden eyes on her, the compassion in them unmistakable.




“I’m sorry, Kitty. I didn’t know.”




“Of course you didn’t,” she said, turning her back to him in an attempt to regain her composure.




“You were close.” It wasn’t a question.




“Yes. But it’s been ten years.”




She heard him sigh.




“I lost my oldest sister, Jenny, when she died in childbirth,” he said. “It’s been almost twenty years, now, but that doesn’t mean I don’t still miss her.”




Kitty swallowed hard and turned back to him. “I’m sorry.”




His smile was rueful. “You didn’t know.”




He closed the photo frames and returned them gently to her desk. When he stepped away, she leaned against her desk once more, gripping the edge on either side of her.




“Won’t you at least tell me why your nephews refuse to play the big venues? They are so good. And with the addition of the women—Addy and Candace?—they’ve reached an even higher level. I’m not just saying this to get them to cooperate. They really are that good. But no one is going to know outside of old Nashville, if they’re not willing to spread their wings a little.”




He raised a knowing eyebrow at that. “A little? The Grand Ole Opry isn’t exactly little.”




“Okay, so maybe The Grand Ole Opry is more than they want to bite off for their first time on a big stage, but give me a break, here, Bart. I’m under a lot of pressure to show off Konstantine’s best band, and you’re not helping any.”




He sighed once more. “Would it help if I told you it’s a matter of ‘can’t’ rather than ‘won’t’?”




She didn’t try to suppress her snort of disbelief this time. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? Are they hiding out? Is one of them wanted by the police? The F.B.I., maybe? Maybe one of them is in a witness protection program, or something? Because believe me, if it’s anything less than that, we can find a way around it.”




Bart just looked at her without blinking, as though looking inside her mind. “The old man is making things really hard for you, isn’t he?”




She crossed her arms over her breasts once more and managed to shrug. “Even if he is, that’s not why I believe in The Four Saints. They’re good. They’re more than good, actually. And I want to help them to get to the top—in spite of their reluctance to shine. Is that a crime?”




“No. Only you don’t understand.”




“Then enlighten me, for heaven’s sake!” she said, throwing up her arms in exasperation.




He narrowed those golden eyes, but after a long moment of consideration, he finally nodded.




“Okay.”




“Okay?”




He nodded again. “Have dinner with me tonight.”




“What?” She must have heard wrong.




“You heard me,” Bart said. “Have dinner with me tonight, and I’ll tell you why the boys can’t play on the big stages.”




“You have to be kidding.”




Bart shook his head. He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “You want to know the truth, I’ll tell you, but I can’t do it here.”




Kitty rubbed at her now-throbbing temples. “Where then?”




“I’ll pick you up at six.”




She looked up sharply. “I’ll meet you.”




“If you want the truth, you’ll let me pick you up.”




“I’ll need my car after,” she protested.




“I’ll bring you back…after,” he said.




She felt a tingle deep in her belly and began to wonder what she feared more: that he wouldn’t bring her back, or that he would. Still, if there was a chance…




“Why?” she finally asked.




“Why what?”




“Why do you want to have dinner with me?”




He stared hard at her once more, then in a move so smooth she would forever wonder why she hadn’t seen it coming, he stepped close to her, and taking her face between his warm, powerful hands, he laid his lips on hers. He didn’t push her hard, only probed gently, but in another moment, she opened her mouth under his and their kiss deepened. She gripped the edge of her desk in a desperate attempt to ground herself, as he deepened it further, leaving her breathless and hot with a new kind of yearning.




When he stepped back at last, she gasped for breath. He continued to hold her face gently, until she finally managed to raise her eyes to his and refocus. He held her gaze for another long moment, then without a word, he turned away and headed for the door.




“Bartholomew!”




He glanced back, and this time she saw the smile in his eyes. “I’ll pick you up at six.”




With that, he opened the door and left her, closing it softly behind him.




She waited just a beat then covered her face with her hands.




“My God, what have I done?” she whispered.




Trembling, she made her way to her private bath, and flicking on the lights, she stared at herself in the mirror. Her once smooth chignon she always wore to work was coming loose, and her lipstick was gone. There was no doubt about it: she looked as though she had been thoroughly kissed.




“Well, you have, you twit,” she said, turning on the water and splashing her face. She gulped handfuls of the cool water then turned it off and reached for a towel. 




Studying herself in the mirror once more, she considered her position. She wasn’t going to try to fool herself. Bart had asked her to dinner, but she suspected he likely would expect “afters.” The crazy thing was, she really hoped he did, because she wanted him, too—and, she realized suddenly, it had absolutely nothing to do with his nephews’ band.


“So, where are you taking me to dinner?” Kitty asked, as Bart handed her into his car. She recognized the blue, mid-sized sedan as belonging to Mel, which Kitty appreciated, because she knew Bart usually drove the family’s big SUV, and she had no illusions about being able to get in and out of that big black behemoth gracefully in a straight skirt and heels.




“You’ll see,” he said, waiting for her to pull her skirt clear of the opening before he shut the door firmly behind her.




Kitty didn’t say anything more when he got in beside her. Refusing to be dragged into a game of twenty questions, she simply buckled her seatbelt and sat back while he did the same then started the engine.




“You’re a stubborn woman, Kitty Konstantine,” he said as he drove them out of the parking lot, and she thought she heard humor in his voice.




“Not really. I just refuse to beat my head against an immovable object.”




He chuckled, then. “This from the woman who’s been hounding my nephews and me for over a year, now, trying to get them to play in the big house?”




“A lot of good it did me,” she said.




“Not your fault,” he said, surprising her.




“Not to hear my father tell it,” she said, before she could stop herself. She knew she sounded bitter but didn’t care.




“In some ways, your old man reminds me of Meg’s,” he said, referring to his youngest nephew’s new wife. “They both want to claim ownership of a daughter without making any effort whatsoever to be worthy of being called a father. Of course, Meg’s old man at least recognizes her talent, whereas you’re father is clueless about the talent you have.”




“I don’t have any musical talent.”




“I didn’t say ‘musical,’ darlin’. I just said talent. And you are—without a doubt—one of the most talented negotiators I’ve ever met. It takes someone special to be able to talk people from all over the place into seein’ things your way—and to then think what they’re seein’ was their idea in the first place.”




“Everyone but you,” she said, turning her head to study his profile.




He smiled. “Yeah, well, I’m special, too.”




Kitty found herself smiling in spite of herself. “You are that,” she murmured, though his grin said clearly that he’d heard her.




Bart didn’t respond but instead made a couple of quick turns then pulled into an alley between the back yards of houses.




“Where are we?” she asked, feeling the first hint of alarm.




“Home,” he said, pulling in behind a two-story structure.




It was an old Victorian house in a neighborhood full of them. Like its neighbors, it was clearly a part of the movement to preserve and renovate these old beauties.




“You didn’t say anything about taking me to your place,” she said, nervous in spite of her resolve.




“I said I was takin’ you to dinner,” he said, getting out of the car.




“But…!”




He closed his door with a firm hand then came around the hood of the car to open her door for her.




“Dinner usually means a restaurant,” she said, making no move to get out.




He sighed. “But tonight is all about tellin’ you the truth, darlin’, and I can’t do that at a restaurant any more than I could at your office.




“Don’t worry,” he added. “I haven’t poisoned anyone, yet.”




Kitty hesitated another moment then took his offered hand and stepped out of the car. Looking around, she noticed the house across the alley was three stories, and she recognized the black SUV and the white van.




“Your nephews?” she asked, gesturing across the way.




“Mel was living in the top floor apartment when we met her. We were able to buy the house from the owner right before she and Matt were married. Then Addy came along, and this place came up for sale. It was a mess, but John and I moved over here when Luke and Candace married. Then John found Meg, so we spent all our time on the upstairs apartment. My space was only finished about a month ago.”




The whole time he was talking, he was gently herding Kitty into the apartment, and by the time he finished with the explanation, she was standing inside the back door, staring around at the kitchen, stunned by what he had done.




“I have to say, it’s not what I’d expected, but this is incredible,” she said, moving around the room, touching various surfaces. 




The kitchen and dining area beyond were traditional in design, though the open floor plan and high-end finishes took it a step beyond. Closer inspection showed it leaned more toward the simplicity of mid-century modern in the furnishings, but blurry water-color paintings of mountains and forests harkened back to the past. The lighting was mostly hidden, the furnishings comfortable-looking. The small round table under a simple hanging lamp was set for two, complete with wine glasses and candles ready to light. Bart crossed the room to touch a switch, and a cheerful gas fire began to burn brightly in the fireplace.




“Confident, weren’t you?” she said, gesturing toward the set table.




Bart grinned. “I figured you wouldn’t be able to resist.”




After tapping a button on the microwave oven, he opened the big oven and brought out a pan of bubbling lasagna.




“Italian?” she asked. “You continually surprise me, Bartholomew.”




“Don’t worry. I put it together, but it’s Mel’s red sauce.”




“Ah.”




He placed the glass pan in a woven tray, carried it to the table, then returned to the refrigerator and brought out what looked like a spinach salad, which he proceeded to toss with vinegar and oil dressing.




“The bread’s in the microwave,” he said.




When the oven dinged, she opened the door to find a loaf of sliced Italian bread in a basket. Pulling it out, she smelled the garlic in the butter.




“Wine?” he asked.




“I might as well,” she said.




Bart grinned and poured red for them both before reaching into a drawer for a lighter and lighting the candles. Setting the lighter aside, he flicked off the kitchen lights.




“I guess that’s everything,” she said.




“Not quite.”




Before she could move past him to the table, he took hold of her arms, backed her against the kitchen counter, and reached up to pull her hair free of the chignon. She heard the pins hit the countertop and hardwood floor as he combed his long fingers through the heavy waves, and she was shocked to feel the ripple of desire run through her from her scalp to her toes. When he was through, he held one thick lock to the light.




“It’s not really red, and it’s not really brown, is it?” He smiled. “Chestnut, maybe.”




Kitty had to swallow, before she could speak. “It mostly depends upon what color I’m wearing—and the lighting,” she said.




“And you often dress in black, don’t you?”




“It’s professional,” she said tightly. “If you’re through playing with my hair, now, I’m hungry.”




Bart grinned. “Right.”




He surprised her once more when he pulled her chair out for her. Then he was serving her lasagna, and passing her the salad. Nothing more was said as they began to eat what turned out to be a delicious meal.




“You were going to tell me the truth,” she said, when she finally came up for air long enough to sip her wine.




“After dinner,” Bart said. “I want you to enjoy your dinner, first.”




“That sounds ominous,” she said, wishing she could make a joke about it.




Bart shook his head and drank some wine. “Nothing of the sort, but you may want to leave right after, and I want to enjoy our dinner, first.”




Kitty sighed and started on her salad.




When she looked up a moment later, he was smiling at her, and she felt her face heat.




“What?” she asked.




“Nothin’. Only it’s good to see a woman enjoyin’ her food. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve bought dinner for a lady only to have her pick at it.”




Kitty shook her head. “Just lucky, genetically speaking. I have a very high metabolism that lets me enjoy food without worrying about putting on the pounds.”




Bart narrowed his eyes. “Does it really matter so much to women? Shoot, no man wants to be seen out with a bag of bones.”




Kitty reached for her wine once more. “That’s nice to know, but you’ll have to take it up with the fashionistas.”




Bart snorted. “Oh. Them.”




Kitty surprised herself by laughing. 




“That’s better,” Bart said. “You should laugh more often.”




Kitty froze then very deliberately returned her wine glass to the table. Before he could stop her, she pushed away from the table and stood.




“I’ll take that truth, now,” she said, trying desperately to ignore all the sensations she was feeling in response to the way he was looking at her. 




This is business! She admonished herself. Forget the way he’s looking at you!




Easier said than done, she told herself.




When she finally looked up to meet his gaze, his golden eyes darkened.




“All right,” he said, his tone of voice a soft growl. “Come into the living room.”


Kitty moved ahead of him, careful to keep some distance between them. When she reached the far side of the room, she turned to face him and was surprised to see him drawing the curtains. She felt a quiver, deep in her belly, and had to force herself not to flee.




“You want to know why the boys won’t play in the big houses.”




“Yes.”




She thought she heard him sigh. He stuffed his hands in his front pockets like before and jingled his change. For some reason, he seemed to be finding it difficult to meet her eyes, now, and she was amazed.




“Are they in trouble with the law?” she asked, thinking it might be the only explanation.




Bart managed a small smile.




“No. It’s nothin’ like that.”




“Then what?”




He took a deep breath. “There’s somethin’ some of the men in our family do,” he said, “somethin’ we can usually control under normal circumstances. Once we hit twenty or so, we can control it pretty well, but there are things that can set us off—loud noises, wild crowds, flashing lights, that sort of thing.”




“The sort of thing they’d have to deal with on a big stage.”




“That’s just it, darlin’,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “See, in a small house, especially someplace like the Fiddlers’ Cave, the stage is small, it’s near a door, and the crowd’s only gonna be about a hundred people. It’s plenty loud, but everyone’s on the same level, and the really bright lights are limited to a handful of parcans. There’re no special effects or laser lights or smoke or anything else that might set us off.




“But in a big house…” He shook his head. “I learned lighting and sound in college, but I interned out in Vegas, and I can tell you that was one helluva challenge for me. I don’t want the boys to have to worry about all that—and they know it wouldn’t be easy, so they’re happy to take my lead on this.”




“Are you telling me they’d be willing, but you won’t let them?” she asked, incredulous.




“No, no,” he said, shaking his head quickly. “No, it’s somethin’ we’ve talked about—a lot—and they don’t want to take any chances, either.” 




“Any chances on what?” she asked, exasperated.




Bart eyed her closely then seemed to nod to himself.




“Okay. You want to know, so here goes.” He moved to the far side of the room. “I want you to sit down, and promise me you’ll stay seated, no matter what happens.”




“I’m not going to promise anything, Bartholomew Saint, until you tell me what’s going on!”




“I’m gonna show you exactly what happens to us, but you gotta promise me you’ll stay put and keep an open mind. I’m not gonna hurt you, no matter what you see me do, but I can’t have you runnin’ outa here, until we have a chance to talk after.”




“Okay,” she said, dropping onto his couch. “Fine. Just do…whatever you’re going to do, so we can get on with this.”




“I need you to look at me—look at my eyes—and no matter what happens, you keep lookin’ at my eyes. Got it?”




Kitty sighed but nodded. “Your eyes. Right. Got it.”




She looked into those deep, golden eyes, until she felt her vision waver. Then suddenly she realized it wasn’t her vision at all, and her eyes opened wide as Bart began to change. He dropped to all fours, and his form warped until instead of a man, she faced a very large black bear across the room.




Kitty was on the verge of screaming, but she clamped her jaws against it when she shifted her vision back to those golden eyes. They were the bear’s eyes, but somehow they were still Bartholomew Saint’s eyes, too, and she trembled with this new, previously never-suspected version of reality.




“Oh, my God…”




The bear/Bart took a step toward her, and Kitty came halfway out of her seat, before she forced herself to sit back down.




“If that’s really you, Bart, I’d really appreciate it if you’d sit down.”




She could have sworn the bear was laughing at her when he plopped his backside down on the floor.




 She let out a shuddering breath. “Okay. Okay. I guess you’ve made your point.”




The bear seemed to waver, then, his form morphing into something longer, taller, and thinner, and then Bart was suddenly standing there before her once more.




He took two steps forward, sat on the coffee table, and reached for her hands.




“Breathe, darlin’,” he admonished her as he gave her hands a squeeze.




Kitty took a very deep breath then managed to look up to meet his eyes once more.




“I can’t believe it.”




“Believe it, Kitty.”




“It’s the eyes, right?”




“They’re one tell,” he said. “At least, all the people I know who are Shifters have golden eyes.”




“Shifters?” she asked, trying the word on for size.




“That’s what we’re called,” Bart said.




Kitty thought about that for a moment, then tensed. “Addy! She has golden eyes, too!”




Bart nodded slowly. “Addy’s a Shifter, though her animal is a mountain lion.”




“Oh, God.”




Bart smiled. “Don’t give her too hard a time about it, Kitty. Addy grew up without anyone else in the family to show her what to do, on account of her father dyin’ when she was only two. Talking to her Granny, it seems like there isn’t anyone else in her clan, so she was pretty mixed up, until Granny sent one of her songs in, and Mark went out to find her.”




“How…how many…?”




“How many of us are there?”




Kitty nodded.




“I have no idea. In our family, it’s pretty common. My pappy, grandpappy, oldest brother—that’s the boys’ pa—and me, a couple of cousins. Havin’ so many in one family might be unusual. As I said, Addy’s the only one left in her family—that we know about, anyway, since they’re not as close a family as the Saints are. There are others, I know, but I’m thinkin’ most Shifters stay away from the cities, so you probably don’t run into them very often. We’ve met only one other in Nashville, since we moved here. He’s a lieutenant in the Nashville Police Department.”




“You’re kidding!”




“Nope. Comes in handy, too, if somethin’ comes up, and we need somebody to cover for us.”




“What ‘something’?” she asked sharply, wondering if she really wanted to know.




“Well, like this past spring, when I was walkin’ the girls back to Mel’s car after dark one night, and there were these three drunks who wanted a piece of ’em.”




“Oh, my God. Was anyone hurt?”




“Well, none of us were—Addy and I handled them just fine—but I called our friend at the police station to tell him what happened to the three men after we left ‘em unconscious. Accordin’ to our friend, they never did remember what happened, which was good for us.”




Kitty could only shake her head. She ran her hand through her hair and sat back on the couch. “I can’t believe I’m sitting here having this conversation with you.”




Bart smiled and moved to sit next to her. “I told you it wasn’t somethin’ to talk about in your office or in a restaurant.”




“Yes, you did, didn’t you?”




“I’m hopin’ you now understand why the boys can’t play the Grand Ole Opry. I mean, that place holds what, a couple thousand people?”




“Forty-four-hundred.”




“Geeze. I’m sorry, darlin’ but you gotta see that there’s just no way: forty-four hundred people, balconies, all those lights, and whatever else the management might dream up for a concert? There’s just no way. One of the boys would Shift for sure in that mess.”




Kitty turned her head and studied him for a time then sighed. “Yes. I see.”




She sat forward, her elbow on her knees, and rubbed at her temples. “My father won’t, but that’s okay. I’m sure I can find another job someplace else.”




“What are you talkin’ about? Are you sayin’ he’s threatened to fire you over this?”




Kitty nodded and shook back her hair. She felt strangely free, with her long hair now loose and curling every which way. “Don’t worry. I’ll manage.”




 “You won’t be tellin’ him about this, will you.” It wasn’t a question.




She shorted softly. “No. I won’t. Not that he’d ever believe me, anyway, but I won’t.




“I thank you for telling me, though,” she added, glancing back to give him a smile. “I do appreciate your trust.”




Bart reached out to play with her hair. “I thought I could,” he said, his hand roaming further to brush her cheek. “I figured you’d understand, iffen you knew the truth.”




Kitty felt her insides begin to quiver as his hand wandered to the back of her neck. She closed her eyes for a moment as his strong fingers began to knead the tension out of her neck.




“What are you doing, Bartholomew?” she asked softly.




“Tryin’ to help you relax a little,” he said, and she could hear the smile in his voice. “Is it workin’?”




“Hmm.” She let her head fall forward, and in another moment, she felt both of his big hands on her shoulders, his thumbs digging into tense muscles and setting them free.




I should stop this, she thought, but it just feels so damn good…




Then he turned her toward him. His hands took possession of her face and brought her lips to his, and in another moment, she was in his arms.




“Bart?”




“Shh,” he whispered between kisses as he possessed her. “Just relax, darlin’, and let’s see where this takes us.”




“But…”




It was all he needed to deepen the kiss, and she found herself kissing him back, her hands in his dark, thick hair, holding him to her.




“I can’t do this,” she whispered between kisses.




“Sure you can,” he said, bringing one hand down to cup her breast.




“I shouldn’t want you so much,” she whimpered, arching into his hand.




“But you do.”




She froze in that moment, trying desperately to see him by the firelight. She was trembling with need, hungry to feel this man’s touch, to feel him inside her.




“Yes,” was all she said.


Without another word, Bart lifted her into his arms in one graceful, powerful move and carried her down the hallway and into his bedroom. Kitty clung to him, kissing his face and anything else she could reach. In another moment, he set her on her feet at the foot of the bed.




“Let’s get you out of this strait-jacket,” he said, unbuttoning the fitted blazer and slipping it off her shoulders to the floor then fumbling with the tiny pearl buttons on her silky white blouse.




“You don’t like my clothes,” she said as she took his face between her palms and brought his lips back to hers.




“It’s like trying to get you out of a sardine can,” Bart growled in frustration as he kissed her back, and she heard the buttons of her blouse go flying across the hardwood floor when he ripped it open.




He made short work of the front clasp on her bra, and suddenly his hands were on her breasts, molding them and bringing them to his lips. Kitty cried out and arched her back, while she clung to his arms to keep from falling. He shifted to brush her clothes aside, and placing one strong arm around her back, he gently lowered her to the bed. Coming down over her, he straddled her thighs and reached for the zipper at the side of her skirt. Once it was down, he peeled the soft fabric and her silky slip down over her hips and away.




“Well, well, well,” he murmured when he saw what she was wearing underneath.




Kitty struggled to remain in control, but she couldn’t stop her hips from rising and falling in a frustrating attempt to rub against him. Her legs were trapped together by his strong thighs, though, and he seemed content to simply look at her. She knew what he was seeing—she wore stockings and a garter belt, because it was cooler in the summer than pantyhose, and her scrap of lacy panties hid nothing.




“Please,” she whispered.




“Please what?” he asked, taking both her wrists in one hand and raising her hands up over her head. He used his free hand to explore her, touching her in all her secret places but one, coming closer and closer to that goal, but never quite touching her there.




“I need…” Kitty panted.




“Need what, darlin’?” he asked.




She heard the laughter in his voice and hated him for it.




“You know!” she gasped.




“Could be.”




She strained against him, pumping her hips in a frantic motion that was severely limited by his grasp of her thighs with his own.




“Damn you!” she cried.




“Tell me what you want, Kitty,” he said, his voice turning hard.




And she suddenly knew. He wasn’t going to give her what she so desperately wanted—needed—until she admitted it to him in so many words. But she had no more room for pride.




“You!” she cried. “I need you!”




“Looks like you have me, darlin’,” he said, his voice sounding suddenly rusty. “What do you want me to do?”




She could feel the bulge in the front of his pants where he straddled her legs, and she knew he had to be close, too, but she realized he wouldn’t give in, until she did.




“Inside me!” she cried, and she felt tears of frustration on her face. “I want you inside me! Now! Please!”




Without a word, he ripped her panties aside and plunged his fingers into her most secret place, and Kitty instantly erupted with a scream on a climax bigger than she had ever known.




What seemed a long time later, though she knew it could only have been minutes, she managed to open her eyes to see him beside the bed, quickly pulling off his own clothes. When he turned back to her, she sucked in her breath, knowing real fear at the sight of him. He was hung like a stallion, and she just knew it was never going to work. But when he came down over her, pulling her legs wide, she felt the cool air on her thighs as it hit the wetness of her own juices, and when he began rubbing his member against her, she felt herself stirring once more.




She reached up to shyly run her fingers over his broad chest. It was covered with a dark, grizzly fur, and when she arched against him and clasped her arms around his muscled torso so her breasts rubbed against him, the sensations caused by the friction shot straight to her loins and she moaned. He was playing his fingers over her thighs and just inside her, and much to her surprise she felt herself quickening once more.




“I can’t,” she gasped. “Not again.”




“Sure you can,” he said, and she heard a new sound in his voice.




She released him and laid back, opened her eyes to see the strain in his face. She reached up to touch his cheek as her hips began pumping in earnest once more in an attempt to bring him closer.




“Come with me this time,” she pleaded.




He chuckled, and she heard something of the bear’s growl in his voice. “That’s the idea, darlin’,” he said. “What happened before, that was just to get you ready for me.”




She felt something prodding at her center and looked down to see his member rubbing on her. A mixture of fear and anticipation warred in her brain, but the mental conflict did nothing to slow the pumping of her hips.




“Hurry,” she pleaded.




He chuckled then without another word, he fitted himself to her. He was huge, but she was well-lubricated, thanks to her earlier climax. Still it was a tight fit, and they both strained to complete their union. Bart finally hooked his arms under her knees, opening her wider, and with a final thrust, seated himself to the hilt.




Kitty cried out in frustration as she came just to the edge of completion and no further, but in this position, she had no leverage, and he took complete control of their mating, pulling out almost completely then driving himself into her, over and over again, until Kitty felt herself coming apart once more.




“Bart!”




He only roared in reply as he emptied himself into her, and she saw star bursts in the night as her second climax slammed through her even harder than the first.










A long time later, he rolled to his back, pulling her with him, so they remained joined. He brought a blanket up over her, and she snuggled into his furry chest.




“Don’t let me fall asleep here,” she murmured.




It was the last thing she knew. 


Kitty woke to broad daylight. The bed beside her was cold, and she had a moment of disorientation while she tried to figure out where she was. A knock at the bedroom door brought reality back with a crash.




“I’ve brought you coffee,” Bart said, coming in bearing a huge white ceramic mug.




By the look of his damp hair and smooth jaw, he was freshly showered. He was also fully dressed, and she felt at a distinct disadvantage. Then she noticed the clock.




“Oh, crap! I told you not to let me fall asleep here last night!”




“Relax, Kitty,” he said, blocking her from rising and holding out the coffee mug. “I called Mel, and she’ll make your excuses for you at work.”




“Oh, geeze! Does the entire family know about last night?”




He had the gall to chuckle. “Only Mel and Meg. Meg’s the one who loaned you a dress for today.” He gestured toward the open closet, where she saw a splash of pale yellow hanging among Bart’s dark suits. “I’m afraid your blouse is ruined, but Meg thinks you’re about her size, so the dress should fit.”




Kitty pulled a pillow over her face with a moan.




“Look, take a shower and get dressed,” he said, setting the coffee on the bedside table. “Have some coffee and some breakfast. Like I said, Mel will cover for you at work, so take your time, figure out what you’re gonna tell your old man.”




Kitty heard Bart walk out, closing the bedroom door softly behind him. She tossed the pillow aside, and scooting up to lean against the headboard, she reached for the coffee. As the caffeine hit her bloodstream, she started making sense of the world again and pulled the sheet up to cover her nakedness.




Okay, she thought. I’m here in Bartholomew Saint’s bed. Two of his nephews’ wives—at the very least—know I spent the night in Bart’s bed. When Bart takes me into work—she glanced at the clock—three hours late, it’s likely everyone at Konstantine will know I spent the night with him.




Then she thought about her father’s harsh words over the phone yesterday afternoon, and she could only wonder at her sudden lack of trepidation. In fact, she decided, she felt pretty darn good at the moment. She hadn’t slept with Bart in order to convince him to sign the contract, which is what her father had hinted she attempt. Instead, she had made love with Bart after conceding that The Four Saints would never sign such a contract. Her father would be furious, but she realized, however belatedly, that she didn’t care. In point of fact, she had money in the bank and a pricey condo she could sell. So who said she needed to worry about what Randall J. Konstantine, Sr., thought of her? Why should she continue to care about pleasing the “old man”—and keep beating her head against the wall trying to do so?




Kitty froze with the coffee mug halfway to her lips, suddenly realizing what she was considering.




Are you out of your cotton-picking mind? her other half—the sensible half—asked herself.




“Probably,” she said, then sipped her coffee and waited, trying the kernel of an idea on for size.




Then she took a very deep breath and smiled. “In fact, undoubtedly.”




Setting aside her coffee mug, she threw off the sheet and headed for the bathroom, before she could change her mind.


Bart pulled the SUV into the loading zone at the front door of the Konstantine Talent Agency, put it in park, and hopped out to come around and open Kitty’s door.




“You sure you don’t want me to go in with you?” he asked.




Kitty smiled. “No thanks. I’ve got this.”




She released her seatbelt and swung her legs around only to have Bart grasp her waist in his big hands and lift her gently to the ground.




“Thanks,” she said. Slightly breathless, she reached back for her purse.




“Thanks for the ride,” she added. “And thank you for last night.” Her smile warmed. “I’m really glad you trusted me enough to tell me about yourself and your nephews, Bart. It means a lot to me.”




Bart returned her smile, and brushed a loose lock of hair back from her face. She wore it pulled back into a simple pony tail, this morning. It was unusual for her, to say the least, but it seemed to match the style of Meg’s dress, which was a light, full-skirted wrap-around style, made of a light-weight, breezy chiffon. The color was of early daffodils. Meg had left not only the dress for her but also a white slip, panties, and a pair of matching, low, wedge-heeled canvas shoes. The entire outfit couldn’t have been more different than Kitty’s usual work attire, and she found she loved it—both the look and the feel. She and Meg were of a size, and everything fit perfectly.




“You’re welcome, darlin’,” Bart said, leaning in to kiss her lightly on the lips. “We’ll have to do it again sometime.”




“How about tonight?” she asked, pleased to see his eyes light with anticipation.




“Works for me.”




“Good.” She turned away, but when she glanced back briefly to see his golden eyes following her closely, she laughed.




Kitty entered the building and ignored the stares from the security personnel as she signed in and headed for her office.




Good morning, Tina,” she greeted her assistant.




“Oh! Good morning, Ms. Konstantine!” Tina said. The young woman was obviously trying hard not to stare at her boss. “Uh, Mr. Konstantine has been trying to reach you all morning.”




“Okay. I’ll call him in a bit. Please ask Ms. Saint to come to my office as soon as possible, if she’s available.”




“Yes, ma’am.”




Kitty felt laughter bubble up at her assistant’s expression, but tamped it down. There would be plenty of time, later.




Stepping into her office, she closed the door behind her and went immediately to her desk to turn on her computer. Twenty minutes later, she hit send, sat back in her chair, and took a deep breath. 




“That’s done, then. No turning back, now.”




She rose and headed for the closet. Rummaging around, she found a couple of empty file boxes, and bringing them out, she began to systematically go through her office, packing personal items into the boxes. She would leave all company files behind, because she didn’t want her father to sic his lawyers on her for stealing company secrets, but some of the files—and all the decorations—were her own personal property. Retrieving the photos of her brother, she smiled.




“Wish me well, Rand,” she whispered, touching a finger to his beloved image, before she closed the frame and placed it gently in a box.




The intercom sounded, and she reached for the switch.




“Yes?”




“Ms. Saint to see you, Ms. Konstantine.”




“Thank you, Tina. Please send her in and hold all my calls.”




“Yes, ma’am.”




The door opened immediately, and Mel Saint walked in.




“Sorry it took me so long, Ms. Konstantine,” Mel said, and Kitty could see the younger woman was nervous.




“That’s okay, Mel. Please have a seat.”




Mel took one of the chairs facing Kitty’s desk, opening a steno pad and clicking on her pen.




“You won’t need that,” Kitty said, leaning forward on her desk.’




“Oh.” Mel looked flustered, and Kitty imagined the younger woman was thinking the worst.




“I need your help, Mel,” Kitty said, deciding to get right to the point.




“Of course,” Mel said, still looking uncertain.




“Actually, I need to thank you first—for covering for me this morning,” she added, when Mel looked blank.




“Oh. Well, that’s all right. I was happy to help.”




Kitty smiled warmly. “It wasn’t all right—not on my part—to leave you stranded, and I want you to know I appreciate it.”




Mel relaxed a fraction. “Okay. Then you’re welcome.”




Kitty sat back in her chair, and crossing one leg over the other, she swung her chair back and forth.




“I imagine I also have you to thank for Meg’s assistance this morning.”




Mel looked embarrassed. “Well, I thought you’d like, that is I didn’t think you’d want…I mean…”




“You were pretty sure I wouldn’t want to show up for work in the same clothes I was wearing last evening when I left with Bart Saint.” Kitty grinned. “You were right, of course.”




Mel let out a huff of breath. “Well, I know how…persuasive the Saint men can be.”




Kitty laughed. “Tell me, Mel: When did you find out about what they do?”




Mel seemed to relax completely at that, as she realized where Kitty was headed.




“The first time I saw them, actually.”




“Them?”




Mel nodded. “Yes. I’d followed the band to a dive where I’d learned they liked to hang out. It wasn’t someplace I should have gone into by myself, but I’d heard them play, and knew you’d want to sign them, so I…”




Kitty sat forward suddenly. “What happened? God, please don’t tell me you were hurt.”




“No! I mean, there was this drunk guy who did try to, well, he was pretty obnoxious, but Matt and the others heard the commotion, and they came storming out of the back room and…Well, they took care of him. Took care of me.”




Kitty gasped. “I am so sorry, Mel. God, if anything bad had happened to you, because I was pushing you so hard …”




“It’s okay. Really. And anyway, if you hadn’t…I mean, if I hadn’t decided to follow them into that dive, I’d never have met Matt, so really, it turned out okay.” She smiled brightly. “Better than okay, really.”




Kitty stood and paced to the window. “I pushed all of you too hard, Mel,” she said. “My father was pushing me, and I was dumping all that frustration onto all of you.”




She turned back. “It was wrong of me.”




“Ms. Konstantine…” Mel began.




“Kitty. Please. Call me Kitty.” She took a deep breath. “I have a huge favor to ask of you, and I’d rather ask it of a friend than of a subordinate.”




She paused and took another deep breath. “Besides, I’m not your supervisor anymore.”




“You’re not?” Mel seemed to forget her earlier misgivings as she sat forward, startled.




“No, I’m not. Or at least I won’t be, as soon as HR passes my letter of resignation along to my father.”




“You’re letter of…” Mel gaped at her. “Holy cats…you really quit?”




Kitty found a smile from somewhere. “I thought I might as well. My father made it pretty clear yesterday that if I didn’t get The Four Saints to sign an Opryland contract, I’d be finished here. And after my evening with Bart, I know that was never going to happen.”




“He told you?” Mel asked, tentatively.




Kitty nodded. “Told and showed.”




A thought struck Kitty. “You said ‘they’ came to your rescue. Does that mean all five of them…?”




Mel smiled. “Yes. I don’t remember it real clearly, but there were lots of growls and screams and, well, if you can imagine a bar suddenly filled with five very unhappy bears…”




Kitty laughed and collapsed into the other chair in front of her desk. “God, I really can.”




She shook her head again then glanced at the clock.




“Anyway, before we’re interrupted, as I said, I need to ask you a favor.”




“Okay.”




Kitty was glad to see Mel seemed genuinely willing to listen.




“I’m going to need to find another job, but I don’t think I want to work for anyone else, so I’m thinking about going out on my own.”




“As a talent agent?”




“Yes, but I’ve learned I don’t like the stiff competition of the big boys as much as I like helping new artists. You know: the up-and-coming singer or band who may or may not make it to the big stage, but is really talented and should at least be given the chance to make a living doing what they love.”




Mel smiled. “You mean like The Four Saints.”




“Exactly. I’ve also been thinking about your sister-in-law.”




“Meg?”




“You mentioned the other day that she’s thinking about soloing again, but she doesn’t want to tour Europe or even the entire U.S. Maybe what she needs is small-scale representation—to protect her from the vultures.”




“Like her father, you mean.”




“And mine. Exactly.”




Mel loosened up enough to cross one leg over the other and bounce her foot, a thoughtful expression in her face.”You may have something there,” she said.




“The thing is,” Kitty said, leaning close, “I can’t do it alone. I’ll need help—a partner or partners—to pull this off.”




Mel looked startled. “Me?”




“You, and possibly Bart, though I haven’t discussed this with him, since I’m kind of making this up as I go along this morning.”




“Wow,” Mel said. She met Kitty’s frank gaze, and Kitty interpreted her expression as hopeful. “Where would you want to base this?”




“Well, we’d need to find an office space and some up-front money. I’m going to sell my condo, so that will give us start-up funding, especially if the boys and Meg are willing to sign with us right away, giving us some immediate income.”




Mel started to nod but then shook her head. “I have a better idea—if you’d like to hear it?”




Kitty offered her hand. “I think we’re on the verge of becoming partners, Mel, so of course I want to hear it.”




Mel grinned and shook her hand.




“You’ve been to Bart’s apartment, right? Well, you may not have seen it, but he’s got a big front room—a parlor, I guess it would have been called—that would make a great front office.”




“We’d have to get permitted…”




Mel waved Kitty off. “That shouldn’t be a problem. You wouldn’t have seen it, coming in from the back as you did, but the street Bart and John’s house is on has several first-floor professional offices in a few of the old houses. So far there’s an attorney, a CPA, a piano teacher—that sort of thing.”




“Perfect,” Kitty said. “Do you think Bart will go for it?”




“I’m sure he will.”




“Great. Then I also want to find a small recording studio—or a place we can turn into one.”




“Recording studio?”




“Yes. You know what it was like for the Saints to find places in the city to rehearse and record when they were first starting out. I think we should offer that service for the young talents we find…”




Their conversation continued in that vein, as they brainstormed ideas for what their new agency could become. At one point, Kitty got up to finish packing, while Mel opened her steno pad and hastily scribbled notes. For a moment, Kitty forgot all about being unemployed and homeless.




Then her office door banged open, and she looked up to see her father standing there, his face a mask of fury.


“What the hell is going on in here?” he shouted. “And where the hell have you been?”




Kitty set the last of her books in a file box and closed the lid.




“Good morning to you, too, Dad.




“That will be all, Mel,” she said, turning to her new partner. “You can go get started, now.”




“Wait just a damn minute!” Konstantine shouted. “What do you mean by this?”




He brandished a crumpled sheet of paper at her, and Kitty was fairly certain of what it was.




“I’m guessing that’s my letter of resignation,” she said, stepping forward to lean against the front of her desk. She crossed her arms, hoping he wouldn’t notice her trembling hands.




“You can’t just quit!”




“I’m afraid I just did.”




When he began cursing in earnest, she held up a surprisingly steady hand.




“I’ve only preempted your own move, Dad,” she said. “You made it clear yesterday that if I didn’t come through with a new contract that put The Four Saints in Opryland, I was finished here. Well, they won’t be signing any such contract.”




“In fact,” Mel said, stepping to Kitty’s side in a show of solidarity, “they won’t be renewing their current contract with this agency, once it runs out at the end of this month.”




“You can’t know that!”




“I have it on the best authority, Mr. Konstantine.”




“Whose?”




Kitty actually laughed. “Good God, are you really so unaware of everything that’s going on around here that you don’t know Mel is Mrs. Matt Saint? They’ve been married over a year.”




When Konstantine only blustered, Kitty shook her head.




“Let’s go, Mel.”




“You can’t just leave!”




“Are you ladies ready?”




Kitty glanced toward the door and felt a wash of relief at the site of Bartholomew Saint leaning on the door jamb, his hands in his pockets and a smile playing at his lips.




“Just about,” Kitty said. “Can you give me a hand with these two boxes?”




“Sure.”




“Trying to steal company secrets, are you?” Konstantine said, reaching for one of Kitty’s boxes.




“No,” she said, lifting the lid and tipping it toward him so he could see the contents. “Only a few personal items. The files you can have. I won’t need them where I’m going.”




“Just where do you think you’re goin’?”Konstantine snapped.




“We’re starting a new agency,” Bart said, “Kitty, Mel, and I.”




“The hell you are! What agency?”




“The Bear-Cat Agency, we’re callin’ it,” Bart said, winking at Kitty and Mel. “Don’t worry, Konstantine. It’s not likely we’ll ever be goin’ after the same clients—other than The Four Saints, of course. They’ll be signing with us.”




Bart walked past Konstantine and took up Kitty’s two boxes as though they contained nothing but tissue paper and bubble wrap.




“Shall we go, ladies?”




“You haven’t heard the end of this!” Konstantine snapped.




Kitty stopped long enough to look at her father, long and hard.




“I’ve never been able to please you, Dad,” she said, her voice sad. “God knows I’ve tried, but I could never be the son you wanted at your side. I’m sorry for that; sorry I could never please you; sorrier than I can ever express that I wasn’t Rand.”




“Don’t you talk to me about ‘sorry.’” he growled.




Kitty closed her eyes tightly and shook her head. When she opened them, her father was still glaring at her. She sighed and turned to follow Bart without another word.




She found Tina Carpenter standing behind her desk, an expression of shock and awe on her face showing clearly that she had heard every word. Kitty stopped and smiled at her former assistant. When Tina glanced fearfully toward the office door, Kitty reached out to lay a hand on the younger woman’s arm.




“We couldn’t pay you what you’re making here right away, but if you’re interested…”




Tina’s dark eyes got big. “Oh, yes, ma’am.”




Mel pulled a sheet off Tina’s note pad and jotted down an address and phone number. “Here, Tina,” she whispered. “Call me when you’re ready to jump ship.”




“I’m ready, now, Ms. Saint.”




Kitty smiled. “You should finish the month if you can, before you give your notice, so you can get another full paycheck. Then call us. We should be ready for you by then. Okay?”




“Okay.”




Kitty, Mel, and Bart headed out of the building. As they signed out at security, Kitty could tell by the shocked expressions that the news of her leaving had made it to the door before her. In another five minutes, she was loaded into Bart’s SUV, and they were following Mel out of the parking lot. She sighed but didn’t look back.




“I’m sorry, darlin’,” Bart said.




“So am I,” Kitty said. “I wish it could have been different between us, but Dad never forgave me for outliving Rand.”




“His loss,” Bart said, reaching for her hand.




“Yes. Mine, too.”




She returned the squeeze of his hand, grateful for his support.




“Now what?” she asked as they waited for a traffic light.




“Family meetin’ tonight,” he said. “You and Mel have some explainin’ to do.”




Kitty laughed. “Yes, I guess we do.”


It was actually a lot easier than Kitty had thought it would be, meeting with the entire family. They were gathered around Mark and Abby’s dining room table, and Mark was generous as he poured wine for the ladies.




“Bear-Cat, huh?” Matt said then took a swig from his bottle of beer.




“I like it,” John said.




“Me, too,” Meg said. “It’s all of you and Addy and Kitty, all rolled into one.”




“Well, it just popped into my head when old man Konstantine asked, but if we come up with somethin’ better, that’d be okay.”




There were protests around the table, and so it was settled.




“To The Bear-Cat Agency,” Mark said, raising his bottle high.




Everyone lifted their bottle or glass.




“How are you doing, Kitty?” Meg asked.




Kitty took a deep breath. “All right, I guess, though I’ve never been unemployed and homeless before.”




Luke snorted. “You’re hardly that. What you and Mel cooked up is a great idea, and I’m bettin’ we can make it work in no time.”




“Getting clients won’t be easy,” Kitty said.




“You already have two,” Meg said. “The Four Saints and me.”




“Really?” Kitty said. “Are you serious about touring again, Meg?”




Meg shook her head. “Not touring—never that, again. It would take me too far from home for too long. But there are local gigs I could get, with your help—and by local, I mean Tennessee and surrounding states. I don’t want to go too far. This is my home, and I like it here. But surely there are universities and music schools who wouldn’t mind paying me something to perform and lead workshops.”




“I think that’s a wonderful idea,” Mel said. 




“I could be your third client,” Addy said.




Kitty smiled. She liked Addy. The quietest of all six of the young Saints, she was soft-spoken, and oh so very talented as a song writer.




“We’d be fools not to take you on, Addy,” Bart said. “You write terrific songs, and some of them are just cryin’ out for a female star to sing ’em.”




“Hey!” Luke said, wrapping his arm around his wife protectively. “Candace, here, sings those songs real well.”




“Of course she does,” Addy said loyally.




“But I don’t like to,” Candace said, rolling her eyes toward her husband. “Not on stage. You know I don’t. So let Kitty, Mel, and Bart find some up-and-coming star to really do those songs justice. I mean, just ’cause the Saints don’t want to sing at the Grand Ole Opry, doesn’t mean Addy’s songs shouldn’t get there.”




There was a burst of enthusiasm around the table, and Kitty shook her head in wonder.




It is so easy for them, she thought.




Mel and Kitty had outlined their preliminary plans for the whole family over pulled pork and coleslaw, and everyone seemed to want in on it. Bart had agreed that his front parlor was the perfect place for an office, and Matt had an idea about a possible joint venture with the owner of a small recording studio nearby who was currently in trouble financially. The brainstorm of ideas seemed never ending.




“You still with us, darlin’?” Bart asked after a time, his voice a soft murmur in her ear.




She smiled at him. “Barely.”




“I think Kitty’s had it for tonight,” Mel said, and Kitty felt the warmth of her smile.




And how good it feels to have Mel for a friend and colleague, now, she thought.




“I think you’re right,” Kitty said, getting up from the table. “I can’t thank all of you enough for…” She broke off, suddenly at a loss for words.




Mel stood and gave her a warm hug. “I’m so glad you invited me to go with you, Kitty, she said. “I think we’re going to be great together.”




“You bet,” Matt said.




“I couldn’t even begin to succeed without all of you,” Kitty said.




Bart got to his feet and put his arm around her shoulders. “You were the spearhead on this one, Kitty, and deserve all the credit for it. And we’re all agreed it’s gonna be good for all of us, so let’s just call this a family affair and leave it at that.”




In another few minutes, Bart led her down the back stairs and into the night. They crossed the alley and stopped between their two cars.




“I don’t like the idea of you tryin’ to drive home tonight, Kitty,” Bart said.




She looked up at him, trying to see his golden eyes in the shadows.




“I don’t like the idea of going home at all,” she said.




Bart smiled and brushed the hair back from her face. “Even better,” he murmured, kissing her brow and turning her toward his door.


They didn’t bother with the lights, but let the moonlight and streetlights coming through the windows guide their way into the bedroom.




“We need to be more careful tonight,” Kitty said when he brought her to a stop at the foot of the bed and took her into his arms.




“Oh?” 




He sounded worried, and she actually giggled.




“I don’t want to ruin Meg’s dress,” she said.




He laughed. “I’ll be careful,” he promised, loosening the belt that held the dress in place.




When the belt was gone, the dress flowed to the floor along with it, and Kitty’s breath caught when he opened the front of her bra, releasing her breasts. The air conditioning blew across her heated flesh, where his mouth left a damp trail, and she felt an answering tingle in her nether regions.




“Bart…”




“Don’t worry, darlin’,” he said, returning his lips to hers. “We won’t be takin’ as long to get there tonight.”




“Good!”




He chuckled, but when he would have laid her on the bed, she twisted and pushed him ahead of her. He landed on his back in the middle of the bed, and she rejoiced at the sound of his laughter.




“My turn,” she said, straddling his thighs and going to work on his shirt front with clumsy fingers. 




“Just don’t take too long,” he said, groaning when she reached for his belt but stopped long enough to feel the bulge at the front of his jeans.




Kittle laughed breathlessly. “It won’t be long, now. Just scoot up on the bed.”




He did as directed, and she moved away just long enough and far enough to pull off his shoes and socks, as well as her own shoes, slip, stockings, and panties, before she quickly returned to his belt buckle and pulled it apart. Then carefully unbuttoning his jeans, she felt for the zipper.




“Careful, darlin’…”




“Don’t worry. I’ll be careful.” She pulled the zipper down and felt his member pulsing through his shorts. 




“Lift your hips for me,” she directed.




When he did, she lifted up far enough to give her room to slide his jeans down. Once they were around his ankles, he kicked them off.




“Sit up, now.”




He did as she directed, and she peeled his shirt over his shoulders and threw it away, before pushing him back down onto his back.




“You are so beautiful,” she said, as she settled down over him and ran her hands through the dark fur on his chest. His muscles were smooth and hard under the soft coat, and she let her fingers roam, following the line of hair as it narrowed down to the waistband of his shorts.




“You got that wrong, Kitty,” he said through clenched teeth. “You’re the one who’s beautiful.”




He grasped her under her arms, then, and pulled her up over him until he could reach her breasts with his mouth. She held herself above him with her arms on either side of his head as he feasted on first one then the other, leaving her gasping. When she couldn’t stand it anymore she slid down him to lay her lips on his, taking their kiss deep, all the while feeling the huge presence of his member between her legs. He had pushed down his shorts while she hadn’t been paying attention, and she felt her own wetness as she rubbed against him.




“You need to sit up, now, darlin’,” he directed, placing his big hands under her arms once more and lifting her off him. 




Kitty cried out in disappointment, until she felt the prodding of his member at her center. She reached down to take him in her hands, feeling him grow harder still, then guided him to her opening. It was bigger this way, and she felt some pain as she slowly sank down onto him.




Then he was thrusting up, hard, and pulling her down, her hips trapped in his big hands. Kitty squealed, arching back, her hands spearing through his hair, as she came down on him. He repeated the motion, first lifting then pulling her down, until the pain was eclipsed by a pleasure so big, she thought she would burst from it. 




And in another moment, she did, shuddering hard on her climax, her cry swallowed by his roar as his seed filled her.










Later, she lay on him, her legs wrapped around his, his member still deep inside her. He had softened, but he was still there, still a part of her, and she felt complete. She sighed in contentment, and felt him pull a blanket up over her against the cool night air. When he turned his head to kiss her, she felt tears threaten.”




“Did I hurt you, Kitty?” he asked, and she heard distress in his voice.




“No! Well, maybe, at first, but then it was...it was perfect.”




She felt his smile when he kissed her again.




She sighed. “I love you, you know.”




“Yeah, I kind of figured you did. Convenient, that, since I love you, too.”




As his arms tighten around her, she felt his member begin to grow inside her, and in another moment, she felt herself quicken once more.




“I can’t believe what you do to me,” she murmured. “It’s never been like this before.”




“Good,” he said, the satisfaction in his voice unmistakable.




Kitty laughed softly and hugged him close, at home in his arms as she had never been anywhere else before.




“Are you gonna marry me, Kitty?” he asked after a time.




She sighed. “I think I’ll have to. Bear-Cat is supposed to be a family affair, after all.”




He laughed and rolled over, reversing their positions. Then he began to love her once more, and she let herself fly.
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Jeanie Buchanan found herself surrounded by pine and spruce. She loved spending time out in nature and it seemed that Sun Valley was as close to authentic nature as you could get nowadays. Birds sang around her as the breeze whispered in the trees. She stood for a moment and closed her eyes. Life was oozing out of the ground all around her as her feet crunched the needles that carpeted the forest floor. Behind her the mountains rose into the sky. It was beginning to get chilly in these parts and she zipped her jacket closed. 




Strands of her long auburn hair waved in the breeze that carried a hint of ice. If she dragged this Environmental Impact Assessment out she might be able to get her company to sponsor her being here through the winter. She loved winter in the mountains. But it was quite clear that they really wanted a rush on things. 




Petersen-Snow was a huge client of the Wilkes Environment Assessment Agency who were her current employers. Her manager, George Chavez, had made it abundantly clear that any deviation or delay would see Jeanie out on her ass. She couldn’t help that she did her job properly. It wasn’t her fault that she felt a sense of obligation to actually visit the sites before they became office blocks, mine dumps or landfills, or whatever else their clients had in mind. With Jeanie there was no compromise and she didn’t care about politics. She was however becoming vaguely aware that perhaps she should start to care about those things, if she planned to stay employed.




Originally from Chicago, Illinois, she had moved to New York right after graduating with the promise of work at Wilkes. She had been there for five years now and she thought she did a good job, but lately her manager had been irritated with her thoroughness. 




George would often berate her for her travel account, her reports that were always more than competent and complete, and her flagrant disregard for specific instructions to ignore certain things.




“It’s not that you’re not good at your job, Jeanie. You’re too good,” he would complain. “You just don’t have to turn over each rock in the place to see if there’s some endangered species of butterfly or something.” 




“Well, George, turning over each rock is kind of what this is about. And you will never find a butterfly under one. Unless some total douche has put it there,” she would retort. 




And so it would go. 




This time she was told to go out to Sun Valley, look around and then approve the deal. 




Jeanie Buchannan had other ideas. 




She took out her camera. Yes, she could use her phone, but she loved her Canon with its awesome zoom lens and it went everywhere with her anyway. Sighting through the eyepiece Jeanie captured the light as it slanted through the leaves turning the world around her a lovely shade of green. It was so peaceful here. She could forget just about everything. And even better, there was no mobile phone service here. No signal. It was like stepping back into the eighties but without the bad hair. 




The Canon clicked with great self-satisfaction as she took pic after pic. There were colorful birds and small animals in the brush that she caught glimpses of through the lens. Then suddenly she saw something out of the corner of her eye. 




It was big and black. Jeanie started in surprise. 




She turned but there was nothing there just tree trunks. Jeanie smiled to herself. Alone in a spooky forest and her mind was already playing tricks on her. 




“No more horrors for you,” she told herself aloud. 




She sighted through the lens. There it was again the movement out of the corner of her eye. She turned and saw nothing but trees. 




Then she heard something in front of her and she turned her head.




This time she saw it properly. A big black bear was standing not ten yards from her. He was huge and shaggy with a thick, luxuriant coat. He raised his muzzle in the air and sniffed. She was down wind. Well that would make things interesting. If the bear decided she was food, well then that was it. That would certainly spell the end of her. There was no way that Jeanie was going to make it to her car that she’d left up on the side of the road. Not unless she suddenly morphed into Hussein Bolt, which was unlikely.




The bear turned his shaggy head and bellowed. It was a raw, guttural sound that just emanated power. Jeanie let out an involuntary whimper as she stood transfixed. The roar was answered a moment later from behind her. Jeanie turned very slowly as though she was standing in treacle. Out from behind the trunks of the trees a big black shape lumbered. It wasn’t alone. It had two little black shapes in tow and they were heading right for Jeanie. 




She knew they could see her and smell her but the bears didn’t seem to care that she was standing there. Carefully Jeanie lifted the camera to her eye and focused the lens. She just about sighed with the sight. What a pic! This close to a mother bear and her babies. She had seen amazing photos taken by people who were in the right place at the right time, and had always lamented the fact that it was never her. Jeanie just had no luck with capturing the prize winning photo, or being in the right place at exactly the right time. But maybe today, maybe right now she was in the right place. Finally!




The mother bear and her cubs were walking towards her. She was an amateur and getting this shot would certainly put her Instagram account right up there with Clark Little’s. Jeanie wished the damn Canon would click quieter. She didn’t want to disturb the bears. The mother bear was grunting to one of her cubs who was loping close to her. The other smaller one was gamboling around the tree trunks. 




Eventually the mother bear stopped walking and growled at the little bear who quickly rushed over to his mother. Jeanie caught the whole thing clicking away, a series of images that she was sure were spectacular and unique. It was amazing. 




They were getting closer and closer.




Every instinct in Jeanie was telling her to run away now. Climb, run, panic! Where? Where could she run to that wouldn’t make the bears chase her? No, she had to keep her head. Just breathe. Jeanie closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Running wouldn’t save her. If she was about to die by bear then there was nothing she could do about it. Of course there hadn’t been any overtly aggressive behavior from the bears. If anything they didn’t seem to care that she was in the woods at all. Even the large one that was now behind her off in the trees, seemed undisturbed by her presence. Perhaps the people here were no threat to the creatures and so the bears didn’t worry about them. 




Jeanie stood mouth open, clicking away on her camera as the bears walked right passed her. They were so close if she’d reached out a hand she would have run her fingers through the mother bear’s fur. It was amazing. 




The mother and her cubs met up with the other big bear. There were grunts and nuzzlings as though in greeting. This was unusual to say the least. Bears were only social when they were young or mating. They didn’t stay in family groups and male bears could be especially bad tempered and violent. But this one nuzzled the cubs and then as one creature they all turned to look at Jeanie as though posing for a family portrait, the parents behind the babies. 




Jeanie took the shot and stood flabbergast as the bears then turned and carried on walking through the woods.  


Jeanie’s legs were rubbery on the walk back to her car which made it rather difficult. She knew it was just the adrenaline draining out of her, but that didn’t make it any easier. She kept stumbling and bumping into the trees, taking more care of her camera than herself. At one point she slipped and landed heavily on her backside.




“Well done Buchanan,” she moaned and hauled herself up.




 She began to slip and slide down a steep embankment. The ground suddenly gave way and Jeanie was sliding, arms pin-wheeling to keep her balance. The pine needles underfoot were smooth and slippery as ice. Her hiking boots, though good, had no hope of gaining traction as in a cloud of dust, Jeanie slid down into a ditch. She over balanced and landed heavily on her right arm bending it at a strange angle at the wrist. 




She heard the pop and cried out. 




As the dust settled around her, Jeanie felt her wrist explode into a world of agony. She had never felt this awake and horribly in her body before. There was nothing but her wrist at its strange angle and her pain. She wanted to cradle her arm but didn’t dare touch it. It was while she was sobbing and rocking herself to and fro that she heard a voice. 




“Hi,” it called, “Are you okay?”




Jeanie looked up and out of the ditch she was sitting in. 




A man was standing on the edge looking down at her. He was tall and broad shouldered with thick black hair lying in a wavy mass on his head. His eyes were an unusual hazel color that made them seem to be golden. For a moment Jeanie forgot her pain and wanted to reach for her camera. She moved her arm and cried out again. 




“Looks like you’ve done yourself an injury,” the man said. He slid down into the ditch and came to rest on his haunches next to Jeanie. “What’s your name?” 




Jeanie looked at him and swallowed. “Um, it’s Jeanie,” she said. “Jeanie Buchanan.”




“Hi Jeanie, my name’s Ryan Hunt,” he spoke gently, quietly to her in a calm and reassuring voice. Jeanie knew he was doing this to stop her from freaking out and she was amazed to realize that it was working despite her knowing what he was doing. 




Ryan spent a moment examining her wrist. “Well, it’s not broken. That’s the good news.” 




“It’s not? Sure feels broken,” Jeanie said feeling shock take over. She was hot and cold at the same time. 




“It might be fractured, but you’ll need x-rays to be sure.”




“Is there bad news?”




“’Fraid so. The bad news is it looks badly dislocated,” Ryan continued. “Now ordinarily I would put it back myself, but this looks a little out of my league. I think you need a professional. Just in case. So let’s get you up. My car is just over there through the trees. I’ll drive you to the doc.” 




“Oh, you don’t have to, really. I’m fine, I can drive myself,” Jeanie said. She didn’t want this hunk of a man to think she was the typical damsel in distress. She was a scientist. She didn’t get distressed. 




“You left handed?” Ryan asked. 




“No.”




“Then you’d better let me take you.”




Ryan pulled her to her feet and then lifted her in his arms. Jeanie was amazed. He picked her up like she was a feather. Then he walked up and out of the ditch without slipping once. She wondered where he bought his boots. Clearly they had better grip than hers did. 




It took Ryan a couple of minutes to walk back to his truck carrying Jeanie. He deposited her and her camera on the passenger seat and then slotted the seatbelt into place around her. 




“There we go,” he said and smiled at her. “Wouldn’t want you hurting any other parts on the way now would we?”




His smile was naughty but nice. Jeanie hated thinking in clichés but it really was. It seemed to hint that this man had a fun streak that wasn’t on the surface. This one hid it deep, and she would bet good money that the only telltale sign was that smile.   




The drive to the main road took some time with Ryan going slowly and carefully over the uneven road surface. 




“So what brings you all the way out to Sun Valley?” he asked conversationally. 




“Work actually,” Jeanie confessed through gritted teeth. 




“You one of those National Geographic photographers or something?” Ryan asked indicating the camera that lay on the seat between them. 




Jeanie chuckled and shook her head. Her hair had come undone and was hanging about her in gentle auburn curls. She wished she could tie it up. It was such a bush when left down. But there was no helping it now.




“Actually I’m only an amateur with the camera,” she confessed. 




“Oh, so what does Jeanie Buchanan do to pay the bills?”




Jeanie sighed. “I do EIA’s; environmental impact assessments.” 




The change that came over Ryan was sudden and quite astounding. He hit the brakes and pulled the car over to the side of the road. 


“Do you work for Petersen-Snow?”




“No! Well not directly. How do you know about them?”




Ryan was angry. His face was flushed and he was gripping the steering wheel with white knuckles. “Let’s just say we’ve had run ins.”




“You have? Here? Wow! I thought this was the first time they were looking at property in this area.” 




“It is. Let’s just say that they aren’t my favorite people. Actually no one here likes them much,” Ryan said still sounding upset.




Jeanie looked over at him. This wasn’t the most violent outburst she had ever endured. Once she had been doused in red paint by a person who thought that Jeanie would ever sign off on a project that involved destroying a wetland where a whole host of protected species nested. People jumped to conclusions all the time about her and her work. She knew how to deal with this.




“Look Ryan,” she said trying to keep her voice calm through the pain in her wrist. It had throbbed with each jolt of the truck and had now settled into a constant thrum of pain that caused Jeanie to speak through gritted teeth. “You probably don’t understand the full extent of environmental impact assessments are for. It’s quite common to…”




“Yeah, I know how this works.” He said interrupting her. “You come in and take a look around and then sign everything my people have worked for for generations over to some stuffed shirt in New York!” 




 “That is not what I do!” she yelled, indignant. “Why do people always think that? Shit!” she turned to face him. “Some people in my profession might be a little hasty in their approving projects. That’s not me. I have to make sure that everything is above board. It’s a complex survey of the area taking the animal and human life into consideration. So don’t just assume that I’m in P & S’s pocket. Okay? Because I’m not! I take my job very seriously and I never just sign off. I’m extremely thorough.”




Ryan’s golden eyes met hers and held her gaze. She hoped he could see her sincerity. Jeanie wasn’t in this game for the money, which could be huge if you took bribes which she didn’t. She was in this to do good, to make sure that people couldn’t run wild destroying environments that were unique and could never be reclaimed. It was her passion, her calling in life. It was amazing how often people got it wrong. 




After a while Ryan swallowed and looked out at the road ahead but stayed silent. Jeanie was panting a little as she calmed down after her outburst. She glared out the window feeling her pulse return to normal. The dirt track ran under a canopy of leaves, all turning golden and red as fall swept the land outside the car. Overhead clouds were massing, thick and grey. Ryan seemed to sniff the air. Then he sighed and put the truck back into gear and pulled out onto the road. 




They drove in silence then suddenly Ryan burst out saying, “You know Petersen-Snow, they plan to kick us all out of Sun Valley. Just think about that while you’re doing your job so thoroughly.” 




Jeanie was shocked. “Of course I will,” she snapped. “Interviewing local residents is part of the procedure.” If she was totally honest she would usually post an online survey and gauge people’s feelings that way, but perhaps this was a hands on kind of place. Anyway her driver was proving quite passionate about this and the last thing she needed was to end up dead in a ditch because P & S contracted her firm to do their assessments.  




She shifted closer to the door and looked out at the countryside. They turned onto the main road and now Ryan depressed the accelerator. The truck sped off. There was very little traffic and he had no trouble weaving between the other cars, breaking the speed limit. Seemed he was as eager to get rid of her as she was to be out of his car. 




 There was a hospital in San Luis but it was an hour or more away. So Ryan drove Jeanie into town to the local sawbones. His clinic was in an old house, converted and made to look more modern with some bad architecture. Jeanie wasn’t at all sure about this place, but she was desperate.  




Ryan pulled into the parking lot and stopped the car. He turned to Jeanie who was releasing the seatbelt catch so she could get out. 




“I’m sorry,” he said. “I jumped to conclusions about you. We’ve just met and I don’t know whose side you’re on, but it was wrong of me to yell at you. Do you think we could start over?”




Jeanie was surprised. She blinked her hazel eyes at him, considering. “Apology accepted.”




Ryan smiled. “Let me help you out.”




He got out and ran around the vehicle to the passenger door. He pulled it open and helped Jeanie to her feet. She thanked him as he escorted her to the doctor’s waiting room. It was a little seating area with plastic chairs. Some children sat with their mothers, all of them sniffing, sneezing and coughing. That time of the year Jeanie guessed as she and Ryan made their way to the reception desk. 




A large lady wearing a dark blue blouse and black sleeveless pullover eyed them over her eyeglasses’ thick black rims. She had faded blonde hair and red-rimmed blue eyes that she turned on them with less interest than Jeanie felt she should have had. A half-finished box of chocolate chip cookies lay open on her desk, crumbs littering the polished work surface.




“Can I help you?” she drawled. 




“I hope so,” Jeanie replied trying to put a brave face on. Her wrist was so sore now she was on her last bit of self-control to not dissolve into a fountain of tears.




“Do you have an appointment?”




“No, this is an emergency!” Jeanie retorted feeling her patience slipping away. 




“So what’s the emergency?”




“It’s her wrist, ma’am,” Ryan said flashing the friendly smile. “It seems to be dislocated.” He indicated Jeanie’s throbbing appendage. 




The receptionist regarded it and nodded. “Yup, looks like. Well take a seat and fill out this form. Sign at the bottom of the second page only. Got that? Only at the bottom of page two! Then bring it back to me. You got health insurance?”




Jeanie nodded.




“Good,” the receptionist said and handed the form to Ryan. “You her husband or boyfriend or something?”




“No, I just found her in the woods,” Ryan told her. 




“Well, okay then. Go take a seat and help her fill this out. I warn you though, as a walk in you’re going to have to wait a while.”




“Thank you,” Ryan said and took the clipboard.  




They sat and Ryan helped Jeanie fill out the form, making sure she only signed on the instructed line. Then he handed it back to the lady and resumed his seat next to Jeanie. 




“Thanks for all the help. You don’t have to stick around. I’m sure you have better things to do.” She said hoping he would stay. 




“I can stay,” Ryan said texting on his phone. “Never know if you’re going to need someone to sign for you again.”  He looked up and grinned. 




Jeanie was taken for x-rays quite quickly once the fat receptionist had captured her information on the computer. It was after that that the waiting started. They waited for an hour. By that time Jeanie was almost beside herself with pain. She was drained, sore and holding back tears. Why did she have to go and fall? Things were fine until that happened. And now she was waiting to see a doctor who seemed to be on his way back from Mars or something considering how long this was taking. Her mind was a mishmash of thoughts and feelings all jumbled together. She felt sick, hungry and tired, oh, so tired. 




Eventually she was called into a small consulting room with a plastic covered examination table. 




“Hop up and let’s take a look at your wrist,” the doctor’s voice said, drifting in from behind a screen where she could hear water running. Then paper towel dispensing. 




There were steps next to the table, so Jeanie walked up and sat gingerly on the edge. She was chewing her lips raw, blood already starting to trickle into her mouth. Any other pain would do right now. She just couldn’t take the agony from her right wrist anymore. 




The doctor appeared. He was a short man, grey haired and a little stooped. He smiled sweetly as he took a look at her x-rays and then at her wrist. 




“Dislocated for sure,” he said. “But we can fix that. Now don’t you worry. On three. One.” He pulled her hand. 




Jeanie screamed and kicked the doctor. 


Jeanie felt better. 




Despite kicking the doctor in the knee, she had her wrist joint realigned and strapped, and was beginning to feel the happy feeling that everything would be just fine, as the schedule 5 drugs shut down her pain centers. 




What a way to start a job! Jeanie wondered if she should call her office and let them know she was injured on duty. Then she thought about the mess of paperwork that that entailed. How she would have to get the doctor to write up a report about the incident. He would probably mention her nervous reaction to having her joint reset. No, Jeanie decided that the less Wilkes knew about this, the better. 




“You’re feeling better,” Ryan said as they climbed back into his truck. He hovered at the open passenger door. “Can I buy you something to eat?”




Jeanie looked at him. She was famished but surely Ryan didn’t want to spend any more time with her. She was the “enemy.” She could see the inverted commas in her head. Oh boy! She was so high right now. 




“Yeah, I think food would be amaze-balls!” she smiled. 




Ryan chuckled. “Okay then. Best you lean the other way while I close the door. Don’t want to make you go back to the doc so soon.” 




He had a very nice voice Jeanie decided. A very nice one. It was robust and manly and yet not so deep she thought his chest ended at his feet. And he was handsome. When last had someone wanted to take her out anywhere? Jeanie couldn’t remember. It might be the drugs, or it might be that it was that long ago. 




Ryan got into the driver’s seat and then started the truck. He pulled out of the parking lot and drove along the road a little way. He turned this way and that and eventually they stopped outside a little place that proclaimed it to be a diner.




They went in and found a table near the door and sat down. A young waitress appeared and took their order. She smiled very sweetly at Ryan. Jeanie thought that was just adorable. She stared at him with her head on her left hand. 




‘You’re drooling,” Ryan said handing her a napkin. 




“Sorry,” Jeanie said wiping her mouth. “Those pain pills are something else.”




“I’ll bet. So what were you doing in the woods?”




Jeanie shrugged. “My job, silly.” 




“Well someone already took a whole lot of pics of the area,” Ryan told her looking a little annoyed. 




Jeanie nodded. “Yeah Valerie Rousseau I know. I read her report. That’s why I’m here. I know you think I’m batting for the enemy, but really I’m not. I’m not. I…” she realized she was drifting off in her head. She was wondering what it would be like to kiss Ryan. It would be good. She could tell. Jeanie closed her eyes and the images became more vivid. 




Just then the drinks arrived; a coke float for Ryan and a Tab for Jeanie. 




“Here you go folks,” the waitress said smiling as she deposited the drinks on the table. “Food will be ready in a moment.” 




Jeanie jumped and it was only Ryan’s lightning reflexes that saved her drink. 




“Better make that real fast, Rene,” Ryan commented looking pointedly at Jeanie. 




“Sure Ryan, anything for you.” The waitress walked off swinging her hips so hard Jeanie was amazed she was walking in a straight line and not weaving all over the place. 




“She likes you,” Jeanie said. “She’s flirting.” 




Ryan looked shocked and shook his head. “No she’s not. I’ve known that girl since she was in diapers.” 




Jeanie stuck her index finger under his nose, only it was the one on her injured hand and she winced. “Well she’s certainly not in those anymore and I think she’s waiting for you to notice. You know what I mean?” 




“You were taking pictures of something in the forest. Can you tell me what it was of?” Ryan asked ignoring her. 




Jeanie sighed. “Sure. I took pics of the bears. This family walked right by me, mom, pop and two cubs. Amazing! Got it all!” she suddenly looked panicked. “Where is my camera?”




“Glove box in the truck,” Ryan said. “What were you taking pics of them for?”




She shrugged. “Bears were the reason for the EIA request. Ms. Rousseau said there was something special about them. So this place needs to be protected. I came to do the EIA. Didn’t I mention this?”




“You did. So what happens if you find special bears in the area?”




“Oh, well I have,” Jeanie said smiling. “It’s not normal for bears to behave like these ones. Not at all. They should have eaten me. But instead they walked right by. ‘S very wee… wired… strange! Why is that?”




“No idea,” Ryan said. “If I can show you more interesting bears would you be able to save Sun Valley?”




“Prob’bly. You would have to get it proclaimed a special preserve and then I dunno what happens to the people who live there. You won’t want to live there if Mr. Petersen and his creepy partner, Mr. Snow, get done with the place believe me.” She took a sip of her Tab, then said sulkily, “They ruin everything.”




“What do they want to do to Sun Valley? Do you know?”




Jeanie nodded. “Sure. There’s gold in them thar hills. Or the ground, anyways. Deep underground. They want to mine. Messy. Nothing left in Sun Valley. Nothing pretty anyway.” 




Jeanie was sad now. Morosely sad.




Rene brought their food but she was in two minds about eating it. Her stomach eventually reminded her that breakfast was forever ago and she ate. Ryan sat across from her lost in thought. He seemed to be unaware of her for the rest of the meal and it was only when Rene reappeared with the check that he snapped out of it. Jeanie paid for the meal insisting it was the least she could do. 




“You staying in town?” he asked.




“Sure,” she replied.




“Where?”




“Old age home, I think,” Jeanie had left the final frontier far behind by now. Ryan smiled patiently and nodded. Then escorted her to the front door of Grandma’s Inn. 




It was a quaint little place across from the diner with a huge bay window in the front. Jeanie and Ryan walked up the steps and Jeanie opened the door with her left hand. She felt about in her pocket and produced her key. “Good thing I checked in this morning. Not sure I could manage that now,” Jeanie smiled and chuckled. 




Ryan smiled too. “Yeah, you are way over the limit young lady.”




She nodded. They stood in silence for a moment and it was a strange awkward one. Ryan seemed to be on the verge of saying something a couple of times, but he didn’t. Eventually Jeanie shrugged and came to life.  




“Thank you for driving me all over today,” she said.  




Ryan nodded. “It was my pleasure. I’ll pick you up in the morning if you like, take you back to your rental.” 




“I totally forgot about the car!” Jeanie exclaimed slapping her forehead a little too hard. “Ow. I’m such an idiot. Will it be okay out there overnight?” 




“Yeah. Should be fine.”




“Good. I’m too baked to drive right now,” Jeanie confessed. 




Ryan nodded. “No kidding. Here, don’t forget your camera.”




“Thanks,” Jeanie said. Taking it in her left hand she slipped the strap over her head. “I hope my pictures came out alright. It was really so unbelievable to have those bears walk right there,” she gestured awkwardly with her strapped arm, “Ryan, they were so close I could have reached out and touched them. It was the most intense moment!” 




A look passed over his face. Jeanie couldn’t identify it. It looked sad and hopeful all at the same time. 




“G’night then,” she said feeling very tired. 




“Bye,” Ryan said and turned to leave. 




He walked out the door and down the steps. At the gate he stopped and turned to look back. Jeanie waited and then when he continued out to the street, she took the stairs slowly up to the second floor. Her room was right at the back of the old house. Why did it have to be so damn far? It was pleasant, though. Clean and covered in doylies and frills in an assortment of pastel shades. 




Jeanie wasn’t a pastel person, and she certainly would never put frills and lace on furniture but, Mrs. Graham who owned the inn, seemed to love them. With a sigh Jeanie collapsed on her bed. She had the forethought to unsling the camera strap from her neck before she fell into a drugged and troubled sleep.   


The sun was well up when Jeanie woke to the sound of someone knocking on her door. She had slept in her jeans and sweat shirt from the day before and she was a mess. With a herculean effort she hauled herself up and to her door. Unlocking it she poked her head out. The hallway was empty. Meaning to go back to bed, Jeanie looked down as she closed the door and noticed a small square of card on the carpet. She bent down and picked it up. 




Someone had written a message on it in a fine, neat hand. 




Ryan Hunt is downstairs waiting for you. It read. 




Right, Jeanie thought. We arranged a pick up for the morning to go get the rental. 




With sluggish movements that were hampered by her injury, Jeanie managed to get in the shower, wash and then dress herself. She could do nothing promising with her hair and simply piled it all on her head in a ponytail. Then, dressed in a clean pair of jeans and a black hoodie, she went downstairs. 




Ryan was sitting in an armchair, dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt. He looked up from his phone and smiled at her. His black hair was messy but his golden eyes shone. 




“Morning,” he said. “Are you ready for an adventure?”




“So long as it doesn’t involve any injuries I’m all for it.” She smiled.




They walked out the door and down the path. 




“How is the wrist?” Ryan asked. 




“Excruciating,” Jeanie said. “Serves me right. Maybe I need new hiking boots. They had no grip on the needles at all.” 




“I promise you, you’re in good hands today.” 




“And whose would those be?”




“Mine.” He smiled at her. “Coffee? I got you a latte from the Lemon Drop. They also make these amazing cinnamon buns. They are so good. Better than doughnuts.” 




She looked at him amazed at his friendliness. “Really? We’ll see about that.”




They climbed into Ryan’s truck and drove out to Sun Valley. The road was wet. It must have rained in the night while Jeanie was dead to the world and the whole place looked clean and fresh. A breeze was blowing again, and though the sun was shining, white clouds were rushing by overhead. Jeanie sipped her latte. She preferred a straight up black coffee but this was a sweet gesture and it wasn’t lost on her. They had both gotten off on the wrong foot the previous day. So it was clean slates all round, thanks to coffee and cinnamon buns. 




“Good, right?” Ryan asked after she’d eaten her third little frosting covered sugar bomb.  




“Surprisingly,” Jeanie agreed after she’d swallowed. “I could eat the whole box and then keep going. These things are bad!” 




“I know, right, you gotta love them,” Ryan said smiling as he bit into another one, frosting sticking to his nose. 




They laughed. 




“So does this mean we’re friends?” Jeanie asked. “I’m not the big bad monster coming to take your home.”




Ryan shrugged. “I’m hoping that you will learn to see things our way. There’s a lot going on here that I’m pretty sure they didn’t tell you about. But we’ll get to that later. This morning I plan to take you on a guided tour of the forest. That way you’ll be guaranteed to see strange bears galore.” 




“Right?” she said not believing him but enjoying the ride. 




They took the turn at the T-junction and entered Sun Valley. The place was so pretty with the fallen leaves and the damp soil. Jeanie opened her window and took in lung-fulls of the air. 




“I just love that smell,” she confessed. “You know that wet, earthy, mulchy kind of smell. Reminds me of my grandparents’ place in Canada. I know don’t shoot me, I have Canadian relatives.” She held her hands up in mock surrender. 




Ryan held his fingers up like a gun and pretended to shoot her. “Actually, I don’t mind Canadians at all.”




“Good.” 




The track they were driving on forked ahead and they took the left one, heading deeper into the forest. After a few minutes Ryan stopped the truck. 




“Here we are,” he said and got out. 




Jeanie had no idea where she was. If he was planning to kill her, then she was as good as a face on the news. There was no way anyone would ever find the body out here. Watching Ryan; the way he moved and spoke, just how he was with her, Jeanie decided that she definitely wasn’t getting the creepy insane vibe from him. It was probably fine to go deep into the woods with this man she only just met yesterday. Famous last words—possibly. 




He led her through the trees, her camera slung around her neck. They came to a fallen log and Ryan said to crouch down behind it. It was huge, big enough for Ryan to hide behind. 




“Wait here, the bears come by all the time,” he whispered. “You should be able to observe them.” 




Jeanie was skeptical but she crouched down and waited. Ten minutes later a bear sauntered into the clearing ahead. It looked around and found a tree. Then it stood on its hind legs and began to rub its back up and down on the trunk. 




Jeanie snapped pics. The bear was pulling faces. She was sure of it as it groaned and moaned with pleasure. 




“That must be a really good scratching post,” she commented, laughing. 




Ryan looked annoyed. “It’s not that good.”




The bear stopped his scratching. Landed back on all four huge paws and sauntered out of the clearing. 




A few minutes later two more bears walked into the clearing. They sat down and stared at each other. Then they grunted and groaned, whimpered and snorted as though having a conversation. Jeanie couldn’t believe it. She was no expert but she was sure that bears didn’t behave like that. She finally realized that she was being had when a bear tottered into the clearing and bowed at her. It actually bowed and then smiled pulling back its rubbery lips. 




“Okay Ryan, how did you do it?” 




“Do what?” Ryan asked exuding innocence.




“How did you train the bears?”


Ryan had been very closed lipped about the bears. After their little show and Jeanie calling him out about them, Ryan had bundled her back into the car and driven off even further into the woods. Jeanie was beginning to think that maybe her vibe about him had been wrong. Maybe he was up to something. If it was just to mock her or make a fool of her, then why go to such lengths? 




Every attempt at conversation met with silent resistance from him until eventually Jeanie threatened to open the door and fling herself out.




“Bad idea,” Ryan said. “You don’t know the area and its full of bears.”




“Yeah well, maybe I’d rather take my chances with a bear than you!” 




He looked at her with a strange expression on his face. “Look. I’m taking you to a place where you can get answers. Isn’t that what you want? Don’t you want to know why Petersen and Snow are so hell bent on destroying this place?”




“I know why, they want the gold,” Jeanie said. 




“That’s probably the frosting on the top,” Ryan replied shaking his head. “Please Jeanie. You just have to trust me a little. I’ll earn it I promise you. But you have to trust me so I can. Does that make sense? You see my people, the people of Sun Valley, we really need you on our side. And yeah it was a cheap trick with the bears just now, but I promise it will make sense when we get to where we’re going.”




Jeanie looked into his face and tried to find the lie. She was usually pretty good at this, seeing the rusting barrels of toxic waste in the man’s eyes long before they ever reached the lake he planned to dump them into. It was almost a superpower. But looking into Ryan’s open, hopeful face she couldn’t find the lie. He was hiding something, but not lying to her. 




“Okay,” she agreed. “I’ll trust you. But if you break my trust just know you’ll never have it again. I don’t make the same mistake twice.”




“I wouldn’t expect you to,” Ryan said smiling. 




He drove on, turned right at a truly massive boulder that Jeanie would love to examine and he stopped the truck under the spreading branches of a clump of pine trees. Jeanie looked up at them and noticed faerie lights had been strung between them. Then she noticed the caravan stuck in a hedge and the steps leading up to the red door. 




A sign hung in the bush read Honey’s. 




“Honey’s? What is this place?”




“Local hang out,” Ryan said. “I’d like you to meet the locals. We’re about to have a town meeting and I think you should be part of it. But first I think you need to meet some people.” 




They got out of the truck and made their way across the car park and up the steps to the bright red door. Ryan opened it for her and as Jeanie stepped through she felt her mouth hang open. The room beyond was mostly open to the sky with only the sides sporting a roof of sorts supported by poles. In the center of the area was a huge fire pit. With the weather looking chilly, great big logs burned and smoldered. Jeanie noticed that the place was quite busy for a Wednesday morning with big, burly men and large boned women sitting on the rough-hewn furniture. It was perfect; exactly how she would have expected a rustic place to look. 




A young woman, probably a year or two younger than Jeanie herself walked up to Ryan and smiled. She had the most beautiful blonde hair and golden eyes. 




“Hey Ryan,” she greeted him smiling. “You’re early. The meeting’s only at twelve.” 




“Hey Donna,” Ryan replied. “This is Jeanie. Is Kyle here yet?” 




“Hi Jeanie,” Donna greeted her with a curt nod. She was balancing a tray on her right hand steadying it with the other. “Yeah, he and Val are over there with Marcus and Paul. Good luck, Paul’s in a mood.” 




“When isn’t he?”




She shrugged and moved on. 




Ryan led the way across the open grass to the far side of the room. There at a large table sat four people and only one was a woman. Jeanie looked at her just as the woman turned her head, saw them and smiled. She had dark curly hair and the brightest blue eyes that Jeanie had ever seen, with lovely olive skin. She stood up and walked to them. 




“Hi, you must be Jeanie.” 




“Yeah, I am.” Jeanie admitted. 




“I’m Valerie. I feel a little responsible for getting you out here.”




“Oh, that Valerie! It’s fine. This place is wonderful.”




Valerie smiled and led her to the table. 




“And you don’t greet me?” Ryan said petulantly.




“Don’t be such a baby,” an old man chirped from the table. He was playing chess with the other old man.




“No one asked you, Paul,” Ryan retorted as he took a seat next to Jeanie. 




“So, introductions. Everyone this is Jeanie Buchanan. She’s the one doing the environmental study thing,” Ryan said. “Jeanie this unpleasant bastard here is Paul Barkley, that silent old man there with all that white hair is Marcus Pierce, this is his grandson Kyle, that’s Valerie who only greets strangers, and I’m still Ryan.” 




Jeanie smiled and chuckled looking at Ryan. “Are you sure?”




He laughed at her.




“Oh God! Hell has finally frozen over!” Paul exclaimed suddenly lifting his hands to the heavens. “Ryan made a joke, and for a girl no less!” 




“Ignore him,” the man introduced as Kyle said. He had dark blonde hair and a wicked smile. He was sitting next to Valerie. There was something about the way they acted that told Jeanie they were a couple. “Everyone else does.”




“Ha! Checkmate! I knew I’d get you this time you sly ol’ coyote!” Marcus exclaimed and sat back in his chair. “I need a beer.” 




“Marcus its only eleven,” Kyle retorted. 




“So? It’s five PM somewhere.”




“Yes, but not here,” Valerie said. “Let’s have another round of coffees.”




“Right, because caffeine is so much better for me.” Marcus said sarcastically.




Donna came and took the order for the coffees and left. 




“I feel that I should really explain why you’re here,” Valerie said to Jeanie as they all sat looking at each other. “You see I recommended you a great many times to Petersen-Snow. I was really hoping Wilkes would send you.”




Jeanie felt she was being examined as exhibit A. “Why?”




“You’re honest,” Valerie continued. “And I’ve never heard of you ever taking a bribe. So in this situation we need someone like you.”




“Okay,” Jeanie said haltingly. “Ryan said the same thing. What are you hoping for here? All I can do is submit my report and so far…” she held her hands up in an uncertain gesture. “I mean as cute as the bears are, if they’ve been tamed then I can’t recommend this as a wild life preserve. Which would come with its own issues anyway.” 




“Tamed bears? What is she on about?” Marcus asked. 




“Cute?” Paul exclaimed. “Cute? She thinks we’re cute?”




“No, I said the bears in the forest were cute.” Jeanie looked at the faces around the table and sagged. “Okay what am I missing? There’s clearly something.”




Ryan sighed. “I was hoping to do this another way but we don’t have the time.” He stood up and began to take his clothes off. 


Jeanie had gone bright red as Ryan stripped to his boxers. He was absolutely not shy at all. And with good reason. He was so well built she wondered what he did for a living? Model maybe? But no, he had the look of a man who did hard physical labor, rugged and tough, not all man-scaped and soft. 




And then things got really weird. 




Just as Jeanie thought she couldn’t take it anymore, Ryan had begun to change shape. It was horrible. Jeanie was spellbound. As a scientist it was fascinating. Unpleasant, but intriguing. He went through forms that should be impossible for a human being, and yet it was all happening right in front of her. 




And when it was all over a big black bear stood right there in Honey’s. No one paid them any attention at all as though this sort of thing happened all the time. In a daze Jeanie reached out and touched the glossy black coat. 




“Oh. My. Gosh!” she said slowly, running her fingers through the fur. She stood up and walked around the bear which sat down on its backside watching her. She lifted a paw and examined it, checked the teeth in the mouth and peered into the golden eyes. “Ah, there you are. Hello, Ryan the bear.”




He grunted and stood up. Jeanie resumed her seat. The demonstration was over.




The change back into a man took less time. It was almost like the man stepped out of the bear form and Ryan pulled his clothes back on. 




“Well that’s one way to tell someone you’re a Were-bear,” Marcus said. “Not the one I would’ve gone for, but what do I know?” 




“Did you have to do it here where people eat?” Paul snapped. 




“You’re taking it really well,” Valerie said smiling at Jeanie. “I wasn’t as cool.” 




Jeanie shrugged. “Well I probably wouldn’t have believed him if he hadn’t changed right in front of me. I mean there’s no way to fake that. So were you born like this or did you get bitten?”




“Born,” Ryan confessed. “But listen I can answer all your questions later. Right now we need you to understand what’s really going on here. I’m sure once you hear this, the picture will change for you.”




“Okay, tell away,” Jeanie said.




The coffees arrived and Jeanie sipped hers as she listened. Marcus told the story. He explained as the chief elder of the Bear Clan it was his duty to lay out the facts. So he did with interruptions from everyone. Jeanie was spellbound. It was amazing. Almost a plot worthy of Hollywood. 




“About six months ago a woman moved here to the San Luis Valley. She bought herself a ranch,” Marcus said. “Jess knew nothing about running a ranch and she hired Donna’s brother Wyatt to help her with the cattle. Everything was fine until her ex-husband came looking for her.”




It turned out that the ex was actually Mr. Petersen’s son and he was angry about Jess leaving him. So he set out to make her life hell. He attacked her and she killed him in self-defense. 




“The big problem with this,” Paul told her, “Is that Petersen is a werewolf. He has ties to the local pack that lives one valley over in Prichard.”




“It caused a fight,” Kyle said. “Not that it would take much, there’s never been any love lost between us all.”




“So this is like a family feud. Like a Montague and Capulet thing just without the romance?” Jeanie asked.




Ryan nodded. “And we need your help to figure out how to win this. We have to save our homes.”




“Okay, but I don’t understand how Petersen-Snow can buy the land out from under you? If you own it then there’s nothing they can do,” Jeanie said. 




Everyone looked a little uncomfortable now. 




“You don’t own the land. Do you?”




Heads shook. 




“That’s why I thought you could help,” Valerie confessed taking Jeanie’s hands across the table. As she took Jeanie’s bandaged right hand, she winced and Valerie let go. “So sorry, are you okay?”




“It’s nothing. I fell yesterday and hurt it. It’s fine really. So what am I doing here? You need a lawyer.”




Valerie sighed. “I was hoping you could work something out with Calvin. Is he here yet?”




“Oh crapper!” Jeanie exclaimed. “I’m supposed to meet with him in town in, like, an hour.”




“Then we need to come up with a plan real quickly,” Kyle said. 




Jeanie looked around the table at the hopeful faces. “Tell me about the land. Who does it belong to and why don’t you buy it?”




“It belongs to the humans,” Marcus said. “To the council which is headed up by Jeff Headley. He hates us.”




“But he loves money,” Paul said. “You got a few million in those little jeans of yours?”




Jeanie shook her head. She wished she did.


Calvin was a big African American man. He stood tall and proud in front of Grandma’s Inn as Jeanie pulled up in her rental SUV and parked at the curb. Dressed in tailored dark grey pants and a jacket he looked out of place in this world of jeans and flannel. 




“Where the hell have you been? I’ve been calling you for over thirty minutes,” Calvin said opening the passenger door and slipping into the car. 




“Sorry,” Jeanie said not feeling sorry at all. “I was out at Sun Valley, doing my job and there’s no service out there.” Thank goodness. It would have been really awkward on the drive to pick up her rental if Calvin had been calling her all the time. As it was she and Ryan were kind of hitting it off and Jeanie was eager to see where it went, even though he was a bear some of the time.




Calvin turned his oddly pale eyes on her. He had always made Jeanie uncomfortable and they had worked on at least six projects together now. His eyes weren’t blue, or grey, they were so light as to be almost colorless. She wondered, not for the first time, if they were natural or contact lenses. 




“No signal? Is that a fact?” he asked. “Is there a place to get a good cup of coffee here at least?”




“There’s the Lemon Drop Café. It’s close by,” Jeanie said. “We could walk.” 




Calvin looked out of the window at the greying sky. The wind had come up blowing errant leaves and trash across the street. “Drive. I may be in the sticks but I am not going to get anything on me.” 




Jeanie rolled her eyes and sighed. Then she put the car into gear, checked the street for traffic, and pulled off a perfect U-turn into a parking on the other side of the street.




“We’re here,” she said getting out of the car. 




Calvin eyed her but said nothing as he slipped out of the passenger seat. They went inside the quaint little coffee shop. All the tables were delicate little things. The décor spoke to a decidedly feminine feel that made Calvin look out of place. Jeanie loved seeing him perch uncomfortably on the little chair. 




A waitress in a frilly uniform came and took their order. Calvin had a black coffee while Jeanie poured over the tea menu. If she drank any more coffee she would probably not be able to sit still at the table. In the end she went for an apple, kiwi, honeybush mixture that sounded nice. She was hungry so she ordered a grilled chicken mayo while Calvin ordered the house salad, “But hold the croutons, tomatoes and onion, and add olives, avocado and feta cheese. Oh, and bring the dressing on the side.” 




“I’ll see what I can do,” the waitress said looking at him as though he was a strange insect. 




Jeanie could imagine what the kitchen staff were saying about Calvin at the moment. She would bet it wasn’t complimentary. 




“So what have you discovered so far?” Calvin asked her. 




Jeanie shrugged. “Not much. I had a little accident yesterday in the woods. I dislocated my wrist.”




“Your own personal shit is none of my concern,” he told her sternly. 




“Right,” Jeanie retorted. “But I had to spend the better part of the afternoon in the doctor’s waiting room so he could fix it.” She held her wrist up to display the bandage. “So what I’m trying to tell you is that I haven’t managed to do much. That’s why I went out there this morning.” 




She decided to leave out all mention of Ryan and the rest. 




Calvin looked unhappy. He snorted. “You know that Mr. Petersen is taking a personal interest in this acquisition?”




“Is he?” she asked. “I didn’t think this little town was worth his time.” 




“Well it is. He wants this to go without a hitch. So make it happen and he will reward you.”




“I don’t take bribes,” Jeanie said smiling sweetly.




“Indeed,” Calvin retorted, raising an eyebrow.




Their drinks arrived and while Calvin sipped his bitter black liquid, Jeanie took great pleasure in pouring golden honey into her tea. It was actually very tasty. 




“So what is Mr. Petersen’s interest here? Is it the gold deposit?” Jeanie asked. “I pulled the mineral survey from the seventies. Do you have a more recent one?”




“Yes I do.” 




“Can I see it?”




“It has no bearing on this case.”




“Okay, it’s just if that’s all it is, then Petersen-Snow could actually run a mine here without really disturbing things too much. I mean if properly set up there would be minimal…”




“The mining possibilities are not the only aspect of the land that is of interest.” Calvin interrupted her. 




“So what else is there?”




“Nothing that need concern you. I need you to refute the claim that Sun Valley has unusual bears that need protecting.” 




“Oh.” Jeanie nodded. “So that’s it is it? You just want them all gone?”




“I couldn’t care less about the smelly beasts,” Calvin said. “But my employers are most adamant. So what do we have to do to make this all happen quickly?”




Just then the food arrived. 




As her sandwich was placed in front of her, Jeanie looked up into those unsettling eyes. “This takes time Calvin.”




“Does it now?” he asked and looked at his salad. “They smothered it in dressing. Honestly!”




Jeanie took a bite of her sandwich. It was really good. 




“I have a meeting at City Hall this afternoon. You will do your job speedily and then submit your findings to me.”




“I’ll do my job sure, but I submit my findings to my superior.” 




“You will find that that will be me,” Calvin said. He picked at his food. 




They ate in silence and then Jeanie paid the bill and they left.  As they emerged into the dull sunshine, the wind chilled Jeanie’s face. She was feeling flushed and not confident at all that she could stall this whole process long enough for the Bear Clan to find the money to buy their land. 




Calvin turned to her as she began to walk across the street. 




“Make no mistake Jeanie. If you give me any trouble, I can have you replaced,” Calvin said. 




“No, you can’t,” Jeanie said. “Not without holding up the works for months. See you round.” 




She walked across the road.


Jeanie had just opened the door to her room when her phone rang. It was George, her boss and he was angry. 




“Do not piss Calvin Jenkins off, Jeanie! I’m warning you!”




“George, you know it’s almost impossible for a living organism to not piss that man off!” 




She closed the door with her foot and began pacing her room.




“Still, Jeanie. Just get this thing approved and through. It’s not worth the trouble that will come with not doing what they want. Trust me!” George said over the line. 




“There’s more at stake here,” Jeanie said hotly gesticulating even though he couldn’t see her. “George I can’t just sign the report and kick an entire community out of their homes.”




“I know,” George said sounding a little deflated. “Look, what do you need to make this nightmare project go away?”




“I could do with a look at the latest mineral survey. Also can you pull the permits? Has anyone bought the mining rights?” she asked. A plan was forming in her head but she wasn’t sure if it would work or if they would have the time to get it all done.




“I’ll check for you,” George said. “Jeanie, be careful. These people make and break careers, yours and mine. More than careers sometimes too.” 




“Cool,” she said and hung up. Throwing the phone on her bed didn’t make her feel any better. Why were people so mean and greedy all the time? Petersen-Snow recorded billions of dollars profit each year with their network of subsidiary companies. Why did Mr. Petersen have to be such an a-hole about it all? 




Because of his son. It was all about revenge and the only way to stop this was to either kill him or--kill him. Jeanie didn’t like that idea at all. Now that she had met the people who lived there, saving Sun Valley was becoming more of a personal crusade than a mere job. Perhaps there was a way that Mr. Petersen’s personal vendetta could be ruled out, made null and void. 




If only the Bears could afford to buy their land. But Marcus had assured her that they couldn’t. They were handy men, cow hands and casual laborers. Not one had pockets deep enough. They treasured the land, the creatures in the forest and the mountains, not heaps of glittery metal that in the greater scheme of life meant nothing. 




Jeanie was surprised to realize that she had found kindred spirits in the Bear Clan. Especially Ryan. If she was honest then she would admit that him stripping naked was stored in her memory for replay later. A lot of replay. And he was a nice guy. 




Suddenly there was a knock on her door. Jeanie opened it and found Ryan standing in the hallway. 




“Hi,” she said surprised and feeling a blush start deep in her toes as she thought about what she’d been thinking about him just seconds ago. 




“I hope I’m not interrupting,” he said. 




“Not really. You want to come in?”




“Um, no,” Ryan said. “I was wondering if you’d like to come to dinner with me? Two of my friends got engaged yesterday and they’re having a little thing at her dad’s ranch tonight. I thought it might help you if you could speak to more of the locals, you know for your report.”




Jeanie felt the smile begin in her belly and rise to her face. Like she was going to say no to the cutest, nicest guy she’d ever met. “So this is purely to help me get a sense of the local environment? Find out how the people feel about things?”




Ryan smiled at her. “Exactly.” 




“So not a date at all?”




“It could be,” Ryan told her leaning on the door frame and making Jeanie’s heart jump into her throat. “Would you like it to be one?”




She just smiled. “So what time?”




“I’ll pick you up at six.”




“See you then.” 




Ryan walked down the hallway. He looked fabulous in his jeans. Jeanie sighed. Was this really the time for her to go all hormonal and get entangled with a local? If not now, then when? She closed her door and tried to focus on her work. 


By six Jeanie was a wreck. She was showered and mostly dressed but with only one fully functional hand she was struggling. And on the stroke of the hour Ryan knocked on her door. She opened it. 




“Am I early?” Ryan asked looking at his watch. 




“No, I’m disabled,” Jeanie said. “Help me, please? I can’t get the zipper up.” 




Ryan stepped into the room and Jeanie turned so he could pull the zipper up on her blouse. It was a back little number that zipped up the back and hung really flatteringly in the front. She was in skinny jeans and boots. She had given up on her hair leaving it loose in long rolling curls. 




“Okay, now you’re early,” she said and grabbed a jacket. 




“You look really pretty,” Ryan said and he sniffed her hair. “You smell amazing, too.”




“Is your sense of smell heightened even as a human?” Jeanie asked. She had been dying to ask him about a bazillion questions since his amazing transformation. 




“Yeah, it is.”




“Cool,” she smiled, wrinkling her nose in delight.




They walked out of her room and down the hallway before Jeanie remembered to lock her door. Ryan took her key and walked back to do it for her. He was in jeans and a black Tee with a leather jacket and boots. He looked so handsome. 




It was a lovely drive out to the ranch, through the darkness. Jeanie looked up through the window into a clear sky filled with so many stars. 




“I love that you can see the stars so clearly out here,” she said. 




Ryan smiled at her. “It’s one of my favorite things about this area too. It’s still open and free.”




She grinned at him. 




They spoke off and on trying to stay away from the topic of saving Sun Valley. Jeanie tried not to ask too many personal questions, but she was fascinated by this man who was partly human and partly beast. 




Ryan did his best to answer her, but eventually he turned to her and said, “Jeanie, please. Enough!” 




“Sorry, the scientist in me gets carried away sometimes.”




“It’s fine. Let’s just pretend I’m all human for tonight.” 




“Oh you’re so much more than that,” she said dreamily and then realized she’d said it aloud and panicked. 




Ryan took her left hand in his and held it. “You’re pretty amazing too.”




Jeanie was floating on air.




They pulled into their destination and found the drive lined with trucks and cars. They were forced to park way down the drive and walk up. There was a light ahead and as they neared the house, Jeanie could see a big bonfire in a field out front. Poles hung with candles in mason jars, wrapped in streamers and flowers illuminated the rest of the field were tables and hay bales had been set up. Pumpkins decorated the tables that stood looking ghostly in their white tablecloths. 




Jeanie was introduced to the whole gang, as Ryan referred to them. They were all sitting round the bonfire on hay bales, bottles of beer in their hands. She met Tyler and Willow, a lovely small girl with strawberry blonde hair and blue eyes, as well as Wyatt and Jess. She was short with dark hair and a bright smile that looked strained. And then she met the happy couple, Jesse and Jamie. She was glowing, her dark hair hanging loose down her back as she displayed the small ring on her left hand. 




“I was hoping to get a bigger rock,” Jesse was saying. “But they’re so gosh-darn expensive all of a sudden.”




“It’s perfect,” Jamie said and kissed him. 




Jeanie was thrilled to meet them all but she felt that they were watching her carefully. It seemed that Ryan usually came to social functions alone. 




“We were beginning to wonder if he was gay,” Willow laughed. 




Ryan shook his head at her. “Maybe I just hadn’t found anyone interesting enough to bring.” 




The conversation took off from there and Jeanie found herself involved with three at the same time. But it wasn’t until Valerie leaned close and said, “It will be sad to see this all go.” That she focused on one. 




“Is this part of Sun Valley?” Jeanie asked.




“No, but most of these people will have to move. And you know it’s hard for shifters to find a place where they can set up communities of their own.”




“I can imagine,” Jeanie agreed. “But listen I have George my boss looking into something for me. We might have a chance. But don’t say anything please. I don’t want to get people’s hopes up.” 




Valerie nodded. 




Jeanie was swept up in a conversation with Jess and Willow about dating a bear.




“It’s fun,” Willow said smiling. “No one messes with you.” 




“Almost no one,” Jess said. “So you must be something special if Ryan has taken an interest.” 




Jeanie was glad it was dark out here or everyone would have seen her blush. 




“He thought it would be helpful if I got to know the locals, you know, get to know what you thought of things,” Jeanie said hoping she sounded convincing. 




“Right,” Willow said mocking her. She smiled and Jeanie knew she was joking with her. 




The evening rolled along like a casual, well-oiled machine. People laughed and joked and had a good time. There were speeches at some point and food. Then there was dancing and more alcohol. It took a lot of beer to get Jeanie anywhere near the dance floor and then when she and Ryan kept standing on each other’s toes, they called it quits on that activity and went to sit on a hay bale under the stars. 




“It’s really pretty out here,” Jeanie said feeling her nose start to run from the cold. Ryan put his jacket around her shoulders. “Thanks.” 




“Can’t have you dislocating your wrist and catching cold, now can I?”




“Guess not,” she said. 




Ryan put his arm around her shoulders and drew her to him. “You’re shivering.” 




“It’s cold!” 




“So you say,” he said and smiled. He seemed completely unaffected. “I’m really glad you came here, to Colorado.”




“Funny old world ain’t it?” Jeanie joked. “If Petersen wasn’t trying to kick you guys out of your homes, I might never have met you.”




“Yeah, funny old world,” Ryan said and tilting her chin up with his hand, he kissed her. 




Jeanie would never say that she had been kissed a lot. Somehow being interested in science and always rushing off into the wild every chance she got, made it hard for most men to understand her enough to want to kiss her. But this wasn’t her first kiss ever. It was the best, by far. Ryan tasted of beer and something sweet and fresh. He smelled amazing and she wanted to melt into him. Eventually they had to surface and Ryan decided it was time to go home. Jeanie didn’t mind. They had a whole car ride together and then who knew what?




Jeanie was still all warm and floaty when they pulled up outside Grandma’s Inn. Ryan held her hand as they ran up the steps laughing like teenagers in love for the first time. She was so happy that she didn’t notice anything was off until the door was open and she and Ryan were standing in the lobby. Two men stood at the counter. They were speaking to a small old lady with grey hair and milky blue eyes. Mrs. Graham was looking uncharacteristically ruffled. 




“I don’t have a presidential suite,” Mrs. Graham was saying. “You’ll have to make do with a luxury room. Both of you!”




“That will not be suitable,” one of the men said. He was shorter than the other and wore white. His hair was white, as was his skin and he had the same disconcertingly clear eyes that Calvin had. 




“This is a small town,” Calvin said. Jeanie hadn’t seen him as she entered but she saw him now. 




Her heart stopped. She knew these men; one so white he was like snow and the other grey as the light before dawn. 




“Oh, no!” she said softly. “It’s too late. He’s here.” 




The grey man turned at that moment and regarded her with a face devoid of expression. 




“Mr. Petersen,” Jeanie said. She felt Ryan grip her hand tightly in his.




“Miss Buchanan, I presume.” Mr. Petersen looked down his thin nose at her. “And fraternizing with the enemy. That should be grounds for your removal. Calvin see to it.” 




“Yes sir,” Calvin said. His face showed nothing but Jeanie thought he must be smiling on the inside. 




“Fine!” Jeanie said hotly. “I just want to tell you a thing or two. Both of you. What you’re doing here is despicable! You are terrible excuses for sentient beings! How can you let a little personal issue cloud your judgement like this?”




“Remove her!” Snow said.




Calvin moved to grab Jeanie’s wrist. As his fingers closed over it Jeanie cried out. Of course he went for the injured one. But Ryan stepped forward and pried the other man’s hand from her. 




“Leave her alone!”




“You can’t fight here!” Mrs. Graham cried out from behind the counter. She was holding a shotgun in her hands and sighting down the barrel. Her hands were steady as a rock. “I’ll call the cops on you! Bear and Wolf business can’t be sorted on human land. You all know that. Now get out! The lot of you!” 




“But…” Jeanie began. 




“You stay dear,” Mrs. Graham said kindly to her. “You’re human. These others know the law and they’d best remember I can shoot them on my land if they cause trouble.” 




Ryan held his hands up. “Meant no disrespect Mrs. Graham. I apologize.” He stepped back towards the door, not turning his back and not taking his eyes off the three wolves. 




Mr. Petersen regarded the old lady and then turned on his heel. “We have no need of you.” And he strode to the door. “And you Miss Buchanan, will never find work in your field again. I will see to it personally.” He left. 




Mr. Snow followed but stopped to glare at Jeanie. He was sniffing her. 




“You got a problem?” she asked, feeling brave with Mrs. Graham’s shotgun trained on him. 




“No, but you do,” he said and left. 




Calvin was the last to go of the wolves. He and Ryan never blinked, their gazes locked until the wolves had all gone. Then Mrs. Graham lowered the gun. “My word! Sorry about that, Ryan. I know you’re a good boy. Just had to get those men to leave.”




“I understand, Mrs. Graham,” Ryan said politely. “This business is best sorted on our land anyway. Jeanie I’ll see you in the morning.” He kissed her cheek and left. 




Jeanie let her breath out and sagged. Mrs. Graham offered to make her a cup of chamomile tea but she refused. She had something she desperately had to do.


Up in her room Jeanie dialed George’s number. He answered but sounded asleep. 




“Shit Buchanan! Don’t you own a watch? It’s two AM here!”




“Sorry George. Did you manage to find out about the rights and get the mineral survey for me?”




“You called me at this time of night about that? Hell you need to get a life!”




Jeanie sighed. She was getting one, that’s why she needed the information. “Well?”




“Fine. Fine, yeah I got it. I was going to send it on tomorrow. But since it is tomorrow I’ll just get up out of my nice warm bed and go send it to you. How about that?” He was being sarcastic.




“That would be great!” she said pretending she hadn’t noticed. “Hey George, I owe you a big one for this.” 




“Massive!” George said and hung up. 




Ten minutes later the Wetransfer link arrived in her inbox. As Jeanie waited for the download she paced to and fro. She was in for a long night.




Outside the wind picked up, blowing in loud gusts. Jeanie hardly heard it. When it started to rain, the drops pattering on her window, she looked up but didn’t really see them. She could do this. All the data said that her plan would work. All she needed was a little help and a lot of luck.




Her next phone call to George was at eight AM his time and he sounded more genial. “So?”




“So I have it. But I need you to do something for me, urgently.”




George listened as Jeanie laid out her plan. He gasped. “You sure you want to do this?”




“Yeah! It’s the only way.” 




“Fine,” George said. “Get your report in now and I’ll take care of the rest. This is going to cost me every favor I have saved up, you realize that?”




Jeanie nodded and then remembered he couldn’t see her and said, “Yeah. Well, now I owe you a solid.”




“More than…”




“Much more. Just please get it through.”




“Hey I’m Miracle George,” he said and hung up.




“You’d better be,” Jeanie said to her phone. 




She was so tired but she couldn’t sleep, so she got in her SUV and with directions from Mrs. Graham drove out to Ryan’s house. 




He lived deep in Sun Valley which was mostly dirt tracks and trees. There were open fields, a few small stores and other buildings but they looked more like they had sprung up from the earth herself than having been built by men.  




She found his house, a log cabin on the edge of a clearing surrounded by tall spruce and pine trees. The weather was still grey and bitterly cold. She stopped outside his house and wondered if this was such a good idea. But she had to set her plan in motion now or it would be too late. But what if he wasn’t alone in there? What if he had played her just to get her to help them save their land? 




“Morning.” 




Jeanie jumped in surprise. Ryan was standing next to her window. He was dressed in jeans and flannel as usual and looked as fresh and well rested as ever. She was sure she looked like a train wreck but that wasn’t important now. 




“Hey Ryan,” she said opening the door and hitting him on the legs with it. “Oh sorry. Listen I really need your help.” 




They sat in Ryan’s living room. He had made instant coffee that Jeanie was chugging down like it was the only thing keeping her upright, which it was. Ryan listened as she laid out her plan. When she’d finished he leaned forward and kissed her. It totally derailed her thoughts. 




“What was that for?”




“For being brilliant!” he said and his voice sounded husky and sexy. Jeanie bit her lip and smiled at him. He leaned in and kissed her again. Jeanie’s heart hammered in her chest and before she knew it, they were entangled, kissing pulling clothing off each other. 




“Woah! Woah!” she cried. “We don’t have time for sex now. We have to go and get Marcus and the others. Come on!”




Ryan sighed and pulled his shirt back on. “Fine, but later you’re all mine.” 




“Deal. Let’s just go save your home first.”




 Time was of the essence, so Ryan sat on his landline phone calling everyone they needed. With that done they climbed into Jeanie’s SUV and drove back into town to City Hall. 




When they arrived the place had just opened up and Mr. Jeff Headley was standing on the steps in his grey suit. “Your manager called me this morning at an unearthly time,” he told Jeanie once she’d introduced herself. “He said you had a counter proposal. Why this could not be conducted at a decent hour is beyond me.”




“I apologize for that,” Jeanie said trying not to shake with all the caffeine in her system. “But I’m eager to get this done.” 




“As am I.” He led Jeanie and Ryan into a conference room. They had just sat down when Marcus, Paul and another lady, who was introduced as Eugenie, entered the room.




“This had better be good,” Paul snapped sullenly. “I’m missing my breakfast for this.” 




“It will be worth it, Paul,” Ryan said. 




Ten minutes later the rest of the human council filed into the room. Jeff Headley did the talking. He laid out Jeanie’s plan and she only had to interrupt him to correct him once or twice. But in the end even Paul was smiling. 




“So you accept the terms?” Jeff Headley asked. 




Marcus, Paul and Eugenie put their heads together for a moment and then smiled. They nodded. The paperwork was ready and they had all just finished signing and initialing when the door burst open. 




Calvin strode into the room, looking angry. He turned his cold gaze on Jeanie. “What is going on here?”




“Council business young man,” Jeff Headley said smartly. “It doesn’t concern you.” 




“I believe it does. If this has anything to do with Sun Valley.” 




The door opened again and two men entered, one white, one grey. The atmosphere in the room became icy as a morgue. Wolves and Bears glared at each other. 




Jeff Headley however smiled. “Welcome gentlemen, seems you’re too late.” He held up the document. “Seems these nice folks whom we all have known our whole lives, will be keeping their land after all.”




“But we had a deal,” Mr. Snow said. His voice was like an ice flow. 




“Did we?” Jeff Headley asked. “I cannot seem to recall anything in writing.”




“We had a deal and you know it, Mr. Headley, and our lawyers will take you to the cleaners for this,” Calvin spat, waving his thick black finger under Jeff’s nose. Jeff removed it and smiled even more broadly. 




“Well they can try, but since you were so insistent that there be no paper trail…” he spread his hands in supplication. “There is no proof, is there?”




“I demand justice,” Mr. Petersen said. His voice was quiet, calm but Jeanie could see something raging within him. “One of their number, a woman named Jess Lincoln, killed my son in cold blood. I demand justice for this outrage!” 




Jeff turned to Marcus. “Is this true Marcus?”




Marcus nodded. “Yeah, she shot the sonofabitch,” he said. “But not before he attacked her. He followed her from New York and destroyed property, threatened her life and the life of a bear, Wyatt Wade. We were within our rights to handle this in the Clan.”




Jeff nodded sagely. “Well there you have it.” He said. “Clan law is clan law and you can all sort it out on your own land.” He sighed looking at the paperwork with a lot more affection than Jeanie thought a man should feel for pieces for dead tree. “I believe we’re done here.” He stood up as did the rest of the human council and they left the room. 




Mr. Petersen and Mr. Snow watched them go. 




The bear council put their heads together again.




“What’s going on?” Jeanie asked. 




Ryan held his finger to his lips. 




Then a moment later Eugenie, her hair in long braids turned to the wolves. 




“You’ve called for justice as is your right,” she said. “So we will settle this the old way. The Pack will offer a warrior to face the Clan’s chosen warrior. It will take place at sunset today. We will give you directions.” 




Petersen nodded, then he turned and left. 




Jeanie watched with her mouth open and suddenly felt that she was out on a limb dangling over a hole in the world. 


The bears called a clan meeting. It was held in the market field, where they usually had Christmas carols, farmers’ markets and other social gatherings. Jeanie was allowed to attend so that she could explain her plan to everyone and they could all thank her for saving them. 




She really didn’t think she deserved all of that. After all it was a silly little idea that had turned into gold. And that was it really. Gold. The latest mineral survey that Snow had had done on the area showed a promising vein of precious metal. It was estimated to be enough to pay for Sun Valley six times over. All it took was a deal declaring that the Sun Valley residents would run the mine and the profits would be split fifty-fifty to pay for the land and then some. No messy relocations that the council would have to pay for, no law suits, everything could be done peacefully by people who had been raised together. 




But now there was this business of clan justice for the death of Petersen’s son, Conrad. And that was where it had all gone to hell according to Jeanie. 




Eugenie stood up and addressed the Bears. They were all sitting in a massive many ringed circle. She stood in the center and addressed them all. 




“A wolf has called for clan justice. He has called for the old way,” she said. “He said that one of ours killed his son in cold blood. We know what happened and it was self-defense, but this wolf won’t stop until he gets blood. He is the one who tried to steal our land, take our homes from us. He has called for justice, but its vengeance he craves. And we know that revenge will only grow and fester in his heart.”




“Can we speak to him? Make him see sense?” a woman asked. She was sitting two rings out with a man and two children. They reminded Jeanie of the bears she had met in the woods on her first day out in Sun Valley and she wondered if it was their family portrait she’d taken. 




“No Elmarie, if this one has a heart, it’s made of cold stone,” Eugenie said sadly. “So I have to ask all able bodied young men, all clan warriors to step forward and place their names in the hat.” 




She held up a floppy black felt hat. 




It was a sad and solemn pageant watching the men scribble their names on strips of paper and place them into the hat. Jeanie felt fear rise in her throat as Ryan wrote his name and then placed it in the hat. 




“I have to,” he said. 




“Sure,” Jeanie answered, knowing she had no right to be sullen and moody with him but she felt it anyway. She stood on the outskirts of the circle with the other non-bears watching, Wyatt, Kyle, Tyler and Jesse all put their names in the hat too. 




Eugenie waited for the last name and then shook the hat. 




Marcus stuck his hand into it and drew out a piece of paper. 




“Our warrior is…Ryan Hunt. And his second is…Wyatt Wade.”




A round of applause went up as Ryan and Wyatt stood and shook hands. 




Jess burst into tears. “You should just let him have me!” she cried out. “I killed Conrad! I’m the one…” Jamie wrapped her arms around Jess and led her away. 




Jeanie was amazed to see not one look of judgement on any of the bear clan’s faces. All she saw was compassion and kindness. No one there would ever think of sending Jess off to her death for this. They supported her, a human, wholeheartedly and it made Jeanie want to cry too. 




When the meeting dispersed Ryan and Wyatt were led away. 




Jeanie was left with nothing to do and nowhere to go. She tried to follow Ryan but Eugenie stopped her. “They have to prepare.” She said. 




“So I can’t talk to him?” Jeanie asked.




Eugenie shook her head. “Look, this is a lot of traditional stuff and you and Ryan aren’t married so…” she left it hanging. Then she placed a consolatory hand on Jeanie’s arm. “He’s a good fighter. Don’t worry.”




“Right,” Jeanie said feeling morose.




With nothing to do and nowhere to go Jeanie sat in her car. She passed the time by seeing how many species’ full Latin names she could remember out of her head. It was just her luck to find a man she could love just before he fought a dual to save someone else’s fiancée. Typical! 




Hours passed and Jeanie must have dozed off. Reciting Latin names always put her to sleep anyway, better than counting sheep. Her eyes popped open when she heard a crunching sound next to her car. A big black SUV had just pulled up next to hers.




The doors opened and Calvin, tall and dark stepped out. He was followed by Mr. Snow and then last Mr. Petersen. Two other men stepped out and they all made their way onto the field. 




A crowd was gathering. Jeanie decided to sit on her SUV’s roof. If she dented it she was sure a big strong bear could knock it back out for her. It was the only way she was going to see anything. Valerie appeared in the crowd with Kyle and she waved to them. They joined her on her roof.




“So what happens now is basically a fight,” Kyle said. “They can fight as men or as animals. Up to them. If for some reason Ryan can’t fight, then Wyatt will step in.”




“Bet he wishes it was him fighting for Jess,” Valerie said. 




“What happens if Ryan loses?” Jeanie asked feeling her fear building. 




Kyle swallowed hard, “Well then Petersen can decide what happens to Jess. He’ll probably kill her. Then it’s all done. Wyatt loses the love of his life and there’s nothing he can do about it.”




“Your laws are strange and barbaric,” Jeanie said hotly. 




Kyle shrugged. “I’m going to go help out in Ryan’s corner.” He jumped down off the roof leaving Valerie and Jeanie alone. 




Valerie took her hand and patted it. “It will be fine, I’m sure.”




Jeanie wasn’t sure. He was going to fight and possibly die and she wasn’t even allowed to say goodbye. It just wasn’t fair.




Things were happening in the center of the crowd. There were a lot of bears milling around all broad shouldered and tall, but also a lot of wolves, lithe and quick. They must be from the local pack. Jeanie could feel the tension between both sides. 




When the fight began she was surprised. There was no fanfare, no smack talk like in WWE. Ryan and Calvin entered the open space and simply went for each other. They were both dressed in loose fitting track pants, their chests bare. Of course Calvin was Petersen’s champion, he was big and muscled and violent. 




Jeanie could barely think. The crowd were jeering, screaming and roaring for their champions. The sound seemed to bore into her and each time Calvin hit Ryan her heart thumped in fear. She gritted her teeth and began to chew the corners of her thumb nails. He was going to die. 




There wasn’t going to be a happy ending for her. No falling in love and getting married. She was going to be the spinster scientist environmentalist forever. Valerie was talking to her but she couldn’t hear. All she could see was Calvin hurting the man she loved more than anything. Ryan was fighting well, but Calvin seemed to ooze a horrible evil power that seemed to be overshadowing Ryan’s light. They drew blood. Red flecks on black and white skin. And the fight carried on and on. Ryan’s left eye swelled up, his lips split and he was favoring his right leg. Calvin stood strong, but he was bleeding from a gash on his arm, and another by his right eye. They flew at each other again and this time Ryan threw Calvin to the ground, twisting his left arm at a horrible angle. Calvin twisted out of it and got Ryan in a head lock. Jeanie looked away, scrunching her eyes shut. 




When she could bear to look again, Ryan and Calvin were circling each other. Round and round they went. They would jab each other in the face with their fists while trying to block the other’s blows. It was so stupid! Jeanie cursed testosterone and its idiocy. Fighting to prove a point was no way to go about it. There were better ways. 




Ryan was down. Jeanie stood on the roof of the SUV her heart in her throat. Wyatt was on the ground yelling something to Ryan while Calvin pummeled him with his fists. Jeanie’s eyes filled with tears. She blinked them away as with a great push, Ryan threw Calvin off him, pounced on him and slammed his head into the dirt with such force that Jeanie was sure he should be dead. But he was a Werewolf. Could they die from that?




And then it was all over. Jeanie sagged to her knees on the car and stared. Ryan had won. It was all over and he was still breathing.  




“Told you it would all be fine,” Valerie said. Smiling. 




And then a cry went up and all hell broke loose. 


Jeanie would never know how she and Valerie landed on the grass, but suddenly there they were. Feet ran passed them and not all of them were human. There were snarls and yelps, roars and screams from all sides. Jeanie tried to stand up but she was knocked over, pushed face first into the dirt. She heard Valerie calling over the din but by the time she looked around, Valerie was gone. 




With numb legs and hands that tingled like she’d got pins and needles in them, Jeanie hauled herself up and looked around. People were fighting everywhere. Blood splattered and clumps of fur and flesh dotted the ground. She was petrified. 




Running, ducking between the combatants, her only thought was to get to Ryan. She had to get to him. But where was he in this mess of bodies? Jeanie struck out and pushed her way through. Suddenly she felt pain down her back as something sharp dug into her flesh and dragged her to the ground. She turned and saw a wolf standing over her snarling and she realized it had clawed her back. 




Jeanie kicked out and caught the wolf on the muzzle just as a bear swiped a huge paw at the beast and sent it flying. Crying from fear and panic, Jeanie crawled to her feet and stumbled through the battlefield. She stepped over bloody bodies; some whimpering and some horribly silent. Ryan, Ryan, Ryan. She repeated his name in her head like a mantra, over and over and over. 




And suddenly a white wolf appeared in front of her. It snarled, displaying sharp white teeth. “Mr. Snow,” Jeanie whispered.




The wolf inclined his head and then leapt for her.




Jeanie screamed and fell under the weight of the beast. She closed her eyes waiting for the teeth, but they never came. In a flash the weight lifted, was spun off her and a big black bear, its fur matted with blood charged after the wolf. 




Jeanie scrambled to her feet. She turned and found herself now face to face with Calvin. He was awake. He had a gash across his chest and a murderous look on his face.




“Don’t hurt me!” Jeanie screamed at him panicking. 




He laughed at her and hit her. The blow sent Jeanie onto the grass again, sprawling as a ringing sound filled her ears. “I’ve been dying to do that since I met you,” he snarled. “And now I’ll just kill you, so you cause no more trouble.”




He glared at her and grabbed her by the throat lifting her off the ground. Jeanie was choking. Her lungs were on fire and she could feel the world slipping away. As she dropped into darkness she thought of Ryan’s kiss. 


Snow had settled on everything. It wasn’t deep, just a powdering that made the air taste of tin and everything look like a gingerbread Christmas scene. 




Jeanie snuggled in Ryan’s arms, cozy in one of his pajama tops. They were in his cabin, lying in front of the fire, cozy and warm. She ran a finger over the scar on his chest where Calvin had sliced him with a claw. 




“Are you still upset that Petersen and Snow survived?” Ryan asked his gaze still on the book he was reading. 




Jeanie was amazed at how well he knew her. “A little. I mean they caused such a lot of trouble and there’s nothing anyone can do about it. Why does Clan law say it’s all over when it shouldn’t be?”




“Because if you keep hitting back, eventually everyone will die. Revenge is for the stupid. Now let it go. You don’t have to fight them now, Jess and Wyatt are safe and we have Sun Valley. And it’s all thanks to you.” He put the book down and kissed her hand. “Anyway, I’m way too relaxed to think about something that happened a month ago.”




“Fine. So what do you want to do?” 




Ryan grinned at her. “Come give me a kiss little girl, or I’ll feed you to the big bad wolf.” 




“You’d have to fly me to New York to get that right,” she said going along with the joke. 




Ryan sighed and pulled her up. Then he flipped her on her back and kissed her. Jeanie wound her fingers in his messy black hair. The kiss was deep and unhurried. Neither one was going anywhere. With practiced fingers Ryan began to unbutton his pajama top exposing Jeanie’s naked flesh beneath. He cupped her right breast and licked the nipple until it stood hard as a rock then he moved to the left. Jeanie closed her eyes and lay back feeling little explosions of what she liked to call happy hormones, rush into her system each time he touched her in a new place. 




As his tongue slid down her body, peeling her out of the pajama top, Ryan stopped suddenly. Jeanie looked up. 




“What’s wrong?” 




“Nothing,” he said. “Just nice to find no underwear in the way.”




His tongue continued moving down her, along her thighs and into her crotch. What had mornings been like before she’d met Ryan? Jeanie couldn’t remember. Not this good that was for certain. He busied himself in her, slipping his fingers in and out of her teasing her. Jeanie played it cool, letting him think he wasn’t driving her mad with desire. But eventually she couldn’t take it anymore and she pushed him onto his back. 




“Your turn,” she said and began to kiss his stomach as she undid the ties on his pajama bottoms. They came loose and she pulled the fabric off him exposing him. He was hard and ready. But she also wanted to play so she took him in her mouth and sucked and massaged him until he groaned and pulled her off him




Jeanie straddled Ryan feeling him slip inside her as he had many times in the last month. They knew what they liked now, but each time was different, special. It was a dance where they made up the sequence of the steps each time and the rhythm changed as their moods fluctuated. It was heaven. Jeanie felt a wild abandon that she had never felt before. Ryan held her hips as she ground her pelvis against him making them both gasp with pleasure. 




He flipped her onto her back and slid back inside. Now she wound her legs around him, holding him to her, feeling him go deeper and deeper. The moment rose and took them until neither could hold it back any longer and they melted into each other in bliss. 




As Jeanie lay panting in Ryan’s arms, she looked up into his golden eyes and knew that she would never be lonely again. This was home, he was her Superman to her Lois Lane. Together they could take anything, after all they already had. 
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Meg Baker sighed as she watched the setting sun slip below the horizon. So much for all my planning, she thought, feeling the now-familiar twinges of fear and uncertainty that had plagued her from the moment she’d stepped out of the safe confines of Manhattan’s posh Plaza Hotel the night before. She had purposely waited until after Daylight Savings Time to leave, just so she would be able to take a bus that would both depart after ten p.m. and arrive in Nashville before dark.




“The best laid plans of mice and men,” she whispered, paraphrasing Robert Burns’ famous line.




Meg stared out at the passing landscape, so flat here in northern Tennessee but also so incredibly green. She had never ridden on a bus before, nor—to her knowledge—had she ever driven on an Interstate, beyond what it took to get from various airports to their city centers. Hers had been a life of chauffeured limousines, first-class trains, and first-class planes. Now, after almost twenty-four hours of seeing how the other half traveled, she was exhausted. And frightened, she had to admit, but also determined to see this through.




As a world-class violin soloist, she knew she could get a job playing somewhere, if only she could manage to not be recognized, and she’d thought Nashville would be a good place to start. It was a city of music, but music so unlike what she normally played, that perhaps she could manage to stay under her father’s radar for the time it took her to establish herself in another place, another career.




Good luck with that, her inner voice said, making her stomach clench yet again.




That little voice was right, of course. If her father did not already have a private investigator on her trail, she would be surprised. Actually, it wouldn’t surprise her to see her father waiting for her at the bus terminal in Nashville, but she hoped not.




She had been careful. Her father always, without fail, disappeared into his suite at nine-thirty sharp on any night she wasn’t performing. He was rarely alone and always left orders not to be disturbed. Having lost her mother at a very early age, Meg had no illusions about what her father did with the beautiful women who seemed to always be available to him in whatever city they were visiting, and she had learned early to cherish these rare nights of knowing her father was otherwise occupied.




Meg had her one soft bag and her old violin packed and ready to go, along with her new ID and the cash she had been stashing away over the past six months, thanks to various maids and bellhops who were only too happy to change the one-hundred dollar bills her father insisted she carry to impress people for much smaller denominations in exchange for a generous tip. Dressed in jeans, simple walking shoes, and a warm, serviceable coat she had purchased from one of the hotel maids, she’d slipped out of her suite just after her father had turned in for the night, taking the stairs instead of the elevator to the opulent lobby below. Before stepping out of the stairwell, she’d donned a plain, navy blue baseball-style cap, pulling her white-blond tail out the hole in the back—like she’d seen women on the streets do֫—then wrapping a scarf around her neck to both ward off the chill night air and hide the rest of her hair. She’d thought about getting a Yankee’s cap, but had opted for a plain one, since she was headed for Nashville and didn’t want to stick out as an out-of-towner once she reached her destination. Her eastern-educated, upper-class accent would be enough of a giveaway.




Walking the first three blocks, she’d timed her arrival at Carnegie Hall so the musicians would be heading out after an evening concert, because while most of them still wore their concert clothing, with a winter coat and a violin strung over her shoulder, she fit right in with the crowd of people looking for taxi cabs. She managed to flag one down, directing the driver to take her to the 42nd Street Port Authority Bus Terminal, where she quickly used cash to buy a bus ticket to Cleveland, Ohio. She had been researching the best way to get to Nashville and had opted for a Greyhound Bus ticket, with five stops between New York City and Nashville and two transfers. In Cleveland, she had bought a ticket only as far as Louisville, Kentucky, and from there, she purchased a ticket for the final leg to Nashville. She’d done something to change her appearance in both Cleveland and Louisville. In Cleveland, where she’d had almost a two-hour layover, she’d found a meal and traded her warmer New York coat, for a lighter, short jacket in a thrift store near the terminal. She’d also traded her blue ball cap for a brown one and her white woolly scarf for something lighter weight in a buttery-yellow.




She sighed, now, praying all her efforts hadn’t been for naught. The bus in Louisville had been delayed by a half-hour, which had put them right in the middle of rush-hour traffic coming south on I-65. Now instead of dusk, she was arriving in Nashville at full dark. She would need to find someplace to stay, and she didn’t really know where to start. She hadn’t dared research hotels in Nashville from her own computer, because she was certain her father would check there first. She’d found out about the bus schedule, thanks to a former classmate at Julliard, who’d come from Nashville originally and had let her play with his new iPad, when they’d had coffee together just before Christmas. (She’d hoped it was long enough ago, that her father wouldn’t think to ask Bryan about it.)




Meg straightened in her seat and strained to see forward. Traffic picked up as I-65 merged into another wide Interstate to pass through the city. They stayed on the new highway—I-24 this time—but then shortly took an exit ramp that wound down sharply to the right before making a left turn onto the city streets.




As the passengers around her began collecting their belongings, Meg tucked the Nashville tourist book she had found in the Louisville bus terminal into her jacket pocket. She then wrapped her hands around her violin case strap and pulled her small, canvas travel bag from under the seat in front of her. There was something quite liberating about being able to carry everything she owned in these two small bags. With the exception of her violin—which had been a birthday gift from her grandmother on her thirteenth birthday—everything she carried had been purchased recently, either from hotel maids or thrift stores. She owed nothing to anyone and was free to be herself for the first time in her life.




Whatever happens, I’m not going back to that life, she promised herself. With New York behind her and Nashville ahead, she took a deep breath and waited for her new life to begin.


“Fourth Avenue and Symphony Place, please,” she said to the driver, as she slipped into the back seat of a taxi she found waiting at the bus terminal and named the cross-street her friend from Nashville had given her, because she couldn’t think of anything else that would get her away from the bus station as soon as possible. It wasn’t only the fear of being followed that had her moving quickly. Unlike the New York terminal, the Nashville bus station seemed to be in a very dark, very remote part of town—definitely someplace she didn’t want to be alone at night. The taxi was cleaner than many in New York, though this one smelled of cigarettes, which rarely happened in the east.




“Dressed like you are at this time of night, you’ll prob’ly have better luck over on Broadway with that fiddle of yours,” the driver said, grinning at her.




“You may be right,” she said, opting to respond to the man’s friendly banter in like manner. “I just wanted to see the big house, first.”




He laughed. “It is big all right.”




You New Yorkers don’t know what friendly is, Bryan had always insisted. Now, where I come from, people actually make eye contact with strangers and say good mornin’ like they really mean it.




After only a few minutes in Nashville, Meg was already beginning to experience that friendliness for herself. She did remind herself that she couldn’t trust everyone—she’d be a fool to let down her guard completely with strangers—but that didn’t mean she couldn’t be pleasant to the people who were pleasant to her. And what better way to blend in? If she remained remote in this town, people would notice and wonder about her—and they’d remember her, when her father’s PI came asking about her. She doubted very much that anyone tonight would recognize her from either a description or a photograph someone working for her father might have.




In a surprisingly short time, they pulled up beside the forbidding structure of the Schermerhorn Symphony Center. It was beautiful, Meg thought as she alighted from the taxi after paying her fare with wrinkled small bills. The Roman columns marched proudly along the street, enclosing a beautiful outdoor space rather like a miniature Roman forum. It was small scale—everything she had seen of Nashville thus far seemed small after spending most of her life in some of the greatest cities throughout the world—but it had an unmistakable charm about it, and from Bryan’s iPad, she knew it housed multiple performance spaces for a variety of music styles. She sighed, wondering how one went about auditioning for a chair in Nashville’s Symphony Orchestra.




Curious, she turned right down the broad pedestrian way that ran along the front of the main hall. Trying not to think about her appearance, she hurried up the steps before she could change her mind and entered the lobby, where ushers were posted at the doors to the hall. One stepped forward to meet her.




“I’m sorry, miss, but the concert’s already started, and you can’t go in until intermission.”




She smiled. “That’s all right. I’m not here for the concert. I only wondered if I might buy a program?”




“Oh. Sure.”




He directed her to a small sales counter across the lobby, and smiling her thanks, she hurried over.




“One program, please,” she said to the young woman working the counter.




“Are you comin’ on another night, then?” the girl asked, as she made Meg’s change.




“I hope so. Thank you.”




Meg tucked the program into a pocket of her bag then made her way back outside. Can’t know the players without a program, she remembered her grandmother used to say. With a concert program, she would have both names and contact information. All she needed now was a library with computers, where she could set up an e-mail account and contact the symphony. She quickly retraced her steps down the grand stairway then turned back to 4th Avenue and turned right toward the lighted intersection ahead. Another block and she was on Broadway in the heart of Nashville’s nighttime music scene.




Like New York’s Broadway, the sidewalks were crowded with people enjoying the nightlife, but that was where any comparison ended. Besides being much shorter in length, the buildings that lined the street were no more than three or four stories high, their walls mostly red brick, though some had been painted outlandish colors. While the occasional modern tower could be seen from a distance, this old part of town, the entertainment district, was old and worn. Like an old lady, it used bright lights, decorations, and color, in an attempt to mask its wrinkles. Cowboy boots and hats seemed to be the style of choice for both men and women, and the facades of the various eateries and music venues boasted huge guitars, fiddles, boots, and hats, all outlined in flashing neon lights. Businesses ranged from boot and tourist shops to saloons and bars offering live entertainment from “real” country music to karaoke to hillbilly to honky-tonk. One or two even displayed banners bragging “smokers welcome.” She shook her head in disbelief and began to look for a place she thought she might safely enter on her own. Whatever the entertainment, she was hungry after her long trip.




Then she saw it. The sign on the narrow red-brick building across the street said “The Fiddlers’ Cave,” and she quickly moved to the corner, waiting for the light with the rest of the crowd before crossing to approach the place. The windows and door frames were painted a solid, stop-sign red, and the windows displayed vintage photos of what she assumed were famous fiddlers. She could hear the music pouring through the front door, which had been left open on what she assumed was an unusually balmy mid-March evening. 




As she approached, she saw the welcome—to her— “no smoking” sign in the front window as well as a posted menu. They offered mostly bar food and one main dish, which changed daily. She checked Tuesday and decided she could handle a burger and fries this once, and headed inside.




The stage was situated on a rough platform just inside the door, with a railing of split rails for safety. The floor between the stage and the front corner of the long bar that ran the length of the room was crowded with couples dancing to the lively music. Meg made her way around the dancing crowd and saw the room was three or four times longer than it was wide. The walls were decorated with vintage signs, radios, gramophones, and larger-than-life musical instruments. Half-tables were attached to the wall opposite the bar, each with two or three stools. An equal number of tiny round tables ran down the center of the room. Along the bar, more of the same kind of stools sat. Most were occupied by a variety of people ranging widely in shapes, sizes, and dress.




Meg made her way over to the bar and sat on one of the unoccupied stools at the short “L” of the bar. She half turned toward the front of the room, taking in the stage, where four young men performed. They looked as though they must be in their twenties and related, for they were all very tall, and well-built, broad-shouldered and slender-waisted. They sported the same thick dark wavy hair, and their faces seemed chiseled by the same craftsman. But it was their eyes that really caught her attention, for they were a deep golden color, even from a distance. She had never seen the like anywhere in the world.




It was the smallest of the four who really caught her attention, though, for he stood to one side, hipshot, his fiddle under his chin, his eyes half-closed. She might have thought he was asleep but the music pouring from his fiddle was amazing, and unlike any she had ever heard before. They all played acoustical instruments—guitar, double-bass, drums, and fiddle—and while she saw there were microphones, they didn’t depend upon them for their sound. The fiddler was an absolute magician, though, for he played without any pausing, any hesitation, and the music simply rolled off his fiddle.




“I.D., please.”




Startled, she turned to see the bartender had come to her.




“I beg your pardon?”




“It’s after six. I need to see some I.D., if you’re gonna be here.”




“Oh. Of course.” 




Meg relaxed instantly and reached for her wallet, handing him the new, laminated I.D. card she had recently obtained. She didn’t have a driver’s license—she’d never needed to learn to drive—but she had photo identification from the New York D.M.V. It was newly purchased, after recently learning that while her father had changed her name publicly, he had never done so legally. Part of her escape plan had been to go back to using her real name, and once she’d found her birth certificate—thanks to a rather unorthodox search of her father’s home office—she had been able to get the I.D., for which she had paid cash. 




The man eyed it closely, with an attention she hoped was due to the card being from out of state rather than newly minted. There was nothing wrong with it, though, and it passed muster. 




“Welcome to Nashville, Ms Baker,” the man said, handing back her card. “What can I git for you?”




“A glass of whatever you have on draft would be fine,” she said. Meg rarely drank beer, but she needed to order something, if she was going to stay here.




She found her eyes returning to the fiddler.




“Pretty good, isn’t he?”




Meg started when a huge man came up beside her.




“Yes. Yes he is.”




“You play?” he asked, nodding toward her violin case.




She snorted softly. “Not like that.”




He smiled warmly, and she froze, really looking at him for the first time. His size and coloring were the first hints, but it was the deep gold of his eyes that sealed it.




“Relatives, maybe?” she asked, nodding toward the stage.




His smile turned to a grin. “Nephews. My oldest brother’s boys.”




“Ah.”




The bartender returned with her glass of beer. “Can I get you anything else?”




“May I have one of your Tuesday specials, please?”




“Sure.”




“Bring it over to our table,” the stranger said.




“Oh, but…” 




Before Meg could protest, the bartender had nodded and turned away, and the big stranger was picking up her bag and violin.




“Come meet the rest of the family,” he said, nodding to a group of three women across the room.




Without any choice but to follow, since he was carrying her things, Meg took up her beer, and after taking a fortifying drink, followed him.


They had pulled one of the small round tables over to the wall, so they could sit together, and all three women were smiling at her in welcome as she followed the big man.




“Have a seat,” one of the women said, indicating an empty stool. Meg could barely hear her over the music and noise of the bar.




“Thank you,” Meg mouthed. Giving in, she took the offered stool, following the big man with her eyes as he stashed her violin and bag under the table against the wall. 




“My new friend here is getting a special,” he said. “Anybody else want something?”




“I wouldn’t mind a basket of those fries, Uncle Bart,” the small blond said.




“Coming right up. I’ll be right back.”




“I don’t mean to intrude,” Meg said, feeling a little uncomfortable. She wasn’t used to strangers, anyway, but this was turning out to be a surprisingly intimidating group.




“You’re not,” the dark-haired beauty said. “We noticed you were watching John and his fiddle, so we sent Bart to invite you over.”




“Oh.”




“Sorry about that,” the tall one with the stylishly cut sandy blond hair said. “We shouldn’t have sent Bart—he can be kind of intimidating—but he is really easy to follow across a crowded room.”




They all laughed, and Meg felt herself relaxing somewhat.




“I’m Mel,” the dark-haired woman said. “This is Addy and Candace,” she added, pointing to Sandy and Blondie in turn. “That was Uncle Bart.”




“Uncle?” Meg asked, surprised.




Mel laughed. “Well, he’s really the boys’ uncle, but we’re married to three of them, so we call him that just to make him feel old.”




“I’m Meg,” Meg said.




“Don’t listen to them, Meg,” Bart said, coming up behind her and sliding onto the next stool. 




Meg had to look up—and up—to see his face. Like his nephews, he had to be well over six feet tall.




“I would have guessed you were related, anyway,” Meg said, naturally siding with the women.




“Was it my good looks?” he asked, giving them his profile.




“Maybe,” Meg said, and Candace giggled.




“But mostly I think it was your eyes,” Meg said then wished she hadn’t. She took another big drink from her beer.




Mel gave an exaggerated sigh. “Oh, yeah. They kind of got to me, too.”




Meg watched as all three women put their chins on their hands and sighed, their gazes locked on the men on stage.




“Did they tell you they’re married to three of them?” Bart asked Meg.




“Yes, they mentioned it.”




“Don’t worry,” he said in her ear. “The fiddler’s still available.”




Meg looked at him, startled, then feeling her face heat, dropped her attention back to her beer. At the rate she was going, she’d need another to go with her dinner.




The music ended, and in another moment, Candace bumped Addy with her shoulder.




“I think they want us.”




Meg looked up and saw the men on stage gesturing toward them.




“Oh, all right,” Addy said.




Mel sighed. “They’re going to play my song.”




“Yours?” Meg asked.




Mel nodded. “Addy gave it to me for a wedding present. She and Candace have recorded it with the boys, but it’s hard to get her on stage live to sing it. Wait until you hear it.”




“Addy wrote it,” Bart said, “but Matt sings it to Mel every time.”




Meg felt her heart melt as the song began, and she noticed Mel’s bright eyes. Matt—it must have been Matt on the guitar—was singing the lead, and when he sang, “Love Me Always,” it was clear he had nothing to worry about, because his wife would do just that. All six of them sang beautifully together, the bass and baritone of the male voices blending well with Addy and Candace’s alto and soprano. It was obvious to Meg that each of the other brothers felt the same way about their respective wives as they sang with them. Even the crowd had quieted for this one, the dancing couples moving into each other’s arms for the slow dance, and Meg found herself smiling. John had switched to mandolin, and she realized quickly he was as adept at playing it as he was his fiddle.




“We decided the boys should call their band the Four Saints, ’cause that’s our name,” Bart murmured in her ear, “but when they sing like that, I’m bettin’ heaven notices.”




Meg smiled and nodded.




When the song ended, there were whoops, whistles, and applause from the audience—plus a few moans from some of the men—and Matt announced they’d be taking a short break. Setting aside their instruments, they came and pulled a second round table and more stools over, which allowed the nine of them to sit together. Meg decided the women had planned to have her tucked neatly between Bart and John. Her burger came, along with five more for the Saint brothers and Bart, with baskets overflowing with fries to be shared among them. Meg dug in with the rest, suddenly ravenous as she remembered she hadn’t eaten since Cleveland. Two pitchers of beer soon followed, and before Meg could protest, her glass was being filled again.




“You’ll have to try Meg, here, during rehearsal sometime,” Bart suggested as he poured. “She brought her instrument with her.”




“Oh, no,” Meg protested. “I can’t play like that.”




“You got a fiddle, don’t you?” he said.




“No. I have a violin,” she said firmly.




“Fiddle, violin. What’s the difference?”




“You’d know, Uncle Bart,” John said, winking at Meg, “if you’d ever listened to a real violinist.”




Bart shrugged, but all Meg could do was try to keep from staring at John. She took him to be the youngest of the four brothers, but he was definitely the best looking of the group.




Maybe I only think that, because I know the other three are married, she thought, desperately seeking some explanation for the fact that her right side—John’s side—was a lot warmer than her left.




“I really like the mandolin,” she finally said, looking for a distraction. “I’ve never played one before.”




“It plays just like the violin, fingering-wise,” John said. “I can teach you how to play it.”




She glanced up sharply, only to find her pale green eyes trapped by his golden ones. “Really?”




He smiled. “Sure. Where are you staying?”




“Um, well, actually, I came here straight from the bus station, so I don’t know, yet.”




“That’s perfect,” Addy said from across the table. “You can stay with Mark and me.”




“I can’t do that,” Meg said. “I mean…”




“Sure you can,” Mark said. “We have plenty of room.”




“We bought a house with three apartments in it,” Bart said. “Matt and Mel live on the top floor, Mark and Addy in the middle—the biggest apartment—and Luke and Candace have the ground floor. John and I share another house across the alley. We’re in the middle of renovating it into another multifamily—two apartments this time.”




“We still have a long way to go,” John said, “but playing in the upstairs living room right now is kind of like singing in the shower—terrific acoustics.




They all laughed, and Meg began to reconsider. Perhaps I can do this, she thought. What better place to stay than with new friends, where my father is less likely to find me?




“Come on, Meg,” Candace said. “Say you’ll stay with us. You don’t want to be wandering around Nashville all by yourself in the middle of the night looking for a hotel, do you?”




“No,” Meg said, certain of that much. “And I’ll thank you in advance for your hospitality.”




“You’re welcome,” Mark said, toasting her with his beer.




“Oops,” Matt said, seeing the bartender’s signal. “We’d better get back to work.”




He and his brothers polished off their burgers and downed the rest of their beers then stood to head back to the stage.”




“Will you head home soon, darlin’?” Matt asked Mel, kissing her lightly.




“Probably. You can all come in the van, can’t you?”




“You betcha,” Luke said, kissing Candace. “We’ll see you at home.”




“You’ll walk them out?” Mark asked Bart.




“Of course. Don’t worry about it. You get back to work.”




Mark grinned, dropped a kiss on Addy’s lips then followed his brothers back to the stage.




Meg and the others stayed through another set then the four women headed out to Mel’s car, which they told her was parked not far away. Bart escorted them as promised—as Meg learned was his habit.


They left the confines of the bar, and Meg breathed deeply of the warm night air. Even without the cigarettes, the place had been stuffy, and it felt good to be outside. They went to the corner and turned right, presumably headed to Mel’s car, though it was much darker off the main street, and she couldn’t see a thing. Then suddenly, three huge shadows separated from the wall.




“Hey, there! How come you got four women, and we ain’t got none?”




“Oh, let me count the reasons,” Candace hissed under her breath.




“Easy, darlin’,” Bart said, shifting Meg to the outside of him. “Just get to the car.”




“He asked you a question, old man!” another of the shadows growled. Then they moved away from the wall, and Meg could see three burly men, dressed in cowboy attire and reeking of alcohol.




“You don’t want to mess with these ladies,” Bart said on a growl. “Their husbands won’t like it.”




“Well, I don’t see no husbands. Do you, Zeb?”




“Naw. I just seen one old man.”




“He’s has to be kidding,” Meg muttered. Bart old?”




“Just get in the car,” Bart said.




They had reached a light-colored midsized sedan, and Mel was unlocking the doors.




“I don’t think so!” the third man sneered.




Meg braced herself, knowing she would be useless if there was going to be a fight, but there was a sudden roar right next to her, where Bart had been standing. She yelped and jumped away, but Mel was there to catch her and bundle her into the back seat, her bag and violin quickly following. The wash from the interior light of the car reflected briefly on a tawny hide as it streaked away, and she heard something that sounded like the scream of a big cat.




“Get in the car, Candace!” Mel was shouting, and Candace jumped in the back seat, forcing Meg to the other side. The back door slammed, and Candace hit the lock, but Mel—who had run around the front of the car—had only opened her driver’s side door. She just stood there, peering into the darkness, where low growls and sounds of a scuffle continued.




Then as suddenly as it had begun, it was over. Bart appeared out of the darkness, his arm wrapped around Addy’s shoulder.




“Get in the car, darlin’,” he said, opening the front door for her.




“Maybe I should come back with…”




“You go on home.”




“But…”




“Don’t worry about me,” he said, kissing her on her hair.




Without further argument, he handed Addy into the car and closed the door behind her.




“Go on, now, Melinda,” Bart said, coming around the hood of the car to hand her into the car, too. “I’ll be fine. You just get on home.”




“You be careful. Hear?” she said, standing on her toes to kiss him on the cheek.




“Don’t worry. They’re out like a light. Drunk as they are, they won’t even remember this in the mornin’.”




“You get one or two of the boys to go with you to get the van, later,” Mel said sternly. “Don’t you dare go out alone.”




“I won’t, darlin’. Now go.”




Without another word, Mel hopped in the car, closed the door, and in seconds, they were on their way. 




On our way to where? Meg asked herself. And now what?




The others were quiet, and Meg wondered if they could hear her heart pounding.




“Are you okay?” Candace asked after a moment, her voice tiny in the darkness.




“I think so,” Meg said, though her voice shook.




She felt Candace’s hand close on her own and was somewhat comforted to feel the other woman was trembling, too.




She thought back to what she had seen in the bar—and what she thought she’d just seen on the street—and reached an unexpected conclusion.




“It’s the eyes, isn’t it?” she said, unable to keep the wonder out of her voice.




“Yes,” Mel said. “They’re all ‘Shifters.’”




“Bart was…”




“He and the boys all become bears,” Mel said. “It runs in the family.”




Meg couldn’t miss the smile in her voice.




“Addy?” she asked, fairly certain the woman had not become a bear.




“I…”




“Addy becomes a mountain lion,” Candace said, when Addy didn’t finish. “She’s probably the only one in her whole family, though, so it’s harder for her. Right Addy?”




Meg saw Addy nod in the darkness and then take a deep breath.




“If you’ll feel more…comfortable staying with Mel or Candace, I’ll understand.”




Meg heard the sadness in Addy’s voice, and her heart went out to her new friend. Reaching forward, she laid a hand on her shoulder.




“If it’s all the same to you, Addy, I’ll feel safer with you until the boys get home.”




Mel chuckled.




“You’re all right, Meg. I think I’m going to like you. A lot.”




“Me too,” Candace said, patting Meg’s shoulder.




Addy looked at her, and Meg could see the other woman’s smile as they passed under a streetlight.




“I think I already like all of you,” Meg said, leaning back in her seat. “I can’t even imagine where I’d be tonight, if I hadn’t heard John’s fiddle from out on the street.”




“Let’s not go there, then,” Mel said firmly, pulling up at a red light.




“Do they have Shifters where you come from?” Candace asked.




“In New York City?” Meg thought for a minute. “Not that I know of, though there must be, I would think. I’ve heard about them, but I guess I didn’t really believe they were, well, real.”




“It would be hard for our kind in a really big city,” Addy said. “It’s hard enough in Nashville.”




“Don’t worry,” Mel said, patting Addy’s leg then accelerating as the light turned green. “We’ll be heading back home for a spell over Easter. You can get your mountain fix, then.”




“Where is home?” Meg asked.




“Eastern Tennessee,” Mel said. “Both north and east of Knoxville.”




Addy seemed to sigh with relief. “I can’t wait.”




“I’m really looking forward to meeting your Gran, Addy,” Candace said.




And suddenly they were talking about Easter vacation as though they hadn’t just had a scary encounter on the streets of the city. Meg shook her head in wonder. Then she thought about these women and their men, the normal life they seemed to lead, the closeness of the family, and she felt her own pulse slow. For some reason, these strangers liked her. They were inviting her into their homes and into their lives.




Then she thought about John, pictured him standing with his fiddle, enjoying his music like she hadn’t in a very long time. I think I’ve come home, she thought, perhaps for the very first time. God, I hope it lasts, because I never want to leave…


The morning sun streamed through the new green leaves of spring, while a profusion of daffodils in full bloom danced in the breeze. Meg thought about New York—the cold that lingered there well into March—and marveled as she walked along, her long slender fingers clasped loosely in John’s big hand, exploring the neighborhood around his home. She wasn’t quite certain of just how she had gotten to this point, except that the entire family had gathered in Addy and Mark’s apartment for a big breakfast at around nine o’clock this morning, and before she could offer to help with the dishes after, the others had sort of scooted her and John out the door with orders to enjoy their walk.




Okay. So I’ve never walked along a street with a man before. I’ve never met a Shifter before, either, and now I can call six of them my friends. I’m not in New York anymore, Toto, that’s for certain.




“What are you thinkin’, darlin’?” John asked, swinging their arms to get her attention.




Meg glanced up at him shyly. “I’m just wondering how I got here, that’s all,” she said.




“In Nashville or with me?”




“Both, I guess. I’ve never done this before.”




“What? Taken a walk on a sunny day or taken a walk with a guy?”




“Both.”




He stopped, and pulled her up short. “You’re not kiddin’, are you?”




She smiled. “No. My father was always very strict. I led a very sheltered life.”




“I can’t even imagine a life like that,” he said, turning back down the sidewalk, but keeping her hand in his.




“I’m only just beginning to realize just how sheltered I’ve always been,” she said.




“You never got to play outside as a little kid?”




She snorted. “I don’t think I ever was a ‘little kid,’ to tell you the truth. I started to play the violin when I was three.”




“I started with Grandpappy’s fiddle at about the same age. We’d sit around the house most evenin’s, playin’ this tune or that. Then when we got better, we’d play at a local place—there was this tavern where we sometimes played, and during the summer, we’d play on the green when there’d be a picnic and folks wanted music.”




She sighed. “It all sounds so normal.”




“What about you? Where did you play as a kid?”




She sighed again. “I started my studies at Julliard at ten and played my first concert at Carnegie Hall when I was thirteen.”




He stopped short again, a look of disbelief on his face. “No shit?”




Meg laughed. “No shit.”




“Holy cats. Where else have you played?”




“Oh, Rockefeller Center, in New York. The Royal Albert Hall in London. Vienna, Berlin, Paris, Bucharest, Moscow. I’ve been all over the world with my violin.”




“Holy cats.” He shook his head, “I’ve never even been out of Tennessee.”




She gave his hand a squeeze and began walking once more, pulling him along. “I might as well have stayed in New York for all that I missed seeing in all those places. It was nothing but airports, the inside of limousines, fancy hotels, and concert halls. I never actually got to go exploring. Not like here.”




She grinned, and hugged his arm to her. “Maybe that’s why I’m having such a good time in Nashville. I’ve been having a real life adventure.”




“Does your father know where you are?” he asked.




She sighed. “No. Or at least I hope not.”




“And your mama?”




“She died when I was just a baby, so I have no memory of her.”




He pondered that for a moment.




“So, you’re tellin’ me you just ran away from home?”




“Something like that.”




He stopped once more. “How old are you?”




She laughed. “I was twenty-three in September. Don’t worry. I’m plenty old enough to be on my own. I’ve finally just had enough of the concert circuit.”




“You don’t have any broken contracts or anythin’, do you? Mel’s a real stickler for contracts.”




“No. I don’t,” she said. “My father has undoubtedly lined up a whole season of concerts for me, but I haven’t signed any contracts. I’ve been telling him for months now that I need some time off, so if he has signed something for me, when I told him not to, he’ll just have to deal with the consequences, because I’m not going back to that life. Not ever!”




Her voice had hardened, but she couldn’t help it. She was burned out, and she was through.




“So, you think you’ll be stayin’ here for a bit?” he asked, gently cupping her cheek with his hand. She felt the calluses on his fingertips, so much like her own, and reaching up to take his hand, she turned her face and kissed his palm before intertwining her fingers with his.




“I’m not going anywhere,” she said, smiling up at him. “I’m happier at this moment than I’ve ever been. For the first time in my life, I’m free—free of expectations, free of responsibilities, free to be myself.” She sighed. “Free to find out just what that might be.”




His smile warmed, easily reaching his golden eyes. “Maybe I can help you with that,” he said, his voice as gentle as his touch.




She returned his smile. “Maybe you can.”




In another moment, she was reaching up to pull his face down and kissing him. He kissed her back, and her mouth opened under his at his gentle probing. His kiss wasn’t demanding, but she felt something shift inside her as his arms came around her, and their kiss deepened further. It was not as though she had never been kissed before. She had done that and a lot more with various famous musicians and conductors around the word, all at her father’s urging. This was different, though. John was different. She had met his brothers and their wives, and over the past twelve hours she had been welcomed into his family with open arms. Suddenly she knew things could be very different with this man, and she’d never felt such a yearning.




The honking of horn and a shout brought them abruptly apart.




“Get a room!”




They hastily broke apart, and Meg felt herself blushing deeply. John only laughed and pulled her back into his arms for a hug before turning her back the way they had come.




“How about we go up to my place, so I can teach you how to play a mandolin,” he said with a wink. “You did say somethin’ about wantin’ to learn, didn’t you?”




Meg kept her arm around his waist and tipped her head against his shoulder.




“Is that what they call it down here?” she teased.




John laughed and pulled her tighter to him as they picked up their pace.


They did stop at Mark and Addy’s apartment to pick up Meg’s violin before heading over to John’s place. The band had the full day off, so there was no hurry to go anywhere. Mel had to go to work—she worked at the Konstantine Talent Agency, which represented the band—and Bart was going in with her to work on more negotiations with Mel’s boss. Addy and Candace were taking the family’s SUV to the grocery store, as all of their larders were bare, and Matt, Mark, and Luke were headed out with the old beater van to see about trading it in on a newer model. No one seemed at all surprised that John and Meg were spending the day together at his place, and if anyone suspected music was just an excuse, no one said anything. Meg still found her face heating as they headed out under knowing eyes.




In all fairness, they did spend the first hour playing music.




“You heard me last night,” John said, as they rosined their bows, “so why don’t you give me a taste of the kind of music you play?” 




“All right. What should I play?”




“What’s your favorite?”




She thought for a moment then smiled. “Rimsky-Korsakov. Scheherazade.”




“What’s that?” he asked settling himself on his worn couch.




“Not what, who.”




He grinned. “Okay. So who’s that?”




“Rimsky-Korsakov is one of my favorite composers. I’ve always loved the Late Romantics, especially the Russians. They wrote a lot of what’s now known as ‘program’ music—it tells stories, like Scheherazade, which is about a woman who tells stories to an Arabian sultan, and through a thousand and one nights, he falls in love with her and makes her his queen.




John laughed. “Cool. So when did he write?”




Meg laughed to here the great composers referred to as “dudes.”




“The late Romantic composers would have been born in the second half of the nineteenth century. There was just something about that period. Whether it was the climate, the beginning of the industrial revolution, the political upheavals throughout the world, whatever…”




Sighing, Meg tucked her violin under her chin and began to play. The melody was hauntingly beautiful, and she let it carry her along with it. She didn’t play the entire movement, but came to a stopping point, and sighing once more, she dropped her violin and bow to her sides. Then she looked at him and shook her head in wonder.




“I’ve played that hundreds of times, but I haven’t felt it—really felt the music—in a very long time.”




“It was real pretty,” John said. “You’re real pretty.”




“Thank you.”




She set her violin and bow gently aside and reached for his mandolin.




“Show me,” she said. “Please.”




He got off the couch and went to her. “Like I said, you finger it the same as a fiddle.”




He wrapped his arms around her from behind and helped her place her fingers on the strings, then handed her a pick, and held her right hand in his, to show her how to pluck the strings. She leaned against him and let her fingers find the melody she had just played. It sounded so different on the mandolin she giggled.




“No, you need to move the pick from your elbow, not your wrist,” he said, showing her how as she continued to finger the melody.




Then they were both laughing at the awkwardness of their positions.




“I’m not certain Nikolai would appreciate my efforts,” she said, laughter ringing in her voice.




“Who’s Nikolai?” John asked with a frown.




“The Russian composer I told you about. His first name was Nikolai.”




“Oh, that Nikolai.”




Meg laughed out loud then turned in his arms, leaving her trapped between the mandolin and his hard body. It took her only a moment to notice there was a part of him that was suddenly particularly hard, and she caught her breath. Hesitantly, she reached up to gently touch his face.




“Do you want me, John?” she whispered.




He closed his eyes tightly then stepped away from her just long enough to lay his mandolin back in its case. When he turned back to her, Meg saw his golden eyes darken. Then she was in his arms, and he had his hands fisted in her long, silky hair.




“I’ve wanted you since you first walked in last night,” he told her, his voice tight with emotion. “I think I’ve wanted you my whole life.”




“Then take me. Now. Please.”




“Are you sure? ’Cause once we get started, darlin’, I won’t be able to stop anytime soon.”




She smiled. “I certainly hope not.”




With a growl reminiscent of his uncle’s last night, John laid his lips on hers and lifted her effortlessly, wrapping her long legs around his waist so she could hold on tight for the ride into his bedroom. The furniture there was still as sparse as that in the rest of the unfinished apartment, but when he laid her down and came over her, she felt the mattress’ firm support and decided he had at least managed to buy a new bed. Then she couldn’t think about anything but John, as his big hands roamed her body, inflaming every place he touched.




“Hurry. Hurry. Hurry.” It was a chant in her head as well as on her lips, but he didn’t seem to be swayed by it.




“We have all afternoon, darlin’,” he told her, only slowly unbuttoning her blouse.




“I can’t wait that long,” she gasped when she felt his mouth close over her breast. She felt his tongue working her nipple through the satin of her bra and arched her back, begging for more.




She felt as much as heard his chuckle and reached for the front of his jeans in retaliation.




“Hang on, darlin’,” he said.




Shifting away from her touch, he grabbed both her wrists in one hand and pulled them up over her head, leaving her open to his ministrations but unable to reach for him.




“I can’t,” she cried, moving restlessly in frustration.




“Sure you can.”




“No. No. No.”




He silenced her with his mouth, and their kiss went deep as he used his free hand to finish undressing her. When he finally released her wrists, she frantically struggled with her own clothing, suddenly desperate to get it off. She used her toes to kick off her shoes, one at a time, then opened the top of her jeans so he could slide them and her panties down and away. The front clasp of her bra made it easy to open, and he pulled her to a sitting position just long enough to pull both her blouse and bra off.




“Too many clothes,” she panted, tearing at his t-shirt, now, struggling to pull it free of his tight jeans.




“I got it,” he said, pulling it out and over his head.




“Oh, my,” she whispered, spearing her fingers through the thick, dark curls covering his chest. He was unlike any man she had ever seen. All the others had been mere shadows of this man: men too civilized, sculpted by exercise machines, coiffed unnaturally by five-hundred-dollar-a-cut hairdressers, stripped bare by wax treatments, and dressed in silk. She had never before cared one way or the other whether or not the lights were on, but now she was pleased beyond measure that the noonday sun was streaming in through the windows so she could see all of him.




Meg pushed on his shoulders and knew satisfaction when he allowed her to tumble him onto his back. She straddled his thighs and ran her hands over his abs and chest, feeling the hard strength of him beneath the soft curls and knowing there was nothing the least bit artificial about him.




“You are so beautiful,” she whispered, awed as she explored him and felt his muscles contract with each light touch of her fingertips.




His chuckle sounded pained and it turned to a growl when she reached for the button on his jeans.




“Careful, darlin’,” he said, blocking her hands.




“What’s the matter, big guy?” she asked, playfully teasing the furry line that disappeared beneath his waistband.




“Just a little concerned about zipper burn,” he managed to gasp as she slowly slid the fastener down.




She giggled. “I’ll be careful. I promise.”




He was sweating, now, and once she had lowered the zipper all the way, she saw why.




“Oh, my,” she said again, swallowing hard. He wasn’t wearing shorts, and he sprang into her hands, filling them completely.




“I’m not sure this is going to work, John,” she said, sounding worried even to her own ears.




He laughed and hugged her to him, flipping her over onto her back. He stepped away just long enough to shed his boots and jeans, then he was back, pushing her knees up and apart so he could kneel between them.




“Trust me?” he asked, kissing her lightly on her lips then raining quick kisses along her jaw and down her throat, until his hot breath was on her breast.




When he didn’t kiss her there, she looked down and saw the question in his eyes.




“Yes!” she gasped, reaching for his head and pulling him to her.




He suckled first one breast and then the other while she held him close and writhed in anticipation. Then he lightly bit one nipple while at the same time reaching down to touch her intimately.




Meg came apart on a scream and she felt the wetness on her thighs as he swirled his fingers, preparing her for him. 




Then that other part of him was there, pushing inside. He was bigger than anyone she had ever known, and she felt herself tensing in anticipation of expected pain. John didn’t let it happen though, as he slowing pushed forward and pulled back, taking complete control of their joining. Meg’s hands clasped his shoulders, and she could feel the sweat and strain of his control.




“John…?”




“Just hang on, darlin’,” he whispered. “We’ll get there.”




It took both patience and effort on both their parts, but then he was seated deep inside her, touching places she had never even known existed before. And as he began to move in a rhythm older than time, her muscles contracted around him, and she felt herself coming apart once more.




“John!”




Just as she thought the pleasure/pain would never end, he reached down to touch her where they were joined. She cried out once more as she climaxed, and she heard his answering roar as he followed her over the cliff..


“You don’t have to do this you know,” John said as they approached the symphony hall.




“Yes, I do.”




After spending a great deal of the past two weeks in John’s bed, Meg was a little sore, but otherwise she felt terrific. She’d been practicing again, playing just for the joy of it, trying to emulate John’s improvisation some of the time, but spending most of her playing hours on audition material. She’d finally heard back from the Nashville Symphony’s conductor, and she had an audition appointment. Now all she needed to do was impress him just enough and hope he didn’t recognize her.




Meg almost didn’t recognize herself these days. Mel and taken her to a hairdresser, who had cut and shaped her hair into a layered, breezy style. It was still long enough for her to pull it back into a pony tail—per John’s request—but it was shorter in front, and she couldn’t sit on it anymore, which made it a lot easier to take care of.




Having John in the shower with me to wash it helps, too, she thought, suppressing a grin.




They entered the Symphony Center through the offices as directed, and Meg was shown to an audition room, while John waited for her in the reception area. He gave her a quick kiss for luck as they parted, and she savored it, knowing he would be there for her when she came out again, no matter what happened in the audition.




Meg told herself to relax. This was not something she hadn’t done before, though it had been some time since her last actual audition. Still, she had performed for more exacting audiences in her time. Of course, only one man’s opinion would matter today.




And if he doesn’t like my playing, then I’ll learn to play fiddle, she told herself.




Twenty minutes later, she was warmed up and pacing the insulated practice room nervously, waiting for the maestro.




“Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said, when he finally appeared. “Miss Baker, is it?”




“Yes, Maestro Campagnone.”




He was tall and dark, as handsome an Italian male as any for whom she had played in Rome or Florence, or Vienna. Only a slightly raised eyebrow indicated that he was favorably impressed by her correct pronunciation of his name. His own speech had very little accent.




“I am afraid that I am a little pressed for time, today, but we do have need of a mid-season addition to our violins, so by all means, let me hear what you have for me.




“Thank you for your time, Maestro.”




Meg had spent years around men such as Maestro Antonio Campagnone, so she knew how to play the game. Without further delay, she began her prepared piece. She played Scheherazade, because it was more ensemble work than solo, but mostly because it was her piece. She put her heart and soul into the music, as though she were channeling Rimsky-Korsakov himself. She’d barely made it into the first solo, however, when she was interrupted.




“Enough! Enough!”




Meg broke off and stared at him, almost frightened by his fierce gaze.




“Is this some kind of joke? Some kind of lark you’re on?”




“I beg your pardon,” Meg said, falling back on the formal politeness that had been ingrained in her from a very early age.




“Did you really think I wouldn’t recognize you? The great Mademoiselle Marguerite Fournier? The toast of Europe?”




Meg straightened her spine and took a deep breath. “I’m not that person anymore.”




“What?”




“My name is Meg Baker. I’ve recently moved to Nashville, and I need a job playing the violin. If I’m not good enough for your orchestra, then…”




“Stop!” he commanded, when she turned toward her violin case.




She did, but she returned his glare. “I was not trying to trick you, Maestro. I simply came to audition for you. I need a job.”




He snorted, but when he continued, it was in a thoughtful manner. “I get it now. ‘Fournier.’ That’s French for ‘baker,’ isn’t it?”




She sighed. “My former manager’s idea. My legal name really is Margaret Baker.”




He paused, rubbing his chin as he studied her closely. “I seem to remember reading an article about you recently, something about an anonymous buyer paying some ten million dollars for a Stradivarius violin at auction. It was reported that he intended to loan it for life to a certain violinist, so she could tour with it.”




Meg tucked her own well-loved violin under her arm and began to loosen the tension on her bow. “It was twelve-point-two million,” she said.




His eyes narrowed. “So why aren’t your touring Europe with the Stradivarius?” he asked, sounding genuinely puzzled.




She looked at him directly, then, her gaze fierce. “Because Monsieur Anonymous also wanted me to perform privately for him in ways that had nothing to do with the violin.”




She felt herself relax in direct proportion to Campagnone’s outrage, which seemed to be genuine as he let loose with a string of curses. She gave him the benefit of the doubt—there was no way for him to know she not only spoke fluent Italian, she also recognized the slang he was using—she had picked it up from one of her classmates at Julliard.




“Your manager was going to allow this?” he finally asked sharply in English.




She sighed. “He actually insisted I do whatever was necessary to keep Monsieur Anonymous happy.”




Campagnone cursed once more, stood abruptly, turning his back on her and running his hands through his hair. He then became still for a long moment before turning back to her.




“Can you even play within an orchestra, Miss Baker?” he asked, and his tone had become polite, uncritical. “When was the last time you played any ensemble music?




“It has been awhile.” When he raised that eyebrow again, she relented. “The better part of ten years, at least.”




She was startled to see the corner of his mouth twitch, and she was almost positive there was a new twinkle in his eyes.




“And you’re now what? The ripe old age of twenty-five?”




She sighed. “Twenty-three.”




He really did smile then. “Okay. All right.” He shook his head but his chuckle gave her hope. “We’ll give you a try. I confess I’m rather desperate at the moment.”




“Why?” she asked, before she could stop herself.




“Our assistant concert master unexpectedly needed to go on maternity leave immediately. She’d been planning to wait until the end of our season—in June—but she’s been having some difficulties and her doctor has ordered bed rest for the duration.”




“I’m sorry,” she said, automatically.




“But not too sorry?” he asked, and that twinkle was back.




She smiled sheepishly. “No. I guess not. Though I do wish her well.”




He chuckled again and turned toward the door.




“I really have to go, now. See Miss Dennis on the way out, Miss Baker. She’ll have all the required paperwork for you. Oh, and your first rehearsal is at nine a.m. sharp tomorrow. Don’t be late.”




“I will be there.”




He turned at the door and looked back.




“By the way: we’ll be playing Scheherazade in April, so your timing is perfect.”




Meg managed to wait until the door was closed before she grinned and pumped a fist into the air in victory.


“Ho-ly cow.”




“What?” Meg looked up to see her new friend, Janice—a second violinist whose locker was right next to hers—staring toward the door, her mouth opened in shock.




“Who do they belong to?” Janice asked.




“Down, girl,” Patty said. Patty was a fifty-something flautist who considered herself a den mother of the younger set in the orchestra.




Meg followed Janice’s gaze and found herself grinning as John and Bart came in for the backstage meet-and-greet following the evening’s performance.




“That would be me,” she said, trying hard not to sound as though she were gloating.




“No way,” Janice said.




“Way,” Meg said, and there was laughter in her voice. “Excuse me, ladies.”




She made her way through the crowded room to where the Saint men had stopped to talk with the pianist who had played the Mozart tonight. She was nearly upon them when John noticed her, and he grinned.




“Excuse me just a minute,” he said and broke away to come meet her. He wrapped his arms around her, lifting her off her feet to swing her around before setting her back down and laying his lips on hers.




Somebody whistled, and Meg quickly stepped back, blushing furiously.




She heard laughter, but it was friendly. Meg didn’t know how much of her story Maestro Campagnone had told to whom, but the entire orchestra had quickly adopted her, with many of them openly helping her to fit in.




“Don’t tell me you’ve been lassoed by a cowboy, Baker,” George, the concert master, said in a teasing voice as he came up behind her.




“Actually, John is a fiddler.”




“Really? Where do you play?”




And they’re off, Meg thought with a laugh. She had found a good many of the violinists in the orchestra were big fans of the country fiddlers, and she had enjoyed sharing what she was learning from John with them.




“You were fine, tonight, darlin,’” Bart said, coming up to put his arm around her. “I’m real proud of you.”




“Thanks, Uncle Bart,” she said, enjoying her new status at home, as well. No one in the family had batted an eye when John had announced that Meg would be staying at his apartment, and Meg felt doubly safe having this big bear of a man—literally—downstairs. She knew it was only a matter of time before her father tracked her down, and she was infinitely blessed to have her new family about her.




“Where is everyone else?” she asked.




“Oh, they’re hangin’ around the lobby. We figured two of us would be plenty back here.




Meg laughed. You’d all have been welcome, but you’re probably right.”




“Do introduce us,” Patty said, coming up beside them. She was barely five-foot-two, and Bart towered over her.




Meg smiled warmly. “Patricia Coleman, Bart Saint. Uncle Bart, this is Patricia Coleman. You probably noticed her this evening on flute.”




“I did,” Bart said. “I enjoyed the concert very much.”




“I’m so glad. And I am so glad to finally meet Meg’s friends here in town. We’ve been blessed to have her step in for poor Sarah.”




“I’m blessed to have the opportunity,” Meg said.




She wasn’t certain of what else might have been said, but a rumbling disturbance from the stage door interrupted all conversation.




“You!” The enraged, familiar man was nearly apoplectic as he stormed back stage, flanked by two burly bodyguards. 




He headed straight for her, and Meg knew she had never seen him this angry.




“How dare you!” he raged. “How dare you lower yourself to hide out among these…these plebeians?”




“Now wait just a flaming minute!” Maestro Campagnone appeared at her side almost instantly, and she felt as glad to have him there as she did John and Bart. “Who are you, and what is the meaning of this outrageous display!”




“I’m here to take back what’s mine,” her father said. “She’s under contract to tour this year starting the first of next month, and…”




 “My last contract with you was fulfilled before the end of December!” Meg said. She stepped forward but kept her hand in Bart’s. “I told you then I wasn’t going to tour with the Strad, and I certainly have not changed my mind!”




“I’ve invested too much in you over the years, girl, and I’m not giving you any choice! The contracts are signed!”




“If they are, then it is your doing. I’ve not signed anything.”




“Actually, she has,” Campagnone said, putting a proprietary hand on her shoulder. “Miss Baker has signed a contract with this orchestra which obligates her to perform with us through the end of next season. So you see, she is no longer available for touring.”




Meg tried not to react in any way to Campagnone’s bold announcement. The contract she’d signed that first day had only been for the end of the current season—through this coming June.




“And I tell you I have the contracts!”




“If you signed them in my stead, then they are forged—and your responsibility. I am under no obligation to you.”




He straightened to his full considerable height in an attempt to intimidate her. “This is madness! You owe me everything! You are a soloist! A virtuosa! How can you possibly leave that life and lower yourself to…to this?”




“As far as I’m concerned, this symphony is a tremendous step up from where I was before!” Meg said. 




“But…!”




“I don’t know of any other way to put this,” she said, fighting for calm, “but I am declaring my independence. I will not go back to New York at any time in the future, with or without you!”




“Seems pretty clear to me,” John said, stepping up to her side 




“I don’t know just who you think you are,” her father began.




“I’m the one who’s protectin’ the lady, here, from your unwanted attention,” John said.




“John…” she whispered, suddenly afraid for him.




“That won’t be necessary,” Campagnone said.




His signal brought some uniformed guards forward to escort her father and his bodyguards from the premises.




“This isn’t over!” the older man shouted as he was being hauled out of the room.




“Yeah, it is,” John said.




The room was silent for a long beat, and Meg had to force herself to look at Campagnone.




“I’m so sorry,” she said.




“No,” he said sharply. “It is not for you to apologize.”




“Darn right,” John said, putting his arm around her shoulders.




“But you lied for me,” she said, wanting desperately for Campagnone to know how much she appreciated his support.




“I didn’t lie,” he said in mock horror. “I only…exaggerated a little bit.”




“By twelve months!” she said.




Campagnone only smiled and shook his head. “It is not the length of the contract I exaggerated. Rather the fact that you have not yet signed it for me.”




She looked at him in a mixture of shock and hope. “You want me to stay.” It wasn’t quite a question.




“Well, of course I do,” Campagnone said. “Do you really think I’d let you go after the way you have been performing? We are lucky to have you.”




“Oh.” She didn’t know what else to say.




Patty Coleman started clapping, and soon everyone joined in. Meg found herself blushing once more.




Laughing, Campagnone put his arm around her and murmured in her ear. “Just remember, mia bella ragazza: I still cannot pay you a quarter of what you were earning touring Europe.”




“But I don’t need a quarter of what I was earning to live in Nashville.”




“True enough!”




He stepped back and looked at John. “You will bring her to us first thing in the morning, so she can sign the contract, yes?”




John grinned. “Yes, sir.”




“Good.” He reached out to shake hands with both John and Bart. “Now take her home and keep her safe.”




“You bet.”




But as they left the hall, Meg was left to wonder what else her father had in mind. She knew him well enough to know he wouldn’t give up so easily.


“We’ve picked up a tail,” Matt said, glancing in his rearview mirror as he drove them toward home.




“I thought that was too easy,” Candace said.




Once they had all piled into the SUV safely, Bart had filled everyone in on what had happened at the reception.




“Let ’em follow us home,” Mark said. “We’re ready for ’em.”




“No!” Meg said. “Please. Shifting will not protect you from bullets, and I know my father’s companions are armed.”




“She’s right,” Mel said. “And besides that, we don’t know what kind of trouble he can make for this family, if you all become bears and beat up on him.”




“I had somethin’ else in mind, darlin’,” Bart said, pulling out his cell phone.




After a moment, someone answered.




“I need to speak with Lieutenant Ferguson.”




“Who is Lieutenant Ferguson?” Meg asked Mel.




Mel smiled. “Listen and learn.”




“Ferguson? Bart Saint, here. We may be headin’ for a little trouble tonight, and we could use your help.”




Five minutes later, Bart ended his call.




“Who is Lieutenant Ferguson?” Meg asked once more.




“He’s a very nice police officer who helped me,” Candace said.




“He’s a Shifter, too,” Addy said, “so he understands.”




“And knows how to keep a secret,” Luke added.




“What do you want me to do, Uncle Bart?” Matt asked from the driver’s seat.




“Just head on home, Matt.”




“You’re going to confront them,” Meg said fearfully.




“No, we’re not,” John said, taking her hand. “Lieutenant Ferguson is. Right Uncle Bart?”




“That’s right. As soon as we pull in, Mel, I want you and the other the ladies to head up to your apartment. Go inside, lock the door, but don’t turn the lights on.




“Addy, as soon as you’re in, I want you to Shift. Sittin’ in the dark, you’re gonna need the eyes, ears, and nose of your cat, just in case somebody’s stupid enough to try to get in through the front or up the fire escape.”




“I’ll be ready for them,” Addy said.




“I’m countin’ on it.”




“What about all of you?” Mel said, sounding worried.




“Well, we’ll be waitin’ for the old man and his bodyguards in the parkin’ lot.”




“But…!” Meg began.




“Now, don’t you be worryin’ none, Meg, ’cause right behind your father and his men, there are gonna be a handful of police cruisers pullin’ in with their blue lights flashin’.”




John grinned. “I’m guessin’ if your daddy’s men are armed, they’re gonna be spendin’ the night in jail.”




“At the very least,” Mel said.




Ten minutes later, they pulled into the parking area behind the big house, and the women scrambled out. Mel led the way up the back stairs to their apartment, leaving the lights off as they entered and locking the door behind them.




“Let’s sit in the living room,” she whispered. “Come on.”




Mel, Candace, and Meg sat on the couch, side-by-side, and in another moment, Meg saw one of the room’s shadows Shift. The next thing she knew, there was a huge, yellow cat leaning against their legs.




Mel absently scratched Addy’s back, and Candace rubbed her ears. Meg sank her fingers into that thick, tawny fur and held on.




“Look! Blue lights!” Candace said.




Sure enough, they saw blue lights flashing from down the hall through the bedroom windows. Addy left them, then, and began to prowl around the apartment. She finished in the back bedroom and soon rejoined them as herself.




“I think we’re all clear, now,” Addy told them. “The two big guys are in handcuffs. I saw the police puttin’ them into the back of their cars. I’m guessin’ the driver and your father aren’t armed, on account of they’re not bein’ arrested.”




A few minutes later, they heard the sound of heavy footsteps on the back stair and the deep voices that told them it was the Saint men. Matt opened the front door with his key and flicked on the lights.




“Everybody okay in here?” he asked.




“Just fine,” Mel said stepping into his arms.




Meg followed her example, stepping into John’s arms and holding him close.


Adrenaline carried Meg back to John’s apartment, and she paced restlessly once they were inside. John moved to light the gas fireplace, though it wasn’t cold, then settled on the couch to watch her.




“Anything could have happened out there,” she said. Her hands were shaking and she clasped them together tightly at her waist.




“Not ‘anythin’, Meg.’”




She turned on him in exasperation.




“How can you just sit there after what my father threatened to do to you tonight? And what about tomorrow and the day after and next week? You have to know he’s not going to give up.”




“Actually, I don’t know that.” He leaned forward and reached out to pull her toward him. “He’s gotta know by now that you can’t be intimidated into comin’ back to him. And what’s he gonna do? Kidnap you? You’re no good to him, iffen you’re not playin’ that stupid violin that moron bought for you. And it’s not like he can make you play anythin’, is it?”




“He might be able to,” she said, reaching out to touch his face with trembling fingers, “if he threatens the people I care deeply about.”




John took both of her hands in his, squeezing them tightly. “You’re just gonna have to get used to the idea that we Saint men do everythin’ we need to do to protect our women folk. That’s the way it’s always been and always will be.”




Meg felt tears threaten and closed her eyes tightly. “And you Saint men need to get used to the idea that we women worry about you while you do.”




“That’s good to know,” he said, tugging on her hands until she came down into his lap.




He placed her hands on his shoulders then pushed her legs open until she was straddling him, her full skirt flowing around them both. She wore stockings with her black concert dress, and she felt heat as her thin panties rubbed against the hardness at the front of his trousers. He took her face between his palms and kissed her, his lips soft against hers, until after another moment, she changed the angle and bore down on him, deepening their kiss until he moaned with pleasure.




“Please love me,” she whispered against his mouth, when she finally came up for air. She rubbed herself against him and felt her dampness increase. “I have such a need for you.”




“Oh, darlin’,” he murmured against her ear as he nuzzled her there. “I need to love you like I need to breathe.”




She sat back then, staring into his deep golden eyes. “Then show me,” she whispered, reaching for the buttons on his shirt.




He’d taken off his tie in the car, but his dress shirt had tiny little buttons that threatened to defeat her as she fumbled with them with trembling fingers. Then he helped her finish the job and sat forward far enough to shrug out of his jacket and shirt, which she pulled away and tossed aside. His t-shirt followed, and she ran her hands through the fur on his chest before leaning forward and letting her lips trail her fingertips. 




“You still have too many clothes on, darlin’,” he growled, and the next thing she knew, he had slid the zipper down the back of her dress. 




The weight of the velveteen pulled the dress away from her shoulders, and he finished the job with quick fingers, baring her to the waist. The black lacy confection beneath was no challenge at all, and in another moment, he grasped both her bared breasts in his big hands, lifting them to suckle. Meg arched back on a soft cry, and she clung to his arms to keep from falling as she continued to rub herself against the now bulging front of his pants.




“Please, John!”




He chuckled. “We’ll get there.”




“Not soon enough!” she complained.




“We can start by getting’ the rest of this contraption off you,” he said, gathering up her skirt and pulling the whole dress over her head so he could toss it aside. 




She now sat astride him in nothing but stockings, a garter belt, and lacy panties so insubstantial that he simply tore them away, leaving her bare and vulnerable.




“Now it’s my turn,” she said, as she ran her hands down his belly. 




“I reckon so,” he murmured, reaching for his belt. “Lift up a bit.”




She raised herself on her knees while he dealt with his shoes, pants, and shorts, sliding them down and off. Then she lowered herself, rubbing against him and feeling the wetness.




“We’d better take it a little slower this way, darlin’,” he said, taking her waist in his big hands. “I don’t want to hurt you.”




But she would have none of it, taking him into her hands and guiding him to her opening then coming down hard on him. She cried out, the pain/pleasure taking her by surprise, but she wouldn’t allow him to control her motion, as she set a fast pace, rising and falling on him like a piston.




“You’re a wild thing, you are,” John said through clenched teeth, but she heard approval in his voice as his hands shifted to her breasts, allowing her to take the lead in their coupling.




She didn’t speak—she couldn’t, for she was too caught up in the pleasure.




Then he suddenly placed his big hands under her arms and lifted her off him.




“No!” she screamed at the loss.




But he only laid her on the floor, pulled her legs up over his shoulders, and entered her in one long, hard thrust. She screamed again at the startling invasion then sank her teeth into his shoulder. He roared his pleasure, flooding her with his seed.




A long time later, Meg stirred, feeling the warmth of the fire on one side and the cool air of the room on the other. His weight had her pinned to the hard floor.




“John?”




She felt him inhale deeply then he rolled to his side, keeping her between him and the fire. In another moment, she felt the afghan from the couch settle over them. He pulled her leg over his hip. He was still deep inside her, and feeling him stir, she squeezed her inner muscles.




John chuckled. “Can’t get enough, eh?”




“What just happened?” she asked, in a tiny voice, utterly shocked by her own behavior.




“I’m thinkin’ we might have made a baby.”




She stiffened then abruptly relaxed. “Do you really think so?”




“I’m hopin’ so, Meg darlin’, ’cause I sure want to give you a reason to stay with me.”




She managed to lift her head far enough to look down at his face. “I don’t need another reason,” she said, reaching out to trace his lips with her fingertips. “I wasn’t planning to go anywhere. I love you.”




He nipped at her fingers and smiled.




“I’m right glad to hear that, ’cause I surely love you.”




“If we did make a baby,” she said, moving her hand to play with the fur on his chest, “it would probably be a good idea for us to get married. Don’t you think?”




He reached up to caress her face. “I think that’s a really good idea—even if we didn’t make a baby just now.”




“Okay.”




She laid her cheek on his chest with a sigh and heard his chuckle. “’Course, we might want to try again, seein’ as how a baby would be a really good thing.”




 “Maestro Campagnone might not think so, losing a second violinist to maternity leave so soon.”




“He’ll get over it,” John said rolling over and covering her once more.




Meg smiled. “I guess he’ll have to,” 
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Valerie Rousseau drove the rental car along the road that would eventually lead out to Sun Valley. It was a pleasant day in fall, with a mild sun trying to break through some lacy cirrus clouds high in the deep blue sky. To say that her job took her all over the country was an understatement. Valerie owned an apartment in New York but spent so little time there that even her cactus had managed to die of dehydration, while things left in her fridge had become sentient and walked out on their own. 




And here she was, away again. 




This time to a small corner in a rather picturesque part of the country. And there was the problem in itself. Picturesque. Born in New Orleans she had a weakness for beauty. After all she had been raised in an old plantation house, with its columns out front and massive windows to let in the wonderful New Orleans sun. It was picturesque and Valerie loved the word and everything it conjured in her mind. It was the reason she had chosen property assessment as her profession. 




New York was a lot of things, but picturesque wasn’t one of them. How she missed the simple beauty of old areas, not marred by commercialism and human madness. Clean, simple, open. You missed things like that in the cities where everything was loud, run by money and no matter what anyone said about going green, cities were primarily dirty. 




Perhaps she had just been on the road too much lately. Perhaps all this thought of home, of Mama’s cooking, of the place she grew up, was just her tired mind and body telling Valerie that it was time to recharge. She should complete this job and then put in for leave. She had vacation days so why not take them? She could go home. Home. The word hung in her mind and ached in her heart. 




Valerie came to realize that she was lost. Google Maps had been telling her this fact for the last how long? She didn’t know, she’d tuned out the noise of the robotic, annoying voice telling her it was recalculating. 




“Shit!” she said and pulled the car over onto the verge. 




The road ahead was heading into trees, a lot of them and then up into the mountains. Was this the right way to Sun Valley? All the signs so far had insisted that she was going the right way. She looked at her phone and sighed. Google was completely lost. It suddenly thought she was in California and not Colorado. She turned the GPS off, what was the point of keeping it on?




So the last sign had been about a mile back? Maybe more? 




“Dammit Val, why the hell were you daydreaming?” she berated herself, loudly thumping the wheel. 




Maybe she should drive a little way down the road. There was bound to be another sign soon, right? There had to be. Surely people came to Sun Valley all the time. Right? 




Valerie slowly depressed the accelerator and the rental eased back onto the road. She drove along for another twenty minutes as the trees grew up around her. Suddenly the road just ended in a wall of green branches and leaves. To her right she could see something that looked like a little dirt track that was cleared of branches, and to her left nothing but forest. 




On the right a very small, hand painted sign proclaimed that it was the way to Sun Valley. 




“Oh, but of course it is,” Valerie said aloud to herself and sighed. It was clearly going to be one of those days. The vampire pool at HQ, Valerie’s pet name for the sisterhood of personal assistants and secretaries, that stood guard on all the floors of the massive skyscraper Petersen-Snow called home, had rented her a sedan, not an SUV. So this was going to be a bumpy ride the car would never forget.




She drove slowly along the track. It was very pretty under the leafy canopy. All around her leaves tinted in red, yellow and orange tumbled lazily to the ground. Under different circumstances it would even be lovely. But Valerie was wound up. She was out here in the middle of nowhere and now she had no cellphone signal. 




The light in the shadow of the mountain under the trees was a little dim, and Valerie was contemplating turning on her head lamps, when suddenly something ran across the road. It was a small something; a flash of fur and then it was gone. But it was enough to make her wrench the wheel and send the car off on a bumpy, uncontrolled ride down the embankment and into the trees. 




The car came to rest, nose first in a heap of leaves and dirt about ten yards from the track. Valerie hit her head on the steering wheel. It was just a bump, so only hard enough to daze not to concuss. The engine died and, for a moment, Valerie was at peace slumped over the wheel. Then she pulled herself upright, brushed back her mass of dark, curly hair and looked around. Her hands were shaking. 




She fumbled with the door mechanism. After a moment the door swung open and shuddered on its hinges. Valerie slid out of the car on weak legs and staggered back a few paces. The car was resting comfortably with its nose in the dirt. It was okay. After all, the secretarial vampires would have taken the insurance option on the rental, so all she had to do was find some signal and call a tow truck. A brief search of the pockets of her jeans reminded her that the phone was still in the car. Gingerly she touched the sore part of her forehead, checking in that stupid human way to see if it hurt, and knowing as her finger depressed the already blooming lump, that it did. 




Finding the phone took a moment. It had fallen from its cradle stuck to the windshield onto the floor on the passenger side. Valerie was in no mood to move around the car and open that side, so she simply leaned into the car and leaving her booted feet hanging out of the open front door, she stretched to reach the phone. 




With her head under the glove box she grabbed the phone and a sound filtered in from outside. It was a snuffling sound. Valerie pushed herself up but she couldn’t see anything, being too low to see out the window much beyond the branches above. 




Suddenly the window became dark, as a snout, followed by the big shaggy head of a black bear, filled the space. Valerie blinked at the bear. The bear sniffed the glass and then set one oddly golden eye on her. 




Oh crap!




Valerie panicked.


Valerie moved like lightning. She angled her body so she could tumble into the back of the sedan, and went for it. She landed mostly upside down but righted herself enough to be lying on her back in a fetal position on the sedan’s carpet between the front passenger and back seats. 




Was this a good idea? 




Probably not, she conceded since now she couldn’t move. Oh well, perhaps the bear would move on and not come in through the open driver’s door. Did bears even like to eat people? Valerie had never really been an Animal Planet junkie and now she was wishing she had been. Should she try to run for the road? 




Oh sure, genius, and then what? 




There was more snuffling, this time right outside the passenger door. Then there was a terrible sound, something horribly organic that conjured gross, frightening images in her head.  Valerie felt her bladder want to let go. She clenched her muscles and closed her eyes and waited for whatever was going to happen next. 




Silence.




More silence.




“Hi!” 




The voice came from right inside the car and Valerie, already twanging with tightly pulled nerves screamed and lashed out. Her hand hit something, as with a burst of athleticism, courtesy of her new friend adrenaline, Valerie righted herself and attacked the noise all in one confused motion. She ended up hitting her head on the roof of the car and sliding back down into her hiding place. 




A voice, male and quite well modulated, spoke to her from the front driver’s seat. 




“Hey! Take it easy!” 




Valerie felt a wave of relief, followed by a new wave of fear hitting her. So she’d swapped a bear for a hillbilly yokel.




“What are you doing in my car?” Valerie yelled. “I have a gun by the way. And! There’s a bear out there!”




Uh huh? Well done genius! Now what’s going to happen when he realizes you don’t?




And then a head rose around the headrest. Topped with dark blonde curly hair, a face rose in the space between the headrest and the roof. Golden eyes regarded her above a smile that had clearly been made to break hearts. Her creole grandmother, Sophie (Fifi for short) would have said it was, “The smile of an angel touched by the devil.” Valerie had never known what she meant until now. 




“Okay,” the man said slowly. “I’m not gonna hurt you.” 




Valerie was silent. Her blue eyes kept returning to that hypnotic golden stare and then looking away hurriedly.  




“My name is Kyle, Kyle Pierce,” he said. “You look like you need some help.”




“I’m fine, really,” she said folding her arms across her chest. “I like hanging out in the back of my car like this. Did I mention the bear?” 




“With the nose in a ditch?” he said, ignoring the question.




“Look, I don’t know you,” Valerie said, “We’re out here in God-knows-where, and you could be a psychopath for all I know.”




“I’m really not going to hurt you,” Kyle said.




“Yeah, you and the bear,” Valerie said chancing a brief look out the window. 




Kyle sighed and backed out of the car. From outside he said, “Will you come out now? The bear is gone.”




He was dressed in jeans and a flannel blue and white shirt. He was broad shouldered and tall. She looked at him and bit her lip. 




“Oh, you’re gonna get in so much trouble with this one,” she said to herself, but she opened the back door and climbed out. 




Kyle smiled at her and said, “Right, so I’m Kyle and you are?”




“Valerie Rousseau,” she said. What harm could there be in telling him her name? At least when he chopped her to bits he would be able to say who she had been.




“Pleased to meet you,” Kyle said. He shook her unresisting hand and then turned to the car. “Well there’s no driving it out of that.” 




“Tell me something I don’t know,” she said a little testily. “Look, I’ll just call a tow or something. Must be a number on the papers for the rental.” 




“No need,” Kyle said, “We get this more often than you might think out here. I’ll just pull you out with my truck.”




Valerie smiled weakly. He has a truck.




“Oh, you really don’t have to worry,” she said, “I’ll be just fine. I’ll call someone… or not. How can there be no signal?”




“This is Sun Valley, sweetheart,” Kyle said jovially, “There’s no signal out here. Hell, we’re lucky we have power.” And he laughed. 




Valerie smiled weakly. She really was in the middle of nowhere. So with a great amount of trepidation she let Kyle help her pull the car out of the ditch. By then the shadows were lengthening and the world was turning golden as time slipped away. How long had it taken her to get out here? It was already late afternoon. Valerie realized that her hotel was all the way back in town. 




But then the dying sunlight lit Kyle up with a heavenly glow and he shone with a beautiful halo that she couldn’t pull her eyes away from. 




“Well there we go,” he said when the little rental was on the road again. “Still think I’m out to kill you or something? Or have you realized that my intensions are honorable?”




Valerie had to admit that the vibe she was getting from him was anything but creepy, and her granny Fifi always said to trust your gut with people. “It can see their hearts, honey child.” 




Perhaps it was New York that was making her so mistrustful of people, so eager to think the worst of them. Valerie decided that when this job was done, she was actually going home. Not just thinking about it, but really going to do it this time, and neither Mr. Petersen nor Mr. Snow would be able to dissuade her. Not this time. This time it was a matter of life and death. She needed her roots, her people and she needed to feel grounded again. 




Kyle was staring at her when she resurfaced. 




“Where did you go?” he asked her peering into her blue eyes. 




“I went home,” Valerie said before she could stop herself. 




“And where would that be?” he asked. He was leaning casually on the rental. She had the keys, all she had to do was get in the car, put them in the ignition and drive off. But she couldn’t, because she wanted to stay here in the heavenly light and look at Kyle. 




“New Orleans, but I work in New York,” Valerie said. 




“Now that sounds like a story,” Kyle said. “Let me take you to an early dinner. I know this absolutely fabulous place down by the river. It’s the most beautiful place in the world, you’ll love it.” 




“How do you know?” Valerie asked. 




“You’re from New Orleans, so you like good food, good music and great ambiance, and this place has all three.” Kyle was smiling again. “Where you staying by the way?”




“Grandma’s Inn,” she said. 




He shook his head, “Wow, that’s all the way back in town. What are you doing out here?”




“It’s a long story, but the short version is that my boss is thinking of investing out here, so he sends me to get the ley of the land,” she said knowing it wasn’t the whole truth. Valerie had discovered that locals could get really upset if they heard that her company was moving in, so she generally kept the shop talk to a minimum outside of those she had to speak to. “Anyway I got lost,” she ended somewhat lamely.




“So let me take you to dinner, and afterwards I’ll make sure you get to Grandma’s,” Kyle said. “I’m the best GPS you’ll get in this part of the world.” 




Valerie considered her options. Drive on back into town alone and possibly get lost or…




The “or” sounded way better. 




“Okay,” she said. 




They left the rental on the side of the road, Kyle assuring her that it would be perfectly safe, and he drove them off through the trees. 


Valerie sat in the front of Kyle’s big truck and listened to the radio. He seemed to have the most eclectic taste in music ever. They had listened to Yellow Submarine by the Beatles, something from Taylor Swift, Hello Dolly by Louis Armstrong and then something loud by someone called Linkin Park (she was pretty sure they were not from Santa Monica), which Kyle quickly skipped over.  




But bar the jarring array of music, the drive was really pleasant. The colorful trees with their fall leaves gave way to spruces and pines as they rose up a series of small hills. Then they dipped down the other side on what, to Valerie looked like an animal track, charged through a dry river bed and almost collided with a massive boulder. But at the last second Kyle wrenched the wheel and they skirted around it into what had to be a parking lot. There were other cars there, standing between the tree trunks that were all hung with faerie lights. 




“This is Honey’s,” Kyle said smiling, indicating what to Valerie looked like a hedge. “Best place anywhere.”




At first she thought he was joking, but then she stepped out of the truck and saw it. 




“That’s a caravan stuck in a hedge,” Valerie said pointing.




“Yeah it is, but don’t let that fool you,” Kyle said ushering her up the steps and in through the bright red door. 




On the other side was a room that was open to the sky, except around the very edge where a small roof was held up with wooden poles. In the center of the space was a dug out section of blackened earth, where some men were clearing away what looked like ashes and half burnt logs. Others were bringing more wood. 




“Well, it’s certainly rustic,” Valerie said looking around. 




All the tables and chairs were log made and sturdy, but then judging by the size of the men around the place, they would have to be. Every last one of them was tall and broad shouldered whether their hair was grey or not. They all looked a bit like Kyle too and smiled when they saw him. 




Kyle spotted two old men in a corner playing chess. He lifted a hand and waved. 




“That’s my grandpa,’ he said, “Let’s go say hi.” 




So Valerie tagged along while Kyle went to the old man and greeted him. Kyle’s grandfather was slightly wrinkled. His skin had taken on a leathery look, as skin does when its owner has spent a lifetime outdoors. His hair was snow white and still thick and curly and hung around his shoulders. He was strong and alert and thinking hard. His opponent was just as white haired, big and strong as he was and the two were in a fierce battle over the chess board. It looked as though the other man was winning. 




“You ol’ son-of-a-gun!” Kyle’s grandpa exclaimed. “I want a rematch! I’ll swear you cheated, Paul Barkley!”




“I did no such thing, you old goat!” Paul Barkley shouted in reply, “You’re just so old you forgot how to play good.”




Then the two of them laughed and shook hands. 




“Hi Grandpa, sorry you lost,” Kyle said smiling at him. 




“Oh, you look sorry,” but he was smiling as he said it, “Kyle my boy! What are you doing here at this time of day? Don’t you work anymore?”




“Between jobs Grandpa,” Kyle said, “Anyway good thing I was, I found a young lady wondering in the woods. She had a little accident and lucky I was there to save her.” 




“That a fact?” Grandpa asked and stood up, “Hello young lady, my name is Marcus Pierce and I’m this rude young man’s grandpa.” He offered a long fingered hand to Valerie. 




Taking it and firmly shaking it Valerie said, “I’m Valerie Rousseau and I’m pleased to meet you.” 




“Rousseau huh? Where you from, if you don’t mind my asking?” Marcus asked. 




Valerie explained her circumstances, coming from New Orleans but actually being based in New York. “But work keeps me flying around the country a lot,” she finished. 




“And what do you do?” Marcus asked indicating that she should take a seat. She and Kyle pulled up chairs and sat with Marcus and Paul. 




“The company I work for is a conglomerate and they tend to like investing in areas, property, minerals, wildlife conservation, all those kinds of things,” Valerie said. 




“Uh huh?” Paul said eyeing her. “And what is your company’s interest out here?”




“They don’t tell me a lot,” Valerie lied but for some reason Paul’s suspicious looks were making her nervous, “They give me a grid reference and say go check it out. So I do. Of course, around here the GPS goes on the fritz and next thing I’m lost.” 




“And then I show up, knight in soft flannel that I am,” Kyle joked his smile broad, “And rescue her.”




“Yeah, he showed up just in time, this bear was outside my car. It was sniffing my windows,” Valerie said. “I’ve never been so scared in all my life!” 




“Scared of bears huh?” Paul asked. 




“Well there’s a lot of ‘em here,” Marcus said. “We like to have nature free and untouched around here.” 




“Damn straight!” Paul said.




Just then the waitress, a pretty girl with long blonde hair and golden eyes came over to ask them what they wanted to drink. 




It took a long time, most of the meal and a few drinks afterwards to get Paul to be civil to her. But in the end he said she could see Kyle again if she wanted to. Marcus told him it wasn’t up to him, and the two old men had a friendly squabble. 




Valerie had a great time. Kyle was fabulous company. He told jokes, kept the conversation light and away from any topics that might make her tell more lies than she already had. She found herself liking these strange men. And now she began to wonder just what Petersen-Snow wanted with Sun Valley. The brief had been brief to say the least. They wanted photos, they wanted reports on local industry and farming. They wanted to know about the people, what they did for a living and how many were employed. If she didn’t know better she would say that they wanted to take over the whole town. But that was ridiculous. The company never did that. They usually bought up a struggling business or two that were in line with their current global vision, or if they needed a PR boost, they would adopt a school or a wildlife preserve, and send out the media en mass to cover the event. 




But this felt different. Valerie hoped it would all be for the best. 




And so their evening ended. She had a lot of prep work to get done back in her room and since she hadn’t checked in yet, it was a good idea if she left Honey’s. 




The ride back was fun. Kyle spoke at length about his grandpa. How he had raised him in the forest and the mountains. How his grandpa was such a great guy. Valerie could see it and she smiled. 




Back in her rental she followed Kyle all the way into town. He drove her right up to Grandma’s Inn and then even carried her bag, which had wheels, into the tiny reception for her. 




“So I guess this is goodnight?” he said. He was a little jittery and eventually took her hand in his. “I have thoroughly enjoyed this evening. Perhaps we should do it again while you’re in town?”




Valerie grinned. He was so much fun, so light and she thought she might be interested in getting to know him a little, no, a lot better. Well she had that vacation time, and staying here for a bit and then going home would also work for her. She nodded. 




“I would love to,” she said. 




Then Kyle let go of her hand and walked out the door. He turned on the threshold and looked back at her, smiled, waved and was gone. 




She sighed. 




“Yup,” the lady behind the reception counter said. She was a little thing with grey hair and milky blue eyes. “That Kyle is one handsome man. I knew his daddy Reuben, what a catch that one was too.”




“You don’t say,” Valerie said taking the offered key. 




“Oh, still makes my toes curl just to think of him.” 




Valerie thanked her hostess and made her way to her room. 




Grandma’s Inn was quaint. It put Valerie in mind of a Beatrix Potter house with doilies and frills on the tables, and embroidery on the cushions. The room she was staying in was small, neat and homey with knickknacks and a tiny heart shaped chocolate on her pillow. In the en suite bathroom, small lavender scented soaps, and shower gel in the smallest bottles imaginable, greeted her. She had a whole collection of hotel stuff that she travelled with. Never being in one place long enough to buy actual groceries beyond the essentials, it was great to have handy little bottles of mouth wash, shampoo and conditioner, and one use tubes of toothpaste. 




Valerie flopped on the bed and stared at the ceiling for a while. Then she pulled her laptop out of its bag and began to go over her notes. Tomorrow would be a busy day. 




She fell asleep with her computer next to her on the bed and dreamt of Kyle and a bear. 


The morning sunlight glinted through the leaves on the tree outside her window. As Valerie opened her eyes she stared at it and thought of home. As a child she had played in the trees that grew all around her plantation home. These thoughts of homesickness weren’t helping her she realized. She needed to get up and get ready. After all she had a meeting with some council members. What they were the council of she wasn’t entirely sure, but if Petersen -Snow wanted to do anything in Sun Valley, these people had made it abundantly clear that she had to go through them. 




The meeting was in a conference room in the city hall. It was a squat building with the obligatory columns out front and three floors, but it was a block of concrete that some inept architect had tried to fancy up. Valerie hated buildings like that, but she made her way inside anyway, toting her laptop bag on her shoulder. She was dressed in light grey slacks and a peach blouse with a thin jacket to keep out the chill. The wind was blowing today and it was a little fresh for her taste. 




Looking professional was important, but for the life of her, Valerie had not been able to tame her wild, dark curls this morning and now they blew about her face until she was safely inside where the wind couldn’t get her.




The conference room was on the first floor right at the back of the building and she got lost along the way, and had to ask directions twice. So she stepped through the door a little after ten to find a whole host of people sitting around the oval table. 




On one side, sat men with grey hair, beards and matching grey suits. On the other sat grey and white haired men, in jeans and flannel shirts. There were eight of them in total, four suits and four flannels. 




“Morning,” Valerie said a little nervously. “I’m…”




“You are late young lady, is what you are,” a suit said standing up, “Introductions; you must be Miss Valerie Rousseau, your office has been in constant contact with mine. These good gentlemen are Mr. Archibald Wilson, Mr. Peter Law, Mr. Jerome Wilde and I am Jeff Headley.” Each man stood and nodded to her in turn. They were so alike it was scary. Same look in the eyes no matter if they were brown, green or blue, same beards almost as well. Valerie felt a Stepford moment coming on. 




Then Jeff indicated the other side of the table, “And here we have Mr. Jordan Ewes, Mr. Clancy Jones, Mr. Paul Barkley and finally Mr. Marcus Pierce.” 




As he said the last two names Valerie felt her stomach sink into her over-priced shoes. Well there was no denying or hiding from it, the last two men were the same old men she’d had dinner with the night before. 




Oh, boy!  




“So, to business,” Jeff Headley said, “Sit down young lady.” She sat in the first chair she could reach. Mr. Headley had the tone of one who would broach no argument. 




“Miss Rousseau’s company, what was the name again dear?” he asked leaning towards her. Although there was a lot of wood between them she could feel his condescension rippling across the space towards her. 




“Petersen-Snow,” Valerie offered, “I have…” 




“Yes, I’m sure you do,” Mr. Headley drawled, “But all in good time.”




Valerie developed an instant, bone deep dislike of this pompous ass. But he was one of the people she’d been sent to schmooze. She couldn’t do that with her boot up is prerogative. So she sat back and let him prattle. 




“As I was saying, Miss Rousseau’s company has taken a liking to Sun Valley. They want to buy the place and since the amount to purchase the land, outstanding since 1876, has not been paid in full…”




“We will need to see your ledgers, Jeff,” Marcus said softly. His eyes moved from Jeff Headley to Valerie and his look was pure venom. 




Valerie wished the ground would swallow her whole. Of course her company wanted to buy the place, she had known that, but it had only been a blip on a map when she’d started this whole process for them. And now it was an actual place with real people who had history and lives and futures. They were proud of their land, their heritage which seemed so connected to the land. Valerie knew about that. Being from New Orleans with the story of witches and supernatural beings tying their magic to the land, she had grown up knowing her own anchor was the soil she was born on. That was why she longed for it so. Her family went back generation on generation on that land, and she didn’t want to take Kyle’s equivalent away from him. 




But this was her job. 




She came to when raised voices tore into her shame and sadness. 




“We have been working for you people, at a reduced wage for over a hundred years Jeff! I think we’ve earned our land!” Paul was yelling. He was on his feet, his face red, his big hands fisted and resting knuckles first on the table, like he intended to punch it to pieces and was just lining up the shot. 




“Now Paul, the ledgers are precise,” Jeff said raising his hands. Valerie saw the abject fear hiding behind his blustering façade. “You are welcome to go through them along with your attorney.” 




The room exploded in rage, both sides of the table yelling and calling each other names. And then Paul’s voice rose above everyone else’s and he was yelling at her. He shook an accusatory finger at her, spittal flying as he ranted, “And you! You hussy! You tricked his grandson into showing you the whole place! And now you want to take it from us!” 




Valerie was close to tears. The tension in the room was insane and she just wanted to run. She tried to defend herself, to tell them that she didn’t want any of that, that she was just a pawn. Valerie Rousseau made no decisions in the company. She was a glorified pencil pusher with frequent flyer miles. She didn’t want any of this. 




God, that vacation time was looking real good around now. In fact, unemployment was looking good too, and that was crazy. 




In a rush of emotion Valerie picked up her bag and stormed out of the room. She could be fired for this but who cared, really?




She blundered down the hallway, needing to find her way out when suddenly she bumped into someone, and something hot spilled all over her arm. 




Valerie looked up into Kyle’s golden eyes. 




“Hey, stranger,” he said smiling instantly when he recognized her. “Sorry about the coffee.” 




Valerie shook her head and looked away, “It’s fine, Kyle. Oh God, what are you doing here?”




“Here with Marcus, he’s got some big meeting,” Kyle said vaguely. 




Just then the door opened behind her and Marcus and Paul spilled out followed by the others. 




“Get away from her!” Marcus roared at Kyle. “She’s poison!” 




“She’s gonna take Sun Valley from us,” Paul ranted and Valerie knew she was done for. 




She grabbed her laptop bag in her arms and fled down the hallway leaving a confused Kyle behind her. 


It was later and tears had happened. Quite a lot of them really and then a panicked phone call back home. Her father was out but her mother was sympathetic until Granny Fifi got the phone, and then Valerie had spent the next twenty minutes crying, while her gran told her what a horrible person her employer was turning her into. 




“You come home this instant!” Granny Fifi roared on the other end of the line. “You come here now child, so we can deal with the mess you’re becoming. You can’t take people’s homes! We raised you better than that!” 




Valerie had buried her head in the overwhelming cushions on her bed at Grandma’s Inn until she felt she would suffocate. This wasn’t her fault. It was just her job and she’d done it a million times. But all those times she hadn’t gone to dinner with the locals now had she? She hadn’t listened to their stories and heard their love for their home in their voices. None of that. 	




She had to get her head clear and schedule another meeting. So she would go for a drive.




The rental sped out along the road to Sun Valley. It was just about the only road that she knew and frankly Valerie just wanted to have some open sky around her. Before long she was back at what was almost a cul du sac, but led to Sun Valley. She turned right and went down the track. 




After a while she stopped the car and sat behind her wheel for a time. She opened the window needing air and breathed heavily. Okay, she was going to save the situation. Perhaps if she spoke to Mr. Petersen and Mr. Snow, and found out what they wanted to do with the area, then she could lay the locals’ fears to rest. She was pretty sure her company wasn’t going to strip mine the place. But then she was only pretty sure. 




Just then voices travelled to her on the breeze. They sounded close by and like there were a lot of them. 




Curiosity had always been one of her worst flaws, Valerie knew this, but she got out the car and followed the sound anyway. She headed into the woods, the fallen leaves creating a carpet under foot. 




The area was quite clear of underbrush the further in she went and apart from fallen branches she didn’t have much she had to watch out for. The voices grew louder and louder, and suddenly Valerie could see them. It was a whole lot of people, men and women sitting on the ground in a multilayered circle. 




She could see Kyle and Marcus, even Paul all sitting there. 




Valerie knew she was intruding. She knew it was wrong but she also wanted to know what was happening, so she hid behind a tree.  




“…selling the land from under us,” Paul was saying. His voice was angry. Well he had every right to be. 




“Do you know what they want to do with the land?” a woman asked. She had long black braids that hung down her chest and pooled in her lap. Her face was mature but not old. 




“We didn’t get that far,” Marcus said, “The company rep ran out.” 




“And you’re sure it was Valerie?” Kyle asked.




Marcus nodded. “No doubt, my boy. She’s bad news that one.”




“I knew it, I knew it!” Paul was ranting, “From the moment I set eyes on that Jezabel!” 




“Paul!” the woman scolded him. “Don’t be an ass, this is her company not her choice. She’s been employed. Does she even know what they plan to do here?”




Valerie didn’t know what she was doing until she stepped out from behind the tree and walked the last little way towards the people. 




“I don’t know what they’re planning,” she said. 




“You!”




“What are you doing here?”




“Spy!” 




The clearing erupted in noise and suddenly Kyle was standing next to her his hand up for silence. 




“Valerie, how did you find us?”




“I drove out here to explain,” she said knowing now that it was the truth. “Please, may I speak to you all?”




“Don’t let her! She’ll only lie,” Paul yelled but Marcus stepped up to her and turned her to face him. His eyes were golden like Kyle’s and he looked deeply into her blue ones. 




“You tell the truth here,” he said simply as though there was no possibility of argument, “This is a place where we only speak what’s true, no lies, no stories.” 




“I’ll tell you what I know with no exaggeration, no embellishment and no sugar coating,” Valerie said, “I can’t promise the truth because I suspect that I haven’t been told it.” 




“This is a waste of time!” Paul ranted but when Marcus looked at him the old man sat back down on the leaf strewn ground. 




“Hi,” Valerie said. She was standing in the center of the circle now and every single pair of eyes was on her. “I’m Valerie Rousseau, I was sent here to assess Sun Valley for a company. They have employed me for two years so far, to travel all over the country and assess the land or business that they want to buy up. Mostly they buy failing businesses, mines, sometimes when they need a PR boost they’ll sponsor a college or a school, or buy up a piece of land that is a threatened species’ habitat. They have fingers in a lot of pies and the company image is really important to them.”




“They sent me out here to report on Sun Valley, but I have no idea what they plan to do with it,” Valerie said. “They almost never tell me. My job is really just to check the place out and make sure it is what the seller is claiming it to be, then I hand it over to the buyer who comes and does the final negotiation.” 




She felt wretched. Her information wasn’t going to help these people to save their home, not at all. 




“I just wanted you to know that I… it’s not me,” she said desperately looking at the faces around her. So many faces. “I’m sorry.” 




“Can you stop them?” the woman with the long braids asked. “Can you make them not buy our land?”




Valerie shook her head. “Not if they want it badly enough. I can speak to them and find out what they want.” She shrugged. “It’s not usual but I can do it.” 




Suddenly she felt more afraid than ever. She hated speaking to the partners, a privilege she had been granted only on a few occasions when her job had required it. They had requested an update this evening. Valerie guessed she could come up with something to say.   




She moved out of the circle and Kyle made her sit next to him on the outer most ring. 




For the next hour the people of Sun Valley discussed their future and a plan was formulated. Kyle and his friend Ryan, a big man with dark hair and those golden eyes, would take Valerie back to her room at Grandma’s Inn. She would keep her Skype date with her bosses, and would ask them what they wanted the valley for. Then with this information the rest of them would decide what to do. 




The meeting broke up and as Kyle and Ryan escorted her back to her car, she tried to speak to Kyle. After multiple attempts he turned on her, his face full of anger, his eyes flashing. 




“Get one thing straight!” he spat, “We aren’t friends. We aren’t ever going to be friends, Valerie. You killed that when you lied to me! It is my home and my family and my life that you’re thinking of taking away. So don’t think for one second that whatever we were building is going to continue, because it’s dead!” and he stormed off. 




She was left stunned and hurt though she reasoned that she shouldn’t be. They’d only met the day before. It wasn’t like they’d slept together, but somehow she knew that a bond that had been growing between them was melting like ice in a glass of whiskey.




Ryan drove up front in her rental with her to Kyle’s truck and then they drove to Grandma’s. It was still early, the sun only now beginning to paint the snowcapped mountains in colors of fire.




Her little room was feeling terribly crowded with the three of them, no one knowing what to say or do.  




“We could go across the street to the diner?” Valerie suggested. “My treat.” 




Kyle scowled at her but Ryan perked up. “That sounds great, Valerie,” he said kindly. “Get up Kyle, we’re going across the street. This room is like a shoebox and I’m getting claustrophobic, so let’s take this nice lady up on her offer and go to the diner.”  




Kyle glowered but stood up and made his away across the street. The breeze from earlier was harder now, dragging ragged patches of high grey cloud across the darkening sky as they ran across the street. Valerie was glad she had brought her leather jacket, and she was quite snuggly in it. But the diner was heated and she soon took it off. They chose a booth in the back and sat down, Ryan next to her and Kyle across. 




“Why are you mad at me?” Valerie asked Kyle. “I didn’t choose Sun Valley, my bosses did.” 




“I’m mad because you could have told me yesterday that you were planning to steal my home!” 




“I’m sorry,” she said as the waitress placed menus in front of them. “I don’t have an excuse, but I’m going to try and help you save your home. Doesn’t that count for anything?”




Kyle glared at her and looked out the window over the heads of other diners. 




“Don’t mind him,” Ryan said, leaning back and spreading his arms along the back of the chair. “Kyle is hotheaded and full of crap. He’ll come around eventually.”




“Don’t Ryan!” Kyle muttered. 




“Don’t what? Be nice to her? Try to understand this little shit storm from her point of view?” Ryan asked, “She flew in yesterday, Kyle. She didn’t know we existed until now, and now she’s ready to try and help us? Sounds like you’re the one with the problem pal,” Ryan said and stood up. “I’m gonna hit the head.” And he walked up the aisle to the front of the diner. 




Valerie and Kyle sat in stunned silence for a while until Kyle finally looked at her. 




“Ryan’s a total jerk!” Kyle said, “But he has a point. I’m being a dick and I’m sorry.” 




Valerie felt tears prick the back of her eyes. “I’m so sorry all of this is happening,” she said wanting to take Kyle’s hands, but he was still angry with her, she could see it and let it be. Anyway she had bigger problems.  




Ryan came back to the table and they ordered burgers which Valerie could hardly eat. Her stomach was a knot at the thought of speaking to the two owners of the conglomerate. But seven PM rolled around and she was back in her room with Kyle and Ryan. She turned on her laptop, and set up her Skype. The thing about the partners was that if they arranged a Skype meeting with you, then you waited for them to be ready for you. You didn’t call them they would call you. She had spent some nights waiting all night only to get a call in the morning from one of the vampire secretaries, to say that they didn’t need to speak to her after all. 




She hoped that this wasn’t one of those times. 




It wasn’t. 




She answered after making sure that Kyle and Ryan were out of sight, and knew that they had to be absolutely quiet. The partners had freaky good hearing. 




“Evening, Miss Rousseau,” Mr. Petersen said. He was sitting at a desk with Mr. Snow who was an albino and always wore white standing, behind him. “I trust Colorado is treating you well.” 




“Oh yes, sir. Good evening, Mr. Petersen. Mr. Snow. Yes, Colorado is getting a little chilly, but it’s all good.” 




“And the acquisition? We trust that you aren’t having any trouble?” Mr. Snow said. He was so pale that Valerie would often stare at him to see the blue veins under his skin. But she resisted the urge now. 




“Actually sir it is proving difficult. The local inhabitants are resisting the sale,” Valerie said. Behind her screen Kyle glared at her. She swallowed. 




“Nothing but inbred hicks my dear,” Mr. Petersen said. Where his colleague was pale he was grey. Grey suit, grey hair, grey eyes. They were quite dull to look at if you put them side by side. “They may moan but in the end the sale will go through. Just finish up your reports for us and then Calvin will come down and complete the sale. We expect no delays.” 




“Yes sir,” Valerie said, “But may I ask what you plan to do with Sun Valley? The inhabitants might be appeased if they know that you’re not going to strip mine the place or something.” Valerie tried a hopeful smile.




Mr. Petersen didn’t even blink, he smiled, and his abnormally long canines became visible. “Just get your reports filed on time, Miss Rousseau,” he said and killed the connection. 


The next morning Valerie woke after some of the worst dreams she had ever had, but they faded like mist, leaving only an unsettled feeling. It all stemmed from this problem, but Kyle and Ryan had told her to stay put and wait for them to tell her what to do next. They were going to take this total lack of information to the elders. 




The room at Grandma’s Inn was a shoebox. On her way out, Valerie left a message for Kyle or Ryan at reception and got into her rental. This time she drove along a different road, not one that led straight to Sun Valley, but one that took her out passed the local farms. She loved the open air feel of them and with the clouds racing up across the sky, she felt she could finally breathe again. 




After a while she pulled over and parked the car. Getting out, the wind whipped her curls in her face but she didn’t care. She zipped up her jacket and leaned against a wooden pole fence, letting the wind blow her care away. 




She was standing like that, with her eyes shut when suddenly someone spoke to her. 




Valerie opened her eyes and looked into a friendly face. The man was tall, broad shouldered and had hazel eyes, so light that they looked golden. His hair was brown with natural highlights, so Valerie guessed he spent a lot of time in the sun. 




“Hi,” he said. “Are you lost?”




“Nope, well maybe a little,” Valerie said. “Sorry is this your fence? I’m not intruding am I? I just couldn’t breathe in the car.” 




He shook his head. He had ridden up on a horse that he was still sitting in the saddle of. It scratched the ground with a hoof. “I just thought you might need some help. I’m Wyatt by the way,” he said and offered a hand. 




“Valerie,” she said shaking his hand. 




“Oh, so you’re the assessor huh?” he asked and then he smiled, “Don’t look so shocked, it’s a small town and news travels like the wind.”




Valerie shivered at the thought of everyone knowing that she was with the big bad corporation. 




Wyatt sighed, “Why don’t you come in. Jess, my fiancée, would love to meet you. Besides, she makes the best hot chocolate in the state.” He smiled at her and offered a hand. 




“But my car?” Valerie asked. 




Wyatt shrugged, “Well, if you’re worried about it you can drive and I’ll ride.”




Following a man on horseback was interesting but it turned out that had she driven just over the rise ahead, she would have come to Wyatt’s gate on the right anyway. He opened it for her and she drove in and down to the ranch house. 




It was a double story, with a wraparound porch. The place looked lovely, painted a cheery yellow with a deep green roof. Normally she didn’t like colors like that on a house, but it suited this place down to the ground. An old man was sitting on the porch doing something with a piece of wood. 




“You brought a stray home?” the old man asked Wyatt.




“Now Charlie, be nice. This is Valerie,” Wyatt said as she got out of the car. 




Charlie peered at her with old but bright eyes and shook his white dandelion hair, “Well, it’s your funeral.” And he stood up, making his way down the steps and across the yard with quite a turn of speed. 




“Don’t mind him,” Wyatt said, “He doesn’t like strangers is all.” 




“Which is going to make turning this place into a B&B interesting in the spring.” 




Valerie turned and saw a short, curvy woman with her dark hair tied up on her head in a bun, standing in the doorway. She had clear blue eyes and the same kind of olive skin that Valerie had herself. She smiled broadly. 




“You’re Valerie?” she asked, “I’m Jess. It is so good to meet you.” And she pulled Valerie into the house and straight through into the living room. 




Valerie found herself deposited on a candy-striped sofa, a mug of hot chocolate pressed into her hand and Jess seated in front of her in a red velvet wingback chair. She was also holding a mug. Marshmellows bobbed in the chocolate. 




“So it’s a pity your bosses didn’t say anything interesting last night. Did you get a mail or something perhaps with more details of what they want to do with Sun Valley?” Jess asked conversationally. 




Valerie was shocked. How did everyone in this place know everything? 




Jess smiled, “Wyatt and Kyle have been best friends forever. He was here last night, moaning about you. So I’m thrilled to finally be able to put a face to the name. You’ve made a lasting impression on him.” 




“Oh. Good,” Valerie said weakly.




“It’s not all bad,” Jess said, “For him to be this angry he must really like you.” 




“What? Kyle doesn’t like me,” Valerie said shaking her head. “He hates my guts. All because I answered an ad in the paper two years ago. And I only took the job because I love houses and buildings and travelling. Well I did, right up to this trip.” 




“Please don’t judge us all on Kyle’s example. I know what it’s like to answer to a boss, I used to be in advertising,” Jess said smiling.  “Which firm do you work for?”




Jess was so friendly, and genuinely hospitable, so Valerie told her. “It’s a conglomerate Petersen-Snow,” she said. 




Valerie had heard of people going pale, but she’d never actually seen the color drain out of someone’s face, until now. Jess dropped her mug and pushed her chair back. It clattered on the floor, spilling the last of her hot chocolate on the wood. 




“Oh, no,” she said backing away. 




Valerie stood up. “What did I say? Jess, are you okay?”




Wyatt came into the room then and seeing Jess’s face he rushed to her. Jess grabbed his arm and with obvious terror on her face, she turned to him and said, “It’s all my fault.”


Valerie’s head was swimming. Jess had calmed down and then the phone calls started, and people arrived. Soon Ryan and Kyle strode into the living room, followed by Marcus, Paul and the woman with the braids from the meeting in the woods. They all sat around in Jess and Wyatt’s living room, while Jess sipped a whiskey and spoke. 




It was a story that Valerie could hardly believe, but it was real. The story of a possessive, manipulative, ex-husband who had chased Jess across the country just to make her life hell. How he had attacked her and she had killed him in self-defense. Everyone in the room, bar Valerie had been there that night, and so that part of the story was just for her. 




“What I didn’t tell you,” Jess said,” Is that Conrad’s father is part owner of the firm Petersen-Snow. It owns the ad agency we worked for. And it’s the company now looking to buy up Sun Valley.”




“Coincidence?” Ryan asked. 




Wyatt shook his head. “Not likely.” 




“No, Sun Valley’s been targeted and it’s all because of me. Old man Petersen wants my blood, he wants revenge for Conrad,” Jess said. “I don’t think there’s a way to stop them from taking your home.” 




She looked so sad, so defeated. The happiness that had been bubbling out of her when Valerie had met her only a few short hours earlier, had all drained away. 




“It’s all my fault,” Jess said and dissolved into tears on Wyatt’s shoulder. 




Valerie looked away, feeling hollow and like an intruder in the room. Her eyes fell on Kyle and he looked at her and smiled. It was a small smile, just a little lift of the corners of his mouth, but it was enough. Valerie sighed and felt her own tears recede. 




“Those blasted wolves will stop at nothing,” the braided woman said. Valerie thought she’d heard someone call her Eugenie.




“They need taking down a few pegs,” Paul said hotly. “A taste of claw and teeth.” 




“That’s what got us into this mess,” Marcus said shaking his head. “We need a smart plan.” He looked at the assembled faces. “Anyone have one?” 




“But we can’t let those stupid werewolf boys walk all over us, we should have a good honest battle, like in the old days,” Paul said. 




“You are a daft old man!” Eugenie said angrily. “You would have us all dead at the bottom of a ditch!” 




“They’re no match for bears, and you know it!” Paul bellowed. 




“Excuse me,” Valerie said putting her hand up like she was in school. “Werewolves? Bears?”




“Yeah, what did you think we were talking about all this time?” Paul blustered at her. 




“Well, I don’t know, maybe you were being figurative?” Valerie asked with a huge amount of hope in her heart. And slowly a memory trickled back of her Granny Fifi saying, “Don’t play there child, it’s wolf territory.” 




She looked at the faces and now she could see it. The eyes, the broad shoulders, the way their hair was so thick and glossy… “Just like a fur coat,” she said in the smallest voice. “Oh. God!” 




“Well maybe there’s hope for this one yet,” Paul said and actually smiled at her. 




Valerie felt sick. The world was upside down and she was dangling from a very thin thread. Suddenly someone had her by the arm and she looked up into Kyle’s gorgeous face. 




“You’re a bear,” she said and her knees gave way. 


Valerie woke to the sound of snoring. She was in her tiny room at Grandma’s Inn and seated in the armchair in the corner near the bathroom, was Kyle. His head had slipped back, his mouth hung open and he breathed in and out in a ragged, sawing grate. Valerie sighed. 




He was a bear. But she realized that he was also a man. A passionate man, one who loved his little slice of the world and wanted to protect it. She also realized, watching him sleep, that she very much wanted to help him. So she got up, noticed she was still fully dressed. Even her shoes were still on her feet. Well no one could accuse Kyle of inappropriate behavior. 




Funny now that she was thinking about it, she couldn’t remember getting home. She couldn’t remember much passed the four whiskeys she’d downed out of Jess’s glass. Oh God, what must they think of her? 




Changed into her pajamas, Valerie woke Kyle. His head shot back up with a “snark” sound and he looked at her with bloodshot eyes. 




“Come on, I won’t bite,” she said and opened the covers. “It’s a double, there’s enough room for both of us.” 




Kyle regarded her. “You sure?”




She nodded. 




Kyle took his shoes and jeans off. He wore boxers. Somehow that is exactly what Valerie had expected. Then he climbed into her bed and snuggled down, pulling the duvet up under his chin. 




“Now no funny business,” he said to her.




Valerie laughed and said, “I promise.”




“You’re okay with having a bear in your bed?” he asked. 




“Hell no!” Valerie said, “But I’m fine with having you. Actually I’m more than fine with you being in my bed.”




Kyle smiled, yawned and rolled over. “G’night,” he said and soon was snoring again. 




“Good night,” Valerie said and this time when she slept her dreams were warm and happy. 




The next few days passed in a blur and Valerie and Kyle spent them together. She had to turn in reports all nice and regular just like normal. So she had to actually go and do her job. In the time when she wasn’t doing her job, which Kyle found hellishly boring, she was out with him and his people trying to find a way to save Sun Valley. 




Paul proved to be annoying, and Jess was all in pieces, saying she would fly to New York and just let Mr. Petersen have her. This sent Wyatt on a tirade and it took her, little Valerie, to point out that it probably wouldn’t make any difference anyway.




“I know him,” she said at one of their meetings. “He won’t care. You killed his son, there’s nothing on earth you could do to stop him nuking this whole place.” 




They went pale. 




“Oh, but I’m pretty sure he doesn’t have one,” Valerie said and then stayed silent for the rest of the meeting.  




At night she and Kyle would have dinner and talk. They purposefully stayed away from the trials of the day, and spoke about their childhoods, their dreams. 




“I wanted to be a jazz pianist growing up,” Valerie confessed over coffee one night. “Yeah, my dad paid for lessons and everything. Eventually the teacher asked him to please stop paying. He said I was terrible and no amount of coaching would change that. Sad but true.” 




“Man, that is harsh!” Kyle said. 




“I know, right?” Valerie said and smiled. 




They were at the Lemon Drop Café, sitting in the back. A storm was raging outside and they were huddled together at a table. “I always wanted to be a police man, you know, get the car and the siren. But then I found out that most of the job was paperwork so I decided on being a cowboy. Anyway, I guess cattle are easier to handle than gun toting bank robbers and drug crazed lunatics, once you know how.”




“So you say,” Valerie said. “Listen, I’m sorry about all this. I’m sorry we couldn’t meet under better circumstances.” 




Kyle shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. It doesn’t determine who we are and what we’ll be to each other in the future, now does it?”  




“I guess not,” she said, and sipped her coffee. It was strong and black and totally unsweetened. 




Valerie liked things to be simple in her life, and since taking this job on, her life was anything but simple. And here she was in a little café with a man, who under normal circumstances would make her mouth water and she was just talking. He’d slept in her bed and nothing had happened, not one single solitary thing. 




Well that’s probably because you’re not his type, Valerie thought. Face it Val, a man built like this doesn’t want a girl who spends all her time eating airplane food, and rushing around the country. A man like this wants the kind of wife who can lift a cow, and give birth to a million sons to help run the ranch.




 And I just put him squarely in the Wild West. Wow!




She chuckled. 




“What’s so funny?” Kyle asked. 




“I was just picturing what you must probably look for in a woman,” Valerie said and then realized she’d said it. “What I mean is, I was just thinking stupid thoughts,” she finished lamely. 




Kyle seemed to consider this, “Well now, when looking for a suitable mate I look for very specific things.”




“Is that a fact? Does the ability to lift an ox feature at all?” Valerie asked unable to stop herself. 




Kyle laughed, “Actually that’s like number three hundred and twenty-one.”




“I would’ve thought it was right up there with ‘must be able to cook’,” Valerie said. 




“Nah,” Kyle said. “When I look for a suitable woman I look for dark curly hair, and the most beautiful blue eyes I’ve ever seen. They’re nice you know, but what I really look for is strength of character. Loyalty, friendship, a great sense of humor and the deal clincher is her ass. Can I bounce a quarter off it?” 




“Seriously? That’s your criteria?” Valerie asked shocked. 




“Too specific for you?” Kyle asked. “I could always go with attributes you don’t have, but since I want you, that would be counter-productive.”




‘What did you just say?” Valerie asked. Her heart was beating in her throat now. 




“I said that I want you,” Kyle said and leaned over the table. 




He took her face in his hands and when his lips touched hers, Valerie almost thought her heart would jump right out of her chest. It was a slow kiss, a deliberate kiss, that sent tingles through her whole body. 




Valerie had never had much time for relationships. She flitted around the country like a pretty butterfly, never in one place long enough to make a friend, let alone a lover. One night stands had never really been her thing either. She was a relationship girl, one who got attached to people, formed bonds, and that would never work in the world of one night lustful encounters. So Valerie had spent a long time alone. Well over two years in fact. 




This kiss sent messages to parts of her body and mind that had been dormant, and like a volcano the pressure began to build. Valerie felt it rising in her and she pulled back from the kiss. It would be so wrong to reach over the table and pull Kyle to the floor, ripping his clothes off so she could have her way with him. There were kids present. 




And the little snots were laughing at them. 




“Get out of here!” Kyle said throwing a handful of sweetener sachets at them. 




The little scamps darted for the door, laughing and jeering as they went. 




“And I was just getting into my stride too,” Kyle moaned. 




“We could always carry on at my place,” Valerie said, but Kyle shook his head. 




“Let’s get tomorrow over with, then we can do all those things you’re thinking about,” he smiled naughtily. 




“How do you know I’m thinking about that?” Valerie asked in mock surprise. 




Kyle leaned close to her ear and whispered, “Because I’m thinking them too.” 




Oooh he just had to go and say that!




Valerie just about slid off her chair but managed to hold on. 




They paid the check and left. 




Kyle walked her across the road in the storm, his jacket over both their heads. They stood on Grandma’s porch and held each other. 




“Kyle,” Valerie said. 




“Yeah,” he replied his breath on her neck. 




“Thanks.”




“For what?”




“For not hating me anymore,” Valerie said. 




He sighed into her neck and kissed the soft skin there making Valerie wish he was devouring her right about now. 




“I have faith in us,” Kyle said, “We’ll find a way to beat these bastards.”




Valerie didn’t feel anywhere near as certain, but she smiled and watched him run down the steps in the rain to his truck. Then she waited to see the headlights disappear before heading to her room.


Morning. It stole into the room while Valerie was sleeping with her head on her keyboard. She was so tired that only the beep her machine made when an email came into her inbox, woke her. 




She was up to her armpits in notes and photos. Sun Valley was beautiful and the people were friendly and lively. They were also bears. But that seemed a lot less important now, than the fact that they were people who were about to lose their homes. 




They worked hard on other people’s ranches as hired labor at a reduced rate, to pay off some old stupid debt that was owed since the wild west days. It was like they were cursed or something. Valerie got the impression that the deck had been stacked against the bears for a long time. This meant it was unlikely that there was anything short of something silly and radical, that would change this. But what did she have that was silly and radical? 




Kyle was counting on her. The whole valley was sure, but Kyle’s faith was the one she didn’t want to lose. She wanted to be his hero. She wanted to make him happy and have him hold her and whisper a lot of sexy nothings into her ears. Valerie realized that what she wanted more than anything in the whole world was for Kyle to love her, and she would do anything to get that. She would lose her job over this—no actually she would quit. Submit the final report and quit. 




But that was the problem right? That final report. What if she didn’t submit it? They would just send Calvin down anyway and he would submit it no problem. 




And then it hit her. 




“Of course! You can be so stupid you know?” she yelled at herself and punched the air. Of course, why didn’t she realize it before. The report, that final piece of red tape. That was going to save them. And not by some strange clerical error, or by Valerie not doing her job properly, oh no! She was going to do her job by the book and to the letter. 




With a huge grin she began to type. 




Three hours and multiple cups of coffee later, Valerie met with Kyle, Ryan, Wyatt and Jess at The Lemon Drop Café. The storm had left puddles on the sidewalk and there was a chill in the air even though the sun was shining. 




When she came in and sat down next to Kyle they all turned strained faces to her. Jess looked haggard and spent. Her face was pale, her eyes red-rimmed like she’d been crying. Valerie smiled and placed a hand over hers. 




“It’s going to be okay,” she said. 




“How?” Ryan asked in his calm measured voice. “Have you done something?”




Valerie beamed at them. “It’s not a fix. I have to tell you that outright. But it will buy you, us, some time.” She took Kyle’s hand in hers. 




He squeezed her fingers. 




“What did you do?” Wyatt asked. 




“Nothing, my job,” Valerie said.




“I’m lost,” Jess said. “How does you doing your job solve our problem? I thought you doing your job was the problem?”




“So did I,” Valerie said. “And then I realized that if I did my job to the letter, then this process would take a lot longer.”




“What did you do?” Kyle asked smiling. 




“I sent in the report,” Valerie said, “A copy goes to Mr. Petersen, and one to Mr. Snow and then another to the council. In it I have raised concerns about the land, what it is intended for and how that will affect the fauna and flora, some of which I suspect may be endangered, or at least in need of conservation.” 




“Hold on, you’ve gummed up the works with your report?” Jess asked. 




“Yup,” Valerie smiled as Kyle kissed her temple and put his arm around her shoulders.




“That’s my girl,” he said proudly and Valerie felt her heart flutter in her chest. 




“They will have to do a full environmental impact survey and those take time. I’ll send a copy of the report to your grandpa, Kyle, if you give me his email address. That way if they do anything without that report you can report them to the authorities. It won’t hold them off for long, but maybe it will buy enough time.”  She shrugged.




“You can send it to me,” Kyle said. “Is this girl a genius or what?”




He turned to her then and took her face in his hands and kissed her. She melted into him as all his friends made the usual mocking noises, but she didn’t care at all.  


It was cold outside, but warm inside by the fire. Kyle had invited Valerie over for a celebratory dinner. She arrived at his cabin at seven pm, having traded in the stupid sedan for an SUV and followed his hand drawn directions. 




“You really should draw better,” she said with mock anger. “I wasn’t sure which one of the bazillion giant trees to turn at.” 




Kyle pulled her into his arms when he opened the door. Valerie felt her jacket slip to the floor. 




“I brought wine,” she said holding up a bottle of Merlot. 




Kyle took it, looked at it and put it on the kitchen counter. The whole cabin, apart from the bedroom and bathroom was open plan and heated by a huge fire roaring in the grate. The night was clear and crisp with frost. 




Closing the door Kyle buried his face in her hair. “You smell good enough to eat,” he said. 




“Well,” she said and smiled. 




It was all he needed. 




Kyle kissed her. Valerie closed her eyes and felt herself sail off on a sea of pleasure. He tasted of salt and something sweet and tangy. His lips were soft and met hers with a hunger that mirrored her own desire to have him. 




The kisses moved, all down her neck and shoulders. Where clothing got in the way it was removed so that the lips could continue their exploration of her. Kyle was in no hurry and although Valerie could smell dinner cooking away merrily on the stove, she felt no desire to eat it. All she wanted was Kyle. 




He lifted her into his arms and placed her backside on the kitchen counter. His lips were finding her again as her shirt and bra fell to the floor. He ran his fingers over her breasts, playing with the nipples. 




Valerie reached up under his shirt and felt the tight, hard muscles of his chest and abdomen. His skin was silky smooth and he had fine chest hair that she twirled her fingers in. The volcano was building again, deep within her and Valerie was afraid it would consume her. 




Then Kyle took one of her nipples into his mouth and his hand slid down her body to her jeans. He undid them and pulled them off her discarding them on the floor. Valerie wanted him so badly she was aching for him. She fumbled his jeans open and pushed them down, her mouth finding his in a blind need to have him inside her. 




Off the counter now he carried her to the bedroom and threw her gently onto the matress and then he was on top of her. Gently he eased her panties down and off and then slid his hand back up her thigh. 




Two fingers slid into her and sent electric shocks through her whole body. Had it really been this long since someone did that? Valerie knew it was. She bore down on his hand rocking back and forth as he slid his fingers in and out of her. 




She slid her hand into this boxers and found him hard and waiting. She took him into her mouth and licked and sucked him, working the shaft with her hand. He groaned and laced his free hand in her hair. They moved and his fingers slid out of her. Valerie felt a pang of disappointment but she kept on pulling sounds of desire from his lips. 




Then suddenly Kyle pulle himself out of her mouth and lifting her up placed her on his lap. She felt him slide into her and all she could do as the joy filled her was hold on to him for dear life. She was sinking in a sea of lust and desire for this one man and it was going to consume her. She felt lightheaded, out of control and it both excited and scared her. There was no telling where she ended and Kyle began in the writhing mass of hair and skin and sweat that they were. 




She was on her back now, him above her. And then she was on top, riding him like a stallion, pulling every groan and moan of pleasure from his throat as she moved. 




But it was all coming to a head too quickly. She was going to explode. Kyle seemed to know this he flipped her over entering her from behind. She felt him deeper than before and it only served to make her more excited. 




And then it came like a volcano erupting. The orgasm leveled cities and laid waste to her mind, tossing her emotions into a choppy sea. Utterly spent they collapsed together on the rumpled bed sheets and panting crawled into each other’s arms. 




After a while Kyle kissed her and then said. “So about that dinner?”




Valerie laughed, “But we just had desert.” 




“Nope, ma’am we did not,” Kyle said shaking his head. “This was the appetizer.” 




Oh, boy!




As Kyle rose, naked, and went to get them each a glass of wine, Valerie lay back and smiled. She felt so free and loved, happy in the moment. But she knew it was only a moment and that all too soon the wolf would literally be at the door again. But for now, for this precious moment, the wolf was in chains and she was free to love this man. 
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Candace Chance ducked into the alley, just as a black limousine passed a third time. She had no reason to believe the people in the car were looking for her, but she had no reason not to believe it, either. The temperatures had dropped with nightfall, and she had started to shiver uncontrollably. It had been raining off and on all day, and though the precipitation had stopped for now, the streets were wet. The alley smelled horrible—a mix of the stench coming from an overflowing dumpster, oily refuse, and things better left unidentified—but with nowhere else to go, and the limousine continuing to drive by on what seemed like an endless loop, she had no choice but to hole up here and hope things looked up in the morning.




Happy birthday to me, she thought, as she sank down behind some wooden crates.




The ground near the wall was littered with flattened cardboard boxes, which, while wet, at least provided some insulation between her and the pavement. It was cold, though, so very cold, and she huddled in her fleece sweater, wishing it were a full-length down coat. She had never had to think about people living on the street before. Raised in a sheltered environment, home-schooled, and protected, she hadn’t spent much time thinking about the outside world. She hadn’t needed to, though she now realized she should have insisted. Much of her schooling had been online, and perhaps she should have looked beyond her lessons. But she’d known her online access had been ruthlessly monitored. She hadn’t thought of the “why” of it—there’d been no reason to—but now she knew, first hand, the “why.”




Candace had been born in a bordello, the product of her mother’s miscalculation and an unknown, faceless john. She’d often wondered why her mother had kept her, but she’d never asked, and had never been told—until yesterday. The Manager, as he was known to everyone living and working there, was used to paying for abortions for his “girls,” though he resented the need for them, and the girls under his management felt his fury, when they slipped up. Candace’s mother had been too far along for an abortion by the time she’d had to admit her pregnancy, so the Manager had made her a deal. She would be allowed to have the baby in the safe confines of the House, but the child would belong to him.




The irony of a white woman selling her white baby to a black “manager” had been lost on her mother, or it had at least been ignored in favor of the opportunity to remain in the high-class establishment. If Candace had wondered over the years about why she was treated differently from the other girls, many of whom were only young teenagers themselves when they’d arrived, she hadn’t thought to question it. The Manager had always scared her a bit, in spite of his well-dressed, soft-spoken, polite appearance, if only because all the women in the house obviously feared him. Still, shouldn’t she have questioned the clothes? The comportment and music coaching? The exercise regiment? The schooling?




Of course, I should have, she realized now, when it was too late. Though in a different way, I was as much a fool as my mother.




This time when she shivered there was more than the cold behind it. She would never forget that last conversation with her mother. Had it been only this morning? Her mother had come to her at dawn to tell Candace she had to get ready. She would turn eighteen at midnight, and the Manager would be coming for her.




Why, Mama, why?




Because he owns you, baby.




How could you do this to me?




Because he owns me, too.




The deal had been struck the night the Manager had found out about her mother’s pregnancy, but he’d become even more interested when he’d learned Candace’s mother was carrying a girl child. He’d paid for everything over the years—her education, her health, her physical training, her musical training, her dance lessons—everything that would make her a prize worth a great deal of money to a certain kind of man who would be willing to pay top dollar for such a commodity: a genteel young lady, all packaged in a beautiful, untouched body. Candace had begged and pleaded with her mother, but in the end, she had been locked in her room. The sound of a bolt sliding home on the outside of her door had left Candace paralyzed with fear, knowing there was nothing for her to do but run, if she could only find a way out.




A quick search had uncovered the fact that most of the windows in her room had long been painted shut, but she had found one chance. There was a very small hexagonal window in her bathroom, high in the wall across from the vanity, that could still be opened for ventilation. It was doubtful anyone would have considered the possibility that Candace could fit through it, or would even try, since her room was on the fourth floor, but desperation had lent her both strength and courage. She’d had to wait until after dark, and she hadn’t been able to take anything with her other than the clothes on her back, but thanks to rigorous physical training—which she now realized had been intended to keep her physically attractive—she’d had the strength and agility to squeeze through the tight window and climb down the side of the building. The old Victorian house had had plenty of dormer roofs and decorative trim to hold onto, and her light weight, slender hips, and yoga practice made it physically possible. She’d dropped lightly to the ground just as the neighborhood church bell tower had rung the hour at eleven p.m. 




Ten minutes later, she’d been safely away, but the heavens had opened, leaving her drenched to the skin and wishing she had thought to shove a coat out the window in front of her. She hadn’t dared, of course, because someone might have seen it fall or it might have caught on something on the way down, leaving evidence of her flight behind, but as she shivered in her cold corner of the alley, she wished she’d taken the chance. Could someone die of exposure in the middle of a bustling city? She’d read climate analyses of Nashville as a part of her science studies. Situated where it was, the temperatures were usually relatively mild, even in winter. But Candace was for the first time realizing that “relatively” was a tricky word, when you were worried about more than a higher-than-normal power bill.




She managed to pull the top piece of cardboard out from under her, leaving her sitting on a slightly less soggy surface. She then wrapped it around herself, and though it was soggy wet, it still managed to block out the worst of the stiff breeze coming down the alley. She crossed her arms and curled into the tightest ball she could manage.




Now I lay me down to sleep… The words one of the maids had taught her when she was a little girl suddenly appeared in her mind. I pray the Lord my soul to keep; if I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.




Not for the first time, Candace wondered if she had a “soul to keep,” and if she did, was there a God who cared? Shivering in the darkness, she prayed it was so.


“Got her!”




Candace cried out when a big hand grabbed her arm and yanked her to her feet. With her mind befuddled with sleep and the cold, it took her a moment to realize what was happening. Then she panicked and began kicking and scratching, fighting for her life.




“Knock it off, ya little whore!” the man holding her shouted.




He gripped her upper arm painfully with one hand and had his other forearm firmly pressed across her chest. Without thinking, she bit down hard on the part of his wrist exposed between the end of his sleeve and the beginning of his glove.




The man cursed viciously and pulled back his fist to strike her, but a second man grabbed the first man’s arm, holding him back.




“Don’t hit ’er, idiot! You heard the man! She comes back marked up, we don’t get paid!”




“The little bitch bit me!”




“Stuff it,” the second man said. “You know where she lives. You won’t catch anythin’ from her.”




Candace continued to struggle, certain now of who had sent these men after her.




“Well, I’m gonna cuff the bitch anyway,” the first man said. “We ain’t gonna be able to hang onto ’er iffen we don’t!”




Candace tried to twist away, but she felt the cold steel snap shut around one wrist as her arms were yanked brutally hard behind her back. It felt like he was pulling her arms out of their sockets, and she knew she’d never be free, if he got the other handcuff on her.




She screamed. 




“Shut up, bitch!” the second man said, jamming his gloved hand over her mouth.




Candace was crying now, struggling futilely as the second cuff snapped around her other wrist. She just managed to turn her head to the side and let out another blood-curdling scream.




“The hell with this!” one of them said, and he slammed his fist into her belly, knocking the wind completely out of her.




She went down, whimpering, and only managed a squeak when they yanked her up painfully by the arms.




The rest was all a blur, but she thought she heard a roar, and suddenly one of the men flew away from her. He screamed and landed with a sickening thud against the far side of the alley. The second man pushed her away from him and must have drawn a gun, because a shot rang out, but a third, huge shadow tackled the man before he could get off another shot, and he screamed as he went down. Candace scrambled away, using her legs to clumsily put some distance between herself and the dark moving shadows. Forced to stop when she came up against the wall, she squinted into the dim light, trying to see what was going on. Daylight was just beginning to lighten the scene on this heavily overcast morning, but she could see enough to know the first two men who had attacked her were down, and there was another, bigger, darker shadow standing over them. She heard a low growl then the shadow seemed to change in form. What she might have sworn was something like a bear was suddenly a man. When he turned, he towered over her, and she shrank back in terror.




“I’m not gonna hurt you,” a soft, very deep voice said, as the shadow moved toward her. 




She stared at him, though she still couldn’t see him clearly in the dawning light.




“Come on, now, darlin’,” he said, holding out his big hand. “I’ve gotta get you out’a here, before somebody else comes along or these thugs wake up.”




Either scenario made her willing, but she looked at that big, gloved hand and swallowed hard.




“I…I can’t,” she said. “Th…they put ha…handcuffs on m…me.”




He cursed, sounding furious, but when he turned back to the nearest man on the ground, she was unexpectedly certain his fury was not directed at her.




He searched the man’s pockets and finally found what he wanted. In another minute, he was leaning over her and unlocking the handcuffs. When they were free, he threw them toward the back of the alley with an angry snap of his wrist.




“Let’s go.”




She tried to stand—what else could she do?—but she staggered, and it took his firm grip on her shoulders to pull her to her feet.




“Easy, now.” he said, his voice a smooth Tennessee drawl. She shuddered once, hard, and he seemed to really look at her for the first time.




“Shoot, you don’t even have a coat on.” 




He shed his own and wrapped it around her shoulders. It was huge, big enough on her that even as he closed it at the front, she managed to slip her arms into the sleeves. They came down to her knees, and he rolled them up for her, one at a time. Inside the coat was warm and toasty. It smelled good, too, clean with a scent of something she didn’t recognize but identified as pleasant. 




“That’ll have to do for now,” he said.




“Thank you.”




She looked up to meet his eyes, and even in the early morning light, she saw his were a deep, golden color, unlike any she had ever seen before. They warmed noticeably when he smiled, though, and she felt her first flicker of hope.




“You’re surely welcome,” he said, “but we gotta get goin’.”




He pulled a stocking cap out of the coat’s pocket and pulled it down over her head until her ears were protected from the cold, then took her arm in his.




Candace glanced back at the men on the ground. She thought she saw something shiny and black on the nearest man’s face.




“Don’t look, darlin’,” he said, turning her toward the front of the alley. “That’s nothin’ they didn’t deserve and more for what they were doin’ to you.”




She gripped his arm firmly, trying to pull him around to face her.




“Did they hurt you?” she asked.




He looked surprised. “No. Don’t worry about me.”




“But I heard a shot!”




“He missed.”




He wrapped one arm firmly about her shoulders and the next thing she knew they were back out on the street, winding their way in and out of the growing crowd on the sidewalk. Candace couldn’t help looking over her shoulder, certain those two men had not been the only ones the Manager would have sent out to look for her, but they seemed to have gotten away.




She glanced up at the stranger who now had her firmly under his control and tried to think positively about her change in circumstances, but she failed miserably.




Out of the frying pan, into the fire?


“First thing we gotta do is get you warm,” the man said. “I saw a coffee shop just up here.”




“No!” Candace stopped, or at least she tried to, but the man had a good hold on her.




“What is it, darlin’?” he asked, turning to look down at her.




She glanced nervously back the way they had come.




“Is there gonna be somebody else out lookin’ for you?” he asked, sounding concerned.




She nodded, afraid to look at him.




He took a deep breath.




“Okay,” he said, almost to himself. “I gotta get somethin’ then I’ll take you to the studio with me.”




His eyes skimmed over the shops along the street then he headed for one, pulling her with him. “You can at least get warmed up in here.”




The soft tinkling of bells welcomed them as they entered the shop. It was a music store, Candace saw at once. Guitars, both acoustic and electric, hung on the walls alongside a menagerie of banjos, basses, and mandolins. The floor was stacked with a variety of equipment—drums, amplifiers, mixers, and stands of all shapes and sizes. Her eyes were wide as she looked around the space. She’d never seen such an inventory in person.




“Can I help you?” a man asked as he came in from the back of the store.




“I need some new brushes,” her rescuer said, giving her arm a squeeze and moving toward the back.




“What do you have in mind?”




“Well, I prefer a fixed head and a hickory handle,” he said.




Candace put herself behind a tall window display, so no one outside the store would see her, and turned to watch the two men intermix. She had no idea what her rescuer was talking about, but he seemed to know just what he wanted. She liked listening to him, though. She had been locked inside all of her life. The only men she had ever seen were brutes working for the Manager or that other kind of man who had sat in the audience while she entertained them, singing and dancing. None had been allowed to touch her, thank God, and when the bad men had grabbed her this morning, the feel of their hands on her had terrified her. She hadn’t felt the same at all with her rescuer’s arm around her. It was odd, but for some reason she trusted him.




“You can try them out, if you’d like,” the store owner was saying, gesturing to a drum set he had set up toward the front of the store.




“Thanks.”




Her rescuer sat down at the drums, adjusted the placement of a couple of them, placed his feet on two pedals, and began to play.




It was amazing. There was no music, except for what was apparently in his head, but the smooth sound of the steel brushing along the drum heads and lightly touching the cymbals was mesmerizing. It wasn’t just her opinion, either, because the store owner was standing by, his arms folded across his chest and a look of pure enjoyment on his face.




She turned her eyes back to her rescuer and found herself as taken with his appearance as she was with his performance. He was tall—well over six feet—with broad shoulders and a narrow waist. He wore an insulated red flannel shirt over what looked like long underwear. His jeans were clean but worn; his dark brown boots the same. He held the drum sticks lightly in his huge hands, as though they were made of glass instead of wood. His hair was a dark brown and shaggy, with streaks of auburn that showed under the bright store lights. His face was chiseled but not polished, and when he looked up to meet her eyes, she was hit once more by their deep golden color.




He smiled then, and barely touching the brushes to the largest cymbal, he ended his play in a soft thump of the bass drum.




“That was sure nice,” the store owner said. “What band do you play with?”




Her rescuer did a quick lick on the drums then stood to hold out his hand to the other man.




“I’m Luke Saint of The Four Saints,” he said.




“Well, I am glad to meet you,” the man said. “I’m Chad Burton—the son half of Burton and Son Music. Thought you looked familiar. My wife and I caught your band over at the Full Moon the other night.”




“That was fun,” Luke said, handing Burton the brushes.




“I’ll wrap these up for you, if you like.”




“I do. They have a great sound. Much lighter than the ones I’m using now.”




“Going to be doing some nice ballads, then?”




“Yeah. My new sister-in-law writes beautiful ones. We’re trying to get her to sing with us. Hopefully soon.”




“That going to make you The Five Saints?”




Luke laughed and pulled out his wallet to pay for the new drum sticks. “Could be, though don’t pass that on. Addy’s okay about recordin’ with us, but she’s not too keen on gettin’ on stage in front of an audience.”




Chad grinned as he handed Luke his change. “I won’t say anything, then. Pam would have it all over town in a day. She sure liked you boys.” He sighed, shaking his head.




Luke laughed again. “Don’t worry, man. You can tell your wife that my two older brothers got themselves married over the past few months.”




“Now, won’t that be a disappointment to some of the ladies,” Chad said, though he himself looked relieved. “Looks like you got yourself a girlfriend, too.”




Candace froze when she realized he was talking about her. Luke grinned and crossed to put his arm around her.




“Workin’ on it, anyway.”




“Looks like she got caught out in that gully-washer this morning.”




“That she did,” Luke said, hugging her close before turning toward the door.




“You all have great day, now.”




“Thanks. You too,” Luke said, reaching for the door.




But Candace spotted a movement outside and held him back. Luke glanced out and saw the giant black car creeping along the sidewalk. He didn’t hesitate.




“Hey, Chad,” he said, pulling her back away from the door, “you got a back door to this place?”




Chad looked up. “Sure, but I keep it locked.”




“Mind if we use it?” Luke asked. “There’s this car that’s been followin’ us around all mornin’, and I see it out there, now.”




“Want me to call the cops?” Chad asked, concerned.




“No, no. They’re probably harmless, but they’re botherin’ my girl. Can you just let us out the back door? We can catch a cab on the next street over and get away before they can follow us.”




“Sure. No problem.”




As he started toward the back, Luke caught sight of one of their CDs on display on the peg board behind the counter. It had already been opened, apparently for playing in the store, so he grabbed it, pulled a pen out of his pocket, opened the plastic case, and pulled the cover out.




“You’re wife’s ‘Pam,’ right?” he asked.




“Yes!”




Luke signed the cover “To Pam” with a flourish then put the case together again and handed it back to Burton.




“For your wife and the favor,” he told him with a grin. “The next time you all come to hear us, bring it, and I’ll get my brothers to sign it, too.”




“Thanks, man!”




Chad led the way back, turned off the alarm, and let them out the rear door.




“You all take care now, hear?”




“You, too,” Luke said. “And thanks.”


It must be nice, Candace thought as she hurried to keep up with Luke. She’d read about celebrities, of course, but this was the first time she’d seen one in action. Then she thought of the easy, friendly conversation between Luke and the store owner and decided that maybe it hadn’t been celebrity after all. Maybe it was just because Luke was a nice guy.




They came out of the alley onto a cross street, and Luke stepped to the curb to flag down a cab. He kept her hand in his. Probably just to keep me from bolting with his coat, she thought, but it felt good, just the same. Then a taxi pulled up, and Candace froze, as Luke opened the back door and stepped aside to allow her to enter first.




“I know you’re still not sure of me,” he said, keeping his voice soft, so the cab driver wouldn’t hear. “And you can keep the coat, even if you don’t get in. But I can promise you’ll be better off for comin’ with me. My sister-in-law will be at rehearsal today, too, so she’ll be able to make you feel a little safer, I think. I know me and my brothers can seem kinda overwhelmin’ if you’re not used to us.”




“You think?” she said, without thinking about it then clamped a hand over her mouth in embarrassment.




Luke only grinned. “Yeah. That’s what both of my new sisters tell us, anyway.”




Candace took a deep breath. How could she tell this man that it wasn’t really him she feared? She was eighteen years old today and had never been in a car before. She’d been literally a prisoner all her life, though it wasn’t until her mother’s confession yesterday that Candace had really appreciated it. She still felt like the biggest fool on the earth.




“Meter’s running,” the cab driver called out.




“Don’t worry about it,” Luke said to the man.




He turned back to Candace. “So. What’ll it be?”




Candace took another deep breath then stepped into the car.




“Good choice,” Luke murmured.




He gave the address to the driver, and they were off. Candace could only stare out the window. She had seen plenty of television shows and movies and car commercials, but she’d never experienced the thrill of moving so fast herself. And they weren’t even moving that fast, she realized when she spied a much larger road off to the right and saw how quickly those cars and trucks were moving. She hugged herself, hoping Luke wouldn’t notice her hands were shaking.




“You okay?” he asked.




She should have known better.




“I’m getting there,” she said.




He smiled again, and she felt the warmth of it. She had to admit, if she had to be rescued by someone, it was good that it was by someone like Luke. Whether or not his brothers would approve was another story.




Before she knew it, they were pulling up to a gray-painted block building. There were large windows in front, and what looked like a stone house attacked to the back. The street was tree-lined, so it felt very much like a neighborhood hangout, rather than a fancy recording studio.




But then, what do I know? she wondered. The performance “theater” in the House had once been a parlor. It had been enlarged, she’d been told, when the Manager had decided to add dinner and musical entertainment to the other nighttime entertainment. At least if Luke’s band was recording, there wouldn’t be an audience, and hopefully this Four Saints group would be too busy to pay much attention to her. The longer she was with them, the longer she was safe from the Manager’s minions, so she hoped they’d let her stay with them at least until she could figure out what to do next. She had no money, no identification, no real identity outside of the House, thanks to her mother’s deal with the Manager.




Dear God, what am I going to do?




But Luke was paying the taxi driver, and then he was guiding her to the front door. The sign beside the door said, “Grand Avenue Studios,” so at least Luke was telling the truth about their destination.




Inside, the place was warm and inviting, with comfortable-looking upholstered chairs and a sofa in the entry. There was a front desk, manned by a young woman with unnaturally red streaks in her blond hair. She wore an incredible assortment of rings and studs in her ears, eyebrows and lip, and when she spoke, they could see she had a gold ball on the end of her tongue. Everything she wore was at least one size too small, and Candace was pretty sure this young woman’s assets were manmade. Candace suppressed a shudder. Some of the women in the House had similar adornments and enlarged breasts, but the Manager had never even allowed her to pierce her ears. It was the one restriction she hadn’t minded.




“Hey, darlin’,” Luke greeted the young woman.




“Hey, Luke! ’Bout time you got here. You’re uncle’s startin’ to pace the floor.”




“He’ll get over it,” Luke said, quickly guiding Candace past the obviously curious receptionist.




“Hey, I thought you’d give me a shot at singin’ with the band, and here you’re bringin’ in a stranger?”




“Nah,” Luke said. “She’s just a friend—here to watch the session.




“Don’t stop,” he whispered under his breath as he pushed Candace along. “Marley, there, will talk you’re ear off. She’s one of those Dolly Parton wannabes, but unfortunately, her voice doesn’t match her bra size.”




Candace actually giggled. She couldn’t help it. Luke was that obviously relieved to have her there as an excuse to not talk to the Marley girl. His grin helped her to relax completely. Then he opened a door, ushered her in before him, and her ease turned to panic. There were four men and two women there, apparently waiting for Luke.




“About time, bro,” one of the others said.




The men were all clearly related to Luke. Each had the same size and build, the same dark, shaggy hair. Four more sets of the same dark golden eyes studied her closely.




“I got delayed,” Luke said. “Get over it.”




“Uh-huh,” the oldest of the group said standing and stretching. “You do know how much we’re paying for this session, don’t you?”




“Sure. Look, you can take the overtime out of my pay, but I had something important come up.”




The older man looked at Candace through narrowed eyes. “Uh-huh.”




“Knock it off, Uncle Bart!”




Candace knew there was something unusual about the way Luke had spoken to the man who was apparently his uncle by the way everyone else reacted to his sharp tone.




“Hey, it’s okay,” one of the women said, quickly rising. “Everything’s okay, here. Nobody’s going to dock anybody’s pay, all right?”




The least threatening of the group, the woman was a couple of inches shorter Candace’s own five-foot-six, with an attractive figure wrapped in a teal blue wool dress. Her otherwise clear, fair complexion was dotted with freckles, and she had pulled her shoulder-length curly auburn hair back into a low pony tail, which was wrapped in a matching teal scrunchie. The woman’s clear blue eyes matched Candace’s own.




“I’m Mel,” she said, coming forward and offering Candace her hand. “I’m married to the one with the guitar. He’s Matt.”




Her smile was open and friendly, and Candace allowed herself to relax a fraction.




“I’m Candace,” she said, accepting the offered hand.




“Geeze! I can’t believe I forgot to ask you your name!” Luke said, clearly disgusted with himself.




Candace found a smile for him. “That’s okay. You were busy.”




“Looks like you got soaked by the rain,” Mel said.




“I’m afraid so. Luke was nice enough to lend me his coat.”




“You should sit over here,” the other woman said, waving to the chair she had just vacated which was sitting in front of some kind of grid. “The heat’s on.




“I’m Addy,” she added shyly. “The guy with the bass is my husband, Mark.”




Candace could only stare at Addy, who was a couple of inches taller than she was. Her complexion was darker, as though she spent a lot of time in the sun, and her sandy-blond hair was styled in an artsy, feathery short cut. It was her eyes that caught, Candace’s attention, though, for they were the same deep gold as those of the men. Candace automatically took the other woman’s hand, but Addy must have felt her trembling, because she released it quickly.




“No one here’s gonna hurt you, Candace,” Addy said, her voice soft and low. “Just take a seat and get warmed up. We have work to do, so relax and enjoy it.”




Candace managed to return the other woman’s smile but was grateful to follow Mel to the other side of the room. The heat felt good, and it was just possible she would stop trembling, if she could only get warm. Then she caught the older man’s piercing gaze and knew it couldn’t be that easy.


“Okay, then,” Bart said. “Let’s get started. 




“Can we assume you at least managed to buy new brushes?” he asked Luke.




“Right here.” Luke smiled at Addy. “I think you’re gonna like the new sound, Addy.”




“I’m sure I will.”




“The short one is John,” Mel told Candace, joining her near the heat vent as the guys picked up their instruments and Uncle Bart entered the recording booth behind them. “And the big one is Uncle Bart.”




Candace wanted to laugh. John was only small in comparison to everyone else, and they were all “big” as far as she was concerned. Still, “Uncle Bart” was broader than the others, and he looked as though he was a good ten years older than the oldest brother, Matt.”




“Don’t worry,” Mel whispered. “Bart’s really not as scary as he looks.”




“I guess I’ll have to take your word for it,” Candace murmured, though it wasn’t really necessary since the boys were beginning to rehearse.




They warmed up with a quick, up-tempo number about a dog named Cecil. The lyric was hilarious, and Candace found herself smiling as she tapped a foot and hummed along. The boys all sang bass or baritone, and they blended beautifully. The brothers had all played and sung together for years—that much was obvious—but Addy seemed to fit right in, playing guitar, too, though she only joined in on the singing for the choruses. Candace wasn’t certain why—the other woman had a beautiful alto voice—then between numbers, Mel solved the mystery for her.




“Addy sings beautifully, but she refuses to sing on-stage with the boys. They’ve talked her into adding her voice when they record, but she won’t sing in public. I’m still trying to convince her—my boss really wants to sign her—but it’s a work in progress.”




Candace nodded her understanding. The studio was a safe place to perform. She herself had always been terrified to sing and dance in front of an audience, so she could relate to Addy’s hesitation.




“All right then,” Bart said over the intercom. “Sounds good boys—and girl. Let’s try out those new brushes, Luke. Give me Addy’s “Love Me Always.”




Candace heard Mel sigh. “She did perform this song live with the band one time—at our wedding,” she said. Her eyes had taken on a dreamy quality. “She made it a wedding present.”




Candace sighed herself as the song began. It was a beautiful love song, slow and dreamy, about a man giving his heart to his woman and asking that she return it to him intact. Addy’s voice was lovely and pure, and one look at Matt and Mark showed both men were singing it to their wives—and always would.




When it was finished, Bart spoke again. “Very nice, Addy darlin’,” he said, and even he sounded affected by the music this time.




But Addy was shaking her head. “I have to fix the key change for the final chorus,” she said. “That final time through needs the female voice on top, but I just can’t hit those notes.”




“I’ll bet Candace can,” Mel said, and Candace suddenly found herself the center of attention.




“I don’t think so,” she stammered.




“You were humming it just fine,” Mel insisted. 




“Really,” she added, looking at each of the others in turn.




“Could you?” Addy asked, looking excited.




“Well, I…”




“Come on, darlin’,” Luke said, hopping up from his stool and crossing to take her hand to lead her to the center of the room. “Give it a try. Addy’s dyin’ to hear it the way she wrote it, the way it’s supposed to be.”




“Please?” Addy asked, her voice a plea.




“We can try it that way,” Bart said from the next room, though he sounded doubtful.




His attitude was enough to push Candace over the edge, and she accepted the sheet music Addy was holding out to her.




Singing is one thing I can do, she told herself, whatever he might think.




“Okay, let’s do it this way,” Addy said. “I’ll do the first chorus solo then I want you to sing with me in unison the second time through, then the third time, you move to the top line. Okay?”




Candace nodded. She wished she had had the opportunity to warm up her voice, but she could do this.




The music started again, and Candace felt the tune as strongly as the first time. Singing in unison with Addy was easy—the other woman’s voice was that smooth. By the time they hit the chorus the third time, she was warmed up enough to open up fully, and the six voices blended beautifully, with Candace’s sparkling on top of the chord.




The room was hushed for a long moment following the last ripple of chord then Addy jumped up and hugged Candace to her.




“Yes!” she cried. “That is exactly what I had in mind for that endin’!”




Everyone started talking at once, then Bart’s voice rang out.




“Very nice. Let’s move on. Addy, add Candace in on the next few, wherever you think will work.”




The next thing Candace knew, she was singing as though she had been a part of this band forever. There were times when both she and Addy sat out, but as often as not, Addy pulled her into the center, quickly told her what they needed, and they were off again. By the end of their scheduled time in the studio, Candace was exhausted but happy.




“Well done, boys and girls,” Bart said. “I think we have some cuts that’ll be sure to get Ms. Konstantine’s attention.”




“I know you did,” Mel said, knowing her boss at the Konstantine Talent Agency very well.




The band packed up, and Candace realized she had dropped Luke’s coat along the way. She was finally dry—and even warm—though her clothes looked as though she had slept in them.




“I’m starvin’,” John said on a cheerful note. “Tell me it’s lunch time.”




“Yeah, it is,” Mark said, putting their youngest brother in a head lock.




“We have the van and Mel’s car,” Bart said. “Where are we goin’?”




Candace felt the return of her panic. “I can’t…”




“Sure you can,” Matt said, putting one arm around her and one around his wife.




“Lunch is on me,” Bart said, giving her a wink.




“But…”




“Why don’t I take Addy and Candace home,” Mel suggested, picking up on Candace’s discomfort. “Candace will want a shower after her drenching this morning, and I can eat lunch there before I head back to work.” 




“You’re sure?” Matt asked.




“I’m sure.”




Candace met Mel’s understanding gaze and felt tears threaten. These were very nice people, and she was certain they wouldn’t want anything to do with her, if they knew the truth about her, but she really didn’t have any choice but to go with them. She knew the Manager would have men combing the city, looking for her, and she couldn’t bear the thought of going back to that place.




“Okay, darlin’,” Matt said, kissing Mel soundly on the lips.




“I’ll put stew on for supper,” Addy said, “so you all get your business done then come on home.”




“Will do, darlin’,” Mark said, kissing her.




“Man, I got to get me one of those,” John said to his uncle with a grin.




Bart laughed. “Come on, boy. Let’s get Luke packed up so we can get some lunch to carry us through meetin’ with Ms. Konstantine.”




“Wait in my office, Bart, if you beat me there!” Mel said, taking Candace’s hand and heading for the door. “Do not—I repeat, do not—approach Kitty Konstantine, until I get there!”




“Yeah, yeah…”




Mel laughed, and Candace had a feeling that Mel was the mama bear in this odd clan. It remained to be seen just how protective she would be of her cubs when she learned the truth about Candace.


Supper was lively, with the eight of them crowded around Addy and Mark’s dining room table. Candace had been told they often ate at home together, and it was usually at Addy and Mark’s apartment, because theirs was the biggest of the three apartments in the big Victorian house turned apartment building. Mel and Matt lived on the top floor, where Mel had lived since before she’d met them. The family had bought the entire house from the owner just before Addy and Mark had married. The two younger brothers and their uncle lived downstairs.




Talk around the table mostly had to do with Bart’s negotiating with Mel’s boss, the head of the Konstantine Talent Agency. Apparently, Kitty Konstantine had been less than thrilled with the idea of Addy recording with the Saint brothers but not performing live with them on stage. Bart had out-negotiated her, and Addy had a new contract for her music and her singing. The entire family was delighted.




Candace heard only half of what was said, because she was still somewhat groggy from her long afternoon nap. Addy had fed both Mel and Candace lunch, then when Mel went back to work, Addy had tucked Candace into the daybed in the second bedroom, which acted as both an office and a guest room. Candace had fallen asleep quickly, listening to the lovely sounds of Addy’s guitar as she worked on a new song out in the living room. She had slept soundly for a solid five hours, waking only when the rumble of deep male voices had penetrated her sleep. In spite of missing dinner the night before and breakfast this morning, she had eaten little at lunch and even less this evening. She was too nervous to eat, knowing how these kind people were likely to respond when they learned about where she had come from.




When at last everyone had finished their last bite of peach cobbler—Addy had been busy with more than music all afternoon—Bart sat back in his chair and looked directly at Candace.




“A fine supper, Addy. I thank you. Now, I think it’s time we figure out what to do about Candace’s little problem.”




“I think I should go,” she said, pushing her chair back from the table.




“Sit still, girl,” Bart said with a soft growl. “No one here’s gonna hurt you, but we need to figure out what’s goin’ on. Luke told us his part of the story this afternoon; now it’s your turn.”




Addy reached out to lay a gentle hand on Candace’s arm. “Let’s move this into the livin’ room,” she said. “We can clean the table up later.”




Candace wanted to bolt from the room, but Addy took her hand firmly in hers and led her to the couch.




“What have I missed?” Mel asked, as they all settled themselves around the room.




Mel flanked Candace on her other side on the couch, the three women making a united front against the formidable-looking Saint men. Bart, Matt, and Mark took chairs. John pulled up a kitchen stool, but Luke remained standing.




“Luke?” Bart said.




He took a deep breath, gave Candace an apologetic smile.




“Well, I was headed to Burton and Son Music this mornin’, knowin’ they open early, so I could get those new brushes I wanted. I was walking along Twelfth, and I heard a scream. It was still pretty dark, on account of it being so cloudy, but I figured where it was comin’ from. By the time I got to the head of the alley, I heard another scream, and I went in.”




Luke took another deep breath and made eye contact with Mel, who was the only one of them from the city.




“There were two men—big, mean ones—and they had a hold of a woman. One of ’em was holding her arms behind her—I found out later he’d put handcuffs on her—and the other was bringing back his fist to hit her again. I saw red, and…well, you can guess what happened next.”




“You Shifted,” Mel said softly.




“I had to!” Luke snapped. “Those bastards were gonna hurt her real bad, and I had to stop ’em!”




“Of course you did.” Mel smiled then stood and went to him. She hugged him tightly then reached up to pull his face to her so she could kiss him, once on each cheek. Then she turned to the others.




“You know he had to do it. Any one of you would have. You all did for me, once.”




Bart sighed deeply. “I’m not arguin’ with you, darlin’. Of course he had to. But now we gotta figure out what’s next.”




He looked at Candace, then, and she frantically looked from face to face, completely in the dark.




“I don’t understand,” she said.




“You don’t remember what happened?” Mel asked, sitting on the arm of her husband’s chair.




“I couldn’t see much,” Candace said. “It was all shadows, and those men had me. I’d fallen asleep when they found me.”




She stopped, thinking hard. “There was a roar of some kind. Then one of the men was pulled away from me. The other threw me down and turned to face whoever was there, then he, too, went down. I heard a shot…”




“One of them had a gun?” Bart said. “Dagnabbit, Luke! You didn’t tell us they had a gun!”




“It was no big deal, Uncle Bart,” Luke said. “They only got off one shot, and they missed by a mile.”




Luke looked at Candace, and she had the distinct impression he wanted her to distract the others. 




“I could only see this big, dark shadow,” she said quickly, drawing their attention back to her. “I was trying to hide, but my hands were cuffed behind my back, and…”




She was suddenly shaking, her mind back in that dark alley, the sounds of a ferocious fight ringing in her ears.




“It’s okay, Candace,” Addy said, speaking softly and wrapping one arm around her. “You’re safe, now.”




Candace looked up to see Luke watching her closely. “Then you were there,” she whispered. “I couldn’t help myself up, because of my hands, and when you saw, you cursed then went to search the man’s pockets. You found the key, got the cuffs off me, and threw them all the way down the street. Then you helped me up, gave me your coat, and took me with you to the music store.”




“Well, that’s pretty much what Luke told us,” Bart said after long moment. “The question is, who were those men, and what the hell did they want with you?”




Candace shook her head. “I can’t tell you,” she said, close to tears.




“Why not?” Bart snapped.




“Uncle Bart…” Luke began.




“You had to Shift, boy!” Bart said, “Right there in the middle of a city street. You could’ve been seen by anybody!”




“It was barely dawn. No one saw me. Even Candace. Right Candace?”




“Those men saw you!” Bart said. “Did you even check to see if they were still alive, after?”




“One was breathing hard, and the other was moaning,” Luke said. “I figure they found their way out of that alley. And they must’ve done, ’cause Candace saw a car she knew from inside the store. Isn’t that right?”




Candace nodded. “I’d seen it circle the block two or three times the night before. That’s why I was hiding in that alley in the first place.”




“There you go,” Luke said. “She saw that car again, so I asked the guy at the store to let us out the back door.”




“Did you tell him why?” Mark asked.




“I only said this car had been followin’ us. He recognized me from that gig we did at the Full Moon, so he figured it was a pushy fan givin’ me a hard time. 




“Anyway, my point is, it’s not like those guys who attacked Candace can tell anybody what they saw. They were tryin’ to kidnap a woman, for Pete’s sake!”




Candace shook her head. “See what? I don’t understand.”




 “You didn’t see what Luke became?” Matt asked.




Candace shook her head.




She looked at Luke again, and he shrugged.




“She should know,” Mel said. She went back to sit beside Candace and took her hand in both of hers.




“Might as well, now,” Bart said. He sounded more resigned than anything else.




“They’re Shifters,” Mel explained. “All of the Saints. Addy, too, though she’s different.”




“Shifters?” Candace asked. She had never even heard the term.




“You’d better show her, Luke,” Mark said. “Better that she find out now, while we’re all together.”




Candace stared at Luke, as though pleading for an explanation, but rather than giving her one, he only smiled. Then she couldn’t see him clearly anymore. He got blurry and then fuzzy, and then he suddenly wasn’t there at all. Instead there was a giant bear, up on his hind legs, his deep gold eyes watching her intently, though she could have sworn the beast was smiling.




“Dear God…”




She looked around the room, and everyone else seemed to be taking this “Shift” in stride. At least until Addy jumped up.




“Watch your head, Luke! Don’t break the light fixture!”




Then, much to Candace’s surprise, the bear dropped to all fours and came to her. He rested his muzzle on her lap. Candace reached a trembling hand out and touched his furry face.




“All the boys like to be scratched behind the ears when they shift,” Mel said with a smile in her voice, as she reached out to do just that.




“Oh. Okay.”




She mimicked Mel’s motion on the bear’s other ear, and soon the bear was grunting his pleasure.




Everyone laughed, then suddenly the bear was gone, and Luke knelt before her.




Candace took a very deep breath. “I…I didn’t know anybody could do that.”




She looked at first Mel than Addy.




“All of you except Mel have golden eyes.”




“That’s true,” Addy said. “That’s how you can tell a Shifter.”




“I think I should be scared or something, but for some reason, I’m not. I don’t know what to say,”




“Maybe you should start by telling us why you were in that alley in need of rescuin’,” Bart said, his voice now gentle, as though he had changed his mind about her, because she wasn’t scared of them.




Candace looked up and felt tears threaten.




“You won’t believe me. Or you’ll want nothing to do with me, if you do.”




“Try us,” Luke said. “You already know our big secret, and we can’t help you—we can’t protect you—if we don’t know yours.”




Candace took another deep breath. “All right. Okay. I’ll tell you.”




And she did.


“This is nuts,” Candace said for the umpteenth time. “You can’t possibly want to do this!”




“It’s too late now, darlin’,” Luke said, but he had a grin on his face.




“We all agreed this was the only way to protect you,” Bart said, satisfaction in his voice. 




Bart was driving the family SUV, and all of them were along for the ride. They were on their way to the Opryland Hotel after a visit to the Davidson County Clerk’s Office, where Luke and Candace had been married. It had taken some extra cash to a friend of a friend of an acquaintance, but they had managed to fudge official looking identification documents for Candace, who had no way of proving who she was, since she’d never officially even been born, but after Candace had told them everything the night before, not only had her new family insisted she stay with them, Luke had insisted she marry him.




“This Manager guy wants you for one thing and one thing only, Candace. If you’re married to me, you won’t be what he wants anymore.”




“He’ll still want me. He’ll want to hurt me for running away. He’ll want to kill you for helping me.” She was that certain of the man’s power.




“He can try,” Matt had said. “But if he does, he’s gonna have more to worry about than a police raid on his whorehouse.’”




It was unanimous in the Saint clan. For some completely inexplicable reason, they all wanted her. Luke wanted her for his wife. His brothers and sisters-in-law wanted her for a sister, and Bart had wanted her for Luke. They’d been willing to break—no “bend” the law, as John had put it—in order to see her legally protected from the bad guys. It made her cry just to think about it.




“Hey, it’s not all altruistic from our side,” Mel had said, a laugh in her voice. “After all, Addy’s songs need a soprano, and you’re perfect for them.”




They had all laughed at that, but Candace knew there was more to it than that. She had seen the looks on their faces the night before. They had been incensed, ready to leave right there and then to go rip apart the House in which she had been born and kept prisoner all her life. She’d almost—almost—told them exactly where it was, but something had stopped her. These were good people, but Shifters or not, they couldn’t stop bullets, and she knew the Manager had an entire private police force of his own.




She had finally agreed, however reluctantly, to this crazy plan. She simply had no place else to go, and frankly, she’d envied Mel and Addy their husbands, and found herself drawn to Luke in a way she’d never even imagined. In the very short time since he’d found her in that dank alley, he had become the center of her life. It didn’t make sense. People didn’t fall in love at first sight, not in the real world. But there was just something about this man with whom she had just spoken her marriage vows. 




Luke was right about one thing. She wouldn’t be an “untouched” debutante after tonight, and the Manager would be furious that his plans had been thwarted. The only question that remained was whether these five men—and one woman—who could become a band of wild animals with claws as sharp as knives could teach the Manager enough of a lesson that he would give up ownership of his prize. She had her doubts but could not argue with these people, this new family, because she wanted what they offered just too much.




They pulled into the wide, circular drive at the front entrance of the hotel and got out. Bart handed the keys to a valet, and they entered the grand lobby with its lighted dome of stained glass. Luke paused at the front desk to check in then sent their luggage up to their room with a bellhop, so they could all go into the Atrium, where they had reservations for dinner at the Old Hickory Steakhouse. The Atrium was magical at night, with its sparkling lights and cascading waterfalls. Candace was entranced by everything, and she clung to Luke’s hand almost afraid he would vanish in this fantasy world, leaving her left with nothing but the remnants of a dream.




Dinner was as promised—memorable—and the after dinner liquors exactly what she needed to relax.




“Well, here’s to the newest Saint,” Bart said, lifting his glass. “Welcome to the family, Candace Saint.”




Candace had to swallow tears before she could speak. “I don’t know how to thank all of you,” she began.




“I do,” Luke said, giving her hand a squeeze. 




She blushed crimson and everyone laughed.




“Get a room, bro,” John said. “Oh, wait! You’ve got one!”




More laughter helped to settle Candace’s nerves.




“And don’t you worry about tomorrow,” Matt said. “Enjoy your nights, here, and we’ll be back to pick you up whenever Luke calls us.”




“We’ll do a little rearranging at home,” Bart said. “I’m gonna call the realtor tomorrow and ask him about that other house.”




“What house?” Candace asked.




“There’s a two-story house right across the alley from us that Uncle Bart’s thinkin’ about buyin’,” Mark said. “We’re thinkin’ about flippin’ it, maybe turnin’ it into two apartments. That way he and John can move in there, while we’re fixin’ it up, and you and Luke can have the first floor in the big house.”




“If it’s still for sale—and the sign was still up this evenin’ when we drove by—then we can buy it this week, and by the time you and Luke get home, John and I can be moved across the alley.” 




“And on that note,” Mel said, taking Matt’s hand, “I think we should all get out of here, so these two can start enjoying their honeymoon.”




“Right!” Bart said, emptying his glass. “How about it, boys and girls?”




They separated in the lobby after Candace was hugged and kissed by everyone in the family




“Don’t worry” Mel whispered in her ear. “They don’t shift in the bedroom.




Candace felt herself blush crimson. Mel laughed and sent her husband a telling look, which made it clear to Candace that hers wouldn’t be the only “honeymoon” this night. She swallowed hard, and allowed Luke to take her hand. At least tonight would be her choice, her decision. And she trusted Luke like no one else she had ever known.


Their room was awe-inspiring, the bed the biggest she had ever seen. Then she glanced at her new husband and was reminded of just how big he was. Beyond the bed was a glass door leading to a small terrace that overlooked the atrium at the center of this incredible palace of a hotel. She stepped outside and leaned on the railing, her eyes roaming over the sparkling lights below.




“We can take a stroll through there tomorrow,” Luke said, coming up behind her. 




She understood. This was a grand hotel, but Luke didn’t want to chance taking her anywhere in the shadows, in case the Manager or his minions might be watching. She was okay with that, though she wondered how she could spend the rest of her life in hiding without leaving Nashville altogether.




Luke laid his hands on her shoulders, and she straightened to lean back against him. When he wrapped his arms around her, she hugged them to her.




“It’s so beautiful,” she said. “Like a fairyland.”




“Under all those lights and glitter, it’s really nothin’ but a fancy, overpriced mall, you know.”




Candace laughed and smacked him lightly on the arm, like she knew he expected. “Spoil sport.”




Luke chuckled and nuzzled her neck.




“You know, we do have somethin’ better to do tonight.”




Candace sighed. “I know.”




She pulled away from him and returned to their room. Luke closed the class doors and the curtains behind him.




“If you’re not ready, I understand.” He voice was soft, gentle.




Candace glanced back at him and knew she’d never know another man more honorable than he. She shook her head.




“I think I’ve been waiting for this moment—for you—my whole life.”




His smile warmed his golden eyes. “I know I’ve been waitin’ for you, darlin’.




She took a deep breath and considered, not wanting to break the spell but needing him to understand.




“I know how it’s supposed to work. I’ve lived surrounded by sex my entire life. I’ve had men stare at me, and I know they wanted me in that way. I had to sing and dance for them, while pretending they weren’t there. It was easier, when I was a little girl, because I didn’t know what was under the glitter, the fancy dresses, the handsome men, the beautiful women. I was thirteen before the Manager let some of the…women…tell me things, things about what went on behind closed doors, what I could expect as I got older. I’m not sure I believed them. Maybe I just didn’t want to believe them, because I knew that life—their life—was not for me. Mama said so. The Manager said so. They both continued to tell me so—until two days ago.”




She ran her hands through her hair releasing it from the pins that held it in place and shaking it out. She set the pins carefully on the dresser then turned to face him.




“I have knowledge of what goes on between a man and a woman, Luke, but I don’t have a clue what you want me to do.”




He crossed to her and enfolded her in his arms.




“What I want you to do is forget all that,” he told her as he rocked her gently. “All that stuff those women taught you, that’s not what this is about, what we’re about.”




Candace pulled back and studied his face closely in the dim light.




“Are you saying you don’t want me in that way?” she asked in surprise.




He shook his head. “I’m sayin’ this isn’t about ‘sex’, darlin’. Or at least it’s not only about sex. I’m not gonna just have sex with you. I’m gonna make love with you. Now maybe those women didn’t know the difference. Maybe your mama didn’t know the difference. But tonight I need you to know the difference.




She shook her head, incredulous. “How can you love me after only two days?”




Luke smiled and brushed the hair back from her face. “There’re all kinds of love, darlin’,” he said. “There’s what we already have for each other, based on courage and mutual respect. There’s what we’re gonna feel come mornin’, when we wake up makin’ love together in that big bed. Then there’s what we’re gonna feel for each other when we’re both old and gray and watchin’ our grandkids play.”




Candace felt tears threaten and reached up to take his face between her soft palms. “Courage and mutual respect is a good place to start,” she whispered.




She pulled his face to her then, and their lips met.




The contact was charged and in no time they were struggling with the fastenings on their clothing. She pushed the suit jacket off his shoulders, he drug her soft sweater up and over her head. Even as they continued the dance, Candace felt her belly clench in anticipation, wanting him inside of her, needing to surround him. Maybe this wouldn’t last. Maybe it couldn’t last. But if it didn’t, it wouldn’t be because of either of them. There might be outside forces that pulled them apart, but she now knew those forces would have a fight on their hands.




In another moment, they were completely naked and tossing pillows to the floor as they rolled around on the huge bed. Luke was laughing, but Candace could only marvel at his physique. Tall, yes, but his body was a miracle of smooth skin over hard muscles that contracted wherever she touched him. His chest was covered with a delicious, dark-brown fur that was incredibly soft and silky under her lips and tongue.




“Ah, darlin’,” he moaned, when she found his nipples with her mouth, “It’s gonna be over too soon, iffen you keep that up.”




She sat up on him, her thighs straddling his. “You don’t like that?”




He grinned helplessly. “What I like doesn’t have anythin’ to do with it, darlin’.




Her smile blossomed, and she shifted, sending a jolt through both of them as her secret place rubbed against that one part of him that was hardest and hottest of all. She took him into her hands then, wanting to know all of him.




“They showed me pictures,” she whispered as her fingers explored him, “but I never knew how it would feel…”




Luke laughed and lifted her off him, tossing her aside then coming down on top of her. She clenched, suddenly afraid, certain that it couldn’t possibly fit inside of her, and the pain many of the women spoke of would ruin this for her.




Luke seemed to feel her withdrawal, because he settled on his elbows and began to kiss her again.




“It’s gonna work, darlin’,” he said as though reading her mind. “I promise.”




His lips trailed over her face and down her neck. When they reached her breasts, she dug her fingers into the bedding, and arching her back, she begged him for more. He gave it to her, but only for a moment before moving on down her body, pausing along the way long enough to nip her ribs and belly with his teeth.




Mad with wanting, she opened her legs wide in invitation, and she felt him touch her there. She gasped as his fingers found her, and wetness gushed.




“Luke!”




“I have you, darlin’,” he said, his voice a husky growl. She felt his big hands lifting her hips off the bed




“Please!”




“We’ll get there,” he promised. “Just wait. But this is your first time, and I gotta make it right for you.”




“No! Please! Don’t wait! I can’t stand it if you wait!”




“Sure you can,” he said on a chuckle, his lips roaming farther.




 But when she screamed, he came up over her again, and that part of him that had made her afraid was coming inside her. Her inner muscles clenched around him, and suddenly there was only Luke as they cried out and tumbled over the edge together.


The recording session had gone particularly well, today, and Candace thought she might begin to float she was so happy, as she helped Luke pack up his drums. His brothers and uncle were loading the rest of the gear into the van while Mel and Addy sorted the music and filed it safely away. In a few minutes they would be heading out for dinner then going home again.




Home, she thought with a smile. Uncle Bart had bought the second house, so she and Luke now had the first floor of the first house to themselves. In the past three weeks they had made love in every room, and she found herself blushing at odd times, remembering the pleasure. That was the one thing her mother and the other women had never mentioned, and she wondered if any of them had ever known pleasure with a man.




Candace found her eyes roaming to her husband, enjoying the ripple of his muscles under his snug t-shirt as he loaded the vehicle.




“Never gets old, does it” Mel whispered in her ear.




Candace started then blushed when she looked up to see both Mel and Addy watching her, their grins telling her they knew just what she’d been thinking about. She started to speak, then froze in terror when she heard a familiar voice




“You really thought you’d get away from me, didn’t you?”




Candace turned to face the one man in the entire world she had prayed day and night she would never have to meet again.




The Manager hadn’t changed. Even in the bright lights of the studio, he was all darkness, from his ebony skin to his black-pinstriped suit, to his black shirt and tie. The four men at his back—two black and two white—were dressed in much the same way, though she knew their clothing would not be as finely cut.




“Candace, Mel, Addy,” Luke said. “Come over this way.”




All three women began to comply, but the Manager pulled a gun and pointed it at Luke.




“I don’t think so. I’ve just come for what’s mine,” he said in an amazingly smooth voice. Candace knew under that smoothness there seethed a bubbling caldron of fury—all of it directed at her.




“There’s nothin’ here that’s yours,” Luke said, sounding remarkably calm for someone with a gun pointed at him.




“Don’t bet your life on it,” the Manager said, letting just a hint of the heat show. “I spent a lot of time and money on this particular whore, and she belongs to me. I’m just here to take back what’s mine.”




Candace forced herself to take one step toward him. “Don’t hurt anybody,” she said. “Please.”




The Manager’s eyes flickered only briefly to her, before he ignored her.




“Saul, Johnny. Get her.”




Two of his minions began to move toward Candace. They ignored the other women which was their mistake. Suddenly a scream rent the air, and Candace turned just in time to see a mountain lion leap for one of the men. The Manager turned in surprise, raised his gun, and fired, but his shot went wide, and before he could make an adjustment, he was flattened under the charge of a vicious bear. Only seconds passed, and before the other men could get to their own weapons, the room was suddenly filled with bears, who were taking down the bad men like a farmer harvests his grain. 




Once every last one of them was down, the Saint men Shifted back so they could disarm each of them. They conveniently found handcuffs on the four minions, which the brothers used to subdue them. Luke picked up the manager’s gun and pressed it to the man’s forehead.




“Don’t shoot him, Luke!” Candace cried. “Please!”




Luke controlled himself, but just barely.




“What the hell is going on in here?”




The studio manager, hearing the commotion, came bursting into the room.




“Call 911,” Bart said. “These clowns tried to kidnap our women.”


Candace lay in her husband’s arms late that night, and tried to sleep. He had loved her slowly and carefully, trying to set her mind at ease, but she still couldn’t turn off the images of the day’s fiasco at the studio.




At least it’s finally over, she reminded herself for the umpteenth time. I suppose I should worry about what’s going to happen to my mother, but I just can’t.




“Hey, you still awake?” Luke asked in a sleepy voice.




She nodded. “I can’t help it.”




Luke shifted, letting her down carefully so he could lean over her.




“It really is over,” he reminded her. “The cops believed everything we told them, because they wanted to. The so-called “Manager” has been on their radar for a long time, and you gave them what they needed to bring the guy’s whole empire down. They owe you, and they know it. That lieutenant who showed up promised to keep you out of it, so you’ll never have to testify. It really is over, darlin’.”




She shook her head. “I know. It’s just that I can’t get the picture of him pointing his gun at you out of my mind.” She reached up to play with the silky fur on his chest with trembling fingers. “If Addy hadn’t…” She broke off, still finding it hard to believe what her new friend had done.




Luke grinned, though. “Addy was sure somethin’, wasn’t she?”




Candace had to smile, too. “Yes. Yes, she was.”




He grasped her roving hand in his and held it to his lips.




“We’re all right, then, aren’t we?”




She searched his eyes in the dim light and reached her other hand up to cup his face.




“I think I love you, Luke Saint,” she whispered, surprising herself at the depth of the feelings she already had for this man whom she hadn’t even known a month.




He took a deep breath. “I’m glad to hear it, darlin’, ’cause I love you, too.”




“Do you?”




He nodded. “Do I need to show you some more?” he asked.




She shook her head. “You don’t need to do anything. Of course, if you want to...”




Luke sighed with satisfaction. “I’ll be happy to do just that, darlin’—for the rest of my life.”




He settled over her, and she opened to him, cradling him between her thighs as he entered her slowly but inexorably. Then he was moving inside of her once more, and all her cares went the way of all bad dreams at the break of day. 
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It all began with the morning paper. Funny how things like that could happen. One moment you’re dipping the last of your toast soldiers into a runny boiled egg, with nothing much on your plate for the day, and the next…well the next thing, anything could happen. 




That was what Willow Davenport thought as she passed the morning paper to her Aunt Vanessa over the coffee pot. Aunt Vanessa had her usual facial masque of avocado, egg white and some sort of clay on her face and was likely to scare the holy hell out of anyone not used to this sight. Willow and her sister Rosemary had lived with their aunt since their parents died over fifteen years ago. They were used to her little ways. 




Aunt Vanessa took the paper and looked at it. She held her glasses off her face as she squinted into them. 




“And?” she said.




Willow rolled her eyes. “Look down the column!” she went around the table and pointed emphatically at the paper. 




“See?” she said.




“It’s the property section. Are you finally thinking of moving out?” Aunt Vanessa asked with mock exasperation. 




Willow shook her head and moved back to her seat, and her rapidly cooling coffee. Fall was well and truly underway and the mornings were beginning to get chilly, while all around them the trees changed color. 




“No, silly!” Willow chided, “Just read it.”




“Ranch for sale. The Homestead Ranch in the San Luis Valley… hey hold on a moment! That’s old man Sawyer’s place next door!” Aunt Vanessa said. “So, I guess Sally-Anne has finally decided the place is too much for her.”




“What’s too much for who?” Rosemary asked as she entered the kitchen. She was dressed in tiny shorts, a tank top and blue bunny slippers. Her long blonde hair was held on top of her head in a messy bun, and she was still rubbing sleep out of her blue eyes. Willow smiled at her sister and poured her some coffee.




“Thanks,’ Rosemary said sitting heavily in a chair and scratching her ribs. “So what are we talking about?”




“Old man Sawyers’ ranch,” Willow said scooping the last of her boiled egg out with a teaspoon. 




“Didn’t he die, like four months ago?” Rosemary asked, deftly slicing a grapefruit in half and sprinkling sugar all over it.




“Doesn’t all that sugar defeat the purpose of the grapefruit?” Willow asked. 




Rosemary glared at her and added more sugar. “So now his wife is selling the ranch?” she asked.




“It looks like she is. This is good for us,” Willow said. 




“Oh?” Rosemary asked putting her feet up on the table, and having them slapped off by her aunt, who poked her nose out from behind the newspaper just so she could swat them.




“Feet off, you uncultured child! Willow, what do you want me to do?” Aunt Vanessa asked lowering the paper. 




Willow stared at her aunt incredulously. “Oh, come on! You’ve only been talking about expanding the show forever. Just think about it. That is some lovely land. We could finally open the hotel and restaurant that you’ve been dreaming about for ages.”




“I don’t know,” Aunt Vanessa said taking a dainty sip of her coffee so as not to mess the facial masque. 




“Oh, but Aunt Vanessa!” Rosemary piped up. “It’s your dream, and Will is right. This is your chance!” She bounced up and twirled around tracing a half moon in the air. “Just think about it. The Outlaw theatre, hotel and restaurant. Come for dinner, a show and stay the night! It’s perfect.”




Rosemary traced the name in imaginary lights in the air. Willow could see it in her imagination. It was what Aunt Vanessa had been working towards her whole life, and she was certain this was the time. The Sawyer’s ranch was just beautiful. It had everything including a river, a small lake and a forest. The possibilities were truly endless. 




“Let’s go take a look,” Willow said. “It can’t hurt to have a peek, now can it?”




Aunt Vanessa looked uncertain. 




“Oh, please!” Rosemary begged falling dramatically to her knees. “Please, aunty.”




“Oh, fine,” Aunt Vanessa said huffing. “But we’re going to morning rehearsal first.” 




The Outlaw Theatre only did one kind of entertainment. It was a cabaret show of singing and dancing, and the subject matter was that of the Old West. If you were ever considered an outlaw, then you would feature, somewhere, in the show. 




The current repertoire was inspired by Billy the Kid and Doc Holiday, who had actually visited Colorado in the 1800’s. 




Dressed in her practice gear of a lycra body suit, heels and a cotton wide skirt, Willow was ready to take on the role of Big Nose Kate. Kate had been Doc’s on again, off again girlfriend and Doc was played by Randal Somes. Randal was so gay, and it was so obvious, that Willow had to try really hard not to laugh during their love song duet. Somehow singing about endless love to a person like Randal, was just too funny. 




But she made it through. Then came the dance routines, the songs about being an outlaw, written by Aunt Vanessa, played by the band, sung by the cast, and then the big finale. 




Finally, practice was done. The theatre offered a matinee performance at 15:30, but there was still plenty of time. So the performers and band members went their separate ways.  




Willow raced to change her clothes. She flung on jeans, a green Tee, a jacket and her knee high boots. Last she twirled her long, curly, strawberry blonde hair up into a bun on top of her head and she was ready. 




She met Rosemary in the hall and there they waited for their Aunt Vanessa. She eventually appeared, hair done up, in jeans and a white blouse. Her denim jacket had sparkles all over it and her boots were her best. 




“Well,” she said when seeing the girl’s faces, “I’ve known Sally-Anne my whole life. I think it would be rude to show up on her doorstep looking like trailer trash.” 




“Did we say anything?” Rosemary asked.




“I sure didn’t,” Willow said. “But come on, we gotta go.” 




They piled into Aunt Vanessa’s SUV, and Willow drove them along the track to the neighboring farm. It was a good half hour drive. There had been a few storms lately and all the rain had rutted the roads, leaving holes and dimples in the dirt. It made for a very bumpy ride. Willow drove slowly, having had a tongue lashing from her aunt before about wearing out shock absorbers by driving too fast on bumpy roads. The SUV was Aunt Vanessa’s baby, part of the settlement from her last husband.




“Only good thing the cheating, slime bucket ever did for me,” she always said. So Willow drove slowly until the road improved. Here they could see a grader had been along, clearing and flattening the road. With the improved conditions, Willow sped up. They were cruising along now and Willow began to imagine how wonderful it would be to have the theatre, and the hotel and restaurant. It would be more work for sure, but good work. And it would see Aunt Vanessa right into her old age. And this was the perfect time, since tourist visits slowed down now for winter. They would have ample time to get the place sorted out and made to look the part of a brothel in the old west.    




Willow looked into her rearview mirror and let out a small scream. She had been so deep in her imaginings that she hadn’t seen anything around her. A huge black SUV was suddenly right there, behind them! It was practically on her rear bumper. She indicated for them to go around, but the driver just kept on coming. He was really aggressive. 




“What’s his problem?” Rosemary asked, from the backseat, where she turned to glared at the other driver.




“I don’t know,” Willow said watching the SUV. She rolled down her window and waved him by again.




The SUV stayed on their tail. 




Willow clutched the steering wheel with both hands. Her heart was beating so fast in her chest. 




Beside her Aunt Vanessa was looking pale, and clutching the armrest. 




The SUV backed off a little. Then it came back at them again. Willow looked around for somewhere to pull over, but this part of the road dipped badly, with a wide ditch on both sides. She couldn’t stop here. So she did the only thing she could. 




Willow hit the accelerator and sped along the dirt road, dust flying. 




The faster they drove, the faster the other SUV came on. Willow hit the brakes a little and the SUV backed off slightly, but not much. Instead of deterring him, that only seemed to be egging this maniac on. He drove closer and closer to them. 




Willow glanced behind and suddenly the car hit something. The jolt on the wheel was enough for Willow to lose her grip for a moment. The car slid out of control, turned wildly, spinning across the dirt and with a boom crashed into the ditch on the side of the road.


Willow opened her eyes. 




First thing she did was check the passenger and the backseat. Aunt Vanessa was crying but waved Willow away. There was no one in the backseat and that freaked Willow out instantly. She jumped out of the car, trying to shake the feeling that history was repeating, that her sister was gone. 




“Rose!” she yelled. 




Aunt Vanessa’s SUV was nose first in the ditch. Oh fabulous! Willow thought. Great, just wonderful! She knew they were stuck. 




“Shit!” she said and tried to make her way around the car. The passenger side was in the ditch and after the recent rains it was still marshy and slushy there, with clover and other weeds and grasses growing happily in the trapped moisture. They were not getting out of this without help, but there were more pressing issues than the car. Like where the hell was Rosemary? 




“Rose!” Willow yelled again more annoyed than frightened this time. 




Well at least she wasn’t dead in the ditch. Although looking at the damage now, Willow guessed that they would have had to go out of their way to be fatally wounded in this crash. 




“Rosemary Elizabeth Davenport where the hell are you?” Willow screamed. 




“I’m here you loud, over protective, anal sister of mine!” Rosemary yelled back. She was walking along the side of the road.




“Where the hell have you been?”




“Along the road aways,” Rosemary said. “I got the jerk’s license plate.” She held up her phone. “Got it while he was bumper kissing us.”




“That’s great! But you should’ve stayed close to the car!” Willow said taking her sister into a hug. Rosemary hugged her back. 




“You have a flashback?” she asked. “Of mom and dad’s accident?”




Willow nodded and they hugged each other tighter. 




“It’s okay you know,” Rosemary said pulling back. “We’re fine. This was hardly an accident at all.” 




“I know that,” Willow said.




They looked at each other for a moment. 




“I guess we should get Aunt Vanessa out of the car,” Willow said and they turned as one woman to see their Aunt having hysterics in the passenger seat.




“How are we gonna do that?” Rosemary asked biting her lip. 




Willow shrugged, “I push, you pull?”




Rosemary jabbed her sister in the ribs but they were smiling at each other. 




Just then there was the sound of an engine, and a big silver truck pulled up next to them. The window rolled down with an electric whine and a head popped out. 




Willow grabbed Rosemary’s arm tightly as she felt her knees involuntarily go numb. The head had to belong to an angel she thought. And then it smiled and she corrected herself. This was no heaven dweller, this was the face of a fallen angel, who had enjoyed the trip and would gladly do it again. For kicks.




“Morning,” the young man said, smiling brightly. He had very fair hair that flopped into his eyes a bit, and a goatee that was clearly painstakingly styled. The smile was bright and fueled by genuine happiness. “Might we be of some assistance?”




“Um,” Willow said staring with her mouth open. 




Rosemary looked at her sister and shook her head, “Hi, yeah we would love some help.” 




“Great, we’ll just pull over and then see what we can do,” the man said. 




He maneuvered his truck so that it was parked close by, and well off the road. Then he got out. He was tall and broad shouldered. Sizing him up, Willow realized he was a good head and shoulders taller than she was. Suddenly she thought she knew what it felt like to be a dwarf. 




“Hi, I’m Tyler,” he said extending a long fingered hand. “And that fine specimen of a man over there, is my good friend, Kyle.” 




Willow looked at exhibit B and swallowed hard. Oh this one was trouble and no mistake. He had honey blonde hair that hung messily around his head like a halo, and his smile was downright naughty. He raised a hand and waved. 




“Hi,” Kyle said, shaking first Willow’s and then Rosemary’s hand. 




“Well, I’m Willow and this is my sister, Rosemary,” Willow said smiling. 




“Willow,” Tyler said smiling with a faraway look on his face. He said it again as though he were tasting it. “That is such a pretty name.” 




“Thank you,” Willow said and regarded her boots until her heartrate slowed.




With the introductions out of the way, they made their way down the embankment to the SUV. Willow was terribly aware of Tyler as he walked next to her. He smelled fresh, like newly mown lawn almost, but not quite. It was that kind of smell, sweet and earthy. 




And then her foot slipped on the grass and she went crashing down. Flinging out an arm Willow grabbed Tyler. He must have lost his footing too because they landed in a heap with Willow beneath him. 




“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Willow said blushing like a neon lobster. 




“I just want you to know I don’t generally end up in this position with someone until at least the fourth date,” Tyler said and winked at her. “Just a little joke.” He offered her his hand and pulled her to her feet. “I have to fight them off by the second.” 




Willow didn’t usually like men who said things like this. She found them to be shallow, using bastards who would date you, sleep with you, and then leave you just like that. But there was something about Tyler, something that oozed off him. And despite her misgivings, she realized that even with that sense of humor, she was beginning to like him.  She found herself smiling at him, totally forgetting her embarrassment. 




Kyle was at the SUV already peering into the window. 




“Is she okay?” he asked. 




“That’s Aunt Vanessa,” Rosemary said walking over to him. “She’s in a state, you see, this car is her baby. Part of her settlement from the last unlucky Mr. to marry her and then dip his nib elsewhere. We’ll get her calmed down in a moment. We just have to get her out of the car.” 




“Right,” Tyler said and in a flash he was standing in the ditch, his leather boots getting wet. Slowly and calmly he opened the door. 




“Ohmygod! Ohmygod!” Aunt Vanessa was repeating like a mantra, while tears made her mascara run. She held up red nailed hands to fend him off. “Who the hell are you? Get away from me!”




Willow was by his side in a shot. 




“Aunt Vanessa,” she said soothingly. “This is Tyler, he stopped to help us.” 




“Is my car damaged? Are my girls alright?”




Willow was a little annoyed that she and Rosemary came second to the car, but at least they were in the top two. Anyway Aunt Vanessa could see they were fine. 




“We’re good,” she said, “and the car is just a little stuck. That’s all. But you need to get out.” 




Aunt Vanessa stopped freaking out so suddenly it was like a switch was flipped, and she went from crazy older lady, to sane older lady in a nano-second.  




“Get out in that?” she asked looking, with a wrinkled nose, at the mud. “But these are my good boots.” She displayed them on her feet, waggling them so Willow and Tyler could see them. 




“And what fine boots they are,” he said with a gentlemanly bow. “May I offer my services ma’am. I promise that you won’t get those lovely boots even a little dirty.” And then he smiled. 




Willow knew it was the smile that closed the deal. Aunt Vanessa melted, visibly. 




“Well what a kind young man you are,” she said and allowed Tyler to lift her out of the seat and place her gently on dry ground.




With all three women out of the way, sitting on the embankment, the two men set to work to get the SUV out of the ditch. It took quite a while and they ended up towing it out by attaching a line from the truck to the SUV, and then using brute force to free it. Once the SUV was free they checked it out as much as they could, and pronounced it a miracle. The car was dirty and it would need a wheel alignment, but other than that, it appeared to be just fine.




“Thank you so much,” Willow said, shaking Tyler’s hand. “I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t come by.” 




“It was our pleasure,” Tyler said and turned to walk back to his truck. Then he seemed to think better of it and turned back to her. Willow’s heart almost stopped. For some reason she was hoping he would ask her out. 




“Could I have your number? And then I’ll send you mine, you know just in case something happens with the car up the road and you need a tow again,” Tyler smiled. 




Willow nodded, “Sure.” She gave him her number, and felt her phone vibrate a moment later when he sent his contact info to her. 




“Well thanks again,” she said and climbed into the driver’s seat. She started the engine and drove off. 




“Oh holy shit, they were so cute!” Rosemary exploded in the backseat.




“I know! Right?” Willow said clutching the steering wheel. 




“And that Tyler is so into you Will,” Rosemary said smiling.




“You think so?”




“Sure! I mean really, let’s swap info in case you break down?” Rosemary clutched her hands to her chest. “Oh my, whatever shall I do?” she said in her barmaid voice.




That had Willow and Aunt Vanessa in stitches. 




They drove along for a while and took the turn to Homestead Farm. The drive up to the house was rutted from the rain and traffic that had clearly been on it lately, but it was fine. And in minutes they stopped outside the old farmhouse.


The old farmhouse stood in an open patch of land with the mountains to the left, ringed by their ridge of forest. In the bright, but gentle sunlight, the house looked grand, like a stately old lady. But when the eye got used to the site, there were telltale signs of neglect and disrepair. 




Weeds clustered around the steps leading to the wraparound porch, and some of the paint was peeling on the wooden slats that made up the walls. But the house also has signs of being loved. Next to the front door a wooden plate had been hung. It too, was somewhat faded, but it still clearly pronounced for anyone to see, that the Swayers lived here, and that love was to be found under this roof. 




Willow stood behind her Aunt as Vanessa knocked on the door. Rosemary was hanging back in the front garden, sizing the place up. There was a flower bed along the front of the house, but it was thick with weeds and this late in the season, only a few flowers poked their heads out of the mess. 




“Well I’ll be…” Rosemary said putting her hands on her hips and turning to look at Willow. 




Willow looked at her sister and then up the drive, where the sound of an engine alerted her to another vehicle pulling up. It was a silver truck.




“It can’t be,” Willow said walking back down the steps to Rosemary. The sisters proceeded out to the truck together. 




“Well blow me down with a whisper,” Tyler said as he emerged from the driver’s seat. “You never said you were coming here.” 




“You never asked,” Willow said eyeing him. “Are you stalking us?”




“Nope,” Tyler said smiling and shaking his head, “We’re just interested in the land.” 




“Uh huh,” Rosemary said eyeing them both with great mistrust. “Well we plan on buying it.”




“So do we,” said Kyle. 




“May the best man, or woman win,” Tyler said. 




“Thanks, we intend to,” Willow said and turned sharply on her heel. Rosemary followed suit and they marched back to the porch and up the stairs, just as a middle aged man opened the door. A man and a woman stood behind him. They were dressed formally, her in a pencil skirt and blouse and him in a suit. 




“Thank you,” the woman said and shook the middle aged man’s hand. “We hope to be hearing from you.” And with that she and the suit pushed passed Aunt Vanessa, Willow and Rosemary and walked out to the yard. Willow watched them get into a black SUV and drive off. She hadn’t even seen it parked under a huge tree on the edge of the drive. Rosemary flicked her phone on, swiped through some pictures and finished on one of most recent snaps. She leaned toward Willow, showing her the image of the license plate she’d taken earlier. Willow’s eyebrows raised in anger and surprise.




“Bastards,” she breathed.




“Well hi there,” the middle aged man said extending his hand. “I’m Malcolm from Unreal Realtors, here’s my card.” He handed a small square of cardboard to Willow. She looked at it, distractedly, still mostly glaring after the departed SUV. There was a graphic of a triangle and a square that were supposed to represent a house and his name and details printed on it. Yup his name was Malcolm alright. 




“Hello there yourself,” Aunt Vanessa said, springing into action as the still young for her age aunt, who is up for round four on the grab a husband game. “I’m Vanessa Marsh, and these two lovely young ladies here are my nieces, Willow and Rosemary Davenport.” 




“I am so pleased to meet you,” Malcolm said. He had a round boyish face that was quite line free under a thatch of grey hair. His smile was really dazzling and his handshake firm and mercifully dry. His clear, sharp blue eyes sized them up in a second. Willow could see his attention gravitating to Aunt Vanessa as though he were an errant asteroid and she a big shining sun. “And you’re here to look at the house,” he said. “Well, let’s just wait for those two gentlemen and then we can all go on a tour together.” 




“Oh goody,” Rosemary whispered to Willow. It was meant to be sarcastic, but fell short. Anyway Willow didn’t mind Tyler and Kyle hanging around. Maybe when Aunt Vanessa bought the place she could convince her to rent a parcel of the land to the boys, after all the hotel and restaurant wouldn’t need the full farm. And it would be a great residual income, something show biz folks were always thinking about. After all, no one could sing and dance forever.




The tour was quite long. Willow and Aunt Vanessa looked at every room with the eye of people who have a plan, and want to see how the floorplan fits. The house was a double story with six bedrooms upstairs. They were huge and all en suite. Downstairs was a TV lounge, a den, a dining room, and a massive well-appointed kitchen with an herb garden just outside the door. There was also a massive living room with doors that opened onto the porch. It was truly lovely. 




At the end of the tour they found Sally-Anne Sawyer sitting quietly in the swing chair on the porch. Aunt Vanessa waved to her and Sally-Anne beckoned her over. Willow and Rosemary followed. 




“Well Vanessa, I thought you’d come by,” Sally-Anne said turning a wrinkled face to her. She smiled and patted her grey hair. “I still think my Charlie should have married you all those years ago, and not that horrible stick insect he did marry.” 




“That is real kind of you, Sally-Anne,” Vanessa said, “But we both know Charlie hates the theatre and it’s my life.” She smiled and so did Sally-Anne. 




“So, I’m giving up the old place,” Sally-Anne said sadly. “Can’t keep it up. Not without my darling Hank by my side. And my daughter Annabelle, she’s decided I have to go live with her in Vermont.” She said it like it was a dirty word. “I don’t want to live in Vermont. But anyway, I suppose that’s the way of the world. One minute you make the decisions for your kids, and the next they’re making them for you.” She shook her head. “Time is a bastard.” 




“Amen to that,” Vanessa said taking a seat next to the old woman. 




Feeling that they were intruding on this conversation, Rosemary and Willow melted away. 




Malcolm was talking to Tyler and Kyle over by the far corner, and they silently sidled over that way. 




“It’s a lovely piece of land,” Tyler said. He was looking out from the porch across the fields that started almost from the back steps. 




“That it is,” Malcolm said. “We can take a drive around it if you like?”




“Not necessary,” Kyle said. “We both worked this land when Mr. Sawyer was still with us. We’re cow hands by profession.” 




“Is that so?” Malcolm asked. Though he smiled, Willow got the impression that he really didn’t care what other people did for a living. “So will you run the ranch as a ranch or do you have other plans, should you decide to purchase of course?” 




Tyler regarded the man for a moment, “We have plans.”




Just then Malcolm’s phone rang, an annoying jangle in the still air, and he stepped aside to answer it. 




Willow and Rosemary reached the porch railing and stood looking out over the land. Nothing but rolling grassland stretching all the way to their own fence which was far in the distance and not visible. The theatre was on a parcel of land that could be called a plot. It was big enough for the theatre, the small house they all lived in, as well as the gift shop, and the outdoor area where people could have a picnic on fine days. But it was a small piece of land compared with this. They would only need another slice and it would be enough.




“It will be perfect for us,” Kyle said his gaze out across the field. “All that space.”




Tyler smiled, “And that, my friend, is why I brought you along. You get my vision, unlike my brother.” 




“Jesse has other things on his mind, “Kyle chuckled. “Now, we just have to win the bidding war. You think Vanessa’s gonna make an offer?”




Just then Tyler caught sight of Willow and Rosemary so close by, and he looked right at them. 




“You know, eavesdropping is rude,” Tyler said.




“It’s hard not to hear you,” Willow said plaintively. “So what are your plans for this place?”




“What are yours?” Kyle asked. 




“We want to open a themed hotel and restaurant, you know expand our theatre,” Rosemary said. Willow thumped her in the ribs.




“Ouch!” Rosemary protested, “What? I didn’t think it was secret or anything!” 




“It’s not!” Willow said hotly. She wasn’t sure why but she didn’t want to tell them anything. What if they thought it was lame? 




“Oh now I know you!” Kyle exclaimed and threw his hands up in the air. “You’re those dancing girls. You do that show about cowboys and outlaws. I saw it once, it was cool.” 




“You saw the show?” Rosemary asked flabbergasted.




“Sure,” Kyle said. “Our buddy Ryan is big on theatre.” 




“And you liked it?” Willow asked. “It’s very tongue in cheek.”




“That’s what’s so cool about it,” Kyle said. “Thought I recognized you.”




“Have you seen the show?” Willow asked Tyler a little shyly. Suddenly what he thought of her work was important to her. 




Tyler smiled broadly and shook his head. “Sadly I have not had the pleasure,” he said. 




“Well you could come and see us perform tonight,” Rosemary said, a little too hopefully in Willow’s opinion. 




“Speaking of which my dears, we have to go,” said Aunt Vanessa who had come up behind them. “It was such a pleasure seeing you boys again. Do come to the show tonight. That performance begins at seven pee-emm sharp. Tickets at the door.”




She flashed them a brilliant smile, and sashayed around the porch to the front steps. Rosemary and Willow nodded to Tyler and Kyle, and then followed her. Willow was all a dither. Why did Kyle think there was going to be a bidding war? Would they be able to even get into the war if there was one, and how on earth would they win it? Maybe Aunt Vanessa’s friendship with Sally-Anne would play a part in her decision of who to sell to. But then again, maybe not.




It was a silent drive home for the ladies, each lost in her own thoughts. 




Willow thought about Tyler. She thought about the effect he had on her. How he made her feel when he smiled at her. And she thought about how much this expansion meant to her Aunt Vanessa. If she was going to have to outbid Tyler for that farm, well then she was going to have to bring her A game. And for that, she would have to put that really strong attraction she felt for him, way in the back of her mind. She would have to put it so far away that it would leave her head clear to think. No feelings, this was business. No she was wrong about that, this was family.  


The Outlaw Theatre was a converted old barn. Naturally, it had been added on to and changed, but in the end what it was, was a rustic theatre experience. It was a place where the audience sat on plastic seats, with their feet in the sawdust, and watched people sing and dance on a stage, that was everything from a saloon, to a high street at noon, to the inside of a bank. 




The cast and crew of the theatre were a solid bunch, who had worked together for a great many years. Vanessa was in charge of everything, but instead of being a megalomaniac about it, she welcomed input from everyone.




Willow and Rosemary had grown up in this place, with the lights of the dressing room mirrors in their eyes. They had worn stage makeup before they had ever put eye shadow and lipstick on to go out. And they had done it all together. They still shared the same dressing room trailer out back. 




Willow regarded herself in the mirror. The matinee had been a good crowd. A whole bus load of Japanese tourists had disgorged its photo-taking cargo, and the theatre had twinkled like a starry night sky with all the cameras clicking away. Usually Aunt Vanessa didn’t allow such things, but she was feeling generous today, and anyway the tour guide said they might have a revolt on their hands if they said no to photos. So it was photos during the show and then more after, where Willow, Rosemary and the rest of the cast, posed for a shot with each tourist. 




Now as the crew reset the stage, Willow sighed and held a facial wipe up to her face. 




“Should I even bother?” she asked. “I mean we’re on again in two hours.” 




Rosemary was industriously wiping her face clean. “And what else are we going to do for two hours? I’m not going to go home to wash the dishes that’s for sure.” And she sat back and placed her stockinged feet on the counter top. 




“Good point,” Willow said and began to wipe the heavy makeup off. She gingerly peeled her false eyelashes off and placed them in their plastic container. “Do you ever get tired of this?”




“Of the show, or performing?” Rosemary asked. She had picked up a magazine and was leafing through it. 




“Both I guess,” Willow said watching her sister in the mirror. 




Rosemary shook her head, “I get sick of the show sometimes. But show biz? Never! I want to go all the way to Hollywood. What about you?”




Willow smiled. One half of her lips still had red lipstick on, and the other was now clean. It was a strange effect. “Nope, I love this place. I just don’t know if I want to still be squeezed into a corset, and pretending to be Big Nose Kate, when I’m forty. You know what I mean?”




“Totally,” Rosemary said. “Maybe we could branch out a bit. Take a Shakespeare play and turn it into a Western or something? What? It could be fun!”  




Willow laughed, “Oh sure. But which one to choose? Not A Midsummer Night’s Dream, that would be too weird. The Tempest? Twelfth Night?”




“Hell no! King Lear! But we have to speak in old English accents,” Rosemary laughed putting on a rather bad accent herself. “Do you think Aunt Vanessa would go for it?”




“No,” Willow said and shook her head. Her face was clean now and she reached up and undid the clips fastening her hair on top of her head. The strawberry blonde curls tumbled around her to below her shoulders. 




“You are so pretty,” Rosemary said cocking her head on one side. “I hope that Tyler comes tonight so he can ask you out on a date.” 




“Rose!” Willow protested, “He wants the Sawyer’s land too. He’s the enemy.”




“No he’s not,” Rosemary laughed. “He’s just a guy who wants to buy a farm. And he’s got the most perfect ass, ever! Did you see it, so perky in his jeans?” She growled making clawing motions with her hands. “Makes you just want to squeeze it!”




Willow threw her eyeliner at her. It bounced off Rosemary’s arm and she picked it up. 




“You can’t say you didn’t notice how hot he is,” Rosemary said handing it back. 




“I noticed, but we need the farm more than he does,” Willow said. 




“Whatever,” Rosemary said and picked up her magazine again. 




Willow sighed. She had noticed Tyler, but she wasn’t going to let that get in her way. 




“So who was the guy I saw you talking to after the show?” she asked Rosemary. 




“Oh him?”




“Yeah, so spill the beans,” Willow said. 




“None to spill sister dear,” Rosemary said casually. “He saw the show and asked me out for coffee tomorrow. His name is Dave and he has the most intense greyish eyes, it’s weird but in a good way.”




“Good. So are you going?” Willow asked. 




“Maybe,” Rosemary said. “I said I’d call him tomorrow.”




Seven p.m. rolled around and Willow and Rosemary were backstage again waiting to go on. The opening number was quite a complex musical number with a lot of dance moves and characters running on and off stage. Willow and Rosemary and the rest of the female cast, were dressed as prostitutes in corsets, pantaloons and petticoats with their hair in ribboned pigtails. 




Willow’s cue came and she ran onto stage and stopped in the middle to deliver her line. 




“Oh Uncle Alfie, please say it ain’t so,” she said and as she did her eyes alighted on someone in the audience. He had very fair hair and a goatee. Willow stood a moment longer than she was supposed to, feeling her heart jump in her chest. Oh God he was here! She ran off on the opposite side.




“Oh, he’s here,” she whispered to herself.




“What?” Randall asked. He was dressed as a lawman and sporting the most luxuriant, black moustache that he had waxed to up-turned perfection.  




“Nothing, sorry I was talking to myself,” Willow said. 




Randal patted her hand, “You need to get out in the fresh air more, dear.”




“Something like that,” Willow said.




And she was on again, this time running up steps on stage to a raised platform. 




“Who will save us?” she crooned in her prostitute voice. There was a railing since this was supposed to be a balcony overlooking the street below. She waved out to the audience and smiled brightly, trying not to look at Tyler. But he drew her eye every time. 




The song started. Rosemary and Joan, a large actress with jet black hair who always played the Madam, began to sing together. Their voices always worked so well with Rosemary taking the high notes, while Joan took the low ones. It was lovely. 




Willow moved along the platform, her mind only half on her performance. Tyler was sitting with a whole big group of people. They were all together, passing a popcorn bucket and some other snacks along their row. 




Suddenly, the spotlight was on her. Shit she had almost missed her cue. Willow began to sing her verse of the song. While she was busy, she climbed over the railing and grabbed onto the fireman’s pole in front of her. She had done this a million times. And each time she remembered that there was a little nail sticking out of the railing at just the wrong angle. Each time she did this she remembered to lift her petticoat. 




This time, with her head full of Tyler, she totally forgot. 




And as Willow slid down the pole for the end of her verse, she was accompanied by a horrible ripping sound. When she reached the bottom of the pole and stepped away from it to continue the dance routine with her partner, she realized that her petticoat had ripped all the way down the side and was lying on the floor in a heap. 




Willow pulled her face in fake embarrassment, crossed her hands over her crotch in a coy gesture, and then carried on dancing in her white pantaloons. The audience went nuts and clapped like mad for her. 




After that Willow relaxed and enjoyed the performance. Whenever she looked at Tyler, he was smiling. He seemed to be enjoying the show a lot. And as they took their final bow at the end, Tyler and his whole row stood up, clapping and cheering loudly. 




Willow couldn’t help but beam. 


When Willow came into the foyer, she was greeted by several friends she hadn’t even noticed in the audience. She was hugged and kissed on the cheeks, and congratulated on her performance. Of course the petticoat incident was a great hit. Although Willow loved the praise, and under normal circumstances would have wanted to speak to these people for longer, today she had one thing on her mind; finding Tyler. 




He waited until she was finally alone. 




“Quite the fan club,” he said smiling. 




“Tyler, so you came,” Willow said unable to mask her joy.




He bowed. “Of course. I’d like you to meet my brother Jesse and his fine young lady, Jamie.” Willow shook the hand of a man who was exactly like Tyler, only missing the goatee. Jamie hugged her and congratulated her on her performance. Next came Kyle, who shook her hand. Then a couple, Wyatt and Jess who laughed, and smiled and shook her hand, and finally she was introduced to Ryan. He said that tonight was one of her better performances. 




Willow was amazed at how all the men looked similar. They were all broad shouldered, with the same eyes. The eyes were the really weird bit, they looked golden. When she commented on this everyone just laughed.




“Well, Jesse here is my brother,” Tyler said, “And Wyatt there is my cousin. So we’re all kinda related.” 




“It is a strong gene they say,” Jess told her with a rueful smile. “So have you been in the theatre long?”




Willow nodded. “Since I was nine.”




“You have a lovely voice,” Jamie said. She had her hand in Jesse’s and they seemed very much in love. For a moment Willow was almost jealous. 




Willow led them all over to the bar in the corner of the foyer and poured them drinks. She’d cover the tab she said, but Tyler flatly refused, and handed the money over to Pete the barman. They stayed late, talking and laughing all together like a huge family. Willow looked around for Rosemary, feeling the lack of her sister quite acutely, but Rose wasn’t there. Well she was her own person, Willow conceded, and let it go. 




The conversation turned to Tyler’s plans for the farm. 




“I understand you’re also interested in the Sawyer farm?” Wyatt asked. He had dark brown hair with natural highlights. Willow guessed he worked outdoors a lot. 




“Yeah we are. My Aunt Vanessa wants to expand this franchise. You know offer Old West cuisine and a themed hotel,” Willow said. “I know it sounds lame, but it’s her retirement fund. She can’t put on a corset and petticoat, and strut her stuff on stage for ever. Eventually you have to find some other means of income.”




“Well Tyler here wants to open up a camp for teens,” Ryan, a tall man with black hair, said.




“You know the kids from Sun Valley need it,” Tyler said. 




“Would it only be for kids from Sun Valley?” Willow asked. 




“Yeah, at first I think so,” Tyler said nodding. “We have a lot of trouble teens out that way, and this would be a place for us to try and help them.”




“That’s so sweet of you,” Willow said. 




Despite herself she could see the old Sawyer place as a camp. With a bit of money invested and some honest hard work, it could be great. She chided herself. Tyler and his friends, no matter how wonderful, were the enemy. She and Aunt Vanessa wanted the land too. She couldn’t afford to go soft. Yet in the dim light of the foyer, with only his friends around, she found herself liking his idea, and genuinely hoping he got the farm. There was no denying that she was drawn to him. He seemed to be feeling something similar, because she kept catching him staring at her. 




The conversation turned again from topic to topic, and eventually everyone decided to call it a night. Tyler was the last to say goodbye. He took her hands in his and held them for a while. 




“This was really nice, talking to you,” he said. 




Willow looked up into those impossible eyes and smiled, “I had fun.” 




“Come for coffee with me,” Tyler said. “I’m sure we could find an all-night diner somewhere.”




Willow really wanted to, but her busy day was creeping up on her, and she really just wanted to sleep. So she shook her head. 




“Tyler, I would love to, but I’m beat,” she said smiling sadly. “You have my number, call me tomorrow and we can meet up. If you’re free that is?”




He smiled then and kissed the backs of her hands. It was a strange gesture, familiar and yet not. Willow wasn’t sure what to do with it. So she smiled back and hugged him. That was a mistake. Getting so close to him sent shivers through her whole body. Being this close to him for any time was clearly going to impede her judgement, so Willow pulled out of the hug. Then as he got into his truck and drove off she stood waving, until he was out of sight. 




It took a moment to lock up the theatre and walk down the path to the house she shared with Rosemary and Aunt Vanessa. It was a little cottage, with three bedrooms and two bathrooms. The kitchen light was still on when she made her way up the steps. 




Aunt Vanessa was sitting at the table, a cup of chamomile in her hands. She said she needed it to get to sleep. She had her hair in curlers and her face looked oddly colorless without its usual layer of makeup. 




“You had some adoring fans tonight,” she said as Willow came in. 




“It was Tyler and his friends,” Willow said. “You know the guys who helped us today?”




“Oh right,” Aunt Vanessa said. She nodded and drained her mug. “Well I’m done and off to bed. You know where Rose is?”




Willow shook her head.




“Oh well, hopefully she took a key this time,” Aunt Vanessa said and stood up, put her cup in the sink and with her slippers making a hushing sound on the tiles, she shuffled off to bed. 




Willow sat at the table. She had a lot going on in her mind, not least of which was an action replay of each look she had shared with Tyler. The hug featured hugely, and made her heart race each time she thought about it.




The kitchen door opened suddenly and Willow jumped in her seat. 




“You’re edgy,” Rosemary said as she stepped into the kitchen. Willow looked up and realized that Rose was hand in hand with a man. He was tall and slim, but with muscle. That was obvious in the way he moved. His face was thin and he had a look about him. Oh, he was handsome with his firm jaw, slim nose and black hair. But one look was all it took for Willow to decide she didn’t like him.




“Willow this is Dave. Dave this is my sister Willow,” Rosemary said beaming. “Dave came to both shows today.” 




“Is that a fact?” Willow asked thinking that it was desperate to say the least. 




“Pleased to meet you,” Dave said and shook Willow’s hand. She nodded curtly. A feeling rose in her stomach at his touch. It was almost revulsion but not quite. Willow put it down to her being so tired. All she wanted was bed. 




“You look like you’re falling asleep there,” Rosemary said looking concerned. 




“You know, I am,” Willow admitted, ‘’I’m going to bed. It was nice to meet you, Dave. Perhaps next time I won’t be dead on my feet. We’ve had a long and very eventful day.” Then she turned to Rosemary who was filling the kettle. “Rose, don’t forget we have another busy day tomorrow.”




“I won’t,’ Rosemary said pulling mugs down from the cupboard. 




Willow gave up, and standing up, went to the bathroom. She washed her face properly, brushed her long hair and tied it into pigtail plaits, something she had learnt to do as a child, to stop her curly hair tangling itself up during the night, and hopped into bed. She was so exhausted that although Tyler’s gorgeous face floated in front of her, offering basket loads of imaginary kisses, she drifted off to sleep.    


Tyler called Willow at eight the next morning. By ten she was sitting at a table in the Lemon Drop Café in town, and he was seated opposite her. They spent hours there, talking and drinking far too much coffee, and then they went on their way. 




He called her the day after that again. And they followed the same routine. By the fourth day, Willow was up and waiting for the call before it came. And by the fifth day, neither of them needed a call at all, to know that they were seeing each other that morning. 




Willow was so preoccupied with Tyler and the show, that she almost missed everything else in her life. Aunt Vanessa was worried. She had made an offer to purchase the Sawyer farm, but had heard nothing back for three days. 




“And you know to top it off, both of you girls are just vanishing all the time,” she moaned to Willow one afternoon. It was their day off and Willow was sitting with her in the kitchen waiting for Tyler come pick her up. 




“Well we both met people,” Willow said shrugging. “Look I can call Tyler and cancel if you like?” she said the words praying that her aunt wouldn’t make her act on them. A day without Tyler was a day without air.




“Oh, no its fine,” Aunt Vanessa said shaking her head. “I just…well. It doesn’t matter. I just don’t think we’re getting the farm is all.” 




“Why do you say that?”




“I called Sally-Anne,” Aunt Vanessa admitted. “I just wanted to know what she was thinking. It sounds like there’s been a massive offer made on the house and she’s torn. She says she’s not sure what to do.” 




“So she needs a little time,” Willow said taking her aunt’s hand in hers. 




“Do you think the other offer came from your boyfriend?” Aunt Vanessa asked. 




Willow nodded, “He said he was going to make an offer. But it didn’t sound like it was going to be much more than we could do. I mean Tyler isn’t rich or anything. Maybe you need to go see Sally-Anne again.” 




“Maybe,” Aunt Vanessa said glumly. “I’ve just got a bad feeling about this.” 




Just then they heard an engine and a truck pulled up. It was blue. It idled for a long while, and then Rosemary hopped out of the passenger seat. She was dressed in the previous day’s clothes, Willow noticed, as she waved to the driver. The truck drove off. 




Rosemary entered the kitchen with a huge grin on her face. “Morning,” she said. “Isn’t it a wonderful day?”




“Where have you been?” Willow demanded more harshly than she had meant to. 




Rosemary was taken aback. She stopped walking and stood, hands on hips, her chin jutting out, and looking defiant. 




“What’s it to you?” she asked. 




“You’re my little sister,” Willow said hotly. 




“And you’re my darling girl,” Aunt Vanessa said, getting in on the action, “We’re just worried about you. What do you know about this Dave you’re hanging out with anyway?”




“I know plenty,” Rosemary said. “I know he works in IT for a company in town. I know he’s an amazing kisser, and that he can do things with his…”




“We really don’t need to hear that!” Aunt Vanessa exclaimed scandalized. “I would like to meet him you know. Any man who takes an interest in my little girl needs to be vetted.” She smiled sweetly at Rosemary. 




Rosemary softened at this and kissed her aunt’s cheek. 




“I will bring him round for coffee or something,” she said, “he’s a nice guy. Really. Anyway, Willow met him.”




“I don’t know if saying hi, counts as meeting him properly,” Willow said, the hairs on the back of her neck were rising, and she couldn’t figure out why.




“Sure it does,” Rosemary said smiling. “Well we’ll organize, then we can have family meal or something.” 




Just then there was a knock on the kitchen door and Tyler opened it.




“Morning ladies,” he said. “And don’t you all just look as fresh as a June morning?”




Willow felt her insides turn to electrified mush. 




Rosemary smiled at her and then at Tyler and said, “If anyone looks fresh Mr. Crowe it is certainly you. What did you do swim in a mountain stream, and then roll dry on spring green grass or something?”




“Nope,” he said walking into the kitchen. “I just have a good constitution. And the rest is all awesome genes.” 




Willow smiled at him and turned to kiss her aunt. “Don’t forget what we talked about,” she said. 




“I won’t,” Aunt Vanessa said. 




Rosemary was making herself a cup of coffee, but she stopped long enough to hug her sister, and watch Willow and Tyler go out the door. 




“Is everything okay?” Tyler asked as they walked to his truck, that gleamed silver in the morning sun. 




Willow nodded. “Yeah, I think so. It’s just Rosemary is dating this guy and I’ve got a weird feeling about him. I just don’t want her to get hurt.” 




“Aw, you’re such a wonderful big sister,” he said in a playfully mocking tone. 




She punched his shoulder as he opened the door for her. She climbed up and as she sat down, he planted a kiss on her cheek. 




“Morning beautiful,” he said. 




Willow knew in that moment, that she wanted to hear him say that every morning for the rest of her life.




The drive to the Lemon Drop was a quiet one. Willow was deep in thought, mulling over her sister’s new boyfriend and another puzzle that was worrying her. The other puzzle was Tyler. Since that night at her show, he had been a perfect gentleman. An old school, perfect gentleman. He hadn’t even tried to kiss her yet. She knew he liked her. The phone calls and the daily coffee run spoke to that, but did he like her enough? 




“Tyler?” Willow found herself saying when they were still outside town. 




“Yeah,” he said glancing at her, his hands on the steering wheel.




Oh well she had his attention now, so she went for it. 




“Do you like me?”




“Of course I do. Why do you ask?” Tyler asked, a note of concern in his voice. 




“Well,” Willow began feeling awkward. “In all this time you’ve never…I mean we’ve never.” Now it came to it there was no good way to say this. “You’ve never kissed me.” 




Tyler’s smile was suddenly so wide it threatened to circumnavigate his head. Without a word he pulled over onto the side of the road, and turned in his seat to look at her. 




“I have a confession to make,” he said. “I’m in love with you. You have taken my breath away from that first moment I saw you, and I have wanted to kiss you more and more each day.”




Willow was ecstatic. Tyler loved her. Her heart did cartwheels in her chest. 




“There is one thing though,” Tyler continued and now he looked serious. 




Her heart stopped mid cartwheel and hung there frozen, as ice slid down her spine. Oh no there was something wrong. Was he going to tell her that he was what? Married? Had sixteen love children? Was actually a woman? Or worse, that he had loved her but it was all gone now?




“It’s complicated,” Tyler said looking really uncomfortable now. 




Willow stopped panicking and took his hands in hers. “It’s okay,” she said.




Tyler looked deep into her eyes. His golden ones looked so sad and scared. What could he be scared of she wondered? But Tyler turned away then and opened his car door. Willow began to panic. Had she said something wrong?




He came to her door and opened it. 




“Willow,” he said and her heart wanted to cartwheel again but she held it in check. “I need you to know me. I need you to see who I really am, what I really am. So please, come with me.”




He took her hand and she let herself be led out into the open field. There was a small clump of trees and bushes just up the hill a little way, and Tyler took her there. He found a fallen log and spread his jacket on it for her to sit. 




Then he said, “Now I’m gonna go behind that bush over there. Please don’t freak out when I come out.” 




“Okay,” Willow said not knowing what to expect. 




He disappeared. There were some horribly organic sounds and then a huge black bear padded out from behind the bush, and stood in front of her. It sniffed her. Willow sat dead still, not daring to breathe. 




“Tyler!” she called when she found her voice. “Tyler!” 




The bear nodded at her. It did, it nodded.  Willow sat with her mouth open. The bear sat in front of her and pushed his head under her hand. After a moment’s hesitation she patted him, feeling his soft fur.




“Oh,” she said and giggled. “You’re a bear. Like a werewolf?”




He leaned towards her, his wobbly bear nose inches from own human one. Then he licked her. She laughed. He licked her face again and Willow patted him, sliding her hands through his fur. 




“Okay,” she said. “You can change back now.” 




Tyler the bear went back behind the bush. There was another moment of organic noise and then Tyler the man walked out, doing up the button on his jeans. 




“So, you see that’s why I don’t jump into physical relationships with women,” he said. “It’s amazing how badly some people take the fact that, some of the time, I look and smell like a bear.”




“I think you’re kinda cute for a bear,” Willow said standing up and wrapping her arms around his neck. “So about that kiss…”




Tyler grinned like a naughty boy who was about to raid the cookie jar. He bent his head down to her, as she stretched up to him and he picked her up, pressing her to him. She could feel every firm muscle in his abdomen, and hers turned to jelly. She breathed him in and after an eternity, his lips met hers. 




It was a kiss she would always remember. 


Tyler and Willow had just pulled up to the Lemon Drop when his phone rang. Willow went inside and ordered a cappuccino for him and a hazelnut, honey latte for herself. She was about to find them a table, somewhere in the busy little place, when Tyler appeared next to her. 




He looked tense. 




“What’s wrong?” she asked. 




Tyler leaned across the counter and flagged down a barista. “Can you make our coffees to go?” he asked. 




The barista, a short, plump girl with very rosy cheeks, smiled and nodded. 




“Great, thanks,” he said then turned to Willow. He lowered his voice. “It’s the bank. They called to say that they aren’t going to approve the finance for buying the Sawyer farm.”




“What? Why not?” Willow asked feeling genuinely sorry. “Didn’t they already approve you?”




“They did, but now they’re saying there was some glitch in their software system, and now I don’t qualify,” Tyler said. He swore and banged his fist on the counter. 




The barista was about to put their coffees down and she glared at him. 




“Sorry,” Willow said, taking the coffees. 




She steered Tyler outside with the take aways in her hands. Then she handed him his cardboard cup. 




“I’m so sorry Tyler, I think your camp idea is a wonderful one,” Willow said sincerely. But Tyler was angry. She could see that. His usual grin had vanished and been replaced with a scowl. 




“Well I suppose I should congratulate you then,” he said with a waspish tone. “I guess this means that Mrs. Sawyer will sell the place to you.”




“We aren’t the only two people interested in the farm, Tyler,” Willow said sipping her coffee. 




“Yeah well,” he said. Then he shook his head, “There’s something not right here. I’m going to the bank. You wanna come or what?”




Willow was less enchanted with Tyler in this mood, so she sipped her coffee again to buy some time while she thought. As she swallowed she said, “I think you’ll need to go to the bank alone. I would just feel weird about it.”




He shrugged. “So I’ll find you around here?”




Willow nodded and kissed his cheek, “I really am nuts about you, you know.” 




He looked at her with no more anger in his face, and drew her into a hug. “I’m sorry, I’m just mad.” 




“Perfectly understandable,” Willow said and waved him goodbye as she trotted across the street. 




On her own, Willow made her way into a grocery store. She needed a few things anyway and this was as good a time as any to get them. She took a few minutes to buy what she needed and then she went to the park across the street from the bank, to wait for Tyler. She was sitting on the swings when she saw him. 




At first she didn’t recognize him. After all she had only met him once, but after staring for a while she realized it was him. It was the dark hair and grey eyes that she remembered. It was Dave, the guy dating her sister. He was dressed in smart trousers and a golf shirt that had a company name printed on it. He crossed the street and entered the bank. 




Willow wondered what he was doing there. After all, there were very few things that actually required a bank visit these days. But here he was. She contemplated following him into the bank, but thought better of it. Just because she was suspicious of him, didn’t mean there was really anything to be suspicious of. She was Rosemary’s older sister and with that came a certain amount of over protectiveness. 




The sunlight was warm, the sky blue with little white puffy clouds drifting by, and she was happy. So Willow let it go. Later she would wish she had followed him. 


Tyler dropped Willow off at home in time for her matinee performance, but he didn’t stay. He had things to do, he said. So Willow trotted into the house to grab a bite before heading over to the theatre. 




As she opened the door she realized there was something wrong. Aunt Vanessa was sitting at the kitchen table a box of Kleenex in front of her. She was sniffling into one now. 




“Aunt Vanessa what’s wrong?” Willow asked, quickly moving to sit in the chair closest to her aunt. 




Aunt Vanessa blew her nose loudly. “We aren’t getting the farm, Willow.” 




“What? How do you know that?” Willow asked. 




Her aunt blew her nose again and wiped her eyes, then scrunched up the tissue and dropped it with the rest on the table. 




“The bank called today, they said there was some malfunction in their computers. They said that I don’t qualify for the finance,” Aunt Vanessa sobbed. Then she swallowed and looked angry. “As though thirty years of good credit meant nothing!”




Willow put a hand on her aunt’s arm. “I’m so sorry.”




Aunt Vanessa turned red rimmed, puffy eyes on her and sighed. “Oh well, at least Tyler’s in with a chance.” 




Seeing her aunt in such distress had driven everything else from Willow’s mind, but now when her aunt mentioned his name, it all came back. 




“Actually, he’s not getting the money to buy the place either,” Willow said. “The weird thing is, he got the same phone call today. Almost exactly the same.” 




Aunt Vanessa began to snuffle and took another tissue. She blew her nose again. 




“I was so hoping we could expand,” she said sadly. 




“I know,” Willow said but her mind was racing. What were the odds of two people, up for the same property, being denied loans after they had been told they were approved? A glitch in the system? How convenient. 




Willow had the worst show of her life that afternoon. She was so preoccupied she forgot her cues, messed up her duet with Randal, who went off in a huff, and then only managed to hold on until the final number was finished. By then half the cast and crew were mad at her, but Willow just had to know something. 




Rosemary was in the dressing room before her. 




“Wow! You had a shocker of a show!” Rosemary said her feet up on the counter as she lazed in her chair. She was reading a magazine again. 




“I have a lot on my mind,” Willow said. “Hey by the way, I saw Dave today.” 




“Oh?” Rosemary asked but her ears pricked up. 




“Yeah, he was at the bank,” Willow said. 




“Okay.”




“Where did you say he worked?”




“Some IT company, why do you care?” Rosemary asked. “Sad about Aunt Vanessa’s news isn’t it?”




“Yeah it is,” Willow said. She was almost having a thought. It was hovering annoyingly just out of her reach, and she knew it had something to do with the unsettling feeling she had about this Dave person. After all, he had practically stalked Rosemary, and her sister was too blind to notice. 




Maybe she was being unfair. Maybe Dave was a nice guy. But somehow Willow just couldn’t fit that image in her head.




The second show went better. Willow had decided that she really had no idea how to help either Tyler or Aunt Vanessa, and that she was being silly and mean. She hardly knew Dave. It wasn’t fair to judge him on a feeling. 




But as she came off stage and flopped into her chair in her trailer, her phone rang. It was Tyler. 




“Hey beautiful,” he said and she smiled even though he couldn’t see her. 




“Hey yourself,” she said. 




“Just wanted to find out how work was,” Tyler said.




“Oh just fine, once I got over the shock,” Willow said. And then added remembering that Tyler didn’t know. “Oh you know that glitch that stopped you being able to get the money for the farm?”




“Yeah?”




“Well it happened to Aunt Vanessa as well. She got the call just before I got home,” Willow said. “She’s devastated.” 




“I’m real sorry to hear that,” Tyler said. “Listen babe can I call you back later? I just realized I have to make a quick call.”




“Sure,” she said frowning into the mirror. 




They said their goodbyes which involved a lot of mush, Willow realized and smiled broadly. She felt like a teenager with an all-consuming infatuation. Nothing but Tyler mattered. Sigh!




The next morning Tyler was at the back door just as the sun began to creep across the sky. Willow opened it in her pink rainbow pajamas, with the sparkly words, “I’m not a morning person without you,” stenciled on the Tee. 




“Hey, early isn’t it?” she asked letting him in. Her hair was still in pigtails she realized too late. 




“Morning,” Tyler said as he entered the kitchen. “This is George, he’s a buddy of mine, who’s real good with computers.”




Willow waved a hand at George and went to her room to change. Even though he was a geeky looking guy with curly brown hair and thick glasses, she didn’t think that seeing her in her PJ’s was such a hot idea. 




So when she returned, now in jeans and a sweatshirt she found them sitting at the table with a robed and slippered Aunt Vanessa. Her hair was still in curlers and she had her habitual facial masque on her face. Nothing interfered with Aunt Vanessa’s beauty routine.




“Tyler. You look fresh as a daisy,” Aunt Vanessa said. “I would love to have your genes.” 




Tyler smiled at her and began to help Willow put the coffee pot on. 




“I have to beg your forgiveness for this,” he said. “I wouldn’t usually dream of coming over so early, but this can’t wait.”




“Can it wait for coffee?” Willow asked feeling drugged and sluggish as she always did too early in the morning. “Just otherwise you’ll be telling us the same thing at least three times.” 




Tyler sighed and nodded. Then he kissed her forehead. 




“You look so adorable in pigtails,” he said.




Willow turned her unamused, sleepy face on him and sat at the table. George was already sitting and he had a laptop open in front of him, and was typing away at the keys.




“We need to move quickly, Ty,” he said pushing his glasses back up his nose. 




Tyler nodded but they waited for the coffee anyway. The coffee finally perked. Mugs were retrieved from the dishwasher, filled with coffee, and sweetener and once the ladies had sipped the hot beverages he could finally speak. Willow had thoroughly enjoyed watching Tyler squirm. 




It was a tale out of a story book. What had tipped Tyler off was Willow telling him that Aunt Vanessa had also been approved finance, and then been denied suddenly, out of the blue. It was strange that it had happened to him, but when the exact same thing happened to her as well. That set him thinking. So he’d called George, who was a genius with all things computer. 




“Well it was hard to get in at first, but since Ty gave me his account details, it made it easier,” George said. He had a breathless way of speaking, as though he didn’t like the sound of his voice and was constantly trying to whisper. 




“So I found this funky little virus sitting there on his account. And what it does, is the moment someone tries to load any kind of application or anything for him, it automatically throws out a rejection,” said George. “So Ms. Marsh, could I have your details and then I can check your account?” 




Aunt Vanessa looked at Willow and Tyler for confirmation. 




“It would help us prove our case,” Tyler said, “But I totally understand not wanting to give George your details. I mean he is a total stranger.”




Aunt Vanessa sighed, “If we’ve been cheated I want to know.” And she gave him her details there and then. 




It took a few minutes for George to access her account, and there he found it, the same virus.




Everyone was keen to jump into the car and race over to the Sawyer farm and speak to Sally-Anne. Except that they had to wait for Aunt Vanessa to get ready. By that time Willow had made them all breakfast, they’d eaten it and packed the dishwasher too. 




Aunt Vanessa appeared in a pair of jeans and a blouse, with her hair and makeup done to perfection. 




“You don’t go into a fight with people who know about money and such like, not looking like a million bucks yourself,” Aunt Vanessa said. 




In a flash all four of them were piled into Aunt Vanessa’s SUV and they were off to the Sawyer farm. It was after nine now and people were on the roads. This delayed them a little with Tyler driving, thumping the wheel in his impatience. 




“You know, I don’t mind not getting the farm,” he said, “I don’t like being cheated.” 




“I feel the same,” Aunt Vanessa said vehemently. “I’m sure Sally-Anne will see reason though.” 




They pulled up to the old farm house. It looked just the same as a few days ago. Willow was a little surprised. So much had happened that she felt nothing should look the same. But that was silly. 




Tyler ran up the steps and knocked on the door. After a while Sally-Anne opened it. She was dressed in a pair of slacks and a shirt. She smiled warmly at him. 




“Good Morning,” she said. “How can I help you?”




“You can let us in, Sally-Anne,” Aunt Vanessa said from behind Tyler. 




“Vanessa! What are you doing here?” Sally-Anne asked looking shocked. “Oh didn’t that Malcolm give you a call, like I asked him?”




‘No,” Aunt Vanessa said, “He didn’t. What was he supposed to call me about?”




“About the house of course, silly,” Sally-Anne said. “I sold the place. Last night to a lady and gentleman from the city.”




“You what?” Tyler and Aunt Vanessa exclaimed. Willow felt the shock run through her. But how could this be happening?




“Yes, well. Malcolm said that your finance had been denied, and I really can’t afford to stay here much longer. So I signed the papers last night.”




Tyler and Aunt Vanessa looked at each other, and then Aunt Vanessa swore in a most unladylike fashion. 




“Well that’s that then,” Aunt Vanessa said. “Thanks for your time Sally-Anne. I’ll come visit in a couple of days if that’s okay?”




“That’s perfect hon,” Sally-Anne Sawyer said. “Sure you don’t want to come in, have some coffee?”




Tyler shook his head. “No thanks ma’am.” 




And they turned to go. 




“Excuse me, Mrs. Sawyer?” Tyler asked turning back on the top step. “Those people who bought your farm, were they the ones in the black SUV that were here the other day?”




“Why yes,” Sally-Anne said. “To tell you the truth, they gave me the creeps the both of them. Come from Pritchard, but I’m not one to judge.” 




Willow thought she sounded exactly like one to judge, but she was more interested in Tyler’s response to this news. He was livid and she could see it. He growled under his breath and bunched his hands into fists. 




“You better drive,” he said giving Willow the keys.




Back at the theatre Willow asked Tyler why he was so angry. 




“Sun Valley where I live, that’s bear country okay?” he said. 




“Sure,” Willow said. 




“And then Pritchard, that’s werewolf country,” Tyler said. “We’ve been having a problem with the wolves lately. They’re up to something I swear it! I mean what would they want with the Sawyer place? It just doesn’t make sense!” 




Just then Rosemary arrived with Dave in tow. At first they didn’t see Tyler and Willow sitting on the back steps. But as they got closer Dave looked up. His grey eyes met Tyler’s golden ones, and Willow swore she could see the hairs on Tyler’s neck stand up. 




Dave turned and ran for his car. Tyler was on him in a flash. Willow and Rosemary followed both screaming. 




When Willow caught up with them, Tyler had Dave by the shirt front, his back against his car door. 




“You slimy shit!” he said. “You go tell your little friends in Pritchard I’m watching you. The whole Bear Clan are watching you.” 




“So what?” Dave drawled. “You bears ain’t gonna know what hit you.” And then he laughed. 




“Let go of my boyfriend!” Rosemary yelled at Tyler. 




Tyler shook his head. 




“Please Tyler,” Willow said gently placing a hand on his arm. 




Tyler let go of Dave. Dave fell to the ground and Rosemary went to his side to help him up, but he pushed her away roughly. 




“Get away from me you bitch!” he said. 




Rosemary’s hand went back and then slapped Dave in the face. She looked at Willow with her eyes brimming with tears. 




“You can do whatever you like to him Tyler,” she said and ran to the house. 




Willow left Tyler and Dave there and followed her sister. 




She never knew what happened to Dave, but later that night Tyler had looked very happy with himself. 




Rosemary took a little more work to get back to her happy self. But after a few days she pronounced that Dave was a lying shithead, and that she couldn’t believe she’d ever thought he was nice. The fact that he’d stolen Aunt Vanessa’s banking details from right under Rosemary’s nose, also contributed to his jerk status, as far as she was concerned. Willow was relieved. Sad about losing the farm, but then she’d gained so much more. 


They had spent the day together. The fall weather was turning dry and cold, but the weather service said there could be snow in a few weeks. 




Tyler had finally brought Willow back to his place in Sun Valley. It was a lovely log cabin, with a view onto a piece of woodland. There was another cabin on the other side of a hedge border and Willow was not at all surprised to find that Jesse and Jamie lived there. 




Tyler shrugged as he opened the door for her. “It’s cool to have my big bro next door,” he said. “Saves me having to cook most nights. And I always have someone to watch the game with.” 




“What game?” Willow asked walking into the cabin and looking around. 




Suddenly Tyler swept her up in his arms. “Any game,” he said and kissed her. 




It was a long kiss that drove everything from Willow’s mind. Everything but her hunger for him. She needed Tyler like a junkie needs a fix. Before she knew what was going on, she was pulling his Tee over his head. He grinned at her and began to kiss her neck his hands running over her skin under her shirt, her bra. She began to throb between her legs, wishing his hands would travel down her body. 




Her world contracted until it was just Tyler and her. All she could see was him, all she could feel was his skin on hers and all she could smell was the intense scent of him. He excited her so, that she wanted him now, all of him. She wanted to devour him whole, and come back for more. 




Suddenly she was on her back on the rug in the living room. It was soft and furry. Tyler pulled her shirt off and she removed her bra, tossing it away from her. Tyler grabbed her breasts in his hands and licked both her nipples, sucking first one and then the other. Willow moaned and ran her hands over his perfect body, up into his hair and down to the button on his jeans. 




With a fumble and a strain, she undid the button and then the zipper. He had to help pull them off and soon he was naked sitting in front of her. 




“Your turn,’ he said his voice husky. 




Willow smirked, sat up and coyly undid her jeans, pulling them off. 




Tyler stopped her at her underwear. He kissed her and gently pushed her backwards making her lie down again. His tongue ran along her neck, down in between her breasts, down over her stomach and when it reached her panties, he gripped them in his teeth and drew them off. 




Willow felt his hands run up her thighs. He squeezed them and ran his thumb through her pubic hair. In a moment he slipped two fingers inside her. She groaned and pushed down on his hand, wishing it was all of him. He worked her somehow knowing exactly what would drive her wild. Willow arched her back, and ran her fingers through his hair feeling him grow against her leg. After a while she couldn’t take it anymore and she reached down and took his penis in her hand. He was so hard and big. Willow longed to suck him. So she moved and withdrew his fingers, took him in her mouth and began to massage him. Tyler moaned and knotted his fingers in her hair, rocking gently with the pleasure of her touch. 




Gently he moved her, taking himself out of her mouth. He held Willow to him and kissed her neck. He sat up and drew her onto his lap. Willow straddled him and slowly sat down. As he slipped inside her Willow bit her lip. It was so intense just having him inside her, she thought she might climax right there and then. But then he shifted and she shifted and they were rocking to and fro, clinging to each other. His hands ran down her back and cupped her backside as she rode him. 




It was all coming too fast. Willow wanted it to last and last, so she pulled him out of her and moved away from him panting. She looked at him longingly and crooked a finger at him. Tyler crawled to her and as he reached her she turned around. She looked at him over her shoulder. Tyler smiled. He took her from behind, sliding in with ease. It was a rush. He was so deep, so in her that Willow could only gasp. The pleasure threatened to come and break the spell, letting the world back in again, so once again, Willow moved away. This time she lay down in the soft fibres of the mat and Tyler crawled over her. He started at her toes and licked and kissed his way up her legs. Then he inserted a finger into her vagina and licked and sucked his way around it, working her until Willow pulled him up to her and kissed him deeply. 




Now the game began in earnest. They started slow, the rhythm taking time to build. With each thrust Willow felt herself losing control more and more. Soon there would be nothing left of her, just a whisper on his lips. But Tyler thrust again and again, and soon Willow was a screaming animal, pulling him further and further into her. 




Her orgasm was so intense that she couldn’t do more than make the smallest of sounds, lest she take her attention away from the warm delight that spread through her. Tyler groaned and stiffened and in a moment he was lying next to her. He held her close, nestled his face in her hair and kissed her neck. 




“I think I’ll have to keep you around,” he said. 




“What?” Willow asked breathless and laughing. 




“Well, then we can do that over, and over, and over,” Tyler said. 




“Speaking of doing it over, let me know when you’re up for seconds,” Willow smiled. 




Tyler kissed her then, and the world melted away. 
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Addy Spencer stared at the neatly typed letter and felt her stomach drop to her toes.




…The members of one of the bands we represent, The Four Saints, are very much interested in recording and performing the song you sent—or any other material you might have—and would like to begin negotiations for the rights to do so, if that would be agreeable to you. I can be reached at the address and telephone above, or, if you prefer, we could set up a face-to-face meeting, either here in Nashville or at a place of your choosing.




Thank you for submitting your song to us. I look forward to hearing from you.




Sincerely,




Melinda Darling




Konstantine Talent Agency




Nashville, Tennessee




“I can’t believe you sent them my song, Granny,” Addy said, fighting to keep her voice calm, though she could not stop the tremor in it. “Why would you do that?”




“Because you’ve been hiding your God-given talent under a bushel for far too many years, darlin,’ and it’s time for you to come out and sing to the world.”




Addy turned abruptly to face her grandmother, who stood at the kitchen table, steadily kneading a mound of fragrant bread dough with her small, strong hands.




“But…”




“I’m not gettin’ any younger, Addy, and I can’t stand the thought of you holed up here in the hills all by yourself for the rest of your life.”




“Don’t talk like that,” Addy said. “It’ll be a long time before I’m havin’ to live alone up here. And anyhow, I like bein’ alone.”




Granny Spencer sighed, because she knew the latter to be true. “I’m almost eighty-four years old, Adelaide Ann, and you know as well as I do that the only guarantee we have in this life is it’s gonna end, sooner or later. And bein’ alone ain’t the way we’re meant to live, girl.




“You know that, too,” she added for good measure as she patted the mound of dough and turned it back into a greased bowl for its second rising. Granny then draped a clean towel over the bowl and set it on top of the warm stove.




“I can’t do this, Granny,” Addy said, tears in her voice now, as she held the scrunched letter up in her fisted hand. “You know I can’t.”




Granny sighed, wiped her hands on another towel then crossed the small room to reach out and take hold of Addy’s shoulders. 




“I know you think you cain’t,” the old lady said, her voice kind but firm. “But Addy, darlin’, how you gonna ever know for certain, iffen you don’t at least try?”




Addy dropped to her knees and wrapped her arms around her grandmother’s waist, hugging her close as she had since she was a little girl. Addy had shot up to be a good head taller than her elderly grandmother during her teen years, and she’d been bigger and stronger than the old lady for the past decade, but she felt small at this moment, and her beloved granny hugged her back.




“I know you’re scared, darlin’,” she murmured, petting Addy’s thick, soft, sandy-blond hair. Addy had cut it herself again, and it was a shaggy mess, but she couldn’t make herself sit still long enough for Granny to cut it for her.




When Granny pulled back and lifted Addy’s face to hers, her light green eyes met Addy’s deep golden ones, and Addy felt her grandmother’s frustration.




“Fate wasn’t kind when it took your ma and daddy away,” she whispered. “You weren’t even old enough for them to know what you’d become, and your daddy never had the chance to teach you what you needed to know.”




“Whenever I’m around strangers, I’m so afraid, Granny,” Addy whispered. “It seems like it’s only a matter of when, not if, this thing happens to me. I can’t control it. I can’t even predict it. How am I supposed to go to Nashville, if I can’t even be certain I’ll be me when I get there?”




Granny sighed and pulled Addy to her once more. “I cain’t answer that, child,” she said. “I just know somethin’s gotta change, or you’re gonna just shrivel up and die all alone, and I just cain’t stand the thought of that happenin’ to my precious grandbaby.”




They stood that way for a long moment, before Granny finally released her again.




“Just promise me you’ll think about it. All right?”




Addy sighed. “All right. I promise. I’ll think about it.”




Granny smiled and gave her a quick kiss on her brow before turning back to the kitchen.




“I need to get the soup on, iffen we’re gonna have it today. Why don’t you fetch your guitar and sing to me while I chop the veggies?”




“I ought to help you chop the veggies, Granny.”




“Nah. I can still chop just fine. And I do love to hear your music.”




Addy sighed and headed for her room. Their log cabin was small by any standards, with one great room, that included the kitchen and living area, two tiny bedrooms, and a miniscule bath. When her parents had been alive, they had used the bedroom she used now. If they had not lost their lives in a freak accident—the mountain road they’d been traveling on had collapsed following heavy rains, sending their car to the bottom of a deep ravine—then Addy would have been living in the loft over the kitchen. From what Granny had told her, there had been talk of a new addition in the event of more children, but Addy hadn’t been quite two when her parents had died, so there had been no need for more space.




The sun was streaming in through her window when she stepped into her bedroom. She loved sleeping on the eastern side of the house, so the sun could greet her when she awakened in the morning. As autumn deepened, she found herself rising before the sun, just as Granny did. They invariably shared their morning cup of tea in near darkness, out on the front porch in good weather, or sitting near the kitchen stove, as the kindling caught flame and crackled a cheerful greeting when it was cold outside.




She reached for her guitar, which rested in its old, battered case in one corner of the crowded room. Her twin-size bed was neatly made, covered in one of Granny’s colorful quilts. A teddy bear she’d had since birth sat proudly in front of the pillow. Her small desk was littered with sheet music and scraps of paper holding promising scraps of song lyrics. Surrounding the small desk were bookshelves loaded with volumes on everything from Plato’s philosophy to Appalachian wildlife. Most of them had belonged to her parents before her, and she had read every one of them at least once.




Setting the guitar on the bed, she opened the case and reached for her best friend. The Gibson had belonged to her grandfather, Granny’s husband, who had gotten it from his father, who had accepted it in trade for some labor he had provided for a man in town in the early 1930s. Even scratched and worn as the finish was, it was the most beautiful thing she had ever owned, and her greatest joy was losing herself in the music it produced.




Addy had been home-schooled, because by the time she was five, things had gotten to the point at which she couldn’t safely mix with other people at all. Her family’s books had provided her with plenty of reading material, though, and Granny had proved to be an excellent teacher. When she’d been fifteen, Addy had managed to take and pass her GED exams at the local library, which had gotten the state off their backs about Addy not attending public school. Nine years later, she knew Granny was right: As much as Addy hated to even think about it, she was going to have to figure out what her future was going to be. Loving the farm wasn’t enough. Yes, she could manage to feed herself, but there were times when one woman couldn’t do for herself. She and Granny managed together, because Granny could call on the extended family for help, if they needed a strong back. 




Would they come if I asked them to?




Addy frowned. When Granny died, their extended family—most of whom had never hesitated to treat Addy as an oddity at best and a complete freak at worst—would nevertheless probably insist she come live and work on one of their farms, leaving this one to be swallowed up by the woods. She hated the thought of Granny’s farm dying that way, but she wouldn’t have the money to keep it up, unless…




Addy looked over at the crumpled letter she had dropped in the middle of her desk, and sighed. Sinking to the edge of the bed, she began tuning her guitar. Someone wanted to buy one of her songs. She couldn’t imagine it, but if they did, what might that mean for her income? She hated the thought of actually selling her songs—it was too much like selling a part of herself—but maybe, if the band really appreciated them, maybe then it would be okay?




Shaking her head in annoyance at her own indecision, Addy left the letter where it sat, and taking up her guitar, headed for the front room, muttering to herself. She had reread Gone with the Wind recently, and Margaret Mitchell’s Scarlet O’Hara had it right. “‘I can’t think about that right now. If I do, I’ll go crazy. I’ll think about that tomorrow.’”




Addy settled on the small couch, leaning back and allowing her fingers to wander over the strings of her beloved guitar. She was self-taught, having used an old chord chart she had found in the guitar case to get her started. Later she’d found chords of her own, the actual names of which she didn’t know, but they worked with her melodies. As she played, she began to relax, and soon the agency’s letter and any thoughts of the future were swept away in the music.


Overnight temperatures had left frost on the ground, and Addy welcomed the fresh, crisp fall air into her lungs as she stepped out of the chicken coop early the next morning. The chickens had been in fine form, and there would be enough eggs to take some to the market. She was glad, because she had spied a used rhyming dictionary at the thrift shop earlier in the week, and she would now be able to buy it, if no one else had snatched it up. She scanned the hills and marveled, as she always did, at the beauty of the countryside. The drop in nighttime temperatures had begun to paint the forestland in a wash of yellow and red.




The sound of a car making its way up their long drive brought her attention back to the present. Addy moved quickly to take the eggs into the cabin as a mid-sized SUV drove into the clearing.




“Granny, someone’s here,” she called out.




“I hear ’em,” Granny said, coming in from her bedroom, where she had been sorting linens. “Who is it?”




“I don’t know,” Addy said, setting her basket on the counter and reaching into a cabinet for the cardboard egg cartons the market provided for their eggs. She would wash the eggs and let Granny take care of whoever had come to call.




“Aren’t you even interested?” Granny asked, reaching for her shawl.




“No.”




Granny shook her head and muttering, went to see who it might be.




“Good morning, ma’am,” the stranger said when Granny opened the door.




“Well, good morning, young man,” Granny replied.




Addy thought she detected approval in her grandmother’s voice and braced herself, knowing the polite “young man” would be asked in for tea.




“Is this the Spencer place?” he asked.




“It is. May I ask who’d like to know?”




“The name’s Saint, ma’am,” the stranger said. “Mark Saint. I’m here about a letter sent to you by Melinda Darlin’ concernin’ a song?”




At least Granny sighed before she opened the door wider in invitation. “Of course you are. Come on in.”




“Thank you, ma’am.”




Addy paused then carefully placed the egg she’d just washed and dried into the waiting carton. She turned to the newcomer—it would have been unforgivably rude not to—but she was careful to keep back in the shadows of the kitchen.




“This is my granddaughter, Adelaide,” Granny said, moving toward the kitchen. “Can we interest you in a cup of tea, Mr. Saint?”




“Thank you kindly, ma’am. I would enjoy that.”




“Where did you come from this morning, Mr. Saint?” Granny asked, reaching for the tea kettle, which was already simmering on the stove. “Good, heavens, you didn’t drive all the way from Nashville this mornin’, did you?” she added, with a quick glance over her shoulder.




“Oh, no, ma’am. I drove across state yesterday and stayed with my folks last night.”




“So you don’t live around here, then?”




“Well, we—my brothers and me—we have a place in Nashville, now, but the family still lives up in Clayton Hollow. That’s near Thorn Hill.”




“I know of it. You still have some family in these parts, then.”




“Well, you could say that, ma’am,” he said, grinning. “Our pa was one of ten and our ma one of eight, so I’d guess that qualifies as ‘some.”’




Granny laughed and gestured toward the kitchen table where the man took a seat. Addy could only stand and stare, frozen in place by the man’s appearance. He was tall—well over six feet—and as broad-shouldered as some of the lumberjacks she’d seen pass through the village. His jeans were worn, as were his flannel shirt and boots, but he was clean and didn’t look at all sloppy. His hair, trimmed neatly short, was the color of the old mink stole Granny kept in her hope chest, and it gleamed where the sunlight touched it through the window. His voice was low-pitched and smooth. She imagined it turned heads when he sang.




“As I’m sure you must have guessed, Mr. Saint,” Granny said, adding boiling water to the tea pot and dunking the tea ball into it, “Addy is the one who wrote the song. I’m just the one who sent it.”




“Well, ma’am, I’m certainly glad you did. It’s a beautiful song, and we’d sure like to record it.




“And would you want a woman to sing it?” Granny asked, placing a mug for him on the table and filling it.




“Granny…” Addy said.




“It sure does seem to call for one, doesn’t it?” Mark said. “That’s one of the things I’d like to talk to your granddaughter about.” 




He looked up from his tea mug, and his eyes met Addy’s. She couldn’t quite suppress a gasp, for his were the same deep golden color she saw whenever she looked in the mirror.




“What do you say, Ms. Spencer?” Mark asked softly. “Would you be willin’ to sell us the rights to perform your song? And might you be willin’ to sing it with us? It sure does speak from the heart about this place.” He gestured broadly. “Makes it just the kind of song we like to perform. 




“And in case you’re wonderin’,” he added, “The Four Saints don’t go for any of that glitter and bright lights, pyrotechnics and smoke crap—beggin’ your pardon, ma’am. We sing about home and family, love and life. We stick with acoustical instruments only—I play the same bass fiddle my great uncle used to play—and we don’t amplify any more than we have to. We like small gigs and small recording studios, none of the big time concert venues or high tech bells and whistles.




“So, iffen you’d be interested, I’d sure like to take you to Nashville and introduce you to my brothers.”




“You want to take Addy with you now?” Granny asked, shocked into interrupting.




“Oh, no, ma’am,” he assured her. “It’s a long drive to Nashville, so we’d have to leave early in the mornin’. And I can wait a couple of days, though I should be back in Nashville by sometime on Thursday, if that’d work for you. You’ll probably want to talk to Mel on the phone before we leave, too, just to set your mind at ease.”




“Mel?” Granny asked when Addy remained mute.




“Melinda Darlin’,” he said. “She’s our agent at the Konstantine Talent Agency, though truth be told, she a lot more to us, too. See, Mel’s gonna marry my older brother, Matt, in the spring, so she’s pretty special to all of us. Anyhow, she’s got an apartment with a guest room, and she said to tell you she’d be glad to have you stay with her while you’re in Nashville, so you don’t have to worry about a hotel or bein’ alone.”




The last he said to Addy, his expression expectant. Addy still couldn’t move. She felt a panic attack coming on along with the first twinges of what she feared most.




“Addy, darlin’?” 




Granny’s soft enquiry broke Addy free from the spell Mark had put her under, and she shook her head.




“I can’t.”




“Sweatheart...”




“No! I can’t!”




Addy lunged for the door and in seconds she was running as fast as she could across the yard and up into the forest beyond. She thought she heard the man calling to her, but she didn’t look back. As she ran on, the incline got steeper, and her lungs began to burn with the effort to climb. In moments she felt the beginnings of the change that frightened her so much. Soon her legs were reshaping, their muscles and sinews, taking on a new form. As she scrabbled for purchase in the undergrowth, her arms lengthened and her fingers became claws, and soon she was running on all fours, her ears pointed forward, her nose scenting the air, her whiskers sending back signals as she crashed through the underbrush. The mountain lion she had become gobbled up the distance with little effort.




When she reached the giant sugar maple overlooking a wide expanse of meadow, she dropped down into the shade, panting. This was her favorite spot, her favorite tree anywhere on her family’s hundreds of acres of mountainside forest. The cold night had turned the leaves on the outside of the tree to a brilliant yellow, while the inside branches still showed some green. The stark contrast between the bright yellow and the cloudless, clear blue sky beyond made her heart skip a beat. The wildlife at first disturbed by her sudden appearance began to rustle once more as she lay there, still as the rocks, her tawny side barely moving, in and out, as her breathing slowed. Then after a time, she felt the change come on her, and the mountain lion became the woman again.




Addy sighed and remained still, her not quite as sharp eyesight passing over the valley below her. Late summer flowers continued to bloom stubbornly among the grass. She would have to pick some for Granny on her way back. She thought of the disappointment her running off had undoubtedly caused her grandmother and blinked back tears.




“I’m sorry, Granny,” she whispered, “but I just can’t face it.” 




Addy had never had any control over this change that happened to her. From the time she was three, anything that made her at all nervous could trigger it, and it wasn’t until she was away from the perceived danger that she would turn back to herself, and even that wasn’t necessarily by her choice. There had been times, however, when running away had not been enough, and as a mountain lion, she had never had enough control of her own actions to stop herself from lashing out. 




Addy still shuddered to think about the hikers who had found her in the woods one day when she’d been sixteen. They’d been city boys from the east, by their accents, college boys full of both the arrogance and entitlement that comes from wealth. When the two of them had decided the “hillbilly” girl they’d found was theirs for the taking, Addy had tried to run, only to be knocked to the ground. They had ripped at her clothing, expecting an easy time of what they’d intended to do to her. Not surprisingly, she had changed, becoming a trapped animal of an altogether different nature. She had badly mauled both boys in her attempt to escape.




Later Granny had found the newspaper article about the two hikers who had tangled with a mountain lion. In spite of the Fish and Wildlife Department’s stance that eastern mountain lions no longer lived in these hills, locals had believed the two boys. Both had ended up in the emergency room, one had nearly died. Both had been badly scarred for life.




Addy rolled over onto her back and fought to control her shaking. She’d told Granny what had happened, and her grandmother had forced her to swear never to tell anyone—and she never had. The rest of the family had always preferred to ignore the fact of her father’s nature. Since his death, no one but Granny had even mentioned what he had been—and what Addy had become. Granny had told Addy stories about her father, as he had grown up. For whatever reason, Addy’s mother hadn’t seemed to mind what her husband became on occasion, but then she had been a forest ranger, and had probably been thrilled to marry a man who sometimes became an endangered species. No one had dreamed that Addy would be left alone to deal with what she had inherited from her father.




Addy had almost fallen asleep when the bark of a squirrel announced approaching danger. Addy turned her head to look down the valley and saw a bear coming her way. She sat up, hoping her movement would scare him off. Anyone who lived in these mountains knew that bears were far more interested in their next meal than in tangling with a human being, so she didn’t want to surprise him. He surprised her, though, when he simply continued toward her. There was no doubt he saw her—he was looking right at her—but he wasn’t charging and just looked curious. Addy glanced behind her then reminded herself that climbing a tree wouldn’t do her any good, since the bear, no doubt, could climb a lot better and faster than she could. 




“Go away!” she shouted, standing and waving her arms. 




She had always found such a tactic worked before, but not this time. The bear just came closer, still not charging but still intent on her. Then it got close enough that she could see his eyes, and she froze. There was no mistaking that deep golden color, and she could have sworn the bear was smiling at her. 




In another moment, the bear morphed into something else, and she stood facing Mark Saint.


“Your granny sent me this way,” he said, though she hadn’t asked. “She told me to look for the biggest sugar maple.”




He paused and let his eyes roam over the gigantic, old tree.




“Sure is pretty,” he said.




Addy just stood there, wringing her hands and glancing around, looking for a way out of this encounter, a part of her wanting to flee but another part fascinated by what she had seen.




Mark took a step closer, and though she refused to take a step in retreat, she swallowed hard.




“Your granny also told me to look out for a mountain lion,” he said, his voice dropping to a near whisper. “Turned out that wasn’t necessary, ’cause I saw you Shift as you climbed the hill.”




Her eyes snapped to his, then, and hers were wide with fear.




“You don’t have to be afraid of me,” he said, as though reading her mind. He kept his tone soft, his stance nonaggressive. “You’re not alone, Addy, though I got the feelin’ you think you are.”




It wasn’t quite a question.




“I didn’t…” She stopped, not having a clue as to what she wanted to say.




“You didn’t know there are others like you, did you?” He sounded surprised.




She crossed her arms over her chest and hugged herself tightly.




“Granny tells me my daddy did, but there’s no one else in the family. Then Daddy died, and...”




“How old were you?”




“Not quite two.”




“How old were you when you started Shifting?”




“Is that what you call it? About three, I guess. One day I, well, I just found this new game. Granny was surprised but happy for me—I think—then she told me I shouldn’t tell anyone, even my cousins, ’cause they couldn’t do it, and they might tell on me.




“I didn’t know what to do. I mean, I couldn’t stop it, I couldn’t even control it. Granny tried to help, but she didn’t know how to help me.”




“She didn’t remember what your daddy did?”




Addy shook her head. “She’d married Granddad, knowin’ about him, and it was Granddad who taught Daddy. But Granddad died before I was born. There wasn’t anybody else.”




Mark cursed softly under his breath, but when she looked up at him again, he was only shaking his head.




“Let’s sit down a minute,” he said, reaching out to her.




When she didn’t take his offered hand, he didn’t try to touch her but just gestured toward the ground. Addy let herself drop to the soft turf and brought her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around them protectively.




“First off,” Mark said, “you gotta know there’s nothin’ wrong with you. There are a lot of Shifters in the world, though most people’ll tell you they don’t believe in ’em.”




“Are you the only one in your family?” she asked, her curiosity overcoming her fear for the moment.




“No. Gosh no. There’s all three of my brothers, our dad, our Uncle Bart. Grandpappy and Great-Grandaddy were both Shifters. There’re some cousins, too.”




“Are you all…I mean, do you all become…”




“Bears?”




Addy nodded. 




“Yeah. We’re a bear clan. They tell me Grandpappy and Great-granddad looked more like grizzlies than black bears, like us, but they were both pretty big men.”




Addy snorted in disbelief. She couldn’t help it. “And you’re not?” She dropped her eyes, then, embarrassed to have him know she’d noticed anything about him.




“They say that Great-granddad was almost seven feet tall,” Mark said, stretching out his legs and leaning back on his elbows, “though I’m guessing that’s probably an exaggeration. Sort of like Paul Bunyan.”




She smiled in response to his tone of voice and started, finally, to relax. Then she thought of the way he had morphed—Shifted—right in front of her.




“How do you control it?” she asked. She looked up to meet his eyes once more and prayed he would understand how much she needed to know.




He sat up again, and reached for a nearby stick, worrying it between his fingers as though trying to find the best way to explain it to her.




“You don’t, at first,” he said. “I was about three when I started, too. Course, I had the advantage of a father, uncle, and big brother to walk me through it. At first, it was just fun—a game Matt and I played with our daddy and uncle. But then, they started to take us aside and teach us how to focus, how to control what was happenin’ to us—and how important it was to keep it a secret from anyone outside the family. Truth was we kind of felt sorry for the other kids in school, on account of they couldn’t Shift.”




“I never went to school,” she said. “Granny had to keep me home and close, because I couldn’t ever choose not to change—Shift?” He nodded. “So I was home-schooled, which turned out okay. I mean I probably learned a lot more than the other kids did, since I earned my GED when I was fifteen. I don’t think I missed much.”




Mark raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Fifteen? Wow. I’m impressed.”




“You shouldn’t be,” Addy said. “We have a pretty big library, and Granny’s a terrific teacher. Plus I had one-on-one instruction all the way through, and I’ve always loved to read. And anyway, just look what you can do.” She gestured down the slope toward where he had been standing when he’d Shifted. “Are you always in control that way?”




“Heck, no,” he said, sitting back up. “You remember I said our band avoids all that glitter and bright lights, pyrotechnics and smoke crap? We avoid really big crowds, too, ’cause if any of us start feelin’ cornered, well, we can sometimes Shift without thinkin’ about it, and that can be more than awkward.”




“I’ll bet.”




“Course, sometimes you have to take a chance. That happened to us just last spring.”




“What happened?” This Addy wanted to hear, since these were the times that really scared her.




“Well, me and my brothers and Uncle Bart were playing pool at this place in Nashville. It was a real dump, but we’d found it a good place to hang out on account of they had a bunch of illegal gambling goin’ on.”




“You and your brothers gamble?”




“Heck, no—I mean Ma would kill us, if she ever thought that—but we figured we could really relax there, ’cause no one was likely to ask too many questions.”




“Oh.”




“Yeah, well, anyway, we didn’t know Mel was tryin’ to find us.”




“That agency woman?”




“Yeah. Turns out, she’d heard us play, and was trying to track us down. Somebody told her where we liked to hang out.”




“Uh-oh.”




Mark snorted. “You get the picture. See, Mel came in, and we were in the back room. Before she could come find us, some low-life in the bar started hittin’ on her. When she said ‘no,’ he got really mad and started to hurt her.




“That’s about the time Matt went back into the bar to get us some more beer. Well, he heard Mel scream, and jumped in to help, and before we knew it, we’d all Shifted, Matt to handle the guy on Mel, and the rest of us to keep the biker crowd off Matt.”




“Was Mel okay?”




“Oh, sure. A little shaken up—and I’m not sure she would’ve taken us all home with her, iffen she hadn’t been—but everything turned out okay. The thing is, Matt left the guy pretty bloody, and we were lucky nobody in the bar wanted to attract the attention of the police, so they just let us go.”




Addy had mangled a wildflower, while Mark was speaking, and now she tossed it aside.




“How did Mel handle…well, what did she think about…what you can do?”




“I won’t say she accepted it as normal or anything—not right away, that is—but Matt did save her, and we all pitched in to help her keep her job at the talent agency, so it gave her a couple of reasons to be open-minded about the whole thing.”




“And now she’s really goin’ to marry your brother?”




Mark grinned. “Yeah.”




Addy shook her head. “I hear what you’re sayin’, but I don’t know if I can do what you do. I’ve never been to a city before, and I don’t know if I can face all that…well, that newness, all those people…and still stay myself. I can’t just turn it on and turn it off like you seem to be able to do.”




Mark shifted to his knees and held out his hand.




“Let’s see.”




“What?”




“Let’s see if you can ‘just turn it on and turn it off’ if you try,” he said, straightening and offering her both his hands.




“I can’t just…”




“I’ll be you can, Addy. I’ll bet if you just relax and let yourself go, you can do it.”




Addy’s gaze flickered between his golden eyes and his offered hands, uncertain, then she took a deep breath.




“Do you really think I could?” she asked, incredulous.




“There’s only one way to find out.”




Screwing up her courage, she moved to her knees, and after only a moment’s hesitation, she laid her hands in his.


She pictured the mountain lion in her head, and in another moment, she felt the change—the Shift—begin deep inside of her. She looked up to see Mark’s golden eyes sparkle as his form began to waver, and then they were standing head to head, on four legs instead of two. Addy felt suddenly intimidated—Mark as a bear was not only more than a foot taller at the shoulder than she, he now probably outweighed her by two- or three-hundred pounds. She shied back, warily. Then the bear proved he was still Mark by rolling over on his back. Belly up, he looked back at her, grinning.




Addy let out a not-quite playful scream then pounced on him, and the tussle was on. First one then the other would pounce and roll over. She would run away, but Mark had no difficulty catching her. Addy knew from experience that bears were much faster than mountain lions—she had once only just managed to escape a real one, because she had been light enough to climb out on a limb, cross to another tree, climb down, and run away before the bear could get back on the ground—but Mark would let her get ahead of him, just so he could circle around and “attack” from another angle.




Almost an hour passed before, exhausted, Addy returned to collapse under the big maple tree once more, panting. Mark lumbered up and plopped down beside her. He wasn’t even slightly winded.




“That’s not fair, you know,” she said, as she Shifted back to herself without any noticeable effort. It seemed suddenly so easy, and she realized it had a lot to do with how relaxed she now felt about the whole thing, thanks to Mark’s presence and understanding.




Mark was laughing as he, too, Shifted. “You started it,” he said, lying beside her, propped up on one elbow. “You’re a pretty good pouncer.”




Addy blushed, embarrassed by how good it had felt to physically play with him. Another “first” in her day.




“And you didn’t have any trouble Shifting in either direction,” he said. “Did you?”




She met his eyes, then, as golden as her own. “I guess not. It’s never been like that for me before. Did you pick it up that fast?”




“Shoot, no. I was three when I started training, but real control didn’t come until I hit puberty. It was like that with all of us. Since you’re a mature adult, who’s had years of experience Shifting without any guidance, it makes sense that you should pick it up faster than we did. After all, you don’t have to learn how to Shift. You only have to learn how it feels to control it.




“And to not be afraid of it,” he added, gently cupping her face in his hand.




Addy wanted to pull away from him—or at least, she thought she should want to pull away from him—but she had never been able to trust anyone—other than Granny—the way she already trusted this almost stranger.




When she didn’t pull away, Mark leaned in to lay his lips on hers. His kiss was as gentle as his touch, but she felt it all the way to her toes. He didn’t push her, but she suddenly found herself kissing him back.




When he finally ended the kiss and sat back, she thought they were both trembling. She sat up and turned away from him, confused.




“Maybe I shouldn’t’ve done that,” he said, and she heard regret in his voice.




She took a deep breath and glanced over her shoulder at him.




“Why did you?”




Mark smiled. “Because I like you. I think you’re beautiful. And so far, it’s been a really good day.”




Honestly shocked by his words, Addy abruptly stood, not certain if she believed him or not. When he came slowly to his feet beside her, she looked at him again. There was nothing in those deep golden eyes that offered anything but complete honesty, and after a moment, she surprised herself by reaching for him and kissing him back.




This time it went on longer, and as the kiss deepened, she felt something inside her shift, which had nothing at all to do with mountain lions or bears. This time, when they broke apart, they were both short of breath.




“Maybe I shouldn’t’ve done that,” she offered shyly.




He smiled. “Why did you?”




She took a deep breath. “Because I like you, too.”




Mark’s smile broadened into a grin, and he kissed her once more, hard and fast.




“We should get back.”




“Definitely.”




He took her hand, and their fingers locked.




“Shall we Shift or stroll,” he asked.




“We’d better stroll,” she said, glancing at his teasing eyes. “Bear hunting season is only a week away, and I don’t want to take any chances.”




Mark laughed and pulled her along.




“So, does this mean you’ll go to Nashville with me?” he asked after a time.




Addy sighed. “I think I want to. I think I have to try, anyway.”




“I won’t let anything happen to you, Addy,” he said, his voice sober, now.




“I know.”




She glanced up, and their eyes met once more.




“Thank you,” he said.




“For what?”




“For trusting me. It means a lot.”




“Okay. Then you’re welcome. Thank you.”




“For what?”




“For believing in me,” she said. “For believing I can really do this. And for offering to be there to pick me up, if I fail.”




He stopped and pulled her close to lightly kiss her brow before taking both her hands and stepping back. “You’re not gonna fail, Addy.”




“You haven’t even heard me sing, yet.”




Mark smiled. “I don’t have to. I’ve heard you speak, and I’ve played your music. That’s enough.”




With that kind of faith, Addy supposed it was.


Addy couldn’t stop staring out the window. They had been on the road for over three hours, but every mile had brought more excitement, more new things to see, from the narrow, winding roads leading away from the farm to the terrifying jumble of traffic flying around Knoxville, to the seemingly endless expanse of four concrete lanes called Interstate 40 that led to Nashville. For the first time, she was aware of what she had been missing by staying in her little valley. Oh, she had read books, watched television, heard Granny talk about the outside world, but she had never experienced it for herself. And once the first wave of guilt for leaving Granny alone had passed, Addy had been determined to remember every little detail, so she could share it with Granny when she returned home.




“Only another fifteen, twenty minutes,” Mark said then yawned.




“This must be tiring,” Addy said. “Driving like this, I mean. All this traffic.”




“It’s not too bad,” Mark said, “though I rarely get to drive, since Uncle Bart usually grabs the wheel.”




“Tell me about your Uncle Bart. You’ve told me about your brothers, and growing up on the farm, but where does Uncle Bart fit in?”




“I told you my dad’s one of ten.”




“Yes.”




“Well, Dad’s the oldest, and Uncle Bart is the youngest—he’s only seven, eight years older than Matt. Bart and Dad are the only two Shifters in that generation, so they’ve always been close.”




“And because Uncle Bart is a Shifter, he’s close to all of you, too?”




“Somethin’ like that. Unlike Dad, though, Uncle Bart went to college. He went to East Tennessee State over in Johnson City. When you meet him, you probably won’t believe he majored in theater—though he’ll be the first to tell you he only got on stage a couple of times when he couldn’t avoid it, and the rest was all stagecraft, design, and lighting. He did an internship at one of the big casinos in Las Vegas, but he hated it and came home as soon as it was done. That’s about the time the family started wondering if the four of us boys could make it as a professional band. Not that they wanted to send us off to Nashville, but things were getting’ pretty tight on the farm, and the money would sure come in handy. Dad put Uncle Bart in charge of us, and it’s worked out pretty well.




“Of course, snagging the Konstantine Talent Agency—thanks to Mel—is what’s allowing us to get a decent recordin’ studio and some pretty classy live gigs, but Uncle Bart’s still in the middle of it. Thank God.”




Addy smiled. He obviously loved his uncle, and it made her feel safe to know the Saint family was a close one in which everyone seemed to look out for one another. She thought about her own family and frowned.




“What’s wrong, Addy?” Mark asked.




She sighed. “Nothin’. I’m just breaking one of the Ten Commandments.”




“Oh?”




“I’m coveting your family. I can’t imagine what it’s like to have so many people care about what you do, what becomes of you. I have Granny, of course, but...”




Mark reached across the space between them and took her hand in his.




“You’ll know soon enough, Addy. You’re bringin’ your music to us. That’s gonna make you family real quick. I promise you that.”




Addy squeezed his hand in return, praying it would be so.




After a time, the traffic began to pick up again, and he released her hand to place both of his securely on the wheel.




“Gettin’ close to our exit,” he said. His eyes never seemed to stop moving as he continuously checked his mirrors, keeping a close eye on all the traffic around them. She wondered if his other life as a bear made him all the more attentive when living as a man.




As they exited the Interstate, Addy took a deep, fortifying breath. It wouldn’t be long, now, before she met the people who meant so much to Mark—the people who would help to decide her own future. 




“How do you do it?” she asked after she had lost track of the times and directions they had turned at various intersections. “How do you know where we’re going?”




Mark chuckled. “I do it by takin’ the exact same route home every time,” he admitted. “I sometimes end up goin’ a long way out of my way to get there, but at least I get there, as long as I stick to what’s familiar.”




“How do other people do it?” she asked, genuinely perplexed, as she watched all the cars and trucks jockeying for position at every intersection.




“How is it you can find your sugar maple tree from anywhere in the forest?”




“Well, I’ve sat under that tree all my life,” she said.




“Same goes in the city, I figure,” Mark said. “And if you’re new, you get a map—lots of street maps of Nashville available. Or you can do like Uncle Bart and cheat with that thing he calls a GPS. Funniest thing you ever saw. It’s this little box with a screen that shows you moving along the roads as you go. Then there’s this cranky soundin’ woman’s voice that tells you when you make a wrong turn. Uncle Bart named her ‘Prudence’ after this one teacher we all had in elementary school. She was a cranky old bat, too.”




Addy laughed, but she realized quickly that Mark was aware of how tense she had gotten and was trying to help her relax. It almost worked until they pulled into a small parking lot behind an old, three-story house.




“This is Mel’s place. She lives in the apartment on the top floor. Uncle Bart’s tryin’ to wrangle a deal to buy the whole building, so the rest of us can live in the other two apartments. It’s not that we have to live in each other’s pockets, but we’re still feelin’ our way in the city, so we’d like to stick together. Matt’ll be movin’ in with Mel, after they’re married, of course, but we figure we’ll save a lot of money with the rest of us sharin’ space we own, too.”




Addy wasn’t paying Mark much attention as she got out of the SUV and stared up at the grand old house. Even her inexperienced eye could tell it was a very old building that had had extensive, quality renovations done. It was a lifetime removed from her cabin in the woods in more than distance.




“Everythin’s gonna be fine, Addy,” Mark said, wrapping an arm around her and giving her a reassuring squeeze. “They’re gonna love you. I promise.”




Addy took a deep, fortifying breath and turned to the back of the SUV to get her guitar. If she was going to meet her future upstairs in that apartment, she wanted the one weapon she had at her side.


The music rang through the recording studio, sending Addy to a place she had never been before. The four male voices—all baritone or bass—should have been overpowering, but the four brothers were so in tune with one another, so focused on the music, they held her in a kind of spell she’d never even imagined before.




“I told you they were good,” Mel whispered, nudging Addy with her shoulder. “I’ve got dibs on the guitar guy, but they’re all pretty, aren’t they?”




Addy could only nod. They were that: pretty and special. Mark had been right, of course. His family had welcomed her with open arms, and Mel, especially, had taken Addy’s part, instantly bonding with the other woman against the mass of Saint men, who could be a little overwhelming when they were in one room together. Following a quick lunch, they had piled into a van and the SUV to head over to a studio they had reserved that afternoon for some music rehearsal. As the brothers warmed up, Addy felt the sudden urge to join them.




“Sounds good, boys,” Uncle Bart said through the intercom from where he sat with a sound man on the other side of the glass. “And you were right about that bridge, John.”




“You know I hate to admit it,” Matt said, “but he really was.”




“The mandolin made all the difference, there,” Mark agreed.




“Don’t let it go to your head, kid,” Luke said, laying down a quick pattern on his drums.




“Like I’d ever have the chance to,” John, the youngest, said with a grin.




Everyone laughed, including Uncle Bart in the booth, but finally the older man called a halt to the fun.




“All right, all right. The clock’s runnin’, so let’s move on. Why don’t you try Addy’s new song and bring the pretty lady in to show you how it was meant to be sung?”




“That’s you,” Mel said with a grin.




Addy wiped her suddenly damp palms on her jeans and opened her guitar case. As she pulled it out, Matt let out a low whistle.




“Is that what I think it is?” he said, leaning closer for a better look.




“I guess that depends on what you think it is,” Addy said. “My great-granddaddy got it in trade back in the ‘30s. I know it’s not much to look at, but it still sounds pretty good.”




The guitar had an ebony finish on a mahogany back and sides and a red spruce top, with ivoroid binding. A rosewood fingerboard was accented with mother-of-pearl tuners. Under the studio’s bright lights, she could see clearly every scratch and scuff mark, but the familiar trademark Gibson headstock logo made everyone anxious to hear how it sounded.




“Like I got anythin’ to brag about in the looks department,” Matt said with a grin, holding up his scratched and scuffed Martin guitar. “Looks don’t mean a thing in a music studio.”




Addy glanced around and realized the same could be said about any of their instruments, and she felt marginally better. Marginally only, however, since they hadn’t yet heard her either play or sing.




Luke passed out copies of the song to everyone and sat back down at his drums.




“I don’t really know the names for all the chords I use,” Addy admitted shyly.




“Self taught?” Matt asked.




She nodded and blushed.




“Nothin’ wrong with that,” Mark said with grin and a wink. “I’ll take a good ear over book learnin’ any day.”




“That’s for sure in this group,” Bart said from beyond the barrier. “Why don’t you just play your song and sing it as you think it ought to go, darlin’, and the boys’ll just join in as you go along. Okay?”




“Okay.”




Addy checked her tuning one last time, slipped her favorite thumb pick out of her front pocket, took a deep breath to calm herself, and started to play. She had called the song “Appalachian Home,” but it was about more than just a place. It was about belonging, being a part of the land, a family, of mattering to someone. She’d written it for Granny, but realized as the boys joined in, both instrumentally and vocally, that it was even more effective as a song of love between a man and a woman, something she had never even considered before.




Mark quickly picked up the rhythm on his bass fiddle, and Matt didn’t have any trouble following her fingers on guitar. Then Matt started to sing with her, and the harmony made her heart soar. Her own vocal range was a low alto, and Matt’s warm baritone set it off beautifully as they moved into the second verse. Mark added a second baritone to verse three, and then Luke jumped in with his bass on the final chorus, making the full sound shimmer. Luke had quickly switched to brushes on the drums, and John started to add touches of an improvised counter melody on mandolin. As the last chord faded, Addy knew she had finally heard “Appalachian Home” as it had been meant to be played. 




“Well, I’d say that’s a keeper,” Bart said from the next room, his voice full of both approval and satisfaction.




Addy looked around and saw clearly that all of them felt the same way, if their grins were any indication.




Mel’s face was tear-streaked, though her smile was sunny bright.




“Please promise me, Addy, that even if you decide not to sign with Konstantine, you will sing that song at our wedding.”




Matt carefully set aside his guitar and crossed to pull Mel into his arms.




“So, what do you say, darlin’?” Mark asked softly from behind her. “Care to join us?”




Addy turned to look into his eyes, seeing in them an emotion as potent as the music they had just played together. Taking a very deep breath, she finally nodded.




“I’d like that.”




Mark grinned, and setting his bass aside, he came forward and took her into his arms.




You were right, Granny, Addy thought as he held her close, and she felt his lips brush the side of her face. You were so right.


They finished their final set to a rousing round of applause, and Mark thanked everyone, reminding them to drive home safely. Addy felt as though she was floating above the stage, as she gently set her guitar in its stand. Before stepping down, she scanned the still-crowded reception. Granny was sitting with Mark’s two grandmothers, chatting amiably as the elderly often did at the weddings of their grandchildren. Mel and Matt had invited Granny to their wedding, and their family home was close enough to Granny’s place, that it was no trouble for one of the many Saint cousins to pick her up and take her back home again. Addy wouldn’t be going home tonight, and she wasn’t entirely certain of what she felt about that.




“Buy you a drink, darlin’?” Mark asked, coming up behind her and wrapping his arms around her shoulders.




“Just something cold, thanks. I need to talk to Granny, though.”




Mark gave her a squeeze of understanding. “I’ll bring it to the grannies’ table, then.”




“Thanks, Mark.” She smiled up at him and blushed when he dropped a light kiss on her lips.




Winding her way across the crowded room, she was waylaid several times by people who had nothing but positive things to say about her performance with the Saint brothers. They had publicly débuted “Appalachian Home” during the actual wedding ceremony, and according to everyone who had spoken to her about it, there hadn’t been a dry eye left in the house. Addy was glad for many reasons, not the least of which was knowing it was the best wedding present she could have given to her new friends.




Addy had been rehearsing and recording with The Four Saints for a couple of months, now, and they all had such confidence in her that Matt had asked her to sit in with the band on stage while he and Mel were on their honeymoon. Uncertainty still plagued her, but there was no way she was going to let them down—short of a complete breakdown, of course.




It was Uncle Bart who had taken it upon himself to make certain that wouldn’t happen. He’d spent countless hours with her over the past eight weeks, working with her to help her understand what was happening when she Shifted, how to anticipate it, and how to control it instead of letting it control her. She’d never felt the kind of confidence around other people she now felt, and while she’d been acutely nervous before the wedding, she’d managed to hold it together in the time leading up to “Appalachian Home,” and she and Mark and the others had “nailed it,” as John had claimed. And throughout the reception, she had covered Matt’s guitar parts, adding her voice to the band’s regular songs. Addy couldn’t imagine not being scared to death, when she finally stepped on stage in front of an audience of strangers, but she knew she was going to be just fine, thanks to this entire family of new friends who believed in her. 




“There’s my darlin’,” Granny said, when Addy stepped up to the table.




“Have a seat, Addy,” Mark’s Grandma Larkin said, gesturing to another chair at their table.




“Thank you, Mrs. Larkin.”




“Oh, just make it Grandma, dear. Mrs. Larkin is much too formal on such an occasion.”




Addy smiled her thanks and felt Granny squeeze her hand.




“Didn’t I tell you my Addy was doin’ just fine by your boys?” Granny asked, hugging Addy’s arm to her.




“You certainly did, Flora,” Mark’s Gran said. “We especially liked that new song,” she said, turning her attention to Addy. “The one you did durin’ the wedding? Oh, my, but I wept through that one.”




“We all did, Agatha,” Gran said. She sighed. “It was so beautiful.”




“Ladies,” Mark said, as he came up to the table and handed Addy a glass of punch.




“There’s our boy,” Gran said, putting her arm around him.




“You look tired, sweetie,” Grandma Larkin said. “Are you sure about drivin’ all the way back to Nashville tonight?”




“We’ll be fine Grandma. We’ll trade off on the drivin’, if we get too tired, but we’re all feelin’ pretty frisky right now, so it shouldn’t be a problem. And no one’s been drinkin’ alcohol, either, so don’t you worry.”




“Well, of course we’ll worry,” Gran said, reaching across her in-law to take Mark’s hand. “That’s what grandmothers do, you know.”




Mark laughed and leaned in to kiss both their cheeks.




“I need to start packin’ up,” he said, glancing over at the stage and seeing Luke starting to break down his drums. 




“I should help,” Addy said.




“You’ve done enough, today, Addy,” he said, resting his hand on her shoulder to keep her seated. “We’ve got this.”




“Okay.”




“Such a nice boy,” Granny said.




Addy nodded, her eyes following Mark as he returned to his brothers.




She took a deep breath and turned back to Granny.




“I’m goin’ back to Nashville with them, Granny,” she said, keeping her voice low so only her own grandmother heard her.




Granny put her arm around her and squeezed. “Of course you are, darlin’.”




Addy saw Granny’s knowing smile and blushed.




“You knew?”




She nodded. “And I’m not even goin’ to say ‘I told you so.’”




Addy laughed and wrapped her arms around her grandmother’s neck.




“You deserve to,” she whispered. “I love you so much.”




“Oh, and I love you, darlin’, so much.”




“I’ll miss you.”




“Of course. But don’t you be worryin’ about me, Addy Ann. I have a lot of new friends, now, and they’ll be stoppin’ by to keep me from gettin’ lonely.”




“You bet we will,” Grandma Larkin said, hearing the last bit. “We had no idea Flora was livin’ so close to us. We’ll visit often, and I’m bettin’ our granddaughters will be lookin’ in on your granny in the future as much as they look in on us now.”




Addy smiled. “Please thank them for me.”




“We will. Now as your granny said, don’t you be worryin’ about a thing.”




Addy hugged and kissed Granny one more time said, goodbye to the others then headed off to pack up her guitar. 




Whatever happens now, she decided then and there, I’m gonna do what Granny says and not worry about it anymore.


Addy stood in the front widow of Mel’s third-floor apartment, looking down at the street below as traffic continued moving into the night. She’d changed into her nightgown and robe, but couldn’t seem to settle. The night lights and sounds in the city were so different from what she was used to, that even after only a couple of nights back home, they were keeping her awake again.




“You okay?” Mark asked, coming up behind her.




“It’s the city,” she murmured. “I wonder if I’ll ever really get used to it.”




They heard a siren in the distance.




“I know the feelin’, darlin’,” Mark said, wrapping his arms around her from behind in a now-practiced move.




Addy leaned back in his arms, comforted in a way she never would have imagined only a few weeks before. She shouldn’t feel this way after knowing Mark for only two months. She shouldn’t have let him stay in Mel’s apartment with her. But Mel and Matt were at this moment on their honeymoon in a cozy cabin somewhere near Gatlinburg, and she didn’t want to be alone tonight.




She thought of the rest of the men in the apartments below. The original owner of the building—who had been living on the first floor—had decided to sell it to Uncle Bart after all when the second floor tenant had moved out. Luke and John were staying on the second floor, now, and Uncle Bart had moved into the first floor apartment. What her living arrangements would be once Mel and Matt got back was still up in the air, but for one week, she was going to explore what she and Mark might have together.




Addy hugged his arms about her and sighed.




“I shouldn’t be here with you,” she whispered, “but I can’t seem to care. I don’t want to be anywhere else.”




“I’m glad,” he said, kissing the side of her neck, “’cause I want you here with me, too.”




She sighed and turned in his arms, wrapping hers around his neck and laying her head on his broad chest. She might have been content to stand that way all night, but as his lips began to explore her neck and move to her jaw, she raised her face and brought her lips to his. Her mouth opened under his prompting, and their kiss deepened until his arms were the only thing keeping her from melting into the floor.




When he shifted to return his exploration to her neck and throat, she tipped back her head to give him open access.




“I don’t know about you, darlin’” he murmured, “but I don’t think we’ll be sleepin’ in separate beds tonight.”




“I hope not,” she said on a gasp, as his tongue explored a sensitive place along her collar bone.




Mark chuckled and brought his lips back to hers.




“I’m thinkin’ we’re a little too exposed out here in the livin’ room, too,” he said between kisses.




Addy felt herself blush, and she would have pulled away from him and the front window, if Mark hadn’t been holding her so tightly. He laughed and lifted her into his arms.




“Just like Scarlet O’Hara,” she murmured dreamily as he headed for the bedroom. 




“Except I don’t think I’d make it up a flight of stairs,” Mark said on a laugh.




She giggled, until he set her down at the foot of the bed and went back to work, kissing her fiercely. She kissed him back, trying desperately to get her hands beneath his shirt so she could touch him. He was still wearing the jeans and sweater he had changed into before getting into the car, but the t-shirt beneath was tucked snuggly into his jeans.




“Easy, darlin’,” he whispered, letting go of her just long enough to pull his shirttail free. Then her hands were on him, molding his torso, feeling the hard, smooth contours of his muscular chest. When her fingers found his nipples, he jumped and pulled her hands away.




“That’s for me to do, sweetheart,” he said, trapping her arms behind her back with one hand while he used the other to pull the front of her robe open and went to work on the buttons on her nightgown. 




Then she felt both garments slip away, and she froze as the night air found her bare breasts. No man had ever seen her like this, and she was both embarrassed and excited as never before. She was breathing hard, her breasts heaving, and she could see by the street light leaking around the drapes that he was staring at her with bright eyes.




Mortified, she pulled away, grabbing at her nightgown and robe.




“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”




“Addy?”




She took a deep, fortifying breath. “I…I’m sorry.”




“You haven’t anythin’ to be sorry for, darlin’. I think maybe I should be apologizin’ to you, though. I thought you wanted…”




“No!” She was crying now, almost frantic with needs twisting inside of her. She felt herself tingling with the first onset of a Shift, and she angrily grabbed at her hair, using the pain to keep her in the now.




“Just tell me what you want, Addy,” he said, his words a gentle balm to her frantic nerves.




“I want you!” she cried. “Only I’ve never done this before, and I’m bound to make a mess of it!”




She heard his sigh, and was startled to hear relief rather than frustration in it.




“Then I should be apologizin’ to you, darlin’,” he said, taking her gently by the shoulders. “I can’t say I’m the most experienced buck around, but I know better than to treat you like I just did your first time out.”




Mark turned her to him once more and tenderly brushed the hair back from her face. He smiled.




“I remember the first time I saw you. Your hair was this wild, jumbled mess, soft as a kitten and the color of summer wheat.”




Addy felt herself blush again and dropped her eyes.




“I used to cut it myself.”




“Yeah?”




She nodded. “I’d just hack at it with scissors when it got in my way. Misty—the hairdresser Mel took me to see?—took one look at it that first time and just rolled her eyes.”




He chuckled. “I guess she didn’t appreciate how much I wanted to run my hands through it,” he said, combing out the tangles of her new haircut with his fingers, until the soft feathers were in place once more. “I do like your new haircut, though,” he added.




She managed a small smile. “I do too. And I think Granny was relieved to see it.”




Mark laughed and pulled her to him once more.




“We’re gonna take it slow this time, darlin’,” he said, lightly brushing his lips over her forehead and along her jaw. “Anything I do that makes you uncomfortable, you tell me. Hear?”




“All right,” she said, though the touch of his lips was doing those magical things to her insides again.




This time, he shed his own sweater and t-shirt before reaching for her robe and nightgown. She marveled at his musculature, running her fingers over his shoulders and down his arms. His chest was dark with thick, curly hair, which arrowed down and disappeared into his jeans. She barely noticed when her robe and nightgown slid to the floor, leaving her completely naked once again. She was too busy trying to unbutton his jeans. Then the zipper nearly defeated her, but he took over, slipping off his jeans, leaving only his shorts behind as he gently pushed her back onto the bed.




Addy couldn’t take her eyes off of him. “You’re so beautiful,” she murmured.




His laugh sounded pained. “That’s supposed to be my line, darlin’.”




But she shook her head as she pushed him onto his back and straddled his thighs. She ran her hands over his body like a blind woman, the sensitive tips of her fingers exploring every inch of him. When she got to the waistband of his shorts, he lifted her off of him, reversing their positions.




“My turn, darlin’.”




“Let me see you, first,” she said, staying his hands.




He hesitated, then lifted himself far enough to push his shorts down and away. Her eyes widened when she saw him, and she started to tremble.




“I know how this is supposed to work,” she whispered. “I mean, I do live on a farm, but…”




“We’ll do this a little different,” he told her with a chuckle, nudging her legs apart.




She opened for him, and when he reached down to touch her intimately, she gasped when she felt a gush of wetness between her thighs.




“Mark!”




“It’s okay, Addy. It’s just your body tellin’ me you’re ready for me.”




When her eyes met his in confusion, he smiled. “Trust me, darlin’.”




“Okay,” she whispered, suddenly certain that she could and did.




She felt that huge part of him at her opening and sucked in her breath as she felt him come into her, slowly at first, then suddenly filling her completely. There might have been pain, but it was gone in another moment as he began to rock inside her in an age-old rhythm. When his lips and hands found her breasts, she cried out again. But just as she thought she could stand no more, her whole body tightened, and this time his voice joined hers as their world shattered.


Addy lay curled against Mark, listening to his heartbeat slow to match hers. She had never imagined anything like what they had just shared together.




“Are you all right, darlin’?” he asked after a time.




She smiled to hear the concern in his voice. “I’m fine. Actually, I may be a whole lot better than fine.”




She heard the deep rumble in his chest and remembered him as a bear and the pleasure of wrestling with him in the meadow.




“I need to tell you something,” she whispered.




“What?”




“I almost Shifted tonight,” she confessed. “When I panicked, just before we…”




She broke off. It was one thing to do what they had and quite another to talk about it.




“But you didn’t,” he finally said. “You stayed as yourself. You didn’t Shift, when I scared you.”




She pushed herself up and looked him in the eye. “You didn’t exactly scare me!”




When he only raised his eyebrows in that way of his, she blushed.




“Well, all right, you did—for just a minute, though.”




He reached up to push her loose hair behind her ear, letting his fingers trail down past her ear, along her neck and to her throat.




“I’ll never be able to tell you how sorry I am that I did.”




She reached out to close his lips with her finger tips.




“It doesn’t matter, now, Mark. Really it doesn’t. I didn’t know what I was gettin’ into. Well, not exactly, anyway. But you made it good for me. You made it right. And I love you for it.




He smiled. “Do you?”




She nodded. “Yes. I guess I love you for a lot of reasons, but that one for sure.”




“I’m glad.”




Mark reached up to take her face between his big hands and pulled her down to kiss her. She felt herself start to tingle again, and it had nothing to do with Shifting. When he pulled one of her legs across his body, she sat up to straddle his thighs. This time he allowed her to trace her fingers down his torso, and when she reached the part of him that once more ached for her, he took her hips between his strong hands and lifting her, fitted her onto him.




Addy sucked in a deep breath at the sensation. It was different like this. Bigger. Fuller. And she didn’t know quite what to do. Then he used his hands to first lift her then slowly let her down once more.




“Ride me, darlin’,” he said, and his golden eyes burned for her.




She did as he directed, grasping his hips with her thighs and bracing her hands on his shoulders as she moved up and down on him, guided by his big hands. After a time, he released her hips only to reach for her breasts. The aching pain/pleasure from his hard grasp shot straight to her groin, and she arched back, screaming her release. He followed her over the edge with a roar as he emptied himself into her once more.










Much later, she stirred as she felt him pull the blanket up over her shoulders against the cool night air. 




“Mark?”




“Go back to sleep, Addy.”




“Okay.”




“Addy?”




“Hmm.”




“Before you do, there’s something I should tell you.”




“Hmm?”




“I love you, too.”




Her breath caught, and she suddenly felt warm all over.




“I’m glad,” she whispered, dropping a light kiss on his furry chest.




“So, from what you saw of them, do you think my family will be up for another weddin’ so soon?”




“I hope so,” she said, snuggling in. “I don’t want to wait as long as Mel and Matt did, okay?”




Addy felt his smile when he kissed her brow and allowed herself to believe in miracles.
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“I can't believe I'm finally doing this, Cheryl.  I'm so nervous.”




“Beth, calm down.  You love this man, right?  He's the one you want to spend the rest of your life with, right?  Then you have nothing to worry about.”




“I know, I know.  It's just so much to take in right now.”




Cheryl stood next to her best friend, helping her out of her wedding dress.  Months ago, Cheryl would never have imagined how Beth's life would play out.  Beth, at Cheryl's urging, had went on the run from a powerful gangster their law firm was hoping to put behind bars.  Cheryl and their boss, Jeff Kastner, had hired a shifter from a security firm to protect Beth.  After a couple of dangerous days, Beth was safe and the rest was history.




Cheryl stood back as Beth slipped out of the dress.  Beth's smile lit up the room and it was impossible for Cheryl to not smile, as well.  She was happy for her friend, beyond elated, but she also felt...a longing?  Cheryl couldn't exactly name the feeling that lingered at the back of her mind.




Cheryl had been friends with Beth since they were little kids.  Inseparable throughout school, they decide to both become lawyers together.  Beth had been accepted to the best law school in the country, moving halfway across the country to attend.  Cheryl had been accepted to the second best, which happened to be no more than an hour's drive from their hometown.  While Beth was traveling across the country, Cheryl had found herself living at home to save money.




By some chance of fate, both had gotten jobs at the same law firm, but Beth was always getting the better, more high profile cases.  It wasn't that Beth was a better lawyer – in fact, Beth had often told Cheryl she was the best lawyer she'd ever met.  And now, Cheryl was getting ready for Beth's wedding rehearsal, overshadowed again.




“You're going to meet someone real soon,” Beth said, bringing Cheryl out of her haze.  She tried to give Beth her best smile, but it was halfhearted.  “I know it always seems like things swing my way and that you get left out, but things are going to change, Cheryl.  I can't have all of the good luck forever.”




Beth came over to her and wrapped her arms around her, bringing her close.  “I don't think that at all!”




“We've been friends since before we could walk, Cheryl.  I can read you like a book,” Beth said, and Cheryl knew she was right.  Beth sat down on a small bench, motioning for Cheryl to sit next to her.  “Sometimes I think that I've used up all of my good luck.  I've had a great career, I've met a wonderful guy, and I have the best friend any woman could ask for.  Now, it's your turn.”




“Sorry, Beth.  I never meant to sound petty.  I'm happy for you, I really am.  You've worked hard for every good thing that's ever happened to you.  I'm just ready for my life to really start.”  She didn't know if she was ready to have to tangle with gangsters and shifters to find a man and settle down, but if necessary, she would.  A pay raise couldn't hurt, either.  But she didn't want her negative emotions to cloud the wedding, so she pushed the thoughts to the back of her mind and really smiled.




“Well, there's plenty of great guys coming to the wedding.  I know that Clive's brother has been asking about you after he saw you a few days ago.  After all, he's the best man and you're the maid of honor.  Things can't get more perfect than that!”




Cheryl thought about Clive's brother, Derrick.  They hadn't met, despite the wedding being tomorrow.  Cheryl had caught a glance of Derrick a couple of days ago when he had shown up to talk to Clive about something, something probably Clan related.  Beth had rushed to introduce them, but by the time Beth had dragged Cheryl over to Clive, his brother was gone.  Derrick had given her a smile on his way out the door, but other than that, they hadn't met.




Cheryl didn't know what to think about Derrick and the other shifters.  They were all drop dead handsome.  The women they were dating were all great.  Out of the wedding party, Derrick was the only one not tied down.  Cheryl thought she wanted him, but was she sure?  She had nothing against shifters, but some of the whispers she'd picked up on over the past few days indicated there was some kind of problem with a rival Clan.  Did Cheryl want to get involved?  Thinking of Derrick and his toned body, she thought she could deal with it.




“He'd better hurry up and get here, then!  We're supposed to do the final rehearsal of your wedding and he hasn't shown up to a single one yet.  I don't want to be walking down the aisle in front of everyone with some guy who has no idea what he's doing, no matter how good he looks.”




“Clive says he's been busy with Clan business,” Beth said, lowering her voice.  “You know how that stuff goes.”




Cheryl found herself nodding, though in truth she really didn't.  In a way, she felt left out, again.  Beth had filled her in on all sorts of stuff, but Cheryl had to admit to herself that she didn't really understand half of what Beth said.  Clan Leaders, Elders, shifting…  The words made sense, but Cheryl hadn't experienced any of it herself.  Maybe one day… she pondered.




There was a knock at the door.  Beth yelled to come in, and the door cracked open.  Clive peaked his head into the doorway.  “Hey, babe.  It's about time that we started the rehearsal.  You guys about ready?”




Cheryl looked down at her clothes, realizing that she'd spent all of her time at the church talking to Beth and admiring her dress.  “I still have to get changed, but I'll be right out!” she promised.  Beth gave her another hug and followed Clive out of the door.




Cheryl sat in the silence for a few moments, thinking about what Beth had told her.  She wasn't jealous or spiteful of Beth by any means.  But she was ready for things to turn around for herself.  She was certainly successful, but she'd always struck out when trying to find a new guy.  Maybe tomorrow would change all of that.




Satisfied and more than happy for her friend, she decided it was time to change and get ready to do one more run through of the wedding for tomorrow.  She peeled off her clothes, then pulled on her maid of honor dress.  Smoothing her hands over it, she felt her bra and panties through the fabric.  Spinning in the mirror, she saw that they were extremely noticeable.




Cheryl quickly took the dress back off and then stripped down until she was completely naked.  She was getting ready to pull the dress back on when behind her she heard, “Oh, shit, sorry!”




Cheryl screamed, turning around, seeing Derrick standing in the doorway.  He had one hand on the door, the other moving up to cover his eyes, but it was too late:  he'd seen it all.  Cheryl grabbed the dress, covering up her naked body, hoping it was enough.




“Don't you knock?!” Cheryl yelled at him.  He opened his mouth to answer, but she was quicker.  “Get out!”




She saw that his face was as red as hers felt.  He quickly closed the door.  Cheryl pulled on her dress in record time, not even bothering to look it over in the mirror.  She grabbed the door handle, embarrassed that the man she had her eye on had just seen her completely naked.  If, by some miraculous chance, she had a chance with him before, it was gone now.




Flinging the door open, she was surprised to find Derrick leaning against it.  He tumbled into the room, taking a few uneven steps but managing to stay on his feet.  He opened his mouth again, but Cheryl cut him off.  “Wait.  Whatever you're about to say, it had better start with sorry.”




“Sorry,” Derrick said, looking abashed.  His face was still red but his eyes were blazing a golden hue.  “Clive told me everyone was waiting on me to get here.  I wanted to hurry up and get changed.”




“Don't you knock?” she repeated.




“Don't you lock the door?” he retorted, on the offensive.  Now it was Cheryl's turn to open her mouth without being able to find the words.  Instead, she scowled at him, but offered him a weak nod of agreement.




Derrick moved past her into the room.  For the first time, Cheryl noticed he was carrying a bag in one of his large hands.  He shook its contents out onto the bench.  A pair of nice dress slacks fell out, along with a nice shirt and some black shoes.  Derrick wasted no time in peeling off his shirt, showing his perfectly toned chest.  Cheryl took a deep breath, willing herself to look away, but she couldn't peel her eyes off of his body.




“I really am sorry about that,” he offered, turning towards her as he spoke.  Cheryl dropped her eyes to the ground, trying to act like she hadn't been staring at him.  “If it helps, I didn't see anything.”




“Uh huh,” Cheryl said, arching an eyebrow.




“Okay.  But at least I looked away, which is more than I can say about you,” he said, with a chuckle.  Cheryl suddenly realized that Derrick had stripped down to his boxer briefs and was pulling up his pants, and she had been watching the whole time.




“Sorry.  I'll meet you out with the others.”




“Wait one second.”  Derrick zipped up his pants and started to button his shirt.  “I'll walk you out.  It's the least I can do for the maid of honor.”




Out in the nave of the church, a procession of women and shifters stood to either side of Clive and Beth.  There was just enough room for both Cheryl and Derrick to slide into line.




Once they were standing in line, Beth whispered, “Ooh, what happened?”




Cheryl felt her face growing hot again.  She glanced up at Derrick, and blushed even more when she found he was looking at her.  He offered her a warm smile and she quickly turned her burning face downward to look at Beth's feet.  “I'll tell you later.  You're going to love it.”




The priest was ready to get the rehearsal going, so Beth held off on pressing her even further.  Behind Cheryl stood the doctor, Zoe, then Emma, with Addy bringing up the rear.  Behind Clive stood Derrick, Russ, Jace, and Marcus.  She didn't know the other shifters real well, though they all seemed extremely friendly, something she wouldn't have expected from men of their stature.  The line of men opposite the women was a stark contrast:  each man was huge, heavily muscled, and… something else.  Something bestial.  Something primal.  Something… sexy.




The run through of the next day was quick and relatively painless.  Throughout the whole mock ceremony, Cheryl kept catching glances of Derrick looking at her.  She couldn't exactly make out the feelings on his face.  At times, it was longing.  Other times, lust.  Looks of puzzlement, deep thought, and happiness flashed across his face for split seconds.  Cheryl found herself wondering just what he was thinking about.  Could it be her?  She wasn't sure, but she found herself wanting it to be.




After the rehearsal was done, the others drifted off in pairs, leaving Cheryl alone with Derrick.  Clive had made them promise to join them for dinner afterward.  They had ran off to go get changed for dinner, leaving Cheryl and Derrick sitting in silence.  Cheryl wanted Derrick to come up to her and sweep her off her feet, something she'd been imagining throughout the rehearsal.  Instead, he sat there, pointedly making an effort to look the other direction.




She decided she would have to be the one to speak up.  “So what were you thinking about during the rehearsal?  I caught you stealing a few glances towards my way.”  Direct, and to the point.  She'd learned that sometimes, that was the best strategy.




He gave a noticeable jump and didn't answer right away.  “Just thinking of...”




“Of?”




“The future.”




“Well, let's hear it.”




“You sure?  It probably won't fit your idea of a stereotypical shifter.”




Intrigued, Cheryl nodded for Derrick to continue.




“Don't get me wrong, I'm extremely happy for my brother.  Clive's been more than just a brother to me.  He took care of me when I was younger, back when things weren't good for us.  He's done a lot for me.  And now, his life is going great.  A beautiful fiancé, being promoted to second in command for our Clan, and a new house.  His life is going good.”




“And?”




“It's not that I'm jealous.  But when does it begin for me?  I'm not respected in my Clan.  They say I'm too young to be trusted with important jobs.  Every time I have a chance to prove myself, Clive steps in and makes me step down.  He says it's to keep me safe, but I don't know.”




Sounds a lot like me, Cheryl thought.  “I guess we have more in common than I thought.  I love Beth like a sister.  But that's how her life has been, too.  She's always been the lucky one, the one that got into the best school, had the best job, and now she's marrying your brother.  Maybe one day, I'll get that lucky.”




“Hey, at least we don't have to do it alone,” Derrick offered, chuckling.  Cheryl let out a small laugh, as well.  At least they had something in common, after all.  “What's taking them so long?  Clive!”




There was no answer from deeper in the church, though Derrick's voice would have easily carried through the silent church.  Cheryl had lost herself in conversation with Derrick, though when she thought about it, Clive and Beth had been gone for much longer than necessary.




“Maybe… they're… uh...” Cheryl offered, embarrassed to say it out loud.




“Yeah, maybe,” Derrick said, laughing again.  “Still, it's not like Clive to not answer.”




“Well, let's check it out,” was Cheryl's idea.  “We'll be sure to knock.”




They walked through the church, eerie silence enveloping them.  Cheryl couldn't remember the last time she'd been in a completely silent church, and she found that it unnerved her.  She looked over at Derrick, but if he was uneasy, he gave no sign of it.  They reached the door to the changing room, and Derrick knocked softly.




No answer.




Derrick looked over at Cheryl, but didn't say anything.  He waited a few more seconds before knocking again, this time a little louder.  When there was no answer this time, he tried the door.




“Locked,” he muttered.  He twisted again, the veins in his arms straining at trying to twist the doorknob.  When he couldn't get it open, he took a few steps backwards.  “You might want to stand back.”




“What are you going to do?” Cheryl asked.  “Wait!  You can't do that in a church!”




In answer, he lifted his foot, and Cheryl scrambled away.  Derrick's foot crushed the door next to the door handle, splintering the door.  It flew open, banging against the far way and revealing the carnage inside.  Cheryl gasped, going weak at the knees and almost falling to the floor.  Derrick was in the door within a split second, shifting.




Cheryl had never seen a shifter change between their human and bear forms before, and for the few seconds that it occurred, she found her mind only focused on the shifter in front of her.  He hadn't bothered to take off his clothes, so his growing form split through them with ease.  Within seconds, almost before Cheryl could blink, a fully grown bear was standing in the room, sniffing and snorting.




And the room finally caught up with Cheryl.




The main thing that stood out to her was all of the blood.  It was splashed everywhere: the floor, the ceiling, over all of the racks of clothes hanging up.  She wasn't sure who it belonged to, but she feared the worst.  She didn't see any sign of Clive or Beth.




“Where are they?” Cheryl yelled, moving into the room, suddenly uncaring of the carnage she was stepping into.  She placed a hand on Derrick's back, feeling his warm, thick fur.  He grunted at her, moving through the room, smelling as he went.  In seconds, they were out the back door of the room and moving down a hallway.  There were blood trails along the floor, as if someone had been dragged.




The hallway lead to an exit door.  Around the back of the church, Derrick stopped.  Whatever he had been following was gone.  The trail had run cold.




Cheryl took a step back from Derrick as he shifted back into his human form.  Standing naked in front of her, Cheryl had to focus all of her attention on meeting Derrick's eyes.  She could see his toned chest, his abs, and something large between his legs, but now wasn't the time.




“They've been kidnapped,” was all he said.




“Are they alive?  There was so much blood.”




“The blood was from other shifters.  The kidnappers.  Clive wounded them pretty good.  There was a lot going on in that room, but I could smell at least four other shifters beside Clive.  One of them was Mikhael Ramsey,” Derrick bit off, spitting out a curse.  Cheryl thought if there had been a wall in his reach, Derrick would have struck it.  She took a few careful steps back.  “I knew we should have killed him when we had the chance.  He's hurt us so much.”




And then suddenly Derrick didn't look so threatening.  He looked hurt.  Cheryl moved back to him, uncertainly wrapping an arm around the shifter.  She held him close, comforting him.  “We're going to get to the bottom of this,” she whispered, trying to sound certain, though she didn't feel it.  “Let's get you inside and get you some clothes.”


Ten minutes later, Cheryl was seated next to Derrick in his truck.  In the time that it had taken Derrick to find a clean change of clothes and get out to his truck, he'd summed up everything that had happened.  Everything was so new to Cheryl, but she thought she understood.




Mikhael Ramsey had been a problem for Derrick's Clan for as long as he could remember.  Only recently, however, had the stakes really got dangerous.  He'd attacked their Clan headquarters, killing clients and members of the Clan.  Somehow after that, he convinced the leader of the Clan to join his cause, and had fled when his plan had fallen apart.  Apparently, he despised shifters who worked with humans, believing shifters to be the superior race.




And now it had gotten her best friend and Derrick's brother kidnapped, or worse.  Cheryl tried not to think of what could have happened to them.  And now, Derrick was calling everyone on their cell phones, but there was no answer.  Even the line to the headquarters was dead.




“This is bad, Cheryl,” Derrick said.  Jace's house was the closest to the church, so they swung down his road.  The sky was darkening, though a warm breeze was still flowing through the air.  Cheryl didn't know what she had gotten herself into.




Derrick put the truck into park as they pulled up.  Even in the deepening gloom, Cheryl could see that the front door had been busted in.  Derrick told Cheryl to wait in the car, but she couldn't bear the thought of sitting alone, waiting to find out what happened, terror surrounding her.  When Derrick noticed her behind him, he gave her a reassuring smile.




“I'm glad you decided to join me.  I don't want to do this all alone,” he admitted, leading the way.




“Don't ruin another set of clothes,” Cheryl advised, as Derrick poked his head in the door.  He gave a few sniffs, then moved inside.  Cheryl followed him, keeping close.  Inside, it was clear a fight had occurred, but there were no bodies and the damage wasn't as extensive as at the church.




“They got them all,” Derrick said, moving back out of Jace's house.  “I'm sure of it.  But we've got a few more houses to check.  Maybe someone's hurt and needs our help.”




Derrick was nearly running to the car, and to Cheryl's credit, she kept up with his long strides.  Before she had even closed the door, they were tearing out of Jace's neighborhood, racing through the darkness.  It wasn't a far drive to Russ's house, but they found the same results.  Marcus's house was empty, though they found no signs of struggle.  However, the front door had been broken open.




“They must have got him before he got home,” Derrick muttered as they were on their way to the headquarters.  Cheryl didn't know what to expect there, but she didn't have high hopes.




As they neared, Cheryl found the pit in her stomach growing.  Black smoke was rising on the horizon.  In the passenger seat, Cheryl watched Derrick's eyes flicker back and forth from the road to the smoke every few seconds, but he didn't say anything.  Both of them knew what it meant.




As they pulled up to the building, her bad feeling had been right.  The building, or what was left of it, was engulfed in flames.  Firefighters crowded around fire trucks, spraying water, but the damage had been done.  Whoever had attacked the Clan headquarters had executed their job perfectly.  Derrick scanned the crowd of people milling around the building, but he didn't see anything he was looking for.  They drove off without a word.




“We know that everyone was kidnapped and not killed, so that's a start.  I don't know how long Ramsey is going to let them live, or what his plan is, but it looks like we're the only ones left,” Derrick said.  “We need to lay low for a while and put out some feelers into the shifter community.  Something is bound to turn up.”




“We can go to my place,” Cheryl offered.  “It should be safe.  They'll have no idea I'm even involved.”




“Thanks, Cheryl,” was his reply.  “But I don't want to pull you into this any more than you already are.  I'll drop you off and head to a motel.  I can do this alone.”




“You don't have to, though.”




Derrick was silent, mulling it over.  “If you stay, you have to do exactly as I say.  If I tell you to run, or it's time for you to leave, or anything else, you listen to me.  I can't risk anyone else getting captured and hurt by Ramsey.”




“Okay.  I can handle that,” Cheryl said, giving Derrick directions to her home.




Once there, Derrick scoped out the perimeter, making sure that Cheryl's place was safe.  After he came back around the house and waved her inside, she stepped out of his truck and made her way to the front door of her house.  Opening it, she flipped on the lights, letting Derrick step inside.




“This is my humble abode,” she said, sweeping an arm around her residence.




“I wish I was here under better circumstances,” Derrick said, following her into the kitchen.




“Maybe one day.”




Derrick smiled for the first time since everything had happened.  He sat down wearily at the table.  Cheryl looked him over.  He suddenly looked older than before, like there was a weight on his shoulders.  She came over behind him, reaching up and grabbing his large shoulders in her small hands, massaging him.




Derrick let out a relieved sigh, visibly relaxing under her grip.  She continued rolling her hands and fingers, working the tension out of his muscles.  After a few minutes, he reached a hand up, grabbing one of hers.  He squeezed gently.  “Thank you, Cheryl.  We're going to get through this.  And I'm certainly glad to have the help, no matter how I acted earlier.  I don't want you getting too close to me, though.”




“Why not?” Cheryl responded, removing her hands and feeling somewhat hurt.




“I'm not a very good shifter.  I'm not what's good for you.”




“I can make that decision myself.  No matter what happens between us, I'm still going to help.  I may not know much about your world, but Beth is my best friend.  And your brother is her fiancé.  And everyone kidnapped are their friends.  I'm going to do everything I can to help you.”




“You're right.”




  “Do you want some dinner?” she asked, feeling a little bit better.  Was Derrick right, though?  Should she take a step back from him after all of this was done?  Things were certainly much more serious than she had imagined they could ever be.




“Thanks.  Yeah, that sounds great,” Derrick said, getting to his feet.  Before Cheryl could make her way to the cabinets though, Derrick was poking through them, opening the fridge, scouting the freezer.  “How do you like lasagna?”




And he's a man who cooks? Cheryl thought.  If she had an interest in him before, she was falling for him completely now, even if he didn't want her to.  “Who doesn't?”




“Good.  Sit down and let me work my magic,” he said, offering her another smile.  It was something Cheryl could get used to seeing.


After a delicious dinner, Cheryl followed Derrick into the living room.  She could tell that he was still wired, even if his calm exterior said otherwise.  Cheryl flicked on the television, flipping through the channels, but finding nothing on.




They sat on opposite sides of her couch, Derrick closest to the door just in case someone found out where they were hiding out.  Fortunately, the evening slipped into straight borderline boring territory.  For that, Cheryl was thankful.  She hadn't thought a night after everything that had happened earlier could be boring, but here it was.




“I know a few shifters around the city.  Real independent type guys.  A couple of them might be able to point us in the right direction tomorrow morning.  I'm hoping they can help.”




Cheryl nodded her head.  “I'm sure they can.  I just wish there was something else I could do to help us find them.  But let's worry about that in the morning.  Do you want a beer?”




Another smile from Derrick.  “I would love one.”




Cheryl went into the kitchen, searching through her fridge to find a bottle buried in the back.  She poured herself a small glass of wine and went back into the living room.  She moved past her old spot on the couch, instead deciding upon the cushion closest to Derrick.  For a second, he seemed guarded, but then he smiled as she curled up next to him, handing him the beer.




“I'm nervous, Cheryl.  I don't know if I'm good enough for you,” Derrick said, holding out a shaky hand.  “I don't know if I'm good enough to save my brother.  I don't have any real experience with this type of stuff.  Whenever someone needed protection, or there was a dangerous job, whoever needed help always went to my brother.  I was the guy that stayed back at headquarters and worked the bar.  This is all new territory for me.”




“I still believe in you,” she replied, snuggling up closer.  “I haven't known you for long, but I can tell that your brother has nothing to worry about.  You're smart, you're strong, and you're brave.  You're going to find your brother and if they really didn't respect you before, they will now.  And I'm falling for you.”




“You shouldn't.”




“Let me make up my own mind.”




“Do you really think we can rescue them?” he asked.




“I do.  Plus, I can't wait to see the look on Beth's face when we show up.  I bet she thinks I've turned tail and ran.”




“Sounds like everyone's in for a surprise when we rescue them.”




Cheryl leaned into Derrick, resting her head on his shoulder, relieved that he didn't pull away.  Despite everything going on, being this close to Derrick just felt right.  She wondered if things would have went this way if the others hadn't been kidnapped by Ramsey and his shifters, but that train of thought was cut off when Derrick bent down, closing his eyes.  Cheryl closed hers, feeling his warm lips pressing against hers.  Warmth flooded her body, starting from her lips down to her toes.  With one blind hand, she put the wine glass on the table.  Immediately after releasing it, she heard it slip off the edge, wine splashing across the carpet, but she couldn't bring herself to break their kiss.




Derrick took her head in his large hands, pulling her close, his fingers dancing through her hair.  She wrapped her arms around his large, barrel shaped chest, one hand running underneath his shirt, his toned chest smooth under her hand.




Derrick's tongue pushed through her lips, dancing across her teeth for the briefest of seconds, then pushing gently against her own tongue.  She wrapped her lips around it, sucking it deep into her mouth.  Cheryl swung a leg over Derrick's lap, straddling him.  His hands grabbed her by her ass, squeezing.




The shifter's large hands grabbed her shirt, starting to pull it over her head, when a knock came at the door.  A knock? Cheryl wondered.  She couldn't think of anyone who would be knocking on her door this late at night, and she didn't think it would be like Ramsey to knock before barging in.




Cheryl felt herself being thrown off of Derrick in a split second.  She landed softly, watching him peel his shirt over his head and discard it.  He started to unbutton his pants as he strode to the door, then he turned around, as if to ask Who is it?  Cheryl shrugged her shoulders.  No idea.  Derrick dropped his pants, standing behind the door and shifting.  In a few seconds, Cheryl was sharing the space of her small living room with a fully grown bear.




Derrick hid behind the door as best his large bulk would allow.  Cheryl took a few deep breaths, steeling herself for what was to come.  She didn't think it was Ramsey's men, but she couldn't be sure.  One more deep breath and she reached out, turning the lock and then the doorknob.  The door swung open…




Cheryl could see Derrick tense up, but a smile broke out on her face and she jumped forward, wrapping her arms around the man outside.  She broke the hug and ushered him inside.




The man gave a jump at seeing Derrick behind the door, his huge form standing up on his two hind legs.  Derrick didn't move to attack.  Cheryl held out a hand, indicating the man.  “Derrick, this is Jeff Kastner.  My boss.  Jeff, this is Derrick.”




“Pleased to meet you,” Kastner said, and he seemed genuine when he said it.  Cheryl rushed around, picking up Derrick's clothes.  Kastner turned around as Derrick shifted back into his human form and pulled his clothes back on.  “I'm so glad you're okay, Cheryl.”




“What's going on?  Please, sit,” she said, angling him towards the couch where only seconds ago, her and Derrick had almost done some things that she'd been wanting to do since she'd met him.  She blushed.  If Kastner noticed, he didn't say anything.




“I've got some bad news, but I'm sure you already know more than I do,” the lawyer said, pulling out a piece of paper.  “I found this left at my office earlier tonight.  I don't know why it was left to me.”




On the piece of paper was a phone number.  Cheryl turned it over, but there was nothing else.




“After I found it, I had a bad feeling in my gut.  I called Beth.  She didn't pick up.  She wasn't at her house.  I decided to come straight over.  I was worried that a bitter client, or someone we put away, was out for vengeance.  Seeing Derrick here, however, makes me think that I was a little off in my assumption.”




“Beth, my brother, and the rest of the shifters and their girlfriends have all been kidnapped, Mr. Kastner,” Derrick explained.  “We were the only two that managed to get away.  We have been laying low for the past few hours and planned to track them down early tomorrow morning.  They might not know where to find us, but they know leaving this number will draw us in.  Right into their trap.”


“What do you want, Ramsey?  What's your end game?”




“Ah, Derrick, my boy.  Your brother misses you dearly.  Meet me at the old factory on Jefferson Street in two hours.  If you don't, you'll never see your brother, any of your Clan mates, or their women alive again.  Tell no one and come alone.  If you do what I say, I won't hunt down your woman.”




The phone went silent.  Cheryl leaned back from the coffee table, staring at the phone.  For a few moments, the three of them were quiet, mulling over what Ramsey had said.  Cheryl grabbed Derrick's hand, squeezing gently.  His hand had been shaking earlier, but now it was steady.




“That gives us until about 2,” Derrick said, glancing at the clock.  It's probably about a 30 minute drive from my house, Cheryl reckoned.  Doesn't leave a lot of time to prepare.




“Should we call the cops?” Kastner asked.  “I know he said not to, but that's the only thing I can think of.  Walking in there just like he wants is asking for disaster.  He'll never let you, or anyone else, walk out of there alive.”




“I know,” Derrick said.  “There's got to be a better plan, though.”




“I'm going in with you,” Cheryl said.




“You heard what he said, Cheryl,” Kastner replied, shaking his head at her idea.  “If you stay out of it, he'll leave you alone.  At least that's something.”




“He'll never let me go, no matter what he says.  If I go in with Derrick, I might be able to do something.”




“No, it's not worth it,” Derrick said.  “He told me to come alone.  I can go in and rescue them.”




“You need a better plan than that, Derrick.  The cops can help,” Kastner said again.




“A whole bunch of cops swarming in is a sure fire way to get everyone killed,” Cheryl said.  She wracked her brain for a few seconds and something finally clicked.  “What about Emma's partner?  I've heard Beth talking about him before.  He helped bring down a guy name Joe.  Maybe he could help here.”




Derrick's hackles raised at the mention of Joe's name.  Cheryl knew he was a sore subject for a lot of the shifters.  However, Derrick nodded.  “That's a good idea.  He has experience and the gear necessary for taking down shifters.  He's solid and sending in one guy won't draw much attention.  He can watch my back.”




“He's not going in alone, Derrick,” Cheryl told the man sitting next to her.  He opened his mouth to reply, but Cheryl cut him off.  “I'm in this now.  We're going to see this through, together.”


A couple of blocks from the old factory, Derrick pulled his truck over.  Cheryl and Sergeant Brock Franklin piled out.  Sergeant Franklin, a large man in his own regard, filled Cheryl with determination.  He was kind and had immediately agreed to help.  She knew that he was the type of man you wanted next to you during a fight.  Plus, his tranquilizer guns, designed especially for shifters, didn't hurt.




Cheryl moved around to the driver's side door.  Derrick's window was rolled down.  He looked nervous, unsure if their plan would work.  She couldn't tell what he was more worried about:  failing his brother, his own safety, or hers.  She imagined it was a mix of all three.




“You don't have to do this,” he begged.  “Franklin and I can handle this ourselves.  I don't want to put you in danger.”




“I've made up my mind.  You're not going to change it.”




“I know, but I figured it was worth one more try,” he replied, a smile appearing on his face.  Cheryl leaned in to him, planting another kiss on his lips.  She kissed him deeply, lovingly, like it was the last time they would ever kiss.  Maybe it will be, she thought, but quickly banished the thought.  There was no room for that kind of thinking.




“We'll be right behind you,” Cheryl said.  “Just know that you're the bravest man I've ever met.”




And with that, Cheryl let him go.  Derrick drove off, his headlights piercing the darkness.  Franklin waved them forward, and they were running down the dark street, carrying the rifles on their backs.  Streetlights were burnt out and clouds were thick overhead, so keeping a low profile wasn't too hard.  At least it was warm, Cheryl reasoned.  Up ahead, Derrick turned his car into the parking lot of the old factory.




As they followed the truck into the parking lot, Cheryl and Franklin turned and ran along the side of the chain link fence.  The factory had once produced car and truck parts, but it had closed down only about a year ago.  Cheryl wasn't sure what to expect, though Franklin had assured her he knew the layout.




“I had to chase some squatters out of here a few times with Emma,” he had said in the truck, a grin splitting his face.  “It was one of her first patrols with me.”




Now, they were silent.  Cheryl followed Officer Franklin to the building, where he started climbing up an old fire escape she would never have seen in the darkness.  She turned to watch as Derrick got out of the truck, parked at the front of the building.  He was surrounded by three bears.  One came close to him, sniffing.  With a bellow, the bear latched onto Derrick's forearm with its mouth.  Cheryl almost screamed, but managed to keep herself quiet.  She watched as the bear simply dragged Derrick inside.  It didn't look like he'd done any serious harm to Derrick, but she couldn't be sure.




The fire escape swayed and creaked as they climbed, but the ladder held.  Once inside, Cheryl looked around.  The building was surprisingly well lit from below.  Lights had been strung up, though they weren't strong enough to light up the high catwalk they were now crouched on.  Cheryl could see the entire interior of the building.  Massive machines sat along the far walls, hulking and rusting, never to be touched again.




  In the direct center of the building sat a huge ring of spotlights.  In the middle of them was a jail cell, or as she realized with a shudder, a cage.  Inside were a group of men, women, and bears.  From her perch, Cheryl thought she recognized Beth, though she couldn't be sure.  She looked unharmed.




“Looks like there's about twelve shifters that we're going to have to deal with,” Franklin whispered.  Cheryl followed his finger as he pointed them out to her.  Four surrounded the cage.  Two were positioned at a large garage door at the far back of the building.  Two more were positioned on a lower catwalk that gave them a good view of the ground floor.  They were in partial darkness and Cheryl realized she wouldn't have saw them unless Franklin pointed them out.  The three guarding Derrick made 11, and Cheryl watched as a hulking shifter strode forward.




That must be Ramsey, she thought.  He makes 12.  




Mikhael Ramsey was one of the largest shifters she'd ever seen.  He was ugly, too – though Cheryl couldn't be sure if he was naturally ugly, or if something had happened to him over the course of his violent life.




“Welcome, Derrick!  I didn't think you would have the guts to show up!” Ramsey boomed.  Even from their distance above him, his words were loud and clear.  At the cage, a man was yelling and screaming, banging on the bars and trying to get out.  Clive.




“I'm going down to the lower catwalk,” Franklin said.  “I'm going to take out the two there.  Those two are yours.  I'll signal you when I'm ready.  We need to time this perfectly.”




He pointed towards two of Derrick's escort, moving back to guard the front door.  “I can handle them.”




“Don't hesitate, Cheryl.  You can do this.  Derrick was right,” Franklin assured her, before climbing down a ladder and moving away through the inky darkness.




Cheryl braced herself.  She couldn't remember the last time she'd shot an actual gun.  When he'd arrived at her house, Franklin had taught her the basics, even letting her go so far as shooting a few darts in her backyard.  The gun was silent, which would definitely help.  Derrick, watching from the sidelines, had told her she was a natural.  She wasn't sure if she believed him, but the confidence was inspiring, all the same.




She looked over at Franklin.  He'd moved slowly along the railing so as not to attract attention.  She saw his signal, so she took a deep breath and aimed the tranquilizer gun at the nearest shifter.




He had shifted back into his human form, sitting naked in a chair with a magazine in his hands.  The open door illuminated him with weak moonlight just enough for Cheryl to get a good lock on him.  She let out a breath, and squeezed the trigger.




Without waiting to see if her shot connected, she was aiming at the other shifter, still in bear form.  Right before she pulled the trigger, his head jerked to the side, looking at the man in the chair.  His movement wasn't enough for him to escape the dart, however.  It buried deep in his neck.  The bear collapsed on the ground just as the man coughed and slid out of his chair, falling to the ground hard.  None of the other shifters noticed that their two comrades were out.




Cheryl turned to look at Franklin's progress.  The first shifter was out, laying on the catwalk, silent.  And the second was… Oh, no, she thought.




The second shifter was leaning precariously on the railing.  He was out, but he'd fallen forward and threatened to fall off, alerting the remaining shifters to their presence.  He swayed backwards, his weight finally falling back, and Cheryl let out a sigh of relief.




And then he shifted forward, tumbling over the railing.




Everyone sprang into motion simultaneously.  Ramsey screamed, “There's someone else!”  And he was rushing towards Derrick.  Derrick's other bodyguard kicked him in the back, dropping him to his knees, and Ramsey swung his fist out, connecting with Derrick's face.  He went down, hard.




The four bodyguards at the cage were moving closer to the cage, guns out, trying to keep it safe.  The two at the far door were moving quick, shifting and sniffing out Franklin's location.  A dart exploded from the darkness, catching one in the side.  He went down quick, but the other shifter was on Franklin before Cheryl could blink.




Then Derrick was up on his feet, grabbing his bodyguard and squeezing with a sickening crunch that Cheryl could hear from her location high above.  Clive reached through the cage, grabbing one of the men too close to the bars, and he was dead, too.




But the surviving shifters moved away from the cage, hunting Franklin down.  And then Ramsey screamed, “Come out now or he's dead!” and Cheryl looked back at Derrick, seeing him on his knees, nose streaming blood, a gun held to his head.




Cheryl watched as Franklin lowered himself to the ground, giving himself up.  And Cheryl realized that she was the only one left.




“Brock!” Emma screamed, rushing at the bars.  Franklin was tossed inside of the cage roughly.  Emma gave him a hug, making sure he was okay.  Cheryl watched, trying to figure out her best plan.




“Shift, you damn idiots.  Make sure there's no one else.  I bet that bitch of his is around here somewhere!” Ramsey commanded, lowering his weapon, but still holding it dangerously close to Derrick's head.  The bears lifted their heads, sniffing, following Franklin's scent, trying to find if there was anyone else in the room.  Cheryl had only a few seconds before they picked up on her scent.




She lined up the gun again.  She was a farther away than before, but aiming the gun, she thought she could shoot at least two of the shifters, if not three.  It would be up to Derrick to do the rest.  She couldn't get a clear shot on Ramsey with Derrick in the way, so she settled for those closest to her.  She took a few deep breaths.  This was the time that would prove that they were important.  Or it wouldn't, Cheryl thought, and pulled the trigger.




The first bear dropped immediately.  Cheryl aimed at the second bear, but he was moving fast and was ready for her shot.  She fired and his lumbering form dodged out of the way, faster than she thought would have been possible.  She fired again, and missed a second time.  And he was shifting back to a human, climbing the ladder to her location, knowing exactly where she was.




She pulled the trigger, but nothing happened.  Shit! she thought, realizing she forgot to reload.  Behind the man climbing the ladder, she caught a glimpse of Derrick.  He had shifted, as had Ramsey, and the two were grappling on the floor.  The other two shifters were closing in on them.




The odds aren't in his favor, Cheryl thought, but realized she had to focus on her own problems.  Then she would help him.  The man was sprinting at her down the catwalk.  She took a couple of steps backwards, fumbling with extra darts, trying to reload the rifle.




And he was on her.  He lashed out, his hand striking her in the side of the head.  She dropped to her knees, ducking under his next swing.  There was no time for her to reload the rifle.  He came at her again, and she swung the rifle like a bat.  Unprepared, the shifter only had enough time for a look of surprise to cross his face before the stock crashed into his temple.  He tumbled over the railing, dazed.




Cheryl turned to look at Derrick, and was pulled from her feet as the man latched onto her ankle.  She lost her balance, sliding between the catwalk flooring and the railing, striking her chin on the catwalk as she fell.  She reached a hand out, blind with pain, her fingers managing to catch the edge of the metal as she screamed.




She felt her fingers slipping, so she kicked out, her foot colliding with the shifter's face.  With a scream of pain, he fell, screeching as he fell onto the hard concrete floor.  Cheryl looked away right before he hit the ground with a sickening noise.  She reached up, trying to get a grip, but it was pointless.  She was too weak, too tired, and too far down to pull herself back up.




She looked over at where Derrick had been fighting the other shifters.  She hoped to catch one last glance at him before she died.  Bodies were strewn across the ground, but she couldn't make it out what had happened.  At least we gave it a good shot, she thought, and slipped.




She didn't scream as she fell.  She didn't have time to.  She fell for a split second before a hand reached over the edge of the catwalk, gripping her wrist with surprising strength.  A face peered over the edge, bloody, yet smiling.




Derrick.




He pulled her up onto the catwalk, holding her close.  She kissed him, hugged him.




“I was sure I was going to die,” she said.




“You still are,” a voice growled from their side.  Ramsey stood next to them, striding forward.  He looked even worse than he had before.  “You should have finished me off when you had the chance.”




He grabbed Derrick by the throat, lifting him up over the railing.  Derrick reached out, grabbing Ramsey's arms, flailing and coughing.  And Cheryl reached into her pocket, grabbing the only dart that hadn't fallen out and picking up the rifle.  She reloaded and pulled the trigger.




The dart caught Ramsey in the chest.  He looked down, surprise in his face.  His grip weakened.  Derrick grabbed the railing, holding himself unsteadily, trying to catch his breath.  Cheryl had expected Ramsey to drop immediately, but for whatever reason, he didn't.




He stumbled forward, moving back towards Derrick, ready to push him off the ledge.  Cheryl took two steps forward, pushing his large form from behind, and watched as he tried to catch his balance.  In his severely sedated form, however, it wasn't enough.  His hand gripped her arm but slipped.  He let out an ear shattering roar, tumbling over the railing.  He made a weak attempt to grab Derrick next, who simply shrugged him off, and he was gone.




Cheryl pulled Derrick over the railing, dropping to the catwalk.  Tears were rolling down her face.  She ran her hands through Derrick's hair.




“Don't cry,” he whispered.  “We did great.”




“I know,” she whispered back.  “I'm just so happy.”


The next day, Cheryl found herself a different woman.  She couldn't quite pin what it was that made her feel different, but she was certain she was.  Was it that she'd been forced into a life or death situation, and had proved herself, saving everyone else?  Or was it finally that things were finally going her way?  Was it Derrick himself?




After the ordeal late last night, everyone in attendance had agreed that the wedding should not be postponed.  Sergeant Franklin had called in backup immediately after Derrick had undone the cage.  The few surviving members of Ramsey's Clan had swiftly been taken into custody.  Cheryl didn't think they would be causing any problems anytime soon.




Marcus had run off after he made sure her and Derrick were okay.  As the Clan Leader, he'd had to assess the damage to the Clan and handle the burnt down headquarters.  Emma helped her fellow officers with the arrests and paperwork.  Most of the others had moved off to get a few hours of much needed sleep, with the exception of Russ and Zoe, who fussed over Derrick.




Once they had agreed he was fine, Derrick lead Cheryl out to his truck.  They climbed inside, driving to Derrick's house, the closest place they could crash for a few hours.  Neither had bothered to change out of their dirty clothes before collapsing on his bed.  Cheryl had managed to wrap her fingers through Derrick's, but then exhaustion took over, and she was out.




She found herself standing in Derrick's bathroom, steam fogging the mirror after a much needed shower.  She felt a little guilty: she had a bad feeling she'd used up all of the hot water and she felt bad for Derrick, who was downstairs in his basement bathroom.




Cheryl wiped the mirror, getting a good look at herself.  She had a few bruises on an arm from where she'd been grabbed by Ramsey, and her ankle was sore, but other than that, she looked and felt fine.  She was surprised to find that despite being exhausted, she didn't look it.  Today is going to be a good day, after all, she thought.




The door to the bathroom opened and Derrick stepped in.  He had a towel wrapped around his waist, his toned body still wet.  Cheryl took a few seconds to admire his form, watching as his muscles rippled across his body.




“Don't you knock?” she teased.  His golden eyes moved over every curve of her and she could see him imagining what she would look like if she dropped the towel, right now.




“Don't you lock the door?” was his response.  He came to her, his huge body pushing against hers, and she could feel his warmth radiating off of him.  She leaned against the counter, leaning back as he leaned forward, keeping his lips an inch from hers.  When she could lean back no further, she smiled and he smiled, and she knew it was something she could grow used to.




He placed his lips against hers, softly and perfectly.  She remembered their kiss last night, but it had been full of uncertainty, danger, and worry.  With this kiss, every worry had been lifted and Cheryl let herself be drawn completely into it.




She trailed a finger along his spine and he shuddered in pleasure, goosebumps breaking out across his perfect body.  Placing her lips against his neck, she kissed and sucked, listening to his moans echo in the small bathroom.  Her lips kissed up his chin, his cheek, finishing on his ear lobe.  When she bit gently, he reached his hands up, undoing her towel.  It fell to the floor with barely a sound.




Derrick pulled his head back, admiring her form.  Cheryl wasted no time in undoing the towel wrapped around his waist, and soon, they were both naked, skin pressing on skin.  Cheryl could feel the stiffness between his legs pressing against her stomach, growing hard and thick.  She wanted to reach a hand down and grab it, doing whatever she wanted, but she managed to resist – for a few seconds at least.




Derrick's hands gently grabbed her by each side of her head, running his fingers through her hair, just above her ears.  She looked into his golden eyes and when he whispered, “You are perfect,” she knew he meant it.  She couldn't help but smile, warmth bubbling up through her body.  He kissed her gently on the lips, then down to her neck, then her chest.  His hands grasped her breasts, finger gently dancing over an areola.  She felt it hardening underneath his deft touch.  Then his mouth was on her other breast, kissing, licking, sucking every inch of exposed flesh.




He was down on his knees, kissing and sucking, moving down to the special place between her legs.  Cheryl ran her hands through his hair, closing her eyes and leaning back against the sink as his lips left a wet trail down her stomach, stopping for a split second at her navel, before moving on.




Derrick's mouth kissed just above her wetness, his tongue dipping into her, and Cheryl bucked forward in pleasure.  His lips moved off, kissing down her left thigh, down to her knee, and then jumping to her other one before moving back up.  His lips would get inches from her slit before dancing away, leaving her begging for more.




Finally, after what seemed like ages, Derrick's lips closed around her, his tongue sliding against her clit.  Moans rushed out of Cheryl's mouth, her hands grabbing Derrick's hair and holding him in place.  His lips were hitting all of the perfect places, his tongue moving exactly where she wanted, dipping deep into her and tasting her before sliding against her place of pleasure.




Bliss was washing over Cheryl.  All of the problems from the previous day had been washed away, leaving nothing except for happiness.  Between her legs, Cheryl felt her orgasm approaching, a warmth blossoming from deep within her.  She focused on it, the pleasure the only thing on her mind, letting it take over her body.




“Keep...going...” she begged.  Derrick obeyed, his tongue working magic between her thighs.  Her breathing became quick and ragged, and she knew there was nothing else she could do but let the pleasure wash over her.  When it finally hit, she screamed out, body wracked with pleasure and going weak.  Derrick held her up, wrapping his thick hands around her ass.




Breathing hard, she leaned back onto the counter, letting it support her weight.  Without it and Derrick holding her up, she was sure she would have collapsed to the floor, lost in pleasure.




Derrick stood up, grabbing her by the inside of her knees and sliding her over to him.  She looked down, seeing his massive cock rock hard between his legs.  She reached out and grabbed it, barely able to wrap her hand completely around it.  She stroked him gently, watching him close his eyes as he let out small moans of satisfaction.




Empowered at bringing him happiness, she pulled him closer to her, placing her lips back on his.  He reached around her again, his hands closing in on her ass, and dragging her to him.  She felt his thickness pressing against the wet slit between her legs.  Reaching down, she grabbed him, angling him perfectly into her.  He pressed himself against her, and she felt herself stretching around him.  Their moans filled the bathroom as he pushed against her, pushed against her tightness, and then finally sank into her.




She felt the head of his member spread her wide, sinking deep into her warmth.  She bit his shoulder to keep from screaming in pleasure, unable to think of anything but the feeling of his thickness filling her up.  She leaned back against the wet mirror, grabbing onto a towel rack to give herself some leverage.  She pushed her body against his, feeling him sink deeper into her.




Then he was pulling out of her until his entire length was free.  She felt strangely hollow, as if she had always needed him inside of her.  Derrick gave her a devilish grin.  Cheryl reached up, grabbing a toned ass cheek in each hand, and pulled him back towards her.  He slid into her wetly, easier and deeper than the first time.  She leaned her head back, breathing hard.




Derrick pulled himself out of her, pushing back in deeper, providing her with the utmost pleasure.  Then, before she knew what was going on, he reached his hands around her waist, lifting her up and twirling her around.  Now, he was leaning against the counter and supporting her.  She put her feet on the edge of the counter to the sides of his body, grinding herself against him.  He pushed against her, hitting all new places.




He worked against her, pumping hard and deep, his breathing becoming short and harsh.  She knew he was going to cum soon, and that was all it took to push her to the edge.  Her own orgasm started to build, rushing to a crescendo, and hitting her when it reached its peak.  She screamed, feeling herself tightening around Derrick, and then he came.




Inside of her, she felt his cock jumping, spraying his hot seed deep into her.  She pushed herself down on him, letting him go deeper than ever before, their cries of passion filling his bathroom.  She pushed herself against him, grinding, gratification taking over both of them until there was nothing left but happiness.




After what seemed like minutes, it was over.  Carefully, Derrick lifted her up and slid out of her, their juices sliding out of Cheryl and dripping onto the floor.  Derrick placed her onto the floor and she leaned against him, letting him support her.  They stood like that, arms wrapped around each other for a couple of minutes, enjoying what they'd just brought each other.  Cheryl never wanted the moment to end.  Then, she looked at the clock, seeing the time.




“Is that the right time??” she yelled.  Derrick looked at it, his golden eyes going wide.  They were going to be late for the wedding.  Both of them started pulling on clothes, each barely half dressed as they ran out of his house.


Cheryl stood in the line of bridesmaids, waiting for Beth and Clive to finish up their vows.  The wedding was truly beautiful, but Cheryl was finding she couldn't keep her eyes off Derrick, who was standing only a few feet away.  To her credit, he couldn't keep his eyes off of her, either.  She would catch him stealing glimpses of her, which would cause her to smile, and then he would be smiling.  She hoped no one noticed.




Afterward, no one said a word about how much they had been eying each other during the ceremony.  For that, Cheryl was thankful.  Clive and Beth had been called outside to take pictures, so the rest of the wedding party had some much needed time to relax.  At the front table, Russ was snoring, his feet kicked up on the table with Zoe curled up next to him, also asleep.  Emma was laid back in Jace's arms passed out.  Jace looked sleepy eyed, but he had managed to stay awake.  Out in the crowd, Cheryl saw Sergeant Franklin dozing off.  Jeff Kastner smiled and waved from his position in the crowd.  She found herself waving back, knowing he had been vital to saving everyone last night.




The rest stood in a small circle near Jace.  Marcus had an arm wrapped around Addy and another around Derrick.  When Cheryl came back with some drinks, Marcus was saying, “No one at the headquarters was injured.  It was some kind of miracle.  Without Derrick's and Cheryl's help, we would still be in that cell.  At least sitting in that cell gave Addy and I some time to think of what we could do to really help our Clans.  Things are going to change.”




Derrick looked embarrassed, but Cheryl could tell he was appreciative of the praise and happy with the news.  She handed him a drink and Marcus released him, moving off to talk to Addy.  Cheryl buried herself in his chest.




“We did good last night,” Cheryl told him.  Derrick nodded.




“I know.  You did even better.  We make a good team,” he said, kissing her on the lips.  At that moment, thunderous applause erupted across the reception hall.  Clive and Beth were coming in, waving to everyone.  They made a beeline straight towards Cheryl and Derrick.




“I haven't had a chance to really get to thank you, little bro,” Clive said, immediately embracing Derrick.  “If you hadn't come and rescued us, none of us would have been standing here.  I know I've doubted you before, but I was wrong to do so.  And I'm sorry, from the bottom of my heart.  You and Cheryl saved us and I'll never be able to repay you.”




“What you did was braver than anything I've ever done,” Beth said, hugging Cheryl.  “We owe you two everything.  Thank you.”




And then Derrick and Cheryl were pulled into a hug between Clive and Beth.  The crowd was clapping.  Even Russ, Zoe, and Emma had awoken from their slumbers to cheer for them.




Everything felt right in the world for Cheryl.  Looking across at Derrick, she could tell everything was right for him, too.  Beth and Clive broke the hug, taking a few steps back, but Derrick never released Cheryl.  He placed his lips on hers, and everything was right for her, for him, and for the Clan.
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It had been a long time since Addy had found herself sitting in the meeting room. The room was like a sanctuary to her father and the shifters closest to him. Normally, the room was dark and full of her adoptive father's trusted lieutenants. Today, only her father was present when she arrived.




“This is an important job, Addison. It's more than just brokering a deal between two Clans. There are those who hate shifters. This will go a long way towards proving that we can be successful members of society.”




“I understand, Father,” Addy said. He loomed over her, his shifter bulk seemingly taking up the entire room. She loved her father, but she would be lying if she said he didn't intimidate her.




“I wouldn't trust this kind of job to even my most trusted shifter.”




“I know, Father. I'll make peace between the Clans.”




“There's one last thing to keep in mind. Joe King… he's unpredictable, at best. Driven by greed. Ever since he took over the Clan after his brother's death, he's done things his own way. He may be...resistant…to your ideas. It's important that you make him understand things from our point of view. Make him understand just how important our Clans merging is.”




“Is he dangerous?”




“Joe may have ideas of violence, but he'll never act on them. He's too much of a coward to actually act on his impulses. The retaliation he would face for attacking you is insurmountable. He's not brave enough, or smart enough, to attack you and survive the blow-back. You'll be safe there, I promise you, no matter what Joe may be thinking.”




“I'll leave immediately,” Addy said, getting up and giving her father a hug. Leaving the room, she was uneasy. She wanted to believe her father, but something was nagging at her in the back of her mind. She didn't think this visit would go as smoothly as her father had hoped, but what other choice did she have? Disobey her father? Disobey a Clan Leader? She could never. She left quickly and went to pack her bags, devoted to her Clan, as always.


Addy found herself sprinting down the airport terminal, her bag riding the conveyor belt and coming dangerously close to slipping away. She was already late and she wasn't sure how her shifter chauffeur would take to waiting for who knows how long for her bags to cycle through the conveyor again. One thing she'd learned from having a shifter father was that shifters often had mercurial moods. Little inconveniences, like making them wait a couple of extra minutes, could often be the difference between a polite man and a ravaging beast.




Of course, those shifters were few and far between, but she didn't want to take any chances. Initially, immediately after her adoption, she'd been afraid of shifters, but she'd learned that they were pretty similar to humans. Pretty similar, with the exception of the golden eyes, almost always being large and hairy, and of course, some of their tempers.




So, unsure what kind of man the shifter was, she sprinted towards her bag. The bag inches from entering the terminal, she reached her hand out, snagging it by a small strap with one finger. Nearly out of breath, she grabbed her bag, a smile lighting up her face.




“That's my bag!”




Addy turned around, eyes traveling over an overweight woman, long acrylic nails snatching out to pull the bag away from her. The woman's makeup encrusted face sneered at her as her scratchy nails grabbed the bag and yanked. Addy wasn't about to give up so easy, however. She pulled back, the woman's face growing incredulous.




Addy took a split second to look for the tag – Bates, R. – and released the bag. The woman uttered a triumphant laugh, nearly raising the bag entirely over her head to brag to her defeated opponent. “Sorry,” Addy muttered, but the woman was already moving off, cackling at the encounter and subsequent triumph. Addy walked over to the nearest bench, embarrassed and defeated. Looking around, she saw that no one was paying any attention to what had just transpired. Feeling a little bit better, she realized she still didn't have her bag.




“This yours?” came another voice from behind her.




Turning around on the bench, she found a large man holding a bag identical to the one she'd just fought over. He was largely built, like every shifter, but she could tell he worked out. His muscles rippled under a tight shirt, tattoos running down his forearms and peaking out from the collar of his shirt. He had short brown hair and some of the brightest golden eyes she had ever seen on a shifter. She'd seen hundreds of shifters in her short life, but he was undeniably one of the most attractive ones she'd ever seen.




And he'd seen her fight with the woman over the bag. She felt herself blushing, ears hot and embarrassed. For a second, her stomach tightened and she wanted to curl up into a ball and die. It wasn't often she made a fool of herself, but making a fool of herself in front of a man like this was something she'd never done.




“You are,” he asked, glancing at the tag, “Croft, A.?”




She nodded, getting up off the bench, surprised to find she hadn't actually curled up into an embarrassed ball. “Addison Croft. Addy. You, uh, saw what happened back there?”




The shifter let out a laugh. “I was rooting for you, by the way. When I saw it wasn't your bag, I kept a look out for one like it. I snagged it before it was too late. I'm Marcus. Sometimes called Marcus by my friends.”




“I'll stick with Marcus. It's a pleasure to meet you,” Addy said, trying to place where she had heard the name before. She remembered hearing that Marcus was Joe's nephew and filed that information away for later. “Ready to get on our way? It sounds like I have a busy schedule.”




“You must be in a hurry. It's not often you find someone as devoted to their Clan as yourself. I'll take you to my car.”




She almost huffed at the thought of being devoted to her Clan. Yes, she was, but there was nothing wrong with that. Being part of the Clan, even in her position, was a major part of her life. The major part of her life.




She held out her hand for her bag, but Marcus slung it easily over a shoulder and started to walk off. Addy scrambled to keep up, his long legs covering larger strides than she could easily manage. When he noticed she was lagging behind, he slowed down a little. Outside was chilly, but it wasn't long before they reached a nice, black car, one that Addy could only dream of owning.




Marcus tossed her bag in the trunk and together, they climbed into the car. Addy shivered on the leather seats. Marcus cranked the heat up for her, though she knew that he would probably be burning up within a few seconds.




“So, Marcus. How long until we get to your main office? I'm looking forward to meeting with Joe and establishing a relationship between your Clan and my father's.”




“We're not going straight there,” Marcus said, locking the doors. Addy's heart suddenly started beating in her chest. Of course, her father had warned her that there might be some unease over the whole situation, but this was unexpected. Would Joe really arrange a kidnapping? With his own nephew?




“Marcus… don't do anything you'll regret later. My father is a very powerful man,” she cautioned, trying to calm her voice.




They tore out of the parking spot, tires screeching. “I'm here to save you. Look in the mirror! Now hold on, I have to lose them!”




Addy turned around in the seat, peering out of the back seat. She watched as two vans tore out after them, obviously following their car. She turned back, buckling up, holding on to the door and center console with all of her might. Fingers turning white, she tried to relax, but found it was impossible.




“What's going on?” she yelled, tensing up as Marcus darted the car between two other vehicles. The cars honked, but she saw that they had bought themselves a few seconds from their pursuers. “Is it Ramsey's shifters? We heard you were attacked by them a few weeks ago!”




“I don't know! They've been following me since I left our headquarters!” Marcus growled, cranking the wheel and turning down an alleyway lined with dumpsters and bags of trash. The car screeched, blasting out into the street, Marcus's eyes bright with concentration. “I think they're after you!”




“They're after me? Why?”




“Ramsey's Clan has never supported shifters protecting humans. His near death experience only seems to have renewed his hatred towards humans!”




Addy didn't know what he meant by that, but she decided not to ask and let Marcus drive. Marcus gunned the car out of another alley, turning sharply to the right. The stop light flashed yellow ahead of them, but Marcus pressed his foot to the floor. They flew through the intersection seconds before it turned red, but it wasn't enough. A large, black van roared out of the intersection, directly at them. Marcus had enough time to yell an obscenity and Addy screamed. Marcus pulled the wheel hard to the left, but it was too late. The front right of his car clipped the van, and they were upside down, rolling, screeching, grinding, and for Addy, everything went black.


Addy came to almost immediately after the car stopped moving. She groaned, hanging upside down in Marcus's car. Beside her, she heard him undo his seat-belt, falling to the roof of the car. Glass cracked underneath his body and then he was crawling out of the car, grunting in pain. Addy turned her head, watching as he shakily got to his feet, the car obstructing most of her view except for his knees on down.




She knew what was going to happen next. A shirt dropped to the ground, then his jeans dropped. Marcus stepped out of them and she watched as he started to shift. In a split second, his legs were thickening, hair growing extremely fast. Then he was on all fours, claws clicking on the cold pavement. He let out a growl and started to move forward, out of her view.




Quickly, Addy fumbled for the seat-belt, taking a deep breath before hitting the button. She dropped to the roof of the car, screaming in pain as she fell onto the crumbled glass. She pushed herself up, glass cutting her hands. She followed Marcus out his side of the car, knees aching. Outside of the car, she leaned again the vehicle, letting it support her. A quick glance down at her body revealed a large spot of blood over her stomach. Tenderly, she touched the wound, wincing at the slightest touch. She'd been cut, but she wasn't sure how bad the wound was.




Marcus, in his bear form, was already racing towards the van. They'd done a number on it. The driver was stumbling towards Marcus, a gun raised, but Marcus reached him before he could fire. Addy closed her eyes. She'd been around shifters her whole life, but had never seen something like this, and now wasn't the time to start.




She heard footsteps crunching through glass behind her. She whirled, seeing a dark skinned bald man coming towards her, gun raised. She knew his kind. He was a killer and nothing could ever change that.




“Please,” Addy begged, though she knew it would do no good.




“I can't disobey my Clan Leader. I'm sorry, Marcus,” the man growled.




His eyes narrowed and his finger moved to the trigger. Suddenly, he gave a look of surprise and the man tossed the gun to the side. He was shifting, ripping through his clothing, dark black hair erupting across his body. From behind her, Addy heard Marcus running at the shifter. Marcus collided with the other bear just as the man finished shifting. With a twinge of guilt, Addy realized she had hoped the man wouldn't have been ready to meet Marcus. Then, she realized this man would have killed her without a shred of guilt and he deserved whatever he got.




The two bears fought, claws raking across each other. Blood flew through the air, the other bear burying his teeth into Marcus's leg. Marcus roared, biting down, latching onto the other shifter's neck. She wanted to close her eyes but didn't, watching as Marcus finally bit down, killing the other shifter swiftly. Marcus released the shifter, dropping him to the ground as he turned back into a man.




Immediately after, Marcus was shifting back. He paused while looking at the man, recognition flashing across his face. Then, he turned towards her. Addy's eyes followed his body as he came close to her. His chest and arms were covered in an intricate tattoo, his stomach was toned and her eyes moved downward, seeing his…




Face burning up, she bent down and grabbed his clothes, handing them to Marcus as he neared. He slid into the jeans and then pulled the shirt over his head. He grabbed her hands, coming close, running his hands over her body.




“Are you hurt?” he asked, inspecting her.




“Just my stomach,” she said, pointing down. Was he hurt? She longed to ask him, finding herself caring more about his well-being than hers. “We need to get out of here, though. Let's worry about it later.”




“Let me see. We need to see how bad you're hurt,” Marcus said, carefully pulling up her bloody shirt. She winced in pain, tears welling in her eyes. Addy tried not to cry, attempting to hold back the pain. Now that the adrenaline was wearing off, the pain she was feeling was starting to wash over her body in waves.




“It's bad. You're going to need stitches,” Marcus said. “But I know a guy who can fix you right up. There's a couple of old motels around here. We can lay low and wait for him to show up.”




Without waiting for an answer, Marcus leaned over, sweeping Addy off her feet. Then he was running, effortlessly carrying her down the street despite everything he'd just been through. She knew he was trying to carry her as gently as possible, but every step sent a jolt of pain through her body.




“It's going to be alright, Addy,” Marcus whispered in her ear. “It's going to be alright.”




Somehow, she realized she believed him, as pain washed over her and she lost consciousness.


When Addy awoke, she found herself lying in an uncomfortable bed. Looking around, she realized that she was indeed in a cheap hotel room, just like Marcus had planned. The room was mostly dark except for dull winter light streaming through the cracks around the curtain. Marcus was standing at the edge of the window, peering out.




“What's going on?” Addy asked, struggling to sit up.




Marcus turned towards her, quickly moving to the edge of the bed and sitting down. He held her in place, grabbing her hand with one of his own. Addy nearly gasped, feeling his large hand gripping hers. For a man like Marcus, his grip was surprisingly soft and gentle.




“We're waiting for a friend of mine. He's a doctor. He's going to know how to get you patched up. I can't let you get hurt anymore.”




“I'm fine, Marcus,” Addy said, but she didn't try to get out of his grip. “Marcus, that shifter that attacked us called you Marcus. Was… he your friend?”




“I thought so,” Marcus answered. He tried to sound like it didn't bother him, but she could tell that he was torn up. Addy wanted to comfort him, but kept herself in check. She had a job to do, and so did he. “His name was Judge. Maybe he wasn't the kindest man I've ever met, but he'd always been there for me. I can't believe that he would try to kill me. I don't understand.”




“He also said he couldn't disobey his Clan Leader. That would be your Uncle, right?”




Marcus was silent, mulling it over for a few seconds. He nodded and said, “It makes sense. Joe never wanted a merging of the Clans, but I didn't think he would go this far.”




“Would your doctor friend turn against you?”




“No,” was Marcus's quick answer, though Addy could tell that he was hesitant. “I don't think so. I don't know. I never thought my Uncle would turn against me, either.”




Marcus seemed to be thinking it over when a knock came at the door. Marcus was up in an instant, holding a finger to his mouth to keep Addy quiet. He padded silently to the window, peeling the curtain back a fraction of an inch.




Carefully, Marcus moved to the door, undoing the chain and unlocking the door. He slowly opened it up, standing behind it as he did so. Addy watched the shifter outside. He saw her and her wound, immediately coming into the room, holding a bag of medical supplies. He was dressed nicely, nicer than most shifters she had met, and had a kind look on his face. Still, he could be with Joe, Addy thought.




He had barely taken a step into the room when Marcus was behind him, sliding an arm around the shifter's throat with his other hand on his head, ready to kill him in a heartbeat if necessary.




“Marcus...” the shifter coughed.




“Are you with them, Russ? Are you with them?”




“Who?” Russ replied, barely croaking the words as his airway was closed off.




“Joe! Judge! They're trying to have us killed!”




“No! Marcus, you know me! I've been with you since the beginning!”




Addy watched as Marcus slowly let Russ go. The doctor rubbed his tender throat, coughing again. Despite what had just happened to him, he didn't look angry at the situation.




“Sorry, Russ,” Marcus apologized. “Things have gotten bad here.”




“Explain it to me,” Russ said, coming over to the bed. He bent down and pulled up Addy's shirt, who winced at the pain. The pain wasn't as bad as before, her whole stomach having gone numb.




“Addy here is the daughter of the Croft, who runs a Clan up near New York. He sent her down here to broker a deal between us and them.”




Russ nodded and sniffed. “You're not a shifter.”




“Adopted. My father thought it would be good to have an outsider helping with Clan politics. I'm not sure if it was a wise decision, with everything going on right now, but it is what it is.”




“I've heard about this idea of a merger through the grapevine,” Russ offered, looking into his bag. He seemed distracted, but Addy knew he was paying perfect attention to the conversation and his work.




“Joe and the rest aren't going to play ball. They're refusing to bend the knee and join forces with an outside Clan that doesn't agree with their agenda. Worse, I think Joe and the Elders have joined forces with Ramsey. One of the shifters I killed earlier was with his Clan.”




“Ramsey? I knew I should have never have saved his life when he was bleeding out on the table. I would never have guessed Joe wanted him alive to team up with him. Why do you think Joe was behind the attack? Addy, this is going to hurt, but try to remain still.”




Russ poured some clear liquid on Addy's stomach. She clenched her teeth as the liquid bubbled, stinging and burning her cut. Russ peered in closer with a small flashlight.




“Judge was there, too. I… had to kill him.”




If Russ was bothered, his expression didn't change at hearing the news. He was focused on Addy's stomach.




“What's it looking like, Russ?” Marcus asked, coming to the other side of the bed. Concern was etched in his face and he grabbed Addy's hand. She squeezed, trying to ignore the pain as Russ poked around.




“It's deep, but it's not life threatening. I'm going to have to stitch you up.”




“I've never had stitches before,” Addy offered, trying to smile.




“Well, there's a first time for everything,” Russ said, injecting a needle of numbing solution near the cut. “So what's our next move, Marcus?”




“I'm not sure. Who knows who else could be involved? If Judge flipped, anyone could have. Maybe I shouldn't have killed him. Maybe I could have convinced him he was in the wrong.”




Russ hardly gave any indication that it mattered. “He was a traitor, Marcus. Let's not worry about him anymore. If Joe really is working with Ramsey, then things are a lot worse than I expected. Ramsey led an attack on us. He almost killed Zoe. He almost killed me. He did kill and injure a lot of people we care about. The Clan is going to be split.”




Addy felt a tiny prick in her stomach, but refused to look down. “I can help.”




“I don't want you to get any more involved with this than you already are, Addy,” Marcus said, giving her hand a squeeze.




“I know, but it's what I'm here for. My father sent me to make a deal. If we can get them talking, maybe we can call all of this off. My father doesn't want a war. But if necessary, he'll start one. You guys are going to need all of the help you can get.”




“I don't like it.”




“I don't like it either, but it's a good plan, Marcus. Let's get Joe and the others to agree to a meeting with Addy. They won't dare attack her at the HQ. The attempt on your life earlier was abhorrent, but they know it can't be traced back to them, not officially, anyway. They don't want a war with New York. We might be able to avoid any more bloodshed.”




“Fine,” Marcus said, though Addy could tell he didn't like it.




“All done,” Russ said, rummaging through his bag. “I've got some antibiotics here to kill off any infection. Make sure you take them. Other than that, you're going to be fine. Get some rest tonight and then tomorrow we can set up the meeting.”




Russ stood up, zipping up his bag and turning towards Marcus. “You two should lay low here for the night. I'm going to go back to HQ and check in with everyone. I'll try to feel out a couple members of the Clan. I think Clive and Derrick will be on board with us.”




“What about the others? Jace? Rick?”




“I'm not sure, honestly. I don't think they would side with Joe, but I don't know. The Clan could be more divided than we originally thought.”




Russ left them alone in the motel room. Addy and Marcus sat in silence for a few moments. Gingerly, Addy peeled back her bloody shirt and looked at her wound. Could be worse, she thought. Looking up, she saw that Marcus was looking at her, concern still on his face.




“I'm fine, Marcus,” Addy assured him.




“You could have died. I could have lost you.”




“You hardly know me, Marcus. Jobs go wrong. Don't let it get to you.” Shifter life was often dangerous and brutally short. She couldn't even begin to count the number of shifters that had simply never shown up again after a big job. She'd learned early on to never ask questions, but she wasn't stupid.




“That's all this is to you, Addy? A job? You don't care about what's going on with my Clan? That some of my best friends tried to kill me? That my Uncle gave the okay to have me killed?”




“I was sent here to broker a deal between your Clan, and my Clan. I still intend to give that a shot. That's what I'm here for. I can't let my Father, or my Clan, down.”




Marcus pulled his hand away. Addy hadn't even realized he'd still been holding it. Guilt washed over her, but she tried to push it away. Being a shifter's daughter had taught her that guilt, love, and caring for someone else were emotions that could get you killed.




A thought flashed through her mind: Maybe I'm more like my father than I thought.




“You might be more of a shifter than I am,” Marcus said, echoing her thoughts. “It's been a long time since I've met a client that cares more about her work than the well-being of those around her.”




“Marcus,” Addy started, but didn't continue her sentence. What could she say? He was right, wasn't he? She had come here strictly on business: meet up with a shifter, let him escort her to a meeting between her and Joe, and be back in a few days. Her father trusted her to complete her task.




So what was the problem? She'd only been with Marcus for a few hours, but her thoughts floated back to the car wreck. She'd been hurt, but she was worried about him. And Marcus was worried about her, more than himself. Before Russ had shown up, she had saw how anguished Marcus had looked. She had wanted to comfort him, to tell him it was going to be okay, but that wasn't how things were supposed to go. He was supposed to protect her and she was supposed to focus on her job. But could she keep it up?




“You don't have to be like that,” Marcus said, sitting back down. “That's one thing I've learned. Because of my family.”




“Be like what?” Addy asked, but she already knew.




“You don't have to cut yourself off from everyone else. There's more to life than being part of a shifter Clan. More than protecting clients for money. You can be happy. I can be happy. I've learned that from a few of my friends. Guys that have changed how I view the world.”




“I don't know about that, Marcus. Being part of a shifter Clan is a lonely life, devoted to the Clan. I'm okay with that.”




“I was, too. Until I was on a job with one of the bravest guys I know. Clive was protecting this woman and a group of us were called in to help him. Things went bad. We lost a friend. And following my Uncle's orders, I commanded the other shifters to abandon her to certain death. My friends ignored my orders. At the time, I felt so betrayed. Now, I realize that I was wrong. I don't know if I can ever forgive myself. That woman would have died if it were up to me. I messed up, all because I was trying to be part of the Clan. Sometimes, I don't think I'm cut out for it anymore.”




Addy reached out and grabbed Marcus's hand.




Marcus lifted his head up and she saw how badly everything was weighing on him. She couldn't imagine his pain: torn between his friends and his Uncle, the Clan, the business he would take over. Wondering if there was anything more to life than service to his Clan.




And then everything hit her. She was the same as Marcus had been. She'd only cared about doing her father's bidding. Making sure that the Clan would survive. She had devoted hours – years – of her life to the Clan, something she could never truly be part of. Brokering deals between the Clans wasn't all she did. She did all of the finances, vetted new recruits and clients, protected secrets that would wrack a normal person with guilt. She'd done it all for the Clan. Was it worth it?




“Is there really more to life than working for the Clan? Is it possible to lead a happy life?” she asked, quietly, unsure.




“Yes,” Marcus said, and then Addy was leaning into him. Marcus wrapped his large arms around her body, careful not to put any pressure on her stomach. Her arms wouldn't reach all of the way around his large body, but she held him just the same. Burying her face in his chest, she smelled him: primal, manly, sexy, but most of all, safe. She hardly knew this man, yet she felt that on some level, they were meant for each other. They had both been taught that the only thing that mattered was the Clan. And both of them had found that there was more to life.




She found herself kissing his neck, wetly, quickly moving her mouth up across his smooth chin and towards his lips. Her lips found his, moving gently over them, slowly and lovingly. Marcus kissed gently back, lips moving in perfect tandem to hers. Carefully, he lowered her back onto the bed, lips never leaving her own.




She broke the kiss, smiling. “You promise that there's more to life than just the Clan?”




“We can make something more,” he answered.




“I want to believe you.”




She nuzzled up against his warm body, taking a look around their dark and dingy motel room. She realized that she didn't want to be anywhere else at the moment. Addy closed her eyes, and somehow, was asleep within seconds.


Addy awoke peacefully, feeling herself still in Marcus's arms. Sunlight was streaming in the window. The clock read nearly 9 o'clock. She couldn't remember the last time she had slept so late. I don't want to leave this man's arms, she thought, but she slowly got herself up. Marcus groggily woke up, wiping sleep from his eyes.




“What time is it?” he mumbled.




“Just about 9.”




“Nine? How did we sleep so long? We need to get moving.”




Together, they climbed out of bed. Marcus helped Addy to her feet. Her stomach was still tender, though she felt better. She popped another antibiotic pill. Marcus was already to the door, peering out and making sure the coast was clear. She walked over to him and put a hand on his back.




“Can we really make this work?” she asked. She'd fallen asleep, dreaming of the life they could live together.




“Yes. But only if we want to.”




She nodded, and hands linked, they left the hotel room together.




It was easy to flag down a cab and head towards King's Security Solutions. Addy wondered if they were walking into a trap, but Marcus was confident that Joe wouldn't risk attacking them inside of his own HQ. Attacking her would only cause her father's Clan to attack his own, which is something Joe would definitely want to avoid.




When they pulled up to the building, Russ and another shifter Addy didn't recognize were out front, waiting. The other shifter was large, almost as large as Marcus, but with a thick head of hair down to his shoulders.




“Addy, this is Clive,” Marcus said.




“Hello,” Addy said, extending a hand.




“It's a pleasure to meet you,” Clive said, his voice rough and deep. I'm glad to have this man on our side, she thought.




“So what's the plan?” Marcus asked, immediately down to business.




“Joe, Foster, and Lockwood are here,” Russ answered. “Clive and I aren't on good terms with Joe, so we'll wait outside, but we'll be listening and we'll be close. You two head inside and talk things over with Joe and the Elders. It might be possible to come to a peaceful resolution, now that his assassination attempts have failed, I'm not holding my breath. He may feel trapped and attack.”




“If that happens, we're prepared to move in. Jace and Emma are inside, waiting and ready to arrest Joe. Not our usual style, but we want to avoid as much trouble as possible.”




“Emma?” Addy asked, surprised to learn another woman was involved in their plans.




“She's a police officer. Dating Jace,” Marcus said. Relieved to find that everything seemed to be under control, Addy smiled. The shifters had a well thought out plan ready to go. Things are going to go smooth, she knew.




“Of course, she's in civilian clothes. Joe and the others have no idea that she's in on our plan. Things are going to go smooth. If they don't, Zoe is standing by with our medical gear.”




“Zoe?” Addy was liking the plan more and more.




“Russ's girlfriend. Another doctor,” Marcus offered.




“And how does your girlfriend fit into this?” Addy asked, the question directed at Clive, knowing that somehow, he had a girlfriend involved.




“She's a lawyer. She's going to ensure that Joe and the others wind up in jail if they decide to break the peace.”




“It sounds like we're prepared,” said Addy, ready to get the meeting over with.


The meeting room was decently sized, a bit larger than her father's. Nearly 20 chairs surrounded the large conference table in the middle. Joe sat at the far end, windows illuminating his shape. With the light behind him, Addy couldn't see his expressions very well. On the sides of the table next to Joe sat the two Elders, Foster and Lockwood. As far as Elders went, they were some of the younger ones Addy had met, though they were still older than most shifters. They still have the same air of arrogance, she noticed.




Elders were well respected members of bear shifter Clans. Getting old wasn't enough to become an Elder. An Elder had to be knowledgeable of Clan politics, full of wisdom of the old ways, and cunning. They were dangerous, even if they didn't look it in their old age.




On the far end of the table sat Marcus and Addy. Addy was close to Marcus, though she tried not to look nervous and dependent on him. Her father had taught her the art of calmness and how to get what would benefit their Clan. She hoped it would work here. She recognized that they were balanced precariously on a knife edge: Joe had already made an attempt on her life, so another wasn't out of the question. But everything she'd learned of him had told her that he was a cautious man by nature. In a situation like this, it's extremely possible that he'll agree to the deal, if for no other reason to save his own pelt, she hoped.




“Marcus. I'm glad you're okay. When I heard that you'd been attacked… I didn't know what I would do if I lost my only nephew,” Joe began. “And you, Miss Croft, how could I ever forgive myself if you were injured before we had a chance to discuss our Clans working together?”




Well, that didn't take long, Addy thought. He's already acting like he had no part in the attack. Covering himself. Smart, but it won't work.




“Joe, do you or the Elders have any idea who is behind the attack?” Marcus asked, playing along. Addy gave Joe a worried look, showing that with everything going on, she was concerned.




“We think it was Ramsey and what's left of his Clan. I have men looking for him even now.”




“Why would Ramsey attack Addy?” Marcus asked. Addy watched Joe raise his eyebrow at Marcus's use of her name. “Why would he attack me?”




“He's set in his old ways, against shifters working with humans. It's pathetic, but we'll find him, and we'll get to the bottom of this. For now, Miss Croft, be assured that you're safe here. There are plenty of shifters here willing to protect you. My nephew seems to have an interest in you, and he'll keep you safe. Most of all, I'm here to keep you safe.”




Addy felt the innuendo hidden in Joe's words, but she ignored them. “That's good to hear. Let's get down to business, Mr. King.”




“Ah,” Joe said, leaning back in his chair. “A woman who wants to get down to business. I respect that. I like you.” Addy nearly shivered at that last sentence. Beside her, Marcus tensed up. She could practically hear him growling a threat aimed at Joe. Carefully, she moved a hand underneath the table and squeezed his knee. At her touch, he visibly relaxed, though she could tell he was still on edge.




“My father wants to propose a sort of business arrangement. A type of merger. As you know, our Clan focuses almost exclusively on running protection for businesses, such as clubs, construction sites, and the like. We realize that we're missing out on a large portion of protection services. Likewise, your Clan focuses on providing protection to individual clients. My father believes we can benefit from each other's experiences.”




“And how does he propose we do that?” Joe asked, though she could that he didn't really care. He's just playing along, leading me along.




“He wants our Clans to combine our resources together.”




“No,” the Elder called Lockwood grated.




“Now, Lockwood. Don't be hasty,” Joe said, smiling at Addy. “She may be on to something.”




“Our Clans will still remain independent of each other. You'll be able to run your Clan how you see fit. But we'd like to send some of our shifters over to you to learn how you guys run your Clan. And you can send some of your men to our Clan. They'll learn valuable information on how we run our protection services.”




“Learn our secrets, you mean,” Foster bit off.




“No,” Addy started, but was cut off by Lockwood.




“We're not interested in giving up our methods. What would stop you from learning our business and putting us out of business?”




“My father eventually wants to combine our businesses. His idea is one gigantic protection service business, run by our two Clans with joint leadership. If we pooled our resources, we could service a larger area. Expand. Bring other Clans into the fold. It's time for us to stop living in the shadows. We could make a successful push to show that shifters can integrate into society.”




“It does sound like a good idea,” Joe agreed, though contempt blazed in his eyes. “But I'll leave the decision up to my most trusted advisers. Lockwood?”




“No.”




“Foster?”




“Absolutely not.”




“Marcus?”




Beside her, Marcus noticeably jerked. And she suddenly realized what Joe was doing: he was putting more trust in Marcus, making him a trusted part of the Clan, trying to sway him over to his side.




“Yes,” he answered, surprising even her. The two Elders let out deep growls, the hackles on the back of their necks standing up. Even in their old age, Addy knew that these were dangerous shifters.




“Well, the Elders outnumber your vote two to one. I'm sorry, Miss Croft, but I don't think our Clan is ready to work with outsiders.”




“I know it was you,” Marcus growled, his golden eyes brighter than she'd ever seen before. Joe visibly stiffened and the Elder's growls died in their throats.




“Excuse me?” Joe asked, though he knew exactly what Marcus meant.




“You ordered Judge and others to kill Addy and me. I know it was you.”




Joe was on his feet in an instant, hands spread flat on the table and leaning forward. Rage was building in his face. “How dare you accuse me of that! I told you that Ramsey is behind what happened to you!”




“You're in league with Ramsey, Joe. Don't try to deny it anymore. I don't want to be a part of this Clan. My father would be disgraced to learn what you've turned it into.”




“So that's how it's going to be, Nephew?”




“It is, Uncle,” Marcus answered.




Joe looked like he was going to sit back down, but at the last second, he lunged forward. Before Addy or Marcus had a chance to react, Joe was halfway across the table, shifting into a bear. His clothes shredded as his claws left gouges in the table, closing in on Addy with blinding speed.




“Russ!” was all Marcus had time to bellow before Joe was on them. He pushed Addy to the side. She fell, hard, knocking the wind out of her. Marcus was trying to shift, but Joe was already on him. On the other end of the table, the two Elders were shifting. Addy caught a glimpse of the one on her side of the table, Lockwood: pelt gray, heavily scarred, and dangerous as he rushed at her.




She scrambled up, pushing a chair uselessly in front of the bear's path. The doors exploded open, splinters of wood spraying across the length of the room. Two bears rushed in immediately, followed by Russ and a woman with a large gun. She raised the rifle, pointing it at Lockwood. With an extremely quiet shot from a gun so large, Lockwood dropped to the ground. Addy looked at his still form, a tranquilizer dart buried deep in his neck.




One of the shifters crashed into Foster, the two bears crushing the table under their weight. More wood exploded as the two bears wrestled, crushing chairs as they fought. Fangs and fur flew everywhere. Addy dove to the side as they crashed down exactly where she'd been standing a split second earlier.




“Marcus!” she screamed, turning back to him. The second shifter tackled Joe, both bears tumbling away. As they rolled off of Marcus, Addy dropped to her knees. He hadn't had time to shift before Joe had got to him. One of his forearms was shredded, blood covering his entire body, but he didn't appear to be hurt anywhere else.




“Russ! He needs a doctor!” she yelled. Russ and another woman, who she assumed was Zoe, were next to him in a split second. The woman pushed her away, both of the doctors dropping to either side of Marcus. “Is he going to be okay?”




“He's going to be fine!” Russ yelled, and Addy realized she was crying. She had thought she had lost him for a split second. She was sure that when Marcus had pushed her out of Joe's path, he had signed his death warrant.




The room was in shambles. The table and most of the chairs had been undeniably destroyed. Lockwood lay in his bear form, tranquilized and out. Emma was crouched down beside the bear, ensuring he was knocked out. Jace, naked, knelt next to Foster. He was dead. Joe had fled through a broken window. Clive stood at the window, looking out.




“I can't believe he attacked us,” Marcus said, getting to his feet with the help of Russ and Zoe. “I had an uneasy feeling the whole time while he was lying to us, but I never expected him to explode like that. I hadn't seen him shift for nearly 10 years. Since before he took over the Clan. Guess he still has it in him.”




Addy rushed over to him, wrapping her arms tightly around his huge chest. He wrapped his good arm around her, holding the other out to the side as Russ bandaged it.




“He's gone. Should I follow him?” Clive asked.




“No, let him go,” Marcus answered.




“We'll lose his scent, Marcus.”




“I know. But we're family. I know where he's going to go.”


Marcus had initially said no, but Addy was persistent in joining him to find his Uncle. Now, she sat next to him in an old car, driving silently down the road. She wanted to talk to him, to help him, but she knew that he was dealing with what had just happened in his own way.




After all, his only surviving family member had betrayed him. She knew it was one thing to suspect it, but it was an altogether different thing to actually have him leap across the table and attempt to kill Marcus himself. She knew shifter life wasn't always easy and was often very dangerous, but seeing it up close shook her, too.




She was still reeling from her own decision to step back from her Clan, something that had ruled her whole life up to this point. She wondered what opportunities in life she had missed out on. Then she looked over at Marcus, and realized it didn't matter. Everything had led her to Marcus, the man who she had not only helped, but who had helped her.




“Thank you for coming with me,” Marcus said, eyes focus on the road. His bandaged arm rested in his lap. They were driving slowly, as if Marcus was in no rush to confront his Uncle.




“I thought you didn't want me to,” Addy asked.




“I don't want to put you in harm's way, but I didn't want to have to do this alone. You're the only one who understands what I'm going through, trying to take a step back from the Clan. It's not something any of the other guys would understand. Betrayed by my own Uncle and friends. For what? All because they don't want any outside influence? Times are changing, and Joe just can't accept that.”




“A lot of shifters oppose change. Only the brave accept it.”




Addy placed her hand softly on his hand, linking her fingers over his. He squeezed gently, but even with his injured arm, she could sense the strength in him. Marcus was ready for whatever was to come.




“So what is the plan?” she asked.




“Not many other shifters know it, but Joe owns a bar up the road. It was always a place for him to lay low when Clan business got to be too much and he needed to hide out from my father. After he took over as Clan Leader, he stopped going. I'm sure that's where he went to hide out for a while. He has an office in the back.”




“What are we going to do once we get there?” Addy wondered out loud. She had a terrible feeling that Marcus would take all of his anger, pain, and frustration out on Joe and end up going too far. She'd known of shifters going too far – and once many of them crossed that threshold, there was no going back. She remembered Judge. The man was dangerous, but she suspected he hadn't always been like that. He'd pushed himself too far and hadn't been able to turn back.




In response, Marcus reached behind the seat, pulling up the tranquilizer gun that Emma had used on Lockwood only hours earlier. “We're going to throw the book at him. He'll want to die, but that's letting him off too easy for what he's done. We're taking him down and taking him to jail.”




“Glad to hear it,” Addy responded, relieved that Marcus was thinking clearly. At that moment, Marcus turned the car off of the road, gliding up to an old bar. The neon lights, those that weren't burned out, showed a martini glass with an olive. There were few cars in the dirt parking lot and the building was made of dirty cement blocks painted an off white years ago.




“This is the place,” Marcus said simply, getting out of the car and grabbing the gun. He rummaged around in the back seat, grabbing a pair of hand cuffs and holding them out to Addy. “Think you can handle the cuffing?”




“Give me those,” she said, snatching them out of her hand, ready to get Joe into custody. She thought, the sooner he's behind bars, the sooner we can start our life.




They entered the bar, a bouncer immediately moving to block their entrance. The second he saw the gun, however, he backed off.




“Where's Joe?” Marcus growled, motioning with the gun.




“He's not here,” the bouncer stammered, though his eyes flickered to a door towards the back.




“I'm not going to ask again.”




“In the back, through that door,” said the bouncer, pointing with a fat finger.




“We'll be in and out. Don't bother calling the cops,” Marcus said, walking through the bar. Addy held up the cuffs, as if saying, Don't bother, I am the cops! and the bouncer backed off.




Marcus flashed her a smile, both knowing that his bluff waving the gun had worked perfectly. Addy took two quick steps to catch up with him. They reached the door and paused for a split second, before Marcus lifted his foot and kicked squarely.




The door shattered inwards, the frame splintering and cracking. Marcus was through the door in a split second, Addy immediately behind him. She caught a glance of a dingy little room: windows curtained over, stacks of old paperwork littering the floor and a small desk, and Joe wide eyed behind it.




“This is over, Joe. We're taking you in,” Marcus said. “Either come with us peacefully, or I'll tranq you. It's your choice.”




“You're making a big mistake, Nephew,” Joe growled. Anger was flaring in his eyes and his body was bristling in rage. “Do you really think you can get away with this? I'm a Clan Leader!”




“Your Elders are either dead or behind bars. You have no one to back you up.”




“Ramsey won't let this go unpunished. I'll be out in less than a week! Are you sure you want to do this, boy?”




“Ramsey won't be a problem. Now, are you going to go easily, or do I have to shoot?”




Joe stood up, hulking behind his desk. He held his arms out in front of him, waiting for the cuffs.




“Turn around,” Addy ordered. Joe's look of indignation faded as he turned around, extending his arms out behind him. Marcus raised the rifle, nodding. Addy took a few uneasy steps forward.




She looped the cuffs around one wrist and snapped them in place, then placed them over his other wrist. As she went to lock them, Joe sprang into action. He twisted around, surprisingly quick for his size, grabbing Addy by the forearm and yanking her over the table. She screamed and saw that Joe was starting to shift.




Marcus fired the rifle, the dart flying out towards Joe. Addy watched it in slow motion, the feathers tickling her face as the dart passed her. It embedded right in Joe's neck. He gave a cough and dropped to the ground immediately, pulling Addy down with him. She landed on his unconscious body. She got up, but not before slamming his other wrist shut in the cuffs.




It wasn't more than a few minutes before two cops piled into the room. Emma gave her a hug of relief and then was immediately all business.




“Here's the perp, Franklin,” she said, bending down and checking his pulse. The other police officer nodded, calling into his radio for an ambulance and more backup.




Addy and Marcus stood off to the side, leaning against Joe's desk and watching the whole scene unfold. Joe came to right as he was being taken out of the room on a stretcher. He shot Addy and Marcus a venomous look and fought against his restraints, but there was nothing he could do.




Marcus looked uneasily at his Uncle. “Do you think we did the right thing? He could come after us later.”




“There was no other option, Marcus. You wouldn't be able to live with yourself if you did anything more.”




He nodded, silent for a few moments, then he wrapped an arm around her and kissed her deeply.


Things had moved fast when they got back to King's Security Solutions. Without any leadership, the rest of the shifters were looking up to Marcus. All of the shifters, with the exception of those loyal to Joe who had fled, agreed that Marcus should take over as Clan Leader. The Elders were gone and Marcus was the next logical step in line.




Marcus, to Addy's surprise, had asked for her opinion on the matter. Together, they had agreed that Marcus should become temporary Clan Leader, with Clive and Russ serving under him as his second in commands. They had stood by him no matter what – even when he had made the wrong call so long ago. He would be able to trust them.




Now, Addy and Marcus sat together in the conference room. In their absence, the room had been repaired and cleaned as much as possible. New doors replaced the old shattered ones and many of the broken chairs had been removed. The main table, something that Addy had assumed was nothing more than firewood, had been put back together with wooden braces running along the bottom of it. It was a temporary solution at best. The room seemed more empty and lonely than ever.




“So, what do we do now?” Marcus asked, leaning back in the same chair Joe had been sitting in earlier. Addy was sitting to his side, elbows on the table, wondering the same thing.




“I don't know,” Addy said. “This changes everything.”




“It doesn't have to, Addy.”




“How?”




“We've focused our whole lives into serving our Clan. That can change, still. I know we wanted to take a step back, but we can actually make a difference now. Move our Clans forward. Move shifters forward. And we can do it all together. Once we've set things on the right tracks, we can step back and live our lives how we want to.”




Addy mulled it over. She would be lying if she said she hadn't been thinking about the future now that Joe and the Elders were out of the picture. After meeting Marcus but before he had taken over the Clan, she'd thought it would be best for both of them to take a step back. To live their lives without the Clans always imposing on them. But could they live their lives, within the Clans, and still be happy together? She thought they could. At least long enough to make a positive difference.




“Are you sure, Marcus? I want a life. I want a life with you. I don't want to look back on my life and realize I'd done nothing but serve my Clan until the day I couldn't any longer.”




“We can make a difference, Addy. I can become a Clan Leader, guiding my Clan and business into the new age, just like the way my father wanted. You can help bridge the gap between my Clan and your father's. We can help each other. We can help every shifter out there. If you want to, we can give it a shot.”




Addy smiled, leaning close to Marcus. Their lips inches apart, Addy whispered, “Okay, Clan Leader.”




Marcus was up on his feet in a second, wrapping Addy up in his long, thick arms. He pulled her close and she slid her arms over his shoulders, wrapping around his neck. His mouth found her's, kissing slowly at first, his lips knowing exactly what to do. His tongue darted between Addy's lips, tentatively at first, then pushing deeper when her own tongue came up to meet his.




Addy felt Marcus's hands wander all across her body, starting with the small of her back before moving down to her bottom. He squeezed with both hands, lifting her onto the table before his hands moved around her hips, down her thighs, over her knees and back up her body. His large hands roved over her stomach, careful of her wound, then trailed up to her breasts, squeezing through the fabric until his hands moved up to her neck. His large fingers brushed lightly against her skin, then her cheek, outlining her face and pulling a strand of her hair out of her eyes.




“You're beautiful,” Marcus whispered, a finger still tracing the soft curves of her face. He bent his face down, kissing her cheek, her chin, her neck.




As his lips left wet marks on her skin, his hands never stopped moving. She felt his fingers dart underneath her shirt, fingertips sliding under the waistband of her panties and against her warm skin. She yearned for him to slide his hands down to her wetness, but his hands moved up the other way, peeling off her shirt. He let out a low moan that Addy could only decipher as delight. He reached a hand up, fingers deftly undoing her bra, eyes watching it fall away to reveal her breasts.




His lips moved to one nipple, sucking, his fingers against the other. Both nipples rock hard, Addy let out moans of pleasure as Marcus pushed his body closer to hers. She ran her fingers through his hair, feeling his thickness rubbing against the inside of her thighs through his jeans.




His lips moved from one breast to the other, kissing every inch of her as they did so. Addy reached down, grabbing his shirt and lifting it over his head. She marveled at his intricate series of tattoos covering his body. She fumbled with his belt, trying to undo it as he leaned in close, kissing every inch of her exposed flesh.




“Take off your pants...” she moaned. Marcus took a step backwards, pulling his belt and sliding it out of his pants. He dropped it to the floor, fingers undoing the button and zipper of his jeans. He kicked off his shoes and his socks before sliding out of his pants, leaving him standing in only a pair of boxer briefs. Addy could tell that his member longed to be free and she watched with delight as he slowly pulled his boxers down, inch by delicious inch. The space between his hipbones with smooth and rock hard and she let out a gasp when his cock finally sprang free of his clothing. Then, he stood completely naked in front of her, standing still and letting her take the sight in.




“Take off your pants,” he said in response to her. She leaned backwards on the table, undoing her pants. He yanked off her shoes and socks, tossing them somewhere across the room. When her pants were undone, he grabbed them by the legs and pulled them off of her body in one swift motion. Addy lay there exposed, only in her pair of sopping wet panties.




Marcus came close, running a finger against the wet fabric, sliding his finger along her aching slit. He dipped a finger underneath her lacy panties, pushing against her, and Addy bucked forward in pleasure, low moans of pleasure escaping her lips. Slowly, maddeningly, Marcus peeled away her wet panties and threw them to the floor.




He grabbed her hips and pulled her close, the tip of his cock brushing up against her wetness. She reached down, grabbing his length, trying to angle it into her, but he carefully pulled back and dropped to his knees between her legs. Marcus grabbed her by her legs, pulling her close to him, her ass just barely dangling off the table.




He pressed his lips against her wetness, lips kissing up and down her slit. His tongue darted over her, over every inch of her, exploring everything from thigh to thigh. She squirmed in pleasure as his tongue darted into her, then would squirm in longing as he kissed a thigh before pushing his tongue back deep into her. She moaned as his hands worked her body, squeezing a hard nipple and rolling it between two fingers as his lips worked her.




Soon, she felt warmth spreading through her, starting from the place between her thighs. She knew she was going to cum and let the bliss wash over her. Moans filled the conference room, Marcus's lips never stopping in their quest for her pleasure, and Addy finally came. The pleasure built to a crescendo, overwhelming her and consuming her body. She screamed in pleasure, biting a hand to try to quiet herself, but it was pointless.




After her orgasm had passed, Marcus stood up, grabbing her by her knees and pulling her even closer to him. Carefully, he grabbed his member and pressed it between Addy's legs. She felt herself spreading wide, opening up for his thickness, and then he was sinking into her deeper than any man had gone before.




He pushed slowly, until he was buried up to his hilt in her wetness. She could feel the warmth of his cock inside of her body, loving the feeling as he slowly pulled out of her and pushed back in. She wrapped her legs tightly around him just above his ass, pulling him deeper with every thrust.




His hands wandered over her body, squeezing a breast here, stroking her neck there, never stopping in their movements. She grabbed his hand, squeezing tightly, the pleasure of their rhythm the sole focus of her mind.




“You're...perfect...” Marcus managed to mumble between thrusts. He had lifted her legs up over his shoulders, letting him hit entirely different and entirely perfect parts of her. Their moans filled the room, the table creaking under their movements.




It wasn't long before Addy could tell Marcus was going to cum. She pushed herself against him, letting him sink even deeper into her as his moans increased in volume. His breathing was hard and ragged and the idea of Marcus cumming was pushing Addy towards the edge.




She felt him tense up, pushing deep, then he was cumming, his cock leaping deep inside of her tightness. That was all it took to make her cum. She felt her body going numb, wracked by waves of pleasure, feeling herself tightening around Marcus.




After what seemed like minutes of pure pleasure, Marcus pulled out of her. He climbed up onto the table beside her, rolling over and holding her. The table creaked loudly, but held. She felt his hands wandering over her body, roving over a breast or darting down to her wetness. She could feel his body heat radiating off of him and she snuggled closer, wanting to be as close to her man as she could get.




They laid there in silence for a couple of minutes, enjoying the afterglow of the pleasure they had just provided each other. Addy never wanted it to end. She never wanted to get off of the table, unless it was to get in bed with Marcus.




Together, they could work together and start a life together, helping the Clans. But they didn't have to devote their entire existence to them, either. She was ready to start a new life. A new life with Marcus. It wouldn't be perfect, but it would be damn close. She smiled – 




And there was a knock at the door.




“Yeah?” Marcus called out, sitting up and grabbing some of Addy's clothes off the floor.




“It's Clive. Can I come in?”




“Yeah,” Marcus called, after making sure that Addy had pulled on her clothes. He was pulling up his pants when Clive opened the door and came in. He gave the two of them a look and a raised eyebrow, but said nothing.




“I've got some good news and some bad news, Marcus.”




“Let's hear it,” he said, sitting down, ready for his first day as the new Clan Leader.




“We haven't been able to find Ramsey. He, and the other surviving members of his Clan, have gone dark. There's no trace of the few members of our Clan that fled, either. We'll find them soon enough, though.”




“I'm not too worried about them. We'll find them eventually.”




“The good news is that Beth has pressed charges against Joe and Lockwood. It looks like they're going to stick. They're going away for a long, long time, after their trial.”




“That's good news,” Marcus answered, smiling. Addy felt herself smiling, as well.




“Also, Beth and I are getting married!”




“That's great news!” Marcus said, getting up and giving his friend a hug. Addy hadn't met Beth, but she'd known that Clive was a great guy, so she was happy for him. She found herself smiling at that news.




Marcus moved over to Addy lifting her up and spinning her around in the air. He planted a kiss on her lips, smiling. “Maybe one day?”




“One day,” Addy answered, pressing her lips against his own.
































Saddled Bearback

Bear Ranchers Book II

by

Becca Fanning
































Three Months Ago.




It was raining on his body. The drops that should have felt cold against his skin felt oddly warm as they slid over and he realized with sudden horror, into him. This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t be real. Not now. Not while he had so much life left in him. 




Andrew tried to sit up, tried to move and put the bits back in that were now lying out. They shouldn’t be out in the rain, they’ll spoil, he thought and then realized how ridiculous that was. He was dying, his guts were spilling onto the ground and the early morning thunderstorm was washing it all away. 




He heard his mother’s voice. She was pleading, crying. Her face appeared above his for a moment, tear stained and with muddy streaks. He wanted to tell her it was okay, he couldn’t feel a thing, not a thing. But she was screaming, a high pitched terror scream that went on far too long. Andrew wanted her to go away. This was his last moment, surely the noise was unnecessary. 




Something wet and heavy landed next to him. Andrew turned his head slowly. It weighed more than an SUV packed full of elephants. His eyes were going dim, the image of the world he had lived in for twenty-nine years fading from view from the outside inwards. It was only an illusion anyway. But he saw her there, lying in the grass, her lovely green eyes staring at him in panic and horror. Then a paw with long sharp claws came down on the side of her head. He heard the crack of her skull and closed his eyes. They would go on together. It felt good to know that she would meet him in a few seconds in the other place, and all this silliness would become someone else’s problem. 




For the briefest second Andrew felt concern for his sister, it would all fall to Jamie now. Oh well she was a big girl, she’d handle it.




And with the resignation of the dying, Andrew slipped away. 




The giant beast, it’s muzzle covered with blood, licked its lips and padded away while the rain fell cleaning up the mess. 





Jamie watched the rain falling in a steady stream. It was unusual. Colorado generally didn’t have many days that began and ended with constant, unrelenting rain. But this was one of those days. Her thoughts turned to her mother then. Joslyn had been a wonderful woman, tall with fiery red hair, green eyes like the grass of late summer and skin that freckled in the sun. She had loved the rain. 




“It’s really pouring out,” her father said. He was a big man, tall and broad shouldered with grey hair and hazel eyes. His skin was tanned golden brown and he placed a gentle hand on his daughter’s shoulder as he leaned down to peer out at the grey day. 




“Not a good day for farming, but at least it gives us a bit of a break,” he said and chuckled. “And I have the new cowhand starting today.”




“I can take him round if you like?” Jamie offered. She was sitting on a window seat with her legs tucked up under her, a cup of coffee cooling on the window sill. “Let him get the lay of the land.”




“That might be a good idea,” her father said smiling. “But you have paperwork to do, don’t you? Maybe Oliver could take him around.”




“Oliver and I did the paperwork last night, dad. Anyway we wouldn’t want him to get his hair wet now would we?” Jamie said, a sly grin on her lips. To her mind her cousin was ill suited to farm life, having been raised in the city.




“Play nice with the boys, Hon. I know you’re tougher than all of them, but we need the help okay?” and her father left the room. 




Jamie sighed. 




There was a knock at the front door and she heard voices, then the creak of the wooden panels in the floor as people stepped on them on the way into the living room where she was sitting.  




“And my daughter Jamie has offered to take you round,” her father was saying as he opened the door and stepped into the room. A young man followed. He was almost as tall as her father, with the same broad shoulders and narrow waist her mother had pronounced perfect in a man. His blonde hair was damp and hanging in his eyes, and he had a smile that would make demons of angels. That was another of her mother’s sayings. Jamie felt the bittersweet pang of remembrance and wanting to hide the tears building in her eyes, she stood up. 




She hadn’t realized that she had been sitting for so long. But she couldn’t feel her feet as they touched the ground, and suddenly she landed heavily on her butt on the window seat again. 




“Woah, what did you put in your coffee this morning?” her father asked laughing.




“Nothing,” she said feeling the blush start, “I’ve been sitting too long is all.” It took two tries, with the horrible sensation of pins and needles in her legs, before Jamie finally stood up and stamped her feet to get some life back in them. 




“Jamie, this is Jesse Crowe. Jesse, this is my daughter Jamie,” her father said with a twinkle in his eye. 




“Well I’m pleased to meet you,” Jesse said holding out his right hand for her to shake. Jamie took it and shook it in the most business-like manner she could, while looking into his unusually bright eyes. She had never seen eyes like that before. They looked almost golden. 




“So are you going to take him around or stare at him all day?” her father said. 




“Now Mr. Campbell,” Jesse said smiling, “I’ve been known to have this effect on ladies. Don’t you worry, it wears off.” His self-satisfied grin made Jamie want to slap him. 




“This way,” she said and headed for the front door. 




“You’re not going out in this, are you?” a voice said. It was coming from the stairs to the upper level of the house. Jamie didn’t have to look to know whose voice it was. 




“You’re welcome to come with us, Oliver,” she said as sweetly as she could, which where Oliver was concerned, wasn’t very at all. 




“But it’s raining,” he said coming down the stairs. He was tall, like the rest of her father’s family with the same straight dark hair, high cheek bones and olive skin that Jamie shared with her father. But where her eyes were her mother’s, Oliver had grey eyes, like the sky at that moment. He looked passively at Jesse. 




“Who’s this?”




“This is Jesse, our new cowhand,” Jamie said. 




Oliver’s face showed surprise, “I thought we had decided we couldn’t afford anyone else, Uncle Ander?” 




Jamie’s father took Oliver by the shoulders and led him away, “We need the help Oliver,” he said. “Since,” he paused and Jamie held her breath willing him not to say it. Saying it over and over made it all the more real, and her mother and brother’s deaths were a wound that was far too fresh to visit. “Come, I’ll make you some coffee,” he finished steering Oliver to the kitchen.  




Jamie let out her breath and handed Jesse a yellow poncho. It was raining lightly at the moment, but it was a long ride out to the cattle, and she didn’t like the idea being soaked to the skin. He took it with a playful bow that made her smile in spite of herself. She took a red poncho and they stepped out into the rain. 


“So who was the wonderful ray of sunshine?” Jesse asked. He had a great voice, Jamie noticed. It was smooth, not too deep and not too high. He matched his long legged gate perfectly to her shorter one, with her being a little ahead of him. He seemed so happy in his skin, as though he knew exactly what his body could and couldn’t do. 




“Oh, that was my cousin Oliver,” Jamie said pulling the face that she always pulled when thinking about her cousin. 




“He doesn’t seem to fit in,” Jesse said flatly. “What’s his problem?”




“I don’t see how that has anything to do with your duties on the ranch,” Jamie said hotly leading Jesse around the barn to the stables on the far side. The dirt and gravel drive was mostly swamp and mud at the moment. They splashed up water and Jamie was glad of her knee high boots.




“I’m just trying to get the lay of the land,” Jesse said casually. “You know if we’re gonna work together, we should at least try to get along. You know for the sake of the cows.” He pulled a face at her. 




This sort of behavior made Jamie think the person she was speaking to was an idiot. She was beginning to wonder why her father had hired this man. But looking at him she realized that the face he was pulling was a little funny. So she let the corners of her mouth go up just a smidge. Jesse watched her and shook his head. 




“Tough audience,” he said. “No problem, I’ll bring my ‘A’ game.” 




“If it includes working with cattle, then great,” Jamie said and they ducked into the stable. 




The horses had their heads out staring at them as they walked along the line. Jamie’s horse was called Thorin and he was a young stallion with a chestnut coat, black ankles and a black star on his nose. He whinnied when she came near and pushed her head with his. He was stamping a little, agitated. 




“Okay boy,” she said smiling and rubbing his cheeks and neck in the way he loved. 




“You can take my brother’s horse,” Jamie said, leading Jesse over to the grey stallion her brother had always preferred, “His name is Shadowfax.” 




“That’s unusual,” Jesse said reaching out for the animal. 




Jamie nodded, “Andrew was a ‘Lord of the Rings’ fan. He named both our horses. This is Thorin by the way.” 




Jesse nodded. “Aha, well that explains it then. Good name,” he said to Shadowfax who nibbled his open palm. 




The saddles were arranged in a row along one wall, balanced on a horizontal pole. The blankets were there too, neatly folded in a pile on the bench next to them. Jamie walked over to the blankets and grabbed one. 




“Here you go,” she said turning to look at Jesse who smiled and took it, then froze in place. 




“Don’t move,” he said. 




“What?” Jamie said turning her head to look at the spot that Jesse was fixated on. 




A snake reared up, its head twitching from side to side watching her. Her hand was inches away. Jamie froze, her blood going cold. She began to shake. 




“Hold steady,” Jesse said. 




Out of the corner of her eye Jamie saw him moving slowly around to the right. What was he doing? She tried to keep him in view, but the snake was twitching, eyeing her hand. Jamie concentrated on keeping it as steady as possible. Her muscles began to yell at her that she needed to move them, and panic was backing them in their desire to get as far away from the venomous fangs as possible. 




Jesse moved around behind the snake, inching slowly. The snake seemed to be ignoring him. 




“Okay,” Jesse said softly in a gentle, calm voice that made Jamie want to slap him. “Hold still.” 




It happened in a flash. Jesse was behind the snake now and he reached out and grabbed it’s head just as it darted forward to bite Jamie’s hand. He grabbed the body of the snake as it wriggled and writhed and then marched out of the stable with it. 




Jamie sagged onto the floor and sat there breathing heavily. 




In a couple of minutes Jesse came back into the stable. 




“Are you okay?” he asked going down on his haunches next to her. 




Jamie managed a nod. “I think so. Man! That scared me!” 




“It would’ve scared anyone. You did well though.”




“Have you caught a lot of snakes?” she asked. 




He nodded, and offered her a hand pulling her to her feet. “A fair few. It was a Massasauga, they live on the grasslands. They’re usually shy. Must be the weather brought him in.”




“What did you do with him?” Jamie asked. 




“It’s a protected species, so I found some higher ground and let him go. He won’t bother you.” Jesse said. 




Jamie nodded. “Okay.” She grabbed her saddle and bridle and quickly got Thorin ready for the ride. Jesse did the same, but he shot glances at her and each time she caught him he would smile at her. It was a really nice smile, warm and open. Jamie found herself relaxing a bit. Anyway snakes were part of life on a ranch. She couldn’t prove to her father that she was more than capable of running the farm if she lost it over a little thing like that. So she pulled herself together. She was having to do a lot of that lately. 




The ride out to the cattle was pleasant enough. The rain eased up to the point where it was just a constant fine mist, but the clouds overhead were dark and heavy suggesting strongly that more rain was imminent. 




Jamie had secured the cattle in a field closer to the house than they had been all week. The other fields were closer to the river and the woodland at the foot of the mountains, and she had no desire to lose any cows when the river burst its banks. That was a certainty. This much rain and more to follow, flash floods were practically a given. Luckily the top field was green and much higher than the others so the cattle should be safe. 




“You were right to bring them up here,” Jesse said as though reading her thoughts. “That creek is just about ready to burst free.” 




“I know,” she said smiling. It was great to have someone agree with her for a change. Oliver never agreed about anything. And her father, fair minded man that he was, always gave him as much chance to have his say as she had. 




“Now I like the rain as much as the next man,” Jesse said, “But it’s getting a little torrential out here.” 




And it was. The rain was coming down now, the drops bigger and hitting harder. They rode back to the barn and after Jesse checked for more snakes, they rubbed the horses down. 




Jesse had an ease with the animals. It was as though he had known them all his life. They responded to his touch in a way that they didn’t even respond to Jamie, and she had trained Thorin herself. It was great to see Shadowfax happy again. The horse hadn’t been the same since Andrew died. Jamie cursed herself for thinking about him. Her eyes welled up with tears and she tried to keep her back to Jesse so he wouldn’t see. 




“I reckon your brother must have been a really good guy,” Jesse said gently. 




“I’m sorry?” Jamie said wiping her eyes on her sweater sleeve. 




“This horse misses him,” Jesse said. “You know, there’s nothing wrong with missing people when they’re gone.” 




Jamie nodded. “Yeah.” She bit her lip. The day was proving trying. What with the rain that made her think of her mother, the snake and now Jesse being so nice… 




“How did you know about it?” she asked. 




Jesse shrugged, “Was on the news. The circumstances were…hard to forget.” He put a gentle hand on her shoulder.




Jamie shook her head. Then her face crumpled up and she burst into tears. She hadn’t meant to, and heaven knew she didn’t want to cry all the time, but her heart was so full of sadness. Jesse wrapped his big arms around her, and held her while Jamie thought of her mother and her brother. 




After a while the tears dried up on their own and she pulled away from him. Jesse seemed totally unfazed by this, as though girls he’d only just met cried on his shoulder all the time. He looked at her with concern and then smiled. 




“It’ll be better now,” he said with certainty. “So show me the way to the kitchen and I will make you the best cup of coffee you have ever tasted.” 




They made their way over to the house. Jamie could hear her father’s raised voice from across the drive. 




They burst into the house through the back door and stepped into the light and warmth of the kitchen, dripping two puddles on the tiles. 




“Dad, what’s wrong?” Jamie said taking her poncho off and hanging it on a hook by the door with hardly a glance. 




Jesse did the same but stood a little back. 




Ander Campbell his face red, turned and looked at his daughter. 




“It’s the accounts, they don’t add up,” he said halting in his pacing for a moment. “I thought you said you went through them last night?”




“We did,” Jamie said looking to Oliver for confirmation as he sat at the large wooden table. 




He and his uncle had clearly been going over the bills and receipts for the farm. The table top was covered with paper and her dad’s laptop was open and almost buried in the mess. 




“I think an error has crept in. I know I tripled checked my numbers,” Oliver said. Her heart was pounding. This sort of thing never happened when her mother and Andrew were alive. 




“Wait, what do you mean?” Jamie asked wondering how her mother would handle this. She had always kept the most precise books Jamie had ever seen. Every cent that came in or went out of the farm account was carefully watched and recorded. There were never any discrepancies. 




“I’ve got Joe coming over,” her father said gruffly, “If anyone can find out what happened, its him.”




Oliver leaned back in his chair, “Are you sure you need to involve him Uncle? We can get to the bottom of it all ourselves. It’s probably just an error, like I said.” 




Jamie couldn’t believe it but she agreed with Oliver. “Dad it’s probably just a mistake. You know things have been a little difficult,” she stopped speaking seeing her father’s face. 




“Joe is coming this afternoon and he will find the error or whatever it is. I have never had a problem with the accounts, and I’m not going to start now. These things start off small and then grow really big, really fast,” he said turning to face Jamie. “Your mother always… she was the one…” He turned on his heel and stormed from the room. 




Jamie let him go. Her father wasn’t one to grieve in public. Her eyes settled on Oliver who lounged on a kitchen chair. 




“Well, if you want to help Jamie you can pull up a chair,” he said. His condescending tone made Jamie’s blood boil. 




She ignored him and stormed back out into the rain.


In the end Jesse convinced Jamie to get into his truck and go into town with him, instead of mashing her cousin’s face into the wood of the kitchen table. They stopped at the Lemon Drop Café and had a coffee and a piece of pie each. Jamie had to admit that she felt a lot better now. 




“I guess it’s just one of those days,” she said. “Sorry that it’s your first with us. They aren’t all like this.”




Jesse shrugged. “I don’t mind.” 




They were seated at a small table in the back of the café. It was a quaint place with just about every flat surface covered in frills and doilies, and everything was lemon and white. The décor had never been Jamie’s taste so she’d never come in, thinking it would all be too girly even for her. But there was no denying that the pie was just out of this world. 




“Hey! What you doing here?” a voice called across the room. 




Jesse turned. Then he stood up with an expansive gesture saying, “Bro!” 




A man, who was the spitting image of Jesse, except that he had a goatee, walked up to their table and clapped Jesse in a bear hug. 




“Don’t you have a job?” the man asked. 




“Don’t you?” Jesse asked. 




The other man shrugged. “Sure, but you know, it’s raining.” 




Jesse laughed. “Hey Ty, this is my new boss’s daughter, Jamie. Jamie this is my little brother Tyler.”




Jamie smiled and shook his hand. 




“Wasting no time I see,” Tyler said with a very naughty and suggestive grin on his face.




“Now Ty, it ain’t like that,” Jesse said but with the air of one who knows how this is going to go regardless of what he says.




“Yeah I know, it never is,” Tyler said smiling. Jamie looked up at him. 




“We only just met, you know,” she said.




Then Jesse reached over to another table and pulled a chair across.




“Have a seat bro. Have some pie,” Jesse said then he turned to her, “You don’t mind if my bro joins us do you?”




Jamie shook her head. “No! The more the merrier.”




So Tyler sat down and ordered himself a huge piece of apple pie. Jesse insisted on getting Jamie another piece of chocolate pecan, even though she said she was full.




“You can never be too full for pie,” Tyler said. “It’s a Crowe brother thing, you know us being Crowes. We love our pie.”




“I can see that,” she said smiling. 




For the next hour Jamie forgot her troubles. The Crowe brothers were a non-stop comedy act, feeding each other punchlines and laughing heartily at each other’s jokes. They were a ray of sunshine in her cloudy and dreary world. 




The afternoon wore on and eventually it began to get dark. By then Jamie had added a lemon meringue and a few mouthfuls of Jesse’s cherry pie, to her list of pies consumed, and she was feeling like she really needed to undo the top button of her jeans and find somewhere to lie down.  




They stood up and began to walk to the door. As they got there it jangled and a girl came in. She was wearing a dark blue hoodie pulled up over her head to keep the rain off. She was thin and lithe looking, with long black hair that hung in damp threads down to her waist. For a moment Jamie and this girl were face to face. Jamie looked into the hood and saw eyes that flashed at her, a mouth that scowled and a shiver ran down her spine. The girl looked very familiar, but in that moment Jamie couldn’t place her. She turned and watched the girl walk through the Lemon Drop and out the side door into the dripping garden. 




Suddenly Jesse was at her side. “Everything okay?”




“I think so,” Jamie said. “I thought I recognized someone. That’s all.” 




She looked back over her shoulder. So did Jesse. The girl was standing in the rain watching them. She looked from Jamie to Jesse and then the girl pulled back her lips in a snarl. Jamie couldn’t believe it. She blinked and the girl was gone.




“Did you see that?” she asked but Jesse was already steering her out of the door.  




Outside Jamie stopped walking and turned to look back over her shoulder, letting the rain begin to soak into her clothes. 




“Come on, you’ll drown in this,” Jesse said trying to steer her into his truck. 




“You did see that girl right?” Jamie asked not moving. “I mean I’m not having hallucinations brought on by too much pie?”




“No such thing,” Tyler said. Jamie hadn’t noticed him come up behind her.  “You can never have too much pie.” 




 “She’s just a girl,” Jesse said holding the door of his truck open for her. “We see her around every now and then. She doesn’t like us much is all.” 




“Oh,” Jamie said and she climbed into the passenger seat. 




 “You need a ride Tyler?” Jesse asked hugging his brother.  




Tyler shook his head. “Nah, I’m just down the street.” 




Jesse nodded and went round to the driver’s side and climbed in. Tyler waited in the rain and waved to them as they pulled out into the road. Then as they drove off he walked casually down the sidewalk, as though it was a clear and warm summer’s evening. 




Jesse shook his head and then shrugged. “Never could get that boy to come in out of the rain.” 


Back at the ranch Jesse let Jamie out of the truck. They hadn’t really spoken much on the way and in a way she was glad of that. It was really nice to spend time with Jesse. He was no effort at all and silence with him felt, not uncomfortable, like something to be eradicated, but more like something they could happily share. 




He had wished her a good night and then driven off, his taillights disappearing in the rain. 




Jamie had gone inside to find her father sitting with a glass of whiskey in front of the fire in the living room. It had been ages since he’d made a fire. 




“Where were you?” Ander asked, sipping the golden liquid. “I came down and Oliver said you’d left.”




“Sorry dad,” Jamie said sitting on the arm of his chair and taking the glass from him. She sipped it letting the fire slide down her throat. “I just had to get out for a bit.” 




Her father nodded and put his hand on her knee. “I miss them so much.” 




“I know. Me too.” 




They sat in silence watching the flames dance in the grate. 




“Did Joe come?” Jamie asked. 




Her father nodded. “Yeah, but he’s taken everything with him. Says it’ll take some time to go through it all. You know, accountant for ‘its gonna cost you.’” 




Then he took the glass back from Jamie. “Get your own,” he said not unkindly. 




“I’m going to bed,” she said and kissed his cheek. “I love you, dad.” 




“I love you too Juniper-berry,” he said calling her the name he had used when she was a child. 




On the way up the stairs Jamie met Oliver coming down. He was dressed in good jeans, a nice shirt and smelled like a perfume factory. 




 “You going out?” Jamie asked. 




Oliver bristled. 




“Not that it’s any of your business, but yeah. I am. I have a date,” Oliver said and swept passed her. 




“That’s nice,” Jamie said and walked up the stairs to the landing. 




Oliver was a little more than she could deal with right now. Feeling down about her situation, Jamie brushed her teeth and her long brown hair that hung down her back, straight as a ruler. Her mother had always praised her for her hair, how it shone and fell in a curtain around her. She’d always thought it dull, but her mother had loved it. 




Jamie pulled her pajamas on and got into bed. She stared up at her ceiling. The house had been built over a hundred years ago, and had passed from generation to generation, down to her father. It was old and she could feel the weight of all those Campbells looking down on her. It was oppressive. 




Even though her father didn’t want to talk to her about it, Jamie knew the farm was in trouble. The months since her brother and mother had died had been tough. The rains had come late, making feed hard to come by. The market had taken a dive, and things just always seemed to cost more and more, and yet you could never seem to make enough. 




It was like the farm was a giant hole that they just kept shoveling their hopes, dreams and blood into and nothing went right. 




Jamie let her eyes trace her ceiling to her light fitting above her bed. She knew her father thought she was insane to want this big heavy thing hanging above her bed. But tracing its lines with her eyes had been something she had done since a child, and it had always calmed her down. So when he had proposed to replace it in the living room, Jamie had insisted it go to her room, and he had obliged. 




Now her eyes roamed over it, tracing each wrought iron spiral and curve. Each spike and dish that used to hold a candle before electricity took all the beauty out of the world. Jamie felt the panic subside. They would be fine. It would all work out. She just needed some sleep. Trace the lines, watch them flow and drift off, it was a ritual and Jamie let it engulf her and carry her off to sleep. 




The howl was far away but startling in its clarity. Jamie sat up in bed, noting that the room was dark now. Her father must have turned the light off for her. 




It came again and this time it was closer. Jamie got up and went to her window. 




The cattle.




The howl sounded through the darkness again and Jamie marveled at the animals’ persistence. It was still raining and the wolf, or the pack, she couldn’t be certain, were out in it messing with her cattle. 




Well she’d see about that. She moved to her closet and began to pull her jeans and boots on. Suddenly something cracked above her. Jamie hit the switch for her light. The room burst into brightness. She looked up. The light was swaying slightly. Jamie stared. A screw was missing. There were huge screws that held the light in place and one, no two—there was only one screw holding the heavy metal fitting in place. With a shudder and a groan the light pitched to the right and then came crashing down plunging her room into darkness. 




Jamie pushed herself back against the wall, her eyes still adjusting to the sudden darkness. Then as her vision returned she could see the dim shape of the wire that had supplied the light with its electricity dangling free as though cut. It was still live and swaying to and fro. On its upward arc it came to within a hair’s breadth from her and Jaime held her breath, frozen with fear as her heart beat like a drum in her chest. 




In a moment her father was in her room. He took in the situation, then moved faster than Jamie thought a man of sixty should, he grabbed her and pulled her out into the hall. Then he reached into her room and flipped the switch for her light. 




“Are you okay?” he asked.




Jamie nodded. 




“I knew that thing was dangerous,” her father said shaking his head. “It goes!” 




Jamie was too shocked to argue now. She just stood in the hallway taking deep breaths. Her father, also clearly in shock drew her to him. 




“I can’t lose you too Jamie,” he said into her hair and she closed her eyes, letting the security of her father’s arms wash over her. He had always been her safe place, always. But now as an adult she knew that this safe place couldn’t protect her from everything. There were things she would have to face herself and some things she would have to protect herself from. 




Suddenly she remembered what had woken her and gotten her out of her bed. “Dad, the cattle! I heard a howl. I’m sure there’s a pack after them.” Ander released his daughter reluctantly. 




“Go get Oliver. We’ll need the help,” he said. 




Jamie ran to Oliver’s door which was across from hers. She knocked but there was no answer. She pushed the door open, flipped the light switch and found the room empty. 




“I’ll call Jesse,” her father said looking over her shoulder into the room. “We’ll need numbers on our side if it’s what I suspect it is.” 




Then he strode off to get his cellphone. 




Jamie went back to her room, grabbed her clothes and finished getting dressed in the bathroom, listening to her father speaking to Jesse. It was 4:30am according to her wrist watch and she wondered where her stupid cousin was. That was the thing about Oliver, he was never there when you needed him and always around when he wasn’t welcome. It sounded as though Jesse had been up anyway from her father’s side of the conversation. 




Jamie was only mildly surprise to see Jesse less than twenty minutes later coming in through the back door. He looked fresh and ready for the day, his smile as bright as ever. 




“Morning,” he said. 




“Hi,” Jamie said frowning. “How did you get here so quickly? You live in Sun Valley, that’s what forty minutes away?”




Jesse nodded and smiled. “You are correct. But I was over visiting my cousin Wyatt. He stays two farms over.” 




“That was lucky for us,” Jamie said. 




“Yes, now while you’re blabbing my cattle are being picked off,” her father said. “Let’s go.”




He pushed them out into the early morning. Ander drove them in his truck. It was the same old workhorse that Jamie had ridden in as a kid and still going strong. The red paint was scratched and it was still dented a little over the front left light, where Jamie had driven into a post when learning to drive. 




Squashed into the front seat of the truck, since it was that or on the back in the still-falling rain, Jamie was terribly aware of Jesse. He smelled so nice, not artificial like Oliver, but natural. And his leg touching hers was warm. Jamie tried to keep her mind on the cattle, but the treacherous thing would have none of it. As they bumped along, knocking into each other when the going got really interesting and her father said, “Hold on now.” Jamie noticed each time her hand hit his, or her leg bumped up against his. It was like being in school and having a crush on someone you were supposed to be just friends with. Each touch was electrifying and secret. 




Jesse sat passively watching the rain in the headlights as around them the darkness and rain pressed in. 




They reached the field and Jesse hopped out making his way to the fence. Then Jamie followed him with her father staying in the truck. He turned on the truck’s floodlights angling them into the field. Now they could see the cattle. They were scared, huddled up in one corner of the paddock. 




“There’s something here alright,” Jesse said. He had his face tilted up as though he was smelling something. “It’s down there,” pointed into the area where the light didn’t reach. Ander was watching them from the truck and he quickly turned the lights, sending them streaming to the other end of the field. 




The rain had become a fine mist, settling on their clothes and hair. It made Jesse sparkle in the floodlights like he was surrounded in diamonds.  




Jamie’s gaze left him as a shape began to resolve itself in the light. She gasped. 




Not far from where they were a cow lay on its side in the mud. It was obviously dead. She could see great rends in the poor beast’s flesh and its limbs were at strange angles. Its head was turned right around so the mouth faced them, the tongue lolling out of the corner as though the cow was making a joke. 




“Those bastards!” she said hotly. 




“It’s still here,’ Jesse said, his eyes never leaving the carcass. 




Jamie wanted to ask him how he knew but he shook his head slightly and she stayed quiet.




Suddenly a face appeared above the dead cow. It was a wolf face that was certain, but there was something odd about it. The expression on it, and it had a clear expression, was one of victory and taunting as though the beast had somehow won something. It didn’t take fright at the light, instead it stood up and bared its teeth, standing with its front paws on the dead cow like a hunter posing for a picture. 




Jamie felt rage build up inside her. How dare this animal take anything from her! This was her ranch, her family, her cattle. She took a step forward, bristling with indignant anger. Jesse put his arm out without looking at her. 




“Not if you want to live,” he said. 




Jamie looked up at him and noticed that his eyes never strayed from the wolf’s. They were staring at each other. She could feel something passing between them, an animosity that seemed greater than just a man or a wolf.  




And then her father raised his gun and shot at the creature. Jamie hadn’t noticed him come up from the truck. 




The shot went a little wide, hitting the cow carcass. The wolf should have taken fright and bolted, but it didn’t, it just stared at them, and then casually sauntered off into the retreating darkness.




In a flash Jesse was over the fence and running through the field. He moved fast, very fast and Jamie and her father watched him go. He reached the carcass and stopped. Then he moved around it a few times, looking at the dirt. He knelt down once, and then again in a different spot. Then he walked back to them.     




“Mr. Campbell I think it’s safe to say that you have a very serious problem,” Jesse said, “One that is best discussed inside.” 




Ander nodded. “There’s nothing more we can do out here anyhow,” he said. 




The two men picked up the dead cow and, with an effort, loaded it into the back of the truck. Then they drove back to the house as all around them the darkness receded as the sun’s rays broke through the clouds and turned everything pink. 


Jamie put on a pot of coffee and sat at the table with her father and Jesse waiting for it to perc. The whole ride back Jesse had been tense and silent. Even her father had been rather terse, and now sat at his table with hands folded. 




“You know what that was,” Jesse asked his eyes on his own hands. 




Her father nodded. “Seen it before. A long time ago but I remember well.” 




“This one has a problem with you, you can tell by the way it’s behaving. Showing off like that. It’s messy, a way to get caught,” Jesse said. 




“I’ve heard the younger ones can be cocky,” Ander said looking grave. 




Jamie looked from Jesse to her father thoroughly lost. 




“What are you saying? We have a cocky wolf problem?” Jamie asked laughing. “That’s absurd.” Then seeing the looks on their faces she said, “Well it is!” 




“Not really,” Jesse said with not a trace of his usual humor. 




Jamie looked at her father, hoping for some clarity but he just sighed, looking more exhausted than she’d ever seen him. 




“Sometimes I wonder,” he said. “I just don’t know any more.”




“We can beat this,” Jesse said with such conviction Jamie was impressed. “It won’t be the first time or the last. With your permission Mr. Campbell I’d like to call some friends. They are real good at dealing with this sort of situation.”




“Hell, call me Ander. Since I seem to have drawn you into this mess we might as well be on first name terms,” Ander said. “Yeah, call them. We have to keep the cattle and what’s left of my family safe.” 




Jamie felt horribly left out of this conversation. She stood up with force, making her chair grate on the floor, scraping it loudly. 




“Jamie!” her father scolded, “The floor!” 




“Oh, how nice of you to remember I’m here,” she said sarcastically. “So are you two going to let me into this little club or what?”




She glared at them both. Her father looked ready to explode at her and Jesse looked uncertain. Then he stood up, lifting his chair carefully. 




“I’ll make that call,” he said and left the room. He headed out of the back door into the yard where the sun was peeking over the trees. 




Jamie rounded on her father. “What the hell, dad? I need to know what’s going on as much as anyone. This farm is my home too you know and I work very hard…”




“You do,” he said. “I know I’ve been stupid. You’re not a little girl anymore, and you deserve to know the truth.” 




“What truth?” Jamie was just about jumping out of her skin. 




“There aren’t only humans in this world. There are other creatures too, ones that look human, right up until they don’t. You saw one just an hour ago.”




Jamie considered this and then folded her arms pursing her lips, “Really? Dad how gullible do you think I am? Werewolves? Please!”




“They are real Jamie. And that thing that killed the cow tonight, it was a werewolf!” 




“How do you know?”




“By the way it acted. You can’t tell me that you think that was normal for a wolf? You know how wolves behave, never that sure, that openly aggressive and not afraid.” Ander pushed his chair back and stood up. “You want me to take your opinions seriously around here, then start believing me. I don’t lie to you Jamie. Werewolves are real and if we’re being targeted then we have a very serious problem.” He left the room. 




Jamie stood for a moment stunned and then sagged into a chair. 




She looked up a moment later when the backdoor opened. Oliver strode into the room. 




“Thought you’d be up at the cattle,” he said. 




“Why would you think that?” Jamie said. 




He looked flustered for a moment and then said, “Aren’t you always up at the cows?” 




Jamie nodded. “We lost one last night. Killed by a wolf.”




“That’s unfortunate, but it’s the circle of life I guess.” Oliver said and walked over to the coffee pot. He grabbed a mug from the cupboard and poured himself a coffee. Then he sighed, “Well I’m going up to change.”




“Where were you all night?” Jamie asked. She was in no mood and something about her cousin was annoying her more than ever. 




He sipped the hot liquid and met her stare. “I was out on a date.”




“Who with?”




“You don’t know her, she’s from Pritchard. We watched the sunrise together. What’s it to you?”




“Nothing,” Jamie said and turned away. She needed a holiday from her life. 




Just then Jesse came back in smiling. “My guys will be here in about an hour. Then we’ll get busy. Oh hi Oliver,” he said extending a hand to him. “I’m Jesse.”




“I’m Operations Manager of this place. I know who you are,” Oliver said not shaking his hand. 




Jesse smiled and took his hand back. Then he leaned a little towards Oliver and nodded once so slightly Jamie almost missed it. 




Suddenly the kitchen was the last place on earth that Jamie wanted to be so, taking Jesse’s arm she led him outside. 




In the yard she stopped walking when they were halfway to the barn. 




“He annoys the living shit out of me!” she swore. 




“That I can see,” Jesse said smiling. “Hey it’s okay. He seems like a douche bag.” 




“He is. But do you think my father sees it? Oh no! Oliver got his degree in business management and now my father thinks the sun shines out of his ass.” 




Jesse chuckled. “You are so cute when you’re angry.” 




Jamie slapped him on the arm, but it was half-hearted. “I’m serious!” 




“So am I,” Jesse said smiling at her. 




Something came over Jamie then. She was never sure if it was the morning sunlight on Jesse’s blonde hair making him shine like an angel, or the smile that really would be the undoing of saints, but she stood on her tip toes and gently planted a kiss on his lips. 




At first Jesse was clearly surprised. Jamie sank back down and was about to turn when Jesse pulled her to him. “You call that a kiss?” he said and he leant down to her. Then he kissed her. Jamie felt her knees go weak. He tasted as fresh as he smelled and it didn’t help that she could feel his tight, muscular body pressed up against hers. 




After an age, they separated and Jamie looked around. “Sorry,” she said feeling the blush start. “I don’t know what came over me.” 




“Oh, it’s not your fault,” Jesse said, “It’s my animal magnetism, you were powerless to resist it.”


An hour later, Jesse’s friends arrived. Tyler was the first one out of the truck and he enfolded Jamie in a bear hug. 




“Jamie!” he said squeezing her. “You look tired and stressed, but do not fear, your salvation has arrived.” Then he turned to the rest of them his arms wide, “Am I right?”




“You’re an ass,” Jesse said but he hugged his brother. “Thanks for coming, bro.”




“Hey, it’s nothing and you know it,” another man said. He was tall and broad shouldered with dark blonde hair and a joker smile. He extended his hand to Jamie, “The name’s Kyle, ma’am. Pleased to be of service.” 




“Jamie,’ Jamie said. “Ma’am was my mother.” 




Kyle nodded gravely. “Good woman from what I hear.”




‘She was,” Jamie said. 




Then she was introduced to the last two members of the gang. They were Ryan Hunt, tall with dark hair, and Wyatt Wade, who doffed his hat to her.  




“And just so as you know, Wyatt’s about to get married so no flirting with him,” Jesse said. Jamie slapped his arm again. 




“Do you have any social filters at all?” she asked. 




He shook his head. “Not really.” 




They took Wyatt’s truck out to the cattle with Jamie directing them. She and Jesse were sitting next to each other up front with him, the others in the back. They could hear them laughing and cracking jokes. Jamie noticed that Wyatt had the exact same eye color as Jesse and remarked on it. 




“Well, he’s my cousin,” Jesse said smiling. 




“Yup,” Wyatt said. “Guilty. So if this little squirt gives you any trouble, you call me and I’ll sort him out for you.” 




Jamie laughed at that. 




“I think I can handle him,” she said. 




Wyatt eyed her. “Of that I have no doubt,” he said. 




They spent a long day in the fields. The sun came out breaking the clouds into huge floating islands. This made the day humid and uncomfortably warm. Soon all the men had their shirts off as they worked. Jesse had a plan and everyone took direction from him Jamie included, even though she didn’t really understand what they were doing all the time. Some of it seemed highly suspicious but they assured her that when it came to werewolf proofing, they were the best in the business. 




“How do you know what to do?” she asked Tyler when he was taking a break. He rubbed his arm across his forehead.




“Well.”




“We’re were-bears,” Kyle said with no preamble at all.




Then when Tyler and Wyatt threw clods of earth at him, he held up his hands saying, “What? She was going to find out anyway.” 




“How do you figure?” Wyatt asked.




Kyle just smiled. “It’s all over her and if you can’t smell it then…” 




“What is?” Jamie said, sniffing her arms but the guys just laughed. “No seriously guys, what are you talking about?” And then as it sank in, Jamie stood with her mouth open. Of course. That’s why Jesse was so good with animals, why he had known that the creature who killed the cow was a werewolf. It all made sense now. Jamie searched inside herself to see if this revelation about the guy she had kissed earlier changed how she felt about these people. 




“What’s going on here?” Jesse asked as he walked over to them. 




Jamie just about choked on her own saliva. He glistened, each perfectly formed muscle just there. He stood so close to her that her arm hairs stood on end. And then he smiled and Jamie had to go back to the truck urgently to get more water for everyone. 




Standing at the truck she realized that she didn’t give a rat’s butt that he was a were-bear. She was falling for Jesse in the worst possible way and his species was the furthest thing from her mind. 




When she came back she was much more in control and she handed out water bottles. Jesse took his and their fingers touched. Jamie broke out in goosebumps. 




By the end of the day they were all exhausted, but the werewolf proofing was up and Jamie was happy. Jesse held her hand in his as they surveyed the work. 




“Your cattle should be safe tonight,” he assured her. 




“Thank you so much,” she said turning to him. “You’ve been such a blessing.” She reached up to kiss him but Jesse pulled back a little. 




“Listen, before we go any further, I have to tell you something,” he said, his golden eyes serious. 




She reached up and pulled his face to hers, “You’re a were-bear, I know.” Then she kissed him. He was surprised but he leaned into the kiss after a moment and wrapped his arms around her as she tangled her hands in his hair.




 They stopped kissing and he rubbed the tip of his nose gently against hers. “How did you find out?”




“Kyle,” she said. “He told me. Said he could smell something on me and that I’d find out sooner or later.” 




“Remind me to thank him later,” Jesse said and kissed her again. 




“Oh, holy shit! She’s eating him alive!” Tyler cried. “Seriously guys get a room!” 




Jamie and Jesse pulled apart and they got into the truck and drove back to the farm house. 




Jamie invited them all in for dinner. They all accepted and insisted on helping to cook. It was the first time the Campbells had entertained company in a long time. They sat around the kitchen table and laughed, joked and ate. Even Ander let his guard down, guffawing as Tyler spun a raunchy tale.




Jamie noticed though, that Oliver was not joining in like everyone else. He seemed a little sour, watching the were-bears over the rim of his glass. He pretended not to hear Wyatt when the latter asked him to pass the salt. She reached across the table and helped Wyatt.




It was just his way, Jamie decided. Her cousin was a passive aggressive little shit most of the time. And of course anything that made her and her father happy seemed to make him unhappy, so why would this be different? He sulked until the meal was over and then went up to his room. 




Her father watched him go and shook his head. “He isn’t used to farm life,” he said making an excuse for Oliver. Why couldn’t her father see the little jerk for what he was? 




The evening ended too soon for Jamie, but she was beat. So when Jesse and the gang had helped clear up and walked out of the door, she accepted a rather chaste goodnight kiss from him and watched them drive away. 




That night she slept in the guest room downstairs, her room not being a place she wanted to be in yet, after the accident. 


Next morning Jamie woke to rain pattering on the windows. Dressed, she found her father in the kitchen muttering to himself. 




“If I’d wanted wet feet I would have moved to Canada,” he moaned. 




“We need the rain, dad,” she said. 




“We need the sun too,” he said. 




Jesse arrived just after breakfast and they set about making plans for the day. The cattle had all made it through the night, but they needed the feed taken up to them. Jamie and Jesse were just pulling their ponchos on to go and take care of that when there was a knock on the front door. 




Her father went to open it. 




“Okay, well hopefully we won’t get too wet,” Jamie smiled up at Jesse who planted a quick kiss on the tip of her nose. 




“You know I am an adult,” she said, “You won’t be the first man my father has had to watch me kiss.” 




Jesse pretended to be shocked, “I’m not the first?”




She looked at him. 




“No really, I’m just a little old fashioned about that sort of thing,” Jesse said. “I feel I should write a letter stating my intensions or something.” 




“And those are?” she asked coyly. 




“Well,” Jesse said pulling her towards him.




Just then Ander came storming into the kitchen. 




“Jamie!” he yelled. 




Jesse and Jamie jumped apart like two teens caught making out under the bleachers. 




Recovering slightly Jamie turned to her father. “Dad?” she asked. 




He was angry, his face flushed, his nostrils flaring. “What is the meaning of this?”




He shoved a sheaf of paper in front of her face. 




Jamie took it looking blank. She had no idea what he was handing her. She looked down at the paper in her hands. It was the accounts. 




“Dad?” she said. “These are the accounts aren’t they?”




“How could you do this?”




“Do what?”




“I knew you blamed me for what happened…but sabotage?”




Jamie felt her knees go weak. She stumbled to the table and sat down. “What are you talking about?”




“It’s just too much!” her father roared. “Joe, please. You deal with her. I’m not sure I can control myself. My own flesh and blood!” he stormed out of the room revealing a small man, grey haired and bespectacled who stood clutching a brief case to his chest. 




“Hello, Jamie,” he said sitting opposite her. 




Jamie stared at him. “Joe,” she said tears building in the back of her throat. “What is going on?”




Jesse was next to her taking her hand. “You want me to stay?”




She shook her head. “The cattle need to be fed,” she said, “take my dad’s truck, it’s all loaded.”




She gave Jesse the keys. He looked at her, his concern etched on his face. She tried to smile but couldn’t. 




“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he promised and left. 




“Right,” Jamie said taking a deep breath and letting it out. Her hands were shaking. “Now tell me what’s going on here.” 




Joe was a very conscientious man. He laid out the facts in front of Jamie in a methodical manner. He walked her through each transaction, through everything step by step. He showed her where the figures almost added up, but didn’t. It was amazing. Jamie could see that. Someone, had gone to great pains to make mistakes, deliberate mistakes, adding things up incorrectly. They had placed orders for all sorts of supplies, adding in things here and there that then never got delivered. Jamie knew she’d been working hard lately, but she would never have gotten things this wrong. Could it all be just some misunderstanding? But as Joe kept on and on, showing her were things were disappearing and coming up short, where a dollar here and a dollar there were missing, Jamie couldn’t think it was a mistake. There were misfiled items, things in the wrong column and Joe had followed the track all the way. As it dawned on Jamie she went cold. 




“I didn’t do this,” she said, hardly able to say the words. “You can’t be serious?”




Her father had joined them halfway through Joe’s explanation and he sat silent and sullen across from her. 




“Dad I would never steal from you! You raised me better than that!” Jamie said hotly. “You have to believe me. I love you and the farm. I want to see it back like it was, when mom and Andrew were alive, and things were great. Dad please you have to believe me. There is no way I could do anything like this.” 




“All the evidence points to you, dear,” Joe said sadly. “Deposits made to online accounts opened in your name.” 




Jamie sat sadly, feeling the tears run down her cheeks. 




“Just be honest,” her father said. “I can handle the theft, but the lying? That I won’t tolerate.”




“I am being honest!” Jamie said suddenly angry. “I have always been honest with you, dad!” 




She stood up. “We’re done here!” 




The boom shook the windows.




Jamie was shocked. They all looked from one to the other, none knowing what to say or where the deafening sound had come from. 




Oliver came running into the room. “Uncle Ander!” He stopped short when he saw Jamie, his mouth open. He stammered looking like a fish on land gasping for breath. 




“What is it Oliver?” Ander asked on his feet too. 




“I think, umm…” he trailed off.




“Oh no!” Jamie said and ran for the back door, throwing it open. She ran out into the rain. It couldn’t be. Not again, not someone she cared about. 




The rain was pouring down and Jamie ran around the side of the house. She pelted up the rise towards the field where the cattle were standing in the downpour. She ran and ran, the mud sticking to her boots. She slipped and slid along, drenched and dirty, but she had to get to him. She had to make sure that Jesse was okay. She got up to the field but she couldn’t see him. Her father’s truck wasn’t there. She checked the feed trough. It was full, the cattle happily munching. 




She looked around. 




Another boom, this time closer and she ran in that direction. This path took her downhill. She slid through the mud on her way down a steep embankment, and she saw the taillights of the truck gleaming red in the rain. The truck had overturned and somehow it was on fire. 




“Jesse!” she yelled, running and sliding down the muddy track towards the stricken vehicle. He couldn’t be dead, oh please not dead! She reached the truck and peered inside. He was still belted into the driver’s seat. She didn’t know what to do. The whole under carriage of the truck was a flame. 




Jamie, on her hands and knees, crawled into the cabin of the truck through the broken passenger side window. She grabbed the seatbelt mechanism and pushed the button. She pushed it again, but the belt was jammed, pulled tight around Jesse. It was stuck. She began to cry in frustration, trying to free him. 




“Here take this.” 




Jamie turned and saw her father there in the mud on his hands and knees with her. He was holding out his pocket knife. She took it and began to cut the strap. The truck gave a shudder. 




“Hurry girl!” her father said, fear in his eyes. 




Jamie’s fingers were numb and wet, the knife kept slipping, but she kept on. 




“It’s going to blow!” her father cried and with one heave, pulled her out by her legs. 




“No! Dad! He’ll die!” she screamed but her father dragged her out and away from the truck. Then he went around to the driver’s side and reached in to the cabin. He pulled and the truck exploded.


Jamie woke up with rain on her face. Where was she? Why was she outside? There was a ringing in her ears that was really starting to annoy her. Swaying she sat up blinking. Something was on fire she could smell the smoke. It was close. She stared at a bright light until some neurons, not currently misfiring, managed to produce some coherent thought. 




That was when she started to scream. Her father was in there. The man she had loved her whole life, and he was helping the man she had just fallen in love with. How could the universe be so cruel as to put them both in danger at the same time? How could this be happening? 




She crawled and slid and slipped around the burning vehicle tears and rain stinging her eyes.  




Jamie couldn’t even get close. The fire was burning to brightly.




“Daddy!” she screamed.




“Jamie!”




The voice was her father’s and she turned to see him sitting in the mud a little way off. He was cradling something. 




“I’m so sorry,” he said as she crawled towards him. “I’m so sorry.” 




She looked from her father’s mud covered face to the thing he was holding. It was Jesse. He was covered in blood, cuts and bruises, and one side of his face was burnt. 




“I don’t think he’s breathing,” her father said sadly. 




Jamie took Jesse from her father and cried. She held him while her father wrapped his arms around her. 




After a while sirens filled the air and soon other people arrived. A fire truck and an ambulance showed up too, called by little Joe the accountant who looked sad in his rain drenched suit. 




A paramedic spoke to her but Jamie didn’t hear him. 




“Ma’am I have to check him,” he said indicating Jesse. 




Her father drew her back as the paramedic knelt down. He checked for a pulse and suddenly began to work with determination. He called his colleague over and together they put an IV into Jesse’s arm, and a tube down his throat. Then they loaded him onto a gurney. 




“But he’s dead!” Jamie wailed. 




The paramedic shook his head, “No ma’am, he’s very much alive, but needs to go to hospital immediately.” 




“Go with him,” her father said. “Go, I’m fine.”




Jamie climbed into the back of the ambulance where a paramedic took one look at her and began to check her. 




By the time they reached the hospital Jamie was calmer. Jesse was breathing on his own and the paramedic was marveling at his healing powers. Suddenly Jamie panicked. What if they found out that Jesse was a were-bear? What would happen then? 




“It’s okay,” the other paramedic said quietly, turning golden eyes on her. Jamie relaxed. “I know what to do with him.” 




Once Jesse was peacefully asleep in a private room in the hospital, Jamie called her dad to fetch her. 




“Will he be okay?” he asked as she slid into the passenger seat of her own Ford, which her father had clearly borrowed. 




“He’ll make a full recovery,” Jamie said. She was so tired but there was something she had to tell him. “Listen dad, you have to believe me, I didn’t do those things to the accounts. I wouldn’t know how. That’s complicated stuff and I’m not smart or devious enough. You have to believe me.”




 Her father held her hand for a moment but didn’t say anything. 




It was a quiet ride home and Jaime dozed part of the way, too tired to stay awake. When they got home Oliver was sitting at the kitchen table, eating a sandwich and someone was sitting across from him. He glanced up when Jamie and her father entered the room. Suddenly he looked nervous. His eyes darted from them to the girl sitting opposite him. She had a blue hoodie on and her dark hair spilled out from under it.  




 “You!” Jamie said bearing down on the girl all tiredness forgotten. “I know you. I’ve seen you hanging around.” 




“Observant huh?” the girl said, tilting her head to one side, “You want a medal?” 




Jamie set her jaw. She turned on Oliver screaming. 




“How dare you bring her into this house!? She’s a werewolf! How dare you? After everything they’ve done to us?!”




“Jamie, please!” her father said, but Jamie was on Oliver pelting him with her fists. He was trying to ward her off. 




“Get off me!” he yelled. Jamie looked into his scared grey eyes, the eyes begging her not to think, not to notice anything. There was after all only one other person with access to the accounts, to the supply ordering and the deliveries. There was only one person here who could be so devious and has the means to pull it off.  




All the pieces slotted into place in her mind creating one big picture. And then she turned and looked at the werewolf, those cold eyes, that jaw. She wanted to spill the beans. Jamie could just see it. She was dying to rub Jamie’s nose in what she and Oliver had done




“We’ve been such fools, dad,” she said letting Oliver go. “Such idiots. Who has been helping out with the admin since mom died? Who has been here to receive the deliveries? It’s not me, I’ve been with you, out in the fields. But it has been someone now hasn’t it?” she looked at Oliver. 




“Did you come up with this plan by yourself or did your girlfriend here help you?”




Oliver swallowed and stood up. “I don’t have to sit here and take this,” he said. 




“Actually you do,” Jamie said. “You tried to pin it on me, but I’ve been watching you. Was it you who tampered with my light fitting so it would fall on my bed and hurt me? And the snake in the stable? Was that you too?  And Jesse in the car?”




Oliver sighed, “You were supposed to be in the car, not him.”




“He almost died!” Jamie roared at him.




“Oh, stop being so melodramatic,” the werewolf said. Her voice was annoyingly nasal. “He’s a bear, he’ll be fine. Sadly it takes more than failed brakes to kill them. But like Oli said, it was supposed to be you.” 




“Why Oliver?” Jamie’s father asked sounding so sad and tired it almost broke Jamie’s heart. 




Oliver turned on him. “Because you’re a fucking bumpkin who wouldn’t know how to run a business if his life depended on it!” he said. “You’re out there, at home with the cattle and the shit. I’m in here, thinking about growth! About building a future!” His voice got low. “About building an empire. I always knew I’d change the world, but my stupid father pissed away everything on penny stocks. Now he’s nothing. You had Andrew, there was no way this would ever be mine. So I came up with a plan to get it. I had to remove some pieces but…”




“Some pieces?” Jamie felt herself go weak and cold at the same time. 




“Don’t judge me because you’re too scared to go after what you really want in life,” he said, licking his lips.




“My mother and brother weren’t pieces!” 




Her father was red with rage. He grabbed Oliver by the shirt and hit him again and again. Then the werewolf was on him, pulling him off Oliver and throwing him against the wall where he hit with a crunch and then lay still. 




“Daddy!” Jamie grabbed the number 14 cast iron skillet from the kitchen shelf. Twelve pounds of solid nineteenth century craftsmanship swung in a long arc. The crunching sound as it slammed into the side of the werewolf girl’s head was sickening and satisfying. She flipped backwards, and Jamie could see the hair beginning to sprout from the girl’s face as she Shifted. 




The girl brought both hands up to her face and with a quick motion pulled her jaw back into place. “You were supposed to be there with your mommy and brother. There were meant to be three. I was cheated out of your flesh. I think I’ll take it now,” the werewolf said around her lengthening canines. 




 Jamie was scared, her heart beating so fast. She wanted to run but her muscles were stuck. She held the frying pan between them. The werewolf batted it out of the way. The werewolf girl leapt, a maw of savage teeth aimed at Jamie’s throat.




Jamie closed her eyes waiting for the beast to land on her, but she heard a scream and a roar. Opening her eyes, she saw a huge black bear bolt through the back door and grab the wolf girl out of the air. The bear turned then with the wolf scratching and clawing at it, dragged it back out into the yard. There were growls and yelps and then silence. 




Jamie went to her father who was coming around. 




“What happened?” he asked sitting up.




“I think one of Jesse’s people just saved our butts,” Jamie said.




A moment later Tyler poked his head into the kitchen. 




“Hey,” he said. “All taken care of out here. I’ll just get rid of the trash.” 




Jamie looked up and quickly looked away. Tyler was naked. He saw the look on her face and laughed. 




“You’ll have to get used to that if you’re gonna hang around with bears,” he said. “See ya!” and Tyler was off.  




Oliver was still out cold on the kitchen floor. Jamie took great pleasure in calling the police and giving them all the evidence they had. Oliver was taken away in handcuffs by the time the sun set. Then father and daughter sat on the porch in the swing and watched the stars come out, finishing a bottle of whiskey together. 




“I’m sorry about all this,” Jamie said snuggling up to her dad. 




He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, “It’s not your fault Juniper-berry. I trusted Oliver. You were right about him from the start. You have good instincts.” 




They were silent for a moment and then her father said, “So you and Jesse?”




“Yeah, yeah,” she said smiling uncontrollably. 




“So how does that work?” her father asked. “I mean are my grandkids going to be bears or humans?”




“Geez dad we’re just dating!” Jamie said. 




“You’re twenty-six already. I need grandkids before I die,” he said and kissed the top of her head. 




Jamie let it slide. It had been a long time since her father had spoken about a future. It was good to hear him dream. 


It was Sunday. Jamie lay on Jesse’s bed in his small cabin. The window let the sunlight in beautifully, warming her from head to toe. All around the cabin the trees were beginning to turn yellow, red and orange. 




She stretched lazily and looked up at him. He was so gorgeous. He traced the line of her face with a finger. 




She moved closer to him and Jesse smiled at her. 




“Don’t just look at me, kiss me already,” she demanded. 




“Yes, Ma’am,” he said ripping off a mock salute. 




The kiss was deep and languorous. 




They were in no hurry. So Jamie pulled back from him. “So about your intentions,” she said a naughty smile playing on her lips.




“What about them?” Jesse asked. 




“Are you going to tell me what they are?”




“Nope,” he said. 




“Would you like to know what mine are?” she asked as she pushed him onto his back and straddled him. 




“Sure,” he said. 




Jamie lowered her head and kissed his collarbone, down over his pecs, down the central groove in his stomach all the way to the button on his jeans. There she halted and looked up at him. He was watching her with a bemused look on his face. 




Then she undid the button and pulled the zipper down.




 Jesse just smiled at her and laughed as she pulled his jeans right off and threw them on the floor. Then she pulled his underwear off, discarding that too. 




“Well now you’re hopelessly overdressed for this party,” Jesse said, his voice still light but there were undertones and his breathing had quickened. 




Carefully, painstakingly slowly, Jamie stripped off her clothing, one piece at a time throwing them at him, with a self-satisfied smile as he caught them and smelled each one before grabbing the next one out of the air. Eventually she ran out of clothes. 




Jesse crooked a forefinger at her but Jamie wasn’t finished. She knelt down in front of him and spread his legs, slipping between them. He was already hard, and she took him in her mouth, tasting him as she worked his shaft with her hand. He began to groan and she grew excited, drawing pleasure from his response to her touch. She ran her free hand along his muscular thighs, feeling them shiver as she sucked and licked. 




Jesse reached down and drew her up to him, He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her deep in her mouth.  Then he lay back and positioned her over his mouth. Jamie felt him lick her, gently at first and then with more vigor and urgency. He inserted a finger, sliding it up inside her and Jamie arched backwards as electricity filled and jolted through her. He kept working her as he slid her back down his body, finding a breast with his mouth, licking the nipple, nibbling it, sucking it until it stood on end. Then he moved to the other one, gently teasing it to attention.




Jamie had had her fair share of lovers over the years, some good and some bad. Jesse was the one that left them all very far behind. He kissed her, and ran his tongue along her neck making goosebumps erupt on her skin as he took an earlobe into his mouth and nibbled on it. His voice was soft and gentle as he spoke to her. Sweet nothings but growing more and more urgent. 




Finally entered her. Jamie had been waiting, holding her breath almost, not wanting to come too soon and ruin the whole thing. He had her walking a knife edge of pleasure. She wanted this to last forever. She wanted Jesse to be inside her for the rest of her life feeling him move and writhe with her. She could see is enjoyment, see his hunger for her burning in his eyes as he looked at her. 




He began to move slowly at first, and she could feel every inch of him inside her as he thrust. She moved with him, the two of them creating a dance that only they would ever do, to this rhythm in this way. The wave built and grew, filling them both with a desire, a need to be together on a cellular level. Jamie needed Jesse to be with her, in heart, mind and body. He lifted her onto his lap letting her ride him, giving her the control, and she loved it. Now she teased him, squeezing him inside her, making him moan and groan, going faster and faster, as he licked and sucked on her breasts, kneading them. 




Eventually Jamie couldn’t hold it in any more. She felt the warmth begin from her toes and rise up along her spine filling her with fire. It was wave on wave of ecstasy and rode them into the shore of bliss. 




Afterwards as the sunset and the world turned to monochrome in the pale moonlight, Jamie rolled over and kissed Jesse awake. He reached over and his hands found her warm and inviting. 




“So, do you think you could do all that again?” she asked. 




He grinned and said, “I don’t know, we could give it a try.” 




And as Jesse kissed and licked his way over her body, Jamie felt herself rise from her sadness. Her heart finally had something to rejoice about, and she was never going to let him get away. 
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Melinda Darling let out a squeak as she hit bottom turning into the pothole-infested gravel parking lot of the Irish Town Pub. 




“Please, please, please don’t need any repairs,” she muttered to her car. “I just had you in, and I can’t spend another dime until payday, so please, please, please.”




Slowing to a crawl, she made her way toward the front door of the old warehouse-turned-pub. The only thing the least bit Irish she could see was the color and the name—Kelly green covered the entire metal box, and there was a shamrock over the “i” in Irish—but the metal stairs leading up to the enclosed porch screamed “warehouse entrance” not “friendly neighborhood pub.” Not that Mel had ever been to Ireland to see what a real Irish pub looked like in person, but she had seen The Quiet Man and Darby O’Gill and the Little People, so she knew what a pub was supposed to look like, and this place simply did not mesh at all with what she had imagined for an Irish pub. Nor did the rows of beefy motorcycles lining the front of the building. Mel groaned once more as she brought her compact car to a stop next to a rusty blue van.




“What am I doing here?” she cried.




But of course she knew very well what she was doing here: Trying to save her job is what she was doing here. Fresh out of college with a master’s degree in music business, she had charged onto the country western scene in the Music City ready to discover and manage the newest and greatest bands Nashville had ever seen. Then reality had set in, as she learned that, like guitar players, Nashville was simply crawling with agent wannabes, and she had been forced to settle for an entry-level job with an established firm. Her “boss from hell,” Kitty Konstantine, kept all her minions out late at night, seven nights a week, trolling the small-time venues for the best and brightest new musicians and bands she would then “discover.” Fat bonuses and promotions had been promised to those minions who delivered, but in reality, following the “Konstantine Rules” barely allowed Mel to pay the rent and keep the lights on.




“But why did they have to come here?” she moaned. “Couldn’t they have been seen hanging out at a pizza joint or a Mickey D’s?”




The “they” in question were the members of a country western band she had heard the night before in a little dive down on Belmont Boulevard near her old haunts from her university days. They called themselves The 4 Saints, which had seemed a little weird until she’d learned the four members were brothers with the last name of Saint. Their music had absolutely enthralled her. Traditional in style, as they all played acoustical instruments only—guitar, double bass, mandolin, fiddle, and drums—they had a new, different sound when they sang, because there wasn’t a tenor among them. All four sang bass or baritone, and their voices had blended in a way that only siblings who had sung together all their lives could. They performed all their own songs, which had been a happy mix of up-beat tunes and ballads; hilarious and solemn; family-friendly and sexy.




When she’d first walked in, they’d been singing a song about animals on a farm that had had the audience rolling with laughter, but by the time she’d taken her seat at the bar, they’d switched to a love song, a ballad that had nearly broken her heart. There had been something about all of the brothers that had left her feeling as though they’d been singing directly to her, and at one point, the lead singer—the guitarist—had met her eyes across the room, and she’d almost melted on the spot. She’d told herself later that of course he hadn’t been singing that song to her, personally, but when she closed her eyes, she could still see him.




Those eyes were not something she was likely to forget any time soon, for even from a distance that deep golden color had seemed to look right into her deepest places. All four young men were big—tall and straight, with broad shoulders, slender waists, and muscular arms and legs. Their costumes were nothing more than worn jeans and flannel shirts over white t-shirts, as though there was nothing special about what they were doing. Every brother had dark, rich, wavy hair that varied in color from mink to beaver, and all but the youngest had a distinctive five-o’clock shadow. After watching them for a time, she realized they all shared the leader’s golden eyes, too, a fact that had tickled something at the back of her mind, but after a time, she’d dismissed it as unimportant. She’d had to remind herself to breathe more than once throughout the evening, and if she hadn’t been called away by a text message from Kitty, she would have stayed right where she was until they’d turned out the lights.




The really frustrating part was that Kitty had had another, totally inane errand for her to run, and by the time she’d gotten back to the bar, The 4 Saints had been gone. It was the bartender who had told her that they liked to play pool at a place called the Irish Town Pub south of the airport, so here she was, desperately hoping they were here this evening. She hadn’t told Kitty about the band; there was no way she was going to give anyone the chance to steal this discovery until after she’d had a long talk with them. They were good enough that getting them on her side might make the difference between getting real credit for her discovery and taking a back seat to The Boss once more.




“Courage is being scared to death...and saddling up anyway,” she quoted softly.




That was all well and good for John Wayne, she supposed, but as Mel stepped out of the car, she was more than a little aware of the fine line between courage and pure foolishness. It was one of those scary still nights, when even the summer “peepers” seemed to be alert and waiting for something to happen. She crossed the rough parking lot warily, careful to miss the muddy puddles and wishing she were wearing flat shoes instead of the three-inch heels Kitty insisted her minions wear in public. The night was hot and humid, not at all unusual for early June in Nashville, and she hoped the air conditioning in the pub wasn’t so high that she’d end up freezing once she was inside. Somehow she didn’t think the cardigan sweater she always carried in her car would make much of an impression if she pulled it on over her skinny black dress.




Mel climbed the concrete steps and paused only long enough to check her reflection in the polished steel door. She saw clearly what everyone else saw: Miss Average—average height, average figure, clear complexion dotted with freckles, and shoulder-length, curly auburn hair, which had been the bane of her existence since the first grade. Running her hands through her hair one last time in an attempt to flatten it down in spite of the humidity, she told herself to relax, opened the door, and stepped inside.


Mel hesitated as the door closed automatically at her back, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the dim light which was little improved over the dusk enshrouded parking lot. As her surroundings became clearer, she saw a long wooden bar on the left and pockets of light fanning out on the right, where steel pendent work lights hung over a collection of bare round tables with beat-up metal chairs. There were blackout blinds on the wide front windows, and decorations were limited to car and motorcycle parts and posters. It took her only a moment to realize everyone in the bar was staring at her. Her second thought was that they were mostly men, rough-looking men, who were running their eyes along her slim form from head to toe as though undressing her. Suppressing a shudder, she took a deep breath and smelled cigarette smoke, beer, fried food, and sweat. The men all seemed to be dressed in leather, their heads wrapped in colorful bandanas. When she looked closer, she saw there were a few women present, but most of them wore leather, too, though theirs had fringe and sometimes sparkling beads. Swallowing hard, Mel turned toward the bar, where she noticed two other women dressed in matching shorts and tight blouses that highlighted their ample breasts. They carried trays with glasses and beer bottles.




One of the waitresses took a step toward her.




“You lost?” she asked, her voice raspy, probably from cigarette smoke, since this bar obviously ignored the city’s recommendations on indoor smoking bans.




Mel had to clear her throat before she could speak.




“No,” she managed. “I’m actually looking for someone.”




“You a cop?” a huge man wearing a dirty Titans cap asked belligerently from a table near the front.




His question was met with guffaws from around the room.




“If she’s a cop, then I’m a hooker,” another huge, burly man said.




“If you’re not a cop, ya got no business in here,” another man said, as he turned back to the card game he had been playing with four other men, including Titans Cap.




“I’m actually looking for someone,” Mel said, hoping there was at least one person here who would help her.




“I guess you found someone, sugar,” a tall, greasy looking man sneered, straightening from the bar. He was dressed in a stained western shirt of indiscernible original color. His flashy belt buckle might have once been a hubcap. 




“No! I mean I’m looking for someone specific. The Saint brothers.”




“Ain’t no saints in here, lady,” one of the women said, eliciting more laughter.




“No, I don’t mean men who are saints. I mean a group of men whose name is Saint.”




There were more crude comments and laughter, and she almost gave up, until the bartender caught her eye and gestured toward a door at the far end of the bar.




“Back room,” he said, wiping down the bar with what looked like a very dirty rag.




Mel swallowed hard. “Thank you.”




She headed that way only be stopped by the oily man.




“Whatcha need them for?” he asked, reaching out to take her arm.




“Please, sir,” she said, fighting to keep fear from her voice. “I’m here on business.”




The man grinned. “Well, I can give you plenty of business, girly.”




Mel tried to shake off his hand, but he reached for her other arm and pulled her to him, turning in such a way as to pin her against the bar.




“What? I’m not good enough for ya, girly?”




He shoved her back hard enough that she knew she would have a bruise across her back. She fought him, calling for help, but the others just laughed and egged him on. When he released her with one hand to grab painfully onto her breast, she managed to twist and drop as she had once been taught in a self-defense class, and brought her elbow up into his groin, but he twisted at the last second, and she only got his thigh.




“Try to castrate me, will ya?” he shouted, grabbing the bodice of her dress with one hand and backhanding her with the other.




Her bodice tore, and she went flying; the back of her head hit the hardwood bar front with a sickening “thunk.” Blackness danced at the edges of her vision as she slid down to the floor. Then the man was on her, tearing the rest of her dress away.




Mel thought she screamed but couldn’t be certain. Then there was a ferocious-sounding roar and the man on top of her disappeared. More screams followed, and Mel struggled futilely to see what was going on, but all she saw was a chaotic mass of dark shadows throwing people around. Shouts and screams were so loud they hurt her head, and she finally closed her eyes, resigned to whatever fate brought.




Then suddenly, a single male voice reached her.




“Easy now,” he said, and the voice was low-pitched with a hint of a rumble.




When hands lay on her shoulders, she tensed in anticipation of another blow, but these hands, though big, were gentle as they steadied her. Light fingers reached around to feel the back of her head, and Mel cried out in pain.




“Sorry ’bout that,” he said, as she felt him lightly searching through her hair. “The skin’s not broken, but you’ve got a helluva lump coming on. Can you look at me, now?”




Mel managed to open her eyes and found herself staring into familiar deep golden eyes. She couldn’t stop trembling. After a long moment of studying her, the man finally smiled.




“How many fingers,” he asked, holding his hand in front of her face.




Mel blinked hard and tried to focus on his fingers.




“Two,” she said, surprised somewhat that her voice actually worked.




Unable to meet his eyes again, she glanced down and stared in shock. The man who had attacked her had ripped the top of her dress away, and since she hadn’t been able to wear a bra with that clingy black sheath, she was completely naked from the waist up.




“Oh, my God!”




She felt herself blushing deeply as she fumbled with the tattered remains of her dress in a frantic attempt to cover her nakedness.




“Here. Take this.”




The man quickly pulled off his flannel shirt and helped her into it. She’d never felt so embarrassed or so helpless. He had to guide her fumbling arms into the sleeves, and when her uncoordinated fingers couldn’t manage the buttons, he brushed her hands away and buttoned it up for her. When he had finished, she hugged the shirt close to her. The flannel was soft and warm and smelled of something musky but not unpleasant.




“We need to get you outta here,” he said. “Do you think you can stand?” 




Mel nodded then wished she hadn’t. “I think so.”




“Okay. Here we go.”




His strength left her dazed as he pulled her effortlessly to her feet. When she wobbled and would have gone down, he wrapped his arms around her, holding her close against him. She could feel the hardness of him through his t-shirt, and while strong men normally made her very nervous, for once she was content to rest her head against a sturdy shoulder.




“Your kind ain’t welcome here,” someone growled.




Mel managed to look up and see it was the bartender who had spoken. He held a baseball bat in his hands and looked as though he was ready to use it on someone.




“Hey, we’re not the ones who tried…” 




An older man, who had the same build, coloring, and eyes as her rescuer, laid one big hand on the shoulder of a younger man who was obviously related, effectively silencing him.




“We won’t be back,” the man said, reaching into his pocket and laying a wad of cash on the counter.




“See that you don’t,” the bartender spat, scooping up the money.




“No worries.”




The big man patted the younger on the shoulder, and they turned toward her.




“You need any help?” the man asked.




She felt the man holding her shake his head. “I have her.”




“Good. Let’s get out of here.”




As they were leaving, Mel managed to look around the room. All the tough-looking bikers were just standing around, staring at her rescuers and looking uneasy. No one said another word or made a move to stop them. Then she saw the man who had assaulted her. He was lying on the floor, moaning. His shirt was in tatters, as though it had been ripped apart by claws, and there was blood everywhere.




Dear God…




She felt the man helping her tighten his hold when she hesitated.




“Don’t look,” he whispered for her ears only. “The bastard only got what he deserved.”




Okay, so she wasn’t quite willing to argue with him about it, but his strength made her tremble all the harder, and she wondered if she was going into shock.




Out of the frying pan and into the fire? She had to wonder when the warm night air closed in about her as they left the bar, her escort all but carrying her down the stairs and across the parking lot, the other men with yellow eyes watching their backs.


“Where are your car keys?” the man asked.




“In my—my purse! Where’s my purse?”




“Got it right here,” one of the younger men said, producing her small evening clutch. “I figured it was too fancy for the other ladies inside,” he added with a grin as he handed it to her.




“Good call,” someone said.




Mel fumbled with the latch, and finally the older man stepped in to open her purse, pull out her keys, and hand them to the man holding her.




“Where are we going?” she asked weakly, as he used the remote to unlock the door then helped her into the passenger seat.




“I’m taking you home, as soon as you tell me where that is,” he said, reaching for her seatbelt.




“Think we’re gonna have trouble with that crowd?” one of the others asked, and Mel looked up to see the five men staring at the front door of the pub.




“Not too likely,” another said. “It’s not like the guy didn’t have it comin’ to him. Besides, they won’t want the cops crawlin’ all over the place, considerin’ how much illegal gamblin’ they got goin’ on.”




“There’s that,” the older man said. “Let’s back straight out, though,” he added. “No need to give ’em a look at our plates.”




“Got it,” her rescuer said.




“Where do you live, darlin’?” the older man asked, and for a moment Mel wondered how on earth they knew her name until she realized it was just an endearment to the man.




She hesitated. Did she really want these men to know where she lived?




“We’re either takin’ you home or to a hospital, darlin’,” he said. “I gotta figure you’d prefer home.”




Mel took a deep breath. “A little north and east of downtown, in a place called Lockeland Springs.”




“Good choice.”




He turned to her rescuer. “You remember where that is?”




“You bet.”




“Then we’ll follow you. Get the details as we go. I wanna get out of here.”




Her rescuer nodded, and checking to see that her door was clear, he closed it softly and headed for the drivers’ side. The others all piled into the rusty van she had parked beside. For once her car started without a hitch, and he backed slowly toward the road, leaving the headlights off until they hit blacktop. The lights in the van came on behind them, and she wasn’t certain of whether that made her feel better or worse.




“You with me?” the man asked.




“I’m here.”




“Good. I’m still thinkin’ it might be a good idea to get you to a doctor on account of that bump on the head you took.”




“No doctor, please.” She was certain she couldn’t afford the copay on an emergency room visit. “I’ll be fine, I promise. Thanks to you.”




She laid her head back against the seat and turned to watch him. The lights from the dashboard only emphasized his chiseled features. She remembered the stage lights had done the same to him and his brothers. They were a fierce-looking group, their physical similarities echoed by the deepness of their voices. The older man had both looked and sounded much the same, and she was almost certain he must be related, too.




“Mr. Saint…”




“Matt,” he corrected, shooting her a smile with a quick glance.




“All right. Matt.” She took a deep breath. “I don’t know quite how to thank you for what you did back there.”




He seemed to consider. “I guess you could start by tellin’ me who you are and what the heck you were doin’ there in the first place.”




“My name is Melinda Darling.”




Matt grinned. “So Uncle Bart was right to call you darlin’?”




She cringed. “I prefer Mel.”




“Okay, Mel. So what were you doin’ in the Irish Town Pub?”




“I was looking for you.”




At his sharp glance, she backtracked. “I was looking for you and your brothers, that is. I heard your performance last night.”




He seemed puzzled for a moment then turned to look at her with a broad smile that reached his eyes.




“You’re that woman at the bar,” he said, as though finally remembering where he had seen her before.




“There were a lot of women at the bar last night.”




“Yeah, but you were the only one I noticed.”




Mel felt herself blush and was thankful for the dim light.




“I find that hard to believe.”




“It’s true, all the same.”




Someone tried to cut them off, and Matt had to slam on the breaks to keep from hitting the idiot. Mel held her breath then let it out in relief when Matt simply backed off instead of needing to prove his manhood to the other driver.




“You weren’t there when we finished,” he said, as though their conversation had not been interrupted.




“No. I was called away. By the time I got back, you and your brothers were gone, but the bartender told me you liked to play pool at that place.”




He cursed under his breath. “I can’t believe you went there alone.”




“Not one of my brighter moments,” she admitted.




“So why did you?”




“You’ll want to turn right here,” she directed, avoiding his question, “then take an immediate left onto Clearview.”




He followed her instructions, checking his rearview mirror to make sure the van was still with them.




“So why did you?” he repeated.




“Turn left at the third traffic light—on Fourteenth Street—then look for Gartland Avenue and turn right.”




“You’re gonna have to tell me sooner or later, you know.”




“Later,” she said, “so I can tell you all at once.”




Matt didn’t look happy about it, but he stopped asking questions and continued to follow her directions.




“Here’s my street, but keep going—there’s an alley behind the house, and a small parking lot. You guys won’t be able to leave your van there overnight, but it’ll be fine for now.




They turned left and found a bright security light marking the small gravel lot behind an old three-story house. Mel directed him to her parking spot then had to wait for him to come around to help her out of the car, because, she didn’t think she’d make it on her own. The van pulled in behind them and after turning around, took a spot on the far end of the lot, just off the street. As Matt helped Mel out of the car, she saw the big, burly shadows that were his brothers approach, and her mind flashed back to what she didn’t want to believe she’d seen at the bar.




In for a penny, in for a pound, as her grandmother used to say. She decided her questions would have to wait until she was sitting down.




“I’m on the third floor,” she told them, as she used her key to let them into the back door. 
















Chapter 4










The Lockeland Springs historic neighborhood was a gentrified turn-of-the-20th-century area. The houses had all been preserved and renovated, with a few of them—like hers—turned into multi-family housing. Though she’d never be able to afford to buy a place here, the rent on the smallest of this historic home’s three apartments was just within her reach—if she watched what she spent on everything else and kept the AC turned up in the summer and the heat turned down in the winter to keep her electric bills down. 




One thing this house didn’t have was an elevator, and once she had struggled as far as the first landing, Matt gently lifted her into his arms and carried her the rest of the way. Mel didn’t put up even a token protest, which she was certain told the men all they needed to know about how bad she really felt. When they entered her apartment, she directed them to the front, where the combined kitchen/living room sat overlooking the street. Matt carefully set her down in the kitchen, and she gratefully sank onto one if the wooden chairs at the round corner table.




“You got any aspirin around here?” Matt asked.




Mel had to think a moment. “I have some generic acetaminophen. It’s in the upper cabinet to the left of the sink.”




Matt got it down and opened it for her. “Water okay, or you want something else.”




“Water’s fine.”




Matt poured her a small glass he found in the same cabinet then handing her the glass, sat beside her at the table. Mel swallowed the pills then laid her head in her hand. Matt gently rubbed her back and neck until she finally looked up at them.




“Won’t you sit down?” she asked. “There are a couple more chairs in the next room you could pull up.”




“I don’t need to sit down, darlin’,” the older man said. “I only need some answers.”




“Introductions, first,” Matt said, continuing to rub her back. “Mel, these are my brothers—John, Mark, and Luke.” He indicated each of the three younger men in turn. “And this is our Uncle Bart. Everybody, this is Melinda Darling. Mel, she likes to be called.”




“Uncle Bart’s here to keep us out of trouble,” John, the youngest, said as he pulled out a kitchen chair and sat down across from her.




“And I got you all into trouble tonight,” Mel said, hugging Matt’s flannel shirt to herself. “I’m so sorry.”




Bart shook his head, looking resigned, but he took the chair next to her. “These yahoos don’t need any help gettin’ into trouble, ma’am, but I’d sure like to know what tonight was all about.




“She tell you anything on the way back?” he asked Matt.




Matt shook his head. “Only that she heard us play last night, and she needs to talk to us.”




“Hey, that was you at the bar last night!” Luke said. “I just knew I’d seen you someplace.”




“And you were playing the mandolin and fiddle,” she said, attempting a smile.




“That’s right.” He leaned against the wall, between the front windows, his arms crossed over his broad chest.




Mel glanced around and marveled at the presence of these five huge men in her tiny little apartment. Then she thought about what she’d imagined she’d seen at the pub and felt herself go suddenly still.




“What did the barman mean when he said, ‘your kind’ isn’t welcome here?” she asked softly.




Matt’s hand faltered on her back for a moment then began moving again. She glanced up and saw Matt and Bart exchange looks. The others were looking to Bart.




“What do you remember, exactly,” Bart asked. He kept his gravelly voice low, she supposed, so he wouldn’t alarm her, but it had the opposite effect.




She took a deep breath. “I’m not certain. That…man had me pinned up against the bar, then he hit me, and I went down. I thought I was going to pass out, but then I heard…something. It was like a loud, well, roar, I guess, then the man who had attacked me was pulled away, and…”




“All hell broke loose,” Mark said, snagging her kitchen stool with a foot and dragging it over to sit on.




He should have looked silly, but the fact that he was tall enough to see over the table, even though he was sitting on a low stool, only emphasized how big they all were.




“Please tell me what happened.”




Bart glanced around at the others and took a deep breath. Then he nodded at Matt.




“You must have heard stories,” Matt said, “about how sometimes some people, well, change into something else.”




Mel started. She stared at Matt then around at the others. She was suddenly very conscious of their deep, golden eyes as they watched her. She had noticed their eyes last night, but now she saw that Bart, too, had them.




“You’re…?”




“The word you’re lookin’ for is ‘Shifter.’ We are. All of us.”




“It sort of runs in the family,” John said, sounding awfully cheerful about it. “At least on Pop’s side. Our Ma never Shifted, and our sisters don’t, either.”




“It’s usually the male line,” Mark said, “though there’ve been a few women along the way.”




“So what, you just…become…something else? Whenever you feel like it?”




“Bears,” John said. “In our clan, it’s always been bears.”




Mel raised her eyebrows in surprise. The youngest Saint seemed too cheerful about it all.




“And it’s not whenever we feel like it, exactly,” Luke explained. “Well, when we’re kids, when we’re just comin’ into it, we tend to Shift whenever and wherever, which can be pretty darn awkward.”




“But once puberty hits,” Mark said, “we become pretty good at controllin’ it.”




“Unless we feel threatened,” Bart explained. “Shiftin’ is all about survival, so if we feel threatened—or if someone we care about is threatened—we sometimes Shift without thinkin’ about it.”




“That’s what happened tonight,” John said. “Matt went in to get us some more beer, saw you bein’ attacked, and he just instinctively Shifted.”




“And then when we heard him,” Luke said, “we had to jump in to protect both of you by keepin’ that nasty crowd back while Matt dealt with the lowlife who had you.”




“But you don’t even know me,” Mel said, looking at Matt.




John snorted. “Our big brother’s always stickin’ up for the little guy or gal against bullies. I mean, it’s in his DNA.”




The others laughed, but Matt just continued to massage her neck gently with his powerful fingers. She could feel the calluses caused by his guitar strings on her bare skin and shivered. He smiled, then, as though he knew what he was doing to her.




“That takes us back to the first question,” Bart said. “What the heck were you doin’ in that bar tonight, young lady?”




Mel had to work to bring her gaze away from Matt’s. She took a deep breath as she fought to bring her mind back to where it belonged.




“I work for the Konstantine Talent Agency. My job is to visit as many night spots as I can, looking for promising bands and other performers for the Agency to represent. I got called away last night when my boss texted me, and by the time I got back, you guys had already packed up and left. So I asked around, and the bartender told me where you like to play pool when you’re in town.




“I know it sounds ridiculous, now, but the bartender said it was your last night performing there, and he didn’t know where you were going next or if you were even going to stay in Nashville. I just didn’t want to take the chance that I couldn’t find you again. My job depends on finding great artists, and I haven’t been having a lot of luck lately, so I decided to take a chance this once.




“Looking back, it was a pretty foolish thing to do, but I was desperate, because I just knew if I didn’t bring you in, someone else would find you and take all the credit. I couldn’t take that chance. I’m skating on pretty thin ice with my boss as it is these days, because I haven’t found anyone worthy of her notice as yet. If I don’t find something soon, she’ll probably fire me, and I won’t be able to pay next month’s rent.”




“Your boss sounds like a real piece of work,” Bart said, “expectin’ a young gal like you to take chances like that.”




Mel shook her head then wished she hadn’t. “It’s just the way things are in the business. It’s really cutthroat. And there aren’t that many jobs available these days. I can’t afford to lose this one.”




Bart sighed. “Okay.”




They were all quiet for a moment, thinking—she assumed—about her foolishness.




“Well, no real harm done,” Matt said. “Why don’t I put you to bed, Mel. We can talk about this in the mornin’.”




“What?”




“You’re beat, and I’ll bet your head feels like it’s about to fall right off. Let me get you into bed, so you can get some sleep. The others can go back to our hotel for the night then come back in the morning, and we’ll figure out what to do about your boss.”




“But you can’t stay here,” Mel said.




“Either one of us stays, or you’re goin’ to a hospital,” Bart said, standing up. “No arguments, young lady. We don’t take any chances with head injuries.”




“But…”




“Don’t worry,” Matt said, getting up, too. “I can sleep on the couch. Won’t be the first time.”




Mel wasn’t certain of when she had lost control, but the next thing she knew, Matt’s brothers and uncle were stomping down the back stairs, and Matt was leading her into her bedroom.


“I really am perfectly capable of taking care of myself,” she said testily then gave herself away when she had to grab for the foot of the bed to keep from falling on her face.




“Of course you are, darlin’,” Matt said cheerfully. “Don’t mind me. I’m just here in case you need a hand with somethin’. Now, why don’t you tell me where you keep your nightgowns?”




Mel looked up sharply. “What makes you think I don’t sleep in pajamas?”




Matt narrowed his eyes and seemed to study her closely.




“Nope. I got five sisters, and you’re definitely a nightie kind of gal.”




Mel sighed and gave up. “The top drawer, on the left.”




Matt headed for her dresser. Mel was relieved when he simply took the long sleep shirt that was on top.




He was grinning when he returned to her, though.




“You got good taste, darlin’.”




He had picked up her denim-colored, full-length, Winnie-the-Pooh night shirt, and she could tell he was pleased with her bear connection. When she reached for it, he set it beside her on the bed.




“Let me help you with those buttons,” he said, reaching for the front of his shirt.




“No!”




“You still nervous around me?” he asked, looking perplexed.




She swallowed hard and dropped her eyes. “Look, I know you’ve already seen me naked once tonight, but I…”




He reached his hand out to her cheek and raised her eyes to his.




“This time I won’t look. I promise.” 




“But…”




“Look, I know you’re still scared of me, but if you’re wonderin’ if I’m gonna jump you, don’t even think it. I’m not the kind of guy who’s gonna try to take advantage of a gal whose hurtin’ and scared. Like I said, we have five sisters, and we all lived in a three-bedroom, one-bath house growin’ up, so I’m real good at dealin’ with women on a lot of levels.”




He grinned then. “I promise I won’t try to compromise you—at least not until your feelin’ a lot better than you do right now.”




Her head reeling from the now throbbing pain, Mel conceded defeat and dropped her hands. His were both gentle and impersonal as he helped her out of his flannel shirt and dropped the night shirt over her head then pulled what was left of her dress away. Then he helped her to the bathroom and shut the door behind her for privacy. Mel stood clinging to the counter and stared at herself in the mirror.




Not any reason at all to worry about Matt’s intentions tonight, she thought. Not when you look like this.




Her night shirt revealed bruises on her arms and neck where her attacker had man-handled her, and her cheek was turning a sickly yellow color where he had punched her. One eye was a little puffy, too, and she wondered if she would end up with a black eye by morning.




Sighing, Mel took care of business, brushing her teeth, carefully combing out the worst of the tangles in her hair, gently washing her face, and using the necessary. Matt was waiting for her outside, his flannel shirt back in place and buttoned up. He helped her to bed and tucked her in. When she sighed in relief, he reached out to touch her hair, now spread out on the pillow.




“It’s like sunrise on the mountain after the first hard frost,” he said.




Mel smiled. “And you’re a songwriter. This hair has been the bane of my existence ever since I first started school.




“It’s beautiful,” he insisted.




“Thank you.”




He leaned down, kissed her softly on her brow, and turned out the bedside lamp.




“Matt?”




“Yeah?”




She hesitated. “I’m glad you stayed, but…”




“What is it?”




“It’s just that…Well…Do you really only…Shift…when you’re in danger?”




Matt smiled. “We can Shift any time. It’s just that sometimes, when things happen—like tonight—we Shift without thinkin’ about it as the survival instincts just kick in without warnin’.”




“Could you…I mean, would you…Shift…now? Just so I can see you…like that…when you’re not…angry?




Matt’s smile broadened into a grin, which slowly morphed into something more, and before she knew it, he was a great big bear. His coat, like his human hair, was mostly dark brown, though the shades ranged from dark chocolate on his legs and belly to a lighter beaver color on his back and ending with a warm, sandy color on his long snout. His nose was big and black and looked cold and wet.




Mel knew she should be afraid. Good heavens, there was a bear in her bedroom! But somehow she didn’t feel afraid, for the twinkle she had seen in Matt’s golden eyes hadn’t gone away when he’d Shifted into his bear form.




“Thank you,” she whispered, awed by this truly handsome beast. 




She heard a low rumbling that she could have sworn was a chuckle, and Matt laid his snout on the edge of her bed, nudging her lightly. Mel smiled sleepily and reached out to gently caress his face. Matt licked her fingers then turned away to head for the hallway. He rose onto his powerful hindquarters at the doorway and moved the light switch with his nose.




“Good night, Matt,” she called softly.




Matt glanced over his shoulder and snuffled.




Mel giggled, and turning onto her side in order to relieve the pressure on the back of her head, she allowed herself to fall asleep.


Mel woke slowly and turned to look at her clock, only to moan when the back of her head connected with the pillow. She tried to lie still, waiting for the pain to pass, but after a time, she heard voices coming from the living room.




“Please tell me I didn’t leave the T.V. running all night,” she grumbled.




Then she registered the tone of those voices and froze.




They’re back!




Throwing aside her blankets, she struggled to a sitting position and waited for the world to stop spinning. It didn’t take as long as she’d expected, and she managed to make it into the bathroom. Twenty minutes later, she emerged from her bedroom, pulling a sweater on over the yellow camp shirt she had tucked into a pair of slender jeans.




“Hey there,” Matt said when she appeared in the kitchen.




“Good mornin’,” Luke said, making way for her at the table.




“I hope you don’t mind us borrowin’ your kitchen,” Bart said, as he flipped pancakes in one of her square frying pans.




“Not at all,” she said, surprised to find it was the truth.




 “Uncle Bart’s famous for his flapjacks,” John assured her, reaching into her cabinet for another plate on which he placed some crispy bacon before handing the plate to Bart for some pancakes. He set the plate down in front of Mel.




“Uh, I don’t usually eat a big breakfast,” she said.




“Did you even take the time for dinner last night?” Bart asked.




Mel had to think about it. “I guess not.”




“Then eat up, darlin’,” he said. “We got a long day ahead of us, and you need feedin’ up for it.”




Mel couldn’t help but smile—until she noticed the kitchen clock.




“Oh, my God. I am so late.”




She tried to stand up too quickly, though, and Matt grabbed her before she could faint.”




“Easy, darlin’,” he said, carefully lowering her to her chair.




“You don’t understand. I’ll lose my job for sure, if I’m three hours late for work!”




“Now, how can you be goin’ into work, if you’re busy recruitin’ the Konstantine Talent Agency’s newest band?” Mark asked.




Mel looked around at all of them, a flicker of hope sparking as she saw they were serious.




“Do you mean it?” she asked.




“Well, there’re some stipulations that need to be met, before we sign any contract,” Bart said, lifting the last of the pancakes onto a plate and reaching to turn off the burner before joining her at the table with his own breakfast. “We’ve all seen what the ‘country western’ set has become, and the boys aren’t gonna go along with most of it.”




Mel swallowed her bite of pancake and eyed Bart closely.




“What do you mean?”




“He means we don’t hold with all the electronic stuff, flashing lights, pyrotechnics, or any of that crap,” Luke said.




“We play acoustical instruments,” Mark said, “and while we expect to need amplification in a bigger space, we’re not gonna be blastin’ our sound to kingdom come. It’s the music that’s important, and it doesn’t mean anything, if the audience can’t hear the lyrics.”




“Bart handles all our sound and lightin’,” Matt added. “He always has and always will.”




“I see.” Mel took a deep breath and sipped at the cup of tea that had magically appeared at her hand. “I’m not certain Kitty will go for that, but I will certainly do everything I can to make it happen.”




“There’s no choice, Mel,” Matt said. “You saw what can happen when there’s a big ruckus. You start shootin’ fireworks, flashin’ lights and smoke, all that crap, and we not only won’t be able to sing worth a damn, we may not even be able to keep from Shiftin’.”




“Oh.” Mel looked at each of them in turn, felt a jolt as she looked into those deep golden eyes, and realized they were not being difficult. While she had no intention of telling Kitty Konstantine of all people about their natures as Shifters, she knew she had to make her boss believe their way was the best way, the only way. 




I can’t believe I have to even consider all this, she thought. Twenty-four hours ago, I’m not sure I even really believed Shifters exited.




Then she turned and looked into Matt’s golden eyes and remembered the way he had Shifted for her last night and took a deep breath.




“Well, then, that’s the way it will be.”




“Don’t worry about Uncle Bart not bein’ up to it,” John said. “He’s had real trainin’ in lights and sound.”




“Went to Las Vegas for it,” Luke added.




“He’s licensed in Tennessee, too,” Matt said, “so you don’t have to worry that some venue won’t let him handle their equipment.”




“That’s a relief,” Mel said, taking a bit of bacon and pausing to savor the smoky taste of it. Due to her very limited budget, she rarely splurged on things like bacon, and for some reason, it tasted particularly good today.




“Do you think this Kitty woman will go for it?” Bart asked.




Mel thought for a moment. “Do you guys have a CD?”




“Sure,” Matt said. “We got some out in the van.”




“In that case, we just need to be certain we get Kitty to listen to it, before she kicks us all out of her office.”




“It seems to me you’re riskin’ a powerful lot on what you heard the boys do the other night,” Bart said.




Mel took a deep breath. “Perhaps. But if we can’t sell Kitty on their talent, then I’m out of a job, anyway.”




“Would she really fire you?” John asked.




Mel nodded and glanced at the clock. “I haven’t checked in with the office in almost twelve hours, and I’m already three hours late for work this morning, so yes, she’ll fire me—unless I can sell her on what you can do. A new hit is the only thing that’s going to distract her.”




She sipped her tea and refused to meet any of their eyes. Of course, she might just fire me, anyway, she thought, but she wasn’t going to tell the Saints that.




Bart reached out to lay his big hand on hers and give it a gentle squeeze. When she looked up to meet his golden eyes, he smiled.




“I guess keepin’ your job’s just gonna have to be one of the stipulations I mentioned before,” he said, as though reading her thoughts.




Mel raised her eyebrows in surprise and quickly scanned all their faces.




“Do you really mean that?”




“Sure I do,” Bart said. “If you’re not our contact at the Konstantine Talent Agency, then we’ll sign with somebody else.”




“Or not at all,” Matt added. “We’re not lookin’ to get rich. We’re just tryin’ to earn some money to send back home.”




“Don’t need ‘rich’,” Luke added. “Not when we got family.”




Mel smiled. “I’m beginning to really like all of you, Mr. Saint.”




Luke grinned. “That’s good, on account of we’re gettin’ to like you real well, too, Miss Darlin’.”




Mel laughed with them and began to gather up the empty dishes.




“Let the boys take care of that,” Bart said. “You and Matt and me, we need to sit down and plan some strategy.”




“All right.”


They settled in the living room while the three younger Saints cleaned up breakfast. Twenty minutes later, Bart nodded in satisfaction.




“Let’s do it.”




Matt reached out to touch her cheek, and when she looked his way, he smiled.




“You might want to get changed and do somethin’ about that shiner before we leave.”




Mel closed her eyes and suppressed a moan.




“There is no way Kitty isn’t going to notice it.”




“You must have one of those ‘power’ suits,” Bart said. “Dressin’ sharp is the first step to distractin’ anybody.”




“I guess. I don’t suppose all of you could…”




Bart grinned. “Don’t worry. We can clean up when we want to.”




Mel returned his grin and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek as she stood and headed for her bedroom, relieved that for the most part, only a headache lingered. She stared at the contents of her closet for a full five minutes before she nodded firmly and reached for her favorite suit. Kitty always insisted her “minions” wear skirts and heels, but with Bart Saint to back her up, Mel decided it was time to make her own mark on the Agency.




She took a quick, very hot shower, dried, then spread an aloe-based lotion all over her body and face. She might not smell like a sexy beauty queen, but her bruises and scrapes certainly felt better for the treatment. Studying herself closely in the mirror, she realized that the bruise on her cheek had not invaded her eye socket, so there was no black eye to cover up. She wasn’t certain if she was relieved or sorry, but decided it was probably a good thing. Standing there in her panties and bra, she did all she could to mask her bruised cheek and get her hair into some semblance of sophistication. Finally satisfied she had done all she could, she reached for her suit.




The charcoal gray pinstripe was just the thing to add classiness and height to her otherwise average build. The suit had slacks rather than a skirt, but the addition of a scarlet silk blouse and black, high-heeled pumps took her from “this is business” to “I have a secret.” She debated letting what she had of cleavage show then decided the bruise on her neck and sternum would ruin the effect, so she buttoned it up to the high collar and added a shimmery, dangling broach that had belonged to her grandmother. For once, her hair was cooperating, and the tone of her blouse gave those wavy locks a deep auburn hue that took her from simple red head to stunning. 




One last look in her full-length mirror, and Mel decided she would do—if only she didn’t lose her nerve. The bruise on her cheek wasn’t completely hidden, but she hoped Kitty would be so shocked by the outfit that her boss wouldn’t notice the heavy makeup that didn’t quite conceal it.




“Okay, champ,” she said, squaring her shoulders and taking a fortifying breath. “As Bart said, let’s do it.”




Without another glance at the mirror, Mel picked up her tote and headed for the living room.




The stunned expressions that met her entrance warmed her as nothing else could have done. If she blushed with pleasure, it only added to her appeal. Then she noticed Bart and let out a low whistle herself. His suit was coal black, as was his shirt and tie. Highly buffed dress shoes and sparkling cuff links and tie tack completed his transformation. Mel’s smile spread as she took him in.




“I think Kitty Konstantine will meet her match today,” she said.




“And we’re gonna double-team her,” Bart replied, offering her his arm.




Mel laughed as she took it. “The rest of you look pretty good, too,” she added, looking at each brother in turn. They had changed into clean, pressed jeans, tucked in their plaid flannel shirts and added jackets. They must have brought Matt his suitcase, because he, too, had changed.




“You ready, then?” Matt asked, crossing to her.




“Oh, yeah.”




Matt grinned. “Then let’s go.”


Because Mel’s apartment was located between downtown Nashville and Opryland, they were able to avoid the worst of the Monday mid-day traffic as they headed out. Since it was after noon when they arrived, parking near the front door of the Konstantine Talent Agency wasn’t a problem, as many of those who worked inside were out to lunch. Kitty would still be in, Mel was certain, as she stepped out of her car and waited for Bart to park their van. Her boss never took lunch meetings on Monday, and usually spent the day going over the reports from her minions on what they had “discovered” over the weekend. Mel signed in with the security guard at the front desk and had no trouble taking her “entourage” into the heart of the Agency. They certainly all looked as though they belonged there.




Mel felt eyes staring at her as she made her way through the lush interior of the Agency’s home office toward Kitty’s inner sanctum. The few who recognized her were shocked by her appearance, she knew. Those who did not recognize her were equally taken with her companions. Mel kept her shoulders back and her head high, knowing full well attitude was everything. Always walk into a place like you own it, Gran used to say, cause if you do, then someday you will.




Mel put a little extra swing into her stride as they passed her coworkers’ offices, just to be on the safe side.




Kitty Konstantine’s office was guarded by one of her “stud muffins,” as Mel thought of them—a series of very good looking, very young men Kitty hired as her secretaries. Kevin was the latest incarnation: tall, blond, and built like a model of men’s underwear, just as Kitty liked them. Mel had the satisfaction of the young man’s double-take when she sauntered up to his desk. His look of unabashed appreciation was replaced instantly by shock as his eyes rose above her shoulders and he recognized her.




“Where have you been?” he asked sharply. “Ms. Konstantine has had us looking all over for you!”




“I’ve been busy,” Mel said, “but I’m here now. I’ve brought some gentlemen to see Ms. Konstantine.”




“No, way, Ms. Darling. You know she doesn’t like to be disturbed on Mondays.”




“Well, Kevin,” Mel said, settling a hip on his desk and leaning close conspiratorially, “she’ll have to make an exception, won’t she? These gentlemen won’t wait.”




She saw Bart look at his watch, his face a mask of impatience. “It’s now or never, Miss Darling.”




Kevin eyed Bart nervously and visibly shrank back when their eyes met. He glanced nervously at the Saint brothers, but they weren’t paying any attention to him.




“You heard the man, Kevin,” she said, straightening. “Do you really want to be responsible for Ms. Konstantine missing this opportunity? Remember what happened the last time Duncan and Associates signed a new artist Ms. Konstantine never had the chance to get her hands on.




“Oh, that’s right. You weren’t here, then. It was your predecessor who let that one get away.”




The implications of her words were clear, and Kevin took a deep breath. “This one’s on your head, Ms. Darling, he said, pushing the intercom switch.




“You bet!” Mel said cheerfully. She might have felt sorry for the guy, if he had spent less time looking at her breasts just now.




“Ms. Darling to see you, Ms. Konstantine,” Kevin announced.




They didn’t hear the boss’ response, but they could see Kevin wore an ear bud when he got up to open the inner office door.




Mel went in first, wondering if this was to be her last encounter with the woman who had been making her life miserable for the past six months.




“You seem to have forgotten, Ms. Darling, that I don’t take meetings on Monday,” she said, her eyes narrowed menacingly.




“Not at all, Ms. Konstantine, but these gentlemen need to see you.”




Ms. Konstantine seemed to notice Bart and the brothers for the first time, but she seemed unimpressed.




“That would be my fault, Ms. Konstantine,” Bart said, stepping forward to hand Ms. Konstantine his card. “I told the boys that this meeting wasn’t really necessary, since we already have an appointment with Timothy Duncan this afternoon, but Ms. Darling was so good about showing us around last evening and providing breakfast for us this morning, they insisted we give her agency a chance, first. If you’d rather we didn’t, then…”




“No, no,” Ms. Konstantine said, finally standing and coming from behind her power desk. “That’s quite all right, Mr…?”




“This is Mr. Bartholomew Saint, Ms. Konstantine,” Mel said. “He represents his nephews, The Four Saints. That’s Matt, Luke, Mark, and John.”




Ms. Konstantine shook hands with Bart and nodded to the others.




“And just what kind of music do you play?” she asked, leaning back on her desk.




“They have a CD, Ms. Konstantine,” Mel said. 




“Of course they do,” Ms. Konstantine muttered. She didn’t quite roll her eyes, but she definitely was not happy as she took the offered disk from Bart. She wasn’t foolish, though. If she thought Tim Duncan was interested in this band, she couldn’t not listen to what they had.




“After seeing them perform on Saturday night,” Mel said, accepting the CD from her boss and heading for the sound system built into her wall of shelves, “I am certain you will enjoy it.”




Mel put in the CD and cued up the third cut, which Bart had suggested. In another moment, the brothers’ voices filled the room, and Mel smiled. It was the love song that had so taken her on Saturday night. It was a song about a man’s love of home and hearth, kids and family, but most of all, his love for his wife. She had to blink back tears before turning back to the room, knowing Ms. Konstantine could always hide her own response to music but hoping for some hint of approval.




Ms. Konstantine hadn’t moved from where she leaned on her desk, but her expression showed far more than polite interest. Mel smiled to herself. Even Ms. Machiavelli can’t stand up to it, she thought. Mel had wondered if their songs would lose their punch when heard in a recording rather than live, but she needn’t have worried.




Mel glanced toward Matt, and their eyes locked. The deep golden light of his made her insides tremble, and though it was only a recording, she knew he meant to sing this song for her.




When the song ended, Ms. Konstantine took a deep breath.




“All right, Mr. Saint. Let’s talk.




“That will be all, Ms. Darling,” she added to Mel, as she tried to herd the men to a seating area across from her desk.




“I don’t think so,” Bart said.




“What?”




“I understand this is your agency, Ms. Konstantine, but Miss Darling here did all the heavy lifting to get us here, and we’ll only do business with her. We’ve gotten to know her over the past couple of days, and we trust what we know. So if we consider your representation, it will only be with Miss Darling in the mix.”




Ms. Konstantine looked about to argue, but the CD had moved onto the next song, and Mel suddenly knew her boss wouldn’t give them up.




“All right. We’ll do this your way.”




Bart’s smile was predatory, but he sent a wink toward Mel. Mel had to suppress a giggle as she reached for her notebook. This was going to take awhile, but she didn’t doubt that Bart would have every one of his conditions met in the end.


Mel stepped into her apartment and slipped off her shoes. She had been in them for far too long today, but it had been worth every excruciating minute. Bart Saint had handled Kitty Konstantine like a magician handled a rabbit. Kitty hadn’t known what had hit her, only that she had to have The Four Saints in her stable of artists. She’d even unbent toward Mel at one point, promising that she would see a bonus in her next paycheck. Mel wasn’t going to spend the money until it actually appeared in her account, but she had confidence that Bart, whose control of Kitty throughout the meeting would have been unimaginable to Mel only last week, would see that she got her bonus.




“What’re you thinkin’, darlin’?” Matt asked, coming up behind her as she stared out the front window.




Mel smiled. “I still can’t believe how well Bart handled Ms. Machiavelli.”




Matt chuckled. “Uncle Bart can handle just about anyone ’cept his mama. Great Aunt Cecilia’s the only one who handles him.”




Mel laughed. “I’d like to meet her.”




“You will.”




She turned and stared at him, for his voice had turned serious.




“Will I?”




Matt nodded slowly as he crossed to her. Mel felt something move inside as his golden eyes locked onto her blue ones.




“You know I want you, don’t you?” he asked, reaching out to brush back a stray tendril of hair.




She swallowed hard. “I’d hoped you did,” she confessed, though she was suddenly very nervous. His golden eyes reminded her of the huge bear that had been in her bedroom just last night.




“You’re not afraid of me are you, darlin’?” he asked.




“Not exactly.”




“But?”




Mel reached out to lay both hands on his broad chest. She felt his heart beat through his flannel shirt.




“I guess I’m more afraid of me, of what I’m feeling,” she whispered. “I’ve never felt this way about anyone before, and I didn’t expect I ever could feel this much for someone who…”




“Is a Shifter?” he asked, and she felt him withdraw.




“No,” she said, letting go of a huff of breath and stepping into him. “I never imagined feeling this way about a man who is so much larger than life in every way.”




She looked up and smiled. “I never imagined a man like you would look at me the way you do. Would want me the way you do.”




She turned away from him in an attempt to gather her thoughts. “I can’t say it doesn’t matter—that you’re a Shifter, I mean. It’s incredible. You’re incredible.”




She glanced back at him and shook her head in amazement. “I just can’t believe someone like you wants someone like me.”




“Believe it,” he said, stepping to her and taking her shoulders in his big hands.




“But why?”




He shook his head. “Maybe it’s only because you’re not afraid of me. You’re not put off by what I am, but you’re also not drawn to me, just because of what I am.”




“You mean, like a groupie? I’ve seen the kind that hangs around stage doors, but are there really Shifter groupies?”




His laughter this time had the low growl of the bear he could become. “Not exactly, but you know how some women seem to be drawn to scary men, just for the thrill of it?”




She considered. “I guess so. I’ve always thought women like that were a little bit nuts, though.”




“No question about it.”




She stiffened and glanced up quickly. “You don’t Shift while you…I mean, when you’re …” Thoroughly embarrassed now, she couldn’t quite say it, and she would have pulled away again, but he chuckled again and held her tight.




“That’s a different kind of heat, darlin’,” he told her, pulling her into his arms. “Don’t worry. When I’m with a woman, I stay a man, ’cause all that heat isn’t about self preservation.”




“Oh. Okay.”




“Okay?”




She looked up again and a smile tugged at her lips. “I did wonder.”




“Why don’t I help you gather some empirical evidence to prove it?” he suggested, wrapping his arms around her. “That way you can be sure the next time.”




Her smile blossomed. “Why don’t you?”




But when he leaned down to kiss her, she suddenly laid her hand on his chest once more and leaned back in his arms so she could see his face clearly.




“Will there be a ‘next time’?” she asked, for the first time uncertain of where this was leading.




He seemed to understand her question.




“I know it seems kind of quick,” he said.




“Only two days,” she reminded him.




“The thing is, we Saint men tend to fall fast and hard, if you know what I mean.”




“I think so.”




He smiled. “We also tend to know, right from the get-go, who we want to spend the rest of our lives with.”




“Do you?”




“Uh-huh.”




“Oh. Well. In that case…”




She reached up to take his face in her hands and stood on her toes so she could reach him. When their lips met she felt the proverbial fireworks going off inside her, and as their kiss deepened, she knew that she would soon be able to fly.




An angry car horn from the street below, brought her up short, and she pulled back just far enough to look around. They were standing right in the middle her living room windows.




“Uh, maybe we should move this to the back,” she said, her breathless voice sounding strange to her own ears.




Matt’s deep, rumbling chuckle was followed by a not-too-gentle nip on her jaw.




“Good idea.”




Mel laughed and pulled away, though she kept his hand clasped tightly in hers as she led him back to her bedroom, turning out the lights along the way.


Once they were safely inside her bedroom, with only the streetlight outside her window for illumination, she raised her lips to his once more, and their hands began to roam. Matt slipped her jacket off and tossed it toward a chair while she pulled the tail of his shirt free, unbuttoned it then sent both shirt and jacket to the floor. He reached for the zipper on her slacks while she reached for his belt, thrilled by what she could see in the front of his jeans. In moments they were both naked and rolling across her double bed, which was dwarfed by his size.




“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured between kisses as he explored every inch of her body with his callused fingers, which sent tingles coursing through her.




“I’m not really, you know,” she whispered, fighting to give as good as she was getting.




“I guess I’m just gonna have to convince you, somehow,” he growled low in his throat, as his lips traced her face and moved on to her neck and shoulders.




“I’m not very good at this, either,” she said, hating to admit it to him but somehow needing him to know.




“Who says?” he murmured, as he shifted to let one callused hand cup one breast.




She felt her world shift.




“Well, I’ve only done this once before,” she said, hating to have to break that news to him at this point. “I was a sophomore in college. He was a grad student, with all sorts of experience, I pretty sure, and he said I wasn’t any good. I guess he was right, because I never did…well, I never...I mean, of course I’ve heard about orgasms, but I’ve never had one.”




She felt herself blushing furiously, and when Matt stopped what he was doing to her, to take her face in both of his big hands, Mel had to force herself to open her eyes and face the music.




“Darlin’,” he said, his smile surprising the heck out of her, “if you never had an orgasm, then it was the man who was doin’ it wrong.”




“Really?” she asked, surprise overtaking her embarrassment.




He grinned. “Oh, yeah.”




He shifted once more, and the next thing she knew, those amazing lips were making a wet trail down to her breast, where he suddenly stopped and suckled.




Mel thought she heard a scream as she all but lifted them both off the bed.




She felt Matt’s laughter, as he wrapped his hands around her torso under her arms and lifted her up to feast on her breasts, first one then the other, until suddenly everything in her tightened and she felt wetness between her thighs as she was swamped with pleasure beyond her imagination.




Matt lowered her gently to the bed when she finally went limp, still not quite certain of what had happened.




“See what I mean?” he said, as he nuzzled her neck and ear.




“Oh, yeah,” she gasped.




Matt laughed and started to work on her again, but when she pushed at his shoulders, he rolled onto his back, allowing her to climb on top and straddle his thighs, so she could run her fingers through the thick curly hair on his chest.




“My turn, big guy,” she said, surprising herself with the sultry tone of her voice.




“Be my guest,” he said, reaching up to take both her breasts in his big hands.




Mel found herself moving rhythmically against him, as she ran her hands over his chest and down lower, igniting sparks in both of them. 




“Careful, darlin’,” Matt said, when her hands found that part of him she had never seen before. 




She wished the streetlight showed her more, because he felt huge in her hand, and she had a sudden premonition that things were not going to work quite as easily as she had experience her one previous time.




Matt didn’t give her a chance to change her mind but instead pulled her to him, flipped their positions once more, and went back to kissing her. This time, her legs fell open, allowing him to settle between them, and as he moved against her, she felt her own wetness lubricating him. Before she could decide how best to ask the question, she felt his fingers on her there, opening her to him, and in another moment, that part of him was slowing moving inside of her. She inhaled sharply, as she experienced his size in another way, but he was gentle and patient, pushing first in then pulling out, until her muscles relaxed enough to take all of him, and he was seated to the hilt.




In another moment, they were moving together, and Mel felt the pressure build once more.




“Matt!”




“Just let go again, darlin’,” he admonished her, and she heard the strain in his voice. “I’ve got you.”




“I can’t. Not again!”




But she was wrong, of course. Matt reached down to touch her where they were joined, and she shattered once more. His roar joined her scream in perfect harmony as together they both found their release.




Sometime later, Mel became aware of the world once more. Matt’s heavy weight pinned her to the mattress, but she never wanted to move again. She took as deep a breath as she could, and he shifted away.




“No!” she cried plaintively.




But he only rolled onto his back, carrying her with him, so that they remained joined. She felt him inside, not as big has he had been before, but still there, still a part of her. She wrapped her arms around him as best she could and hugged his thighs with her legs. She felt more alive than she ever had before and never wanted it to end.




“I didn’t use anythin’ to protect you,” he said after a long moment, as his fingers played softly with her hair. “Is there any chance we could’ve made a baby tonight?”




She felt the stickiness of his seed, and smiled.




“If we did, I won’t mind,” she said.




She felt him sigh, but she felt more than relief in it.




“Then I’m gonna hope we did, darlin’,” he said, confirming her guess as he nuzzled her ear, “’cause there is one thing I forgot to mention.”




“What’s that?” she asked, though she didn’t really care at this point.




“I love you.”




Mel went still, and when she pushed herself up far enough to look down at him, she knew those golden eyes could see her tears even in the darkness.




“What’s this?” he asked, gently brushing the dampness away with a tender caress of his thumb.




“No one’s ever said that to me before,” she whispered, afraid to break the spell.




“You’re just gonna have to get used to it, darlin’,” he said, suddenly serious.




“Okay.”




“Only okay?” he asked, frowning.




“I can get used to it, because I love you, too.”




He took a deep breath then his smile grew and spread until it lit his eyes.




“Okay, then.”




She giggled, but then he pulled her head down and went back to the serious business of kissing her. She contracted her muscles around him, felt him begin to grow hard within her again, and the world went away once more.
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“I have to pee,” Doctor Zoe Flynn said, more to herself than to the man lying in the hospital bed in front of her. He wouldn't be responding anyway; he'd been brought in yesterday covered in blood, suffering from heat exhaustion and dehydration. The man, the shifter, had been passed out for nearly his whole duration in the hospital. By the time she had been called in, he had been out for hours. She checked his IV's, ensuring that he was getting the vital fluids he needed to make a quick recovery. These shifters were tough, but this man, Russell G. McGregor, if his given name was real, had been pushed to his limits. “I really have to pee.”




Zoe glanced at the patient bathroom. It was against protocol for hospital employees to use the patient's bathrooms, for all sorts of reasons, but she didn't figure Russell would mind. He would be out for another day or so. No one would ever have to know. Still… she hesitated. Zoe prided herself on being a by the books doctor: following every protocol, working up her charts perfectly, spending long nights studying newly developed techniques and ideas, and generally being someone new residents could look up to.




Still….




She did a quick calculation in her head. She would have to go down the hallway, cut left at the nurse's desk, following that hallway to the elevator. If she didn't have to wait long, which was always a gamble, the elevator ride took about 30 seconds. Another couple of twisty hallways and she would be in the employee's bathroom, if, and that's a big if, it wasn't full already.




I could take the stairs, she thought. That would cut off the time spent waiting on the elevator. A gamble, as always. She regretted drinking those extra cups of coffee to keep her going through her shifts. She hesitated again, burning her valuable time.




And then she was off, meaning to head straight past the patient bathroom. Instead, as she reached it, she glanced out in the hallway. Satisfied that the coast was clear, she ducked inside, closing the door silently behind her. The light hummed on automatically, bathing her in the sickly hospital light that she hated so much. She would be out of the bathroom in a few seconds, though. No harm, no foul.




She had just sat down when she thought she heard someone moving in the room. Her heart started to beat in her chest, but after a few seconds of straining to hear and being rewarded with silence, Zoe calmed down. She reassured herself that there was no one else in the room, and Russell certainly couldn't be up and around by now.




She closed her eyes, relief flooding her body. She had thought her bladder might burst. Lost in herself, she heard someone mutter, “Damn it!” Zoe flashed her eyes open, looking at the door. It was opening! Someone was going to catch her!




She caught a flash of a patient's hospital gown, – she didn't know whether that was good or bad – before she got a full look at the patient's ass. Despite everything going through her mind, she had enough time to give it a lengthy and appreciative glance.




He was trying to move into the room and Zoe realized his IV cords were caught on the door handle. “Damn it,” he muttered again, pulling hard and finally untangling his cords. He turned, his toned cheeks sadly turning away from her, and his eyes found her.




She screamed. He yelled, his golden eyes nearly popping out of their sockets. She covered herself with a hand between her legs, the other in front of her in the universal, “Don't look!” signal. When he kept looking, she screamed again, louder. He stumbled backwards, still weak, his legs tangling in the cords, and he went down.




Her screams died in her throat as his yells became moans of pain. He rubbed his head, closing his eyes, the room silent for a few moments except for her. Zoe was beet red, her ears burning so hot she thought they might activate the sprinklers. Why hadn't she locked the door? She always locked the door. Well, not always, she rued.




“What...” Russell managed. “What… are you doing here?”




“I had to use the bathroom,” Zoe replied, finishing up and getting instantly defensive. “If you would have knocked, all of this could have been avoided.”




“It's… my bathroom, Doc,” he said, a weak hand on the sink, trying to lift himself up. She got up, the toilet flushing automatically, helping him stand. Together, they stood without saying a word, extremely close in the small room. “Uh, can I get a moment?”




“What?” she asked, mind still racing on what had just happened. “Oh, yeah! Sorry!”




Zoe moved out of the bathroom, stealing one last peak backwards, catching a glimpse of his butt. She waited for what seemed like five minutes before the toilet finally flushed and he came out of the bathroom, slowly. He walked to the bed, sitting down on the edge.




“Well, I'm feeling better than I was,” he offered. “Guess I pushed myself too hard these past few days. I'm guessing I have you to thank for my speedy recovery?”




“Yes. I'm Doctor Flynn. Zoe. Sorry we had to meet under those circumstances. I didn't think you would wake up.”




“Not the worst way I've ever met a woman,” he said, turning his attention to the IVs attached to him. He squinted at one, before continuing, “Hmm. Not what I would have went with.”




“What? That's what we give to all patients. What are you talking about?” Zoe asked, feeling defensive again. Was he questioning his treatment? What could this man possibly know about medical treatment?




“Doc, I'm not one of your usual patients. I'm a bit more resistant to drugs. You weren't expecting me up for a couple more hours, maybe even a day?” When she nodded, he continued, “I guess you don't see a lot of shifters in here. Well, if you do have to treat more, you're going to want to up the dosage of the nutrients and vitamins. Maybe even the sedatives if you want to keep us under for longer.”




“I don't think you're qualified to be giving me medical advice, Mr. McGregor. I'm a trained medical professional with years of experience. A lot of patients think they know better than their doctor, and they never do.”




He laughed. He actually had the gall to laugh at her! Her defenses were back up, her embarrassment burned away in a flash of anger that she felt at him. She'd had patients yell, scream, call her a bitch, and everything else under the sun when she told them she was more qualified with administering her care than they were. But she'd never had someone laugh. Still, she had to admit that she liked the sound of his laugh, even if she didn't like what he was laughing about.




“What's so funny?” she huffed.




“Hey Doc, call me Russ. And from doctor to doctor, you need to work on your bedside manner,” Russ said, laughing again.




“You're a doctor? I've heard that one a few times. Well, Doctor Russ, where did you get your medical degree?”




“Nowhere you would know.”




“Exactly,” she said, crossing her arms.




He opened his mouth for his rebuttal, but froze. His eyes narrowed, his nostrils flaring. Without a word, he grabbed her by her shoulders, peering out of the room. She attempted to fidget away, unsure of what was going on, but his grip was like steel.




“What floor are we on?” he asked, eyes still locked down the hallway. She tried to turn around, but he held her firmly. When she didn't answer, he repeated his question.




“The fourth.”




“Fourth,” he said, pulling away from her, musing over what she had said. “I can survive that.”




“What?” she asked. “What??”




In answer, he moved away from her, trying to open the window. It only opened a crack, so he unattached his IV lines, picked up the cart, and tossed it through the window with a loud CRASH!




“Oh, shit. That's far,” he muttered, turning back to her and grabbing her. He took a few steps backwards to the window. Zoe's heart was thumping in her chest. He was going to throw her to her death!




“I'm sorry! I believe you're a doctor! Is that what you want to hear?” she asked, nearly hysterical. “I shouldn't have used your bathroom! Don't kill me for it!”




“I'm not going to kill you,” he said, his voice suddenly turning dark. Turning dangerous. “But those guys might. Do you know them?”




He allowed her to turn around. Two barrel-chested men were moving down the hallway, dressed in dark colors. One was pulling a large rifle from underneath his coat and the other was pulling a round object from a pocket. What is that? She couldn't make it out.




“Who are they?” she asked, realizing she was trembling all over.




His nostrils flared before answering, “Don't know. They're not human and they're after you. It's your lucky day, Doc.”




“Mr. McGregor! Russ! What are we doing?”




In answer, Russ climbed onto the window sill, glass crunching under his bare feet. He winced in pain but pulled her up behind him. She watched the men coming straight at them, one throwing the round object: grenade, she thought. The other raised his rifle. In stark clarity, she saw his finger squeeze the trigger, saw the texture of the grenade, and saw the darkening sky opening up around her.




“Russ!” she screamed, and they were falling out of the building, falling towards their deaths. The crack of the rifle filled the air as they fell, but she wasn't hit. Only a split second after they dropped below the window, there was a gigantic, WHOOSH! The room above her exploded, stealing her breath. Zoe attempted to scream, but no sound came out.




And they were still going to die. She heard Russ yell, his voice turning loud and primal. His hands lengthened, his body thickened, hair growing around her body. Oh, my God! What is happening? Zoe wondered, and then with a bone crunching stop, they hit the ground.


There was pain and darkness. Zoe hadn't been knocked out, not exactly, but she was sore and groggy. Her memories were jumbled. What had happened? She felt hot air across her face, felt something wet coating her, felt a warm blanket settling over her body. Hot air? Wetness? A blanket? What was going on?




It all came back to her at once and she snapped her eyes open. A massive bear was resting on top of her, gently, enough not to crush her. His tongue lapped at her face and she screamed again. The bear roared in surprise, moving off of her.




She scrambled away from the bear, watching the massive creature shrink, his fur receding, his claws morphing back into fingers. Within seconds, Russ stood in front of her, a hand covering his package – a nice package, she had enough time to think – before he was coming towards her, grabbing her by her hand.




“We've got to get out of here. They didn't fire on us when we fell, so they must already be coming down to finish off the job,” he said, tugging her forward. “Can I have your coat? Do you have a car?”




She nodded, peeling off her doctor's coat and handing it to Russ. He gratefully took it, covering his naked body. Without it, Zoe suddenly felt naked. Every time she took off her doctor's uniform, she felt like she was someone else. The cold wind howled through the cars as they moved through the parking lot, the steel gray sky threatening one last dusting of snow before nightfall.




“This way,” she said, leading her way towards the parking garage looming on the far side of the parking lot. She nervously glanced backwards, expecting to see the two men closing on them, but all she saw was the bloody footprints Russ was leaving in the snow.




They reached her car in record time, taking the stairs up the garage two steps at a time. Russ offered to drive, but Zoe shook her head. “You have to baby it. Not just anyone can get it started.”




When they reached her car, Russ said, “I see what you mean.”




Zoe's car was over 20 years old, an old beater that had been handed down through her family. It was small, the paint a dull red, windshield cracked. She opened the door, yelling, “It's unlocked!” to Russ, while he stood around nervously in her doctor's coat, eyes scanning the garage.




He hopped in, barely fitting in the seat even when he slid it all of the way back. In crunched under his weight, his eyes going wide at the sound, but held.




“Hey! Treat her nice! She's done a lot for me!” Zoe ordered. She pressed the gas to the floor, once, twice, then turned the key over on the third press, just like she'd been doing for years. Nothing happened.




“What's going on, Doc?” Russ said. “They're here! If you don't get this car started, we're dead!”




“Hold on, hold on!” she yelled, trying again. Nothing. Her heart was thumping in her chest. “Can't you go out and stop them? You can turn into a bear, for God's sake!”




“So can they. And after my recent hospital stay and my attempt at flying, they'll shred me like a rabbit. Then they'll shred you. So get the car started!”




In her rear-view mirror, she saw the men appear at the stairs. This is it, she realized. She stomped her foot on the gas, harder than normal, cranking the key over. The car stuttered, almost starting, the ignition finally catching, and then the car roared to life. Zoe jammed it into reverse, gunning out of the parking spot. One of the men had come close, a pistol outstretched, and he jumped sideways as Zoe clipped him. He fell to the ground as she put the car in drive, speeding downwards through the garage.




Glancing behind her, she saw the two men turning the opposite direction, moving downwards to cut her off. She came around the bend and they were standing there, waiting for her. The man with the rifle raised the weapon, aiming at her.




“Get down!” Russ yelled, forcing her below the windshield. Bullets exploded through the windshield, glass shattering and covering her. The headrest where her head had previously been was shredded, thick foam floating through the air. The firing stopped suddenly. Zoe and Russ looked up.




The man with the gun was reloading and the other man was… a bear. “Oh, no! He's blocking the way!”




“Hit him!” Russ bellowed.




“I can't!”




“Hit him!” Russ said, grabbing her knee and forcing her foot down on the accelerator. The car picked up speed, barreling down the ramp. The other man dove to the side as they approached the bear, who stood up and roared. In the instant before they collided, Zoe thought she saw surprise on the shifter's face.




With a sickening thud and the squeal of crumpling metal, Zoe's tiny car crashed into the bear. He dented the front right quarter panel, shattering her headlight before rolling into the windshield. Already weakened from the gunfire, it shattered under his weight, the frame in front of Russ bending inwards. And then just as quickly as he'd been on the front of the car, the shifter was gone, rolling over the hood and denting it. Then he was on the ground, still, as Zoe guided the car out of the parking lot, into the gloom. They drove in silence, Zoe's hands shaking on the wheel, one headlight piercing the night.


They hadn't gone far before Zoe's little red car shuddered. She couldn't remember the last time that had happened. In fact, she couldn't remember any time her car had acted up. Despite its appearance, it was a trooper. And now, something those shifters had done had hurt it.




“We need to pull over somewhere with a payphone. I'll call a couple of my guys and we'll have them come pick us up. I don't think your car is going to make it, Doc.”




“It'll make it,” she snapped, but pulled off into a gas station parking lot with an ancient payphone out front. She dug through her change and handed him some. From inside of her car, she watched Russ clutch the doctor's coat as he used the phone.




He was back in the car less than only a minute later. “I got in touch with one of my guys. I couldn't hear much of what he was saying, but it looks like someone is targeting those who have helped shifters previously.”




“Yeah, I helped out a couple a few weeks ago at the hospital. I didn't know this was going to happen, though.”




“We need to get somewhere with a better connection and I'll get us a ride.”




“My house isn't far from here. It's just a few blocks off the interstate,” Zoe said, peering through her windshield. The snow was really starting to come down, now, way more than the forecast had projected.




Russ considered it for a few moments. “That might not be a good idea. If those shifters are after you, they might know where you live. They could be watching us. Still, we might not have a better option right now.”




Zoe was silent, letting Russ think some more. “Let's head to your house. After what we did to those two back at the hospital, I think we've bought ourselves some time, Doc.”




“Can you knock it off with this Doc stuff? It's Zoe,” she stated, irritated and turning off the interstate. She guided them through nice residential areas, rolling through stop lights. The city was deserted.




“Yeah, sure, Zoe. No disrespect meant. We're both doctors, we're supposed to be friends.”




“Hmphh.”




“How much farther until we're at your place?”




“It's just right up here, at the end of this road.”




“Okay, let's go slow,” Russ said. “No, not that slow. Try not to be suspicious. Okay, that's better. A little bit faster. Faster. No, no, too fast.”




“Do you want to drive, Doc?” Zoe blurted. Her answer was another of Russ's laughs. She still found them grating, still found him grating, but she had to admit, that laugh was wearing her down. Somehow, it still had levity and real joy. Despite everything, Russ was happy. She wasn't sure how he could be in a situation such as this. Zoe realized she envied him. She was scared for her life, and Russ thought it was all some hilarious joke.




“Okay, it looks clear. Once we get to your house, give me the keys. I'll go in and scope the place out. I'll be able to smell anyone around your property, but I'd rather be safe than sorry. You stay in the car.”




They pulled up into her driveway, Zoe's poor car barely making it up the small slope. It was shuddering and spitting, but thankfully not smoking, when she finally turned it off and handed the keys to Russ. He immediately went inside, searching her house. She got out of the car, trying to see how much damage had been done in the darkness. She couldn't see everything, but it was bad. The grill was riddled with bullet holes and while she was no mechanic, she suspected the engine had taken some serious fire. She feared it would never run again.




“You should have stayed in the car,” Russ said from behind her. She gave a little jump at his voice. “It could have been dangerous out here.”




“I thought you said you would be able to smell if there were any intruders.”




“Yeah, good point. It's safe, let's get in and get out of the cold,” Russ said, motioning for her to lead, her doctor's coat looking ridiculous and tight on his large body.




Inside, the first thing Zoe did was turn the heat up. For everything her old car did right – or used to, she realized – heating the inside of the vehicle was not one of them. Every now and then she'd get a blast of hot air, but those were few and far between.




“Can I use your phone?”




“It's in the kitchen,” said Zoe, showing him. She waited as he dialed the number, hearing the quiet rings before the phone went to voice-mail. He tried two other numbers, but no one picked up.




“Odd,” Russ said, putting the phone back up. “I'm not surprised Jace wouldn't pick up his phone, and Clive's been pretty busy lately, but I can't believe there's no one at the HQ to answer the phone. I hope everything is okay. Especially with everything going on.”




“It's getting pretty late, Russ. Maybe they're busy, or in bed, or something.”




He shrugged. “I guess that could be it. We can lay low here for a few hours. Get a shower, a change of clothes, some rest. Then we're heading to the HQ so I can figure out what's going on. And figure out why you're being targeted and by who.”


Zoe had somehow convinced Russ that he should take the main bathroom and that she could use the guest bathroom downstairs. Once she got down to the guest bathroom and stripped, however, she'd realized that she had forgot to grab any of her soap, shampoo, or moisturizers. She wrapped a towel around herself and headed upstairs.




When she reached her room, she made sure to knock before going in. Remembering how embarrassed she'd been when Russ had walked in on her, she wanted to avoid returning the favor. There was no answer, so she slowly cracked the door and peaked in. Her bedroom was deserted. The door to her bathroom was cracked, hot steam billowing out in waves. She'd heard that shifters were less sensitive to temperatures, and she figured this proved it.




She knocked on the door but heard no answer. The shower must be too loud, she reasoned. “Russ?” she called. No answer. “Russ??” A little louder. Nothing. She felt her heart beating. He was gone. Maybe those shifters had broken in and gotten him. Was she next? “Russ???” she yelled at the top of her lungs. There was no answer for a few seconds, then the shower turned off.




“Zoe? Sorry, I couldn't hear you over the water. Is everything okay?”




She placed her forehead on the door, trying to still her beating heart. “Things are fine. I need to borrow some shampoo. I forgot to grab any before I headed down. I can leave the room. Can you put them on the other side of the door and I'll grab them?”




“Zoe, you have nearly 30 bottles of shampoo in here. Special moisturizing cream? Shampoo for split ends? What is all this stuff? Come in and I'll hand you whatever you need.”




She came into the bathroom, the steam thick on the air. She considered what she needed, then listed them off to Russ. She gasped when she saw his naked form through the foggy window to the shower. She couldn't see anything for sure, but she liked what she saw. She saw the faintest hint of what was between his legs before he handed her the bottles of the top of the shower. She reached up, grabbing for the bottles, their fingers touching for a split second. It felt like electricity was flowing between them: she wanted to fling the door open and hop under the warm spray, let him take her however he wanted. Instead, she dropped a couple of the bottles on the ground, picking them up with one hand while trying to keep her towel on with the other.




“You okay?” he asked, cracking the door open. He looked out, eyes drinking in her body barely covered by the towel. His golden eyes paused when they reached her breasts and the bottom of the towel, covering her ass by mere threads.




“Yeah, I just dropped the bottles, is all. I'm going to need to come back in here once I'm done to do my hair and finish getting ready for bed.”




“Okay, if I'm not out, just knock and let me know,” he said, shutting the door and turning the shower back on full blast.




“Okay,” she said, watching him for a few moments longer. She tried to keep her eyes level with where his head would be, but right as she turned away, she tried to catch a peek of him below the waist. It was too late: the steam had fully covered the door again.




All of the way downstairs, Zoe wondered about Russ and what he would have done if she would have jumped in with him. Would he have turned her away? She was unsure, but didn't think so… the way he had looked at her in her towel, she thought he may have liked what he had seen.




Why was she interested in him? Was it because he was a doctor? Or at least, claimed to be? Or was it because he was a heavily muscled man, who was strong, smart, and sexy, if just a little bit hairy? Or was it just because she hadn't been with a man for so long? As she turned the shower on, she reasoned it might have been all of the above. Whatever the reason, she couldn't deny she was drawn to him like a moth to a flame. And if she wasn't careful, being with these shifters would burn her up.




Zoe had stayed under the spray of water until she was pruned and looked like a raisin. She dried off, putting her hair up in another towel and returning upstairs. She knocked on the doors again, hearing Russ yell, “Come in!”




She moved into her bathroom, watching Russ. He was standing at the mirror, a towel around his waist, combing his hair. His body rippled with muscles. She had seen him naked before, outside of the hospital, but hadn't had the chance to really appreciate the man in front of her.




“Wow,” she muttered, moving a hand to her mouth in embarrassment. She hadn't meant to say anything.




He laughed again, her defenses falling farther. “And just think, out of all of the shifters in my Clan, I'm the scrawny one.”




“You're the scrawny one?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. “You should introduce me to your friends if they have better bodies than you.”




She'd meant it as a joke, but his voice was guarded. “I'm the brains of our Clan. It's almost a stereotype, actually. Brains versus brawn. Guess which one every shifter wants their son to be?”




“I was just kidding, Russ. I didn't mean anything by it. If it makes you feel better, I would rather be with someone that's smart and cares about others.”




She came close to him, their bodies nearly touching. She hesitated, but raised a hand, trailing a finger down his back, from his neck all of the way down to the towel. He shuddered in pleasure.




“You seem fine to me. Sorry for what I said,” she said. Glancing at his reflection in the mirror, she watched Russ perk up. In more ways than one, she saw. “You can pillage my closet for something that fits you. I have plenty of hospital stuff I got for free. You know how that kind of stuff only comes in extra-large. Some of it is bound to fit you.”




“I'll wait downstairs for you,” he said, turning to leave the bathroom. She moved in front of him, blocking his exit. They stood close. Zoe looked up at him, standing on her tip toes to plant a slow, warm kiss on his lips. He kissed back, passionately, warmth flowing over her body. And then he broke the kiss. “You don't want to get involved with me. It's dangerous.”




He left her standing alone in the bathroom, breath heaving in lust. She had wanted him. She had almost had him. She could tell that Russ was a man who cared about others. Who helped others. But he was someone who couldn't let himself be helped. She feared he would keep pushing her away, claiming it was for her own good, while he suffered. Luckily, she was good at helping others.


She found Russ standing in the living room, peering out through an open window. He wore a pair of gray sweat pants with her hospital's logo on one leg and a large T shirt that was two sizes too large even for him, the back emblazoned with a cheerful smiley face and the words, Thanks for seeing us! Hope we don't see you soon! Wrapped around it. Not her favorite motto for the hospital, but it cracked her boss up.




“I think we're good for the night,” Russ said, back to business.




“Those clothes look good on you,” Zoe teased.




“Not my usual style, I'll admit.”




“I'd like to see you in your usual style. How about after all of this blows over, you take me out for some dinner?”




“Thanks for the offer, Zoe. But you know I can't. My line of work… my life… it's dangerous. I don't want you to get caught up in this any more than you already are. You can head up to bed. I'll keep watch out here.”




“I would feel safer if you would watch from my room,” Zoe offered, wondering if her attempt to get Russ into her room would work. To her surprise, he nodded.




They went back up to her room. With a sigh, Zoe watched as the shifter moved towards her open window, peering out into her yard. The snow was still falling lightly, the wind howling against the window. Zoe climbed under her thick covers, the warmth washing over her.




“You don't have to stay up there watching all night. You need to get some rest. You'll be able to smell anyone that comes close, right?”




“Yeah, you're right. Do you have an extra pillow and blanket? I can sleep on the floor.”




She did, of course, but she said, “This is it. We can share the same bed. It's big enough.”




Russ raised an eyebrow at her. He knew it was a lie, but said nothing. He moved over to the bed, peeling the shirt over his head and dropping it to the floor beside him. He crawled under the covers and for the first time since she'd bought her bed, she wished she had bought a smaller size. Despite his huge size, Russ was still far away from her. So close, yet so far away, flashed through her mind.




“Okay, don't go getting familiar during the middle of the night. I'm a good girl,” Zoe teased, curling up next to him.




She heard his laugh, happy and relaxed. He snuggled under the covers and she reached a hand out, placing it on his toned stomach. To her surprise, she felt his fingers intertwine in her own. All of the excitement of the day washed over her, and she was out in seconds.




*




Zoe awoke to movement beside her. She smiled when she felt Russ's toned stomach slide out from under her hand. Weak sunlight shone through the open window, snow falling softly. With a yawn and a stretch, she pulled herself out of bed.




“Morning.”




“Morning. How'd you sleep?”




“Better than I thought I could have,” was Zoe's reply. She felt well rested, refreshed, the worries of yesterday washed away. She knew there would be plenty of worries today, but she tried not to let that bother her. No use ruining the whole day mere minutes after waking up.




Russ sat down on the edge of the bed, his baggy clothes pulled over his body. He picked up the phone, dialing the number to the building. There was no answer. Likewise, no answer from Clive. Zoe watched the concern deepening on Russ's face. He tried Jace as a last resort.




He answered almost immediately. Even from her position on the other side of the bed, she could hear the worry in his voice. “Hello? This isn't a good time.”




“Jace, it's me. Russ. What's going on?”




“Shit, Russ. We've been looking all over for you. We've been attacked. Another Clan of shifters is targeting the clients we've helped, the families of our clients, and us. We've lost a lot of people already. We need your help, there are a lot of hurt people down here.”




“Is everyone alright?”




“No. Walt's dead. Austin's dead. Derrick's not going to make it. Beth, some of the other girls… they're in bad shape, Russ. Clive can't even function right now. We need you here, now.”




“We're on our way,” Russ stated, hanging up the phone. “Grab any medical supplies you have here. Grab your keys. We'll drive your car as far as it can go, then we'll run.”




Zoe was dressed within a matter of seconds. She reached into her closet, grabbing three large bags of medical supplies: gauze, tape, bandages, thread, needles, IV packets, and tubes, anything she could get her hands on at the hospital. She'd hoped she'd never need them, but time for that was over.




Russ grabbed two of the bags, one in his hand and the other under his armpit. He grabbed the keys, running down the stairs three at a time. Zoe could barely keep up with him. When she got outside, he already had the car started. She had no idea how he managed it, but it was chugging along, coughing, but it was running. The bags were tossed in the back seat and Russ was using his large hands to scoop large armfuls of snow off of the car. Some snow had leaked through the windshield, but the interior was mostly dry.




Zoe hopped in the passenger seat right as Russ dropped into the driver's seat. He slid the seat back and she winced as she heard a crack, this seat definitely broken. It wouldn't matter, anyway. She knew this was the last ride for her old car. Russ gave her an apologetic look, shrugging and telling her, Whoops. I'm sorry.




They rolled backwards down her driveway and as he put it into drive, he bent over to her, planting a thick kiss on her lips for the briefest of moments. And then they were off, tires kicking up plumes of dirty snow behind them. The car sputtered even more, but kept rolling. She could only imagine the trail of vital fluids her car was leaking behind them.




“I'm going to need your help when we get there,” Russ said, eyes blazing. “If it's as bad as they say, it's much more than I can handle alone.”




“Russ,” said Zoe. “I don't do this kind of stuff. I work in a hospital. I do everything by the books. Exact dosages, knowing my patient's allergies, their situation – I wasn't trained for this!”




“Zoe, listen to me. You can do this. You're going to have to do this. People will die if you can't.”




She nodded, realizing she was crying. Despite Russ's words of encouragement, she knew she couldn't. Sure, she'd ran into bad situations in the hospital, but they were nothing like what she thought they were walking into.




Twenty minutes later, they turned down a street of rundown buildings, and her car gave a final heave. An explosive boom! shook the car and black smoke started billowing out of the engine, flooding through the cracked windshield. Russ was out of the car before it even stopped moving, grabbing the three bags in his hands and sprinting down the road. Zoe was right behind him.




“It's not far! It's just right up here!” Russ yelled, a few steps ahead of her. She didn't need Russ to tell her where they were going, though. A chain link gate was smashed through by a car, the car a flaming ball of wreckage. Ahead of her was a courtyard, bodies strewn across it, some already covered in a light dusting of snow. Bright red blood was splashed everywhere she could see. Naked bodies lay everywhere, but she didn't see any bears, remembering that when a shifter died, he reverted back to his human form.




Running through the gate, Russ stopped as he stepped over a body. Looking down, he winced. “I'm sorry I couldn't be here for you, Austin.”




Zoe looked down at the body. The man was young, probably not even out of college yet. Ahead, a snowy body moaned at hearing Russ's voice. He dropped the bags, running to the person and dropping to his knees. He wiped snow off of them. Zoe grabbed the three bags as best she could and came close.




“Oh, shit, Judge,” Russ said. “We have to get him inside.”




“You're not supposed to move bodies like this,” Zoe said, softly.




“I don't care. He's going to die if we can't get him inside, get him warm, and patch him up,” Russ yelled, sliding his hands under the dark skinned man's body. He moaned in pain, but said nothing, as Russ moved towards the building.




When they reached it, Russ kicked at the door, yelling for someone to let him in. The door opened, a man saying, “We thought he was dead.”




“Get my tools out of my room, Jace,” Russ ordered. Zoe followed inside, carnage laid out before her. Jace ran past her down a hallway to her right. Bodies were lain across a bar to her right and two were on the floor, bar stools pushed away in a heap. To her left was a recreation area, strewn with bodies. Men and women sat on couches, covered in blood or holding their wounds. Two pool tables were covered in bodies. Everything was awful. Zoe felt sick.




Russ moved towards a couch, ushering a couple of shaken up women to move. They complied, Russ setting Judge down, yelling, “Get this man some blankets! Has anyone called the hospital?”




Someone yelled, “Yeah, they're on their way!”




“We have to keep these people alive and stabilize them before the ambulances get here,” Russ said to Zoe.




He came towards her then, grabbing two of the bags and yelling for Jace to hurry up.




“I can't do this,” Zoe said, feeling herself nearly faint on the spot. Things in the hospital had been bad… but never this bad. This was a whole new level of violence, sadness, and death. She felt it overwhelming her, an almost real feeling of the room smothering her.




Russ grabbed her by her arms, pulling her close to him and bending down. “Zoe. Zoe, listen to me. You can do this. You're trained for this kind of stuff. If there's any doctor in this city I would want by my side during a time like this, it would be you. People are relying on you. I'm relying on you. We can do this. We can save these people. But only if we work together. Together.”




He kissed her on her forehead, moving off to start working. Jace ran up, carrying a massive bag, twice the size of hers. Another shifter ran up, thick dark hair sweat slick, tears flowing down his face. “You've got to help them, Russ. I can't lose my brother and Beth!”




“Where are they at, Clive?”




Clive lead Russ over to a pool table. 




“I'm sorry, Clive. He's hurt too badly. I have to save others that I can save first,” Russ said, visible weight settling over his shoulders. He moved to another woman on another table, going to work immediately, digging through bags. Zoe felt helpless, overwhelmed.




“Help!” a woman screamed, stumbling through the front door. “They came after me at my house!”




She came straight towards Zoe, who took two steps back. “I can't.”




“Please,” the woman said, holding her arm. The wound was a thick gash, blood pumping to the floor, but it wasn't life threatening. She could do this much, at least.




“You!” she yelled at the shifter called Jace. He raised his eyes at her. “Come over here and give me a hand!”




“I don't know anything about this kind of stuff!” he said, frozen solid.




“You do exactly what she says, Jace!” Russ yelled over his shoulder. “She's going to help save everyone here!”




That pushed Jace into motion. He came close, holding out his outstretched hands as Zoe piled huge butterfly bandages and medical glue into his hands. “That wound isn't life threatening. Use the glue to close it up and then cover it with these bandages, then get her out of the way. Who's hurt the worst?”




She moved off to one of the men on the bar that Jace pointed to. She yelled orders at another shifter sitting behind the bar to get up and help her. He looked dazed and she noticed half of his face was red, burned, though he appeared to be in otherwise good condition. He was young, what little golden hair he had left that hadn't been burned away a striking match to his golden eyes.




“What's your name?” she asked the golden haired shifter, inspecting the man on the bar top. His throat had been ripped out, probably by a rival shifter. Blood was pooling all around him.




“It's Rick,” he said, shaking. “Rick.”




“Okay, Rick. We're going to save this man's life. I'll need you to hand me what I need.”




“I don't know anything in this bag.”




“I'll give you descriptions. We're going to do fine. Are you ready?”




Rick nodded. “Give me my scissors,” was Zoe's first command.


They'd stopped the bleeding pretty quickly. The man on the table might never talk again, but he wouldn't die here. If they couldn't get him to a hospital soon, though, all bets were off. She ordered another man to keep a watch on him and ordered Rick to follow her. The other man on the bar was already dead. “Cover this man up!” she yelled, moving on. A frightened woman pulled a table cloth from a table and covered him.




The next man was missing almost his entire leg below the knee. It was bloody, brutal work, cutting away the dead skin and cleaning his leg. Halfway through, he jolted awake, adrenaline coursing through his body, screaming. She'd told Rick, “Give him a dose of that!” and had pointed towards a syringe. He looked as if he was going to question what it was, but instead he plunged the needle into the man. He stilled almost immediately.




“This guy is in bad shape,” she said. “Those ambulances need to hurry. He's stable for now. Who's next?”




She found herself standing over the woman called Beth. She was laid on the same pool table as Derrick, their bodies close and a tangle of limbs. Not her ideal working conditions, but she had to work with what she had.




“You're doing great, Zoe,” Russ offered. He bent close to Derrick's chest and she could tell that he had been crushed under something heavy. Zoe knew that shifters were resilient to damage, but this looked like too much. She knew that Russ was torn up about having to leave Derrick for last, but she understood why. He was in bad shape. She didn't think he would survive even a few minutes longer.




“So you are a real doctor, after all,” she teased, trying to bring a little levity to the situation, reverting to operating room banter.




“Real as you can be without going to school for it,” he said, his laugh making her smile.




The woman underneath her was hurt, badly. Claws had torn her stomach nearly wide open. Zoe peered in, noticing that none of her organs had been damage. The cuts looked clean, though she'd lost a lot of blood.




“Can you save her?” Clive asked, hovering over her shoulder.




“I can if you give me some room!” she yelled, Clive shrinking back. She hated that she had had to yell at him, but things were serious. Beth didn't have much time left.




“Remember what you said last night about shifters always wanting the biggest, strongest kids?” Zoe asked, getting to work, calling out other tools she needed to Rick.




“Yeah. You mean the truth?”




“It may be the truth. But if you weren't as smart as you are, everyone here would be dead. Every single person would die. You're the reason these people will live.”




He didn't say anything, but she could tell she had gotten through to him. He renewed his focus, working on Derrick with everything he had. She wasn't sure if it would be enough, but at least there was hope now. At the same time, Zoe was just finishing up on Beth. She was another who would live, as long as there were no more serious complications and the ambulances were close.




Russ dropped his tools, wiping sweat from his forehead. They were done, as well as they could be, anyway. There had been a few of the shifters neither could save. Zoe looked around. She leaned against the table, hearing ambulance sirens nearing in the distance. She could finally relax.




“Russ!” an older, rugged looking man yelled from the back of the room, twin doors swinging open. “I need you in here. Bring the doctor. Grab your tools.”




Unsure of what was going on, Zoe grabbed a bag of tools and followed Russ into the room. The man swung the doors shut behind them. Inside, Zoe saw a gigantic table, surrounded by nice looking chairs. Somehow, she knew this was where the Clan made all of their important decisions.




Laying on the table was an older man, completely naked. Two even older men sat on one side of the table, smoking cigars. Despite the chaos that had just happened, they seemed completely at ease. As if this was something that happened all of the time.




“This is one of the leaders of the Clan that orchestrated the attacks on us and our clients,” the old man grated.




“Joe, this is one of the men that attacked us at the hospital,” Russ said, anger flaring across his body like a wave. Zoe leaned closer, really inspecting the man for the first time, and she gasped when she saw he was right. This was the man that had fired on her and Russ, destroying her car.




“He's hurt pretty badly, Joe,” Russ said, inspecting him. “What do you want us to do?”




“Save him. We have to get to the bottom of this. There's more to this than just an orchestrated attack on us and everyone we care about.”




The man coughed on the table, turning two black eyes onto Joe. “You!” he growled, but before he could say more, he coughed again.




“Let's get to work, Zoe.”




She hesitated. This was a man that had almost killed her and Russ. A man that had killed all of the men and women in the room outside. A man that had ruined lives. If they just left him alone for only a few more moments…




“I don't like him, either, Zoe. But it's our duty as doctors to save everyone we can.”




She nodded at him, grabbing the tools needed to save this man. This killer.




“He can tell us what else is planned. Who all is involved. If we save him, we can save more lives. It's the right move,” Russ said.




“He's right,” Joe interjected.




“Fine,” Zoe said, still unsure. It was her duty as a doctor to save every life possible, no matter who her patient was. Still, this man was a killer. He would have killed her if given the chance. If their positions were switched, he would have let her bleed out. She looked down at him, disgust flooding her. She grabbed the scalpel, raised it high… 




And she got to work.


Zoe stood in her room, holding a skirt in each hand. She held one up over her body, shaking her head and tossing it onto her bed. She held up the other one. Better, she thought. She pulled it on, going into her master bathroom and making sure she looked okay. Satisfied, she walked downstairs, just as the doorbell rang. She ran over to the door, smoothing her skirt and looking at herself one last time in the mirror.




She opened the door, Russ waiting patiently outside. It was bitterly cold and snow was on the forecast, but for now, the skies were clear. Sunlight ringed his body. She looked him over, realizing just how good he looked when he wasn't wearing oversized sweatpants and T shirts. Despite being a shifter, his nice slacks, black dress shoes, and nice suit jacket somehow fit his personality perfectly.




“You do look much better when you are wearing clothes that fit,” she teased, jumping into his arms. He held her tight, their lips meeting as he twirled her around. He let her down, both of them smiling.




“Ready, Doc?” he teased back. Zoe raised one finger at him and he laughed, and then she was laughing, shutting her front door and heading down to the driveway. Instead of his car sitting there, however, she saw her old beat up car.




“What?” was all she managed to say.




“I had some of the guys take a look at it. Fixed the windshield, the engine, even the seats I broke! It's better than new.”




Russ walked over to the driver's side door, holding it open for her. She eagerly hopped into the driver's seat and he closed the door after her. Once he was settled into the passenger seat, Zoe turned the key over in the ignition, feeling the car purr to life without her having to stomp on the gas a few times.




“Some of the guys said I should just buy you a new car altogether, but I know how much you love this old thing. For some reason.”




“Thank you! Thank you!” Zoe said, kissing Russ on the cheek. They drove off. Russ had actually agreed to a dinner at the nicest restaurant in the city. She was giddy with excitement. She couldn't wait to drive up to the front of the restaurant, valets confused at her beat up little car pulling up the driveway, before two doctors got out for dinner. She could see it now.




“So how is everyone doing?” she asked. After they'd saved the man who had attempted to kill them, Zoe had retreated to Russ's room to catch her breath. By the time she'd come out, the situation was over. The ambulances were gone. By chance, the injured had been taken to her hospital, but her boss had forced her to take a few days off and steer clear after learning of her involvement in the situation. She'd fought against him, wanting to get back to the hospital and finish what she'd started, but it had been pointless. Russ had been busy with Clan business and hadn't been able to see her, but had promised her the dinner she had so desired once things blew over.




“Everyone is going to be okay, thanks to you,” Russ said. “Every woman and shifter that you operated on is going to survive. Charles lost his leg, of course. Sev might not be able to talk again, but they're not sure yet. Beth and Derrick both are going to make a full recovery.”




“You saved Derrick,” she gently reminded him.




“If it wasn't for your speech, I don't think I would have been able to. I was able to because you believed in me. That's something no one has ever done before. My whole life… I've felt as if I was a failure. A fluke. I'm strong, but not as strong as the others. Big, but not big enough. But you've made me realize that it's okay to be me.”


The looks on the valets’ faces when her car rolled up to the front of the restaurant were everything that she was hoping for. They were shocked when two well-dressed people stepped out. One even managed to muster up the courage to ask if they had a reservation. One quickly led them inside when Zoe told him there was a reservation for Doctors Flynn and McGregor. She was laughing, and Russ was laughing as well.




Of course, the food was excellent, but Zoe was mostly focused on what Russ had to say. He really seemed like he was more laid back, happier than before. As they ate their expensive food, they talked about the future. The future together. Russ was adamant that he go to medical school, officially getting his medical degree. When Zoe had told him he knew more than most of the doctors at her hospital, he had smiled, a genuine smile. She hoped he would finally realize how skilled he truly was.




“Maybe I'll even leave the security service. Take a step back from the Clan,” he offered as they were leaving the restaurant, the chauffeurs scrambling to get her car. “I could do a lot of good in a hospital somewhere. Save a lot of lives. Really make a difference.”




“You already do a lot of good, Russ. You've saved more lives than you know. Just because you don't have your medical degree, doesn't mean you can't make a difference.”




“Yeah, but if I get my degree, I can come work with you every day. That's what you want, right?”




*




When they got back to her house after dinner, the scene was straight out of a movie. She'd been the one to push herself on Russ a couple of days ago, but now the tables had turned. They had barely reached her front porch before he was kissing her, his hands grabbing her body underneath her dress. She moved her lips against his, his tongue sliding deep into her mouth, pushing against her own. His hands grabbed her butt, lifting her up against her door. His lips danced over her own, over her neck, her ears, and the tops of her breasts.




She moaned in his ear, pulling his shirt out of his pants with one hand and fumbling with the door with the other. After a few seconds, the door opened inward and they tumbled through. Russ caught her deftly, making sure she didn't land hard. He kicked the door closed with one foot, lips going back to her chest. His hands moved down her legs, squeezing a thigh, sliding up underneath her skirt and pressing against her frilly panties. He pressed a finger against the soaked fabric and she arched her back, pushing herself into it.




Slowly, maddeningly, he teased her, walking his fingers up her legs, underneath her skirt, and hooking the sides of her panties with a finger on each side. Inch by slow inch, he peeled them off of her. When they were far enough down her legs, she kicked them off, losing sight of them as they soared over her couch. She kicked off her heels and wrapped her legs tightly around his crotch, pulling him close.




He grabbed one breast, squeezing, and she moaned. A finger trailed along the top of her shirt, dipping under it for just a split second, caressing one nipple. He used his other hand to undo one strap. Zoe eased her shoulder out from it, then eased the second out. With care that one wouldn't expect from a man his size, he pulled her shirt down over her body.




The shirt slid down over her breasts, catching for the slightest of moments on her rock hard nipples before exposing them completely. She saw his eyes go wide, his member under his slacks hardening. Next, her stomach and navel were uncovered. She held her breath as Russ moved her skirt over her hips and then she was completely naked, shrugging out of her skirt altogether.




Russ bent down, placing his lips directly between her thighs, kissing and sucking without any preamble. She moaned and wrapped her legs around his head tightly, feeling his tongue pushing deeper than she'd ever felt before. His lips wrapped around her clit, sucking it into his mouth, his tongue flicking against it. She squirmed in pleasure, breath coming faster and faster.




She felt pleasure building deep inside of her, a pinpoint of heat. She focused on it and it was overwhelming her immediately, building to a crescendo before she even realized how close she was to cumming. She felt her muscles tighten and she screamed in pleasure, cumming on Russ's face, his tongue lapping up her juices, his lips kissing exactly as needed. When her orgasm passed, she released her hold on his head.




Russ peeled off his jacket and shirt, tossing them onto the couch. He kicked off his shoes and peeled off his socks, undoing his pants until he was only in his underwear in front of her. The whole time, his eyes never left Zoe's pleasure wracked body. She looked at the bulge in his underwear, the front of them soaked in his precum.




Zoe sat up, looping her fingers in the waistband, so similar to what he'd done to her minutes ago. She pulled down, the band catching on his member, but she kept tugging. Down and down, until his cock finally sprung free, its massive length inches from her face. She grasped it in one hand, fingers unable to reach around his thickness. She stroked slowly, hearing him lean back and moan.




Zoe opened her lips wide, sliding his head between her lips. Her tongue found his slit, sucking up every drop of juices before pushing his length deeper into her mouth. Her lips slid up and down, her tongue working his shaft, her hands moving wetly along the base of his hardness.




His moans were loud and she pushed his thickness as deep into her mouth as possible, feeling the head of his cock hit the back of her throat. She withdrew him slowly, wetly, seductively, until only her tongue was on him.




Russ took a step back, stepping out of his underwear and leaning downwards. Zoe let herself be guided onto the floor, the carpet soft on her back and ass. Russ leaned over her, kissing her again, lips working faster than before. She felt his wet cock moving against her thighs, pressing against her own wetness. She reached down, guiding him into her as he pushed himself into her.




She felt her slit spreading wide for his massive girth, a moan of pleasure interjected into their kiss. His hand grabbed a breast, squeezing, rolling her nipple, before he broke his kiss and placed his lips on her other nipple. She felt his lips sucking wetly, pulling her into him even as he pushed into her.




He sank into her entirely, his thickness completely inside of her tightness. He pulled out of her until only the head of his cock was still in her warmth, then pushed back in, faster than he had the first time. He repeated this motion, stroking her clit with his length each time he pulled in and out of her.




She reached down, grabbing his ass in her hands, squeezing and pulling his body into hers. They rocked together for minutes, Zoe letting Russ lift her legs over his shoulders, his cock hitting new places she never thought was possible. With every stroke, she came a little bit closer to cumming.




Soon, Russ was breathing heavy, pushing deeper with each long stroke, and she knew he was getting ready to finally cum. The thought of him cumming was enough to bring her to the edge, and she heard herself moaning in pleasure, her moans matching his own.




Together, as one, they came. Russ moaned, pushing with one last deep stroke, further than he'd been before, and she felt herself tighten. Her pussy wrapped around his massive cock and she felt it spurt within her, filling her full of his seed. His cock jumped again as she tightened, both of their body’s spasming with pleasure. Her knuckles turned white, gripping the carpet as hard as she could.




After what seemed like minutes, her orgasm finally tapered off. Inside of her, Russ's largeness was shrinking and he pulled out of her carefully. She watched as his cock slipped from between her legs, wet with his cum and her juices. She felt him leaking out of her as he pulled himself off of her. She lowered her legs as he came over towards her, lying beside her on the carpet, out of breath.




She snuggled up next to him, letting him wrap a large arm around her. Everything felt perfect. As they lay there in silence, she could hardly remember everything that had happened to them less than a week ago. At the time, it had seemed like she was going to die and that Russ would be lost to her. Somehow, though, everything that had happened didn't seem so bad at this moment with him right beside her.




The only thing she cared about right then was Russ. He was a shifter and she was a trained doctor, but they weren't so different. She realized that they needed each other.




“So how was that for you, Doc?” she teased, rolling over onto his body and kissing him on the lips. Between her legs, she felt him starting to stiffen again. He laughed, warmth washing over her body, and then she laughed.
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Tyler stripped out of his work suit and looked at himself in the mirror. He ran his hand through his light hair, and rubbed a small patch of skin on his chest that wasn’t covered in ink. He had been saving that spot for years but hadn’t figured out what to cover it with. He shook his head and pulled on a pair of worn jeans and a long sleeve shirt. He pulled his Clan cut over the shirt. It felt good to be dressed properly. 




He packed a few things in his bike satchel. The Clan was going on a weekend ride. It had been a while since they had been out together. Between Brian’s wedding, Brett’s engagement, and everyone’s schedules, it had been almost impossible to get the whole group together. Tyler had been itching to get out on the road. He enjoyed his job, it made him think, and it gave him enough discretionary income that he was able to indulge his love for motorcycles, but what he truly wanted, was to be on the road. 




There was something about the openness of being on the bike that made everything fade away. 




His phone buzzed in his pocket. It was Brett. “Hey, man,” Tyler said as he answered.




“Hey. You all set to go?” There was rustling in the background which made it clear that Brett’s girlfriend was helping him pack.




“Yep. We’re still meeting at the shop?” 




“Yeah. We’re going to need to make a stop on the way to our…end destination.” They hadn’t decided where their stopping point was. They had mapped a few areas they didn’t want to go into because of other motorcycle clubs. 




“Where are we stopping?” Tyler leaned his head against his shoulder to hold the phone in place while he put his toothbrush and some deodorant in a tiny bag and tossed it on top of his knapsack. 




“At the university. Mary called and she wanted us to swing by on the way through.”




“The way through?”




“Okay, it’s a little out of the way, but I haven’t seen her since I got engaged to April and I wanted to tell her in person.”




“Dude, it’s been a month. You haven’t told her you’re engaged? She’s going to kill you, man.” Tyler hadn’t seen Mary in quite a while. He thought about it; it must have been years. Brett’s adorable sister was the absolute opposite of Brett, totally innocent. And she would be pissed as hell when she found out that Brett had kept his engagement from her for a month.




“Yeah, so that’s why we need to stop over there.”




“Alright, dude. No problem. It’ll be good to see Mary.”




Brett laughed. “She will probably freak out. She had the biggest crush on you when we were teenagers.”




Tyler laughed. “Yeah she did. Alright, go finish packing. Don’t be late.”




“Yeah, yeah.” Brett hung up and Tyler pocketed his phone.




He finished packing and strapped the bags to the motorcycle. He jammed the keys in the ignition and revved the engine. He pulled out of his driveway and the immediate sense of relaxation that took hold of him almost made him fall off his bike. It felt so good.




He did an extra lap around the mechanic’s shop before pulling in. Will, Brett, Aiden, and Brian were already there. “Was that extra lap completely necessary?” Aiden said. He dropped his half-smoked cigarette onto the ground and crossed his arms over his extremely muscular chest. 




Tyler grinned. “Yeah. It was.”




Aiden threw a long leg over his bike. “Can we go?”




“Yeah. One quick thing that everyone should know. Aiden got into a massive fight with a few of the Tribe dudes the other day.”




“Fucking assholes,” Aiden spat. 




Tyler had to agree. They were jerks. Racist, sexist and hated shifters. There wasn’t much that the Tribe liked besides trying to pick on people they thought were beneath them. Luckily, when the Tribe tried to pick, the Clan usually came out on top.




“Yeah, dude. They are. But everyone should be aware that riding around, and through some disputed territory, may cause some problems,” Brian finished. 




“Noted,” Tyler said. He wasn’t too concerned. He knew how to talk his way out of an arrest. He honed that skill through his many years of getting the boys out of prison for a scuffle or two. Or twenty. 




They all climbed on their bikes, and followed Aiden down the road.




It was about a five hour drive to the university where Mary had just started her first year of graduate school. It was a relatively rural area, and they drove past gorgeous forests. Tyler almost wanted to stop and take a picture every once in a while. He was happy it was such a nice day. Riding in the rain took a little of the fun out of things.




They followed Brett, who had looked up the address of Mary’s apartment complex and figured out directions. They pulled into the parking lot around back and walked around to the front of the building and pressed the buzzer for the apartment. 




Tyler hadn’t seen Brett’s younger sister in at least four years. He had basically grown up in Brett’s house. His father had been in and out of jail and his mom was, more often than not, on drugs. Brett’s mom Emma had taken him in so he wouldn’t be put in foster care. Almost everything he had done with his career was to say thank you to Brett’s parents for caring for him. He worked his butt off in college to get into a great law school. He wanted to show them that they invested in the right kid, that he wasn’t a fuck up like his parents.




Mary, Brett’s sister, was three years younger than Tyler and Brett. As a kid, she had always been the annoying shadow that they were required to bring along to their activities. She drove Brett crazy, but Tyler didn’t mind her. He always tried to be nice. When she turned 13, she practically disappeared. If he walked into a room, she walked out, a blush on her cheeks. She avoided him constantly, and if they did manage to be in the same room, Brett would tease her endlessly about having a crush on Tyler.




Then Tyler went off to college. He saw her when he came home for holidays but once he started law school, and then his job, and she started college, he was over at Brett’s parent’s place a lot less.




They stood there awkwardly for a few minutes before Brett pulled out his phone and called his sister. He hung up and looked at them. “She was outside and she saw the bikes. She’s in the parking lot.”




They walked back around the building, and to their bikes. There were a few girls milling around the parking lot, it looked like they were unpacking groceries from a car.




Tyler remembered Mary as a gangly 14 year old, all height and awkwardness. The woman who stood before him didn’t look at all like she was related to Brett, let alone like she was the same 14 year old girl that Tyler remembered.




She was tanned, and her long, chestnut brown hair fell halfway down her back. Her eyes were large and green. Her lips were soft-looking, full and a light pink that made something inside of Tyler stir. And she was sitting on his bike, painting her nails. On his bike.




“Who is the hot piece on your bike, Ty?” Aiden called.




Brett turned quickly. “What the fuck did you just say about my sister?”




Aiden took a step back. “Shit, dude. Sorry. I didn’t know that was Mary.”




Mary finished applying the polish to her last nail and looked up. “Calm down Brett. I’m a big girl, I can handle myself.” 




Brett crossed his arms and seethed. Mary pocketed the closed bottle of nail polish and pushed herself up off the bike. Tyler cringed as her fingers touched the handles. Mary crossed the space between her and Brett and she threw her arms around him. “Long time, no see, big brother.”




Brett begrudgingly hugged her back. She looked up and saw Tyler and he could see the hint of a blush on her face.




“Hey Ty,” she said. She gave him a small wave. “So are you going to take me to lunch big brother?” she asked with a grin. 


They all sat down at the table. Mary was sure they looked a little ridiculous, a bunch of burly biker dudes at the same table as a small brunette. She was thrilled that she managed to drag everyone to her favorite Thai restaurant. She hadn’t been there in ages.




They all ordered and she started chatting about her various projects with school. She was helping out with a social work program that worked with at risk youth in the area. She could feel Tyler’s eyes on her the whole time. She couldn’t help but smile a bit wider. 




All throughout her teenage years she had a major crush on her brother’s best friend. He was always at the house because of the trouble his parents would get in to. He was always so sweet to her. Sometimes, when they both couldn’t sleep, they would sit out in the living room together and drink hot chocolate. They talked about everything. And then he went off to school and he basically disappeared from her life. It was her first real heart break. In college she had gone out with a few other guys but they never measured up to Tyler. He was always there in the back of her head. 




“So where are you guys heading?” she asked.




“We were going to go down to the forested area a few towns over and shift for a few nights.” 




“I’m jealous!” It was hard to shift at school. She always had to sneak out for a weekend to do it. And she couldn’t not. No shifter could go forever without shifting. It was in their DNA, and it called to them. Most shifters could get away with a minimum of going a month without changing. Some could do more, but the full moon called to most of them. 




“Why don’t you come with us?” came a soft, masculine voice from besides her.




She turned to Tyler. “Really?”




He nodded and Brett groaned. “My sister is not part of this motorcycle club. This is a club trip.”




Mary pouted and Tyler pulled his cut off his back. It was made of worn leather and had the logo sewn onto it. He slid it onto Mary’s shoulders. “I call a vote. All in favor of making Mary a recruit, say aye.”




Mary watched Tyler glare at every member of the group individually, until they put their hand up and said “Aye.” Brett was the only resounding “Nay.”




“Majority rules,” Tyler said with a silly grin. “Welcome to the club, recruit.”




The guys slept on her apartment floor. Her roommate elbowed her in the side when Mary asked if she minded. She pulled Mary aside and whispered, “Are you kidding? Five hot dudes in our apartment? Why didn’t you invite them over sooner?”




Mary rolled her eyes. All the shifters in the room could hear the girl clearly, and Mary didn’t want their egos stroked any more than necessary. Half the guys had big enough heads as it was. The next morning, she woke up early and made breakfast. She quickly ran out of food, and she knew that they were likely going to stop on the way to the forest to deal with the appetites of the bikers. 




When they were down in the parking lot, Mary asked, “So, whose bike do I get to ride on?”




Brett pointed at Tyler. “Your idea, you get to deal with her.”




Tyler smiled. “Alright recruit. Hop up.”




Mary settled behind Tyler. She wrapped her arms around his muscular torso. He let her wear his cut again, and she couldn’t help but tilt her head to sniff the soft leather every once in a while. It smelled just like him. 




They were on the road for all of an hour when Aiden motioned that they pull off at the nearest rest stop. He and Brian went inside to find food while the rest of them filled up their bikes.




As Brian and Aiden exited the little shop, half a dozen bikers pulled into the gas station. “Fuck me,” Brett hissed.




“What’s wrong?” Mary asked. Her brother’s eyes had gone completely dark and Tyler pushed her behind him, shielding her from the other men on the bikes.




“It’s the fucking Tribe. Damnit.” 




Brian and Aiden jogged towards the rest of the Clan. The other bikers pulled right in front of them, blocking their exit.




“Look who we have here. On Tribe land,” one of the bikers said with a scowl. He had a nasty scar running down the side of his face. It looked like a bear had clawed him. Mary’s heart sank. Whoever these guys were, they were bad news.




“We’re passing through, fuck off.”




“No one gave you permission to pass through our territory, half breeds,” the man spat. 




Mary could feel her hackles rising. These were the same bigoted shit heads who had tried to hurt Brian and his new wife. Before she could stop herself, she stepped around Tyler and looked right into the eyes of the asshole who thought he was better than she was just because he couldn’t turn into an animal. Moron.




“Hey, shithead. Back the fuck off and we won’t rip your arms off. Am I making myself clear?”




Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Tyler flinch. 




“Who do we have here? A little bear bitch.” He pulled a knife from his pocket. “Let’s see what she looks like skinned.”




Everyone around her jumped into action. Tyler pushed her further back as he collided head on with the biker who threatened her. His fists moved rapidly. Brett and Aiden were in a squabble with two of the bikers who had still been sitting on their bikes. 




Mary felt helpless. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do. She looked at the abandoned bikes and an idea hit her. She circled around the fighting men and braced both hands on one of the Tribe bikes and pushed with all her might. It toppled over and hit the ground with a resounding crash that made everyone stop fighting for just a moment.




Mary turned to another bike and pushed again. This time it toppled into a second bike, bringing them both to the ground. 




“Fucking bitch!” Mary’s eyes widened as three of the Tribe bikers broke off from the group and headed towards her. She leapt over the fallen bike, happy she had done hurdles in high school, and screamed at her brother and his friends.




“Go! Go!” They wasted no time jumping on their bikes and revving the engines. They pealed out of the parking lot one by one. Mary jumped on Tyler’s bike, almost sliding off the back as he gunned it forward. She grabbed his waist and clutched at him desperately. 




They heard a few gunshots in the distance, but they were already down the road. 


When they finally arrived at the outskirts of the forest, Brett motioned for them to pull into the tiny parking lot just off a long, unpaved side road. He stopped his engine and leaned forward, his head hitting his handle bars.




“Mary, next time you want to try to diffuse a possibly violent situation, do me a favor and don’t get involved.”




“Trust me, I don’t ever want to be near something like that again.”




“The biker life not really for you, kiddo?” Tyler elbowed her in the side and she rolled her eyes at him. She popped the collar of the cut she was still wearing.




“I live for the biker life.” Tyler laughed and slid off his bike. 




“Enough chatting,” Brian said as diplomatically as possible. “Let’s hunt.”




Mary followed the pack as they marched into the woods. She crashed into Tyler’s back when they all stopped abruptly. Aiden yanked off his t-shirt and had his pants halfway off before Mary realized that they were in the spot they were going to shift.




Her eyes widened at the sight of Aiden’s chest. It was covered in tattoos and scars. Many of them bisecting. She wondered what had happened. 




She shook herself out of it. “I’m going to go shift over there,” she pointed to a patch of trees. It didn’t seem like anyone was paying much attention to her, so she marched a few feet away and began to undress. She folded her clothes and lay them down on a log. She took a deep breath and let the change take her over. A tingle started at the top of her head, moving rapidly down her body. Her toes curled as she felt the hair all over her body lengthen. She let out a soft groan as she fell to the ground on all fours.




Then came the part that hurt. Her scull elongated and her bones creaked as her skeleton changed. When she took her next breath, she took it as a bear.




She stretched slightly and began to walk towards the smell of her brother. As she got her sea legs back she moved a bit faster. There was something so fantastically liberating about being able to shift again, especially after so long. 	Everything smelled better as a bear than it did as a human. She took a deep breath and rubbed her paws into the lush grass.




The five bears turned to look at her as she approached them. Their coats were all slightly different colors, but Tyler’s was by far the lightest. He almost didn’t look like a real bear; he was like someone’s imagined rendering of one. Brett nodded his head and everyone followed him further into the woods. It didn’t take long for them to start running.




Mary loved the feeling of her paws hitting the grass with each powerful bound. She relaxed into her movement. As they slowed at a clearing she nipped at Tyler’s heels. He turned and growled playfully at her. When he turned his head, she did it again. This time, he nipped back.


As a bear she was a bit smaller than the rest of them. Her fur was a bit lighter as well. She leapt towards them, her mouth open and her tongue out. It was surprisingly puppy-like. Tyler could tell that she hadn’t shifted in a while. 




When they stopped in the clearing, she nipped at his heels and he turned and bared his teeth. He could smell deer in the air and he wanted to taste the meat. But Mary was distracting. She pranced around him, butting her head against him like she was a puppy who wanted to play with an older dog. 




And then she put her mouth around his neck, and turned tail and ran from the clearing. Tyler moved automatically and on instinct. Mary had challenged his status by doing that and he was going to get back at her.




She moved quickly, but he soon caught up. He leapt onto her, and she shifted into human form almost immediately. He followed suit, his body getting smaller and thinner, his fur receding until they were just two people lying on the grass. He looked down, and his heart almost fell out of his mouth. There was nothing between the two of them. She was gorgeous. Her breasts were heaving with the effort of running from him, and she could feel the soft skin of her legs against his. 




“Uh,” he began. He could feel himself hardening. 




She smiled up at him. “You got me!”




He closed his eyes and took a slow, deep breath, willing himself to think of boring things like icebergs and golf. But it didn’t really work. He felt her hand on his face. “Tyler?” she asked, tentatively.




He looked down at her. Her mouth was slightly parted, and her eyes were full of questions. He couldn’t help himself. He kissed her. He pressed his naked body against hers, loving the way she molded against him perfectly. She wrapped her arms around his neck and the kiss deepened. 




Then the realization of what they were doing hit him and he pulled away. “We shouldn’t. Brett would be pissed…” he trailed off. Her lips looked well-kissed and lush. 




“Right.” He could hear the disappointment in her voice. He moved off of her and she stood up. He tried not to look at her as she moved. “No big deal!” she said, the cheer in her voice sounded so forced. 




“We should get back to the others,” he attempted diplomacy. 




“Yeah.” She closed her eyes and began to shift. He followed suit.




They spent two nights out in the woods and Tyler had to fight with himself the whole time. He had invited her. He did this to himself. But every time he looked at her, he wanted to kiss her. The years they had spent bonding together as teenagers came rushing back to him and he wanted to hit himself for being an idiot kid and thinking that there would be better and more interesting girls when he got to college. His perfect girl was right in front of him. Literally.




And she was his best friend’s sister. Tyler didn’t want to think about what Brett would think if Tyler actually started dating Mary. He wasn’t sure he wanted to imagine it, but he certainly did want to imagine dating Mary.




Mary drove back with Brett, and Tyler wanted to kick himself for missing the opportunity to be close to her again. They pulled into the parking lot of her apartment complex and she grabbed her bag.




She gave everyone hugs and turned to go, but Brett stopped her. “Oh! Before I forget, April and I are engaged,” Brett said.




Mary’s eyes widened. “And you didn’t tell me immediately?” she screeched. She went to hit her brother on the shoulder, while she asked for details about the wedding. Tyler took the moment of craziness to pull Mary’s phone from her back pocket, put his number in, and then text himself so he had her number. He may have been acting a bit crazy, but there was still something between them, that much had been clear in the forest. And he wasn’t going to be an idiot and mess things up like he did when he went off to school. 




He texted her the next day and apologized for kissing her. When they stopped driving for the evening, he checked his phone and there was a simple message from her.




Like I said, no big deal.




He wasn’t going to let her go that easily. He sent another text, asking about her classes. Her response was immediate and his stomach fluttered. He wanted to laugh. The tables were certainly turned. She had a crush on him when she was a teenager, now he had a crush on her. 




They sent a few messages back and forth before he fell asleep on the motel bed. He did the same thing the next day, and the next, and the next. Soon it felt like his phone was constantly buzzing in his pocket. Then, one evening he called her. 




One night, during what had become their nightly phone call, Mary asked him a question that made his heart beat faster. “Ty, my roommate is going out of town for the weekend. If you’re not busy, do you want to spend the weekend here?”




“Of course.” 




The next Friday, he drove to her apartment directly from work. He arrived rather late in the evening. As he walked around the building from the parking lot, he noticed that the window that looked into her living room was thrown open and he could see her puttering around.




“Mary!” he called. She looked up and then turned towards the window. “Mary!” he said again. 




“Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair!” he called up at the open window as she got closer. She stuck her head out of the window and looked down at him.




“Tyler?” She leaned out further, as if she was trying to get a better look at him, but it was hard with the lack of light.




“You’re going to fall out, silly.”




“I’m not! But come around to the front door. Why didn’t you just text me?”




“This seemed like a little more fun, Juliet.”




“If I was any less secure, I’d be worried that you didn’t remember my name.”




“How could I ever forget your name? Mary, Mary, quite contrary.”




“Stop joking around and get your butt up here!”




Tyler laughed and took a step back. “Do you want me to climb?”




“No! Go to the damn front door!” She leaned out further, bracing her hands on the window ledge. She was hanging halfway out the window.  He was sure she was going to fall right out, and then their evening together would be a trip to the hospital. But she didn’t. She slid back inside. “Seriously. Go to the front door and I’ll buzz you up.” She disappeared and the window closed. 




He walked around the building and at the front door he pressed her apartment call button. There was a loud buzzing noise and the click of a lock. He pulled the door open and entered the lobby. A tired-looking security guard barely raised his head from his newspaper. 




The apartment building wasn’t in the best neighborhood. It was a mile or so off of main campus, and Mary had assured him that the area was mostly students, which was why it didn’t look the most appealing.




He made it up the stairs, the elevator was broken, and before he raised his hand to knock on the door, it flew open.


Mary had never taken so long to figure out what she was going to wear before. She was an adult. In grad school. She had a career track in psychology planned out for herself. And she spent an hour and a half trying on outfits that she had worn countless times before, on many dates, and still wasn’t thrilled with her final pick.




“You look beautiful.”




Okay, maybe it wasn’t so bad. The dress was better suited to warmer weather. It cut off at her knees, and hugged her waist before flaring at the hips. He took a step towards her and put his hands on her hips. He didn’t make another move. She liked that she had to meet him half way with things. He wasn’t pushy. He opened the door, she had to walk through it.




She stepped forward and stood on her tip toes. He was so much bigger than she was. Even bigger than Brett. She had always been taller than they were, even though she was younger, until they hit puberty. Then they both dwarfed her. She leaned in for a kiss but stopped an inch from his lips. “Remember when I was taller than you were?”




He laughed. “For like five minutes.”




“For like a whole year.”




She put one foot on the top of his heavy biker boot and tested it. It didn’t give. And then she stood on the other foot as well. Even with the extra help, she was still shorter. “Well, you aren’t any more.” He closed the gap between their lips and she wrapped her arms around him. 




She balanced on his boots as she kissed him. She loved kissing him. He was somehow both rough and gentle at the same time. He slowly pulled away, and she frowned in disappointment. She had wanted to kiss him since she was thirteen, now that they were actually dating she felt like every moment she spent not kissing him was a moment wasted. 




“We need to stop for right now,” he said throatily. 




“Why?” she purred, leaning in again.




“Because kissing you makes me a little crazy. And we had actual real plans for tonight.”




They did. And she was excited. They were going to have a normal, boring evening a catch up. And eat pizza. She stepped off his boots. “I have pizza menus!”




“Menus? It’s pizza. Cheese and meat.”




She pursed her lips. “There is more to it than that.” She picked up a folded menu from the table top and handed it to him. He flipped it open and looked up at her.




“Cheese and meat.” 




She rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’ll order.” She picked up her cell phone and dialed the number. She ordered two large pizzas (if what she remembered of meals when Tyler and Brett were teenagers, it was better to have left overs than to deal with a grumpy, hungry shifter). She could certainly eat too. Her friends always commented on her ability to eat so much, but shifting always took a lot of energy. 




She hung up the phone. “It’ll be 45 minutes.”




“What ever will we do with the time?” Tyler leaned against the counter. He looked so funny in her small apartment, like he was in a doll house. 




“I can think of a few things,” Mary winked.




“None of those things are happening. We need to pick a movie.”




Mary sighed. “Okay. Well, the world is your oyster. What do you want to watch?”




She picked her laptop up off the couch, and plugged in the cord that connected it to her television. “Something action-y?” Tyler asked. 




“Sounds good.” She scrolled through the movie listings until she landed on something that they both wanted to see and then she hit play. They curled up on the couch together. It seemed like neither of them quite knew how to position themselves.




They were saved from some of the awkwardness by the pizza guy. 




Mary set the pizzas on the counter and grabbed two plates. She handed him one and helped herself to a few slices. 




They curled back up on the couch. This time, Tyler put his arm around her shoulders and she leaned into him. They polished off the pizzas and finished the movie. Mary put the two plates in the dish washer and then rubbed her arms. “Bed time?” she asked tentatively. She hadn’t figured out how to bring up sleeping arrangements, even though she had thought about it almost constantly since she invited Tyler over. 




“Where do you want me to sleep? I’m happy to take the couch if that makes you more comfortable,” Tyler said, kindly. 




“You can sleep in bed with me,” Mary said. “You just have to deal with me kicking you all night.”




“I think I can handle that.” She took his hand and led him to the bedroom. He went to the bathroom to change while she changed in her room. They climbed into bed, laying stiffly next to each other. Tyler turned over, pulled Mary into his arms and nuzzled his nose against her neck.




“Your nose is cold,” she whispered. She could feel the rumble of his chuckle. 




“Sorry,” he whispered back. She let herself relax into his arms and she fell asleep.


“Did April invite you to dinner too?” Mary asked the second Tyler picked up his phone. It was two weeks after they had spent the weekend together and Tyler had driven up to see Mary every weekend since.




“Hello to you too. Yeah, she did. I was thinking about saying no.”




“No! Say yes. Because if I have to sit and listen to them go goo goo over cars then you have to too.”




“I don’t mind talking about cars,” Tyler reminded her. “I do belong to an MC.”




Mary rolled her eyes. “Whatever, at least if you’re there I’ll have something to look at while you guys talk.”




“Are you calling me eye candy?” Tyler asked, amused.




“Yes. Yes I am.”




A few days later Mary pulled into her brother’s driveway. She had a bag packed so she could stay the weekend. Otherwise it would be a bit pointless to drive five hours for dinner only to drive five hours back. April was thrilled that Mary was staying the weekend, it gave her time to get to know Brett’s sister. Mary was excited as well. She hadn’t been able to spend much time with April and she was excited to add another girl to the family. 




Mary got out of her car and went to the door. Just as she rang the doorbell, Tyler pulled in. He got off his bike and jogged to the door. He grabbed Mary’s hand and squeezed it just as the door was opening. April stood there, grinning widely. Her eyes darted to their hands parting and then she looked back up at them.




“Welcome!” She pulled them both into a hug and ushered them inside. She sat them down at the small table in the breakfast nook, and Mary offered to help with dinner. 




“Where’s Brett?” Mary asked. 




“He got stuck at the shop late. He texted me just as you arrived saying he was on his way. Mary, could you help me set the table?”




“Sure thing.” April grabbed some plates and headed into the dining room, and Mary was about to follow with the utensils when Tyler grabbed her wrist and pulled her to him. He kissed her lightly on the lips and she smiled up at him. 




As she turned to head into the dining room, she realized April was in the doorway. Mary wasn’t sure how much she saw, but her brother’s fiancée didn’t say anything. Mary exited the kitchen to put the utensils on the table.




By the time Mary and April had finished cooking, and Tyler brought all the pots out to the table, Brett had arrived. They all sat down and began to chat as they served food. Tyler asked Brett about the shop, and Brett and April discussed the car they were restoring. The night was going exactly as Mary had thought it would go until April turned to Mary.




“Are you two dating?” April asked kindly, looking between Tyler and Mary. There was a long silence and then Brett spoke.




Brett snapped. “Of course they’re not.” Mary looked away from Brett and at April. She wasn’t sure what to say. Lying to her family seemed like an awful way to start out her relationship with Tyler.




Tyler looked down, away from Brett and April raised an eyebrow. “You guys just seemed cozy, sorry. I didn’t—“ April started.




Brett cut her off. “Tyler? Dude?”




Tyler was looking guiltier than Mary had ever seen him. 




“You’ve been fucking my sister?” Brett screamed. His face was turning red. 




“No!” Tyler yelled. “We haven’t—“




“But you’re not denying that you’ve been seeing her!” Brett stood up. Mary had never seen him so angry in her life.




“What is wrong with me dating Tyler?” Mary said, calmly. She wasn’t going to play into Brett’s hysteria.




“Because you’re my little sister and he’s my friend, so you’re off limits.”




“Brett, you can’t tell me who I can and can’t date. I’m not a child, and you’re not my mother.” Mary stood. “April, thanks for dinner. It was delicious. Brett, fuck off.” Mary stormed out of the dining room, and grabbed the keys to Brett’s motorcycle off of the table by the front door. She hopped on the bike and peeled out of the driveway. 




She wanted Brett to sweat it out a bit when he discovered that his beloved bike was gone. It would be clear she took it, her car was in the driveway, but she was pissed and it seemed like a good way of getting back at him. 




She turned onto a busier street and stopped at the traffic light. She heard the rumble of other bike engines and she looked around. Her heart sank as three bikers pulled up behind her. They were wearing the Tribe cuts. 




“Marty! Isn’t that the Clan bitch who knocked over Lou’s bike the other day?” 




Mary kept her head down, hoping that her hair obscured her face.




“It sure is,” one of the other men growled. 




“Shit,” Mary muttered. The light turned and she gunned it down the street. Her heart pounded in her chest, sending fear through her. She wasn’t sure what crazy, pissed bikers would do but she had a sinking feeling that whatever it was, it wouldn’t be anything good. 




Two of them sped up so they were neck in neck with her. She slammed on the brakes and made a fast turn onto another street, but the third biker pulled away from the other two and managed to follow her. Soon the other two were on her tail as well. 




One biker pulled directly behind her, and the other two moved to her side, trying to edge her off the road. She sped up and so did they. There was no way that she could get away from them. One of them moved in closer, and Mary’s wheels skidded on the grass that bordered the road. She felt her grip slip away from her and the front of the bike turned, pitching her off of it. She turned herself and hit the ground shoulder first. She heard a crack and fire burned through her arm. The bike came behind her, and rolled over her right leg before falling over onto her leg. She screamed as pain shot through her. She had never experienced anything like it.




She heard the jeers of the Tribe bikers. They stopped, turned, and rode back to where she was laying in the grass. “That’s what you get bitch. Tell the Clan not to fuck with us. If you make it.” 




The sound of their wheels on the road signaled their exit. With the arm that wasn’t injured, Mary tried to reach down to her pocket to grab her phone, but it wasn’t there. She turned her head and she saw it.




Her phone was a few feet away from her. It light up and began to buzz, Tyler’s name was displayed on the caller ID. She crawled forward. Everything hurt. She was pretty sure her right leg was broken. Brett’s bike was trashed. She reached for it, and she managed to swipe the take button. “Tyler,” she said, hoping he could hear her. “I crashed. The Tribe. Ran me off road. Help.”




She heard Tyler’s panicked voice, garbled from how far away the phone was, and then she knew no more.




She woke up in the hospital, and the first thing she felt was pain. She groaned. Her whole body ached. She turned her head to see Brett sleeping in the chair next to her hospital bed. “Brett,” she whispered. Her throat was dry. 




He blinked and opened his eyes. He leapt up from his chair and leaned over her bed. “How are you feeling?”




“Like I’m in pain,” she muttered. “How long was I out?”




“About twelve hours. You’re healing quickly, all things considered. Two fractures in your right leg and a broken arm. They thought your clavicle was broken too, but you healed by the time they got you to the hospital. Hopefully we can get you discharged soon so we can go home and saw off your cast.” Mary had never been so thankful that being a shifter made her heal faster than the average person.




“Do you want to go tell a nurse or something that I’m awake so I can get out of here?”




“Can do, little sis.” Brett walked towards the door but before he left, Mary called his name.




“Just so you know,” she said. “I’m still pissed at you.”




“You can be pissed.”




“Where’s Tyler?”




“He’s home. He got you here, I took the next shift. We’re not talking.”




Mary rolled her eyes. “Go find a nurse.” 




It took a few hours to get her discharge paperwork together. The doctors wanted to keep her longer but they couldn’t deny that she was healing rapidly and seemed to be doing very well. Brett drove her to his house and helped her into the guest room. 




“Did someone pick up my phone?” Mary asked as she crawled into bed.




Brett reached into his pocket and handed it to her. “Here it is.” The glass on the front was cracked but overall, it didn’t look too damaged. She put it on the bedside table, turned over, and fell asleep. 




April kept an eye on Mary for the next few days. Whenever Brett would go to work, Tyler would usually come by for a little bit. He always brought her small gifts. A teddy bear that said ‘get well’ or chocolate, or soup. He always left before Brett got back and neither April nor Mary ever said anything about Tyler’s visits.




Mary felt bad about the situation between Brett and Tyler. They were basically brothers and now they were fighting because of her. She tried to talk to Brett a few times about it but he would get up and walk away, and she was still a little too weak to chase him around. 




A few days after she left the hospital, Mary’s phone rang. She reached over and grabbed it. “Hey, you,” she said, smiling.




“Hey, darling. What would you say if I asked you to take a little mini vacation with me?”




“I would say yes.” Her heart fluttered in her chest.




“Great. I’m going to head over there now. Pack a tiny bag. Just essentials.”




“Where are we going?”




“It’s a surprise.”




“Brett is going to have a heart attack when you get here. He’s been sulking about this whole thing for the last few days. You think getting attacked by a rival biker gang would make him say yes to everything I wanted, but nope. He’s still pissed at us.”




“I’m planning on resolving that tonight,” Tyler’s voice was steel.




“Okie dokie. I’m trusting you on that one. You know how to handle Brett best.” She wasn’t sure how he was going to fix everything, but she sure hoped he did. She wasn’t thrilled about the animosity between her and her brother.




His voice changed as he said, “I’m looking forward to seeing you.”




She made a kissing noise. “See you soon.”




“Bye, darling.”




Mary threw a few things into a small bag and went out into the living room. Brett was sitting on the couch with April. Mary tossed her bag by the door and went to sit in the kitchen. She heard a knock on the door a few minutes later and jumped up, hoping to get to it before Brett did. But she wasn’t so lucky. 




She made it just in time to watch Tyler push his way into the room. She picked up her bag and scurried to follow the two huge men. 




“Get the fuck out of my house, Ty,” Brett spat.




Tyler stood next to Mary and took her free hand. “No. You’re going to listen to me. And we’re going to resolve this you hard headed fuck.”




“Get your hands off my sister!” Brett moved forward, as if he was going to physically separate them but Tyler stood his ground.




“You know what Brett, you’re like a brother to me. But I’m with Mary. And I don’t give a fuck if you like it or not because she’s an adult and she can do whatever the fuck she wants,” he said venomously. 




“You betrayed—“




Mary interrupted him. “Shut the hell up, Brett. Get over yourself and your protective big brother crap. I’ve been taking care of myself for years. If the two people you love most want to be in a relationship, why the hell are you so against it?” Mary spat. She was so done dealing with this. She had been beaten. She didn’t want to deal with her over-protective asshole of a brother.




Brett had the decency to look abashed. “If you guys break up then I’m going to have to take sides and I lose one of you.”




Tyler rolled his eyes. “Brett, that’s not going to happen. I’m certainly not going anywhere, and if Mary decides she doesn’t want to be with me then that’s her decision and it won’t make me care about her any less. But honestly, I see this lasting for a very long time.” Mary reached out and squeezed Tyler’s hand. She hadn’t known exactly how he felt about her. Hearing it out loud made everything feel so much more real.




“So now I’m going to take your sister out of town so she can recover and get her feet back under her and if you feel the need to call and bitch at us any more, refrain.”




Tyler turned and pulled Mary along with him. He opened the front door and he practically frog marched her to his bike. 




Brett stood at the door. “Fuck you both. I approve,” he called out.




Tyler laughed and Mary flipped him the bird. “See you in a few days, bro.”




“Take good care of her!” Brett yelled as Tyler revved the bike’s engine.




“I always will!” Tyler called back.


They arrived at a fancy hotel an hour away and Tyler helped Mary off the bike. It had been a little awkward to ride in a dress but she managed. “Do you want dinner?”




“I’m not all that hungry,” she said. She rubbed her bare arms and Tyler pulled her close to him. 




“Then we’ll just go up to the room.” Tyler took her bag and grabbed his own and they walked into the hotel. The front desk people looked a little shocked to see a tattooed guy in a motorcycle cut walk in but they quickly hid it.




“Hello!” The woman at the front desk said enthusiastically. “How can I help you?”




“I have a room booked.” Tyler fished out his wallet and handed her a card. The woman swiped it and her eyes widened as his information came up on the screen.




“Oh, Mr. Lance. Of course. We have it all set up for you. Do you need two key cards?”




“That’d be great.” Tyler flashed her a bright smile. The woman slid the two key cards and his credit card back across the table to him. 




“If you need anything just give us a call. I’ll be here all evening. Room service, questions about the spa, just give the front desk a ring and we’ll handle it. You’re in room 1001.”




“Thanks so much.”




“Do you need someone to get your bags?” The woman gestured to the tiny bags on Tyler’s shoulder.




He laughed. “No, I think I can manage.”




“Have a great night, Mr. Lance. Mrs. Lance,” the woman nodded to Mary. Mary opened her mouth to correct the woman but Tyler was pulling her away before she could get the words out of her mouth.




In the elevator, Tyler pressed the button for the top floor. “She was all over you,” Mary said pensively.




“Because I booked the best room in the entire hotel, darling. It wasn’t flirting. It was what they do with anyone who books this room.”




She looked up at him. “Why did you book the best room?”




“Because I wanted you to relax somewhere really nice.” Tyler was used to girlfriends who wanted to spend his money. It was one of the downsides of his job. But Mary was perpetually unassuming and never expected anything from him besides his company. So he wanted to spoil her with the best suite that money could buy, good food and a day at the spa together.




They exited the elevator and he looked at the signs for the room. Mary stood in the hallway with him. Her hand was nestled in his larger one. He stopped in front of the room number on the key card. He looked at her, suddenly feeling nervous about everything.




“Since it’s your first time, I wanted things to be special,” he said, pre-explaining the room’s set up. He had purchased one of the top floor suites for two nights. It was going to be two full days of them getting to know each other. Something they so needed, especially after everything with Brett and the Tribe.




“You didn’t have to do anything. It’s with you, so it’s going to be special.” She was blushing slightly, and he loved it. He pushed open the door and stepped into the room before her. He wanted to see the look on her face when she saw the room. She followed him in tentatively and then her eyes went wide. He had filled the room with candles and there was a line of rose petals leading to the large bed. 




Mary gasped and Tyler put his hands on her hips and moved up behind her. “It’s like a fairytale,” she whispered. 




“Only the best for you,” he replied. He picked her up, bridal style and walked until he felt his knees hit the edge of the bed.




He lowered her down, carefully. Her hair spilled back onto the pillows. He had never seen anything so beautiful in his life. He felt like a young boy, about to have sex for the first time. He was nervous. He so wanted to make things perfect for her.  




She leaned back, propped up by her forearms. “You going to join me, or are you just going to watch?”




He laughed. “I could watch for a little while, if you’d like.” 




Her nose scrunched up. “I’d much prefer if you undressed me.”




“I think I can handle that.” He followed her onto the bed and leaned forward to kiss her. Their lips met in a searing kiss that made his cock harden. He kissed down her neck and his hands moved up her silky calves to her thighs. He pushed the hem of her dress up, until he exposed her underwear. He sat back and looked at the red, lacey confection.




“Woah,” he whispered.




“I figured you would like them. I bought them two weeks ago. I was planning on you seeing them at the apartment on our movie night, but I fell asleep on you.”




“Good call on the purchase,” he said, his voice choked.




He lifted the dress over her head and took a moment to observe the beauty in front of him. Her breasts were encased in a bra that matched the panties she wore. He ran a finger between her breasts and his tongue followed. She arched up into his touch and he closed his eyes, and tried to steady his breathing. If she was going to be this responsive the whole time then he was afraid he wasn’t going to last long. He took one breast in his hand, gently massaging it. Her hand went to the edge of his slacks, and she went to tug his shirt out.




“I want to feel you,” she whispered. He yanked his shirt up, and peeled it off, displaying his muscular torso and all his tattoos to her. Her eyes widened and she ran her hands down his chest and to the edge of his pants. She bit her lip as she looked at his cock, clearly visible and hard through the fabric. She tentatively ran one hand over it and he shuddered in pleasure. She smiled at his reaction and her hands went to his belt.




She fumbled for a moment, but just as he reached down to help her, she figured it out. She lowered the zipper slowly, almost too slowly, and reached in. He gasped as she took hold of him. 


He was warm, and hot, and silky in her hand. She wasn’t quite sure how to describe the feel of him. The very tip of his cock was wet with pre-cum and she ran her finger around the ridge of the head. She was rewarded with his low moan.




“Fuck, Mary. You need to stop that.”




“Why?” she asked, confused.




He leaned over her, his arms bracing his body weight on either side of her. “Because if you keep doing that, dressed like that, I’m going to cum.”




She smiled. “That’s what I want!” She squeezed slightly and his eyes fluttered shut.




“Not yet. I’m not going to cum before we even start anything. This is your first time. We’re focusing on you.”




She pouted but released him. “Fine. But can I suck on it later?” She had never wanted to do that before. But being with Tyler made her want to try everything.




He laughed. “You can do whatever your heart desires, after I make you cum a hundred times.” 




He lowered his head and kissed her once more before starting down her body. He left a trail of kisses down her front. He sucked on her nipples, wetting the lace of her bra. Her hands fisted in his soft hair as he moved further down her body. 




He kissed the small protrusion of her hip bones before moving between her legs. He lifted her right leg and put if over his shoulder. He did the same with the left. She propped herself up on a pillow to watch him. He rubbed her inner thighs, and she relaxed into the soft bedding.




It seemed like he spent ages just massaging her, his warm breath teasing her center. And then, without warning, he leaned his head down and licked her through her panties. She shot up immediately at the sensation. It was amazing. He sucked on her through the lace. The warmth of his mouth did delicious things to her. She felt heat pool in her stomach and wetness flooded her sex.




Tyler pushed aside her panties and slowly pushed her lips apart. She felt shy for a moment, before she heard him whisper “Gorgeous.” His tongue found her clit and one of his fingers gently teased her entrance. She could feel her insides clench at the sensation of his fingers so close to being inside of her.




“Tyler,” she moaned. “More please.” He looked up at her, not moving his mouth from the tiny bundle of nerves. His tongue pressed down, flat, on her clit and she felt her world fall apart. The orgasm moved through her faster and with more force than any orgasm she had ever given herself. She cried out and her thigh squeezed against Tyler’s head. 




Then, as the spasms calmed, he slid his finger inside of her. He worked a spot inside of her with such fervor that she was cumming again and again. It was as if it would never stop. She chanted his name over and over. Her words blurred together until she was only making sounds. Another finger joined the first and his tongue lashed at her clit, bringing her to another orgasm.




“Please, please!”




“Please, what?”




“I need you inside of me,” she said, her cheeks flushed with desire and embarrassment. She had never said anything like that to a man before.




“I am inside of you, darling.” He wiggled his fingers, proving his point.




She felt her skin heat even more. “Not that.”




“Use your words. I want to hear that pretty little mouth say something filthy.” There was something animalistic about him. Something fierce and scary, but gentle. He stroked her thigh, as if reassuring her that he was here. And she could do everything on her own time. There was no rush.




She closed her eyes, blocking out the heat of his gaze. She took a deep breath and said, “I want your cock in my pussy, please.” 




“Your wish is my command.” His fingers slid out of her and she opened her eyes just in time to see him lick her juices off his digits. He pushed his pants off, fully exposing his rock hard length. He leaned over her, and his lips found hers. She could taste the sweet tang of herself on his lips.




He took his cock in his hand and ran it up and down her slit, wetting himself with her juices. He made a noise low in his throat. “You’re so perfect,” he said, looking down at her.




He lined up the head of his cock with her entrance and slowly, very slowly, began to slide into her. “Tell me if anything hurts.” She nodded and one of her hands gripped the sheet while the other dug into his back. 




She could feel herself opening to him. She hooked her legs around his waist and he slid in an inch more.  He continued until he was fully inside of her. She had never felt such an intense feeling of fullness before. She looked between their joined bodies, and she shivered. It was such a hot image.




Then he began to pull out. She gasped as every inch of him slid out of her, teasing the nerves around her entrance. Then he pushed back inside, slightly faster this time. She buried her head against his shoulder, and bit down slightly. He groaned and pulled out of her once more. 




He was slow and gentle at first, but then she came again and his pace changed completely. He moved faster, the head of his cock hitting the end of her rhythmically. She pulled him closer, their chests pressed together. 




“Tyler. More,” she begged.




His arms went behind her back, holding her to him in a vice grip. He grunted as he thrust inside of her. There was no rhythm to his movements. Sometimes he pulled all the way out and she was rewarded with the full length of him, and sometimes it was only an inch or so before he rammed back into her.




She lost count of the number of times she orgasmed. Her inner walls tightened around his cock and each time he made a noise that made her giddy with pleasure. She was doing that to him. She was making him come undone.




“Mary…I’m going to…fuck. I’m going to cum,” he mumbled against her ear. His lips slammed down onto hers as his thrusts became even more erratic. She came again, and then he did. She felt the tension in his shoulders release and she was filled with warmth.




He took a deep breath and pulled out of her slowly. “Fuck,” he said appreciatively. She smiled. “I’m going to clean you up, hold on.” He jumped out of bed and she pouted, already missing his warmth.




He appeared a moment later, washcloth in hand. He gently cleaned between her legs and she flinched slightly. “Sorry darling. You’re probably going to be sore for a bit.”




“It was worth it,” she said. He tossed the cloth into the bathroom and climbed back into bed. He snuggled up behind her.




“You’re so beautiful when you cum,” he said against her skin. She laughed and rolled over so she was pressed against him. 




He pulled her in close and ran his nose along her shoulder. She turned her head to look at him. “We should do this again, sometime,” she said. Her tummy was still aflutter with everything he had done to her. 




He laughed and kissed her shoulder and her cheek. “You can count on it.”




End.
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Damn cows! Damn them all! Jess Lincoln, her black hair flying free from her ponytail, swore as she ran through the knee high grass. The cow loped out of her way, dodged around a scrubby bush and cantered off in the opposite direction. 




She hadn’t signed up for this, not at all. The property description had said quite clearly that this damnable ranch, in Colo-stupid-rado, had stupid people…what were they called? Oh yes, hands who worked with the cows. No one had said that they would all be gone when she got there, or that the fences were in reprehensible disrepair, or that in the face of an oncoming thunderstorm, the stupid creatures would scatter to the four corners of the state. 




Jess stopped her helter-skelter run and hands on knees began to suck in lung-fulls of air. The stitch in her side was becoming a problem. A cow turned brown, expressive eyes on her and mooed dolefully. 




“Yeeesh, and to you too,” Jess said. 




“That’s not how ya do it!” That was Old Charlie. He had come with the ranch, but since Jess guessed he was at least a thousand years old, he was no use to her. He leaned against the still standing part of the fence and smiled his toothy grin. He was an African American man with a dandelion, powder puff of white hair that stood up like Albert Einstein’s. Jess had known Charlie for five minutes and already he was getting on her nerves. 




She could’ve stayed in New York. It was a big city, with bustling people and cabs. She could have kept her old job at the ad agency, or found a new one since Conrad, her ex, probably still worked there. Actually come to think of it, she could have chosen a lovely tropical island in the Bahamas instead of this cow-infested dust bowl. But then she looked up at the view; the plain stretching out ahead of her to a line of trees, and then the mountains in the distance. All this space, all this land, and she’d bought it for a steal. 




Sighing, Jess turned to look at Old Charlie. “Okay, so how do you suggest I get these dumb creatures back?” 




He shrugged. “You know how to ride a horse?”




“No,” she said wrinkling her nose. 




“Well then, you’re poked,” he said and shuffled his way back up to the main house. 




“Thank you, oh so much for that,” Jess yelled after him. 




He just waved a wrinkled hand at her and went on his merry way. 




Oh well, nothing for it. She ran around for a while as the clouds rolled in overhead and cows trotted out of her way in a distressingly unconcerned fashion. It was almost as though the beasts knew that she had never so much as petted a cow before. 




Eventually she flopped down in the turf her sides aching, while above her the sky began to boil. Lightning flashed and licked the depths of the clouds turning them bright for an instant before letting them fall dark again. And of course the sun was setting. It was going to rain and get dark all at the same time and she was so far out of her comfort zone, it was on another continent. 




“Hell of a first day,” she said to herself, pulling at a grass stalk. It had such smooth sides. Her fingers ran up it and then, “Ouch!” Jess stared at the red blood welling out of the slice and then something hit it. Something wet and cold crashed into her finger, washing the blood away. More raindrops fell. 




Jess stood up and ran after the cows again, flapping her arms and yelling with more urgency now. Why were the stupid creatures so happy to spend a stormy night out in a field? Couldn’t they see that the sky was angry at something, and planning on hitting the ground with as much lightning as it took to make it sorry? How was she supposed to do this on her own? 




A cow mooed at her and ran towards her. She sidestepped out of its way and in the gloom lost her footing and fell face first into a puddle, drenching her from head to toe. 




“Oh well, thank you so very much!” she yelled after the beast’s retreating back. “Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit!” Each word was accompanied by her fist slapping into the muddy water. And then she began to cry and swear, and as the hopelessness built inside her, scream. 




“Excuse me Ma’am, but you look like you could use a hand.”




Wiping mud and sodden hair out of her eyes, Jess looked up. The face she saw was long, brown and had huge nostrils. It snorted at her. She looked up again and this time saw the man seated on the horse. 




“It’s the damn cows,” she said in what she thought of as her petulant voice. “They won’t listen. They won’t come in out of the storm.” She was sobbing now and then realizing that she must look awful, she tried to wipe her face. But the rain was doing a good job of washing her from head to toe, and her efforts to not look like a drowned rat were proving futile. 




“Well, we’ll see what can be done,” he said and in one fluid movement he got off the horse’s back. 




All she could see of the man now standing in front of her offering her his hand, was his golden eyes. They almost seemed to glow in the dark. 




“Who are you?” she asked taking his hand. He pulled her to her feet and then helped her onto the horse. “Oh no, I don’t know how to ride one of these,” she said. He might have smiled, she couldn’t tell in the uncertain light and the rain. In a moment he was up behind her, his arms on either side of her holding the reins. “What about the cows?” she asked. 




“The cattle will be just fine,” he said. His voice was smooth and rich and confident. It was the voice of someone who just knew things would work out. The horse ran up to the house where the lights were on and Old Charlie was standing in the doorway. 




Her legs feeling a little weak, and shaking from the cold, Jess found herself deposited on her back porch. Then the stranger on the horse galloped off into the night as lightning sliced the sky. 




“Who was that?” Jess asked. 




Old Charlie just smiled at her and handed her a towel. 


Jess sat on a cardboard box on the floor of what would eventually be her living room. A pool of rainwater settled around her as she dried herself off. Old Charlie collapsed into an armchair. It was one from the apartment she’d live in in New York; a candy striped, overstuffed thing that looked so out of place here in this rustic room. Well, at least it was here. 




She sighed and watched the steam rising from the cup of tea Charlie had made for her. It was awful, the worst tea she’d ever had. “Thanks for the tea, and the towel.” She said smiling. 




Old Charlie nodded his head. “Hell-of-a first day out here,” he said. “And now christened with a storm.” 




“Is that good?”




He shrugged, “Can’t tell yet.” 




They sat in silence. 




Then Charlie grunted and said, “So what you runnin’ from?”




“Excuse me?” Jess said. If she was a cat her fur would have been slowly rising. She felt the words form on her tongue…I’m not running…but what she said was, “I guess I’m running from a jerk who made my life horrible.” 




“You married to this jerk?”




“Divorced.”




“Uh huh, well it’s gonna be ay-okay now,” Charlie smiled. His teeth were dazzlingly white. 




There was a click and the French doors to the back porch opened. Jess looked up as a young man entered the room. He was tall, broad shouldered with dark hair plastered to his head. He dripped in the doorway looking into the room.  “Hey there,” he said looking at her. He smiled. 




Jess realized she was sitting with her mouth open. 




“Um…” she said and reached for her tea mug on the floor, hesitated, then tried to grab it again and knocked the contents onto the floor with a tinkling thump. “Oh shit!” she swore and got down on hands and knees using her towel to wipe up the tea. “I just wanted to say, well…um…” she left the sodden towel on the floor now as the tea and her rainwater pool mingled. She stood up and ran her hands over her wet jeans. She was bare foot and her light blue t-shirt had mostly stopped clinging to her. She held out her hand. “I just wanted to thank you for helping me.” 




“It was no problem,” the new guy said taking her hand. He had a hypnotic smile. It played over his lips like he was listening to someone tell the best joke in the world. Jess wished fervently that she could hear that joke too as she gazed into his eyes. They were such a light brown that they really did look golden.




“I’m Wyatt Wade, by the way,” he said taking his hand back. 




Jess felt awkward and silly and ran her hands down her sodden jeans. God she was behaving like she was in high school again. This man…this man was most certainly trouble.




“And you are?” he asked. 




She blinked. “I’m Jess Lincoln, sorry for being so rude. I mean this morning I was in New York and now I’m here-- and there were the cows--how did you get them to come in anyway?”




Wyatt grinned, looking every bit the naughty boy, “Oh, I can’t tell you that.” 




“Why not?”




He shrugged, “You might not invite me over again if I tell you my secret.” 




“Oh really?” she cocked her head on one side and then caught herself. Flirting? Really? The ink was barely dry on the damned divorce papers and here she was parading her wet-t-shirted breasts in front of a man she’d literally only just met. 




Just then Charlie coughed. “You two want I should leave the room?”  




“No! Please! What would give you that idea?” Jess said smiling a little too brightly and wishing she hadn’t gotten her towel all full of tea. She could feel the flapping come on. Whenever she got nervous she tended to talk incessantly and flap her hands around like a mildly concussed albatross. She would have to get him out of her house before she did something really stupid, again. “Look it’s getting late, I think, and well I still have to find my bed…” she looked out into the hallway and saw boxes piled up any old how and sighed. 




“Can I help you with anything?” Wyatt asked. “Look I hope you don’t mind my saying, but you seem a little disorganized.” Then seeing the look on her face he held up his hands, one still clutching the towel and said, “I just call it like I see it. You don’t know the first thing about running a ranch like this do you?”




Jess shook her head. “Not as such,” she said. “But I am a fast learner.”




Wyatt clicked his tongue. “It doesn’t work like that,” he said shaking his head so his hair flew off his forehead. “Those are good cattle you got there and they can’t wait around for you to figure things out.”




“So what are you saying?” Jess asked suddenly feeling bone weary. All she wanted to do was slide into a hot bath and then crawl into her bed and sleep until the Second Coming. 




Wyatt sighed. 




‘What he means,” Charlie piped up from his chair, “Is that you gonna need more help’n just me. You gonna need hands to work, at least while you sort yourself out.” He indicated all the boxes of stuff she had brought with her. 




Jess knew they were right, but did they have to talk about it right now? Why now? Couldn’t it wait until morning, when there wasn’t lightning and thunder outside and she didn’t feel like road kill? Surely after a good night’s sleep she would feel better and all of this would seem less weird and confusing. For a moment she wished that Conrad were here. He always knew how to handle things. Then she caught herself and mentally shook herself. She wasn’t allowed to want Conrad back. She didn’t really want the no good, lying, cheating freak that he was anywhere near her. And frankly, even though Wyatt had a smile that could melt icebergs, and was built like a Roman god, she wanted neither him nor Charlie in her house bothering her right now. Not about her disorganized life and not about her stupid cows. 




“Thank you so much for rescuing me, Mr. Wade,” she said taking the towel from him and walking him to the front door. “But really, I can’t do this now, okay?”




“But…”




“No, I really can’t. So please, tomorrow is another day and hopefully the stupid cows will stay put just for one night,” she said opening the door to the pouring rain. “Thank you so much, but good night.” She tried to push him out into the storm.




“I was just gonna mention that my horse is on the other side of your house,” Wyatt said. 




Jess opened and then shut her mouth. 




“Okay then,” Wyatt said and walked back through the house and out the French doors he’d come in earlier. “Charlie, good luck with her.” 




“I’m gonna need it,” Charlie agreed waving him out. 




Jess couldn’t stand it. Why was she always surrounded by disapproving men? Well she’d show them!




She made her way upstairs and found her bed behind the third door she opened. It had been dumped unceremoniously in the middle of the floor and was still wrapped in plastic. She had linen somewhere, but finding it now would be too much effort. So she went down the stairs and into the living room. Charlie was gone too. Good, Jess thought as she picked up a box and carried it upstairs. 




She stripped off her wet clothes and remembered she didn’t know where her dry clothes were. Oh well. So she laid a towel from the box on the mattress, wrapped herself in another one, and lay under a bath-sheet with another towel rolled up as a makeshift pillow. Then she lay in the dark, watching the lightning play across the sky and cried herself to sleep. 


Morning happened. 




At first, Jess thought that something was wrong. There was so much birdsong. It was as though every bird in creation had decided, just that morning, to sit outside her window and exercise its vocal chords. This couldn’t be normal. But then she had stuck her head out of her window and the world appeared to be working just fine, only with more music in it than she had heard before.




She crept downstairs and found a suitcase with some of her clothes in it. They were office attire, all pencil skirts and tailored suits. What had she brought them for? She was a ranch owner. Her life was one of jeans and T-shirts now. Rummaging in another bag produced a creased Tee with Hello Kitty on it, a joke present from her sister, and a pair of cut-off denims that were fraying their way into non-existence. The Tee was too small, stretching over her more than ample bosom. She sighed. Well maybe she could go into town and buy something more suitable, but for now…




Dressed, she walked into her new kitchen. It was huge and sadly empty. She would have to unpack, but first things first. There was a kettle and a stove so she managed to heat some water to make tea. This cup was infinitely better than the one from last night, and Jess was beginning to feel mostly human when there was a knock on her kitchen door. 




It was a stable door, so she unlocked and opened the top half on the second try. “Yes?”




“Mornin’,” said Wyatt. He looked as fresh as a daisy, and smelled that fresh too. It was as though he’d had a bath in dew and rubbed himself dry with fresh green grass. Jess sighed. 




 “Early isn’t it?” she asked walking back into the kitchen leaving him waiting outside. 




“Not really,” Wyatt said leaning on the door. “We generally start before dawn.” 




“Is that a fact?” Jess was standing at the stove, contemplating what she could have for breakfast in a house with no groceries. 




“May I come in?” Wyatt asked. 




“If you must,” Jess said. 




“Look, Ms. Lincoln, you need our help,” Wyatt said with no preamble at all. “I thought we’d settled this last night.” He was now standing in her kitchen and there were four other men behind him.




Jess bore down on him. “Look, Mr. Wade isn’t it? I just need to find some breakfast. So unless you have some crispy bacon and eggs sunny side up under that shirt-- I don’t need your help!”




Wyatt sighed, “Actually you do. These are my friends and we’re gonna look after your cattle for you, for a really reasonable price.” 




  “Now hold on just one moment,” she snapped raising a finger in the air. “How do I know you know what you’re doing? What if you’re nothing but a lying shark?” 




Wyatt smiled at her. “You know I like you. You’re spikey. And those are really good questions, but I thought after I rode in on my charger last night and saved you, you’d be…”




“I’d be…?” Jess asked folding her arms across her chest. She eyed the other men. They were watching her and Wyatt with every indication of amusement. “I’d be what?”




“More grateful for one thing,” Wyatt said. “You didn’t lose one cow last night. Not one! And you could’ve lost the whole herd.”




“Well!” Jess yelled and then stopped. She stared into another world, another time and then deflated, her anger draining away. “I’m sorry. You’re right and I’m wrong. Everyone’s just been fighting with me at every turn lately and…”




“And you thought it would be fun to fight with a total stranger?” Wyatt asked grinning. “I can see the appeal.”




“So, what is this decent price you mentioned?” she asked dreading the figure. 




Wyatt smiled then. “Consider today as us just being neighborly. We can talk about it, over dinner?”




Jess’s inner voice yelled at her to refuse. Hadn’t she learnt that all men were evil, cheating little liars? But her mouth was running on automatic and said “yes” before it could be stopped. 




Wyatt’s smile was positively dreamy. It was intoxicating and probably infectious she thought, as he lined his friends up for her to meet them. 




There was Kyle, blonde with dimples. Then came Ryan with hair as dark as hers and as quiet as a shadow. He was in stark contrast to the last two who were introduced as Tyler and Jesse Crowe. Brothers, one look told her that anyway. Tyler, the younger had a goatee, but other than that the two were very similar, with blonde hair and big broad shoulders. 




“You all have the same color eyes,” Jess noted looking at them standing around her kitchen. 




“We’re sort of related,” Jesse said smiling. 




“That must be one heck of a strong gene for you all to get it,” she remarked. The men looked at each other and then Wyatt said “Well boys, time to go do some work.”  




Hats were donned and they marched out into the clear, bright day. Jess watched them go and only then did she realize that she had a dinner date and no idea what to wear.


Jess found Old Charlie’s room after half an hour. He had his own little cottage on the property, tucked away behind the barn. It was a neat little place with a small patch of garden in front that was bursting with flowers. He seemed less than thrilled to see her but let her in anyway. 




He was washing his dishes, a pan and one plate in a small sink. The house smelt of recently cooked bacon and eggs. Jess was ravenous. She hadn’t eaten a thing since her flight yesterday. She had meant to visit a grocery store before driving out to the farm, but the call about the cattle had ended that plan. 




“So what can I do for you?” Old Charlie asked his back to her as he continued washing up. 




“Um, well I wanted to apologize for my behavior last night. This whole lifestyle is new to me and I’m sorely unprepared for it.” She stood in the middle of his tiny living room floor with its sparse furniture and watched him busy in his kitchenette. 




After an age, Old Charlie turned around and smiled. “Well that took guts,” he said. “Apology accepted.”




Jess smiled and nodded nervously. 




“Was there something else?” he asked as he scrubbed down his kitchen counter. 




“Yes actually, I need to go to town urgently and I was wondering if you would consider coming with me?” There she’d asked.




Old Charlie put down his sponge and looked at her properly for the first time since letting her in. “Yeah I can see why, you can’t run a ranch looking like one of those Playboy Bunnies. You gonna need good boots and jeans and maybe a shirt that fits.” 




Jess folded her arms across her chest. This just made her breasts bunch together and seem even more likely to break out of the Tee. So she settled for placing her hands on her hips instead. Well he wasn’t wrong. 




It was an hour’s drive to the nearest store. This town, Jess missed the name, was so small she would have called it a Hamlet back home. The general store was nestled between a post office and a diner along with what passed for a main street. Too early for the general store, the sign in the front window indicating that they only opened at eight thirty, Jess took them to the diner. 




As she found a seat in a booth, and Old Charlie slipped in opposite her, Jess couldn’t help but smile. She had changed out of the silly Tee and decaying jeans, settling for pale blue slacks and a delicate cream blouse. At least now she felt more like herself.




She ordered coffee for them both, and seeing as how the least fattening thing on the menu was toast with a poached egg, she ordered that. She asked Charlie if he wanted anything but he refused. Then, hearing her order, Old Charlie shook his head. “No reason to watch your figure out here,” he said. “You gonna be working too hard for fat to cling to you.” 




“Oh, but I hired Wyatt and his friends for the hard labor,” Jess said meaning it as a bit of a joke. 




Charlie obviously didn’t get it and she had to admit it was at the bottom end of the humor barrel. So she sipped her coffee and ate her toast in silence. From their booth, she had an excellent view out of the window. The main street was coming to life. She watched people, mostly in jeans, moving to and fro going about their business. Next door the general store opened. Jess only realizing this as a line of people entered it. And then suddenly her breath caught in her throat. Across the street was a hotel. It was a quaint building with a small turret and a bay window, a flower filled garden and the name, “Grandma’s Inn,” displayed with great pride on the gate. 




In front of the gate stood a man. He wasn’t particularly tall, or short but somewhere in between. He was muscular, that was obvious under his jeans and red check shirt. His hair looked greyish in the light. 




Jess almost dropped her coffee mug, sloshing liquid over the table. 




“Hey! What’s wrong?” Old Charlie exclaimed grabbing a handful of napkins to wipe up the mess. 




“He’s here,” Jess said starting to shake. “That lying a-hole is here!” 




A waitress appeared with a cloth and in the turmoil of cleaning her mess, Jess lost sight of the man and swore.




Old Charlie grinned. “I knew we’d manage to dislodge that bug up your butt eventually.” 




But Jess wasn’t listening. How could he be here? How could he find her? 




“So who was that?” Charlie asked. “You look like you seen a ghost.” 




“I thought I saw my ex. But Conrad can’t be here. I mean I left him in New York with his stupid physiotherapist. He can’t have found me can he?” Jess knew she was rambling but she was scared now. Conrad Petersen was a mean piece of work. Oh, at first he’d be charming, suave and you let things slide. Little cruelties, wrapped in a sick sense of humor, and fancy words would be dealt out on a daily basis. Eventually you would take his obsessive narcissism to just be his way of joking with you. But that was before you saw him in the light of day, before you realized that he was mean through and through. Jess had found out about Conrad’s temper, his nastiness and something even more horrible.




“Bad guy,” Charlie said. 




Jess hadn’t realized she’d been speaking aloud. 




“Well look, it’s probably not him,” Charlie said. “I read somewhere that everyone’s got a double somewhere in the world, so maybe that poor feller has the rotten luck of looking like…what was his name again?”




“Conrad,” Jess said flatly. 




“Right, so chin up girl. You’re gonna be fine.” And Charlie placed an old veined hand on hers and patted it. 




Jess thanked him.




Then she paid the bill. And they set about doing the shopping. Jess bought a range of jeans, shirts and boots that Old Charlie approved of. “Now you look the part.” She even got herself a wide brimmed hat. Then they bought groceries and a few odds and ends that Charlie said they needed for the farm. Heavily laden with a much lighter bank account, Jess packed them and their shopping into the SUV and drove them back to the ranch. 




On the way she and Charlie spoke about light things, joking and getting to know one another better. If they were going to be very close neighbors Jess figured it was a good Idea to get to know each other. She told him about New York and her family. How they had never been close and her little sister now lived in New Zealand, and never even sent a mail. 




Charlie was less forthcoming with his life story except to say that the flowers outside his cabin, not cottage thank you, were for his late wife Gloria. He had a son, Chester, who was a chartered accountant in San Diego.  




As Jess listened she found her mood improving even though she still couldn’t shake the feeling that Conrad was standing behind her.




Chapter 5




Back at the ranch she found her newly hired hands out in a field mending a fence. Jesse and Wyatt were taking turns to hammer an upright into the ground. It was hard going and they had taken their shirts off. Never before had Jess seen so many rippling, sweat gleaming muscles in real life. For a moment she didn’t know where to look and so settled on the post. 




“Well don’t you look the part?” Wyatt said with approval in his voice. 




Jess was mystified. 




“The duds,” he said. “Your clothes! You went shopping.”




“Oh yes, well the Hello Kitty top was a little…teen I suppose,” she said. 




“Oh I don’t know, I kinda liked it,” Jesse piped up wiping the sweat from his brow. Wyatt slapped the back of his head. “What?” Jesse asked. “The lady is pretty and she ought to be told.” 




“Well thank you Jesse,” Jess said taking it all in her newly acquired stride. “So how are things. Charlie had me buy some stuff for the farm, but I’m afraid you’ll have to ask him what exactly the things are.” She looked lost for a moment. 




Wyatt nodded. “Okay,” he said. “But we need to discuss something. The grazing here isn’t that good, that’s why the cattle broke through. See we’re having a dry spell so I think we’re gonna have to supplement their feed more than usual.” 




“Hang on,” Jess said, “The estate agent said something about a hay field on the property. Where’s that?”




“I think that’s it over there,” he indicated the opposite direction. “But it’s full of weeds and there’s almost nothing of use.”




Jess sighed. “But of course. So what does that mean?” she asked. 




“It means we have to go buy feed,” Jesse said. Wyatt nodded sagely.




“Oh,” Jess said, “Right. Well. Let’s go then.” She looked pointedly at Wyatt.




“Me?” he asked.




“Well I’m certainly not going on my own. Can you imagine what I’ll come back with?”




“Take Charlie,” Jesse suggested. 




Jess laughed, “I think he has had enough of my company for one day.” She smiled at Wyatt. “Oh come on, I don’t bite. You can ask Charlie.” And she smiled as sweetly as possible. 




The drive out to the depot was short. Wyatt was driving, not trusting a British female to negotiate rural American roads as he put it. Jess let him. It was a relief to have someone else be in charge for a while. 




“So are you from here?” Jess asked. 




“Yup,” Wyatt said never taking his eyes off the road. “Born in the house I live in, actually.” 




“Oh really? And where is that?” Jess asked. 




“Next valley over from your farm,” Wyatt replied. “We’re practically neighbors.” Then he added as an afterthought. “Watch out for your other neighbors though, they can be downright mean and unpleasant.” 




“Which neighbors?” she asked now worried. 




Wyatt began to explain. It turned out that she was on a farm that bordered two small outlying settlements. The one was called Sun Valley and the other Pritchard’s Corral. 




“Stay away from Pritchard’s. Folks that side can be less than friendly,” Wyatt said.




“And people in Sun Valley?” asked Jess. 




“Well since I live there, it’s a fabulous place,” he grinned. 




“I’ll bet.”




“You can see tonight,” Wyatt said as they pulled up at the depot. “I thought I’d take you to a great little local spot. It’s called Honey’s and the food is really great.” 




Jess was stunned for a moment. So he had meant the invitation. But now was this a date or a business dinner? One part of her hoped for the latter, while the other was praying for the former. Damn these cowboys and their muscles, and chiseled jaws. And their tight buns. 




The feed depot was rather dull. Wyatt spoke to a man who was mostly overall and cap, with the kind of face you never looked at twice. He was a little short with Wyatt as though he didn’t really like him. But in the end they had secured a delivery of feed for next day. Feeling much poorer, Jess got back into the SUV. For a moment she wondered if drinking out a bottle of Tequila now would make her think that buying this place was a good idea again. It was beginning to look like the costliest idea she’d ever had the misfortune to have. 




Getting back to the farm took a little longer. Wyatt decided to show Jess some of the countryside. She had to admit it was lovely. Scrubby grasses, mostly brown, or grey white with little patches of yellow flowers, led to greener grass just before a line of fir trees bordered the lower slopes of snowcapped mountains. 




It was a pleasant ride even though they spent parts of it in total silence. Wyatt had the window down on the driver’s side, his arm perched casually on the edge. He sat comfortably behind the steering wheel with an ease that suggested he was totally at home in his skin. Jess watched him and only realized she was staring when he looked at her and said, “What?” 




“Oh, nothing…sorry,” she said blushing and turned to look out the window. 




They arrived back at the farm not a moment too soon for Jess. As they pulled up she bolted into the house without a backwards look. She waited for the burning sensation to subside and for her embarrassment to die down. Then she looked around and realized that in all the excitement again today, all her stuff was still in boxes. 




So Jess spent the afternoon unpacking, and then feeling bad that she’d ignored them all day, took sandwiches and bottles of water out to the guys. Wyatt was suspiciously absent when she arrived in the field, but the others assured her that they would keep at least one sandwich for him when he returned. 




When she asked where he’d gone, Kyle, the one with the joker smile, said he’d be back and it was nothing to worry about. Naturally him saying that made her worry. But she left them there and went back to the house. 




She was up to her armpits in packing noodles when Wyatt knocked on her back door. 




“Hey there,” he said. 




Jess jumped and almost dropped the casserole dish she was holding. She swore colorfully and then seeing Wyatt blushed all over again. 




“Sorry I didn’t mean to startle you,” he smiled. He really had the most wonderful smile. 




“It’s okay, I was just miles away,” she said putting the dish down gently on the counter top. “I have so much junk I think it’ll take forever to unpack it all.” 




“I could ask my sister, Donna, to come help you?” Wyatt asked. “She works at Honey’s so she has most mornings free.” 




Jess considered this and then nodded. “Of course, that would be great thanks.” 




They stood in silence staring at each other. 




Then Wyatt cleared his throat. “Oh yeah, I wanted to check if it’s cool that I pick you up around seven tonight?” 




“Wouldn’t it be easier for me to meet you there?” Jess asked. 




Wyatt chuckled. “Not really. It’s a little hard to find in the dark if you’re not used to this area. I’ll come get you.” 




“Okay,” Jess said. 




Wyatt nodded and tipping his hat, left through the back door again. Jess reminded herself, as she put the casserole dish away in the cupboard, that tonight was a business dinner, not a date! Most certainly not a date. But then why did it feel like one? 


Seven PM rolled around. 




By that time, Jess had gone through six different outfits ranging from hopelessly slutty to something Mother Theresa may have worn. Eventually she’d settled for her jeans, boots and a black halter neck, that she thought looked a little too much like date clothing, but not enough for her to change. Her dark hair was left loose, and she’d dragged eyeliner under her blue eyes and applied some eyeshadow. Now she looked more like “Normal Jess” and less like “Ranch Jess”, who wore no makeup at all.  




This time Wyatt knocked on the front door. Jess waited a suitable time in her living room and then made herself walk, not run, to the front door and open it.




He took her breath away.




His dark brown hair was still damp from his shower, but drying with a kink in it. He wore a white T-shirt with a black waistcoat, and black jeans and boots. He smiled looking her up and down. 




“Damn if you don’t clean up good,” he said. 




Jess shrugged, “Well I managed to find my makeup.” 




“Ma’am,” he said offering her his arm. 




Jess took it and then because she really wouldn’t be herself if she didn’t, tripped on the way down the three stairs that led from her porch to the ground. Wyatt caught her. 




“Did you start the party without me?” he asked. 




“I’m sorry?” Jess asked momentarily confused. 




“It’s more usual around here to stumble up the steps, on the way home from a night out,” he said patiently. 




“Oh right! No, no, I’m just that clumsy. You really don’t want to see me after a Tequila or two,” she said as he led her down the path to where his truck was parked. 




“Oh I’ll bet I do,” he said under his breath. 




The drive was short and a little weird. What did you talk about to someone on a not date, work dinner? Did you wait until you got to the restaurant before broaching the subject of cattle? Jess had to admit that there was no way she wanted cattle to feature in this evening, except possibly on a plate, accompanied by veg and a sauce. But that was the point to the whole thing. They were going to discuss the ranch, and that would include its bovine occupants. 




Wyatt spoke off and on as they drove heading first up a series of little hills, and then over and down the other side into a valley. Trees lined the road, tall pines and spruces that seemed to grow up out of the darkness as the headlights illuminated them. 




There were no street signs. No markings at all at this point in the road that was little more than a dirt track. No wonder Wyatt had decided to fetch her. Jess was sure that Google Maps would never have found this little road. Suddenly, it dipped quite steeply and they crossed what looked like a dry riverbed. 




“Don’t worry, the river changed its course ages ago,” Wyatt said seeing the look on her face. 




And then they turned right at a huge boulder and there it was, a building that looked a little like a Gypsy caravan, stuck in a hedge. There were a lot of cars parked outside under fairy lights strung between the trees. Wyatt parked and they got out. Jess noticed that her palms were sweaty and, slinging her bag over her shoulder, quickly scrunched her hands on her jeans in an attempt to dry them off. It only kind of worked.




Wyatt led her up four little steps, without her tripping, and in through the brightly painted red door. There was a jingling sound as they stepped through. The room beyond was open to the sky except for an area around the edge, which had a roof of sorts over it. In the center was what looked like a fire pit piled high with wood, the ground dug out and blackened with use. But there was no fire tonight, it clearly being too warm. People sat at tables and lounged on sofas under the branches of the trees. Fairy lights hung everywhere giving the place a strange ethereal quality. Jess felt like she was entering a totally different world, like Alice down the rabbit hole. 




A tall girl with those golden eyes led them to a table in the back. On their way they passed Kyle, Jesse and Tyler, all with arms around girls drinking merrily. They waved but didn’t stop their banter. Even stoic Ryan was there, sitting by himself a mug of beer in his one hand and a book in the other.




Settled at their table, Wyatt ordered a beer. Jess thought about it and then decided on a beer too.




“Well this is Honey’s,” Wyatt said. He looked around. “And that is my little sister.” He pointed to a young woman with long blonde hair. She was over at a couple’s table placing plates of what looked like spare ribs in front of the hungry customers. 




“She’s pretty,” Jess said. 




“Yeah,” Wyatt said. “So, here we are.” 




“Here we are,” Jess said and shifted on her seat. For some reason her imagination kept wondering what it would be like to kiss Wyatt. He had such lovely lips. For some reason, she said so.




“Okay, then,” Wyatt smiled that intoxicating smile, which only served to accentuate his lips even more. “I suppose we should get business out of the way first,” Wyatt said. “Unless you want to order?”




“Yes, no! What? Sorry…” Jess said. “I was just absorbing the atmosphere.”




“Okay,” Wyatt said uncertainly. 




Well done, Jess berated herself, now your hired hand thinks you’re absolutely insane.




“I was saying should we get that work discussion out of the way first?  Then we can relax and enjoy the evening.” Wyatt leaned forward placing his elbows on the table. “It gets really loud in here later on.” 




“Why? What happens?” Jess asked. 




“You’ll see,” Wyatt said with a naughty smile. 




So they ordered their food, Wyatt a steak and French fries, Jess a chicken pie with veg. What followed was a conversation that Jess only understood part of, the money part of anyway. To get the ranch working properly was going to take more money than she had. She told Wyatt this, who then adjusted his estimate and came up with the bargain basement version of how to save a cattle ranch from liquidation. 




“What if we ran the place as a sort of resort? You know, come to our ranch and learn to do things with cattle,” Jess said vaguely, not sure where she was going with this. “I could always set the house up as a B&B, and then people could come and you could teach them about roping cattle and how to be a cowboy. Or something like that.”




“Sounds interesting,” he said. The food arrived then and they spoke more about Jess’s idea as they ate. 




“It might bring in some cash for now,” Jess said. “The house is in pretty good repair, I could cash in another investment and see what else could be done.” 




“Okay, before you go doing anything let’s speak to Old Charlie. He’s been at the ranch forever, and he always has his ear to the ground.” Wyatt suggested. 




And that was it. The work talk ended as Wyatt and Jess pushed their plates away. 




Wyatt ordered another beer and Jess switched to the house red which turned out to be a fine shiraz. Suddenly there was a commotion as all the patrons of Honey’s stood up as one and began to move the tables, chairs and sofas out from the grass patch under the sky. The moon was rising, an almost full moon, Jess realized. 




“What’s happening?” she asked. 




Wyatt smiled as a group of musicians walked in a kind of parade around the central fire pit. They carried their instruments, all except the drummer who tapped his sticks together in a rhythm. The musicians were speaking a language that Jess couldn’t understand. It sounded like a poem though, or perhaps the lyrics of a song. They went round and round the fire pit until the leader struck a match and the wood piled in it caught and flames shot up into the air. 




Everyone cheered then, Jess too, though she had no idea why. Then the musicians moved to a corner that had the drum kit in it, and next moment they were playing music. It was good country music. It didn’t surprise Jess at all to see that Jesse and his date, along with Ryan and his, were the first on the dance floor, moving around the fire pit with grace and purpose. 




“Does this always happen?” she asked Wyatt, leaning towards him to be heard. 




“Pretty much,” he said. Then he stood up and offered her his hand. “Would you care to dance?”




“Oh, why not?” Jess said and they joined the others. 




It was a line dance, and Jess had never done anything like it before, so she trod on a few toes, and felt silly, but it was a lot of fun. And then the song ended. Breathless, she stood panting waiting for another song to begin. It did in the way that these things do, and it was a slow song. People paired off into couples. Wyatt took her gently in his arms and steered her around the floor. He was way too close now. There was no getting a clear thought in her head. Not when she could smell him, and feel his hands very chastely on her back and in her hair. Jess bit her lip, swallowing the urge to reach up and pull Wyatt’s lips to meet hers. 




He looked down at her, his lips parted slightly, his golden eyes shining in the moon light. He inclined his head to her, his brown hair falling across his eyes. She reached up without thinking and brushed it aside. As she did he caught her small hand in his huge one and held it to his chest. 




“Jess I…” he began. But then stopped. 




Dimly Jess became aware of something going on at the door. A group of men had entered Honey’s. They were standing in a knot and a big, burly man with grey hair was clearly trying to get them to leave. 




Wyatt let go of her and before striding to the door he barked, “Stay here!” 




Jess never listened to anyone unless she meant to, so she marched after him. Anyway one of the men looked horribly, terribly familiar. As she approached the door she became more and more convinced. Then she heard his voice and there was no more doubt in her mind. It was Conrad. 




“What the hell are you doing here!?” she yelled, pushing through the throng until she was inches from Conrad’s smug face. 


Being this close to Conrad again filled Jess with rage. How dare he come and pollute her corner of the world? Wasn’t it bad enough that he had taken New York from her, but now he had to invade her patch of Colorado too!




“What are you doing here?” she demanded again.




Conrad smiled at her. It was that infuriating, self-satisfied grin, that Jess had wanted to slap off his face every day during the divorce discussions. 




“Jess what’s going on?” Wyatt asked trying to grab her wrist and pull her back. She shook him off. 




She opened her mouth to speak but Conrad brushed passed her and stood in front of Wyatt. He was much smaller and it would have been comical if Jess hadn’t known what strength lay in that small frame. 




“I’m Conrad,” he said extending his hand, “Her husband, and you are?”




“Ex! Conrad, you are my EX!” Jess roared at him, “And this is none of your business.”




Conrad looked from Jess to Wyatt.  Then he leaned over to the big man and said in a not too soft whisper, “Well at least she’s playing to her strengths, she was always a good lay.”




“What are you trying to say little man?” Wyatt asked looming over Conrad.




“Oh just that I hope you’re paying her for her company properly. A girl like this is worth…”




Wyatt punched him.




It seemed that everyone had simply been waiting for an excuse to rip into each other, and Jess found herself in a world of brawling men. She tried to make her way out of it, but suddenly someone grabbed her by the arm and rammed her against the wall. Pain shot up her back and for a moment she wondered what was happening. Conrad held her firmly. He must escaped Wyatt somehow. His lip was bleeding but he didn’t seem to notice.




Jess struggled and writhed trying to get free, while inside fear built, the same fear that had made her leave him. 




He’s going to kill me. 




Then Conrad hit her. This wasn’t the first time but it was still a shock. The stinging, ringing in her ears made her eyes roll and water. She felt something trickle over her lip. He hit her again, and again, this time in the stomach and she bent over vomiting up her wine and dinner. 




“Why can’t you leave me alone?” she gasped and sagged to the floor. 




Conrad lifted her chin as he hunkered down in front of her. “You don’t deserve happiness Jess. You left me and no one does that! You hear me? No one! I will hunt you down wherever you go! I will find you and I will take everything from you!” 




Suddenly hands gripped Conrad’s shoulders and pulled him off her. It was one of his pack. 




“We gotta go Conrad,” the pack member said hurriedly. “We’re in deep for this,” and he pulled Conrad back again. 




“I’m not finished!” Conrad roared but a wall of big burly men was closing around Conrad and his friends, pushing them out of the door. 




“This isn’t over Jess!” Conrad yelled at her. “It will never be over!”




Suddenly Wyatt was by her side. He looked so worried that Jess tried to smile to tell him it was okay, but all she could do was cry. Jess realized that she would never be free of Conrad. Never. He would haunt her steps for the rest of her days, sucking the life out her slowly, painfully. She would always be looking over her shoulder, and he would always be there, forever. 




Wyatt drove her home. He didn’t speak, only put his arm around her shoulders and drew her to him. The heat off his body melted her frozen, aching muscles and Jess felt herself turn into a limp rag doll. She was so tired. Conrad had sapped the life out of her. 




When they reached the ranch, Wyatt got out and opened the door for her. Then he picked her up in his strong arms. 




“I can walk,” she said softly. 




He ignored her and carried her inside. Then he took her up to her bedroom, and laid her on her bed and helped her get her boots off. Jess was aching all over. Wyatt examined her face and her stomach. Then he produced a tub of ointment and began to rub it on her bruises. He was so gentle she could hardly feel his fingers on her skin. 




“It’s a special mixture,” he said, “Works like a charm for bruises. I keep it in my truck just in case you know? You just get some sleep and you’ll see, tomorrow will be better.” He kissed her forehead gently, brushed a strand of dark hair from her face and left. 




Jess slept in fits and bursts. She woke often and at one point in the night thought she heard an animal howl. She hoped it was just a wolf, a normal wolf, but her gut told her not to be naïve. Conrad was here. Her footsteps would be hounded by wolves until he made her crazy or she died. 




By morning Jess was a more composed person. She looked in the mirror at her bloodshot blue eyes and pale cheeks, but apart from a slight swelling under one eye, she looked perfectly normal. What was in that crème?




Throwing on jeans and a blue Tee she went out into the yard as Wyatt’s truck pulled up, brimming with workers. He had organized extra help for the day, including as it turned out, his sister, Donna. 




Donna was lovely in daylight too. She bounced into Jess’s house, and in no time at all, was elbows deep in boxes pulling things out and finding places for them. 




“Wyatt told me about your ex,” she said. 




Jess didn’t say anything. 




“Sounds like a right turd to me,” Donna said. “But you know what? I believe that nasty people get their payback in the end. Just you wait and see, this Conrad will get his. Especially if my brother has any say in it.”  




“Really?” Jess asked, interested despite her feelings of dread. 




“Oh sure, no one messes with a girl my brother has his eye on,” Donna said. She went on to explain how strong and brave her brother was. How there wasn’t a man who could beat him. 




Jess smiled, “He’s not a man. Conrad is a werewolf, Donna. So I don’t know if your brother can beat that.” 




Donna didn’t seem concerned at all. She just smiled and carried on working.




That night a cow died.




Something broke in and hauled it halfway across an open field, leaving bits as it went. The next night brought the same thing, only with two cows this time. Jess fretted and spent half the night awake listening, not daring to go outside because what could she do against a werewolf? 




Wyatt did his best, he fortified the fences, tried every trick he knew, but still those crafty wolves were getting in. 




“I’ll have to speak to him,” Jess said six days later and five cows down. Wyatt and Charlie were seated at her new kitchen table holding mugs of coffee. 




“You can’t,” Wyatt said flatly. 




“Actually I can,” Jess said with more vehemence than she had meant. “This has to stop. It just has to.” 




“Do you think talkin’ will do any good, deep down in your soul?” Charlie asked. 




Jess sighed and shook her head, “Probably not. But what can I do? I haven’t slept in forever, and each night more of my cattle are slaughtered and mutilated. Conrad has to stop or be stopped. We have to have a plan.” 




Charlie looked at Wyatt who shrugged. “There might be something,” he said. 




“What?”




Charlie shrugged, “There is a man, he makes things. Things that work on werewolves.” 




“You’ll have to use it though,” Wyatt said. 




Charlie nodded. “I will. I’ll take her there.”




There turned out to be a little shed in the middle of nowhere. The man was small, greying and owlish with huge eye glasses. He grunted and spoke only to Charlie even though he accepted cash from Jess happily enough. And then with a package under Charlie’s arm they left and returned to the farm. 




The package turned out to be a gun, and silver bullets. Jess nodded. 




“Okay, so do you know how to shoot? Oddly it never came up as something I needed to know,” she said. 




Wyatt smiled. He and Charlie showed her how to load the gun with normal bullets, and then spent the afternoon teaching her to shoot. It was a rifle and took some getting used to. Jess kept closing her eyes when she pulled the trigger. In the end she hit the target three out of five times and that would have to do. 




Wyatt sat with her in her sitting room. They had taken to spending silent hours together. He had practically moved into the house now, sleeping downstairs on the sofa, at his insistence. Some nights Jess tiptoed downstairs to find him gone, she suspected to walk the grounds, but he was always back in the morning looking tired. 




This had to end. So when Conrad came sniffing around this time, he would meet his maker in the barrel of a loaded gun. And she would be the one pulling the trigger.


Night settled over the valley. Clouds rolled up dark and forbidding. Jess watched them from her back porch, a cup of tea in her hand. She was sitting on a swing chair, gently rocking back and forth. Wyatt came outside. He had been sleeping in Jess’s bed. At her insistence. After all, she needed him fresh so that they could deal with Conrad once and for all. With his feet and chest bare, his hair tousled, Jess found herself wishing that her life was different. 




How wonderful it would be to wake up to Wyatt every morning, looking as he did now. She longed to stand up and wrap her arms around him, holding him close and smelling me, touching him. But she had to get rid of Conrad first. Legally he had no hold on her, but he just wouldn’t let her go. And so long as he drew breath, there was no way she could be happy, with anyone. So she sat in her chair and clutched her tea a little harder than she meant to.




Wyatt stared off into the distance. “The clouds look promising,” he said. “Maybe we’ll get lucky tonight.”




“Sorry?” Jess asked, flustered.




“Rain, maybe it’ll finally rain,” he said smiling. “Pull your mind out of the gutter, girl!” 




Jess shook her head at him, a naughty smile she couldn’t stop any more than she could still her heart, playing on her lips. That’s it, Jess, kill Conrad and then…then…




Wyatt seemed to know what she was thinking. He stood in front of her, his flat stomach right there. She wanted to touch him so badly. He went down on his knees so that his face was level with hers. “We’re gonna get him and this will be over. Then…” he kissed her. 




Jess felt awkward and strange, her thoughts melting into whispers. After too a short a time Wyatt pulled back. She hung in the air, floating and ran her fingers through his hair, only then noticing that somehow her tea cup was on the floor. 




“Thought we should have something to fight for,” Wyatt said. This time when he kissed her she threw her heart and soul into it. Conrad had never kissed her like this. Hell, no one had. All other kisses were epic fails compared to this one. 




And when they surfaced for air, Jess was straddling Wyatt, her hands running down his tight abdomen as he fondled her breasts. “I want you so badly,” she gasped. 




Wyatt stopped kissing her. His hands withdrew from her Tee. Jess slid off his lap feeling terribly foolish. 




“No,” Wyatt said gently. “We can’t do this, not yet. Not with your ex hanging around like a rabid dog. I want you, I want you in my life, in my bed…but not looking over your shoulder to see when he’ll come and ruin everything. Also, there is something I must tell you.”




“What?” Jess asked still breathless. 




“Remember what you asked me the first day, how I was so good with the cattle?” 




This seemed a strange topic to bring up now of all times. Jess sighed, “Yes, I remember. So what?” 




“So…Please don’t hate me,” Wyatt was so serious with such fear in his eyes Jess took his hands in hers. 




“What is it?” she asked.




He sighed. “I’ve been meaning to tell you. Every night I’ve wanted to say something, but I couldn’t bring myself to it. But Conrad will come in force tonight. I got a message to him and there’s been bad blood between his kind and mine for a long time.”




“Your kind?” Jess asked suddenly afraid of what he might say. 




Wyatt shrugged, “I’m a bear Jess. We all are, Kyle, Jesse, the whole lot of us.”




She sat in shock, not moving. “A bear,” she said and as she did she realized that there had been signs the whole time. The golden eyes, the massive frame, the way they walked and talked. “Right,” she said and stood up. 




“Jess?” he said standing up too. 




“No,” she said holding up a hand. “Just…” she turned and fled upstairs.




--




It was the dead of night. It had rained for hours. The heavens opened and poured their hearts onto the dry and grateful ground. 




Jess, Wyatt and Charlie waited. They sat around the kitchen table, drinking mug after mug of coffee. Jess wasn’t sure now how she felt about Wyatt being a bear. She was still attracted to him. Oh, how she was attracted to him. Sitting opposite him and not reaching for his hand was the hardest thing she had ever done. But there was no getting round it. He was a bear, a shape shifter and just look how the last relationship with a shifter had turned out. She was sitting here planning to kill her ex. What if she ended up in the same situation, but this time with Wyatt? 




But it was different. Wyatt wasn’t Conrad no matter what else he was. Surely she could give him a chance. Jess vowed to think about it later, after ending Conrad. Then she’d be able to think. 




And then they heard it: the howl. It began with one voice and rose to a crescendo of hundreds of howls.




“It’s time,” Wyatt said and stood up. 


It had been a tense couple of hours. Dealing with Wyatt’s revelation had simply added to the turmoil in her head. She was planning murder. Wondering what Wyatt would be like in bed. Surely she should be at least a little concerned that she wanted to kill Conrad. That would at least make her a good person, but right now she wanted to be free, at any cost. Even your soul? He was still a person, no matter how horrible. 




So when the howl went up, Jess shuddered but took the rifle in hand and moved to the entrance hall. Conrad would come for her, everyone knew it. So she would wait in the house where the light was best and Wyatt and the others would be outside. Only Old Charlie would be inside with her. But she had silver bullets. All it would take was one to seriously hurt the little shit. She had no idea if she would actually be able to kill him, but hurt him a lot, now that was something her conscience could handle. 




Wyatt glanced at her. She held his gaze. What passed between them was mostly longing and a fair amount of fear. Then he ducked out of the front door. 




Charlie sighed at her. “You know he’s willing to die for you,” he said to her. 




She didn’t reply. 




“Yup, that boy will hurt tonight, for you. I hope you appreciate it.” 




“Charlie,” she said, but it came out as a wail. 




“No you pull yourself together. And when it’s all over if we’re still breathing, you decide if you love him. He doesn’t deserve any games you might decide to play with him. You been hurt, so what? Who hasn’t? Just ‘cos he’s a bear, doesn’t mean he’s a bad man. I’ve known this boy’s whole family. They are good people. I don’t know you, but you seem like good people too and it’s sad when two good people let other, stupid things get in the way.” 




He took a breath, “That’s all I gotta say.” He marched up the steps and was gone. 




Jess stood in the front hall and shook. She was a mess and the more she tried to pull herself together the more she fell apart. 




Noises began outside, howls and growls, grunts and roars. Then all hell broke loose. She twitched the curtains aside and just about screamed as a wolf soared through the air right at her. She cowered expecting a crash of window glass, but it never came. A bear, a huge black one, swatted it out of the air. All around the house wolves and bears fought. The wolves were quick, nimble and agile. But what the bears lacked in speed they made up in sheer power. 




A bear caught a wolf and with a great paw twisted its neck until it broke. The creature hung limp in the bear’s claws until it was flung at an oncoming wolf. She could see so little and hear so much. The battle raged around her. All she could see were the moments when the security lights caught them in their mad fight for what, her freedom? 




“Oh, God, I’m so selfish,” she said and flung the door open, stepping outside. “I’m here, Conrad, you spineless little maggot! Come and get me!” 




A wolf stepped out of the darkness. It was grey and snarling. Somehow Jess knew it was him. It stood in front of her, blood dripping from its maw. Then it padded up to her and stood growling. She raised the gun and sighted down the barrel. Could she pull the trigger? Could she end him? 




The moment hung, as though some celestial being had momentarily pushed pause. She felt the world turn, saw herself pulling the trigger, sighting right between his eyes. She saw Conrad fall to the ground as a wolf and lie there dying as a naked man, his pale skin shining in the moonlight. 




And then time came back. Conrad pounced and Jess squeezed her finger on the trigger. The shot went wide and disappeared into the dark. Now she was running, through the house, out the back door and down into the garden. It was a mad dash, she had no plan. Thoughts fell like loose ribbons from her head. This was primal fear, this was what it had felt like back before fire, before the world was tamed. He was on her heels, could easily have run her down. But this was far more fun, watching her dash blindly through the grass. 




Suddenly, something growled. Something else grunted and she felt Conrad disappear from behind her. A big bear with brown fur rose up in the grass. He and Conrad faced each other, circling. This wasn’t about Jess any more, she could somehow feel it. This was about bear versus wolf.  This was a showdown years in the making. It was about blood. 




Conrad made a faint at Wyatt, but Wyatt was watching his eyes. They growled and grunted at each other, while Jess stood on the sidelines helplessly. And then they moved. She didn’t see who moved first. It was all a blur of fur and blood and sweat. The battle was fierce, so horrible. The violence from it radiated outward. This was no longer two people fighting, this was a bear and a wolf and it would end in death. 




She couldn’t take it. They ripped and tore at each other. Gashes forming in both coats. Jess, feeling more helpless and insignificant than ever, stood on the sidelines and screamed. 




Eventually she sat in the grass, hands over her ears, rocking to and fro staring into the darkness until a gentle hand landed on her shoulder. She started in fright and turned to see Wyatt. Blood dripped from wounds all over his body. He was a mess. 




She flung her arms around his neck and clung to him. “Are you okay? Are you okay?”




“Yes,” he said. “We heal quickly. By tomorrow there won’t even be a scratch.” 




She begrudgingly let go of him and a gleam of pale flesh caught her eye in the blood soaked grass. 




“Is he..?”




Wyatt’s golden eyes were sad. “No,” he said. “But he won’t bother you again. If he knows what’s good for him.” 




Wyatt leaned heavily on Jess as the two of them slowly walked back towards the house. She had the rifle in her free hand and it felt like a lead weight. As they walked passed the crumpled form of Conrad lying in the grass she saw that he was a misshapen mess. Caught somewhere between human and wolf, bits of fur and skin mingled on oddly shaped body parts. His breath came in ragged bursts. There was a lot of blood. She turned away from him and looked at Wyatt who was watching her with concern. She smiled at him and in his golden eyes saw movement.




On instinct, the rifle came up as she spun around. Pushing Wyatt away, she cocked the weapon and fired. The silver bullet ripped through the leaping creature. It dropped to the ground with a wet thump. 




Conrad was dead.


The sun was warm on her skin as branches waved gently over her head. She lay back on the blanket and stared up at the canopy of green above her. Wyatt shifted next to her and poured more red wine into her glass. 




“This is really beautiful,” Jess said. 




“It’s my secret spot,” he said with a tone of mystery in his voice. “I come here to think, I find the waterfall to be especially conducive to clear thought.”




“You rehearsed that little speech didn’t you?”




“Maybe a little, especially them big words,” he pulled a goofy face and she laughed. 




“Well sir, you have outdone yourself,” she said. “The setting, the food, which is all gone I see, and the wine…”




“Still plenty of that,” Wyatt said pouring more into his glass too. 




They lay down together then and laughed and spoke, their fingers intertwined. All the while the birds sang overhead and the waterfall, just a small one, trickled over the rocks into a mossy pool. 




After a while Jess stood up. 




“Where are you going?” Wyatt asked. 




“For a swim of course,” she said and winked at him. They had been so chaste since the fight, never more than a kiss. Jess’s skin was crawling with urges, and if this was going to be another of those afternoons that drove her wild with unfulfilled desire, well the cold water looked terribly inviting. 




So she stripped her sundress off, left her bra and panties on a rock and waded into the water. It was deliciously cool and sweet. Suddenly he was behind her. She could feel the warmth radiating off him. 




She tried to turn around and say, “So you decided…” but it ended in a gasp, as Wyatt pulled her backwards against him hard, sliding one hand down her belly and between her thighs, working his fingers furiously. The other hand went up to cup her right breast. Squeezing it gently, pinching her nipple. Then his mouth closed on her neck, nibbling and kissing her gently. He began to suck and lick her ear lobe, sending sensations to her lower abdomen that made her want to grab him with both hands and devour him completely. She writhed in his grasp and broke free. Turning, she grinned at him. 




Her lips parted hungrily as she looked at him. He was so gorgeous with water trickling down his chest, to his washboard stomach. She ran a hand from his collarbone down over his pec, along his stomach and then, pulling herself against him, round his back. He laced his fingers in her hair then, his mouth coming down on hers. 




At first the kiss was gentle, tentative and then as the desire built in both of them, it became more urgent. The taste of wine and passion burning in their mouths. Jess could feel his hard muscles against her and the throb of him as he grew. She could feel the fluttering of her own stomach as he reached down and picking her up carried her out of the water. 




She felt the blanket beneath her and Wyatt above. He kissed her lips, her neck, her breasts, then slid his tongue down her belly and thighs. Then sliding a finger into her he began to work her to a frenzy with his tongue doing things that Jess had to admit were exceptionally yummy. She had never felt like this before. No one had ever taken the time to find every single sweet spot she had. But he was. Wyatt was consuming her heart and mind and body. And she was loving every spine tingling second of it.




Eventually, she couldn’t take it anymore and pulled his mouth up to hers. The kiss was furtive, long and deep. As though they were both searching for more pleasure in the taste of each other. Jess wanted him inside her in the worst possible way. She reached down for him and grabbed him, working him gently but firmly, feeling him grow even more in her grasp. Then she pushed him over and climbed on top of him, taking him in her mouth. Swallowing as much of him as she could. His groans filled her ears and suddenly he was sitting up, pulling her mouth off him, taking her in his arms and lifting her easily onto his lap. 




As he slid inside her, Jess gasped and moaned. This was it. This was love. It was the most wonderful feeling, like she was home and safe. They began to move together, riding the beast as one. Each thrust bringing them closer and closer together until Jess didn’t know where she ended and Wyatt began.    




They rose and fell until fireworks went off behind Jess’s eyes. She had never felt a rush like that before. But Wyatt didn’t stop, he flipped her over onto all fours and took her firmly from behind, kissing her back and neck. Jess felt all new urges, as he then pulled out and sat back as erect as ever. She kissed him then, taking him in her mouth again. Sucking, licking, trying to draw the pleasure out of him. He moaned and whispered things to her, how much he loved her, how much he wanted her again and again. 




She climbed onto him, running her nails down his chest, feeling him enter her again and this time she had more control, more time to play with. She squeezed him inside her, drawing moan after gasp from him, until he lifted her off his lap and slammed her on to her back on the blanket, taking her breath away.




It was a bit rough, animalistic. She didn’t care. His hunger, his desire filled her and they writhed, and moaned together as the sun slid behind the trees and the world turned. Wyatt licked her neck, gently biting her nipples as he massaged her breasts. She reached up and ran her fingers through his hair, delighting in every rock hard inch of him. 




He thrust harder and harder, his breath coming in gasps and groans. Wyatt began to moan and Jess found that she was moaning too, the air forced from her lungs in puffs. Together they found a rhythm, a steady pace, and as their desire rose, they clung to each other, moving in unison. Jess buried her face in his neck, breathing him in, licking him and tasting him. Then she felt him shudder, felt the warmth as he filled her with his love, and in that moment a miracle occurred. Never before had Jess seen the fireworks more than once in an encounter. Never had anyone taken her to these heights, to such pleasure. Her throat opened, the pleasure and release filled her and escaped through her lungs as she roared her happiness to the world in a primal scream.




Wyatt held her then, breathing heavily, his face buried in her hair. She clung to him, aware of her own heaving breaths, and when her heart rate slowed she kissed him. Again and again and again.




They lay together under a dimming sky as the stars began to come out and dance across the veil of the heavens. Jess didn’t know what the future held, but she was quite certain that Wyatt would be in it with her. 
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Silence pervaded the streets, broken only by the whistling of wind between the trees and the skittering of dry leaves blowing across the pavement. The moon was full, but hidden by thick, dark clouds. A car's headlights shattered the gloom a few blocks ahead, but it turned away before reaching the silent police cruiser sitting by a row of abandoned houses. 




“Miller, you know I'm the only friend you have left in the precinct,” Sergeant Brock Franklin muttered. He sounded exasperated. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him glance over at her, a flash of moonlight illuminating half his face. “Miller. Emma. Listen to what I have to say.” 




“I'm listening, Brock,” Emma replied, without looking over. She knew most other officers weren't on a first name basis with their sergeants, but with Brock, it was different. They were more than just partners. They were friends. She couldn't count the amount of times she'd been invited to join him and his family for Christmas or Thanksgiving. His wife and kids had treated her as another member of their family. For someone with no family, Emma knew she was lucky to have a person like Brock she could depend on. It's why we're such good partners, even if I don't always like what he has to say, she pondered. 




“After you reported the police corruption, and the murder, the rest have turned against you. Hell, they've turned against me for refusing to hang you out to dry. You realize how serious this is? You could bring down the whole station, from Chief Radmacher on down. They will not go down without a fight. Radmacher is only a few years away from a sweet retirement plan. He will not give it up.” 




“So what can they do? I've submitted my case to the DA. All I have to do is sit back and wait while the case is built. Besides, it's not like they will take me out to stop the case,” she said, giving a nervous laugh. 




Silence. Emma turned to Brock, shivering. They wouldn't do that, would they? They're the ones that are in the wrong. They were the ones who murdered an innocent man and tried to cover it up. Exposing them was the right thing to do. 




“I don't know. Some of the guys...” Brock paused. “I've caught whispers in the precinct. Some of the guys – Forman, Martin, Anderson – they're planning something. Just keep your head down. If things get bad around here, I know somewhere we can lay low for a while. Long enough for the prosecutors to finish up the case. It should happen any day now, but you can never be sure.” 




“Lay low? I will not go into hiding for doing the right thing! You can't just kill someone in cold blood because you're an officer! It doesn't work like that!” 




“Emma,” Brock said, resting a hand on her arm. “I know. We will bring these guys down, but to do so, we have to play it safe. Now, listen –” 




The radio squawked, cutting Brock off. “Sergeant Franklin, do you copy?” 




“10-4. This is Franklin, go ahead.” 




“We have a reported 11-6 at the corner of Rogers and 25th. Requesting backup.” 




“We're are on our way.” 




Brock turned the key over, the engine roaring to life and the lights coming on. They were roaring off before Emma even had her seat-belt buckled. Emma shook herself, trying to forget the previous conversation. A possible discharge of firearms was a lot more exciting than busting drug addicts and teenagers in these old houses. 




“Emma. I want you to listen loud and clear. You let me go in first, check out the area. If everything is okay, I'll give you the go ahead to assist me.” 




“What? Brock, you can't just make me watch the car. If there's someone out there shooting his gun, I want to help bring him in! He could be dangerous and you will need all the help you can get.” 




“I don't think there is someone, Em,” Brock said, pulling out a piece of paper from a pocket and putting it in her hand. “This is the address to where we need to lay low. If things go bad, call Tammy and have her meet you there. You'll be safe.” 




Emma looked at the paper, mouth nearly dropping over when she read the address. A thought flashed through her mind: He's crazy. But Brock had always been straight. If he was giving her this address, then the situation was much worse than she'd originally thought. 




“Brock? You're scaring me. These guys are...” 




“Shifters? Yeah, but they're the best at keeping people safe around this place. I've been talking with them these past few days.” 




“You know what we've learned about shifters. What we've seen,” Emma said. She could still remember the one time she'd had to arrest a shifter. From what she learned in her training, they mostly kept to themselves but for whatever reason, this one had committed armed robbery. When she'd arrived with the other officers, he was outside of the store shaking with rage, the gun discarded on the ground. The image of him shifting and coming straight at them was something she'd never forget. She could remember knowing she would die. Luckily, Brock had kept a tranquilizer gun in their squad car for situations like this. The bear had dropped inches from Emma. She never wanted to see another shifter again. 




“Most of what we learned about shifters is a lie. Do you really believe everything about them that you hear from Radmacher? I've met some of these guys. They're good people.” 




Emma mulled it over, but said nothing. From what she'd seen, heard, and experienced, shifters were dangerous individuals. Wasn't dangerous the perfect term for someone who could shift into a bear at will? Still… Brock had never steered her wrong before. 




The police cruiser flew down the dark streets, lights illuminating the night. Emma looked over at Brock, seeing the red and blue lights flashing over his face. She couldn't remember the last time she'd seen him look so shaken up. This is bad. Things are really bad. 




They reached their destination in record time. The Leary Strip Mall had been one of the most popular strip malls in the city nearly 20 years ago, way before Emma's time. It had finally gone out of a business two or three years ago and as far as she knew, no one had missed it. The parking lot was overgrown with weeds and deserted except for an empty police car parked on the back side of the building. 




Brock pulled up beside it, glancing around. There was no sign of any of the other officers or the suspect. Dark shadows roiled across the deserted loading docks, clouds still blocking the moon. Brock leaned forward, peering at the back of the other police cruiser. 




“That's Forman's and Anderson's cruiser. I need you to stay back. Don't let them see you.” 




Slowly and silently, the two officers moved away from their vehicle. Brock drew his gun immediately and Emma followed his lead. She realized she was nervous. No, nervous wasn't the right word. I'm scared, she thought, her heart hammering in her chest. They were trying to be quiet, but she was sure the other officers could hear her heart thumping. 




Without a word, Brock ushered her to stop and get down. Emma moved behind an old, burned out street light pole, mostly covered in darkness. Brock moved forward in a crouch, gun aimed high. He had gone perhaps another 40 yards when a voice echoed out from somewhere in the darkness. 




“This is Sergeant Franklin! Identify yourselves!” 




Two men strode towards Brock, guns pointed at the ground. In the darkness, it was hard to make them out, but Emma was sure it was Forman and Anderson. The two men walked close to Franklin, who lowered his gun. She could tell he was still tense. 




“Officer Forman. Officer Anderson. Any sight of the suspect?” asked Brock, loud enough for Emma to hear what he was saying. Anderson answered, but he was unnaturally quiet, a stark contrast to his loud and boisterous personality. 




“Why does that matter? Officer Miller has the night off.” 




More words, this time a little louder and angrier sounding. Emma thought she heard, “Bitch,” but she couldn't be sure. Anderson took a step towards Brock. 




“Where is she? Where is that bitch?” he bellowed, right in Brock's face. Brock held his ground, towering over the smaller man. Still, the situation wasn't good. It's almost irreversible, Emma thought. Things are about to reach a tipping point. 




And then it did. Anderson pulled a gun on Brock, yelling. Forman pulled his pistol. Brock whipped his gun up faster than she thought was possible, aiming it at Forman, who was the better target. Emma got up, aiming her gun, but then she remembered what Brock had told her. Don't let them see you. I have to help, she thought. I can't stand back and do nothing! 




With a crack that split the silence, Brock dropped to his knees. Emma watched in horror as he fired at Forman twice. Anderson had his gun up, firing at Brock. She counted the gunshots. Crack. Crack. Crack. Despite everything, she screamed. 




Anderson looked up towards her, immediately running towards her. Forman and Brock lay on the ground, not moving. Emma raised her pistol, firing at Anderson.  Emma heard him yell but wasn't sure if she hit him or just scared him. She turned and ran, tears running down her face. She felt her emotions overwhelming here: fear, sadness, and shame for not helping Brock. Not helping her friend. No. Not helping her family. 




Emma reached the cruiser and tore off out of the parking lot, tears blurring her vision. She grabbed her phone, dialing Brock's home, praying that Tammy would pick up. She grabbed the scrap of paper with the address on it, holding it up and trying to make out where she needed to go. At that moment, the cloud cover broke, illuminating the car with bright moonlight. She memorized the address, cranking the wheel hard left and running a red light. She sped the whole way there, never even bothering to turn the police sirens on. 


When she'd arrived, the lights of the building were off and it looked deserted. Emma sat in the car, waiting to see if anyone came out of the door. After nearly 15 minutes, no one did. Glancing down at the scrap of paper again, she wasn't even sure if this was the right place. In the dark, the building looked run down, and she suspected that it wouldn't look much better in the daylight. 




Emma sighed, pulling her police jacket over her body like a blanket. She leaned the seat back, pulling her legs up to her chest and trying to stay as warm as possible. It wasn't below freezing tonight, but in a few weeks it would be. Still, she would have to turn the car on a few times during the night to warm up. If she could even get to sleep, she knew it wouldn't be good. 




Curling up, she willed sleep to come. The more she wanted to slip into unconsciousness, the more it evaded her. Brock was dead. Members of her own police department were hunting her. Her life, everything she knew, was crumbling. The lines between good and bad were supposed to be clear. Her, and every other police officer, were supposed to be good. And now fellow officers were criminals, and she was going to men she'd been told were criminals for protection. There was one good thing that made her smile. Tammy had answered the phone on the second ring and was staying the night at her mother's house before coming here tomorrow morning. 




Here. An unmarked building, home of King's Security Solutions, Inc. She didn't know who King was and she realized she didn't really care. She pondered that question and drifted into an uncomfortable, cold sleep. 


Knock! Knock! Knockknockknock! Emma groggily came to, wondering what the knocking was about in her already fading dream. She slowly cracked open her eyes, sunlight bathing her shivering body. Where am I? She wondered. Everything came flooding back to her. 




“Hey!” 




Emma looked outside of her window and screamed. A man was standing outside of her window, a large man, blocking most of the sunlight. She reached for her gun before remembering what she was doing here. She willed herself to calmly move her hand away from the butt of her pistol and get out of the police cruiser. 




The wave of cold air that hit her took the breath from her lungs. The man said something, but she didn't catch it. Eyes watering, she asked, “What?” 




“Are you gonna turn that thing off?” 




“Turn what thing off?” 




“The car. It's been running for hours.” 




Emma turned back to the car, reaching in and turning the ignition off. The car was bordering on E. Just another problem. “Why didn't you come wake me up hours ago?” 




He barked a deep, rough laugh. “I try not to associate with cops, but the boss says that maybe we're expecting some.” 




They moved towards the building, Emma following and zipping her coat up. The man in front of her was large and only wearing a cut off T-shirt with dirty, oily jeans. The cold didn't seem to faze him. The wave of warm air inside of the building was a welcome relief. The man kept moving, but Emma took a few moments to take the scene in, her senses as a cop letting her analyze her surroundings quickly. 




There was a bar, complete with bar stools, running along the right wall. A hallway was immediately off to her right and a lounging area took up most of the room on the left. There was a massive set of double doors on the far wall and the man – shifter, she thought – disappeared down a hallway to the right of the doors.   




He led her down the hallway, not saying a word. She was a little bit surprised how deserted and quiet the whole building was. She shivered again despite the warmth, realizing she didn't want to be in a building completely full of criminals, no matter that Brock had vouched for them. The man opened the door at the end of the hallway and ushered her inside. Emma took a deep breath, and entered. 




An older man sat behind a desk. Despite his age, his hulking form seemed to take up most of the room. He leaned forward, shaking her hand with a hand like a grizzled paw that engulfed hers. It was rough, like sandpaper, and the handshake was firm, like she would have expected. 




“What can I do for you?” he asked, cutting right to the chase. Emma nearly winced at the roughness in his voice. This was a man who'd been through a lot. Who was probably… a criminal. 




“I need protection.” 




“Well, don't they all,” he said, his short laughing barking through the room. “Let's get down to business.” 


Most of what Joe had said went in one ear and out the other. What she remembered, as she walked to the room she was given, was that she had a shifter assigned to her for protection. Jake? Jack? Jace! 




“Here's your room,” the shifter from before said, using a key to unlock it. “Make yourself at home. Jace won't be in for a few hours, so you've got some time to burn.” 




Inside of the room, Emma was surprised to find it pretty bare. She imagined these shifter bodyguards would have some personality...but the room was bland. There was a window with a dark curtain pulled over it, a small bed, and a recliner in front of an old tube TV. Emma pulled the curtain to the side, illuminating the room with thousands of tiny dust motes floating through the air. Outside, she was greeted with the perfect view of a parking lot full vehicles in varying states of disrepair. 




She opened a door, pleased to find a small bathroom. She hesitantly smelled herself, realizing she was way overdue for a shower. Plus, she had a few hours to kill. She went into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. It wouldn't latch, but she'd locked the door to the room, so it hardly mattered. 




She stripped down, hopping in the shower. The water pressure sucked, and she had to use man soap, but it was glorious. She wasn't sure how long she stayed in the shower, but when she eventually got out, she heard the door open to the room. 




Emma froze, unsure of what to do. Could it be the man assigned to guard her? No, he was supposed to be gone for hours, and besides, she heard two men talking. She wasn't able to make out what they were saying, so she padded over to the door, still sopping wet. She pressed an ear to the door, trying to hear. One man, who sounded angry, kept rambling on, and the other man replied with short, one word answers. 




She still couldn't make out much, so she leaned against the door a little bit more, but the door latch gave under her weight, sending her into the room. As the door swung open, Emma's eyes wide, taking in everything: a large man with shoulder length brown hair and a thick, dark beard. His golden eyes went almost as wide as hers, his mouth open but not saying anything. In one hand, he held a phone. So, there's only one man in the room. Better than two, flashed through her mind. 




And then she hit the floor, bouncing and rolling. She let out a muffled, “Oomph!” Ending up on her back, she stared up at the man. He stood over her, his massive body blocking out the one dim light bulb in the room. Still, she noticed that even shadowed, his eyes were still piercing. She watched as his eyes slowly trailed down from her face, to her exposed breasts, then down to the place between her legs. If possible, his eyes went even wider. 




She screamed. Oh, my God! He's just seen me naked! Emma rolled up, covering herself the best she could with two hands. “Don't look!” 




The man tossed the phone onto the chair, turning around and grabbing the corner of one of his sheets, ripping it off of his bed in a flourish. He handed it to her, attempting to keep his eyes diverted. Face blazing red, Emma took the sheet and covered herself. It was sheer, but still gave a little bit of privacy. Not that he hasn't already seen everything he needs to see, she thought. 




“What are you doing in here?' Emma asked. 




“This is my room,” the man growled, but he didn't say more. 




“Jace?” 




The man nodded. 




“They said you wouldn't be back for hours.” 




A shrug. Well, I didn't want to talk to any shifters anyway, Emma thought. No one told me they would be this attractive… 




“I'm going to go get dressed. Don't look,” she said, going back into the bathroom. The door wouldn't completely shut, but it would have to do. She found a towel and dried herself off before pulling on her old clothes. 




She came out of the bathroom, still embarrassed, when a knock came at the door. Jace answered, ushering another man inside. This man wore nicer clothes than the others she'd seen, though he was still large and had golden eyes. 




“Jace,” he said, as way of introduction, then looked at Emma. “You must be Officer Miller.” 




Jace raised an eyebrow at that, but said nothing. Emma nodded at him. 




“I'm Russell,” he said, extending a soft hand. He couldn't be more different than Joe, she thought. “I've got good news. Your partner's wife and kids arrived a couple of minutes ago. They're being put into protection. There's something else you should know. Your partner, Officer Franklin, is alive.” 




“What?” Emma exclaimed. She'd seen him get shot. “That's impossible! They killed him!” 




“One of my contacts at the hospital just called me. He's been shot four times and has lost a lot of blood. Another officer was killed. I don't know the specifics yet, but it sounds like he's going to need some protection once the rest of those corrupt cops find out he's still alive.” 




“I need to go see him!” 




“No,” Jace uttered, short and final. 




“Yes!” Emma moved in front of him, getting in my face. “You might not know what it's like to have a partner, to rely on someone with your life on a daily basis, but that man is the only reason I'm alive! I have to see him!” 




Jace stood silent for a few seconds, before nodding. 




“Derrick and Judge are free,” Russell offered. 




“Derrick? Clive won't be happy,” Jace said. It was the most Emma had heard him say since she'd met him. 




“Joe said he's ready,” Russell said, shrugging. “I don't make the rules. If you want him to help protect Officer Franklin, then he's available. If you don't, it'll just have to be Judge.” 




“He needs all of the help he can get,” Emma said, sternly. 




To her surprise, Jace said, “You're right. Let's go. Thanks, Russ.” 


Emma hadn't seen Tammy or the kids before they'd left. It had only taken a few minutes to find Derrick and Judge before the four of them had piled into a brown SUV. Derrick was young – dark hair a stark contrast to his golden eyes, yet still huge. Watching him walk, taking everything in, she knew he would have made a good cop. If he hadn't chose this shifter life, she ruminated. 




Judge was lean, dark skinned shifter with a bald head. Still, he was huge. His eyes were cold and calculated. If any of these shifters were killers, then she sure he was guilty. Even the name scared her. Judge. She considered asking him how he got the nickname, but decided against it. 




“You must forgive Jace,” Judge said, turning around from the passenger seat. “He's not much of a talker.” 




“That's okay with me,” Emma said, shooting Jace a glare. “I wish he could keep his eyes to himself as well as he keeps his mouth shut.” 




The men up in the front seat burst into laughter. “Got something you want to tell us, Jace?” 




He spoke up. “Yeah. She's a cop. She hates shifters.” 




The laughter died. She rolled her shoulders, watching Derrick's eyes narrow in the rear-view mirror. Once again, silence descended on Emma. She didn't know what to say. The last thing she wanted to do was anger three shifters in an enclosed space. She remembered what the last one had done. 




“Is that true, Officer Miller. Or can I call you Emma?” Judge asked, all hints of friendship gone. His voice was icy. When she didn't answer, he repeated, “Is that true?” 




“I had a bad experience a couple months back with one,” was all she said. 




“So you hate all shifters, is that it?” Derrick asked. 




“No, that's not it.” 




“Then what is it?” 




“Shifters aren't looked upon fondly in law enforcement. A lot of shifters are criminals.” 




Judge let out a loud laugh. “Indeed! A lot of humans are too! Do you believe everything you're told? Do you believe everything your corrupt coworkers say?” 




Emma put her head down, embarrassed. Judge was right, at least for the time being. They were risking their lives to protect her, Brock, and countless others, even if some of them were cops. And because she'd had a bad run in with one shifter, and had heard bad things from her superiors, she'd believed they were all bad. The realization hit her like a truck full of bricks. In seconds, she was sobbing, hands in her face. 




“I'm...sorry...” she managed between sobs. She felt a hand on her shoulder and turned to see Jace looking at her, concern on his face. For once, she realized she wanted him to say something. Say that everything was alright. That everyone makes mistakes. 




“Don't cry,” he said, wrapping his arm around her and pulling her close. Emma nuzzled into him, tears wet on his shirt. For the first time since all of this started, she felt safe. He whispered, “It's okay.” She found that she believed him. 




From the front seat, Emma heard Judge say, “Yeah, and to be fair, a lot of shifters are criminals. And we don't look to fondly on cops. But we're trying to change that.” 




Before she knew it, Emma was laughing through her tears while the others chuckled at Judge's admission. The tension in the vehicle was fading, though Emma still felt uneasy. Even though she knew she was in the wrong, she couldn't shake the feeling that this situation couldn't work out. Shifters and police officers were never meant to cooperate, no matter how good of people they actually were. She knew that no matter what she said, law enforcement frowned upon the shifters, and shifters likewise avoided dealing with the police. 




Slowly, she pulled away from Jace, finding she was reluctant to do so. As she did, she thought she sensed reluctance on his part, as well. Why would he be reluctant to let me go? She wondered. I'm a cop. He's a shifter. No matter what we're feeling, it can't work out. 




The SUV pulled into the hospital parking lot. As Derrick parked, Judge turned around and looked at Emma. “Hey. No hard feelings. Give me a quick run through of what we're up against here.” 




“I witnessed a murder a few weeks ago. Corrupt cops tried to cover it up. I exposed them and most of the cops in my precinct got involved in the cover up. Brock – Sergeant Franklin – was the only one who stood by my side. Last night, Officers Anderson and Forman attempted to set me up and kill me. Sergeant Franklin saved my life.” 




“From what Russell said, one of them is dead.” 




“That would be Forman. Sergeant Franklin shot him a few times.” 




“Okay, that's good. We know that Anderson is invested in making sure Sergeant Franklin dies. I don't like that you're here, Emma. He's gunning for you too, but we'll keep you safe. Let's go.” 




The four got out of the SUV. The weather was dark and cold. Emma shivered, walking next to Jace, behind the other two shifters. 




“Stay close and we'll get through this, no matter what happens,” Jace whispered. 




“That's the most I've ever heard you say,” she replied, smiling. To her surprise, Jace flashed her a quick smile before becoming all business. They walked in the front doors and Derrick and Emma headed up to the front desk, finding out where Brock was. The nurse was reluctant at first, until Emma had told her she was his partner. 




“He's been asking for you,” the nurse said, instantly cheering up. “Follow me.” 




Together, the five of them went down the hallway. Despite the brightness of the hospital, Emma couldn't help but feeling the weight of the building on her conscience. She'd never liked hospitals, and this visit was even worse than normal. She was constantly looking over her shoulder, looking for Anderson or any of the other officers. 




“Have there been many other officers visiting?” Emma asked, as casually as she could. 




“A few. One named Anderson, I think. He seemed really concerned about Mr. Franklin's health.” 




Emma felt the pit of her stomach drop and she watched as the hackles on the three men rose. Tension was in the air. The danger was electric. To the nurse's credit, she didn't seem to notice. They took an elevator up two floors before she lead them to the room, knocked, and was on her way. 




Inside, a female doctor was checking on Brock's vitals. She smiled when she saw Emma. “You must be Officer Miller. Emma. Besides his family, you're all he talks about. I'm Doctor Flynn.” 




Emma shook her hand and watched her eyes take in each man. Her eyes found their golden eyes and she stiffened slightly. Emma was sure she would have never noticed without her police training. She must not see many shifters in here… 




“How's he doing, Doc?” Judge asked. 




“Well, all things considered. He took four bullets, three in his chest and one in his neck. He lost a lot of blood and he's not out of the woods yet, but he's a fighter. I'm optimistic.” 




Emma watched the smile falter, concern flashing on Doctor Flynn's face for a split second. “What's wrong, Doctor Flynn?” 




She hesitated, but then asked, “Can I speak to you out in the hallway, Officer Miller? It has to do with what he's said about his attacker. It's sensitive police information.” 




Jace nodded at her. Emma was nervous, but she would only be out in the hallway. “Call me Emma, please.” 




“Emma,” the doctor said, once they were out in the hallway. “Look, I didn't want to say this in front of the other men, but Sergeant Franklin has been saying some interesting things. About his attackers, and how Officer Anderson is not to be allowed into his room. He was here about 15 minutes ago, but left to get food. He said he would be back soon. I don't know how much longer I can keep him out of the room. What's going on?” 




“It's complicated. But know that Anderson, and any other officers shouldn't be allowed to see him. He's in danger. Two of those men have been sent here to protect him. The third is to protect me.” 




“So it is true,” Flynn said, thinking. “I knew he was telling the truth, but I didn't want to believe what he was saying. We'll have him moved up to a higher security unit. I'm assuming his family won't be coming to see him?” 




“They're in protection, too. I'm sorry to get you involved in this,” Emma said, regretting that she was involving civilians in her problems. 




“It's fine. I became a doctor to help people. I can do that in more ways than one. I will make arrangements to get him moved. There's one more thing, Emma. Anderson told me to tell him if you showed up. He's looking for you.” 




“Thanks,” Emma said. Flynn left to arrange Brock's move to another unit. Emma went back inside the room, seeing the three men standing around Brock's bed. 




“What's the word?” Jace asked. Emma quickly explained what was going on. Within minutes, the doctor was back with a few nurses, ready to move Brock. 




As his bed was rolled away, Brock came to. His eyes fluttered open. “Emma,” he whispered, holding a hand out weakly. 




“Brock,” she said, grabbing his hand tightly. “It's going to be okay. We've got protection. I will not rest until we've taken everyone down and you're safe.” 




He smiled, then closed his eyes, lost to sleep again. Emma nodded at Doctor Flynn, and the bed was wheeled off. Derrick nodded at Emma and Jace, then followed the bed. 




“We'll keep him safe, don't worry,” Judge said, before he too moved out of the empty room. Emma and Jace stood in silence for a few moments. 




“Let's get you back to safety,” said Jace. 




“No,” Emma said. “I'm tired of running.” 




“Emma, please. Don't be stupid,” Jace said, grabbing her hand. She tried to pull away, but he held firm, turning her around and making her face him. “This is serious. It's dangerous. Let's go back to the HQ and let me keep you safe.” 




“That's all I am to you, huh? A job? A package to keep safe?” she asked as Jace shook his head. “My job is dangerous. I'm a cop. I'm supposed to arrest the bad guys. I will not stop now just because everyone else wants me to.” 




“Emma, you're more than that. You're strong. Brave. Maybe even a little stubborn. You don't have to throw it all away just to prove a point. You're more than just a job. Let me keep you safe.” 




“Yeah, Emma, let him keep you safe,” a voice said from the doorway. She looked over, seeing two cops standing in the doorway. One was Anderson and the other was Martin. 




“Anderson, you can stop while you're ahead. Let me take you in. We're still cops.” 




“Correction, Emma,” he said, a slimy grin on his face. “I'm still a cop. You've been discharged. Guess you didn't hear, huh?” 




“No,” she murmured. Things weren't supposed to go down like this. 




“No,” he mimicked in a whiny voice. “Yes. You've been charged with the murder of Officer Forman and the attempted murder of Sergeant Franklin. She's reaching for her weapon, Martin.” 




His hand moved to his holster. Emma had enough time to think, "He won't!" before he pulled his pistol out, aiming it right at her chest. Anderson pulled the trigger twice and she felt the bullets slamming into her. She stumbled back, struggling to breath, leaning against the window. Her chest tried to rise but it couldn't. 




Jace yelled in anger and then there were more gunshots. Jace yelled in pain for a few seconds before the yells became roars. Leaning against the wall, fumbling at her chest, she watched as Jace shifted in front of her. She'd only seen it once before and had been terrified at the time, but now, she welcomed it. 




People were screaming in the hallway as Anderson and Martin moved into the room. Jace lunged forward, his massive bear form taking up most of the room. Anderson ducked a swipe, shooting his pistol into Jace's side. Blood exploded across the floor. 




Emma looked down, ripping her shirt open, seeing the two bullets embedded in her bulletproof vest. Seeing that she wasn't harmed gave her a second wind. She rose to her knees, pulling her gun, and aimed at Anderson. She fired once, the bullet hitting him in his thigh. He screamed in pain, dropping to the ground and crawling out of the room. 




Martin, meanwhile, was moving towards Emma, his gun pointed at her. Jace had frozen, unsure of what to do. Martin could take her out in one shot. 




“Put the gun down, Miller,” he ordered. Emma complied, setting the gun on the ground and kicking it towards him. “Good, good. Tell your bear friend to step back.” 




Jace held his ground for a split second, then conceded, moving back towards the exit. Emma couldn't tell where Anderson had gone, but there was a good trail of blood leading out of the room. She'd got him good. That was almost enough. 




Martin was behind her, his gun pointed at her head. Still, he was trapped. Emma knew the only way out was taking out both her and Jace. She saw Jace slumping in pain. He'd taken a couple of bullets. She knew that she'd learned in training how much punishment a shifter could take in bear form, but she couldn't remember. Please, she thought. Don't be hurt badly. 




“I'm sorry it had to be this way,” Martin whispered in her ear. This was it. Before he could pull the trigger, she lifted a foot backwards, striking him between the legs. Martin screamed in pain, letting her go for a split second. Emma dove to the side, a split second before Jace crashed into Martin. Their combined force blew through the top of the wall, shattering the window, and they were flying out of the hospital. 




Emma ran to the edge, watching them fall towards the ground. She screamed when they hit, a sickening thud. Jace had landed on top of Martin. She watched his limp hand open, the gun falling onto the ground. Blood and shattered glass littered the ground all around them. 




She ran out of the room, following the blood trail down the hallway. Anderson was crawling towards the elevator. As he reached it, it opened and Judge stepped out. Emma reached the two of them, handcuffing Anderson and telling Judge what had happened. He stayed behind, making sure Anderson went nowhere. 




Next, she was running down the hallway, chest still hurting every time she took a breath. People got in her way, but she yelled, “Police! Please move!” Am I really, though? She wondered. If what Anderson had said was true, she wasn't a cop any longer. She realized she didn't care.   




Outside, two men lay on the ground. Jace had shifted back into his human form and rolled off of Martin. The officer was clearly dead, though whether from the fall, Jace's weight on top of him, or a combination, she couldn't be sure. Jace was covered in blood but didn't seem to be wounded. She knelt beside him, looking his body over – his naked body – checking him for more serious damage. He'd been clipped a few times and the one serious hole in his stomach was already closing. Her eyes found what was between his legs and gasped, averting her eyes while she blushed. 




“My eyes are up here, lady” he said, slowly sitting up, a pained grin on his face. 




“Payback?” Emma offered, and Jace laughed for a split second, before clutching his side and grimacing. 




“I thought you were dead!” Emma yelled, wrapping her arms around his large body. She felt him grab her, embracing her and she willed him never to let her go. As she had ran up and saw his body on the ground, she had feared the worse, and realized she couldn't ever forgive herself if something happened to him. 




“I'll be okay. We're tough. I was more worried about you. I saw you get shot,” Jace said. He grabbed her face in his hands, putting his forehead against hers. “I thought I'd lost you.” 




Emma felt his lips inches from her own. She longed to kiss him, to give in to her feelings. She peeled off her shirt, covering Jace's lower body. 




“I'm glad you wore that thing,” he said, knocking a hand twice against her bullet proof vest. “We need to get out of here before we draw more attention.” 




Reluctantly, Emma pulled away from Jace. She helped him limp back towards the SUV, explaining what had happened after he'd taken a tumble out of the window. 




“The others are staying behind at the hospital. I cuffed Anderson. He won't be going anywhere soon. We need to get you back to Russell.” 




“No. We've got to move fast. After what just happened at the hospital, the cops are going to be looking for us. We have to get to the bottom of this, and fast. If we don't, we might be the ones getting arrested. Here, you drive,” he said, tossing her the keys. 




Emma hopped in the driver's seat, pulling out of the parking lot. Jace climbed over the seats, moving towards the storage in the back. In the rear-view mirror, Emma got an amazing view of his toned backside and felt a stirring between her legs. Why am I falling for this shifter? We're too different. I'm a police officer. His kind aren't liked by us. We're not liked by them. We're from two different worlds. 




He ruffled around in some boxes, pulling out an extra pair of jeans and shirt. Emma raised an eyebrow at him, and he responded with, “What? We go through a lot of clothes. It pays to keep some extra pairs in the vehicles. Now, where are those shoes?” 


They parked outside of the police station. It was dark and looked deserted. Emma's station certainly wasn't the largest in the city, but she couldn't remember the last time there hadn't been anyone on duty. Odd, she thought. 




“So what's the plan?” Emma asked. She was all for finishing this, clearing her name, and putting everyone responsible for this behind bars, but she wasn't sure how to go about it. 




“How many more officers are in on this?” 




“Honestly, I don't know. Almost everyone in the precinct was complicit in the murder, or at least covering it up. But if we can take down Chief Radmacher, we can take down everyone at once with his testimony. We just need to get him. He never leaves, but I don't think he's in there.” 




“He is,” Jace said, assuredly. “It's a trap. They knew you would come here after the hospital.” 




“Yeah, you're probably right.” 




“I'm going to shift into bear form and lead the way. I'll be able to pick up the Chief's scent and track him. You stay behind me. If anyone gets in my way, I'm attacking. I don't want to kill anyone, but I will if I have to. We have some zip-ties and other gear in the back. Emma, there's one last thing.” 




She said nothing, realizing that now, it was Jace's turn to talk. 




“If this goes bad for me, I want you to get out of there. I also want you to know that earlier today, I was just as guilty as you. I didn't trust police officers. Hell, I hardly trusted anyone that wasn't a shifter. I hope I get the chance to know you better. I know people will say we're probably not right for each other, but I'd like to give that a chance.” 




Jace got out of the SUV without waiting for her reply. He moved to the back and opened the doors, rummaging through the gear in the back. Emma sat in silence for a few moments. Jace had just echoed everything she had been feeling. Were they right for each other? Probably not. But she'd felt something with him she'd never felt with anyone else before. Despite being seemingly opposites, she felt they were more alike than either of them really knew. 




She got out of the vehicle and moved towards the back, grabbing Jace's large arm and stopping him. “We don't have to hide anymore, Jace. Especially not from each other.” 




Without waiting for him to say anything, she grabbed him, wrapping her arms around his neck and placing her lips against his. She kissed urgently, feeling his lips move against hers, unsure if they would even survive the night. Still, it didn't seem to matter. Together, they lost themselves for long minutes, hands exploring each other, lips leaving wet trails wherever they touched. Emma felt Jace's lips wrap around an ear, his huge hands grabbing her butt, lifting her into the back of the SUV. 




He broke the kiss, his nostrils flaring. “I smell him.” 




“Who?” Emma asked, confused. 




“That man, Anderson. His blood scent just washed over me.” 




“He got away? How?” 




Jace shrugged. “It's time.” 




Emma watched as Jace peeled off his tight shirt, his muscles rippling. Where there had been bullet wounds earlier, now there were only small, puckered areas. 




“Look away?” he teased, unbuttoning his jeans. 




“Not a chance.” 




Emma watched him undress, then he came close to her again, grabbing her head in his large hands and kissing her deeply, faster, more sensually than he had seconds ago. When he broke their kiss, his golden eyes blazed bright in the darkness. He took a few steps back, shifting in front of her. She watched as his limbs lengthened, his already large chest expanded, fur growing out all across his body. In seconds, there was a fully grown bear in front of her. 




He moved off, nose sniffing the air, straight for the precinct's front doors. Emma followed, grabbing the gear she had found and crouching down behind him. She had her pistol drawn and a handful of zip-ties in the other hand. Together, they moved across the dark parking lot. 




He pressed his large paws against the front doors, pushing with his full weight. “Hold on,” Emma whispered, moving past him and using a key to unlock the door. She held the door open for Jace, following him into the building and quietly closing the door behind her. 




Despite his large size, Jace moved almost silently down the hallway. The first police officer they encountered was a fat man whose name Emma couldn't remember, asleep in front of the security console. Emma slunk into the room behind him, taking his gun and pressing it against him. She fumbled around in his desk, finding a roll of duct tape and covering his mouth before zip-tying him on the ground. Grabbing his gun and extra cuffs, Emma moved out of the security room. 




“One down,” she whispered. Jace moved down the hallway, guarding Emma with his large body. Together, they moved up a stairwell to the top floor. They reached the top of the police station without seeing another living soul. 




Emma slowly opened the door to the massive room that held all of the offices. All lights were off except for Chief Radmacher's room. She could see the Chief sitting behind his desk, fingers crossed over his stomach. Anderson was standing in front of him, facing away from them, his leg bandaged. 




Together, Jace and Emma moved towards the open office. “Let me go first. I can talk them down.” 




Jace hesitated for a second and Emma moved in front of him. When she entered, Jace backing her up, Radmacher and Anderson hardly seemed surprised. They look smug, Emma thought. Though not for long. 




“Well, Miller, I figured you would have got here sooner,” Radmacher started. “I'd heard you were working with these...shifters...but I have to admit, it's still a disgusting surprise.” 




“These shifters are better men than you'll ever be,” Emma bit back. “I'm here to take you in. You're not going to get away with murder. You will not get away with pinning it on me.” 




“On the contrary, Miller. You've already murdered Officers Forman and Martin. You've attempted to kill Sergeant Franklin, who will be dead very soon,” Radmacher said, pausing to a slight chuckle from Anderson. “Now, we have you on video breaking into the station with a shifter, attacking poor Officer Allen, and coming in here with the intent to kill. Another police unit showed up at the hospital and arrested your other shifter pals and released Anderson. I'm lucky that I have loyal Officer Anderson here to back up my claims.” 




“You won't get away with this,” Emma said, Jace grunting his agreement. 




“Don't be so naive,” Anderson spoke up. “You haven't figured out how this works yet? We'll tell everyone that you attacked us in here, after you failed to kill me at the hospital. The murders will be pinned on you. Nothing will be traced back to us. We may have failed to kill you and Franklin the first time, but it won't happen again.” 




“Finish it, Anderson,” Radmacher ordered. 




Everything happened at once. Jace barrelled past Emma, almost knocking her over. She kept her footing, pulling her gun as Anderson raised his. Emma was faster, firing two bullets at Anderson and hitting him in the chest. He yelled, dropping his gun and crumpling to the floor. Out of the corner of her eye, Emma saw Radmacher raising a massive shotgun from behind his desk. He was standing up, swinging it onto Jace, who was moving towards him at a quick pace. 




Jace plowed into the desk, pushing it at Radmacher, who swung his gun and fired wildly. The ceiling above Emma exploded, showering her in dust and plaster. She dropped to her knees, aiming her pistol at Radmacher, but there was no need. Jace swiped at the corrupt Chief of Police, knocking the shotgun out of his hands. Jace's gargantuan bear form was looming over Radmacher, pinning him to the ground. 




“Shifter piece of shit! None of this matters. You're fucked! The two of you are the worst kind of criminals, and I'm a god damned hero! I'll get a statue and a holiday,” he screamed, spitting and gnashing his teeth.   




“That's where you're wrong, Chief,” Emma said, pulling a tape recorder out of her back pocket. She watched with delight as Radmacher went pale and stopped trying to get away. He knew the gig was up. Emma walked over to Anderson, who lay still. She placed two fingers on his neck, checking for a pulse. Nothing.   




She realized there was no time to worry about that now. She searched around the wreckage of Radmacher's desk, finding his telephone and dialing an outside precinct's number. She wanted no one loyal to Radmacher on the scene. She explained the situation to the dispatcher and then zip-tied Radmacher on the floor. 




Jace shifted back into his human form. Emma ran her hands over his body, miraculous that they had both made it out unharmed. Before she knew it, she was kissing him deeply, forcing her tongue into his mouth, every worry from the last few days drifting far away. 




Radmacher's voice brought her back to reality. “It'll never last. You're too good for your own good, Miller. You think a woman like you can be with a man like him? They're criminals. All of them!” 




Emma walked over to him and kicked him in the face, knocking him out. “I'm not that good.” 




Everything that came after was a blur. To Emma's surprise, things had gone smoothly when the cops showed up. With the tape recorder she'd grabbed from the back of the SUV, the evidence was a slam dunk against Radmacher, Anderson, and everyone else involved in the cover up. Emma, Jace, and the other shifters had all been cleared of any crimes. Franklin's statements, backed up by Doctor Flynn, had sealed it in stone. Radmacher and the others were guilty. Of course, the Chief had tried to cut a deal, exposing every corrupt cop in the precinct that was in on the murders and cover up. Emma, Franklin, and two others were the only clean cops in the building. Nearly three quarters of the police officers were found guilty. 


The next morning, Emma found herself alone back at the HQ. Upon leaving the police station, they'd arrived back at the building only to have Jace be called out with a group of the other shifters. She wasn't sure what was up, and Jace was back to his usual quiet ways, but she could tell it wasn't good. Something dangerous was happening. 




Is this what I've gotten myself into? She wondered. It's not enough that my job is full of danger and possible death every second. Now, the man I'm falling for may be in even more danger than I am. How can we build a relationship together? 




Jace had given her a quick kiss, not as passionate as last night's, and left with the others. Emma moved from Jace's room to the common room to the bar and back again to his room. She found the drinks did nothing to calm her nerves. What was going on? Would Jace survive? If he does, would their relationship survive? 




Later that evening as she sat at the bar once again, the door flung open and the shifters came filing in. Most didn't say a word to anyone, though she could tell something was going on. A fight? A pretty woman walked close to one of the shifters she didn't recognize, though he looked like an older Derrick. There was another shifter with the group she didn't know, but she was happy to see that Judge, Derrick, Russell, and most of all, Jace, were alive. 




Jace opened his arms wide, grabbing her in a massive hug, running his fingers through her hair and whispering reassurances that he was okay and not to worry. Everything was going to be fine, he said. Before she could press her lips against his, he pressed his against hers, passion flowing between them. 




One of the shifters she didn't know said, “Let's go, Jace. Let's get this over with.” 




Jace broke the kiss, saying, “Don't worry. I'm okay. We're okay. Once this meeting is over, I'll meet you back in my room and explain everything.” 




The shifters, more than she'd ever seen before, filed into the meeting room. Unsure of what to do, Emma sat next to the other woman at the bar. She learned her name was Beth, who the shifters had just rescued. Emma tried her best to explain how the shifters and their Clan worked, though she knew only a bit more than Beth did. After a few drinks, Emma wished her a good night and retreated to Jace's room, waiting for him as patiently as she could. She hopped in the shower, finding one of Jace's huge shirts and pulling it over her body before crawling into his bed. 




He came in only a few minutes after she'd finished her shower. He sat on his bed, not saying anything. She hoped he wasn't reverting back to his silent ways. After everything they'd been through, after everything they'd learned from each other, she didn't know if she could handle him shutting himself off from her. 




“We had to go out and rescue that woman, Beth. She was being hunted by some gangster scumbag she was prosecuting in court. It took seven of us to protect her. We lost a man. I was hit a couple of times.” 




Emma ran her hands over Jace's body, noticing the blood soaking through his clothes, red covering nearly every part of his body. “Oh, my God.” 




“It's fine. Russell got me patched up. I didn't get it as bad as Clive, either. But we disobeyed Marcus, the leader of our group, and in turn disobeyed the Clan Leader, Joe. There was talk of exile, but nothing is going to come of it, this time. I need to rinse off. Will you be here when I get out?” 




“Do you want me to be?” 




“More than anything.” 


Emma sat under the covers, waiting for Jace to come out of the shower. She didn't have to wait long. After a few minutes, she heard the water shut off. The door opened, steam rolling out, and Jace entered the room, a towel wrapped around his body. He flexed his sore muscles and Emma felt her heart beating faster at just seeing him move. 




“You know, I don't hate shifters,” Emma offered. “I don't know if I ever did. Just… with everything that I'd heard, or learned in the precinct… it messed me up.” 




“I know. And I have nothing against cops, even if some of the members do. We can make this work, Emma. It doesn't matter that we're different. If I matter to you, we can do this. Be together. Be happy.” 




“Can we?” 




“If you want to.” 




In answer, Emma peeled the covers back, Jace's shirt hugging her curves and not leaving much to his imagination. His nostrils flared, his eyes burning an even brighter gold than before. He came to her, his dark hair still wet, lifting her out of bed. Jace held her in his thick arms, pushing her against the wall, her legs wrapping around his hips. 




She felt his towel fall away, heard it drop to the floor, but she barely noticed. His lips were on hers, kissing, his tongue pushing deep past her own, exploring her mouth. He broke the kiss, his wet lips on her cheek, moving towards her neck. Goosebumps broke out across her body. He lips wrapped tightly around an ear, his tongue flicking across it. Her goosebumps exploded even more, her body shuddering in pleasure. She moaned into his ear, sucking, running her fingers through his hair. 




Jace's hands moved over her body. One large hand trailed just below her navel before fluttering up over her stomach, pushing underneath the shirt, and then grabbing one of her breasts. His large hand easily cupped it, his fingers tracing delicate circles over her areola, before a finger and thumb pinched lightly. Emma squirmed at the pleasure and slight pain. Between her legs, she felt herself getting wet. She longed for him to push himself deep inside of her and fill her. 




Instead, he slowly lowered her down until she was on her feet. Jace dropped to his knees, running a lone finger over her wetness. She moaned and bucked forward in pleasure, feeling his finger dance away. 




“Please...” she begged, but he wasn't ready. He pressed his lips against one thigh, mercifully close but so far away. His tongue danced over her slit before finding the other thigh, trailing down all of the way until his lips kissed her knee. He grabbed an ass cheek with each hand, pulling her close, his mouth never stopping. 




Slowly, teasingly, he moved his lips back up until they settled over her. His tongue darted down, pressing against her clit, pleasure washing over her body. It quickly moved away, lips kissing every inch of her, drinking her in. His tongue parted her lips, sinking deep into her, one of his fingers pressing against her. She closed her eyes, leaning her head against the wall, fingers still moving through Jace's hair but letting him work her body just how he desired. 




His tongue never stopped moving, his lips never stopped kissing, and his finger never stopped working its magic. Soon, she realized she was about to cum. Pleasure was building to a crescendo, more and more, and she tried to push it away as best she could. Finally, her pleasure peaked, and she could do no more. With a scream of pleasure, ecstasy washed over her body, wracking her body in the best way possible. Her orgasm lasted longer than ever before, and when it was finally over, she was weak and smiling. 




Jace stood up, kissing her lightly on the lips. Reaching a hand down, she felt for his thickness, pleased to hear him let out a low moan of pleasure as she wrapped her hands around it. She reached a hand down to the wetness between her legs, making sure her hands were slick, then grabbed him again. Her hands slid over his length with ease. Jace's moans were loud. Anyone can hear, she thought, but she realized she didn't care. 




Together, they eased back towards the bed. Jace leaned back and Emma came close, swinging a leg over his body and straddling him. She grabbed his shaft, thick and hard, and angled it between her legs. The head of his cock spread her lips wide, and she wasn't sure if his largeness could even fit inside of her, but she lowered herself onto him anyway. 




He entered her wetness, sinking slowly deeper and deeper into her. Her moans started quietly and increased until they were filling the room the more she sank onto him. Within a few seconds, she had sank completely onto Jace's massive member. He lay still, letting her work her body and adjust to his size. Slowly, she started to grind back and forth on his body, wetness seeping out of her. 




Jace reached his large hands up, pulling the shirt off of her body and tossing it somewhere on the floor. His eyes went wide when he finally got a complete view of her body, his hands never stopping as they moved from her ass, to her waist, to her breasts. He squeezed, rubbed, and groped in all of the best ways, ensuring that no inch of her body went unnoticed. 




Still, she kept moving against him, feeling him deep inside of her. His thickness filled her up in ways she never thought was possible, pleasure making her whole body weak. He placed his hands around her hips, starting to guide her, rocking his hips up and down in time with her rhythm. 




They were both moving, together, not just two people anymore, but one. Emma gave in to his movements completely, surrendering her body to the utmost pleasure he was bringing her. Sweat rolled down their bodies, both of them slick and wet. She placed her hands against his toned chest, bracing herself as she felt the beginning of another orgasm building deep inside of her. 




She redoubled her efforts, bucking against him, her moans splitting the air again. His breathing became louder, bestial, rugged. She could tell that he was nearing the edge of his own orgasm and she longed for him to cum inside of her, fill her with his warmth. She moved against him faster and faster, and together, they came. 




Pleasure washed over her body again. She felt herself tightening around his thickness, giving him more resistance as he pushed as deep into her as he could go. Between her legs, she felt his member twitching, shooting his seed deep into her, feeling its warmth oozing through the most private part of her. Still, they kept moving, screaming and moaning, until the pleasure finally subsided. Inside of her, she felt his massive length slowly shrinking. 




Emma slowly raised herself off of him, feeling his cum dripping out of her. She laid on her back, next to Jace, both completely spent and used. They were covered in a fine sheen of sweat, cum, and her juices. Both were silent for a few seconds, each catching their breath. 




Rolling over, Emma placed a hand on Jace's chest. He wrapped one of his arms around her, pulling her close. She wrapped a leg over his body, his hand gripping her butt and not letting her go. They lay like that for a few minutes longer, Emma closing her eyes and just absorbing everything that had just happened. 




“I think I love you,” she heard him whisper. For a man that didn't have much of a way with words, she couldn't be more surprised by what she heard. 




“What?” was all she could manage. 




“I love you,” he repeated. “After everything we've been through, it's really made me realize how incomplete I was. How broken. How I was only worried about the Clan and my job protecting people. There's more out there than being a member of the Clan. There's you.” 




“I love you, too,” Emma said, nearly surprising herself by saying it. But once she did, she realized how undeniably true it was. In only a short matter of days, she'd had her life completely changed. There would be hurdles, sure. Shifters and police officers would probably never get along. But that didn't mean that she couldn't try her best with Jace. “I love you, too.”
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April Morgan was the best mechanic in the state. Hands down. She would bet her life on it. But no one took her seriously and it drove her crazy. Especially in her tiny town, where the motorcycle club owned the mechanic shop. It wasn’t that they weren’t good, she was just better.




And that was why she stood in front of Asphalt Mechanics, her hair cropped short, bandages wrapped around her chest to press her breasts down, and a ‘fuck it’ attitude clear on her face. She was about to go where no girl had ever gone before. 




She walked into the office. “Hi, I’m April. I’m supposed to be starting my job today.”




“You’re the new secretary?” The man at the desk looked at her dubiously. She wasn’t dressed particularly nicely. She was dressed like she was going to take apart cars. 




She resisted the urge to raise her eyebrow and gesture to her outfit and tool bag. Instead, she smiled and said, “No, I’m the new mechanic.”




The man’s eyes widened and he looked at his desk for what she assumed was her paperwork. “You’re A.J.?” he said, not looking up at her.




“Yes, April Justine. I go by A.J.” 




It hadn’t been an accident that she had put her nickname down on the application, or that she had her brother pick it up and drop it off. She had been in the game long enough and she always took into consideration some of her father’s words of advice: “Cars are a boys’ game, and sometimes you need to convince everyone you’re less of a girl. It doesn’t make being a girl bad, it is just the way it is right now. Hopefully it’ll change.”




Her father loved cars. And when it became very clear that her older brother was more interested in April’s Barbie dolls than cars, April quickly became the child who came to the car shows and helped with her dad’s projects once she was old enough. At first it was just an annoying thing that her dad made her do, but it quickly became her obsession. 




April loved cars and she loved being a girl who worked on cars. If it was up to her, she would have a full face of makeup on to repair engines. She had been a cheerleader in high school, and joined a sorority in college. And she was one of the only girls in her engineering classes. Barriers or not, she wasn’t about to let something as silly as looking good in a dress stop her from what she loved to do.




“Oh, I thought the young man who dropped off the application…”




“He’s my brother. Now do you mind pointing me in the direction of Brett? He left a message for me, saying that I’d be reporting to him for a bit.” April crossed her arms and tried to look as menacing as possible. The man looked at her one more time before picking up the phone on the desk and dialing a couple of numbers.




“Brett? Hey, it’s John at the desk. Your new employee is here…Yeah, A.J….right well you may want to come up here…okay. Okay. Thanks.” He hung up the phone. He looked rather disgruntled. 




“He says head back to the garage. He’s working on the ‘60s Ford Mustang.” April nodded and began to turn around. “Do you need to see a picture of what one of those looks like?”




“Naw, I’m good. I’ve restored a ’64 and a ’68 before, so I have a pretty good idea what they look like.” April exited the tiny office and headed back to the garage. She drew a number of looks but she ignored them. It was her first day of her dream job, damn it, she wasn’t going to let anyone bring her down. 




She entered the garage and looked at the row of cars. It was clear that the shop was into both regular repairs and restorations. That suited her fine. She spotted the Ford Mustang and headed in that direction, she stopped right in front of it. It was hoisted up slightly and she could see a man’s work boots sticking out from under the car. Based on the boots alone, this guy was enormous. 




She cleared her throat and he slid out from under the car. She was right, he was enormous. He must have been over six feet, and he was bulky as well. His well-muscled arms were on display, and one arm was completely covered in tattoos. His dark blonde hair was cropped close and stubble darkened his jaw. He pushed himself up off the ground and looked at her. 




“Can I help you darlin’? Which car is yours?” She took a step closer, and tripped on a large wrench that someone had left on the floor. A small noise of shock left her as she fell right into him. He caught her before she hit the floor. Cradled in his arms, she realized just how imposing of a man he really was.




He looked at her, eyebrows raised. She blushed as she realized that he was still waiting for the answer to his question. “Uh, none of them. I’m the new mechanic.” She pushed herself up and took a step back from him. She squared her shoulders, and tried to regain the ground she had just lost. She just met her boss and already she was sure he thought she was a silly little girl.




He raised an eyebrow and crossed his arms. “Really? You’re A.J.?”




“Yep. April Justine. A.J. is fine though.”




He looked her up and down. It wasn’t sexual, but there was heat behind it. “Great. There are a few oil changes that need to get done today. I can show you where those are.”




She nodded. “Sounds good.” She wasn’t going to argue the point that she could do more. She was happy to wait and let him figure that out himself. 




“I’m Brett. I run this shop. You’ll report to me, and I’ll give you your assignments.”




She smiled. “Great, sounds good.” She wanted to roll her eyes. 




He brought her to one side of the garage and pointed to a line of cars that were parked by the fence. “This is your area, and those are the cars that need to be dealt with. Just give everything a once over and if anything looks like it needs a tune up just let one of the guys know so they can handle it.”




“Okay,” she drew the word out, not quite sure why she wasn’t allowed to fix something small. 




“Just oil changes for now. Maybe we’ll move you up to tire rotation if you do well with this.” Brett patted her back and walked away. April looked at the long line of cars. She was going to be the best darn oil changer that this shop had ever seen. 


Two evenings after April was hired, Brett closed down the shop, signed off on everyone’s sheets, got on his motorcycle and headed to Jeanette’s newly refurbished bar. After the fire, Brian had gotten the guys together to fix up the place. The damage had been extensive, but the insurance paid out quickly and they were able to fix things up. The new version looked pretty similar to the original, but there were a couple of changes. A few new pool tables, a brand new television for the nights when there was a game on. Jeanette had even updated the kitchen, and sometimes let Brian’s girl cook up some specials. But most nights it was just the usual burgers and fries fare. Brett was always thrilled when Carrie made specials though. He couldn’t help but be a little jealous of Brian. Carrie was a good girl, sweet and kind but stood up for herself when she needed to. And she was a damn good cook. 




Sometimes he loved his bachelor life: he could stay at the shop as long as he wanted and no one complained about all the old cars he fixed up. He could hang out at the bar almost every night with his friends. But when he looked at how happy Brian and Carrie were, he thought about how nice it would be to come home to someone who missed you and a home cooked meal. God knew he was useless in the kitchen. 




He walked into the bar and took a seat at the table that usually was filled with his friends. It was empty. He waved Carrie down. “El! Where is everyone?”




She leaned against the table. “I actually don’t know. I assume they’ll be here soon. Brian is on call though, so he won’t be in tonight.” 




“Then can I grab a beer to start?”




“Of course. The usual?”




“You know me so well, sweetheart.” He winked at her and she blushed deeply. Brett flirted with everyone and Carrie was no different. He would never touch his friend’s girl, but he couldn’t help teasing her when Brian wasn’t around. She blushed so easily. She scurried off towards the bar and he leaned back, settling into his seat. 




He glanced at the television. A football game that he didn’t care about was on. Carrie dropped his beer off and he took a long drink. He took a moment to look around the bar and examine the people, something he did so rarely. In the corner of the bar, sat a woman. She had long blonde hair that was pulled back in a low ponytail, and she was wearing a plain white shirt and frayed blue jeans. He watched her for another moment. It didn’t seem like she was with anyone and his friends still weren’t at the bar. He stood up, leaving his beer on the table, and sauntered up to the corner of the bar.




“I haven’t seen you around here before. Can I get you a drink?” The girl turned in her seat, and he realized two things. One, she clearly didn’t want to be bothered because she was reading a book in a bar. Two, she was his new employee and that made her double off limits. 




She blinked at him, probably just as confused as he was. “Uh, sorry April. I didn’t realize…you just look really different out of uniform.”




And she did look different. She was wearing a little bit of makeup. The soft pink color of her lips was highlighted by a shiny gloss. Her hair looked soft when it was out of the tight bun she kept it in while at work. He hadn’t even considered that she might be attractive, mostly he was just impressed by the fact that she wasn’t complaining about the oil changes he was making her do. 




“Hi Brett.” Even her voice sounded different away from the shop. “I didn’t realize that you came to this bar. Although I suppose I should have assumed you did. It’s a biker bar and you drive a Switchback.” He was impressed that she knew what type of bike he drove, but he wasn’t surprised. 




He was pretty sure that her dad did some biking in his youth, so it figured that she would know a thing or two. 




They looked at each other for a moment, neither quite sure how to handle it. “Do you want to sit down?” she asked, finally.




“Sure.” He slid into the barstool next to her. 




“Do you come here often?” she asked jokingly.




He chuckled. “Actually yeah. My MC and I are here pretty often. Although they all apparently had plans tonight that they didn’t tell me about.”




“I’ve never been on a motorcycle before,” she said thoughtfully. “You think I would have, since I grew up around them and cars but I just never did.”




“You’re seriously missing out. It’s amazing.” He paused for a moment, weighing the pros and cons of what he was about to ask. “Do you want to go for a ride now?”




She blinked at him, surprised by his question. “Yeah, sure.” She dropped a few bills onto the bar top and stood up.




She followed Brett out of the bar and into the parking lot. He got on his bike and she climbed on behind him. Her body pressed against his back made him feel like he was on fire. She was pretty and she liked cars. She was practically the perfect girl, and she was pressed up against him, getting ready for her first ever ride. And he couldn’t make a move because she was his brand new employee. It figured. 




“Hold on tight,” he said as he turned on the motorcycle. He could feel breath hitch as he pressed the gas. He loved the sound of surprise that she made as they leapt forward. He drove a few laps around the parking lot, and felt her relax with each round. By the fourth time around her grip around his waist was no longer a vice. 




“This is amazing,” she yelled. He grinned. They pulled into a parking space and stopped the bike. He turned so he could look at her clearly. “I think I may have to get a bike of my own,” she said excitedly.




The joy on her face was so pure that he wanted to kiss her. She looked stunning in the soft light from the street lamps. Her hair was slightly tousled from the wind. He leaned forward slightly, and then drew back. He couldn’t kiss her. He couldn’t get involved with her. She was his employee. And things in the garage would be rough enough for her as it was, since she was the only girl. He didn’t want to add the embarrassment of being involved with the boss to the list of reasons her peers weren’t excited about her presence. 




“I should head out,” he said after a moment of silence. “Early morning at the garage.”




She slipped off the bike gracefully. “Thanks for the ride. It was fun.”




He nodded. “See you tomorrow,” he said stiffly. 




He watched as she walked to her car, a gorgeous refurbished vehicle, and couldn’t help feeling annoyed at himself for not making a move. 


April finished her last oil change of the day and wiped her hands on her pants. She picked up her papers and dropped them at the office along with the keys for the car. Ever since her ride on Brett’s bike she had been avoiding the bar. She enjoyed it a bit too much. 




But after the day she had, she needed a drink. She was officially the “scut” girl. It was thankless and annoying but she was determined to pay her dues. But after another day of ‘some common unfinished task’ she needed a drink. And she didn’t want to drink alone. 




So she found herself at the biker bar. She saw Brett with his friends out of the corner of her eye, but didn’t pay them any attention. Brett had been weird after he gave her the ride on his bike, and she didn’t want to do anything that would make her work environment uncomfortable. 




She ordered a girly drink and sipped it slowly. She leaned against the wall, she had picked the bar stool right against the edge of the bar, closest to the wall, and watched the crowd. It was a relatively busy night, and music was playing non-stop. A few people had started to dance but nothing particularly formal started. It was the sort of relaxed fun that one could have in a small local bar. 




Three-quarters of the way through her drink, a man from Brett’s table approached the bar. He looked at her, and then headed her way. She wondered if Brett had sent him to ask her to join them, but she quickly dismissed the idea. If Brett wanted her to join him, he would have asked her himself. He certainly wasn’t shy.




“Hey,” the man said. He was tall and bulky like Brett, but his muscles looked built in a gym rather than through manual labor. He was attractive, but a little to clean cut for her. In fact, he was the only clean cut guy in the lot. He was wearing slacks and a button down shirt that was rolled to the elbows. His arms were covered in tattoos, but they ended right above his wrists. With his sleeves rolled down he probably just looked like an average banker or lawyer. His hair was cut short, and it was a light blonde, whereas Brett’s hair looked a little shaggy. 




“Hey,” she replied, looking him over.




“I’m Tyler.”




“April.”




He had a smooth voice, nothing like Brett’s. Brett always sounded like he had just swallowed gravel. “Can I get you a drink?” April nodded. Even if he wasn’t exactly her type, he was still really cute, and she hadn’t been hit on in a very long time. It was nice to feel wanted. “Do you want another one of those?” Tyler gestured to her watered down drink.




“Yeah, that’d be great. It’s a mango margarita.”




“I have to say, that sounds delicious,” he said after he ordered for her.




“It’s a lot better than a beer, I’ll give it that much.” 




Tyler looked down at the beer in his large hand. “Beer is an acquired taste.”




“I suppose so,” April said. “It just always seems so heavy to me. It’s like drinking a slice of bread.”




He laughed. He had dimples that made him look boyish. “You’re right. It is kind of like drinking bread.”




She smiled and sipped her own drink. She peaked over at his group, and she saw that Brett was staring right at them.







The next day at work was probably the worst April had ever had. Every time she tried to lend a hand Brett would appear out of nowhere and make her do idiotic tasks. She had to try to scrub an oil stain out of the concrete, she was put on sign in duty and could only drive the cars into the garage. She wasn’t even allowed to do a damn oil change. 




Every time Brett spoke to her, his tone was clipped and he wouldn’t look at her face. She had a funny feeling that his new attitude had something to do with her talking to Tyler the night before.




She needed to do something productive, so after everyone left she picked up her tools and headed over to one of the cars that the garage was working on refurbishing. It was a 600-Grosser, one of the worst cars ever when it came to trying to handle repairs. It was just a mess. She thought it was hilarious that people would buy classic cars to repair and then not repair them on their own but she could forgive anyone who decided to get a Grosser. They were impossible cars to deal with. She drove a classic car that she had put back together lovingly. It was one of the last projects that she had worked on with her father before he died. 




She loved everything about taking the shell of a car and putting it back together, painting it and buffing it until it shown. She sat and began to work, tuning out everything that was going on around her. She was part of the way through working on the engine when someone cleared their throat behind her.




She jumped and dropped her wrench. “Shit!” Brett stood there, his arms crossed, looking none too pleased with her.




“Why are you still here?” he asked sullenly. 




“I was just working.” She stood up so he wasn’t looking down at her. 




“It isn’t your job to work on that car.”




“I know. But I’ve worked on the same model so I figured I’d help out a bit.”




“Go home, April. I’ll check your work.”




“It’s good work.”




“I’m sure it is.” He walked past her, and recoiled when their shoulders brushed.




She wanted to ask what the problem was but she couldn’t bring herself to deal with his response. She put her wrench down and walked out of the garage. 


Tyler was perhaps the biggest flirt she had ever met in her entire life. 




He was funny, and sweet but goodness did he know how to flirt. April constantly found herself blushing at his words. She thought that blushing had been crushed out of her after college. Apparently not. But every time Tyler put his hand on her back, or her thigh, or their fingers brushed as he handed off a drink, she could almost feel Brett’s gaze attempt to burn a hole through her. 




Brett was still ignoring her at work. Sometimes that made things easier because she wasn’t sure if she wanted to punch him or kiss him. If she was honest with herself, she wanted to kiss him. He was so sweet to the elderly customers who came into the shop. He never attempted to swindle anyone if they didn’t know what was going on with their car. He was honest, and kind and watching him take apart an engine turned her on so much. 




Tyler was sweet, sure, but he was a lawyer. He had never worked on a vehicle that wasn’t his motorcycle in his whole life. She couldn’t imagine Tyler covered in oil and sweat the way she saw Brett every day. She had a crush on her boss and it was killing her.




As the night wore on, and people drank more, someone switched on a top-20s playlist and a few people started to dance. Tyler tugged at her hand. “Let’s dance!” She had had enough to drink to be amenable to the idea.




She laughed. “I’m a horrible dancer.”




“I bet you’re not,” he said. And he was right, she had been in dance classes and was a cheerleader as a young girl, but she just didn’t want to dance. Not with Tyler anyway. He gave her puppy dog eyes and she sighed. “Fine, I’ll dance with you.” She let herself be dragged out onto the dance floor and even let Tyler put his hands on her hips to guide her through the music. He had rhythm, she couldn’t deny that. 




They went through two songs together, and April tried to ignore the eyes she felt on her. She knew if she looked up that she would see Brett’s angry gaze. She rolled her eyes. Whatever. If he wasn’t going to make a move on her then she was allowed to do whatever the hell she wanted. Besides, the only thing that connected them was the night in the parking lot and the fact that he’d been acting like a sixth grade boy for the last two weeks.




“Tyler, mind if I cut in?” Her head snapped up at the sound of Brett’s voice.




“Go ahead, man.” Tyler stepped aside and Brett took his place. 




Brett’s warm, calloused hands replaced Tyler’s on her hips and she took a deep breath. She continued to dance, trying to ignore the heat from his hands. He slowly moved his hands up her waist, and then back down again. His fingers dug into her hips, and she gasped out loud. 




She backed into him slightly, closing the gap between their bodies. Her back was pressed against his solid, strong front. He held her in place by her hips, and slowly moved with her. He leaned in, his breath on her neck and ear. “Don’t ever dance like that with another man in front of me.”




The possessiveness of his voice made her gasp. She wasn’t sure if she was completely turned on or if she wanted to argue that he didn’t own her and she could do whatever the hell she wanted. His lips brushed against her jawline and her legs almost buckled. 




He held her up, and managed to get her through two more songs until he stopped and guided her outside to the parking lot. He took her keys out of her pocket. “You’re not okay to drive,” he said.




“I’m fine.”




“I watched you take six shots. I’ll drive you home.”




“You’re the designated driver!” He nodded. He helped her into the passenger’s seat and he got into the car. 




“Directions?” he asked, still not looking at her.




She gave them to him. After a moment of silence she asked, “Why do you do that? You’re all like ‘April, no dance with other men besides me’ then you’re giving me the silent treatment. You did the same thing after the motorcycle ride.”




“We shouldn’t be doing this.”




“Says your weird code or whatever. What about if I want to?” He didn’t respond, but his knuckles tightened on the steering wheel. 




They were silent until they pulled into the house that once belonged to her parents but was now hers. He helped her out of the car. “How are you supposed to get home?” she asked.




“I will, don’t worry.” 




They stood there on the step. Brett took her keys from her and opened the door before handing the keys back to her. “Thanks for driving me home,” she said, not quite sure what to do. 




“No problem.” Before he could turn away, she stood on her tip toes and planted a kiss right on his lips. He returned it for a moment before taking her by the shoulders and pushing her back. “No, April. We really can’t do this.”




He gently pushed her into the house and shut the door.


April woke up with a massive headache the next morning. She showered quickly, and got dressed. Then drove to the garage. She got to work immediately, ignoring the pounding in her head and the tingling on her lips that reminded her of Brett’s kiss. 




Every time she saw him he turned away quickly, refusing to make eye contact with her. As the day passed, she got angry. They kissed! He danced with her and drove her home! There was something between them and for some reason he wasn’t admitting it. 




By the time closing time rolled around, April was primed for a fight. She was angry on two levels: one, what the hell was with his hot and cold nonsense? And two, if she had to do another oil change she would put her head through a wall. Brett saw what she could do the other night. He watched her work on his precious 600-Grosser. Stupid car was a waste of time. She wasn’t even sure why he would want to deal with it. But he had been stuck for days and she fixed the problem. But here she was, doing oil changes even though he had promised that he’d let her work on actual jobs.




Brett always closed up, so she waited. She watched as everyone slowly clocked out. Her body was wound. Finally, the last mechanic left and it was only her and Brett. She left her area and headed to the part of the garage where she knew he’d be. He always finished the day working on his Impala. A much better car, in her not so humble opinion, than the Grosser. 




He was rubbing a cloth along the hood when she found him. “Hey, Brett. Can we talk?”




He didn’t look up at her. “What do you want, April?”




She didn’t understand that attitude. He was making her insane. He was the most hot and cold man she had ever interacted with in her life. She had planned on being calm about the whole thing, civil even, but something in his tone made her snap. She would deal with the work problem first, and then everything else.




“I need you to give me actual work! I’ve been doing oil changes for a month! That’s insane. You’ve seen my work on the restorations. You know I’m good. Hell, you respected my dad’s work. Why can’t you respect mine? And what the hell was with last night? You danced with me, not the other way around. This isn’t my fault.”




“I do.”




“What?”




“I do respect your work.”




“Then why am I stuck performing oil changes when I could be making you guys money with restorations?”




He looked up at her. His deep brown eyes had fire in them. “You’re stuck doing oil changes because every time I see you I want to jump you and I can’t exactly do that with the rest of the guys around.” His voice was husky and sent desire shooting through her core.




“You want…”




“You.” 




And then he was on her. He picked her up easily. As tall as she was, she felt so dainty in his arms. He sat her on the hood of the Impala he had been working on and leaned over her. He was so large that he practically eclipsed her view of everything else around her. Her heart pounded in her chest. Was she attracted to Brett? Hell yes. But what about Tyler? He was Brett’s friend and he obviously had a crush on her.




But all thoughts of Tyler were swept from her mind when Brett pressed his lips to hers. He somehow tasted both sweet and masculine, and he was completely overwhelming. Her legs went around his waist as he ravaged her mouth. His tongue explored mercilessly. Her fingers gripped at his shirt, needing him closer. He rocked against her, placing just enough friction against her core to make her want more but certainly not enough to satisfy her in any way. “I’ve wanted you since the night in the bar when I took you around the parking lot on the motorcycle.” Her breath hitched at his words. “Every time I see you,” he took a labored breath, as if confessing something big. “I want to push you up against something and have my way with you.”




His hand went to her breast and he kneaded it through her shirt. She arched into him, demanding more. She had never wanted a man so badly. The heated looks that they had been exchanging for weeks, the dance at the bar, it all culminated in this and she felt like she was going to explode with need. “Here I am, have your way,” she hissed as his tongue circled her nipple. He moved back up her body, giving her a searing kiss that made her insides boil.




“Brett,” she whispered against his lips. He broke away for a moment. “Fuck me.” 




At her words, his eyes changed. He seemed darker almost, scary instead of the normal jovial Brett. His lips crashed down onto hers and one arm wrapped around her back, pulling her into him. She was amazed by his strength. He moved her around like she didn’t weigh anything. His fingers made quick work of the buttons on her shirt. He pushed it off her shoulders and she pulled it the rest of the way off, tossing it to the floor of the garage. She was wearing a bright red bra, and she silently thanked the powers that be for making her pick a matching bra and panty set that morning. 




He yanked her bra off too, and she cringed as she heard fabric rip. She had liked that bra, but somehow having Brett’s hands on her was more important. He leaned back slightly, observing her naked breasts. “Fuck,” he groaned. “You’re gorgeous.” She didn’t have a chance to thank him for the compliment or even wave it off. His tongue was back in her mouth in an instant and his hands gripped her breasts. He rolled her nipples between his thumb and forefinger, making her moan. Desire sped through her, pooling in the pit of her stomach. 




His lips left hers and he kissed her jaw, then her neck, and sucked on her pulse point. “Take your shirt off,” she muttered. He looked up at her from between her breasts, and pulled the shirt over his head. She clawed at his bare back as he captured one nipple in his mouth. As his tongue laved against the tender peak of her breast, his hand moved down her stomach and slowly unbuttoned her pants. She reached down and pushed them off her legs. One hand left her breast and moved between her legs.




She gasped as his fingers spread her wet folds. The tips of his fingers explored her wetness before moving to the tiny nub of nerve at the top of her slit. She bucked wildly against him as he pressed down against her clit. It was almost too much. Pleasure mounted in her as he circled the tiny bundle.




Her hands went to his wrist as if to slow him down, but he didn’t stop. “Brett, I’m going to—fuck!” The orgasm crashed over her. Her grip on his wrist tightened and he captured her lips with hers. Her eyes fluttered shut as he pulled her closer. 




As the orgasm died down, he slowly released her, lowering her back onto the hood of the car. She let go of his wrist and his hands went to her face. “Wow,” she whispered. Suddenly, he went stiff. The easy masculine pride that she saw in him after he made her orgasm was gone. “What’s wrong?”




He looked away from her. “We shouldn’t be doing this. I’m your boss. If anyone else found out—“




He took a step back from her. She reached out to grab hold of him. “It doesn’t matter. Let them talk. I don’t care.”




He looked at her sadly. “It would hurt your career. No one would take you seriously.”




He turned away from her and walked out of the garage before she could reply. She pulled up her pants and put her shirt back on. She wasn’t sure if she was more furious or flattered that he cared that much about the repercussions of their involvement. As she picked up her ripped bra she decided she was furious. Leave it to a guy like Brett to decide what was best for her career right after he had given her the most amazing orgasm of her life.




She huffed and turned around. “Men.”


The next morning was miserable. She almost called in sick to work, but she wouldn’t give Brett the satisfaction. She worked diligently but he never approached her. In fact it didn’t seem like he was at the garage.




It was well past noon and she hadn’t seen hide nor hair of her boss. Finally, she went into the office to ask about his whereabouts. 




“Where’s Brett?” she demanded almost immediately upon entering the small room. 




“I’m not sure. He just called this morning and said he wasn’t coming in. Must be sick or something. I’ve known him for years and he’s never been sick before, so it had to happen sometime.” Greg shrugged. April scowled. She wanted to know what the hell happened last night. After thinking about it all night, part of her was embarrassed, and the other part of her was angry. 




“Could you let me know if he calls?”




“Why?” Greg looked at her suspiciously, as if he knew her intentions weren’t simply to make sure he was okay.




“I just want to check in about ordering some parts and Brett always wants me to run those orders by him.”




“Oh, okay. Sure thing. If he calls, I’ll get you on the phone.”




“Thanks, Greg.” She walked away, scowling. 




She needed to talk to him. She wasn’t sure what she was going to say exactly, but she needed to speak to him. She wondered if Greg would give her Brett’s number, or if he would be at the bar tonight. She doubted he would be, especially if he was trying to avoid her.




There was one option left, and even thinking about it made her feel insane. But she wanted answers, and she wanted closure. Mostly she wanted to yell at Brett for being a high handed idiot. She was a strong independent woman, damn it, and she could make her own decisions about fucking her boss.




She waited until right around closing time, and then prayed that Greg had to use the bathroom. Finally, he left the office and she walked right in and went to the file cabinet. She flipped through the personnel files until she found Brett’s. She pulled out the forms and looked at the address. She repeated it a few times, trying to memorize it. 




She slid the file back in its place and quickly left the office. Instead of staying late like she usually did, she left right on time, and drove to the address on Brett’s file. 




She took a deep breath, steeled her nerves and got out of her car. She knocked on the door tentatively. It opened a moment later, and Brett stood there in a pair of sweatpants and a worn grey shirt.




“April?” he looked incredibly surprised to see her. She hoped she could use that to her advantage.




“We need to talk,” she said firmly.




He scrubbed his face with his hands. “I suppose we do, yes.” He paused for a moment before stepping aside. “Come in.”




“Thanks.”




His house was both very masculine and very warm. It was inviting but austere. She supposed it fit his odd personality to a tee. “Can I get you water or something to drink?”




“No, thanks.” It was awkward, being in his house. 




He led her to the living room and he very deliberately, it seemed to her, picked the chair, leaving her the sofa. She sat and tried to relax slightly. 




“About last night…” she began.




He interrupted her. “It shouldn’t have happened.” 




She stiffened. “Yeah, I suppose not.”




“But it did,” he finished. He leaned forward. “Look, April. I honestly think you’re amazing, and sexy, and I was being very serious when I said that it was killing me to keep my hands off of you, but I’m your boss. You can see that anything between us,” he gestured between them. “Would be inappropriate.”




“We’re adults.”




He frowned and leaned back. “I’m trying to be the better man here and you are making it so hard.” She watched as he collected his thoughts. “If we started dating, everything you did would be under even more scrutiny than it is now, because you’re a woman in a predominantly male field.”




“I don’t care.”




“I do. I don’t want you to be hurt.” 




“Well it’s a little late for that, Brett. You don’t almost fuck a girl on the hood of a car, and then leave her there without an explanation without her feelings getting hurt.”




He groaned. “And I am so sorry about that. But us not acting on this would be best.”




April felt like she was going to cry. But this wasn’t over. Clearly she and Brett had a thing. And they both admitted it. As long as they could figure out how to navigate the waters of him being her boss. “What if we don’t tell anyone just yet?” He raised an eyebrow. “Seriously. At work you treat me the same as normal, but we play through whatever this is. If it works, it works, if it doesn’t, it doesn’t and then we go on our merry way with no one the wiser.”




He sighed. “You have no idea how much I want to do that, but—“




April stood up. “But nothing.” She moved around the table and straddled him. His hands automatically went to her butt. “We should try this. Your issues are valid, but if we keep this between us and promise to not be assholes about it if things go south then it will be fine.”




“I wish I shared your optimism.”




“Shut up and kiss me, Brett.”




His warm, brown eyes met hers and he pulled her flush against him. His lips crashed down onto hers and his big hands fisted in her hair, keeping her close. “Fuck. April. This needs to stop but I don’t think I have enough control to stop it.”




“Just go with it Brett. Let it happen. I’m a big girl, I can take care of myself. You don’t need to always protect me.”




He laughed against her skin. “Have you seen you? You’re adorable. You just scream ‘I need to be protected.’”




She hit him gently on the shoulder. “You don’t call the girl sitting in your lap ‘adorable’ you call her ‘sexy.’”




“How about I show you how sexy I think you are?”




His lips captured hers in a kiss that made her toes curl. Her heart pounded against his chest as she moved to try to get closer to him. She wanted him to absorb her. She wanted to feel all of him.  




She slid her hands between them, and went for the button of his jeans but he stopped her. “No,” he growled. “Slowly.”




She nodded and he put her hands on his shoulders. His tongue slid into her mouth, brushing softly against hers. She leaned in even more. His hands moved up and down her back, over her butt, squeezing gently before moving back up her back. She could feel him getting hard between them. She ground down slightly, putting pressure on his cock and her aching sex. 




“Minx,” he hissed. It was fun seeing him come undone like this. It was a slow loss of control, not like the night before where he couldn’t help himself. He was trying so desperately to show her that he was going to run things, and set the pace, and she was terribly busy trying to prove him wrong. 




Finally, when she reached for the hem of his shirt, he let her pull it off. She took a moment to take in his naked torso. It was glorious, ridged in hard muscle and covered by tattoos. She traced the bear claw tattoos that went up his side, and then pressed her fingers against his motorcycle club tattoo that was on his upper arm. As she touched it, she realized that it covered quite a bit of scarring.




She brought her lips to the scars, loving the way they looked so rough but felt so smooth. “What happened here?” she asked, her voice muffled by his skin.




“Motorcycle accident. A bunch of assholes from a rival club ran me off the road and I basically took the entire fall on this arm. It was a mess, blood everywhere. Hurt like a motherfucker.” He paused and looked down at her. “That was a perfect sexy story to tell the hot girl straddling me.”




She kissed the scars again. “I asked.” She kissed down the rest of his arm, and picked up his enormous hand. She kissed up his palm, towards his fingers, and then, slowly, took one in her mouth. Her tongue moved around the digit as she sucked gently. She looked up at him through half-lidded eyes. His gaze was fixed on her. His pupils were blown with desire. 




She smiled around his finger and slowly pulled it out of her mouth, letting her teeth brush the soft underside of it as she went. “Damn.” He sounded like he was choking on the words. 




She unzipped the top of her mechanics jumpsuit, displaying the black tank top that she wore underneath it. His fingers brushed the top of her cleavage as she pushed the rest of it off, letting it pool around her waist. “You’re gorgeous,” he said, his lips gently caressing the soft skin that was exposed to him. 




She let her head fall back, as she enjoyed the way his warm tongue preceded the coolness of the air on her wet skin. The duality of the sensation was making her crazy. “Bed?” he asked.




“Bed,” she agreed.




He stood up, bringing her with him. He pushed the rest of her jumpsuit down, leaving her in the tank top and leggings. He wrapped his strong arms around her and carried her, over his shoulder, to his bedroom. As he walked, she tried to get a good look at the rest of his place. He had a few pictures of him and his friends on the wall, and an image of him and a younger girl that looked so much like him. 




“Your sister?” she said as they passed the image.




He looked over his shoulder. “Yeah, she’s grown up now. Just started college.”




“It’s a cute picture,” she said. 




“There are cuter things in this house right now.” He patted her butt and she couldn’t help but roll her eyes a little.




He dropped her into his enormous, king-sized bed. It was so soft that she practically sank into it. She pulled the sheets up around her, basking in their warmth and surrounded by the smell of him.




He watched her with a smile on his face. He crawled over her and ran his hands to the edge of her leggings and peeled them off of her. He pushed her legs apart, and she blushed, knowing that he could see the wet spot on her panties. He took a deep breath, smelling her arousal and her blush deepened. 




He lifted her right leg and kissed the side of her knee. He kissed and nibbled until he was halfway up her right thigh, and then he switched sides. He kissed and nibbled half way up her left thigh and then stopped. He switched back to the right thigh and moved three-quarters of the way up. He only used his hands to keep her hips held down. 




“Please,” she whispered. 




“What do you want?” The sight of him between her legs was so erotic that she almost couldn’t form words.




“I—I want…”




“Say it, April,” he ordered softly.




“I want you to lick me.”




“Here?” he asked as he drew a line up her thigh with his tongue.




She squirmed. “You know where!”




“I do. But I want you to tell me.”




She closed her eyes, trying to steady her breathing. “My pussy,” she said, finally. “I want you to lick my pussy.”




“Was that so hard?” he asked.




She could feel his breath on her most private places, through her underwear. “Yes,” she said.




He pressed his mouth to her cloth-covered sex. Her hips bucked up; she was desperate for more, but he easily held her down. “I set the pace,” he reminded her.




“But you’re going too slowly.”




He laughed and kissed her again before he slowly pushed the fabric to the side. His finger dipped against her lower lips, testing her wetness. He ran it up and down her slit, just barely touching her. “Please,” she begged. He acquiesced. 




He lowered his mouth to her warmth, drinking in her smell. His tongue slid into her, shallowly fucking her. One finger went to her clit, rubbing it in leisurely circles. It felt so good, but it wasn’t enough to get her off. She needed more. He didn’t seem to care about the pleading noises she was making. He slowly licked her from top to bottom. His warm tongue circled her clit, learning her topography. 




Then, at a pace that made her want to scream in frustration, he slipped one finger inside of her. She bucked against him. “More,” her voice was hoarse.




He added a second finger, curling them up to rub against the spot inside her that made her see stars. His tongue lashed against her clit and she felt the orgasm build in her body. She came. Hard. Her fingers grasped at the sheets as she thrashed. He held her hips down, never stopping his ministrations as her inner walls gripped his fingers. He pushed her through a second orgasm, and she could only repeat his name, over and over again. 




As she came down from her orgasm, he pulled her tank top over her head and gently sucked on her breasts. Her hands fisted in his hair and she let him kiss her body however he pleased.




“Take your pants off,” she whispered, once she could speak.




“Bossy,” he said with a laugh. He pushed the pants off his hips, along with his boxers, exposing the glorious thickness of his cock.




She reached for it. Her fingers explored the silky hardness, and followed the thick veins to the head of his cock, where a small amount of pre-cum waited for her. She brushed her finger against it and he moaned loudly.




“Can I suck you?” she asked, already pushing herself up off the bed. 




“Next time,” he said, pulling her to him. “I need to be inside of your pretty little pussy.” His words made her blush and she felt even more wetness flood her sex.




He laid her back down and hovered over her. She loved the way his strong, tattooed arms looked next to her bare skin. She closed her eyes as he kissed her jaw line. “No,” he said. “Look at me.”




She opened her eyes and watched as he positioned his cock at her entrance and slowly filled her up. He was so thick and long that it felt like she was completely full long before he was fully inside of her. “Take all of me,” he whispered. He slid the rest of the way inside of her and she moaned. She could feel every inch of him making her almost unbearably full. He slowly slid almost all of the way out, and then pushed back into her. Her hands gripped the back of his shoulders as he thrust into her again. His pace sped up as he drove her to the brink of another orgasm.




“I’m gonna…” she couldn’t finish the sentence. She couldn’t think straight. 




He pressed down on her clit with one finger and said, “Cum for me.” And she did. Hard. Her inner walls squeezed him and she felt him twitch inside of her before he shot his load deep within her. He collapsed on her, careful not to put his full body weight on her. 




He slowly pulled out of her and then rolled off, pulling her into his side. He pulled the covers over both of them.




“Wow,” she said once she was settled against him.




“Yeah, wow.” They were silent for a moment, just taking in each other’s labored breaths. And then something hit her. It wasn’t an opportune moment to bring it up, but she needed to make sure she wasn’t about to make his life more difficult than she was already making it. 




“So Tyler…he likes me?” she started lamely. She didn’t want to cause problems in his friend group.




He laughed and squeezed her closer. “Oh he knows that this is happening, you and me. He was trying to annoy me into making a move on you. And he knows that if he puts a paw on you then I’m going to rip his arm off.”




“Good to know,” she said as he pulled her in for another kiss.


It was so easy to keep their working relationship separate from their romantic relationship. April was right, and Brett was terribly surprised. His friends knew almost instantly, they could smell her on him, but his coworkers were completely in the dark.




He treated their time at work like extended foreplay. He would watch her work on something for a few minutes, before moving on, knowing that she felt his gaze on her, knowing that it made her wet to have him watch her like that. 




He loved it. 




They didn’t talk much while at work. Sometimes they exchanged a few words if they were both having lunch at the same time. Sometimes, he even pulled her into his office for a quick kiss. But nothing too risky. They often left at the same time, and either went to her place, his place, or to Jeanette’s bar. She fit right in with his friends, and they teased her relentlessly about spending time with him. She was a good sport about it all and gave as good as she got. 




She and Carrie, Brian’s girlfriend, hit it off as well. When Carrie wasn’t working and was just hanging out with the group, they were constantly huddled up, giggling. Brett had a funny feeling that they were talking about him. 




One night, after a round of particularly athletic sex that left him panting, she curled up next to him and said, “We’ve never gone on a date.”




He looked at her, eyebrows raised. “Yeah we have. We go to the bar all the time.”




“That’s not a date. That’s us hanging out with friends, in a group.”




“Do you want a romantic dinner? Flowers?” His heart sank. He hadn’t even thought to be particularly romantic with her because their relationship was so easy. Spending time with her was always amazing. He wanted to hit himself for not thinking that she needed romantic gestures just like everyone else.




She shrugged. “Not necessarily anything like that. That’s not very us.” He breathed a sigh of relief. “But, I don’t know, we should do…something.”




He thought for a minute and came up with the perfect idea. He needed to tell her something important, and he knew what the appropriate venue was. He had disclosed his status as a shifter to enough girls to know how to do it properly. “Go camping with me.”




“What? Is that like a weird sex thing? You like doing it in the woods? We have enough sex, we’re supposed to go on a date.”




He laughed. “I mean, I’m happy to have sex in a nice tent, but I actually just really like camping and want to show you something. It’s going to be a date. We’ll cook dinner over a fire. I’ll even pick you flowers,” he joked.




“I know what you’re going to tell me though.”




“No you don’t,” he said, sure of himself.




“I do. You’re a shifter.”




He raised an eyebrow, completely shocked. It wasn’t like being a shifter was some big news story anymore, but people were usually pretty shocked when they found out. “How did you know?”




It was her turn to laugh. “You’re in a motorcycle club called “The Clan,” and a human-supremacist group blew up the bar you frequent like two months ago. It wasn’t that hard to figure out.”




“You’re not bothered?” He looked genuinely worried about it. She wondered if he had been rejected by girls in the past who weren’t okay with his amazing ability.




“Dude, I don’t care if you turn into a duck. I like you for you.” He smiled, clearly relieved. 




“I like you too.” He paused and searched her face. “A lot.”




She snuggled in closer to him and pressed a kiss to his chest. “I like you a lot too.” She let herself be lulled to sleep by the sound of his heart beat. 




It was two weeks before they managed to get enough time off to actually go on their camping trip. April demanded that they take her car, seeing as there was no way to safely pack all their things on the bike. Brett insisted that there was but eventually he gave in. 




He wouldn’t let her drive though. They drove to a state park that he loved to spend time in. They hiked a couple miles before they reached the camp ground that he and his friends had used dozens of times before. 




She helped him set up the tent. He couldn’t help but be turned on by her no-nonsense attitude about the tent, and helping him start the fire. It was one of his favorite things about her, her insistent need to help and not simply stand by and let other people do things for her.




She sat down on a log, and looked up at him. “So is this the part where you show me the shifter thing?”




He nodded. “Are you sure you’re ready?”




“Yep. I even looked up a video of a shift just so I would be prepared.”




“A video isn’t going to prepare you, darling. It’s a little intense to watch.”




“I can handle it,” she insisted.




“I know you can. We wouldn’t be here if you couldn’t.”


She took a deep breath and watched him strip down. He stood there, naked, and then it began.




He changed. It was amazing but terrifying to watch. He was right, the video hadn’t prepared her for anything. She could see his bones shift under his skin as he became a bear. He fell onto all fours, his body elongating at the same pace as his skull. Fur burst all over his body, covering him in a light brown down. He panted slightly as the change finished. The bear that was once Brett turned its head and looked at her. Something about his eyes were still all Brett. 




“Hi,” she whispered. The bear snorted, and she assumed he was saying ‘hey’ right back. The bear, Brett, walked towards her. She instinctively stepped back and he stopped. “I’m good,” she promised. “It’s just, ya know, you’re a bear.” He nodded and then began to move forward again. She closed her eyes and then opened them when something warm and wet touched her hand. She slowly opened her eyes. Brett pushed his snout into her hand.




She let him sniff her for a moment before she was brave enough to reach out and touch him. She petted his head and rubbed behind his ears. He seemed to really like that. “You’re kind of adorable like this.” He made a snorting sound that very clearly communicated that he was not adorable. “You are though,” she continued. She ran her hands down the soft fur on his back. “Like a giant puppy.”




He snorted again and stepped back, away from her. “Oh, no! Don’t be mad!” She watched as he shifted back into his human form. It was less grisly that way. 




There he stood in all his muscular, naked glory, looking at her like she was insane. “I’m not adorable. I am a terrifying bear.” She looked down, hiding a smile. He took two steps forward, covering the distance between them. 




He scooped her up easily, and carried her to their tent. “Me girl, you man?” she joked as he set her down on the plush sleeping bags. Her eyelids fell shut as he began to caress her body.




“Something like that,” he said as he made quick work on her pants and shirt, pulling them off her with breakneck speed. “Or,” he said, kissing her. “Me man, you wife?” 




Her eyes snapped open, and there was a ring sitting on her stomach. “Brett…” she looked at him, tears obscuring her vision.




“Marry me?” He must have been insane to ask her, she thought. They hadn’t been dating long. Hell, he had a ring. He planned this. But in her gut, she knew that he was the one. He would always be the one. And she wanted to spend the rest of her life fixing cars with him.




She sat up, slipped the ring on her finger, and threw her arms around him. “Yes,” she said, her heart pounding. “Of course.”




End.
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Lila Ellis hunched over the bar top, scribbling notes on her napkin. Making inventory.




When the bartender offered Lila her drink—whiskey, straight, firmly middle shelf—she downed it in one long gulp, set it on the counter, and muttered, “One more of the same, thanks.”




On her napkin, she crossed out $50 and wrote $40. That was all the cash she found in her camera bag when she upended it in the dim airport bathroom, muttering curses, scattering empty SD card cases across the counter. Her emergency stash. She almost felt guilty dipping into it.




But, Lila reasoned, this was certainly an emergency.




Twelve hours earlier, she’d left her Toronto apartment with a single suitcase, her camera bag, and her parka. 2,500 miles and three connecting flights later, Lila landed at last in Sitka, Alaska, which the internet described as a salty little coastal town wedged between forest and sea, just a cartographic speck among a handful of islands. One of the last towns before you hit the razor edge of modern civilization. In the pictures online, it looked misty and magical. But they were nothing compared to the moment Lila stepped off that plane into a foreign dusky world, looked across sleek obsidian water at the mountain that rose up to meet her, its tree-lined peak curved like the ridged back of a creature from a lost age. And she stood there beaming stupidly, flushed with the joy of a last-second trip going even better than she could’ve imagined.




Until she got inside. Until she spent forty minutes at the baggage claim waiting for a suitcase which, she soon learned, never even made it to Sitka. Everything vanished into airport limbo: her house keys, her clothes, her maps and notes and itinerary—and, of all things, her wallet.




Even in a town this small, you couldn’t make it too far without any money. 




Lila scanned her list again with mute panic: a cellphone with no signal, house keys, camera, lenses, forty bucks, the clothes on her back, the parka squeezed between her knees, hat, gloves, passport.




How could there be nothing else? 




“Here you go, sweetheart.”




Lila jerked her head up, paused her furtive scribbling. The bartender stood before her. Her long black braid was threaded silver. She looked like somebody’s mother. “Uh.” Lila examined her list. Pen, she added. “Thanks.”




“What’s a little thing like you doing visiting the likes of us?”




Lila smiled, blankly. Words like little still snagged at her like fishhooks. She spent all of high school terrified she’d be stringy as a ten-year-old boy until the day she shriveled up and died. Even after she got tits, that old gut-deep instinct to be defensive of her stature remained.




She swallowed and said, “I do freelance wildlife photography.”




“You must be here to see the whales, then.”




Lila nodded, numbly.




The bartender slapped her hand towel on the bar. “You ask one of those boys when they get in here—they’ll start in the next fifteen minutes or so, you watch the clock; the men in this town all run on the same ol’ clockwork—you ask one of ’em to take you to the good spots.”




“I’ll probably have to ask for more than that,” Lila muttered, but the front door hinged open, and the bartender’s attention shifted to the new customers who’d come in. 




Lila, feeling conspicuous and a more than a little stupid, threw the rest of her whiskey back and watched the clock. Consulted her list. Tried to look calm.




True to the bartender’s word, as the clock tipped toward eight, the bar started to fill up.




Lila quickly realized that Sitka men had a sameness to them. Once they shed their coats, those men were all hoodies and plaid shirts, worn ball caps and pale denim jeans that hung loose as a paper bag from hip to boot. All wind-sore cheeks and semi-permanent scowls. There were women, too, most of them young and dressed like they were desperate to meet somebody, anybody, new. The air swelled and buckled to accommodate the suddenly bustling bar. Conversations stacked one on top of the next, and soon most everyone was hollering and laughing, and the bartender whisked from one end of the bar to the other with all the confidence of an actor who’d done this scene a thousand times over.




No one seemed to notice Lila at all.




She tapped her empty glass loudly against the bar until the bartender glanced her way, and then she said, “You guys got Blue Moon?”




She offered Lila a thumbs up.




$37, Lila wrote, and then the beer appeared before her, and Lila guzzled it until she felt light and airy and untouchable. She wheeled around in her chair to survey the bar and its occupants. In the haze of cigarette smoke, her eyes at last lighted on an oldish guy slouching at a table behind her. Wild shock of greying hair. Gaze on his pint. Nice watch. Plus he was quiet and alone, just like her, so she pretended that was something they had in common.




Lila pushed off her stool and made her way over. She eased into the chair across from the man and ventured, “Heya.”




He looked up at her, snorted. “What d’you want?”




“I’m, uh, I’m not from around here.”




“No shit?”




Lila frowned. People in small American towns were supposed to be nice, she thought. “Um. I flew in just now. Today. They lost my luggage, and my wallet was in there, so—”




“You always put your wallet in your carry on, girlie.” The old man regarded her over the rim of his glass. “Pretty basic tenant of traveling.”




“Well, I already didn’t, so.” Lila tried to smooth her hair back. She felt a little too drunk for this. “I just need a place to stay.”




“I ain’t got it.”




“Do you know somebody who does?”




“Look, lady, you leave me alone.”




The bar door swung open. The cold night beyond it pricked at the hot skin of Lila’s cheeks until the door slammed shut again and in walked a trio of young men who looked as out as place as she felt in this tin can of a bar perched at the edge of the world.




And one of them was looking right at her.




He, the stranger who now held her transfixed, seemed the same breed as the others. Just another Alaskan fisherman, another pair of broad shoulders toughened by the water and the wild, another regular joining the din. But he looked right at her and kept looking. When he peeled off his snow-damp beanie, his hair looked sleek, black, soft. For a single bizarre moment, she imagined running her fingers through it. He wore a knit sweater and work boots bigger than her forearm. His smile seemed to come easy as breathing.




Lila couldn’t stop staring. Her thoughts were jumbled and incoherent, as if the stranger at the door had somehow popped her skull open, plucked out her brain, and given it a good shake.




“Hey, lady, I said—”




She jolted upright in surprise, smacked her knees into the table, and sent hers and her seat-mate’s beers crashing to the ground.




The bar stilled around them. Lila saw the bartender sigh and reach for a broom.




“Aw, goddammit!” the old man snarled. “Now look what you did.”




Lila glanced at the stranger. He was watching her still, his smile turned bemused, or maybe even mocking. Her belly burned with embarrassment. Distantly, she heard the old man snapping that she owed him a new one, heard the bartender tell him to stop his barking and she’ll get him a new glass once she cleaned this up.




Before she could think, Lila shrugged on her coat and shouldered her camera bag and blundered out the door. 


It had started snowing since Lila stormed from the local Super 8 to the bar. She jerked on her gloves and stamped blindly down the sidewalk. Only a few blocks away, there was a warm bed and a continental breakfast with her name on it, but without her credit cards, she couldn’t pay, couldn’t check in, couldn’t curl up in her rented bed and pretend this night had never happened.




Tears stung at the corners of her eyes, and she swiped at them angrily.




As she walked, Lila stared at the dancing constellations of snow above her, the blue-black clouds beyond them. She wondered how cold it really got on Sitka nights. She wondered if she was just a couple hours away from finding out.




“Just what the hell are you doing?”




“Oh my god.” Lila started, whirled around. She stared at the stranger at the bar, uncertainty gathering in her chest. “You followed me? You seriously followed me?”




“I heard you talking to Mike.” He wandered closer to her, that relentless smile dimpling his cheeks. His skin was a warm, even tan. She wondered if it was wrong to ask where he was from.




“He's earned a reputation for being the town asshole. So, don’t take it personally.” He clapped his gloved hands together mutely. His gloves were thick, waterproof, and enormous. Looked more like paws than palms. “So what's up?”




“What do you mean, ‘what's up?’”




“I mean, I’ve never seen you around here before. I figured you were from out of town.” He scrutinized the black dappled sky. “You seemed so turned around back there that I wanted to see if you needed any help or directions or something.” He rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly.




“No, no. I'm fine. I'm just walking back to my hotel.” Lila pointed vaguely over her shoulder. Her throat felt reedy and thin. 




“My name's Henry,” he offered. 




Lila flicked her stare from his boots up to his eyes. He didn’t look much older than her. Thirty, maybe. “Yeah?”




“Yeah.” That smile again. Lila didn't know anyone who could smile so genuinely so often. Smiles like his were supposed to be those rare, tiny acts of real magic, as surprising and delightful as spotting a shooting star. “What's yours?”




“Lila. Lila Ellis.”




“Where’re you staying, Lila? I can give you a lift, if you want.”




She bound her arms over her chest, too mortified to admit the truth all over again. “I don't need help,” she insisted, “I'll just walk.”




“That’s alright. I respect that.” Henry leaned against the side of the building and sniffed. “But the hotel’s that way.” He pointed back over his shoulder, back the way she’d come.




Lila bit hard at her lip.




“Listen, I’m not here to tell you what to do with yourself. I just get the idea that you're drunker than you think, and this isn’t the best place to get lost in the night.” Henry held up his car keys and grinned. He had the most tremendous dimples. “So let me drive you—”




“I don’t have a goddamn hotel, okay?” Lila held up her camera bag and shook it at him, like he should have somehow known what was inside. “The airport lost my luggage, so all I have is this stupid camera and my stupid passport and nothing—”




“Hey hey hey,” Henry rushed, like he was calming a startled horse. He stepped toward her and put his hands on her shoulders. “Calm down. You don’t have to cry. You can crash with me for the night.”




Lila laughed bitterly. “Yeah, okay.”




“I’m serious. I think you should let me give you a place for the night. Don't worry. I live with the guys I work with. There's lotsa room, and there are no strings attached. It's just...” Henry gestured toward the mountain rising to meet the sky behind them, so close and so huge it seemed to curve inward, over their heads. Lila felt for a moment like she was staring out the top of a snow globe. “It’s not like you can sleep outside, you know?”




Henry slung off his cap and scratched the back of his head. He looked at the snow, looked at Lila. Like he was trying to make up his mind. 




“Look,” he finally said. “If you let me help you, tomorrow morning I'll take you out on me and my crew's boat. I'll show you all Sitka's secret spots.” Henry offered her his hand. “I'm just doing what I'd do for anyone in a bad spot, Lila.”




Lila eyed his outstretched hand. “Just tonight. I'll pay you back for your trouble. I’ll get my wallet tomorrow. I’ll figure it out.”




“Nothing to pay for. No strings,” he reminded her. His hand didn’t move. “What d’you say?”




She searched his eyes for another excuse, but instead something inside her softened, and her heart rose into her throat. For a moment she stood blinking and bewildered, her words delayed, like her thoughts got all twisted up. Like a cerebral traffic jam. 




Finally she broke her stare, muttered, “Yeah, okay,” and shook his hand. His gloves were warm despite the cold, like he'd just plucked them off a fireplace. “Are those heated gloves? You guys have those?” Lila rubbed at her numb fingers.




Henry laughed, huge and delighted and real. “Nah. I run hot.” He smiled up at the sky and put his hat back on. “That's why winter's my favorite time of the year. This is my kind of a climate.”




“This would be a shitty place to live if you didn't.”




He laughed again, and then he nodded his head behind him. “Let's go get my buddies and my truck, and we'll get you set up.”




Lila took a deep breath. The air, cold and wet as crystal, made her lungs feel huge and important and alive. Made every fragmented moment something precious, something to hold onto. She looked at Henry's hat and his big snowy boots, and she said, “Okay. Let's go.”


Henry's house sat halfway up the base of Sitka's mountain, set back in the cusp of the forest, connected to the main road by a thin icy ribbon of gravel driveway. The porch slouched, and the bright green paint was fading, but the warm yellow light flooding its windows were the most comforting thing Lila had seen in a long time.




Both Henry’s friends were half-drunk and louder than they realized. Lila only saw their faces, briefly, when they first heaved themselves the truck and Henry pointed at them and said, “That’s Matt, he’s Finn.”




Matt whistled a low note, cast Henry a meaningful grin, and said, “Holy Moses.” He looked older and distinguished, could even pass for a professor if not for the ponytail and the tattoos on his knuckles.




Finn, the younger of the two new faces, pushed back his white-blond hair, laughed, and asked her, “Where the hell did you even come from?” His accent surprised her. He sounded vaguely southern.




“Toronto,” Lila said. 




“Toronto?”




Matt punched Finn’s shoulder. “Hey, cut that out, you drunk asshole.” The younger man yelped, but he settled in his seat and quieted down without argument. 




“You’re a long way from home,” Matt said.




Lila nodded. She tried to look neutral, stoic. Whatever the opposite of anxious was.




She sent the whole ride up memorizing the backs of Matt’s and Finn’s heads, mouthing their names soundlessly, so she wouldn’t forget.




She was just so unused to other people.




Places like Sitka comforted her precisely for their solitude. Lila went for the trees and the silence and the subtle constant hum of activity in the vast but near unnoticeable world beyond cities and their crowds—not to meet strange burly men at bars and crash on their couch for the night.




When the truck stopped, Finn whipped around in his seat to face her. His eyes were the glistening amber of raw honey. “You’re so quiet.”




“Yeah,” Lila said.




“Don’t be obnoxious.” Matt cast a look back at her. “Sorry for him.”




Finn scowled at him. “Don’t you ever apologize for me, Matthias. I stand by everything I ever did.”




Matt just shook his head and left the car muttering. Finn sat as puffed and bristling as a young tomcat until the older man had reached the house door. “Can you believe him?” he said.




“Can you just go tell Colt and Sherman to pick up their shit?” Henry glanced at Lila, reddened, and added, “Uh. Their stuff, I mean.”




“I don’t mind mess,” Lila said.




“I’m not telling Colt to do nothing. I’m thinking I’ll never speak to him again. Do you know what that bastard did to me?”




Henry pressed his lips into a firm line. “Later. Get inside and make it look like less of a pit, man, c’mon.”




Finn groaned and stomped out of the car. A six-foot toddler, pouting all the way to the house.




Henry buried his face in his hands and groaned, “Oh my god. I am so sorry. He’s such an idiot. I swear he’s not always that bad.”




“It’s fine. Alcohol, you know. Makes people unlike themselves.” Lila bit at the insides of her lips.




“Hey. Are you okay?”




“Of course I am.”




“No, I mean, really. This is a scary situation you’re in. It’s something worth being nervous about. So if you need a second before you come in and meet everyone else, that’s totally understandable.”




“Everyone else?” Lila’s stomach dipped. “There’s more of you?”




“Just two more.” He must have seen her face fall, because he said, “Hey, hey. Lila. It’s alright. You tell me whatever you need, and that’s what I’ll do for you.”




Lila frowned. “Why?”




“’Cause.” Henry’s smile was lazy and content. “We’re buddies now.”




“Already?”




“Some things move quicker here than they do out there. There’s not much to do out here ’cept talk to people. You get friendly fast.” Henry opened his door and swung a leg out. She stared at the thick silhouette of his thigh and wondered what twenty-first century sea legs looked like. “You ready?”




Lila took a deep breath, nodded, and followed Henry inside.




All four of his housemates were poised around their worn kitchen table, trying to look natural and innocuous, like extras in a movie. Two new faces sat at the table. One had the same pale hair as Finn, but he looked young, barely out of high school. The other was a black man roughly her age in a worn Stanford hoodie. He regarded her curiously over the top of his glasses.




Henry said, “Hey, this is Lila, she’s staying with us for a couple of days,” like it was something she’d done a dozen times. He pointed at the kid. “Lila, that’s Finn’s little brother Colt. Say hi, Colt.”




Colt stood up from the table and said through his teeth, “Hi.” He gave Lila a single piercing stare and then said to the room as a whole, “Okay. I’ll be in my room.”




“That’s surprising,” Finn muttered under his breath.




Matt made a small disapproving sound and shook his head. “You’re antagonizing.”




Henry brushed Lila’s shoulder to get her attention. She shivered in surprise but tried not to show it. He pointed at the man in the Stanford hoodie and said, “That’s Sherman.”




“You really went to Stanford?” Lila said, astonished. Stanford had been her dream college. She toured the campus, fell in love, and had her application essay drafted before the end of her junior year. That was before, though. Before everything fell apart.




“Indeed I did.”




“Hey, Sherrr-man,” Finn said from across the table, pushing himself up on his elbows, “why don’t you tell Lila what you studied?” 




“C’mon, man,” Henry said. “No one else thinks this is funny.”




“Tell her, Sherman.”




He sighed, adjusted his glasses. “I double majored in wildlife conservation and philosophy.”




“Right! My question is who in the hell gets into goddamn Harvard and studies two of the least useful things known to existence. You catch fish, idiot. You don’t need to know shit about deforestation or existentialism to know how to cast a damn net.”




Sherman flashed Matt a bleak look. “You better get him to bed, big bear.”




“I ain’t going nowhere.”




Lila watched them, utterly fascinated, like a biologist observing a pack’s bizarre social system at work. There was something endearing about their bickering. Something familiar and familial. She smiled despite herself.




Henry leaned down and murmured, “Hey, let me show you where you can stay.”




He led her deeper into the belly of the house, past a living room with an ancient CRT television in the corner and a scattering of mismatched couches and chairs shoved where they could fit; up the stairs; down a hall lined with unmarked pine doors; and finally to the room at the end.




“This,” Henry said softly, like they were in a library, “is my room. I’ll go and get you some clean sheets.”




Lila lowered her voice to match his. She could hear his housemates maintaining their amiable tension downstairs. “Is this okay? That I’m here?”




“Of course.” Henry swung open the door and flicked on his lamp. “Sorry. There’s no ceiling light. It’s kinda small.”




Lila clutched her camera bag to her chest and ventured inside. Everything smelled like Henry, smelled like wood smoke and old pine needles, like brine and a frozen pebbly shore. She could get used to a smell like this.




“I’ll be back,” he said, and he shut the door behind himself.




Henry’s room was small and bare. A desk sat on one side of the door, his dresser on the other. His bed was against the far wall, the blankets rumpled and unmade, a small mountain of dirty clothes collecting on one side of his bed. Next to them was a small, tightly shut door. The ceiling sloped downward toward the head of his bed. The roof’s gentle decline made the room seem cozy, like a cave scooped out of the side of a mountain.




Lila set her camera on the desk. She eased off her boots, stripped off her parka. Then, trying not to think about germs and sweat and dead skin cells, she went over to the bed. She pulled the blankets and pillows off, tossed them on the ground. 




She had the sheets half off when Henry let himself back in and said, “Aw, Lila, you don’t have to do that. I can take care of it.”




“I’m just helping.” Lila balled up the old sheets and tossed them with the rest of his laundry.




He stood holding his clean flannel sheets, looking embarrassed and uncertain. “Sorry. I don’t have a laundry basket.”




“I’d be amazed if any of you had a laundry basket.”




Henry went to the other side of the bed. With wordless agreement, they stretched the fitted sheet over the mattress together. Lila dared glances at Henry’s chest, at the distracted look in his eye.




“What else are you doing in Sitka?”




Lila paused. “What?”




Henry tossed her the other end of the top sheet to straighten it out. “I mean, it’s two days after Christmas, and you flew to the other side of the continent to this little nowhere-town to take pictures of whales? Really?”




“Yeah. Really.”




“You’re not spending the holidays with your family?”




Lila grabbed a pillow and tugged the old cover off. She fumbled to get a new one on.




“Lila?”




“My parents are dead,” she said, like she was reciting an old speech. “I’m an only child. I have an uncle I never really met. My only living grandparent is in a home in Florida, and he doesn’t remember who I am anymore. So, no. I’m not.”




“I’m sorry. Shit. I shouldn’t have said anything.”




“I mean, it’s fine. I’m fine. It sucks, but.” Lila shrugged and set the pillow on the bed. “It is what it is. It’s been like this for years. I’m used to it.”




“Well, maybe it’s a good thing you lost your luggage, then.” When Lila frowned at him, Henry looked down at his socks. “It means you get to spend New Year’s with us. We know how to throw a mean party.”




“I’m not staying more than tonight.”




“You’re welcome to reconsider.” Henry grabbed an armful of dirty laundry. “Sorry. I’ll clear it all out in the morning.”




“It’s your room.”




“I know, but.” Henry shrugged, carefully maneuvered his way out the door, to keep himself from dropping anything. “I want you to be comfortable. I’ll be downstairs in the living room if you need anything. That little door’s my bathroom, and you should use it. The hall one’s vile.”




Lila smiled at her toes.




“You can grab any old shirt out of the dresser for something to sleep in. They’re all clean, I swear.”




“Thanks, Henry.” She looked up at him, at his wilting bundle of laundry, his messy adorable hair. “This means a lot.”




“No worries. You’d do the same for me.”




Lila flushed, self-conscious and delighted all at once. She looked anywhere but at Henry.




He continued, “Better be ready to get up bright and early tomorrow, though. You came a long way to take some pictures, so we’re not wasting a second.”


She and Henry got an early start the next morning. Lila’s body was still firmly set to Toronto time, so she was up well before the sun, already awake and dressed when Henry—bleary, yawning, eyes still gluey with sleep—knocked lightly on the door to wake her.




“Guess I don’t need to tell you to get up, huh?” He smiled. Everything about him was already so blissfully and impossibly familiar. Like she’d always known the shape of his shoulders, had seen him lean into a doorframe and look her over a hundred times before. “You drink coffee?”




Lila nodded. Her cheeks felt warm and golden. “I love coffee,” she said.




They ate breakfast, guzzled coffee, and went out the door before the rest of the house even began to stir. “We get lazy in the winter,” Henry explained as they got in his truck. “There’s not a lot of work, so we start, y’know, hibernating. Resting up.”




The morning was still a milky, pre-dawn gray when Lila and Henry reached the base of the mountain, closer to downtown Sitka. The air tasted cool and salty as the churning dark water all around them. They started at the harbor, where the wind had the edge of a blunt knife. Boats huddled in their stalls like eggs in a carton.




Henry stopped at a little sailboat at the end of the dock. Its belly was bright orange, its deck slippery and snowy, but otherwise immaculate. She wondered how their house would look if the men could keep it as nicely as Henry kept his boat.




“This is Lucy.” Henry patted the side of the boat like it was a dog. He nodded at the worn cursive name inscribed along the bow. “Me and Matt sailed her all the way up from Seattle one summer just to get her here. She’s a determined old lady. And she’s gonna get us out to those whales of yours.” He took hold of the rigging and hopped onboard in one clean, fluid motion. “Let’s get a move on.”




Lila looked up at the sailboat bobbing up and down in the dark water. The deck was level with her collarbone. She grabbed Henry’s hand and lifted her foot uncertainly, even though she had no hope of reaching the edge of the boat. “I don’t know how you expect me to do this.”




Henry laughed and let her hand go. “Wait, wait. I’ll come back down. I’ll lift you up.”




“You don’t have to lift me—”




But before she could finish, Henry had already leapt down, landing heavy enough to make the dock shudder, and hauled her up by her elbows. Lila kicked and shrieked and held her camera bag for dear life.




“Jesus, Lila! Grab something and pull yourself up.”




Lila seized the closest rope she saw. She planted her feet on the solid edge of the boat and heaved herself upright. And immediately dropped to her knees, clutching the rope, fixing Henry with a stunned stare.




“Are you sure you’re a wildlife photographer?” He swung up next to her and settled down, red-cheeked and preening. Like giving her a little scare absolutely delighted him. “Seem awful jumpy for it.”




“Yeah, well, I’ve never had someone try to toss me on a sailboat before.”




“I didn’t know your legs were that short.”




Lila let go of a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding in. And then she started laughing. “You’re crazy.” She nudged her shoulder against his arm. “This is crazy.”




Henry smiled up at the sky. She traced the ridge of his nose, the heavy line of his jaw. She looked at his hands, bare despite the cold. He had fingers so big they looked like they could rip a fish open easy as tearing into a wet envelope.




“Nah,” he said. “I’ll show you something crazy.”




Lila adjusted her camera settings while Henry started up the little boat’s motor, freed her jib and sail from their icy covers. She watched him through the viewfinder of her camera as he scuttled up and down the hull, loosening and tightening the rigging with cultivated precision. His eyes were soft and distant, completely absorbed in his work.




The camera shutter clicked like tiny insect legs.




Henry jerked his head toward her. “Are you taking pictures of me?”




“Yeah.” Lila paged through the snapshots and smiled to herself. Imperfect, except for their subject. “A little.”




“I’m not the wildlife.”




She lowered her camera. “I know. I take pictures of other stuff too.”




“Handsome sailors?”




“No.” Lila watched him make his way back over to her side and settle down beside the tiller. “Just things I don’t want to forget.”




Henry looked at her, looked at the rosy rim of dawn, and said, “You’d better get a shot of that too, then. It’s gonna be a beaut.”




They spent the morning on the bay, Sitka’s whales ducking under and around her boat, like curious farm dogs crowding a new visitor. She crawled up and down the length of the boat with no thought but her camera and the next shot. The whales preened for her, flashed their tails and exposed their creamy underbellies as they turned their massive bodies around and around the bright orange edges of the boat. Lila snapped pictures until her battery finally gave out. Then the two of them sat side-by-side, enjoying the quiet and the fact that they had someone to share it with.


Their empty yowling bellies were the only reason they came back to shore.




Now, swollen and sleepy from lunch, feeling the time difference weighing on her very bones, Lila found herself daydreaming about beds and sitcoms and naps. About furnaces and places that weren’t currently pelting her with snow.




Lila gripped her knees with her hands and gasped, “Is it much farther?”




Henry, a dozen yards ahead of her already, turned to look at her. “You’re all the way back there still? Burning daylight, Ellis.”




They were halfway up the mountain that flanked the back end of Sitka proper. Henry started them on a trail first—snowy and steep, but manageable—but soon went traipsing off the main path, leading Lila through a labyrinth of trees that he seemed to read like road signs.




“I really,” she panted, trudging after him, “only came here for the whales.”




“You wanted Sitka’s secrets too, didn’t you?”




Lila groaned, lifted her foot up in that absurd half-march she had to use just to clear the top layer of snow, and kept on.




“Almost there,” Henry said. He sounded so much further ahead than her already. “It’s okay. I’ll carry you back down if you’re beat.”




Lila snorted. “Sure, carry me on the easy part.”




She kept her eyes on the ground in front of her and followed the sound of Henry’s heavy clunking boots. Focused on keeping her breath even. Her camera bag felt heavier and heavier with every upward step. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw something small, dark, and still. Something that made her pause and frown. 




There was a glove in the snow.




Lila looked at Henry’s long lean back. He didn’t seem to notice that she’d stopped. She ventured over to the glove and picked it up. It was dry still, even a little warm, as though it had been dropped moments ago. She looked up at the sky—moody and gray, twinkling cascade of snowflakes—and turned the glove over in her hands. The outline of a small orange bear was stamped on the back. It looked like it could belong to Henry. It was big enough, certainly; she could fit almost her whole hand in the palm alone.




Somewhere up ahead of her, Henry called low and urgent, “Lila! Lila, quick!”




Lila shoved the glove in her coat pocket and hurried up, wrestling her camera out of its bag as she went.




She found Henry at the crest of the hill, hunkered down on his belly, looking through the gap of two snowy bushes. When she reached him, breathless and bewildered, he started grinning like crazy.




“What?” she said.




“Be real quiet. Get down here.” Henry pointed through the gap of the bushes. “Look.”




Lila ducked down next to him and took off her lens cap. She tried not to think about the inch or two of air between their shoulders, their hips.




Then Lila peered through the opening and inhaled sharply.




Beyond the bushes lay a small round clearing—a brief expanse of nothingness before the forest clustered together again, as though the land itself needed room to pause and breathe—and in the clearing stood a pair of black bears preening in a rare spear of afternoon light. They didn’t seem to notice them. The bears stood together in that impossible bright snowfall, surrounded by trees so tall the bears barely reached their proverbial kneecaps.




“Oh my god,” Lila whispered.




Henry just grinned and grinned.




She hid behind her viewfinder, completely absorbed, her camera shutter clicking like a kind of heartbeat. Through the lens she watched the bears stir as if awoken by something, then lope to opposite ends of the clearing, their breathing loud and excited, and then suddenly they turned at once and charged, rose up on their back legs and collided, mouthed lightly at the soft skin of each other’s throats, fell to all fours, circled around to do it again.




Then Henry’s mouth was against her ear, his voice as delicate and light as a dandelion seed. “They’re play fighting.”




Warmth spread through Lila’s belly. She didn’t realize he had stubble. She liked the tickle of it against her earlobe. “Keep telling me stuff,” she whispered back.




Henry chuckled softly. There was his mouth again, his hot divine breath raising the hairs on her neck. “Why?”




“I like it,” she told him, and she realized as she said it that it was true.




She and Henry lay side by side, heads inclined together, him whispering explanations as they watched the bears prance and preen and spar like they were nothing more than young boys in fur suits putting on an elaborate game of pretend.




After a long immeasurable while, the bears stopped their fighting and trundled into the woods, their movement near-silent except for their rapid wheezing breaths and the husky, low growls they kept making to one another. It almost sounded like laughter.




Lila didn’t know how long she and Henry had laid there, but her jeans were soaked, her thighs freezing, and somehow she’d pressed the entire line of her body against Henry’s. God, he was warm. She covered her lens again and looked up to see Henry looking at her, his stare soft and sweet.




“Hey,” she said.




“Hey, you.”




Lila studied him. They had never been so close before; if she pushed up even a little on her elbows, they would knock their teeth together. But there was so much to notice up close. So many little details she’d never let herself look for. Like his eyebrows, thick and mannish and expressive, how they drew her stare to his eyes, more amber than brown. Almost golden.




“You know what I’ve been thinking?” she whispered.




 The corners of his eyes crinkled in amusement, and something deep inside her longed to reach out and touch those perfect little smile lines. “What?”




Lila glanced up. Her inhibition had fled her, as though it slipped from her pocket somewhere between here and Henry’s boat. It was something about the trees. These trees seemed to stretch up into eternity. Lila didn't think she'd ever seen trees this old. Not in person. These were trees that had seen entire geological ages, trees that outlived the evolution and extinction of countless species. 




“It just seems like Sitka got unstuck from time. Like it’s its own little bubble. Or like its own atmosphere, outside of the whole rest of the world.” She darted her eyes to his. “I guess that’s stupid.”




“No, it’s not stupid.” Henry’s gaze wandered to her lips, along the curve of her cheek. He reached out, gently, and pushed her mussed black hair behind her ear. “That’s what I like about it. That’s exactly it.”




The past twenty-four hours unspooled in her head like old typewriter ribbon. She tried to remember a time before she stormed out of that bar, before Henry followed her, before he shared this day and these places with her. Even her apartment was hazy, like a place she’d lived in when she was too small to remember anything but shadows.




“You’re unreal,” Lila told him. She licked her dry lips, then reached out and dusted her fingers along the curve of his jaw.




Overhead, a raven cawed, sudden as gunfire.




Lila lurched away, scrambled to her feet, startled back to reality. She could still feel Henry’s side pressed to hers, could feel the long swath of shared heat spread from her shoulder to her thigh. “Oh god.” Her face was hot and flushed. “Sorry. Oh my god. We should get back. It’s late. And I’m… god, sorry, I’m never like this. I never do this.” She fumbled with the clips of her camera bag, blind with the white-hot burn of humiliation. “I’m so sorry.”




She heard Henry stand, heard him sigh through his nose and step closer to her.




“I just can’t, I mean, I’d never—”




“Stop,” Henry murmured.




“I—”




He brought his bare hands to her cheeks, and Lila leaned up to meet his kiss halfway. She was frozen and melting all at once: her body stiff, immobile, trembling, but her lips were viscous against Henry’s, like they were dissolving into one another, inseparable, indistinguishable.




Henry pulled away, but he rested his forehead against hers, his mouth curling in a sublime smile against her cheek. “You’re one of the most incredible people I’ve ever met, Lila Ellis.” His thumb stroked her cheekbone. “But I’m just about cold as hell.”




He offered her his hand. Lila hesitated. Holding hands with boys in high school had always been sweaty and awkward. She didn’t date much after high school. Didn’t do much of anything after high school. Just traveled, took pictures of wild things, and disappeared further and further inside of herself. She claimed it was part of her grieving process, but after eight years, it felt less like grief and more like an inescapable rut.




But Henry’s hand was so warm and large and careful.




Lila slipped her fingers into his. He raised their gloved hands to kiss her knuckle, then gave her hand a little squeeze. “I’m ready if you are.”




“Yeah. Yeah, I’m ready.”




They wandered hand-in-hand down the mountain, neither willing to be the first to let go.


That night, Lila and Henry lay side by side in his bed, curved like two halves of the same shape, their hands meeting in the middle. This was after dinner with Henry’s makeshift family, after they’d sat on opposite sides of the table and tried to remember how they were before that first kiss. Most of the men didn’t notice, but Lila saw Matt watching Henry with his eyes narrowed, saw the older man follow Henry’s quick stolen looks at her from across the table. 




This was also after she went upstairs, and he followed with a dinosaur of a laptop, muttering something about going through the pictures. And it was after Henry shut the door and circled his hands around her narrow hips and pressed her hard against the door, his mouth on her neck, and then her mouth on his, while their hands searched the lines of each other’s bellies and backs and throats.




But they had to stop, had to pause and breathe, because any more kissing would lead them someplace under clothes, under covers, someplace neither wanted to blunder into. So instead they lay still and silent and breathing, caught up in the wonder of one another. 




The laptop and Lila’s camera bag sat on his desk, untouched.




Lila’s fingers traced his hand. Callouses ridged his palms like tiny mountain ranges.




“I think Matt knows,” she said. The first real words between them since they had escaped upstairs.




Henry rolled onto his back and laughed, the knob of his Adam’s apple dipping low. She wanted to lean over and kiss it. She wanted to kiss every precious new thing she noticed about him: the little twisted white scar on his wrist, the way he chewed at his lips when he was thinking, the port-wine birthmark speckling the back of his neck.




“Of course Matt knows.” He turned his head toward Lila, his brilliant dark hair flipping back from his forehead. Lila couldn’t spend enough time looking at him. “He’s practically my brother. We can’t lie to each other anymore. We know each other’s tells.”




Something turned in Lila’s belly. Not envy, exactly. Longing. She flicked her stare away.




“Tell me something about yourself,” Henry said, suddenly. “Something I don’t know but should.”




Lila raised her eyebrows, struck speechless for a moment. “Uh. Well. I don’t do a lot.”




“I like biographies,” Henry offered. “Like, the kind where it’s a story with the history stuff.  They’re like regular books, but they’re about real people and things that really happened, so it’s actually meaningful.”




She giggled. “God, I don’t know. Um. I used to paint a lot in high school. Like, watercolor stuff. I was pretty good. I stopped practicing so I’m kinda bad now, but I won a couple awards back in the day.”




“I don’t doubt that for a second.”




They lay that way for a long time, trading stories like secrets, carefully reconstructing the high points of one another’s adolescence and young adult years. They talked until they couldn’t talk anymore, and then Henry kissed her temple, her mouth, her cheek, and whispered, “I’m glad you lost your luggage, Lila.”




Lila smiled into his skin. “Me too.”


The next few days were ethereal and endless, the way holiday breaks had felt when she was small. Sitka-time felt infinitely long, as though Lila could stretch out each individual second like a rubber band.




She and Henry fell into a comfortable routine. They rose with the sun, made breakfast, made plans, and made out before any of Henry’s buddies even stirred. The early morning silence felt holy, almost church-like, and it made their kisses that much deeper and hungry and needy. Then they spent the day wandering Sitka and the little crumbs of islands near port. Lila took constant pictures, but her lens shifted gradually away from the edenic scenery and more towards Henry. At night, they would cozy up at Henry’s house—The Cave, they called it, like it was a college town bachelor pad—and play card games with his housemates, or they’d rifle through their stacks of worn VHS tapes looking for something they hadn’t seen in a while.




Lila had never slipped so seamlessly into a group of people before. She usually stalled and stuttered, terrified of saying the wrong thing. But these men—boys, really, Lost Boys in a wintry Neverland—made her smile, made her feel like she was in on some kind of inside joke. Like she was right at home. 




They were the kind of grown men who still threw themselves around and got bruised up like witless and immortal teenage boys. But under all that grit and gristle, she found herself learning all these brilliant hidden things about them. Like how the tattoos engulfing Matt’s arms and back and belly recounted the events of The Bhagavad-Gita, beginning at the base of Matt’s left wrist, looping around his body, and finally ending at his right. And that Finn spent lazy weekend afternoons knitting everyone socks and scarves and hats, listening to sports on the radio, cussing his head off and banging his needles together when his side lost. And that Colt could spell any word you threw at him without a second’s thought.




She wanted to stay here. She wanted to excavate their quirks and charms like diamonds. She wanted them to keep hooting and hollering when Henry invited her to sit on his lap. She wanted December 31 to never arrive.




Sitka-time was elastic, but it still crept inexorably forward, one protracted second at a time.


Lila woke on the last day of the year with a stone in her belly. Her room—no, she reminded herself, Henry’s room—was as cool and clear as a bowl of water. The sky was lilac and lightening fast.




She stood and went to the window to watch the sun come out.




Tomorrow, she thought, would be her last day to enjoy the cathedral-quiet of that sliver of time between night and day, as though the world was holding its breath, waiting with her for the sun to finally rise. 




And then after that she’d be back in Toronto. Back to her sink full of unwashed dishes, back to a sky that would never go quiet, not really. Not the way that Sitka’s did.




Lila turned away from the window. She tugged on her fleece leggings, then her jeans, and threw on the softest sweater she could find in Henry’s dresser. She tiptoed down the hall, past the long row of shut doors. Today, she decided, she would be the one to wake up Henry, and they could go out and watch the sunrise together.




At the top of the stairs, she paused.




She heard Henry and Matt downstairs, but they weren’t carrying on their usual morning banter. They spoke in hushed, urgent tones, like they were having the world’s quietest shouting match.




“You haven’t told her yet?” Matt hissed, and then he made a sharp sick sound of disgust through his teeth. “Are you joking?”




“There was never a good time.”




“A good time was three fucking days ago, buddy.”




Lila winced back and leaned against the wall. She’d never heard Matt sound severe before, or even any mood worse than vaguely annoyed. Anger was almost too astonishing to process.




“I know. I know.” She imagined Henry sitting with his head in his hands, the line of his lips going tight.




“You gotta say something, man. If this is a real thing.”




“Of course it is,” Henry snapped.




Matt said something else, something low and inaudible, and she heard Henry scoff like it was the stupidest thing he’d ever heard. 




Then the scrape of a wooden chair moving as someone stood, and Henry muttered, “I’m gonna go see if Lila is up. Don’t tell her anything. I need to be the one to do it.”




“C’mon, Henry—”




“Not one goddamn word.”




The floorboards creaked under the weight of Henry’s approach.




Lila darted on the toes of her feet to Henry’s room. She shut the door behind herself as quietly as she could, then sat at the desk, grabbed her camera, tried to look like she’d been flicking through photos for ages.




Henry opened the door gently, peered inside, and smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s cute.”




Lila looked down at her sweater and said, “Oh. Thanks.” She looked away, at the window, a dozen questions poised on the tip of her tongue. Most of all, she wondered what could get Matt of all people so intense.




“Listen, Lila.” Henry sat on the edge of his bed and rubbed his face with both hands. His eyes looked heavy and sleepless. “Maybe we should talk about something.”




Lila raised her head. Her heart started rabbiting in her chest. “Talk about what?”




“What you wanna do tonight. I mean, it’s Lila’s first grownup New Year’s Eve. That’s something worth planning, don’t you think?” 




“I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it.” She turned to sit sideways in the chair, resting her chin on the chair’s back, and searched Henry’s face for a hint of his secret. She wasn’t sure how to feel about it. There were things she hadn’t told him, things she kept locked away in the deepest catacombs of her heart. Things even she didn’t want to bring up.




“You know,” she said, finally, “I’m leaving tomorrow.”




“Yeah. I know.” Henry laughed humorlessly at the floor. “It sucks.”




Lila nodded.




The first few rays of sunlight peeked through the window, almost shyly. Lila crept to Henry’s side and sank down into the warm and total embrace of his arms. She didn’t know what to feel. 




They sat there and watched the sunrise in silence, neither willing to voice the impossible question that hung between them, souring the dawn.


In the end, Finn and Matt wanted to spend New Year’s Eve at Pioneer Bar, though they had two entirely different reasons for it. Finn liked being drunk in public, and Matt hated cleaning up after everyone at the end of the night. 




So Lila and the boys packed themselves into both trucks and rambled down the mountain. Finn even persuaded Colt to come along. The brothers rode with her and Henry, and she’d never seen them so opposite. Finn was in a state of eternal motion, like he was positively vibrating with kinetic energy. He kept jabbering and shaking Lila’s shoulders to “make her feel more festive” and lurching over her lap to change the station every minute or two, hunting for something better. And Colt, his younger mirror image, sat calm and soundless in the back, pressing his nose to the window to look up at the stars.




Lila just held Henry’s hand as he drove. They shared small, bemused smiles with every one of Finn’s excited outbursts, like they were his exasperated parents.




Pioneer Bar was a madhouse. Matt and Sherman had managed to arrive early enough to secure one of the lone booths, but all the bar’s standing room and scant stools were full to the brim with drunk exuberant fishermen and high school kids trying to sneak liquor in the mayhem. The bar was all music and joy and free-flowing booze.




Maybe it didn’t count as a party, but it was the closest Lila had ever been to one. She had to shout for anyone to hear her, and Henry insisted on paying for her drinks—“You’re so small,” he’d told her with a mischievous grin, “that you’ll be smashed after three drinks, so don’t you worry about my wallet, lady”—and men eyed her for the sole reason that she was young and attractive and unfamiliar.




The year dwindled to its final hours, and she didn’t care about whatever memories Henry still kept from her, or that her flight was set to leave in less than twelve hours, or that this may be her last night to see her only friends in the world.




Instead, Lila sipped whiskey and told stories and made people laugh, and Henry held her like she was the most precious thing in the world. She had never felt so alive.




By ten o’clock, Finn was eight beers deep and stumbling drunk. He pushed himself up from the table and shouted, “Holy Jesus, I’ve never had to pee so bad in my life.”




Colt scooted out to let Finn go by. His cheeks were rosy, but he still had his motor planning. “Don’t break the seal, brother,” he said as he sat again. “You’ll piss every fifteen minutes if you do.”




Lila felt blurry but rational. She was Lila gone soft at the edges. She was Lila grinning like an idiot at Finn and Colt, Lila who suddenly found talking about pee enormously funny.




Henry leaned his head down and said in her ear, “You okay, Lila?”




“I’m great. Drunk, but.” She smiled blissfully up at him. “I’m really, really great.”




“Good.” He kissed her nose, and Lila giggled in delight.




Finn grabbed his coat from their pile of jackets and tugged it on. “You know what’s irritating as hell though?” he said suddenly to the table as a whole. He pulled a lone grey glove from his pocket and shook it like it had wronged him personally. “I ordered these brand new nicer’n hell goddamn gloves off the internet, and it took them some, I dunno.” Finn staggered and grabbed onto the edge of the table, making their glasses shudder. “Like two weeks to get here. Two goddamn weeks. And I ain’t even got ’em a full forty-eight hours before one of these little bastards just up and disappeared one day. Right out of my pocket.”




“Great story, Finny.” Sherman held up both his thumbs. His glasses were so smudged they couldn’t possibly be useful anymore.




“You’re goddamn right it’s a great story.” Then Finn slapped the glove on the table, turned, and flounced out the door.




Colt took his spot again and sighed, heavily.




Lila frowned at the glove. “Let me see that.”




“All yours.” Colt tossed it over to her.




Lila stared down at the glove and froze. Panic overcame alcohol, and she bolted upright, suddenly and terribly sober. She rubbed her thumb over the little orange bear on the back of the glove, hoping it wasn’t real, that it would disappear with one clean swipe.




But the bear stayed, and Lila thought of the glove abandoned deep in that empty untouched wood, and she said with a calm she did not feel, “You remember the bears we saw, Henry?”




He smiled, proudly. “Sure do.” Then, to the rest of the table, “See, I took Lila up that trail behind—”




“I’m not done.” Lila squeezed the glove hard in her hands, her mind racing. She let her gaze move slowly around the table. She’d never looked close enough. Never noticed their eyes were all the same inhuman tawny color, not until they were all lined up like this, staring at her in the murky bar light, waiting for her point. “How’d you know the bears would be there?”




“I didn’t. We just got real lucky.”




“Then where were you taking me?”




Henry opened his mouth and shut it. He looked at Matt as if he could find the right thing to say in the older man’s gathered scowl. “Up the mountain. I just happened to find them.”




“What else was up the mountain?”




“What? I don’t know. Trees, I guess. What are you trying to say?”




“I found Finn’s other glove.” Lila knocked the last of her whiskey back, slammed the glass down, and continued, “I found it in the snow a hundred feet away from that clearing.”




Henry stared at her, wordless.




“We’d been walking off-trail for almost an hour before we happened to find those bears, so how did Finn’s glove happen to be lying all the way out there?” She turned on the rest of the table, her insides burning with the acerbic sting of betrayal.




No one said a word.




“Okay,” Lila snapped, “I’ll be direct. If Finn was one bear, which one of you was the other?”




Sherman, Colt, and Matt exchanged unreadable glances. Henry just sat with his face buried in his palms, his elbows on the table, slowly shaking his head back and forth.




“I’m not an idiot.” Lila shoved her hands and that terrible glove between her knees, leaned away from Henry’s once-comforting warmth. “I know about shifters.”




Finally, Matt growled deep in his throat and half-heartedly raised his hand.




“And you knew.” She turned on Sherman and Colt. Her throat was so tight her voice cracked. “Every single one of you knew, and none of you said anything.”




“Lila,” Henry said.




“Don’t. Don’t. Don’t say another word to me.” Lila turned to Colt and muttered, “Can you move, please?”




“Lila, wait, please,” Henry started. “Please.”




Lila didn’t so much as look back at him. “Colt. Move.”




Colt looked warily at Henry and Matt, then eased out of his seat.




Lila pushed off the booth and stormed out the door, the glove still trapped in her fist. The sky was black, but Sitka glowed white-blue from the snow. It was enough to see by.




She blustered down the sidewalk, past Finn coming back from whatever wall he decided to use for a bathroom, and he smiled at her. “You gotta go too?” he joked.




Lila shook her head and tried push past him. Her heart pulsed in her throat. She didn’t know if she was going to sob or scream.




“Wait, where’re you going?”




 She turned and hurled the glove at him.




“What the hell was that for?” Finn cried.




“Your other glove is in my camera bag.” She pressed her lips together in a trembling line. Her eyes ached with a sudden rush of tears. “You dropped it in the forest.” She inhaled hard and spat, “You tell Henry that him and every last one of you can go to hell.”




With that, Lila fled.


Nothing in Sitka was even open this late, except the bar. So Lila went to the only place she knew. She followed the now-familiar path to the harbor, stamping and seething and smearing the wet away from her nose and eyes. The road was pale and empty the whole way there. 




Lila crept down the dock. The boats rocked listlessly in the water like babies in a crib. She stepped soft, afraid of disturbing them.




She climbed up on Henry’s boat and tiptoed down to the boat’s pointed bow, clutching the ropes overhead. There was no more rage in her, no more tears, just a great violent ache throbbing in her skull, her throat, her belly. Under her skin, she was all hollows, and that relentless vibrato he lied he lied he lied resonated through every part of her like a scream in a cavern.




Lila sat, dangling her feet over the edge. It was cold, but not that cold, and the alcohol sloshing in her belly kept her warm enough not to think about it. She looked out at the bay, the water that stretched on forever. She remembered Henry pointing at the horizon and telling her that beyond these pebbly islands and clusters of atavistic pine, there was nothing for miles, just water black and shiny as obsidian, from the gulf to the Bering Sea, all the way to Russia’s barren easternmost coast.




“I don’t know what I was thinking,” she whispered to the water. 




By this time tomorrow, she’d be home again anyway, and real life would pick up its bleak staccato routine, and out in her bustling gleaming city, there were no whales and no dimpled fishermen and no silences. Just Lila. Lila alone.




She was so sick of being alone.




Behind her, the dock groaned. Lila whirled to see Henry, red-cheeked and wild-eyed. He looked, for all his bigness, like a scared and desperate child.




She turned away from him again. Scanned the darkness like she was waiting for something. Behind her, Henry’s boots scraped against the boat’s edge, but he didn’t move, just stood there wordless and breathless behind her, rooted to the stern.




Lila would not turn. If she turned, she would cry, and she decided she was done crying over him. Over anybody.




“Lila.” Henry’s voice split like old wood. Something deep inside her twisted sickly at the sound. 




Lila shook her head. 




“I’m so, so sorry. I just kept waiting to tell you, because I didn’t want to do it wrong, but I never wanted it to be this way. I never wanted you to find out like this.” Henry made a sniffling sound, muttered a curse like a prayer. “I just need you to listen to me, Lila. Please. Just five minutes.”




Lila turned to glare at him. She looked Henry up and down, trying to find something else to resent him for, looking for soft spots to drive in words like knives. But his eyes were so red and so wet. He looked just as scared as she felt. 




She wanted so badly to hate him. She wanted it to be that easy.




“Five minutes,” he repeated, “and if you’re not convinced, I’ll go rent you a hotel room right now and bring your things to the front desk in the morning. You’ll never have to see me again.”




She stood and clung to the rigging overhead. “Three minutes.”




Henry nodded fast. He sank down on the bench and gripped the tiller with one hand. Lila wasn’t sure if it was for instinct or comfort.




“I want to tell you something nobody knows,” he said. “Not even Matt.”




Lila examined the toes of her boots, feigning disinterest.




“My dad raised me. It was just me and him until I finished up high school, and then it was just me. I told everyone here that I don’t remember my mom and she died in a car accident when I was really little.




“But, um.” Henry wiped at the corners of his eyes. “My mom’s alive.” He held the tiller so tightly Lila could see every tendon in his hand rise like tributaries. “I remember her. I remember everything about her. She and my dad met on Kodiak Island, just a little ways out there.” He pointed toward the water and paused. Breathed in shakily.




His eyes were far away from her. From everything. “So the first time I changed, I was two years old. My dad told me we were in a grocery store, and I was just this toddler throwing a fit over something stupid, and then all of a sudden there wasn’t me anymore, just this little bear cub.” He squared his hands around some invisible shape only he could see. “But I’m still me, when I’m like that. My brain’s still there, you know? That doesn’t change.”




Lila watched him, unsure of what to say.




“That was the first time my parents moved because of me. Shifters didn’t even get full citizenship until I was ten years old. 1995. So every time I shifted in public, we’d get evicted, or I’d get kicked out of preschool, or word would get out at my parents’ jobs, and then we’d have to find somewhere else to go. That’s just how it was back then. I think we lived in ten different cities before I was six years old.




“My mom left when I was seven, I think. Maybe six. She said she couldn’t handle me anymore. Couldn’t handle all the moving and everything, I guess. She left after she picked me up from school. I remember because she was crying, and I’d never seen my own mother cry before, and she was throwing all her shit in bags and apologizing like crazy. I helped her carry some of her stuff to the car, then she sat me down on the couch and told me to stay here and watch movies until my dad got home from work. And then she was just gone.”




Lila’s stare softened. “Just like that?”




Henry snapped. “Poof,” he said, his smile small and blank. “We all have stories like that. Me and the guys. When we moved up here a couple of years ago, we decided we wouldn’t tell anyone. We wouldn’t give another town a reason to kick us out.”




“That’s not legal anymore.”




“Lots of things aren’t legal, but people like me scare people like you. Out here, that means more than any law.”




“You don’t scare me,” Lila said, softly. She eased closer to the center of the boat, closing the space between them. “I read you guys can be all different kinds of bears, right?”




“Not just bears. But, yeah.” Henry looked at her like he was afraid to move. As though he’d shatter the moment like porcelain. “I could show you, if you wanted.”




Lila’s chest tightened. “Show me?”




“What it’s like when I’m the other guy.” He patted his chest like the bear could claw its way out any minute. “You know. When I shift.”




“Why?”




“Because I want to make things right. Because you’re stunning and brilliant and no one in the world is like you, and I’d hate myself every day of my life if I lost you over something like this.”




Lila rubbed the wet away from her eyes. “I haven’t decided if I forgive you.”




“You don’t have to. You don’t owe me anything. Just let me show you.”




Lila, her chest full and heavy and uncertain, nodded.


For once, Henry’s house was empty.




Lila sat on the front steps, bundled up, holding a cup of tea just for the warmth of it. She jiggled her knees, nervously. Henry had disappeared behind the house a few minutes earlier in nothing but a T-shirt, sweats, and his ratty house slippers. 




She sipped her tea slowly. She imagined Henry shirking his clothes and standing there in the midnight cold, goose bumped and trembling, willing his human self away. She wondered if swapping one skin for another hurt.




Then she heard it. Heard the heavy shuffling footfalls, the snuffling muzzle, the little growls and grunts of Henry the bear muttering to himself as he rounded the corner of the house.




Lila’s spine stiffened. An innate, primordial voice deep in her own skull urged her to run run run. She took a deep breath, set her tea down on the porch, and stood.




Even on all fours, the top of the bear’s head reached the top of her sternum. He made human-Henry look so small. In the porch light, Henry watched her with those same amber eyes, but his head was enormous and full of teeth, his ears round and alert. He was huge and lumbering, but his thick and unkempt winter coat made him look lovably absurd, like a teddy bear made real.




Lila stepped toward him. “Henry?” she whispered, feeling foolish.




The bear bobbed its head up and down and pranced in a little circle, as if Henry were proving his self-control.




She smiled, fascinated despite herself. She came right up to Henry, so close that his muzzle was up against her chest, his breath warm and hot against her jacket. With both hands, she cupped the thick and unexpectedly soft fur on either side of his neck, brushed along the velvet edges of his ears.




“You’re marvelous,” she murmured.




Henry leaned his head into her, gently, and Lila closed her arms around him, twined her fingers into the thick coat of his chest. He smelled damp and foreign. Like a wild thing.




She kissed the spot just above his eye and whispered into his fur, “I wouldn’t know how to tell me either.”




Then Lila pulled away, staggering a little, feeling surreal and bewildered and amazed. She looked at the bear—who wasn’t just a bear, who was Henry, who helped her and listened to her and held her when she needed it and gave her space when she didn’t, Henry Henry Henry—and said, “Let’s get inside, okay? Let’s get inside.”




Lila waited for him in the entryway, pacing, chewing at her cuticles. There were a dozen pairs of shoes stacked haphazardly against the wall, some tennis shoes, but mostly huge rubber boots that made the whole room smell faintly fishy.




A few minutes later, Henry opened the door, shivering and sheepish. “You forgot this,” he said, holding up the tea cup.




“I don’t care about tea,” Lila murmured. She rose onto her tiptoes, put her hands on the back of Henry’s head, and pulled him down to kiss her. 




Henry pulled away only to smile, set the tea down on the floor, and tell her, “Me neither.”




They kissed and they kept kissing, all the way from the entryway to the living room couch, up the stairs, down the hall, along the wall, until at last they got to the door of Henry’s room, and he held her pressed up against him, fumbled with the doorknob, and lifted her up like she was nothing but light and air. Lila wrapped both her legs around him, circled her arms around his neck, and buried her face into his shoulder.




Henry shut the door and leaned against it, his forearms cupped under Lila’s ass, his breath coming fast and needy. She wanted both his hands on her. She wanted to know every inch of him.




“I forgive you,” she whispered into his skin.




He nipped her ear, kissed the sweet spot where her lobe met her jaw. “I like you.”




“I like you too.”




Then Henry pushed off the door, brought her to the bed, and dropped her squealing on the mattress. He looked at the bedside clock. “We have twenty minutes left in this year, Lila Ellis. What do you want to do with it?”




Lila looked up at him, at his gorgeous flushed cheeks, at the bulge of his pants, the clean line of his belly. “I want you. I want all of you.”




“Oh. Oh.” He opened the bedside drawer and pawed around until he found a little accordion sheet of condoms packaged in silver foil. “I have some of these, if that’s what you mean.”




A thrill shot through Lila’s lower belly. She put her hands in her lap, as though Henry could see her through her jeans. “I’m kind of hairy. It’s gross.”




Henry dipped down the band of his boxers to show her the tuft of curly black hair nestled between his hipbones. “Me too.” He pinched at the barely noticeable paunch of his belly. “And I get fucking fat in the winter. It’s all that hibernating I do.”




Heat gathered deep in her pelvis at the sight of his exposed belly.




“You’re not fat.” 




Lila sat up, grabbed the collar of his shirt, and pulled him onto her.




“I’ll crush you,” Henry whispered, and she murmured back, “No, you won’t,” and he settled over her and covered her mouth with his, kissing her like the world itself was ending in twenty minutes. He slid his hand under her head, grabbed her hair at the root, and pushed her even closer to him, his hot delicious tongue exploring the inside of her lips and the edges of her teeth. 




Lila ground her pelvis against his thigh, whimpered into his mouth, tugged the back of his shirt up. She pulled away just long enough to tell him, “Take your shirt off.”




“You first,” he returned, and he sat up, the thick curve of his cock pressing between her thighs. She moaned at the feel of it, her hips rising to rub the aching bead of her clit against him. He growled at the back of his throat, and he wrestled her shirt off and then his own, reached under her to unclip her plain gray bra.




Her tits fit perfectly in the bowl of his hand, and he kneaded them between his fingers, brought his head down to her nipples. He licked one, tentatively. “Is that okay?”




Lila nodded, grabbed a handful of his soft dark hair, and pushed his head back down. Her other hand under the waistband of his sweats, into that incredible electric heat. She rubbed her palm against the smooth head of his cock, slick with pre-cum. He moaned against her breast, made her damp slit even wetter.




“Condom,” she gasped, undoing her pants. “I need you. I need you.”




Henry’s rough enormous hands reached under her, gently pulled her jeans over her hips, down her thighs, onto the floor. He grabbed her ass in both hands and massaged her cheeks, pulled them apart and pushed them together, murmuring, “God, Lila. God. You’re tremendous.”




Lila nodded. “Please fuck me,” she whispered.




“Okay,” he whispered back.




In the dark of the room, Henry dropped his sweats and slipped on the condom. Lila eased out of her underwear, and Henry dipped his finger into her wetness, growled something needy and incoherent, pushed his finger deeper into her opening.




Lila heard herself gasp. She couldn’t think, could barely keep her eyes open. Henry’s finger moved inside her, and she pushed herself down on his hand, drawing him in deeper, until the pad of his finger brushed that sweet spot deep in her cunt, and Lila moaned, reached for Henry and his impossibly hard member.




He climbed on top of her and ran the tip of his cock up and down the length of her soaking swollen lips until Lila pushed her hips up again and again to meet him, whimpering and delirious with need.




And then he pushed his thickness into her, and she spread for him like he’d been made for her. She clutched at his hair, his neck, his back. Her hips collided hard with his. Henry drove into her over and over, inexhaustible, his dick hitting her in her deepest, most sensitive parts. 




Her orgasm built up inside her like a storm, her own wetness running down her thighs and ass. She felt him pulse inside her, heard his gasps turn into sublime moans, and suddenly Henry sat up, still firmly inside her, lifted her by her hips, and pounded into her hard and fast, deeper than he’d ever been, deeper than anyone had ever been, some place of profound heat that sent her orgasm thundering from her belly all the way down to her clit, to her tingling pussy lips, and further still, down to the very soles of her feet.




Lila came with a cry of astonishment, and moments later, Henry burst inside her, his fingers digging into the soft flesh of her thighs, his cheeks flushed and his eyes closed.




He withdrew and paused for a second, holding his emptied balls, staring at her nakedness in disbelief. 




“What?” she said, shyly.




“You’re tremendous, Lila Ellis.” Henry stood on shaking legs, blinked like a man seeing the world for the first time, and wandered into the bathroom to clean himself up.




Lila stared at the ceiling, her eyes glassy, her head and her pussy pulsing with the eternal thrum of her heart. She didn’t know she could finish like that. She never could before.




But then, she’d never been with anyone like Henry before.




She tilted her head to look at the clock. It was a little after midnight on the first day of a brand new year.




The bathroom door squeaked open, and Henry climbed back under the covers. He drew Lila’s naked body to his and kissed the back of her neck. His stubble made her shiver.




Lila tilted her head to look at him. His soft-lidded, perfectly content smile made her whole being feel lighter. “Happy new year,” she told him. And then she kissed him, gentle and sweet as she could.




“You better come back for the next one.” He held her tighter, and Lila ran her hands up and down his forearms, trying to remember the shape of them.




“Or sooner.”




“Or sooner,” he agreed.




They held each other all night and watched the window, waiting for dawn.
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“Beth, listen to me. You've done all you can. It isn't safe for you anymore. Take a few days off, lay low, and you can come back to work when all of this blows over. It will blow over, I promise. Beth, listen to Cheryl and I. Your life depends on it.”




“Beth! Are you listening to me? Beth!”




Beth Anthem shook herself back to reality. Whatever her boss, Jeff Kastner, had just told her had went in one ear and out of the other. If Cheryl hadn't gotten in her face and yelled her name, she didn't know if she would ever have come out of her trance.




“What? I heard you,” Beth replied, though in truth she hadn't. “We're going to lose the case. I got it. We lose cases all of the time. I did the best I could.”




“Did you listen to a word I said?” Kastner asked, getting out of his chair and leaning on the desk in front of Beth and Cheryl. His office was small, much smaller than you would have expected from the founder of Kastner and Kastner Law Firm. The walls were lined with musty old books on law and who knows what else. The room would have been oppressive if not for the large window taking up the whole back wall. Sunlight streamed in, but Beth noticed that storm clouds were slowly blowing in. She wondered if it was an omen of what was to come.




“Beth,” Cheryl said, all traces of joking gone. “This is serious. The drug charges might stick to Hudson. The murder charges won't. And when he's free, he's going to come after the only person who has gotten in his way. That's you. He's coming after you.”




“You don't know that,” Beth stated. In her heart, though, she did. Charles Hudson was one of the most dangerous men in America. The amount of times he'd been in and out of court was almost laughable. He was never charged with any serious crimes.




“We do, Beth,” Kastner said, grabbing her hands gently. His old hands were surprisingly soft for his age. “We all knew the risks involved in taking this case. Every prosecuting attorney who has ever opposed him in the court room has wound up disappearing. It's time that you disappeared, too. Before he finds you and does it himself.”




Beth looked into his face, then glanced at Cheryl. Studying their faces, Beth watched as they cycled between fear, concern, and back to fear again. This is real, she thought.




“Okay,” Beth agreed. Kastner and Cheryl both visibly relaxed. “I'll head back home for a few weeks. Nothing longer than that. You know I can't afford to miss too much work. Plus, what would I do without you two in my life?”




Her levity was appreciated, but it did little to ease the tension in the room. Behind Kastner's bent frame, the storm was really rolling it. It was going to be a long, miserably wet drive all of the way back home. Beth almost let out a shudder. Home. The thought shook her up almost as much as Hudson's threat had.




“Don't worry about that. I'll make sure you still get paid, no matter how long it takes. You're like family, Beth. I don't know what I would do without your help around here,” Kastner said, slowly getting up and embracing Beth in a hug. Beth moved to her friend.




“I'll stay in touch,” Cheryl whispered, clutching her. Tears formed at her eyes. She's more worried about me than I am, Beth thought. Should I be taking this more seriously?




Beth grabbed her purse and started to leave Kastner's office. As her hand touched the door knob, she heard Kastner behind her say, “We'll figure out some way to help you, Beth. Don't worry.”




“No one ever told me that being a lawyer would be so exciting,” Beth said, flashing her best smile, and was out the door. The door slammed, leaving the other two lawyers sitting in silence as thunder rumbled through the sky.


“Shit, shit, shit!” Beth sprinted across the parking lot, finding herself soaked by the pouring rain within seconds. The storm had blown in faster than she had expected. Thunder shook the ground and lightning lit the sky, but she hardly noticed. Her eyes had found a rough looking truck parked directly across from her car. The truck's windshield wipers were on full blast and his lights were on. She couldn't make out who was inside, but it looked like a large man. Almost as if he's waiting on something, she thought. Or someone.




She only faltered for a half a step before regaining her composure, making it to her car in near record time. She tossed her purse into the passenger seat and turned the car on. It purred to life, comfort returning to her. She spent long hours in her car, driving to different court rooms, clients, and everywhere in between. Her car was a bastion of safety. Somewhere she was in complete control. Still, her hands were shaking.




A cup of old coffee sat in the center console. She reached down, taking a big swig of the cold liquid. Gah! She almost spit it up but managed to gulp it down. Beth placed her hands on the wheel to stop her shaking. She was going to take a few days off work, hide out from that terrible man, and stay safe. She buckled up, turned on the lights and windshield wipers, and slowly pulled out of the parking lot.




She kept an eye on her rear-view mirror. The truck stayed put at first, but as she watched, it slowly pulled out of the parking lot and turned onto the road behind her. She took the next right, hoping to lose him in the flow of traffic. Halfway down the next block, she saw the battered truck tailing her.




“Who are you? Why are you following me?” she muttered under her breath, eyes nervously checking his progress. She thought she could ditch him once she got out of the city. The interstate wasn't the only way back home and she intended to take every little back road she could think of. She pressed her foot on the gas a bit more and tried to leave him in her rear-view mirror.


By the time Beth pulled up into the driveway of her old house, she hadn't seen the truck for well over four hours. As she had suspected, once she left the city and turned down a few lesser known highways, she had lost him. She had perhaps driven a bit too fast for what could be considered safe, especially in the rainstorm, but it had worked.




The lights were off, of course. She could see the mailbox, stuffed to the brim with soggy mail, hanging half off its hinges by the front door. The lawn was a bit unkempt and a couple of tree branches had fallen in the storm, but everything else looked to be in good order. Still, she didn't turn off the car and head in immediately. Instead, she sat in silence, radio off, listening to the rain drops ping off the roof of the car. I haven't been home since Dad passed away, she thought. It was true. Her father had been dead for nearly a year now. She'd meant to sell the house, more to get rid of the memories than to make any money. She steeled herself. Thinking wasn't going to get her anywhere.




Beth opened the door, sprinting out into the rain. It wasn't as bad as it had been in the city, but it was still coming down pretty good. She fumbled with her keys, unsure of which one opened the house. It took her a few failed tries before she found the correct one, throwing herself past the ruined mail and into the darkness of her old house.




She reached up, hand immediately finding the light switch to the foyer. Light immediately flooded the room, a sharp contrast to the darkness outside. She dried her feet on the door mat before kicking off her wet boots, something her father had always insisted on. She looked up the staircase, covered in perfectly white carpet. She still remembered the time when she'd came in after playing in a puddle of mud, running straight up those stairs. Her father had nearly lost his mind.




Beth walked slowly through her home. She had hired a housekeeper to come in once a week and keep the place tidied up. On her way here, she'd called her and told her that she wouldn't need her for the next few weeks. On the phone, the housekeeper had been hysterical until Beth had assured her she would still get paid. After that, the housekeeper was ecstatic. I wonder why, Beth thought.




Everything was almost exactly how she remembered it. Familiar pictures still hung on the wall. The old bird feeder still hung from a branch in the back yard. Her dad's old record player sat silently, one of his favorite records still inside of it. She considered turning it on, but moved on instead. After she had done a tour of the house, Beth realized she was still soaked to the bone. She knew that she should still have some old clothes up in her room and headed for the stairs, making sure the doors and windows were locked tight.




Beth slowly went up the stairs to her room, taking her time to soak in all of the memories. She found some old, worn clothes in her dresser, grabbed a towel, and headed for the shower. She was in no rush and stayed under the hot spray until she was pruned and the hot water started to run out. Clean, she grabbed her towel and headed into her room. She wondered why she never had come back before this. Despite everything that she'd went through with her father passing, the memories were still good. Warm. Comforting.




She grabbed an extra towel, wrapping her hair up in it and wrapping the other around her body. She headed downstairs. Rain was still falling, but it had none of the fury from before. A sudden feeling struck her and Beth moved to the old record player, placing the needle on the record and turning it on. The record scratched, caught in the groove, and music flooded the air. The song had never been her favorite, but her father loved it, so it was enough.




Her worries washed away as the song picked up. With a twirl on the hardwood floor, Beth was dancing. She'd always wanted to be a dancer, until she had wanted to be a lawyer. She swung her head, the towel flying off and her hair flowing out into the air. She took a couple of steps forward, loving the freedom. Another spin and her towel was on the ground, but she hardly noticed. She was lost in the thrall of the music. She ran her hands over her body, from her hips, to her breasts, then up into the air at the sky. She sang along with the beat, eyes closed, and let the music move her.




The record scratched and the song cut off, immediately killing her groove. She turned the record player off, then moved to grab her towel, and froze. Someone was at the window! Thoughts flashed through her mind within a split second: How long has he been there? Did he see me naked? Dancing naked?! Of course he saw. Oh my God!




Face burning red, Beth yelped and tried to cover herself as best she could as she reached for a towel. She moved forward, bending down to grab it – and slipped on the other towel. With another yelp, this one in alarm instead of embarrassment, Beth went down. In slow motion, she watched the man outside recoil from the fall she was having. His eyes went wide – eyes of a deep, golden hue? – and Beth's head struck the edge of the old coffee table, and everything went black.


With a jump, Beth awoke. Her head throbbed. In a few seconds, she realized she was in her bed, underneath her covers. And she was naked! She laid in silence for a couple of moments, trying to work out how she had got from the living room up to her room without remembering. The last thing she remembered was the record skipping, going to fix it, and… The man at the window!




Her heart started thumping in her chest. She tried listening for him over the sound of her heart. A thought formed in her mind. What if he brought me up here? She gave a nervous laugh. She had locked the door, including the deadbolt. No one was coming through that door.




She slowly got up, testing her body. Everything felt fine except for her head. She went to the bathroom, pulling on her clothes as fast as she could manage. When she was dressed, she moved in front of the mirror to look at her head. There was a bandage over where she had hit the coffee table. I don't remember doing that, she thought.




At that moment, she heard footsteps coming up the staircase. He was inside! She looked around for anything to use as a weapon. Beth settled on one of her old razor blades. If she aimed for the throat, maybe…




She rushed out of the bathroom with a battle cry, holding her hand up high, aiming for the man's neck. He came around the corner, eyes wide again, and yelled in alarm. In a flurry of movement, Beth swung. The man moved backwards, his feet catching on the carpet, and he went down. His massive body hit the wall, leaving an impression of where he had initially impacted. He slowly slid down, plaster falling into his thick mane of hair.




“You broke into the wrong house, pervert!” Beth screamed. She froze for a split second, then leapt into action again. She was on him instantly, the razor arcing out towards him. With speed that she would never have expected from a man his size, he grabbed her wrist. His grip was firm, yet surprisingly gentle. Beth swung with her other hand, striking him hard in the side of the face. He grimaced and grabbed her other hand.




“I'm not here to hurt you,” was all he said. His voice was rough, like rocks along the bottom of a stream bed. Beth went limp for a second, then started thrashing around, trying to break free. “I'm not here to hurt you! I'll let you go when you stop trying to hurt me!”




She protested for a few seconds before realizing she was getting nowhere. Accepting defeat, Beth nodded. He carefully released her wrists but kept his arms up in the event that she lashed out again. I need to get off of his lap, Beth thought, slowly getting up and tossing the razor blade away. The man got up, trying not to damage the wall even further.




“Sorry about your wall,” he muttered sheepishly, shaking the plaster out of his hair.




“Who the hell are you?” Beth bit off.




“I can fix it.”




“Fix it, pay for it. I don't care. It gets fixed,” Beth responded. She watched as he nodded at her and she took a few seconds to drink him in. He was taller than her. Broad shouldered and built of muscle. He had long, dark hair that was tied back behind his head. Those golden eyes caught her attention again. They were framed by a ruggedly handsome face. His arms were thick and covered in dark hair and ended in massive hands. She found herself wondering what it would be like if they went back to her bedroom – stop! She cut that line of thought off, taking in his clothing. He was still damp, wearing a black jacket, blue jeans, and muddy work boots. Muddy boots?




She looked down the hallway, seeing muddy boot prints all along the carpet. “What did you do?!” she asked again, nearly screaming it this time. She ran down the hallway, looking at all of the mud he had tracked in. The stairs were almost black. “What the hell is going on?”




“Sorry,” he said.




“Sorry? That's all you have to say?”




“I'm sorry about your door, too.”




Beth looked at the door. The frame was shattered, the glass on the door broken out, and the door itself was hanging on only one hinge. She collapsed onto the stairs, putting her hands in her face. “It just keeps getting worse and worse. You going to burn the house down, too?”




“I only came in because I thought you might have been seriously hurt,” the man rumbled, sitting down beside her. “I'm Clive, by the way. Clive Ash.”




“I wish I could say it was a pleasure to meet you, Clive,” Beth replied. “But it's not. You've destroyed my house, scared me half to death, and I still don't know why you're here.”




“I've been sent to keep you safe. I’m with Big Paw Security. Your boss, Mr. Kastner, reached out to us. I've been sent to keep you safe. I've met Charles Hudson a few times. He's not someone you want to cross. As a matter of fact, it's only a matter of time before he finds out where your family home is. He's already raided your apartment. You're lucky you weren't there. Let me help you.”




Beth still didn't know if she should trust him, but what choice did she have? She nodded weakly. She was in danger, whether she wanted to truly admit it or not.




“Thanks,” she said, a little grudgingly. “I'm Beth.”




“I know. It's a pleasure to meet you, Beth.”




“We'll see about that.”

Beth went down to the kitchen, avoiding eye contact with the ruined carpet and shattered door. She fixed herself a cup of coffee as Clive went outside to get a few tools to fix the door as best as he could. He told her that after the place was barred up, they would head out to a place where she could be kept safe. He wouldn't give details, and Beth decided not to push the issue. With everything going on, she just needed some caffeine to calm her nerves. After one sip, she gagged at the taste and tossed the cup into the sink.




The kitchen was quiet except for the occasional sound of a drill, hammering, and the occasional curse. A sudden thought occurred to her. With the wall, carpet, and breaking and entering on her mind she hadn't even considered that she had been naked. Dancing and naked. In front of him. If Hudson didn't kill her, she was sure she would die of the embarrassment. How long had he been watching? He saw everything. Everything.




She went out into the foyer to watch Clive work. She didn't say anything at first, instead content to watch his powerful body swing the hammer, lift the door, or tape up a trash bag over the broken window. She didn't understand anything he was doing, but she understood watching an attractive man work, getting all sweaty in the process. After a couple of minutes, he turned around and noticed her.




“Hey, didn't see you there. How long you been watching?”




“I could ask you the same question about earlier,” she said. Despite the glare she was shooting him, she didn't really feel the anger that she was trying to convey. Best not to tell him that, though.




To his credit, Clive looked ashamed. “I tried not to look. I wasn't there the whole time.”




“And what about when you picked me up off the floor and took me into my room?”




“Uh,” was all he managed.




“Uh? What's that mean, uh?”




“Uh, I didn't stare. I was more worried about if you were alright or not.”




“Uh huh. It's not proper to look at a woman like that without her permission.”




“I know,” Clive said, turning back to his work. Despite his size and appearance, he had a softer side that Beth never would have expected.




Deciding to drop the subject, for the sake of both of them, she asked, “How did you get in the front door, anyway? No one should have been able to break in. That's what my dad always told me. Said it was impossible.”




“It’s just a door,” Clive said and paused. “I'm strong. Anyways, the door is the best it's going to get. It'll hold up against the wind and rain well enough. Won't hold up against the guys Hudson sends to find you, but nothing will. It's time that we got out of here.”




Beth grabbed a coat and slipped on a pair of her old shoes. On the way out, she grabbed her purse. Clive held the door open for her and she walked out into the light mist. The sun would be going down soon. Darkness was already creeping in. She heard the door close and lock behind her. Clive walked down the steps, holding out the keys to her. She took them gratefully.




Maybe this isn't going to be so bad, she thought. Maybe… The thought died when she turned the corner to her house, seeing the same, old battered truck that had been following her all day parked behind her car. She stopped in her tracks. Clive kept moving towards his truck, only stopping and looking back when he got to it and realized she wasn't behind him.




“It was you,” Beth breathed. She held the keys in her hand, but she knew she would never be able to get to her car before he stopped her. She could run, but she knew she couldn't get away from Clive.




“I told you. I was sent to help you,” he said, coming towards Beth. She shied a couple of steps back from him. “Beth. Please. Listen to me.”




At that instant, headlights pierced the gloom and two black cars roared down the street. As they reached her house, Beth watched as one whipped into the driveway and the other tore through the yard. Chunks of mud and grass spit out behind the tires. They stopped quickly and the doors opened.




“Run!” Clive roared, striding forward and ripping his shirt over his head. Beth caught a glance at his heavily muscled back and chest as he turned towards her, still walking forward. “Run! I'll catch up with you! Get into the woods!”




Beth still stood frozen, but that stopped when she saw that a couple of the men getting out of the cars had guns. She sprinted off, running through the soggy mud, around the side of her house. There was a small gathering of trees around 100 yards behind the house. They were dense, but could hardly be called a forest. She hadn't been in them for nearly 20 years, but she knew them by heart. She could lose them in the woods.




She flinched as a loud crack split the air. She turned around and watched as Clive doubled over in pain, slowing down but still moving towards the men. Oh my God, he's going to die! The thought flashed through her mind but was immediately overwritten by what she saw next. She wasn't sure exactly what happened, or even how to describe it, but as she watched, Clive started to transform.




His yells of pain transformed into ear piercing roars, almost louder than the repetitive crack of gunfire. His hair lengthened, his body expanded, and soon he was on his hands and knees rushing forward. In only the span of a few seconds, a bear stood in place of Clive. As he closed in on the nearest man, Beth turned around and ran even faster. Two men sprinted after her. She had dropped her purse without even realizing it.




She covered the distance to the woods in record time, diving through the wet foliage without hesitation. She thought she heard the men enter the woods behind her, so she dodged left around an old fallen tree. She leapt the dry river bed that was covered by leaves, hoping the men would fall into it. A couple of seconds later, she heard the distinctive crack of bone and screams of pain. She never slowed down.




She went up over a ridge of rock, then down the other side, scrambling down the rocky expanse. There was an old cave up ahead on the other side of the river, covered by an old, rotting tree. The tree covered the entrance perfectly and Beth knew that if she could just get there she would never be found. She slid down the embankment into the river, splashing through the shallow end but staying away from the deep bottom. When she reached the fallen tree, she dove into the icy water, swiftly swimming to the other side and pulling herself under the rotten tree.




Then she was in the cave. Old leaves, limbs, and foliage filled the bottom, but she pushed it towards the mouth of the cave, giving herself more camouflage. Cold and starting to shiver, she hardly noticed. The only thing she paid any attention to was the sound of the other man splashing through the water. She held her breath as his footsteps came closer and he lifted himself onto the log. If she wanted to, she could reach out and touch his legs. After a few moments, she heard him yell, “Shit!” and he moved on down the river.




She peeled off her wet clothes, laying them out in the back of the cave. She pulled the dirty debris onto her shivering body, knowing that it wasn't enough to keep her warm but having no other option. She wrung out her hair, trying to get as dry as possible. She wondered when it would be safe to go back outside.




And what about Clive? Of course, she knew Shifters existed. Who didn't? But she'd never met one before. They kept mostly to themselves, something she'd always been thankful for until today. Who wanted to know a wolf man? Or a guy who could turn into a bear? What good did it ever do anyone?




It turns out, in Beth's case, he had saved her life. If Clive hadn't sacrificed himself to let her get away, she didn't think she would still be alive. In fact, she knew it. Clive had given his life to protect hers. If she didn't get out of this cave and indoors, though, it wouldn't matter. Despite everything he'd done for her, she would still die.




A pang of guilt went through her. She felt bad about running while he had protected her. But that wasn't what was really on her mind. She felt guilty about how she had treated him. All she had done was yell at him for trying to protect her. Shifter or not, he only had good intentions and she'd treated him like dirt. And now she could never tell him she was sorry. Never ask for forgiveness. He was gone. Beth laid down in the leaves, curling up into the fetal position, and started to cry.


It was dark when she was jerked awake by the sound of leaves crunching. Beth strained to hear and after a few seconds she was certain that someone was coming towards her. She put her hands to her mouth, trying to silence her breathing. The footsteps stopped just outside of the cave, on the other side of the fallen log. Snorts and sniffs split the silence.




Beth scooted deeper into the shallow cave, trying not to crunch any of the leaves under her naked body. She winced as they crinkled. Immediately, whoever – or whatever – was outside of the cave was climbing over the log and crawling to get in. A darker shape blocked out the entrance to the cave, forcing its way inside. It was large and barely fit inside.




She let out a scream, no longer trying to be quiet. Whatever it was roared in surprise. Bear! The thought flashed through Beth's mind, but in her terror, she didn't put two and two together until the creature in front of her started to shift. She watched as the bear shrunk and hair receded until only a bulky, extremely naked man was standing in front of her.




“Beth?” the man whispered. He took two slow steps forward, bringing him just close enough for Beth to make out his face. She was on him before he could react, throwing her arms tightly around him, tears streaming down her face that she buried in his chest. Clive wrapped his large arms around her, pulling her close to his warm body. She hadn't realized it, but she was ice cold and shivering uncontrollably.




“Clive,” she said into his chest. “I thought you were dead. I saw them shoot you.”




“I told you earlier that I'm strong. It was nothing. I'm glad you're okay. When I saw a couple of the men run after you into the woods, I feared the worst.”




Beth looked up into his eyes. They were deep gold, even in the darkness of the cave. Without answering him, she pressed her lips against his. For a split second, Clive's lips didn't move. Then, they were working against her lips, deep and slow. He kissed her more gently than she would have expected from a man his size. 




She broke the kiss slowly, reluctantly, and said, “I'm sorry. I shouldn't have done that.”




He pressed his lips on hers again, harder and faster than before. She gave in to him, feeling his hands pulling her body close, keeping her warm. Oh my God, she thought. We're both naked! She didn't know how long they embraced for, but slowly, Beth pulled away.




“I was so worried for you, Beth,” Clive breathed. She could feel his warmth pressing against her naked body. That's not the only thing pressing against me! Beth thought, but she pushed the thought away. There were more serious matters right now.




“What are we going to do?” she asked.




“We're going to hang tight here for the rest of the night. Hudson's men are still watching your house, but they won't come out here during the night. In the morning, we'll head out the back of the woods. From there, we'll find a phone and I'll call some guys I know. They'll come pick us up, and if we're lucky, they'll have found Hudson. Then we'll end this.”




“End this?” Beth thought, dark thoughts forming in her mind. When she'd agreed to take this case, she never would have thought this is how it would play out. The case should have been a slam dunk. Hudson should be behind bars. And now, she was out in the woods, freezing, and fighting for her life.




Clive nodded solemnly. “It's the only way this can ever be over. You need to get some rest.”




“We're going to freeze out here, Clive,” Beth said, feeling her still wet clothes. They would offer no warmth. The leaves on the floor helped insulate her from the rock, but it wouldn't be enough to survive the night.




“I'll shift,” Clive stated. Seeing the look on Beth's face, he quickly added, “I can control myself. It's the only way we won't freeze to death in the night. I'll keep you warm. I'll keep you safe.”




Beth took a few steps back from Clive and watched him shift into his bear form. This time, she was calm and watched with interest. It was a truly wonderful sight. Clive dropped to all fours, barely fitting inside of the cave. He pulled Beth's wet clothes towards him, then laid on top of them on his side. Beth dropped down beside him, hesitating for just one second before pushing herself as close to him as she could get. Clive's warm fur enveloped her. Within minutes, she found she was actually hot. It was a pleasant change from nearly freezing to death minutes before.




“Goodnight, Clive.”




Clive made a low noise. Beth assumed that was his goodnight. She closed her eyes and weariness washed over her. Somehow, before she even knew it, she was fast asleep.


Beth awoke slowly in the morning. Warm sunlight was streaming in through the cave. Slowly, she got up and stretched. Sometime during the night, Clive had shifted back into his human form, but she'd hardly noticed. Together, they had stayed plenty warm enough.




Clive sat up, slowly rubbing his eyes. He glanced over at Beth, his eyes following every curve of her body. She raised an eyebrow to him, twirled a finger, and watched as he turned away. He held out her dry clothes with one arm.




Beth took them from him, grimacing at the grimy, stiff feeling. They were dirty, but at least they were dry. That's the important thing, Beth thought. She pulled them on, pleased to find that even her shoes were only a little damp. The back edge of the woods wasn't too far, so she decided she could deal with it. From there, Beth figured they could get to one of the little gas stations and call for help.




“How did you sleep?” Clive asked, still staring at the back wall. Beth thought about telling him he could turn around, but decided against it.




With a smirk, she responded, “Great. You?”




“Haven't slept that good in a long time,” he said. Silence pervaded the cave and Beth tried to hold back laughter. She watched as Clive fidgeted, getting impatient. She watched as he turned just a bit, getting a view of her out of the corner of his eye. When he saw she was already dressed, he turned around. Beth burst out laughing.




“I didn't think you..would ever...turn around!” she managed to say, through her laughter.




“You were supposed to tell me when you were dressed! That's how it works!” he said, but then he was laughing, too. Together, they laughed, trying to push the tension back. Beth found herself leaning in close to Clive, like last night. She glanced down, gasping at what she saw. I didn't know he packed a weapon, she thought.




Clive cut through her stream of thoughts with, “I'm going to Shift. It'll be easier to smell anyone out here that way. And I'll be able to protect you better. Once we get to the edge of the woods, we'll find a good place to get to a phone. Then you'll go in and call the number I give you. Once they're on their way, you come back to the edge of the woods where I'll be waiting.”




“Okay, that sounds good. There's an old gas station up on the highway. We can head there.”




Clive leaned down, kissing Beth gently on the lips. It was a short kiss. She found herself smiling as he walked outside, shifting into his bear form. He glanced back, his dark coat sleek in the weak sunlight. Together, they headed off.




Clive took the lead immediately, his nose alternating between the ground and the air. He moved fast, scouting the area, but he always let Beth catch up and made sure she was close. They made good time through the woods. Beth knew them like the back of her hand, but she wasn't sure if she could navigate them better than Clive was. There was something about him – something primal, beastly – that let him move through the woods like he was born in them. Maybe he was, she thought. I don't know anything about this man but I'm falling for him. Despite everything. And I know I can't.




They hit the road after only an hour in the woods. Clive had lead them to directly across from the old gas station. It was in disrepair, but still functional. She remembered the old man who ran it and knew that he was too stubborn to sell out to the bigger corporations. It would probably still be there long after she was gone.




Clive shifted back, telling her the number and then laying low in the ditch. Beth smiled and moved across the road as fast as possible. She didn't want anyone to see her if she could help it. She reached the door and stole a quick glance back to where Clive lay naked, but she couldn't see him.




Inside, it didn't take long to find a payphone. Beth couldn't remember the last time she'd actually used a payphone. She wished she hadn't lost her cell. In fact, she couldn't even remember where it was. Probably in her purse, somewhere on her lawn. She realized it didn't matter.




She asked the man at the counter for some change to make the call. Wordlessly, he pointed towards the take a penny jar. A couple of quarters sat in the jar, so she took them with a word of thanks. Returning to the phone, she dropped the quarters into it, punched in the number, and waited.




“Hello,” a rough voice said from the other line. It wasn't a question, more of a statement. This is Clive's friend? Beth wondered and shrugged her shoulders.




“Is this Joe?”




“Yup.” 




“I'm with Clive. We need to be picked up,” she said. There was silence on the other line for a few seconds, then a muffled yell, as if the man had covered the headset.




“Is this Beth?” the man's voice grated.




“Yup,” she responded, unable to resist.




“Where are you? I'm sending someone to pick you two up.”




She gave him the address, adding that they would be in the woods across the highway. The man said they were on their way. “That's it?”




“Yup. Hang tight,” he said. And then the line went silent.


They didn't have to wait long. A large SUV pulled into the parking lot of the gas station. Three men stepped out of the vehicle, looking around. From their position in the woods, Beth couldn't see their features, but she could tell they were large. They scanned the woods for Clive.




He stood up from the woods, covering himself with one hand and waving with the other. The three men saw him and they chuckled. Together, Beth and Clive started to move across the highway, checking both ways that ensure that none of Hudson's men were closing in.




“Forgot an extra change of pants, Xan?” the largest one said. He had short brown hair, the same golden eyes, and tattoos all of the way down his forearms. Beth saw the edges of another tattoo around his neck. She had never been into tattoos, but she could not deny that he was attractive. “And who is this?”




Beth saw that the man was looking at her, intently, sizing her up. Clive got in between them. “She's mine, Marcus.”




“Yours?” Beth retorted.




Marcus let out a loud laugh. “Go ahead. I can't handle her. Let's get going and we'll fill you in. And Clive, put on some pants.”




They piled into the car. Marcus got behind the wheel. Another man, shorter and hairier than the others, climbed into the passenger seat. He turned around and extended his hand. “Name's Track.”




“Track?” Beth asked, sticking out her hand.




“Parents had a sense of humor. It was a bad one, but they still had it.”




Next to her on one side sat Clive. On the other sat the final man that had come to pick them up. He was large, heavily built, and silent. He had dark hair down to his shoulders and a large, black beard. His golden eyes really stood out from his tangled mass of hair. He smiled at her but said nothing.




“That's Jace,” Clive said, leaning in. “He doesn't talk much.”




“I can tell,” Beth said, smiling back at Jace. “Why not?”




“He's the strong, silent type,” Marcus said from the front seat. “Now, the rest of you do the same and listen. Joe's got this all planned out for us. It should go off without a hitch. When you didn't show up last night, Joe started to get worried. He figured that things had went south. Had a couple of the guys scout out your house. They couldn't get close, though, with all of Hudson's men around the place. We were lucky enough that a few of his men went back to his hideout. Our guys followed them. We're going to go meet them now.”




“We need to drop Beth off. Then what? Charge in guns blazing?” Clive asked. “It's not a good idea.”




“No, it's not. That's why Joe thought of another plan. We're going to send your girl in first. Draw Hudson out. Get his guard down. Then we're going to ambush him.”




“No way! No fucking way!” Clive exploded. Beth flinched back, but didn't say anything. As she watched, he gripped the back of the seat in front of him. His nails started to grow long, digging into the fabric. He growled, closing his eyes, and was silent. A few seconds later it was as if nothing ever happened. “We were hired to protect her. Not put her directly in harm's way. That's not what we do. That's not what your father would have wanted, Marcus.”




“Keep yourself in check, Clive,” Marcus said. “I don't like it any more than you do. But we do what the Pack Leader says. It's the best way to actually get Hudson out into the open.”




“Beth, you don't have to do this,” Clive said, grabbing her hand and squeezing it.




In the mirror, Beth watched Marcus's golden eyes. “I'll do it.”




“What? Beth! You could get hurt! You could die!”




“I'm not going to be safe until Hudson is out of the picture. It's the only way I'll be truly safe. And the sooner he's gone, the better,” Beth said. In the mirror, she watched Marcus smile.


They pulled up to an old, abandoned building back in the city. Beth hadn't expected to be back so soon. The weather had cleared up, but it did nothing to raise her spirits. If anything, it felt colder and more unforgiving. She was about to be part of something she never had before. We're going to kill him, she thought. The thought was foreign, strange, and to her surprise, welcoming. She wanted Hudson gone. She wanted to be free. To be safe.




She hesitated. If Hudson was gone, then there would be no need for a protector. She would be safe. But that meant that Clive would be out of her life. She watched him, standing off to the side of the SUV. He hadn't said a word since she had told the shifters that she would go along with Joe's plan.




“Hey,” Beth said, moving over towards him. “This is the best way.”




“It's not,” Clive said, head down. “It's recklessly dangerous. Ever since Marcus's dad died and his uncle took over, things have gotten worse. Way more dangerous than they used to be. They're in it for the money. That's never why we were founded. We're supposed to protect our clients. We've been doing it for nearly 70 years. We use our powers to protect those who can't protect themselves. And now we're throwing you into harm's way to get it over with. But once it's over, we can move forward.”




Beth didn't know what to say at first, so she grabbed his hands. “It's going to be okay. I'm nervous, yeah, but once this is all over with, it'll be done. There's something else I wanted to talk about.”




“Okay. Shoot.”




“Listen, Clive. When this is over, we should go our separate ways. We can't move forward. I won't need you protecting me all of the time. Move on and focus on the next job. I'm no good for you and your lifestyle.”




“Why do you get to decide what's good for me?” Clive asked. “If you've felt only a fraction of what I've felt these last two days, then you know there's something there. Isn't that worth it?”




Before she could answer, another car pulled up. He withdrew his hands and trudged off, greeting the newcomers. Out of the car stepped another three large men, all eyes the same striking golden color. The first was a dark skinned man, head shaved bald. He was leaner than the other men, though the feeling of danger still rippled off of him. He may not have been as massive as the other men, but Beth knew he was no less dangerous.




The next man was just a bit smaller than Marcus. While the other men wore jackets, jeans, and boots, this man wore expensive looking khakis and a nice suit jacket. His face was soft, yet he had a few day's growth of stubble. His golden eyes burned with intensity and intelligence, though he still had a primal air to him. In one hand he held a suitcase and the other a stethoscope. Beth almost laughed. A doctor? Well, it makes sense. Still, he's almost a contradiction, she thought.




The doctor was moving towards Clive, who was moving towards the third man. “Clive, wait. Joe told me you'd been shot. I need to check your wounds.”




“I'm fine, Russell. The wounds were only superficial,” Clive said, holding up his hand in the doctor's face.




“If you insist.”




“What are you doing here?” Clive asked as he approached the third man. Beth raised her eyebrows when she got her first look at the man. He bared a striking resemblance to Clive. He looked a few years younger and wasn't as large. There was no denying that they were brothers.




“Joe sent me,” Clive's brother said.




“Joe sent you? You're barely old enough to be out of school, Derrick!”




“If my uncle cleared it, we're not going to question it. He knows what he's doing,” Marcus said, placing a hand on Clive's shoulder. Clive swung around, ready to attack, but backed down. Fury crossed his face, and then it was gone. He nodded.




“Here's the plan. Hudson is holed up in that building over there,” Marcus said, pointing towards a dark building on the edge of a weed overgrown parking lot. Beth wasn't sure, but she thought there were a couple of lights shining in one of the top floors. “Track and Beth will head straight up the middle of the lot. They're going to be tracked, of course, which gives us the opportunity to sneak around the sides.”




“What makes you so sure that Hudson won't just open fire immediately? Or think it's a trap?” the dark skinned man asked.




“Joe has put out lines of information that one of us shifters has gone rogue and wants a reward for turning over Beth. We think Track fits the description the best.”




Track let out a throaty, rough laugh. “Yeah, I think I do.”




“It should be me,” Clive said. “I was assigned to protect her and this should be my job.”




“Joe says it's going to be Track. Now, Russell, Jace, and Judge are going up to an adjacent rooftop to keep an eye on Hudson. Clive, Derrick, and I will go to the rear of Hudson's building and wait for his location. Once we figure out where he's at, we'll move in.”


Beth held up one of her hands. It was shaking uncontrollably, so she placed it against her side. The world around her was silent except for the steady sound of footsteps. Track strode confidently beside her. He even had a smile on his face.




“You know, Clive's falling for you,” Track said, trying to lighten the conversation. Beth appreciated it, but wasn't sure if it was going to help. They were drawing closer to the building and hadn't seen a soul.




“Nothing can come of it.”




“Why do you say that?” he asked, calm as ever.




“He's a bear shifter. I'm a normal girl. Once he's done protecting me, he'll have no reason to see me any more. I told him that he needs to move on.”




“He's yours if you want him,” Track said. I do, Beth thought. More than anything. But I can't, no matter how much I desire him.




Track suddenly tensed up, his nostrils flaring. He held out a hand and Beth stopped in her tracks. He moved between her and the building. “Fresh, nervous sweat. They're tensing up. I can smell it. They're going to open fire. We need to get into the building, now. Stay behind me!”




Track started to sprint, Beth close behind him. Immediately, a shot rang through the air. Beth watched as blood exploded out of the back of Track's neck, covering her. She screamed, almost stumbling over Track's dropped body. Miraculously, he got to his feet, a hand to his shredded throat. He opened his mouth to her but nothing came out except a stream of blood. He started to shift, his body turning, even as more shots rang out.




Track pushed Beth away and she was running, bullets hitting the pavement and kicking up plumes of dust. She stole a glance backward, seeing Track fully shifted into his bear shape and coming towards her. She knew that he was never going to make it. She reached the doors, finding them locked. Beside the door was a half broken cinder block, which she used to shatter the glass. Carefully crawling inside, she unlocked the door from the inside. Another glance at Track showed her it was pointless. He was on the ground, barely moving forward. His eyes met hers and then closed.




“This is a disaster. Clive was right,” she muttered to herself. She moved through the darkness of the building. It was soon apparent that it was an old office building and she wove through old cubicles, climbed toppled desks, and pushed rusted chairs out of her way. She reached the end of the row and was suddenly bathed in light.




Beth shielded her eyes from the sudden spotlights focused on her. Armed men surrounded her. She stood still, knowing there was nothing she could do against these men. Their plan hadn't worked, after all. It was over.




“That wasn't a very good plan, Beth,” a man said, striding forward through the ring of armed men. “It's over.”




Beth immediately recognized Hudson. He had the same, slimy look he had had back in the courtroom. He looked a little bit more full of life, a little bit happier. Getting off of multiple murder charges will do that to you, thought Beth.




“They'll link this back to you, Hudson. Once you kill me, you'll have the authorities all over you.”




“Ah, I don't think so,” he said, smirking. He held up a pistol and pointed it to her head. Beth closed her eyes. Instead of a gunshot, though, a roar shook the air. Beth opened her eyes, dropping to the ground, just as four bear shifters exploded through the line of armed men. The thugs started to shoot, panicking.




Beth saw Clive diving through the mass of men, followed closely by a bear that looked just like him, and then two others. Within seconds, the men were scattering. Hudson turned to run, but a bear dark as pitch closed in on him. It sank its fangs into his shoulders, throwing him into a mass of cubicles. He screamed as he flew, and then the bear was moving towards him.




Beth watched intently, ready for it all to be over, hating the man that had set all of this into motion. Clive moved towards her on all fours and then shifted, grabbing her and holding her in his embrace. He turned her away from the carnage as the other three bears tore into Hudson. His screams lasted for only moments and then they were only echoes, and then they, too, were gone.


They reached the HQ only a few hours later. Beth would have laughed at the sight of their so-called HQ, except she couldn't find the humor in anything at the moment. Track was dead by the time Russell reached him. Track had sacrificed himself to get Beth to safety, but she didn't feel any less guilty.




When they had heard the gunfire, Clive and his brother had decided to abandon Marcus's plan. He had ordered them to stand down, but they hadn't listened. The other three shifters had also decided to move in despite Marcus's orders. Russell took the time to ensure Track was gone before moving in, but by the time he got inside of the old office building, the carnage was over. He had then tended to the shifter's wounds. Clive, Derrick, Jace, and Judge were all riddled with bullets. None were life threatening and the other three stayed in shifter form to heal faster. Clive was hurt the worst, but Russell was able to take good care of him.




Marcus had exploded on the other shifters for their defiance, but they hardly acknowledged him. He'd screamed about the good of the pack, how important it was to maintain order, but it had all fallen on deaf ears. His orders had gotten Track killed and would have gotten Beth killed as well, if the others didn't intervene. He seemed to understand that, though he wouldn't admit it. His position as second command in the clan wouldn't let him.




So Beth sat in silence for nearly an hour while the rest of the shifters sat behind closed doors and deliberated back at their HQ. There had been older shifters with bone white hair, shifters with skin so mangled she wondered how they had even survived what had given them those scars, and even a couple of young shifters that were even younger than Derrick that had filed into the meeting.




There had been a couple of other women in the building when they had first arrived. One of the women had gone up to Jace the second he came in the door, hugging and kissing him. For once, she saw him chatting up a storm, though she couldn't hear what they had to say. After that, she'd introduced herself as Emma, and had explained how everything really worked between these shifters.




She had explained that she was also a client being protected. She was a police officer, betrayed by members of her own squad and framed for a murder she didn't commit. Other members of her unit wanted her dead, so she'd reached out to the shifter's security firm. If you could pay, they took you under their protection, she said. Jace had been assigned to protect her.




She had also said that they followed a strict code of honor. They held order and the chain of command in the highest regard. Any of the shifters who disobeyed their commander could be exiled, or worse, killed. Together, they had shared a couple of drinks at the bar, but Emma had retired to her room shortly after Beth had arrived.




Unsure of if she even had a room, Beth waited patiently. She'd tried to wipe the blood off of her as best she could, but she still felt disgusting. She considered slipping out the door and leaving the shifters, the violence, and Clive behind and moving on with her life. She hesitated. She didn't like the danger, but she found she liked Clive. Maybe it's even love, she thought, blushing. Was it enough? Would that be enough to make them last?




She got up, finally mustering the courage to leave, when the meeting room door opened. The first out the door was Clive, who came straight towards her. He winced slightly, still healing from the damage he'd taken in the fight earlier. His long, dark hair was disheveled, but he still stole Beth's breath away when he smiled at her.




“We're not being punished,” he said quietly. “But everything isn't good. Cain’s going to be devastated.”




“Who’s Cain?”




“Track’s best friend. You haven’t met him: he’s on assignment. Come with me so we can talk about it in private.”




Without waiting, Clive grabbed her hand and lead her down a hallway and into his room. He flicked the light on and Beth was greeted by a small, compact room. A bed lay in the corner opposite a TV and desk. There wasn't much else in the room. On one wall was an open door that she saw lead to a bathroom.




He started in immediately, “We're split. Joe, Marcus, and all of the elders think we did wrong by disobeying their orders. A couple of the elders want us exiled. Joe talked them down, though. He knows that we made the right choice in disobeying him to save you and take out Hudson, though he wasn't happy about it. There's some serious tension going on. I think that I –“




“Clive,” Beth said softly, cutting him off. “I was on my way out when you caught me at the door.”




“What? Why would you leave?”




“I'm not right for you. You don't need to protect me anymore. You can protect someone else. Don't let me get in your way.”




In response, Clive came close to her, grabbing her and pressing his lips firmly against hers. Beth found herself immediately kissing back, passion overwhelming everything she'd been thinking. She knew in her heart she didn't want to leave.




“You're perfect for me. You've shown me that life is worth living. That there's more to life than working for this club. I need you more than you ever needed me, Beth.”




Clive swept her off of her feet, taking her into the bathroom and kicking the door closed. Within seconds, Clive had the shower on full blast, hot steam filling the room. He peeled his shirt off of his body, wincing, but the smile never left his face. Beth leaned back on the sink, beckoning, and Clive moved in, ripping her shirt off of her body. He pressed his lips against her neck, nostrils flaring at her scent.




He undid her bra with deft fingers, letting it fall onto the floor. His large hands cupped each of her breasts, his fingers rolling over her nipples lightly. With a moan, Beth felt her nipples stiffening under his touch. He reached down, sliding a hand into her pants, touching her wetness lightly. Beth gasped, body shuddering in pleasure.




Together, they stripped their pants off, lips interlocked. Beth reached down between Clive's legs, grabbing onto his stiffening member while his grabbed her ass and pulled her closer. Together, they moved backwards into the shower, the hot spray of water washing the dirt, blood, and grime from their tired and weary bodies.




Clive's lips wandered down her neck, over his chest, focusing on one breast, sucking gently before dropping to his knees. Beth leaned against the shower wall, feeling Clive's lips and tongue working down her body. His tongue danced around her navel, then moved directly above her wetness before kissing the inside of each thigh. Beth moaned, ready for his mouth to move directly between her legs.




She grabbed his thick hair, guiding him exactly where she wanted him to go. His lips worked slowly at first, sucking and kissing, his tongue darting over every inch of her. Within minutes of bliss, pleasure was overwhelming her body. She grabbed his hair tighter, making sure that he wouldn't stop. Her pleasure built until she could contain it no longer, and then she was cumming, screaming in pleasure, everything over the last few days finally melting away.




Gasping, she leaned against the shower wall, her body wracked with pleasure. Clive stood up and came close to her, kissing her, pressing his body against her own. She felt his thickness and lifted one leg, lowering herself down onto him. With a gasp of pleasure from her and a moan from Clive, he entered her warmth. He went slow at first, letting her adjust to him, then together, they moved into a rhythm.




The warm water washed over their bodies and they became as one. Beth rocked her body against his as he pushed, and soon, the pleasure was at its peak for both of them. Beth pushed it off for as long as she could, but it was too much. It hit her, hard, and she bit into Clive's shoulder as she came. She felt his member throbbing inside of her, filling her up with his seed. He let out a bestial roar of pleasure as he came.




Together, they collapsed onto the floor of the shower. Clive's large arms wrapped completely around Beth's body. For once, she realized, she felt safe. Protected. Clive would never let harm befall her. She snuggled up against his large body and let the warm water wash all of her worries away.
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Carrie was screwed. It was her first night on the job and she had no idea what she was doing. It wasn’t like she hadn’t gone through the training. She even took notes! But something about moving through a training scenario and actually dealing with customers and their orders and the rush and loud music just made her feel frazzled. 

A week ago she had applied as a waitress at a dive-y bar. She had no previous waitressing experience, and the woman who took her application looked at her resume dubiously. 

“I, uh, don’t have a whole lot of experience.” Carrie, who was usually the epitome of cool, calm and collected, felt ill. Her stomach rolled as the tattooed woman looked down the list of jobs.

“I can see that.” The woman’s voice was rough, like she was a big smoker. 

“I do have a lot of customer service experience though!” She tried to sound positive. Carrie had been working a fantastic administrative assistant job for the last three years. They hired her when she was fresh out of college and she loved the company. It was a start-up that worked to promote literacy in low income areas. She got to talk to publishers to convince them to donate books, she convinced authors to donate time to go to schools and read to kids, and she helped organize tutoring programs. 

It was a dream come true for an education major with a desire to change the world. And then it ended. Three weeks ago all of the major investors backed out and Carrie was left jobless. She needed to pay rent. So there she was. Applying for a job at what was basically a biker bar. 

The woman pursed her lips. “Yes, you do.” She put the paper on the bar top and Carrie could see her long, talon-like finger nails. They were painted bright red. “Here’s the truth, darlin’: I need a waitress immediately, and you’re the only person who has applied. So I’ll take you on only if you promise to take your training really seriously.”

Carrie nodded enthusiastically. “Absolutely. Thank you so much. You won’t regret this!”

In retrospect, perhaps she shouldn’t have said that. She must have jinxed herself. 

From almost the moment her shift started people kept walking in. And Jeanette, the woman who had hired her, wasn’t lying. The bar really was understaffed. Jeanette was at the bar, and an enormous man named Tiny was the line cook. Carrie was the only waitress. She hadn’t had a minute to catch her breath during her whole shift. She was only three hours in and her feet were aching, her back hurt, and her cheeks were sore from all the smiling she was doing. 

She loved being busy but this was a whole new type of busy. The bar was large, probably the biggest one she’d ever been in. There was the bar counter top at the far end of the room, away from the door. Between the door and the counter, there were at least two dozen tables. There was a jukebox that was constantly playing loud music, and there were televisions turned to sports channels, and pool tables.

She heard the door open and a blast of noise met her. A group of bikers had just walked into the bar. There were quite a few of them, and they were all huge. One of them waved her over and she pulled out her little pad. It was hard to hear over the blasting music, and she couldn’t even read his lips very well because the lighting was so bad. But the order was simple enough: a bunch of beers. 

Carrie smiled and headed over to the bar to fill the glasses. She piled five glasses onto a tray and carefully balanced the tray on her hand. She started across the bar, hell bent on making the trip across the large room without spilling a drop.

Her arm was aching with the weight of the drinks, but she was halfway there. 

“Carrie!” Jeanette called her name. Carrie slowly turned around to look at her boss. Jeanette pointed to the food sitting on the bar. Another order was up. Carrie nodded to show that she understood, and turned around, ready to head back to the bikers.

“Brian! Watch out—“ 

Carrie barely had time to take in the frantic warning before she suddenly slammed into the broadest chest she had ever encountered in her life. Her tray went flying and her ass connected to the hard, sticky floor. 

“Shit!” The expletive ripped from her lips before she could stop it. 

The sound of glass shattering and liquid sloshing caused the bar to go silent. Carrie slowly opened her eyes and surveyed the damage surrounding her. Broken glass was everywhere, and her legs were soaked with beer. And one of the bikers was on the floor too. His chest and jacket were soaked with liquid. 

Carrie felt tears fill her eyes. She was going to lose her job. On the very first day too. Her heart sank. How was she going to find a new job on such short notice? The idea of asking her estranged parents for money for rent made her cringe.

“Are you okay, sweetheart?” His voice was somehow both gravely and soft, gruff but concerned. 

She blinked up at him through tears and nodded, even though okay was the absolute last thing she was. She was going to be fired. Her body was tense, waiting for him to berate her for crashing into him…but he didn’t. He stood up and reached down to her. She was still for a moment. “Take my hand,” he said. “I’ll help you up.” She took his hand. It was incredibly warm. 

He was the most attractive man she had ever seen in her life. He must have been at least six a few inches over six feet, and it looked like every inch of him was covered in muscles. It didn’t look like he worked out a lot though; it seemed more like he had a very physical job. He was wearing a flannel shirt, and the sleeves were rolled to his elbows. Almost every inch of his forearms were covered in tattoos. His hair was light brown, and his eyes were a shade of gold she had never seen before. 

She realized she was staring and was still holding on to his hand. She blushed and quickly let go, immediately missing the warmth of his large hand.

Jeanette appeared next to them. “Damnit Carrie! This is exactly the sort of thing I didn’t want happening! Clean this mess up.”

Carrie bit back her tears and began to bend to pick up some of the larger pieces of glass. She was upset but she needed to handle things. “Don’t be sore at the new girl, Annie. It was my fault. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

“Bri—“

The man interrupted Jeanette. “Let the guys clean this up. Your new girl is bleeding, and she needs to get cleaned off.”

Bleeding? Carrie looked down at her leg. She was indeed bleeding. One of the broken glasses must have cut up her leg when she fell. 

“Shit,” Jeanette drew the word out. “Go get cleaned up. Both of you,” she growled.

The biker, whose name was apparently Brian, turned to the other four men that he was with. “Aiden, Will, Brett, Tyler, some help please!” Four men peeled away from the larger group.

“You’re always getting yourself into trouble, Bri,” one of them said. He was blonde and Carrie thought he was almost as good looking as Brian, but not quite.

“This is the smallest mess you’ve ever had to clean up, Will. Stop complaining.” Brian took the cloths from Jeanette and tossed them at his friends. “Get to work. I have to help a damsel in distress.” Brian turned to wink at Carrie.

“You put her in distress,” one of the other men grumbled.

“And now I’m fixing it, like a polite gentleman.” Brian turned to Carrie. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”

“Carrie.”

“Let’s get that cut cleaned up.” She was about to protest, she could clean up the mess and deal with her leg by herself, but Brian’s hand went to the middle of her back and he began to steer her to the bar. He led her to the bar’s small, single person bathroom and turned on the water. He pulled his motorcycle cut off and let it sit at the edge of the sink. He pushed the toilet seat down.

“Let up, darlin’. Let’s see what we’re dealing with.”

“It’s really okay, I can deal with it. Go back to your friends; I’ve ruined your evening enough.”

“You ruined my evening? It’s the other way around. Let me handle this as a way to make it up to you.” 

Carrie put her foot up on the lid of the toilet and Brian crouched slightly to examine the cut. In the confines of the small bathroom, Carrie realized how truly big Brian was. Carrie wasn’t a tiny girl; she was a bit over average height for a girl, so it took a lot to make her feel truly dainty. Brian managed to do that with his very presence. He stood up and grabbed a bunch of paper towels from the dispenser, wet them, and began to rub the beer and blood off her leg.

His actions were surprisingly tender. He wasn’t the sort of burly guy who never knew where his limbs were. His movements seemed effortlessly controlled. He tossed the soiled paper into the trash. “How’s it look, doc?” Carrie asked.

“It’s not too bad.” Carrie snuck a peak at her calf. The cut was long, but didn’t look too deep. He opened the small cabinet under the sink and pulled out a small box of bandages and some rubbing alcohol. She winced when he applied some of the alcohol to the cut. “Don’t want you to get an infection,” he said sympathetically. 

“It seems like you’ve done this before.” It did. Carrie would have thought he was a doctor since he was handling her cut with such a blasé, no nonsense demeanor. 

“I’ve patched up some road rash in my time. So a little cut isn’t too big of a deal.” He put the Band-Aid on her and smiled. “You’re good to go.”

Carrie looked down at her leg. He used two large bandages to cover the cut. “Thank you. Let me buy you a drink or something to make up for spilling yours.” Carrie surprised herself. She wasn’t shy by any stretch of the imagination, but she was never one to so forwardly ask a guy out. But something about Brian was…magnetizing. 

He laughed, and it felt like velvet against her skin. “I should be the one buying you a drink.” She opened her mouth to protest but he continued. “What time do you get off tonight?”

“Not until closing time.”

He began to wipe the leather cut off. She hoped the beer hadn’t damaged it. “Well, I’ll see if I can convince Jeanette to let you off for a little bit when things slow down.”

Carrie smiled. “Good luck with that.”

“Annie has a sweet spot for me. She’ll be fine with it.”

“If you say so.” There was a moment of silence. “I should get back to work.”

“I’ll finish cleaning up and then come find you. Alright, darling’?”

“Okay.” Carrie slowly left the bathroom. She wasn’t sure if she was imagining it, or if she felt Brian’s eyes on her as she walked away.

Things finally slowed down around ten. It seemed like all the regulars were in the bar already, and walk-in business wasn’t something that the bar counted on. As Carrie took orders and brought people food and drink, she felt eyes on her. Every once in a while she would look up and she would meet Brian’s eyes. If his friends noticed, they always whooped and hollered at her.

Carrie had a moment to herself after she brought another round of drinks to one of her tables. She surveyed the bar. No one seemed to need anything. She leaned against the bar top and took a deep breath. 

She was only alone for a moment before Brian joined her. He waved Jeanette over. She didn’t look thrilled but she walked over anyway. “I’m going to borrow your lovely waitress for a little bit.” Jeanette raised one painted-on eyebrow. “I promise to let her do her job if anyone needs anything.” He put one hand on his chest and raised the other one. “Scouts honor.”

Jeanette rolled her eyes. “You Clan boys are going to be the death of me.”

Brain laughed. “You love us, Annie.”

“I do. But no more trouble or messes tonight. Okay?”

“I can’t make any promises.” Brian’s grin was infectious. “Can I get two beers?”

Jeanette quickly filled two pints and handed them to him. Brian handed one off to Carrie. She took it from him, once again struck by how enormous his hands were. 

“How long have you been working here? I’ve never seen you around before.” His eyes caressed her face, and she could feel heat rising. It was almost as if she was prey, but nothing so sinister.

“Today is my first day, actually.”

“Welcome to the only shifter bar in the state.” Carrie raised an eyebrow. Shifters? Carrie had never met a shifter before. She had heard of them, hell, who hadn’t? But never before interacted with one. She supposed even if she had met one, she probably wouldn’t know. Even though the existence of people who could change forms had been common knowledge for more than fifty years, they mostly just kept their abilities out of the conversation. There were laws that made sure they couldn’t be discriminated against, but if a company didn’t ask, no one had to say anything. 

“Oh! I didn’t realize that it was a shifter bar.” She felt naïve. But it didn’t bother her. It didn’t change her attraction to the man in front of her. She inspected him, wondering if there were markers suggesting what he turned into.

He laughed. “You can ask me.”

“Ask you what?”

“What I turn into. It’s not like a faux pas or anything.”

Carrie couldn’t help but be curious. She wondered how young shifter kids dealt with everything. Were they home schooled? She wished she had her old job back because suddenly she wanted to put together a program for shifter kids. “Okay, what are you then?”

“I shift into a bear.” At his words, Carrie snorted. She couldn’t help but imagine a bear riding a motorcycle. “What’s so funny, darlin’?” His golden eyes were sparkling, as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. 

“I just imagined a bear riding a motorcycle.” Brian grinned at her pronouncement. 

“He looks like a bear on a motorcycle even in his human form!” Brian turned to one of his friends, who had come to the bar with empty tankards. 

“You’re the best wingman I’ve ever had, Tyler.”

“I do my best, bro. We’re going to head out.” Brian nodded, and Tyler turned to go back to the table. Brian drained the rest of the beer, and turned to Carrie. 

“It was good to meet you, even if the circumstances were a bit…wet and sticky.”

Carrie laughed. “I promise not to spill anything on you next time.”

Brian grinned. He opened his mouth to say something, but closed it when his friends shouted for him. “Until next time.” He fixed her with a look that made her knees weak, then turned around to join his buddies.

Brian showed up at the bar every night she was scheduled to work, which was most nights. He would often be there with his friends, his burly biker gang, but sometimes he would come alone. Those were the nights she liked the most. He would order food and a beer, and watch her. She found herself putting an extra wiggle in her step as she crossed from the bar to the tables. He would sit centrally, so she often had to pass him, and when he did his hand would brush against her arm and he would nod his head towards her and mutter, “Sweetheart.”

She didn’t even have to pretend to smile at bitchy customers, because she couldn’t keep a smile off her face. He was gorgeous and she was a little smitten. Okay, a lot smitten. She had never fallen for the bad boy before, and Brian was the epitome of bad boy: he was in a motorcycle gang, was covered in tattoos, and was a shifter. 

It was nearing the end of her shift a week after she ran into Brian, and he was still sitting at the table. Carrie and Jeanette finished cleaning down the bar and turning off the televisions. When she turned back to Brian’s table, he was gone. 

Her heart sank a little, but she finished taking care of everything and then let Jeanette know she was heading out. She grabbed her purse, and her keys, and left the bar. 

Her car was the only car in the front lot. But there was a motorcycle. And an enormous man seated on it. Her heart thumped uncomfortably before she realized it was Brian. She took a deep breath and headed in his direction, instead of towards her car. 

He sat on his motorcycle, his legs wide. When she was close enough, she said, “Hey, I thought you left.”

“Nope, waiting for you.”

She took a step closer. “Why?”

He pulled Carrie between his legs, she stumbled a bit but he kept her steady; his hands settled on her hips. Carrie rested her hands on his shoulders. Even when he was sitting, he was still slightly taller than she was. “To do this.” And then his lips crashed down on hers. 

When they finally pulled apart, she was breathing heavily and he looked oh so smug. 

“Now what?” she said as she touched her lips. They still felt raw from the kiss. 

“You go out with me; I show you an amazing time. You fall madly in love with me.”

She laughed. “Is that all?”

His hand moved up to her hair. The feeling of his fingers moving up the back of her neck made Carrie shiver. “Maybe. But maybe there will be more.”

His lips brushed hers again. He pulled her closer; her chest pressed against his. She could feel the muscles in his chest, in his arms. She felt so safe with him, as if nothing from the outside world could even touch her with him around. 

“Tomorrow we’ll go out on a real date,” he muttered against her ear.

“I thought you staring me while I worked counted as dates,” Carrie joked.

Brian rolled his eyes. “Hardly.” He broke away from her and reached into her pocket for her phone. He quickly imputed his number. “Text me when you get home, so I know you’re safe.” She nodded. He brushed his finger against her swollen lower lip. “Goodnight sweetheart.”

She stepped away from the bike as he revved it. He drove away, leaving her trembling with desire.

The next morning she woke up to a text from Brian, telling her what time he would pick her up. She texted her address and rolled out of bed. Time was doing funny things. At first it felt like ages until Brian was going to arrive, but once she started to get ready, time sped by, which left her a little annoyed at the state of her eye makeup. 

The doorbell rang and she rushed to open it. He wasn’t wearing his cut, and she couldn’t help but be a little disappointed. For some reason, it made her even more attracted to him. A checked blue and white flannel shirt adorned his muscular chest. The sleeves were rolled to the elbows, revealing his tattooed forearms. Tight jeans clung to his muscular legs.

“Ready to go?”

“Yep!” Carrie locked the door, shoved her keys in her purse, and followed Bri to his motorcycle. She even shamelessly checked out his butt, which was gorgeously displayed by the tight denim. She blushed. She had never been this sort of girl, the sort of girl who ogled attractive men, and rode motorcycles. 

Brian handed her a helmet and then helped her put it on. “Put your arms around me, and hold on tight.”

She nodded, and followed his instructions. He started the bike and took off down the street. It was such a thrill! The wind brushed past her, her chest pressed into his back. She was almost sad when they stopped. 

Brian got off the bike and helped her with her helmet again. They walked into the restaurant. They ordered quickly, and then Brian turned to her.

“So why are you working at Jeanette’s?”

Carrie picked up a roll and spread butter on it. “I used to work at this really fantastic start-up that worked with schools in low income areas. It was a literacy program. We organized volunteers to tutor kids, we had publishing houses donate books that kids could take home. But then we ran out of money, and I had to find other work. I’ve been applying to other things, but for now I’m at Jeanette’s. What do you do?”

She was curious. She couldn’t quite imagine Brian doing anything but riding a motorcycle. She wondered if he had an office job. “I’m a paramedic. And I help out at Brett’s car shop sometimes.” She remembered Brett from the bar. He was one of the guys in Brian’s motorcycle group.

“What made you decide to be a paramedic?”

“My old man always rode bikes with his buddies, and every once in a while, something would happen and someone would get injured. It was always such a rush to me when I got to help fix people up.” He took a bite of his roll. “Your job sounded amazing though.”

Carrie looked away wistfully. “It really was. I loved it. I just wish I was able to figure out what my next step is.”

“I’m sure you will. You seem like a girl who goes after what she wants.” He winked at her, and she laughed.

Brian’s sense of humor made the time fly by. By the time they finished desert, Carrie was wondering if it would be weird to order another slice of cake just to keep them at the table. Brian paid for the meal and took her hand as they left the restaurant. 

She reached for her helmet, but Brian stopped her. He pulled her in for a kiss that made her toes curl. His tongue slid against hers; his hands cradled her limp body as he made love to her mouth. Kissing him was quickly becoming her favorite activity. 

When they finally broke away from each other, Brian tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. He climbed onto the bike and she followed suit.

She threw her leg over the bike, but before she could put on the helmet, a group of bikers pulled into the parking lot. Carrie could tell that these guys weren’t part of Brian’s gang. The design on their cuts were different. “Fuck,” Brian muttered.

“What’s wrong?” Carrie leaned against Brian’s back and tried to peak over his shoulder to get a good look at his face. 

“Tribe bikers. Anti-shifter assholes.” The bikers pulled up near them, and they took off their helmets. One of the men, a tall good-looking blond, stepped towards the two of them.

“Bear shithead. Is that a human girl?”

Carrie looked at him, surprise painted on her face. How could this guy even tell if she was human or not? Shifters looked exactly the same as other person in their human form. 

“Fuck off, Dempsey. It’s none of your business.”

“It is my business if you’re defiling human women.” Carrie had never seen such disgust on anyone’s face. Why would this guy say something like that? He didn’t know her, and he clearly was prejudiced against shifters. Carrie knew people like that existed, just like racists, but she had never encountered anyone who hated shifters like that. And hate was the right word. The man looked livid.

She tugged on Brian’s sleeve. “Bri, let’s go.”

The man looked at her, as if stunned she could even speak. “You don’t have to go with him. We can help you, sweetheart. If you’re under duress just tell me, and I’ll take care of it.”

The word “sweetheart” rang in her ears. Whenever Bri called her that, her stomach did little flips. Coming from this man’s mouth, the word burned her like acid. 

“I’m fine. Your concern is unwarranted.” The man’s eyes narrowed, and she could almost feel the hatred pour off of him.

“Hush, Carrie,” Brian’s voice was soft but harsh. She knew he wanted to handle it, to keep her out of the line of fire. He turned to the biker and spat, “Fuck off, Dempsey. What I do is none of your damn business.”

“It is when you are fucking human women, half-breed scum.” Dempsey pulled a knife from his boot and Carrie’s heart leapt into her throat. Brian steadied her as he slid off the bike. He took a few long strides to where the other biker was standing, and Dempsey brought the knife down. Carrie saw it connect with Brian’s arm, but he didn’t even flinch. Instead, he knocked it out of the man’s hand and then his fist connected with Dempsey’s face. Carrie heard the crunch and closed her eyes, trying hard not to be sick.

“Leave her the fuck alone. Are we clear?” She couldn’t hear Dempsey’s reply over the roaring in her ears, but she felt Brian get back on the bike. He revved the engine. She took two deep breaths, and the motorcycle began to move.

She could hear Dempsey’s voice over the roar of the engine. Filled with vitriol and violence.  “We’re going to find you bitch. And then we’re going to show you just what it means to betray your kind.”

By the time Bri pulled into her driveway, she was shaking. She felt him help her off the bike, find her keys in her purse, and get her inside. He gently placed her on the sofa. She took a deep breath and looked at him.

“Is that like a normal occurrence with you? Assholes threatening you?”

Brian shrugged. “Sometimes. The Tribe is full of absolute assholes. They hate everyone who doesn’t look like them or share their idiotic ideology.” He put his large, warm hand on her knee. “They’re all bark, no bite.”

“That was no bite?”

“Carrie, I’m not going to let anything happen to you. I promise.” Carrie took a deep breath and let Brian’s words wash over her. 

“I trust you.”

He smiled. It made him look almost boyish. “Good. I had a great time today. I’d like to do it again sometimes.”

Carrie leaned forward and fused her lips to Brian’s. When they broke apart she was practically panting. “Absolutely. Now I need you to go. I need to get ready for my shift.”

Brian pouted but let her direct him out the door. Before he left, he kissed her one more time. Once the door was shut she leaned against the wood, her legs almost too weak to hold her up. 

Carrie’s shift at Jeanette’s passed quickly and without a hitch. It was busy but not overwhelming. She finished cleaning up and headed out to the parking lot. There were two bikers with the Tribe cut sitting on their bikes on the periphery of the parking lot. She slid her keys between her fingers, creating a makeshift weapon. She watched them carefully as she went to her car. She unlocked it and started it quickly, but they didn’t make a move. When she pulled out of the parking lot, they followed her. They weren’t very close, and only followed her to the main traffic light near the bar.

Carrie’s heart was pounding as she drove through town. She took the long way to her house, making sure she wasn’t followed. When she got home she locked all her doors, set the alarm and grabbed a massive knife from the kitchen. 

She wasn’t some damsel in distress and as scared as she was, she wasn’t going to let some asshole bikers with a chip on their shoulders know. 

The bikers weren’t back at the bar the next night but Carrie couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched. She would look over her shoulder at the grocery store, and there one of the Tribe bikers was. They never got too close, or did anything overtly menacing. She wasn’t sure if the cops could even do anything if she called them. She didn’t even mention it to Brian, even though they saw each other every day. She didn’t want him to get in a fight. 

Finally, two weeks after her first date with Brian, they made a move. She was putting groceries in her car, when Dempsey, the guy Brian punched approached her. She could still see the hint of a bruise along his jaw line. 

“Hello Carrie.” Hearing her name on his lips made her skin crawl.

“What do you want?”

“There is no need to be rude. I just want to talk.” He leaned against her car, blocking her way.

“I don’t want to talk to you,” she hissed. “Leave me alone.”

She turned to go back into the store, somewhere where there would be people to see this, but he grabbed her wrist and yanked her back. 

“Don’t make this harder than it needs to be, doll.” He pressed a small knife against the small of her back. “Stop fucking around with the bear, and all this will go away. Find some nice human boy. Settle down. Have a kid.”

“Fuck you.” 

The knife pricked through her shirt. “Behave.” He leaned down so his lips brushed her ear. She felt sick. “Leave the bear. I’d hate to see your pretty face all bruised and bloodied.” A sob rent through the air. It took Carrie a moment to realize that it was her sob. 

He let her go. “Are we clear, doll?”

She nodded. Hot tears streamed down her face. What was she going to do? She liked Brian a lot, but was her safety worth being with him? She wasn’t sure. She sagged against the trunk of her car. “Have a good day, sweetheart,” he said before he turned and walked away.

It took her a few minutes to stop shaking and get in her car. It even took her a few tries to get her seatbelt buckle into the slot. When she arrived home, she unpacked her groceries, and touched her face. She was still crying. 

She called Jeanette and told her that she was sick. She apologized profusely and promised to keep her updated. Then she turned off all the lights in her house, set the alarm and crawled under the sheets. She was cold, despite the thick duvet. She took deep breaths and tried to decide what to do. 

Her phone vibrated, startling her out of her thoughts. She pealed the sheets back and looked at the caller ID. It was Brian. 

“Hello?” her voice had none of its usual pep. 

“Carrie? Sweetheart, are you okay? Jeanette told me you were sick.”

“Um, I’m okay.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I’m fine. I promise.” Better to keep Brian at arm’s length, it would protect them both. 

“You don’t sound fine.” His voice was gruff. He was in alpha-male protective mode. She knew it would be hard to shake him. “Do you want me to come over? I can bring you soup or something.”

“I, uh,” her voice wavered. She wanted Brian with her so much. She wanted him here to hold her, to keep her safe. She wanted to tell him about the Tribe’s threats.

“I’m coming over. I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” he growled into the phone. “Stay on the line with me.”

“Okay,” Carrie whispered. She pulled the covers back over her head and brought the phone with her. She listened to his voice as he talked to her. He told her about some of the funny calls he’d been on. He told her about the time Will flipped his bike over and the kickstand went through his calf. It was a gory story but he made her laugh.

“I’m outside, darlin’. Let me in.” She slid out of bed and padded to the front door. She looked out the peephole to confirm that it really was Brian. She turned off the alarm and let him in. 

He scooped her up, and held her tightly. “Brian,” she whispered his name against his chest. He closed the door and walked to the bedroom with her. He kicked off his shoes and climbed in. He pulled her close, and she cuddled into his warmth. 

“Tell me what’s going on,” the demand was soft, but still a demand.

And then she told him everything.  

Two days later, Carrie was in Jeanette’s bar before opening with all the Clan’s bikers. There were a lot more of them than she had assumed. She recognized Brian’s good friends, and sat near them as Brian explained what was happening.

As he was talking Will, the gorgeous, dark haired bear, looked at her. Anger in his eyes. “They’re harassing you?” The growl that came from him would have frightened her if she weren’t already so scared of the Tribe. “No one fucks with one of our people.” For a moment, Carrie was flattered at being considered one of the Clan’s “people.”

Brett put a hand on her shoulder. “We’re not going to let anything happy to you. We protect our own.” She raised an eyebrow at his pronouncement. Carrie wasn’t sure what to think about how quickly the shifters had accepted her as one of their own. She had only been dating Brian for a few weeks. 

Brian finished speaking and let someone else take the podium. He crossed over to them and sat down next to Carrie. She looked at Brian. He was looking at Brett’s hand on her shoulder. “Bro, remove your hand from Carrie.”

Brett and Brian exchanged glances and Brett slowly removed his hand from Carrie’s shoulder. “Sorry, dude. I wasn’t thinking.”

Brian nodded tightly, and turned to London, Aiden’s younger brother. “London, take her to the back. We’re going to have a little chat with the Tribe.” London was seventeen, still brand new to everything. Carrie liked him. He made her feel protective, like he was the little brother she never had. 

“Why do I—“

“Because you’re still in training. Clan business is Clan business and you’re not wearing the cut yet,” Brett said.

London nodded sullenly. It was clear to Carrie that Brian didn’t consider the younger boy a threat to his relationship with her, but that he considered him strong enough to protect her. She was going to have to take notes on all of her interactions with Bri’s clan until she figured out all the weird shifter rules. 

“Go inside London,” Will pointed to the bar. “Keep her safe.”

London took Carrie by the elbow and dragged her behind the bar. She wasn’t sure whether the bar was any safer than going home but she was going to trust the guys. They both sat on stools. “Sorry you’re stuck hanging out with me instead of joining them,” Carrie nodded her head towards the other bikers.

London shrugged, “It’s not my time yet.”

She threw her arm around the young boy. “You’re going to be an awesome biker one day.”

He shrugged her off but smiled. “Thanks, I appreciate that.”

The bar was empty save for London, Carrie and Jeanette. The Clan was out…handling the Tribe. Carrie didn’t want to imagine what was going on. Her eyes were tired, and she couldn’t help but doze off every once in a while. It was torture just waiting around for something to happen. 

Carrie was woken by the sound of shattering glass and a whoosh of heat. Her eyes snapped open and she almost fell off her stool. The bar was on fire. 

London jumped up and grabbed Carrie. “It’s the fucking Tribe.” He tried to push her towards the back door.

“Hell no, I’m not going out there.” Carrie reached under the bar for the fire extinguisher and began to spray.

There was another crash and a bottle with a rag on fire soared through the window. London eyed it for a moment before picking Carrie up and throwing her over his shoulder. “We’re out of here.”

He ran out the back door. His rapid movement almost knocking Carrie off balance. Carrie looked around for her car but didn’t see it. With a screech of tires, Jeanette pulled in front of them in Carrie’s car. The windows were rolled down. “Get in!” She shouted. Carrie had never been so happy to see Jeanette’s dramatic painted-on eyebrows before. She and London jumped into the back seat and Jeanette floored it.

“The bar—“ Carrie began.

“Is insured. Don’t worry.” Jeanette took a turn with such force that Carrie was sure her car was going to fall apart. “I’m dropping you and London off at your place. Stay inside, lock the doors when you get there.”

London growled. “No. We’re dropping Carrie off. I’m going to help you.”

Jeanette sighed. “Fine, but it’s your ass Brian will tan if anything happens to her.”

“I’ll be fine. Just make sure everyone else is okay.” Carrie directed Jeanette to her house. The drive, which usually took about half an hour, took ten minutes. Carrie was amazed that they weren’t stopped by cops. 

They pulled up to her house and she jumped out of the car quickly. “Stay safe,” she said.

“We will. And we’re going to give the Tribe the beat down they deserve. They’ve been going after my bar and shifters for years. It’s ridiculous. I’m a damn human and I see no problem with spending my time with shifters.” Carrie had never seen Jeanette so fired up about anything but business. 

“Go get ‘em.” London gave her a thumbs up and Jeanette floored it, leaving skid marks on Carrie’s driveway.

Carrie quickly went inside and locked the door. She punched in ‘911’ on her phone and sat by the window with the knife she had been keeping in her room lately. If they were coming for her, she was going to be as ready as she could be. 

She didn’t have to wait long. Fifteen minutes after she arrived home, six bikers pulled into her driveway. Her heart pounded. She ducked out of the view of the window and crawled on the floor. She realized when she was halfway across the room that she had left her phone on the table. She crawled back over, staying low, hoping that they would think she wasn’t home and then leave. She reached the window and peaked outside.

They were still parked in her small driveway, and sat on their bikes. Her heart pounded, wondering what they were going to do. Were they going to continue to harass her? Were they going to kill her? Would she become an example of what happened when bigots took over a town? She picked her cell phone up off the table and dialed Brian’s number.

“Hey there, sweetheart. Are you and London still at the bar? Are you alright? What—“

She cut him off, her voice frantic. “Bri, the Tribe is in my front yard.”

“What?” his voice lost the kind, drawling tone with the snap of that one word. “Stay inside. I’m coming to you.”

She wasn’t going to stay inside. Not when a bunch of tattooed assholes were threatening her, her boyfriend, and her place of work. This was insanity! There was something so wrong with them. The thought should have freaked her out, convinced her to stay inside and wait for Brian but she was too fired up. She was going to handle this.

She picked up the knife from the counter and opened the door. She slammed it behind her and walked into the driveway.

“Oi, assholes! Get off my property.” There was some chuckling, and she growled. “I’ve called the police. They’re going to be here any minute.”

“Put that knife down, doll. You’re not going to hurt us with it.” It was Dempsey.

Her eyes narrowed. “Watch me.” Anger propelled her forward, the knife clutched in her hand. She was prepared to do damage. 

But before she could even get close enough, another motorcycle pulled up. It was Brian. She could tell by the bike, his cut, and his enormous shape. Relief filled her. She meant business, but she knew she wouldn’t have been able to hold her own against six bikers. 

“Carrie, get back inside.” His voice was low, controlled, but oh so angry. She shook her head and watched as everyone got off their bikes. “Get the hell out of here, Dempsey.”

“Make me, freak. I’m taking that girl away from you if it’s the last thing that I do. Humans shouldn’t be near things like you.” 

“If you touch a single hair on her head, I’ll rip you apart with my bare hands.”

Dempsey made a move towards Carrie. Carrie threw her knife at him, missing by a few inches. And Brian leapt forward, his muscular body propelling him towards Dempsey and his band of merry assholes. 

And then he shifted. She wanted desperately to look away but she couldn’t. It was both grotesque and beautiful, horrifying and captivating. His skull elongated and he fell onto all fours, his back rounded and he groaned in pain. Fur began to sprout from his body, and the clothes that once contained his bulk, tore at the seams to accommodate his new bulk. When the shift finished, he looked nothing like what she had expected. Carrie had imagined a movie werewolf cross with a bear, but if she had seen him in the wild, there would have been no way for her to tell the difference between Brian and a real bear. She was surprised at how rapidly it happened. It must have only been thirty seconds.

The sound that tore from his throat made her jump. He rushed towards the human bikers, and reared back on his hind legs. One paw swiped at Dempsey, and sent him flying off the bike. He collided with the ground and there was a crunch that made Carrie feel ill. Brian turned to the rest of them, a low growl sounding in his throat. 

Then her heart plummeted into her stomach as she noticed one of the men pull out a hand gun. “Brian, watch out!” He turned his head to the man with the gun but it was too late. A shot rang out and she screamed as blood splattered the drive way. She ran towards Brian, but he seemed unfazed by the bullet wound. He took down two more Tribe bikers.

The man with the gun turned and pointed it at Carrie. “You’re a traitor to your race, bitch!” He went to pull the trigger, but Brian was faster. The man was on the ground, Brian on top of him, his paw at his neck. Carrie ran to the spot where the gun had fallen and picked it up. 

“Stop it!” Everyone turned to look at her. Her gun was pointed directly at the man that Brian was on top of. “Get the fuck off my property and don’t come back, or I’ll shoot all of you.” Carrie liked to think that she looked absolutely terrifyingly serious in that moment, enough to make the injured men scramble back onto their bikes and ride away. But it was probably just the five hundred pound bear. Hopefully a combination of the two. 

The gun hit the floor, and Carrie realized she was shaking. She didn’t even notice Brian change back into his human form; she was too busy trying to get her breathing under control. 

“Darlin’?” Brian’s voice soothed her. She looked up at him, taking in the harsh angles of his face that were lightened by the concern in his eyes.

“You saved me,” Carrie whispered.

Something about the thrill of being rescued made her want to throw herself at Brian. It helped that he was naked too. Gloriously naked. His tanned, tattooed skin was glistening with sweat due to the exertion of changing back into a human.

“I think you did a pretty damn good job holding your own.” He reached out to take her hand, but it was then that she realized he was stark naked.

“Uh, let’s get you inside. I don’t want the neighbors to see you naked.”

Brian raised an eyebrow. “Do I sense a hint of jealousy, sweetheart?” Carrie blushed and looked down. She could still see him perfectly though. He took two long steps, covering the distance between them. “Let’s go inside. I want to show you just how hot you made me when you picked up that gun.”

Brian was sitting on her couch, a towel around his hips, and his hair was wet from the shower. She sat on the recliner that faced the couch, terribly aware of his nakedness. Before today she had never seen him quite as…exposed. The ridges of his abs were hard and well defined. She wanted to touch them to see what they were like. His chest was covered in hair that slowly became sparser as it faded into the v-shape that disappeared below his towel.

“Are you okay?” When she looked up, his eyes were searching her face.

She chuckled nervously. “Yeah.” He stood up, scooped her into his arms, and then repositioned them so he was sitting on the couch and she was on his lap.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” She nodded. “Where the hell did London disappear off to? He was supposed to keep you safe.”

“He did. He saved me from the first at the bar.” Brain raised an eyebrow. He didn’t look impressed. “He’s a good kid. He wanted in on the action, don’t fault him for that.”

“I won’t.” He pressed his forehead to hers and rubbed the side of his nose slowly against the planes of her nose. “You were holding that gun completely wrong.” He whispered. “I’m going to take you to the woods and teach you to shoot properly.”

“Uh, I don’t think I need to learn to shoot a gun.”

“Probably not. I’m a little more…effective than a gun, but sweetheart, you have no idea what seeing you like that did to me. You were like some fire goddess. Fuck.” He pressed his lips to hers, softly, tentatively. His hands went to her neck and hair, holding her to him. She moved slightly, so she was straddling him rather than sitting across his lap. He groaned into her mouth. She could feel his thick erection press against her through the thin barrier of the towel and her jeans. She wanted nothing more than to reach down and take him into her hands, feel the hard ridges of him, explore him, make him come undone. 

Her fingers trailed down his chest. She loved the soft hair that covered him. She pushed at the knot that was keeping the towel in place. “Carrie,” his voice was rough with desire. “If you start this I don’t think I’m going to be able to stop.”

“I don’t want you to stop.” The boldness in her voice surprised her. But in that moment, all she wanted was him. She wanted to know what he felt like inside of her. She wanted to know what it was like to have him fully possess her. She ached for it. 

He growled. It was such a deep, raw noise that she felt it vibrate through his chest. “I’ve wanted you since you crashed into me at the bar. I was so careful cleaning your wound because touching you was making me hard.”

Carrie felt her face heat with a blush. “Stop talking and start kissing,” she muttered. He clutched her hair and pulled her down to his face. His full lips pressed against hers. The combination of his soft lips and rough stubble drove her crazy. 

She pressed herself down against him. She wanted to tease him until he lost control. She wanted to see everything that he had to give her. She pushed the towel off his hips, trying to get even closer to him. Her hand encircled his warm shaft, and she marveled in the feel of the soft skin that covered the hard ridges and veins. He moaned and her heart sped up. She slid down his legs, settling to a kneeling position in front of her. Bri watched her through half-lidded eyes. Carrie had never been a fan of using her mouth to pleasure a lover, but with Brian things were different. She wanted to see how quickly she could make this enormous, controlled man fall apart. 

Her tongue darted out to lick the pre-cum off the head of his cock. She started tentatively exploring him with her tongue and hands, taking note when he groaned, or when his eyelids fluttered in pleasure. Then, after a few minutes of gently running her tongue all over him, she sat up and slid his huge cock into her mouth. She felt the muscles in his thighs tense as she began to suck, gently running her tongue back and forth right under the thick head. 

His hands went to her hair but he didn’t push her down. His fingernails gently brushed against her scalp, making her purr against length. It was as if he knew that she needed these few minutes of control before she gave everything up to him. 

“Carrie, sweetheart. You need to stop of this is going to be finished before it even starts.” At his words she slowly released his cock. She licked her lips, and he cupped her face in his huge hands. “Fuck, you’re amazing.”

He stood, and pulled her up with him. He pulled her close to his body and she could feel his hardness against her stomach. She needed him. 

Brian picked her up, his warmth surrounding her. He carried her to the bed and slowly put her down. Carrie reached out to him; she needed to be touching him. “I’m right here, sweetheart.” He crawled over her, his enormous body caging her in. Something about his bulk and his strength made her feel safe. Her fingers ran up his muscled arms, tracing his tattoos. No matter how many times she touched him, she always expected his skin to feel raised and different around the ink. But it didn’t. 

Carrie felt his muscles twitch under her touch. He slowly lowered himself, careful not to put his full body weight on her, and pressed his lush lips to hers. His tongue ran along the seam of her mouth and she opened obligingly. His tongue ravaged her. There was no other way to describe it. Every time he kissed her, she thought she would explode with desire. 

She moaned unhappily when their lips parted. He laughed, a low, purely masculine laugh that let her know that he knew exactly what he did to her. “Feeling a little needy, sweetheart?” Only he could make the word “sweetheart” sound so divinely dirty. She blushed and shrugged. “Hmm, that’s not the answer I’m looking for.”

He moved up to the headboard and leaned back. His bare legs were spread and he reached out to her. She crawled to him, and settled between his legs, facing him. His hand cupped the back of her neck and gently squeezed before moving up into her dark hair. 

His hands moved back down her body, and then gripped the hem of her shirt. He pulled it over her head, and removed her bra just as quickly. His mouth brushed against her taunt nipple, gently laving before using his teeth to scrape against the sensitive points. 

“Bri…” she couldn’t finish her sentence. She couldn’t think clearly. The only thing that she knew was his mouth covering one nipple, and his hand teasing the other. 

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he muttered against her skin. He gently lowered her down, and his hands went to the button of her jeans. He tugged them down her legs, bringing her underwear along. He tossed the clothing onto the floor and slowly pushed her knees apart, as if unwrapping a present. “Beautiful.”

Without her underwear in the way, she could feel how damp she had become. Her juices quickly coated her thighs under his gaze. She squirmed, trying to create friction between her legs. He bent his head and licked her from clit down to the bottom of her dripping slit. Her moan rent the air, making him look up. His grin was pure masculine pride. 

“More,” she whispered. She sounded desperate even to her own ears.

“Your wish is my command.” He dove right back in. His tongue circled her clit, pressing down on it, and then sliding away. One finger brushed against her opening, almost tickling her. He taunted her like that for a moment, his tongue against her clit, his fingers hovering just outside of where she needed him. And then, the pounced. He began to suck her clit feverishly, and one thick finger dove into her wet depths, curling upwards. 

He removed his finger slowly, teasing her entrance, but before she could protest at the loss of him, he replaced his fingers with his tongue. He fucked with his tongue and his warm mouth brought her to the precipice of orgasm. His finger brushed against her sensitive clit, and she came with a low moan. He continued to lap at her until she rode out the last aftershocks. 

While her body was still shaking, she felt him pick her up and position her entrance at the head of his cock. Pliant and open after her orgasm, her pussy accepted his cock. She let him guide her down onto him, slowly, carefully. She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him deeply as he thrust into her. At first it was slow, careful. She was sure he was trying not to break her. But then, with a clench of the walls of her pussy, he was pushed into a frenzy of movement. 

He slammed into her over and over, hitting her spot every time. She came hard, and suddenly. It took her breath away. Her mouth opened with a gasp, and he took advantage by sliding his tongue inside. His grip on her was bruising, and she was sure that she would be sore after. A glorious physical reminder of his animalistic passion. 

“Carrie,” he groaned as his thrusts became more erratic. “Carrie…”

“Brian…” she came again, and this time she brought him with her. She could feel his cock pulse and she felt the warmth of his seed inside of her. 

His thrusts and breathing slowed, and he laid down, pulling her on top of him. She settled into the crook of his shoulder, taking in the smell of their sweat and passion. She closed her eyes, and drifted to sleep, his heart beating a rhythm in her ear.

They made love gently this time. Although he loved taking her roughly, passionately, he thought he enjoyed making love to her more. Her wetness slowly enveloped his thick cock. He could feel her muscles tightening and releasing, trying hard to take the girth of him. Her nails clutched at his shoulders, and he was sure his little lioness would leave marks. At least until his body healed them. 

She buried her face against his neck. He could feel her soft breath go ragged as he began to slowly pull out of her. “Look at me,” he whispered. Her big, brown eyes found his. Her mouth was parted just so. He didn’t think it was possible to get harder, but the look of her pleasured-enraptured face turned him on even more. “Fuck, you’re beautiful.” 

She arched up, slamming her lips against his. He leisurely slid in and out of her. His eyes searched her face every time they came up for air after kissing. He scooped her up, one arm under her, and shifted positions so he was sitting, and she was riding him. He hit a new spot inside of her and she cried out.

“Bri!”

“That’s it sweetheart, come for me.” He rained kisses down on her face. Her inner muscles clenched around him, creating a vice grip. He couldn’t resist any longer. He came with a shudder. It was amazing and primal to cum inside of her. She rode out his pleasure, as he thrust urgently into her. 

He slowly rolled them over, not losing the connection between them. She threw her leg over his, and he pulled her close so the front of their bodies were pressed against each other.

His heart pounded as he realized what he had to tell her. He wet his lips, and cleared his suddenly dry throat. “I love you, Carrie. Nothing, and no one is going to keep us apart.” 

She snuggled in closer to him. “You’re the big, bad, scary biker here, but let’s see anyone try to take you away from me.” His heart sank, she didn’t say it back. She rubbed her nose against his neck and whispered, “I love you too.”

A smile split his face. He didn’t think he could get hard again after fucking her twice so quickly, but her words sent desire coursing through him. “So you’re reconsidering letting me teach you to use a gun?” He needed her to be protected, no matter what. She was so important to him. If she was going to be part of his life, he needed to know that she could defend herself even if he and the gang weren’t around to help. 

She pushed him with one hand, and he let her guide him into a new position. He laid on his back, and she was halfway on top of him. She looked up at him, her chin on his chest. “Maybe. But it’s going to be real hard to pull me off of you.” As if to prove her point, she squeeze him tightly. Her fingers ran up and down the ridges of his stomach. He loved the feeling, having her close to him. He wasn’t going to let anyone take her away from him. Least of all some assholes who thought that he was a lesser being because he could mutate into a bear. As long as Carrie loved him as he was, he didn’t care what anyone else thought.

He laughed. “It’s going to be real fun when people underestimate your fierceness darling. You’ll fit right into the Clan.”

Carrie’s face was buried in his side, but he could feel her smile against him. He kissed the top of her forehead, and silently thanked any deity who would listen for his perfect girl.
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“Woo! Yeah! Go on, Robert! Snap his goddamn head off!”




“Holy hell...” muttered Elle, eyes springing wide, and her hand flying back from the door. This wasn't, by any means, the sort of welcome she'd been expected in coming here. And now, more than ever, her reservations about entering rose to a peak. Her heart caught in her throat, and sweat rolled down her face as she wrestled with two very opposing instincts. A pair of options, containing no positive outcomes either way. She cursed herself, her boss, the situation she was in.




She was a baker's apprentice, for crying out loud! How the hell was she supposed to deal with a situation such as this, without a word of warning or preparation?  She didn't even have a clue what it was she was walking into. Much less what her options would be once she took the plunge, stumbled into the thick of it. Based on this single, violent line alone, what could she expect once she stepped through the door?




Her mentor and boss, Konrad, allegedly delivered to this location on an almost routine basis. Although, she'd never been along with him on the occasions that the deliveries took place. But if this was a den of violent criminals, of psychopaths, he would have given her some word of warning, wouldn't he? She'd thought, for the most part, that she could trust Konrad. Or at any rate, she'd at least had no notion that the man would have any desire to put his delicate young apprentice in danger.




“Maybe I'm at the wrong place...” she muttered to herself. But alas, as she took a step back and looked at the sign above the door, it was painted with a logo for The Honey Pot. That, she knew, was the precise name of the pub which Konrad had specified. There was, it seemed, no means of backing out of this on any legitimate basis, other than, of course her fear...




She swallowed hard, and began to sweat through her clothes, bristling... The tumbling, crashing, tearing sounds continued to emit from inside the facility. Roars of cheer and sympathy boomed out from a sea of enthusiastic, presumably drunk men. She'd heard them before she'd even come this close to the door- before she'd even made her way into the clearing for that matter.




They'd given her pause for consideration from the get-go. They'd gotten her to second guess what it was she'd gotten herself into. But the shout of jubilee, encouraging decapitation, well... That was, for her, about the last straw...




She took a deep breath, and prepared to turn around and depart, the bread basket still in her hand, when she thought of Konrad's reaction. He would scold and chasten her, perhaps even fire her for her insolence, her unwillingness to cooperate, to oblige his every wish. It felt as though she had no choice in the matter.




She couldn't, no matter how she may have disliked it, get fired from this job...




She needed to make this delivery, even if it killed her- which, from the sounds of the debacle behind the door, it might do.




She decided to test the waters first, and see what it was she was getting herself into. She took in another deep lungful of air, holding it this time, as though she feared making a sound. As though any of the rowdy, drunken men inside the bar would be able to hear her above the din of their own antics.




Then,as silently as she could manage, she slid open the door. She prayed she would go unnoticed, and peered through a crack toward the scene unfolding inside The Honey Pot's four walls.




“Oh... My... God...” It was all she could do to stop herself from screaming, and she put a hand over her mouth just to ensure that this temptation remained at bay. Still, though, she was so winded by the sight that she doubted whether she could have mustered up the ability for such a sound had she tried.




The men were, as she'd heard them, standing around, cheering. They seemed quite rowdy with intoxication. Under more predictable circumstances, it may have been the sight of men standing around a television set. Drunkards watching a boxing match unfold...




The principle, she realized with horror, was the same, she supposed, if far more brutal, more terrifying...




Two fully grown grizzly bears stood in a corner. Stood? No, that wasn't right. They weren't standing, frankly, but wrestling. Tumbling, clawing, biting at one another. Attempting, as per the request of one of the bar patrons, to “bite one another's goddamn heads off.”




Oh my God... Oh my God... Oh my God... The thoughts swirled around in her head, sending shivers across her body. She'd known that, in some barbaric parts of the world, bear bating was a murderous sport. But this- this was nothing she could have imagined, could have expected in any way. To have these two grown monsters, tearing at one another... Lunging forward with murderous intent... And without even having any restraints, no means of ensuring that they didn't set their sights on the crowd. Nothing to keep them from slashing open the men who stood around encouraging their destruction... Of course, it would have served them right, or at least a good mauling to set their heads back on straight- but that was beside the point.




At any rate, now, she thought she could trace the source of the pub's name sake...




She couldn't stand around here and watch this. Konrad be damned, she wasn't about to put herself in harm's way for a stupid delivery. To waltz straight into the lion's den without a single means of protection. Lion's den, it occurred to her, was a peculiar mismatch of expression in this case, but she didn't dwell on this notion for long.




She turned, ready to leave, ready to put this entire nightmarish scene behind her. More than ready to act as though she'd never set foot on The Honey Pot's front landing. Suddenly she was stopped, restrained. A hand, five fingers, had curled up around her thin arm, gripping her powerfully, and she froze, eyes wide, scared out of her every wit.




“Well, hello there, love... Spying on us, eh? Why don't you come on in for a drink?”




Her breath returned to her, and she could feel herself beginning to hyperventilate. But no matter how hard she tried to pull away, tried to tug herself free of the vice-like grip of the man inside, she couldn't manage to wriggle an inch. Or at least, not without his powerful fingers coming within a hair's breadth of snapping her wrists clean off.




The man yanked her inside, into what she assumed would be her final resting place. She screamed, fought, cried out in terror as she was escorted within feet of the two snarling grizzly bears, still clawing it out tooth and nail. She was spattered with blood and saliva, could feel their body heat and that of the men around her as the pub's bouncer persisted in pulling her on, on, on.




“No, please, stop! I'm not a spy! I'm not a spy! I swear to God, I'm just a delivery girl! That's all! A delivery girl, from... From... From...” Oh God, her mind was swarming, emptying- she couldn't even dredge up the name of her own damn workplace in the back of her mind.




The bouncer smiled at her forgetfulness, nodding. As though Elle, in her forgetfulness, had just proven his point for him, on no uncertain terms. “Mm-hmm... Mm-hmm... Very convincing, young lady... Why don't you and I head to the back, spend a little bit of alone time together. We'll see if we can't get you to remember things...”




Her heart was thumping in her head, her temples aching. In spite of herself, she turned her head back over her shoulder to peer at the brutality of the warring grizzlies. Ripping, shredding, attacking one another... Seeming as though at any moment the beautiful, horrible creatures may bring about one another's deaths. And it seemed preposterous that any fate short of this should lay in store for her in the back. That her alleged “spying” should be punished by anything less than death. The most brutal torture, she thought, was about the best she could hope for under present circumstances.




And the bouncer, his grip just kept tightening and tightening... And the eyes of the men surrounding her were leering at her, perhaps desiring Elle herself as much as her looming death. And the door toward which she was being paraded was getting closer.




A voice called out, devoid of brutality. Not to mention, seeming far more human than the chants of any of the other animalistic men surrounding her, wishing for the death of the bears. “Aye, Roland! What the hell are you doing, dude? Where are you taking that poor girl?”




Roland froze, then turned to face the man, who was sitting at the bar. Elle did as well, and her eyes went wide at the sight of him. He was... He was stunning, she decided, at first glance, and in spite of the terrors facing her. She couldn't explain it, really... How the hell he seemed to rob her of all fear, and put her at ease in spite of the dire circumstances facing her. He had broad, powerful shoulders, mussed brown hair, and a rather sly grin on his face. He seemed  as though he was in complete control of his situation, not to mention whatever situation he happened to stumble his way into. And on either side of him sat two similar looking gentlemen, silent for the time being, but invested in the situation as much as himself. One was blonde, one had jet-black hair, and the three of them, standing side by side with one another, seemed like a matched trio.




And then, she noticed something else about the men. And at catching sight of it, she whipped her head around the bar, looking from face to face to face. And she realized that all of them, every last patron in The Honey Pot, shared this same, defining characteristic.




Gold irises...




So then, that must mean- and those grizzlies, fighting in the middle of the pub- but...




God, could it be? She'd always heard rumors about their existence, but never known them to be real... Could it be true?




The sight of the man at the bar, coupled with the sudden realization of his shared features with all those around him, stole Elle's breath away. But she was snapped back into reality by the harsh tug of her captor on her arm. He yanked her in the direction of the bar. Forcing himself, against his sincerest desires, to acknowledge the protest of the cheeky bloke beckoning to him.




Roland, apparently, was the man's name. “Poor girl...” he spat at the handsome stud, as though the notion was absurd. “This is no poor girl, my naïve friend... I caught her, sticking her damn nose through the door of the pub, peering in at us, studying us...”




“Yes!” Elle burst, at last speaking up for herself. She was, perhaps, fueled now by the presence of the stud at the bar, hoping to make a good impression on him above all else. It was peculiar, the way a person's head can work sometimes... “I was peeking in the door, because I heard the hellish noise of these two animals trying to kill one another! And by the time I'd gotten a good eyeful and convinced myself I wanted to get the hell out of here, I was just turning around to leave you in peace. Or whatever you want to call this...” She waved a hand at the sight of the two grizzlies duking it out, and as if on cue, one of them sank their teeth into the other. “But then you came and grabbed me, pulling me into the thick of it...”




“Animals!” Roland roared, as though this, of all that she'd just gotten through saying, was the only thing he'd picked up on. Elle recalled her hypothesis about what it was these men were. She realized, startled, that calling them “animals” might not have been the best choice.  Or at the very least, it wasn't helping her much as far as the prospect of staying alive was concerned... 




Throughout this exchange, the stranger at the bar had not once taken his gold eyes off of Elle, seeming to take her in from her head to her toes. He didn't believe Roland's assertion that she was a spy, or was up to any sort of treachery in her presence at the pub. But he seemed intent on figuring out just what it was she was doing here, so out of place, so vulnerable in the presence of all these violent men. And that was when he caught sight of the basket in which she'd transported the bread here. It was swinging from her arm, ready fall at any moment as Roland man-handled her. And everything seemed to click into place in his head.




“Roland, you paranoid bastard... All you've just managed to do is scare the baker's girl shitless... This poor creature is no spy, you asshole. Look under her arm!”




Roland seemed not to want to believe that he'd been mistaken. He snarled, lifting up the flap of the breadbasket, inspecting the wares concealed therein. Even going so far as to reach in and place his dirty mitts all over a loaf, squeezing it, ensuring that it wasn't made out of plastic or something. He still remained adamant in his assertions that Elle was some saboteur of the most devious nature.




“Clearly she's deceiving us... These are just... Decoys! I mean, they're real, but...”




“Damn it, you dumbass...” He could tell, it seemed, that talking sense into this man was as vain an effort as any. He decided he might be better off to try and get the answers he was seeking straight from the horse's mouth, as it were. He turned to Elle. “Miss, if I'm not mistaken, you work for Konrad's Bakery in town, is this correct?”




“Yes! Thank you!” said Elle, nodding. “Yes I work for Konrad! He's very busy this week, and he sent me to make this delivery on his behalf.”




Elle smiled over at Roland, as though gloating to him that she'd at last proven herself. And Roland, despite himself, seemed to realize his mistake- though he was far from about to admit it, of course. He gripped her tighter than ever now, almost in a fashion that was reactionary. He had nothing on her, nothing whatsoever. And he knew it, but his stubbornness, his resolve to pin some manner of treachery on her, was evident in his disgusted face.




The man at the bar, could see this, and he gave Roland a chastising look. “Now, Roland, let her go... I'm not going to ask again... Take your hands off this innocent girl, and go back to your post like a good little teddy bear... Try keeping a lookout for something that might be of actual danger to us this time, like werewolves, hunters, vampires... And maybe, next time, you could let be the harmless looking young damsels armed with nothing but a basket full of bread.”




It was clear that Roland didn't want to let Elle go- he seemed to cling to her with an angry passion, in fact. But at last, it seemed as though he had no excuse for holding on any longer. His grip slackened, then slipped away, and Elle stumbled forward, longing to put some distance between the two of them. They glared at one another as Roland stepped back toward the door, pissed at her. And Elle, in turn, seemed a little bit contemptuous for all that she'd just been subjected to.




“That's a good boy,” said the man at the bar, once Roland was back out of earshot above the roar of the two grizzlies, still battling it out. And Roland, for the longest time, refused to take his eyes off of Elle.




“Aw, eff him,” said the man at the bar, waving his hand dismissively at the bouncer. “Come on, have a seat, love...”




Elle glared at the man for a moment. She was grateful, of course, for the helping hand out of that rather prickly predicament. But she still wasn't  wholly sure she could trust him. In particular, in the event that he happened to be what it was she suspected him of being...




“I'm not a damsel, you know,” she said, dredging up what he'd said a moment before.




The man, for a moment, seemed to have forgotten what she was referring to. But then it dawned on him, and a smile stretched out across his lips in recollection. “Ah, I know... My apologies for that, miss... I didn't mean to offend or belittle... Roland, you see, he paints human beings with a broad brush. I just needed to appeal to the right sensibilities, in hopes of getting him to piss off. And it worked didn't it?” Elle didn't answer, still trying to get a read on this strange man- or half-man, rather. 




“Marco, why don't you scoot down one, and clear a space for our guest, here? There, that's it... Come on, ma'am... Why don't you join us?” he patted the barstool. “Those beasties over there may bite, but we don't.”




“Oh- no,” said Elle shaking her head, but the temptation an inviting one. “No, I... I'm just here to make a delivery...”




“Oh, come now, love... After what you've been through? After that bastard ripped your little arm off? You have time for just one drink, don't you? Might ease you up a bit, relax you... I'd say that's something you could use, right about now?”




Elle's good sense would have prevented her from accepting such an offer. But she starting to feel something for this man, in spite of herself. She couldn't say with any real certainty what she might be about to get herself into. But she managed to justify it to herself with the excuse that, yes, she was feeling shaken up after the events of the last few minutes... And one drink couldn't possibly do anything but help, now could it?




And so, in spite of her own best impulses, she took a seat beside the man. She smiled, but still showed signs of confusion and uncertainty.




“That's a girl,” said the man, contented at her decision. And then he turned to the man behind the counter, whistling to him. “Seymour! One honey beer for my guest here, if you will... And put it on my tab, please. Also, she's got a delivery for you here, once you get her drink for her. Konrad's assistant, she says, says he's swamped with business and couldn't make it today.”




Seymour, an old man behind the bar with similar gold eyes but a much smaller frame, nodded at this. Then he went about preparing Elle's drink for her.




She was distracted, taking it all in, when the man sitting beside her caught her off guard, extending a hand. Once she came to her senses, she reached out a hand, and shook it, not wishing to offend. 




“Name's Nate,” nodded the stranger, making himself known at last. He then proceeded to introduce his companions. “That's Marco.” (The black-haired man who'd moved, “Hello.”) And “That's Argyle.” (The blonde, nodding, “Miss.”)




“I'm Elle,” she said in return, nodding to all three of them, feeling strangely awkward. 




Nate smiled at her. A moment of silence hung over them, heavy and uncomfortable, each of them seeming as though they were in need of something to say, but no words coming. Then Seymour appeared once again, setting a glass of frothy, honey colored liquid on the bar. Elle accepted, looking at the stuff.




“You say you've got something for me?” said the old man, continuing to hover, and looking at the basket, which Elle had sat upon the countertop.




“Ah, yes,” Nate answered for her, lifting up one of the lids so that the man could peer inside at its contents. “From Konrad's, a batch of fresh bread...” He paused, though, for a moment. Then he pulled out the loaf that had been squeezed by Roland. It was all squashed and decorated with a particularly grimy-looking handprint. “Mm, except for this loaf here... Pay the girl the full price for the basket, and just take this particular loaf out of old Smiley's pay over there... He's the one responsible for this particular mess...”




Seymour smiled, took the basket, and headed back into the kitchen for a moment to unload it. Elle heard the thud as he dropped the ruined loaf into the trash. A waste, she thought, but of course she had nowhere near the sort of nerve to say such a thing.




A moment later, the old man reemerged, payment for the loaves in trembling hands. Elle nodded at him, accepting the notes, and thanking him for his business. Then she brought the basket back down to her feet, out of the way for the moment. She caught Nate's eyes, staring at her, studying her for signs of something.




God, those eyes of his...




“Not thirsty?” he said at last, and Elle remembered her beer.




“Oh... Yes, I'd forgotten...” She turned back to the beer, staring into it, curious, but uncertain. She sniffed it. But then again, she'd already come close to getting herself killed once over the course of this delivery, hadn't she? So she figured there was no such thing as too much caution. Then she brought the mug to her lips, taking a generous swig of the stuff down her throat. She let the warm, foamy stuff heat her insides, sloshing down her throat in delectable waves.




“God... That's delicious,” she said, surprised, upon pulling the mug back away from her mouth. Not that she'd known what to expect, exactly. She wasn't much of a drinker. Not a teetotaler, nothing like that... But she had a preference for wine when she drank anything at all. Her only experience tasting beer had left her going away disgusted, the taste gross and uninviting. But this- this stuff was sweet, comforting... Cozy, she thought, if that was an appropriate term one could use to describe a flavor... “What did you say this was again?”




“Honey beer,” said Nate. His chest swelled with pride, as though he had been responsible for it's production. “It's a unique alcoholic beverage brewed by our kind...” And all it had taken was this sentence, this slipped line, for the elephant in the room to take a spot of the utmost prevalence in the air above them. “I... I take it, by now, a clever young girl such as yourself has deduced what 'our kind' refers to?”




Elle began to feel awkward again, and she found herself pulling her eyes away. First, they flitted to the sight of the two grizzly bears, still mauling one another. Even the crowd seemed to begin tiring over the extreme duration of the fight. She moved and caught Roland's angry eyes, having never moved from Elle at the bar. The sight gave her chills, but then the bouncer's eyes were pulled from her, his attention redirected. A new patron was attempting to slip in the door, the wood slamming into Roland' backside. Roland moved out of the way, in order to let the newcomer inside.




Then, Elle returned to Nate's eyes, gazing into them, and taking a last, deep swig of her beverage before answering. She needed something to keep her afloat through this most unusual, not to mention stressful, of situations, after all.




“Yes, I-” she replied, then paused, then continued, “You're were bears, if I'm not mistaken... Or bear shifters... I've heard both terms used, I don't know which you prefer...”




“That's correct,” nodded Nate, still grinning. Then he added, “And either term is acceptable... Thanks for being considerate though.”




Elle smiled again, loosening up a bit. “To be honest, I- well, I've never met a bear shifter before... Until your- your bouncer over there...” (She wasn't familiar enough to these folks to refer to Roland by his name just yet.) “Brought me in here, I'd only ever heard stories... For all I knew, that was all your kind was... Stories...” 




He laughed, and that gave her license to do so as well. She took another sip of the honey beer, and again, there was that welcome sensation of warming, of sudden, thorough happiness.




“Yes... Unfortunately, human beings and bear shifters have not always held the most amiable of relations with one another, as a whole, at any rate... Which is, to some extent, understandable, I suppose, but sad all the same... We find it in our best interest to remain hidden from the rest of the world, for the most part. We're choosy as to whom we can trust to interact, as you might well imagine. Your boss, for instance... He's well enough acquainted with my boss that the two of them know not to second guess one another. Seymour and Konrad can exchange goods and services. Still, though, I fear that neither of our people, your side or mine, would be as understanding as gents such as Seymour and Konrad. We may be the ones who can transform into snarling, vicious grizzly bears... But we're outnumbered by your kind, not to mention outpaced by your own technology. So, we feel it best, for the most part, to remain hidden away, sheltered... That keeps any sort of conflict we might encounter at the absolute minimum.”




“That makes sense,” said Elle, not knowing what else she could say about this. She took another long swell of honey beer- she was starting to love this stuff. “I can understand why you might want to err on the side of caution with that sort of thing.” Although, in truth, she couldn't at all imagine what it must be like to have to live your life in that sort of fear, under that degree of paranoia. In fact, she felt a brief, fleeting pang of sympathy for Roland. She felt as though she could better understand why the hulking guard might have thought the worst when she'd peeked in through the door earlier. But then, as she looked over in his direction, she caught him looking at her and Nate. It was an expression of intense hatred polluting an otherwise handsome face. Any shred of understanding she might have had for his manner of treating her all but vanished in short order.




She turned back to Nate, and something seemed to have occurred to him in the past couple of moments. “Wait... Did your boss, Konrad... Did he send you to us to make that delivery, without telling you that this pub was inhabited by bear shifters first?”




Elle stared into her drink. She felt very awkward, not wanting to make her boss sound inconsiderate- which he often could be. And she shrugged finally, but then nodded yes. “Yeah... Sort of...”




“Good Lord...” said Nate, disgusted. “You must have had the living bajeezus scared out of you by... That!” he waved his hand toward the warring grizzlies, and then added, “Not to mention that...” His hand this time fell upon Roland, who snarled, then Nate turned back toward the bar. “Seymour! Get this poor girl another drink! I dare say she's been through hell of an ordeal throughout the course of this evening so far, and I'm ashamed at the way she's been treated. We need to show her there's more to us than our, ahem, grizzly facades tend to let on...”




“Oh, God, thank you, but... But that's not necessary, I should be headed back out soon...” Though by the time the words had escaped her lips, the second mug had already been delivered- her first hadn't yet been drained. It occurred to her then that she'd heard that the overwhelming majority of bear shifters were male. 




“Ah, eff Konrad after he's put you through this much with your delivery... If he says anything, just tell him that some of us gave the new delivery girl some trouble. And until then, just kick back here with us, drink your cares away, and watch the show...”




The show referred to the tumbling, slashing bears in the center of the room, growing weary at this point. Swaying, as though at any moment, one of them might be ready to pass out.




“Oh God. To be honest,” Elle piped up, “This is all strange for me... I mean... I'm kind of squeamish... Not one for blood sport, or watching creatures kill each other for fun... I mean, if you folks are, that's completely your business, it's just...”




“Kill each other?” said Nate, incensed by the notion. “Good Lord, they don't kill each other! What do you think we are, barbarians? This is just good sport, no different from a boxing or wrestling match carried out by you humans... They fight until one of them K.O.'s, people place bets on it... But it goes no farther than that...”




Elle tried her best to trust Nate, take him at his word, and maintain something of an open mind. Thinking that this was the best way of fitting in with those around her, she gave it a shot. She looked over at the fighters pinned up against one another, slashing, pushing, gnawing at one another... And she tried to see it in the same light as those around her did- as sport, and nothing more. The honey beer took the edge off for her and as she became more accustomed to her surroundings. She managed to at least trick herself into thinking she could stomach the viewing. She did, though, feel embarrassed at her constant flinching whenever either of the creatures managed to land a blow on the other. There was no reaction in the countenances of the other bar patrons. They were all presumably seasoned veterans when it came to witnessing such brutality.




The fight had been going on for some time, she assumed, even before she'd come here. The two grizzlies were full of stamina, a drive to win. She also figured the men witnessing likely had placed rather sizable bets on the winner of the competition. Both parties, as a result, were under rather intense pressure to perform at their best.




Sooner or later, though, things had to end. In spite of herself, Elle actually had to shriek, spitting some of her beer out. One of the bears had tackled his opponent to the floor, performing what appeared to be the death blow. For good measure, he shook his head around a bit, his jaw still clamped into the opponent's flesh. A way of emphasizing the fact of his defeat, she supposed, on no uncertain terms.




“We have a winner!” came a triumphant shout from nearby. Half of the bar erupted into a boom of applause. The other half was disappointed at the results. Several reached into their pockets, retrieving the money they owed.




Elle was stunned. She believed she'd just gotten through witnessing a murder in the name of sport. She felt dizzy, lightheaded, like she needed to throw up.




“Are you alright?” questioned Nate. He patted her on the shoulder, concerned for her well-being. And though she tried to brush him away, there was no disguising her look of disbelief.




In a moment, the victorious grizzly stood with his arms raised in a stance of triumph, treating his supporters to a bit of post-game spectacle. He let out a booming roar that made Elle's heart skip a beat, and his body began to shrink, the fur to recede. When the fighter had returned to his human form he was covered in hair. Elle's impulse was to avert her eyes from the man's nudity, his thick hair his only covering at any spot on his body. But then two things occurred to her. For one, no one else in the bar seemed to be offended by the sight of his muscular nakedness. This was nothing a shifter hadn't seen before, and thus shouldn't be deemed as offensive. And what was more, the blood, the wounds, the cuts, were far more troubling sights than his genitals. The latter were completely natural, to be expected- the gashes all over his body, by contrast, made her cringe on his behalf.




The fighter seemed to care little about the marks across his skin, used to them as he was. His focus, rather, seemed to be on his fallen opponent. Now that the fanfare for him had subsided, he was stooping to the floor, attempting to rouse the fallen grizzly from his stupor. The furry mass began to shrink, to transform, into a vulnerable looking, fleshy mass. Presumably, Elle hoped, it was a sign that the man was still alive.




“Come on now... Let's get you out of here and cleaned up buddy... That's it... There ya go...” The second naked man was brought up to full height. Once again the bar patrons cheered. This time it was for the defeated party.




“See? No harm done. It's all in good fun...” said Nate, leaning into Elle.




“If that's what you want to consider good fun, then more power to you,” she said. She was more confident in her speech than she had been up to this point in the evening with the alcohol in her system. And Nate flashed her a grin. A smoldering grin, one which went a long way in melting her heart in that moment, even if she couldn't explain why.




The two fighters were making their way across the room. The victor, in full control over his faculties, as the loser limped, slumped over the man's shoulder.




“Great fight tonight Peter!” called Nate over to the still-conscious fighter. He looked up, smiling with only partial conviction through his bloodied face, and nodded with appreciation. Elle, from the corner of her eye, could spy Argyle and Marco exchanging money behind her back across the counter. They, too, had bet against one another on the fight, and Marco had won out over Argyle. 




At last, Peter and his opponent disappeared behind a door. presumably to get cleaned up and recuperate. Nate gave Elle a meaningful look, as though to say “See, I told you so?”




Elle couldn't confess to being all that enthusiastic about the notion of bear fights. But she had to at least concede that there was more to these creatures' culture than her first impression, that of sheer brutality. She supposed it might be worth her while, at any rate... To learn and discover more about the way this society worked during this brief and unplanned exposure to their lifestyle.




As the night wore on, Elle found herself striking up quite the intimacy with the man who'd rescued her from torture or death. The tension, the slight awkwardness of their initial meeting, all but dissolved away as the hours wore on. The two of them found themselves laughing, joking, sharing stories about themselves and their lives. Nate, in particular, seemed quite interested in human culture. Almost more, in fact, than Elle had been interested in his own shifter behavior. And the more she shared, the more the other inhabitants of the pub seemed to grow a liking for her as well. Argyle and Marco had remained silent but curious about their guest for the longest time. But given some time and some warming up to this new guest, they began to feature in the conversation themselves. They were actually, Elle came to realize, quite funny. The two of them struck a perfect comedic balance with one another, and caused her to burst out laughing on any number of occasions.




Hell, at one point, even the grizzly fighters from earlier on in the evening put in an appearance. The two of them welcomed their human guest, who seemed to be gaining an unexpected popularity with the shifters sitting around the bar. The pair seemed like reasonable people, which struck Elle as being odd. She couldn't deduce why the hell they would engage in such a violent spectacle.




But above all, an intense connection between Nate and Elle continued to grow and strengthen. It positively blossomed throughout the night... Bringing them closer and closer together as the evening progressed. Before Elle knew it, she was falling for this handsome, rugged stud of a bear shifter.




And throughout the entire evening, Roland, standing in his corner, leered over at Elle like a hawk. He did not once take his spiteful eyes off the girl, a fact which she might have noticed had she not been so focused on Nate.




Elle and Nate leaned into one another. They put their lips together, and shared an intense, maddening kiss. Elle felt lightheaded. She realized what it was she was doing, and wondered for a fraction of a moment, whether it could possibly be a mistake? But then, the only argument she needed was the taste of Nate's lips. The feeling of his tongue in her mouth. The warmth of his saliva. She didn't know where the hell this would end, but she'd lived so much of her life without ever taking chances. And this, she knew, was something wholly worth gambling on.




She leaned closer. Kissed harder. She relaxed her body. Her head spun in the utter perfection of this moment. The crowd around her, she could hear, had begun to cheer, to celebrate this most unexpected union. For a moment, as she blushed, she rather wished things had been a bit more private. But it did somewhat gratify her to know that she had the support of the fellow patrons. When at last she pulled away from Nate to stare into his eyes, a smile was spread wide across her lips, a look of triumph, and utter contentment.




But of course, not everyone in the bar was quite as enthusiastic as the two of them in that moment.




“Alright... You've had your fun... Time to get your ass out of here...”




Every face turned  to see Roland thundering forward toward the bar from the door. A look of righteous indignation flared in his eyes. A burning passion to eject Elle in as timely a manner as possible, and see the purity of this gathering restored.




“Roland, hold on...” said Nate, standing up to block his path, but Roland was undeterred. Many of the other men standing around the couple sided with Elle and Nate, but they didn't dare speak up. Roland, after all, was a respected employee of this establishment. He could kick out whomever he so chose, and the other patrons didn't dare attempt to stand in his way.




“I will not hold on, you son of a bitch... You, you traitor... I let your little whore here make her delivery, just as she'd said she'd come to do... And I've sat around for hours, watching her overstay her welcome... But this is a place for bear shifters and bear shifters alone to congregate in privacy. Not for humans who think like it's nothing that they can just march in and effing own the place... It's time for her to get the hell out...”




Here, Roland made the decisive move of seizing Elle's wrist. Harder, even, than he had upon her arrival. Nate did not take all that kindly to this.




“Get your hands off of her!” he yelled. He slammed his hands against Roland' chest, trying to get him to back away. 




But Roland would have none of this, punching Nate in the side of his face.




It was unclear, at this point, who shifted first. Clothes shredding, skin expanding, teeth and fur and claws erupting. But in an instant, Elle was screaming, crying out, trying to intervene. But Marco and Argyle restrained her, the two of them as stunned as she.




The grizzlies' violent roars filled the small pub. The sound of it stabbed straight to the hearts of the spectators, causing their jaws to drop as they continued to stare in stupefaction. Elle realized, in the back of her mind, that Nate had been right about the fighters from before. About the notion that it was just in good fun, that no lethal intentions were involved in any way with what they were doing. This, she knew with horror, was real fighting. A genuine wish to murder, to slay, clear in every bite, in every slashing of claws through flesh. Not a single other of the patrons was cheering on either side. No one placing bets. Not a soul engaging in any such morbid fascination. They were all as stunned as Elle. But made it worst of all for her was the fact that, as the grizzlies attacked one another, she had no way of distinguishing them. No way of identifying Nate from Roland. She had no clue who the hell she should be rooting for, and presumably wouldn't know until one of them had succeeded in slaying the other...




She shrieked, as one of the beasts slammed the other up against the opposite wall. Bones sounded as though they'd just been shattered. The beast doing the pinning down sank his teeth into the shoulder of his victim. The pinned down bear let out a pained roar, then exerted an immense force to outright bowl over his attacker. He succeeded in knocking him to the floor, and it was at this point that he, in turn, managed to pin his opponent down. He slashed a vicious claw across the struggling bear's face, a second roar of pain was let out in return-




And from that point, things came to a screeching, unexpected halt. Two more loud roars from either side were let out, two extra grizzlies thrown into the ring in the capacity of law enforcement. Seymour, frail and vulnerable looking, stood at the heads of the two entwined grizzlies. The old man exerted a wholly disproportionate level of authority to his stature.




The fighting beasts froze, the sight of The Honey Pot's owner bringing them to their senses. The man's clout and influence in their community was made wholly evident by the fact of their almost instant bowing to his wishes.




“I. Will not have. This shit. In my establishment. You two goddamn fuckers disentangle yourselves at once. And I mean NOW! Nate, I suggest that you take your new friend home for the evening... And Roland... You and I are going to have a lengthy discussion in my office, IMMEDIATELY...”




This was, without question, the final word in the matter. The two men transformed back into their human forms.




Elle, still tense, breathed the faintest sigh of relief at the sight of Nate having been the one on top. His injuries were the lesser of the two beasts, a shallow impression of bloody teeth marks on his shoulder. Roland, by contrast, had a vicious series of slashes across his face. It was an injury she had difficulty envisioning as ever being healed.




It made her nauseous, however, to consider it... That the man she'd fallen for could have caused such damage to another being when provoked. And she wished, in that moment, that she could be as far away from the scene of the debacle as possible.




She got her wish, in short enough order, as Nate conceded to Seymour's wishes. Dressing, and escorting Elle from the premises. Roland, all the while, continued to glare at her until the moment she was out of sight.




“I'm so... So sorry for that... For all of that... That you had to see me, like that, out of control...” said Nate, after what seemed like an interminable degree of silence under the moonlight.




“No, no it's... It's fine,” insisted Elle. And she'd wanted to add with enthusiasm that she understood completely. But of course, this wasn't the case at all...




“It's just... I hope you don't mind me saying so, but I was really beginning to like you...” he said.




Elle's mouth tingled with the memory of the kiss they'd shared prior to all hell breaking loose. She couldn't help but smile for a moment, in spite of herself. Though of course, the situation, at this point, had become far more complicated than it had been in that sweet, blissful moment. “I was hoping that... Well, I don't know, exactly. I was just hoping that things could, maybe, at least start to go somewhere between us, despite our obvious differences. I didn't want your first impression of my people, and especially not of me, to be of violence, brutality, and losing control... What happened there, tonight- that never happens in The Honey Pot, and I mean never. Aside from the professional matches, I don't think I've ever seen a fight break out in that bar in the decade or so I've been going there. Or anywhere in the woods, for that matter. I don't know what the hell Roland' problem was tonight, I think he has some sort of vendetta against non-shifters... But of course, I shouldn't have let him get me so worked up, and lose my temper like I did...”




The more and more he talked, the more Nate seemed to realize that he was only serving to complicate and muddy matters. He shut up at this point, allowing the silence of the night to take over. The sounds of insects chirping in their ears took over. Neither of them spoke a word as they strolled along, the night enveloping them.




It was Elle, now, who would have a choice to make, and Elle alone. She had, earlier on in the evening, before the near bloodbath of Roland and Nate, chided herself for never taking chances in life. For not seeking that which she desired despite whatever uncertainties she might have had. And she wondered if she could still see the decision of whether or not to accept Nate into her heart in the same light. The risks, now, at least, were all out there in the open, on plain view for her to see... And she wondered, could she live with those risks? Could she forget about them and take the plunge?




He'd been protecting her... He hadn't been the aggressor, Roland had been... But could the beast she'd just seen, lashing out at the bouncer in full fury, be awakened so easily? Putting her and the people around her in danger?




“Well... Here we are... I hope you enjoyed your evening with us, er... For the most part...” said Nate, once the two of them had arrived at the door of Elle's tiny apartment. They stood awkwardly for a moment. Elle was still trying to decide what she should do, agonizing over her decision... But the clock ran out finally when Nate seemed to decide for her, adding, “Anyway... Give Konrad my regards... It was a pleasure meeting you...”




He nodded to her, and had just turned to leave, when suddenly Elle piped up. “Nate wait!” He turned back quickly enough, almost as though he'd been expecting this, or at the very least hoping for it all this time. “I... I...” It was now or never, she realized, stammering. She was still clearly trying to come to a decision even as she spoke, time already run out, but the choice not yet made. At last she gave in. She had no idea whether or not it was the right thing to do, but she decided to go with her gut, “...I really, really did have a great time with you this evening... Back there... Before, you know... Everything else that happened...”




Though he'd been hoping for this, it still seemed to catch Nate off guard. And he turned to face her. “So did I,” he said, in a low, considerate voice. And before either of them knew it, they were standing close together. Mutually mesmerized, sweat beginning to prickle up on their skin...




Neither Nate nor Elle could help themselves any longer. They could no longer avoid picking up where they'd left off before Roland' butting in, spoiling their plans. And now, now, thank God, they had the benefit of privacy on their side, no audience, no one to judge them. Now, they could give into one another completely and wholly. And it was clear, as Nate leaned deeper, deeper, deeper into her, that he had every intention in the world of doing that.




Elle was lightheaded again as they kissed, and this time the honey beer had nothing to do with it. He pulled her into himself. She could feel him growing hard, thick, aroused for her... His heat, his solidity, making it known on no uncertain terms how he yearned for her love in that moment... And who the hell was she to deprive such a passionate lover of that which he craved so dearly?




It was all moving so very, very fast. Elle was not the type of girl to give into such impulses. Her relationships never made the progressed this fast. But he was ravishing her, pressing his body against hers... Sliding his hands all over her, squeezing her breasts right out here in the open, and she was starving for his flesh as his kisses ran down along her neck. 




The tit grabbing was particularly damning, as splendid as it felt to have him touch her in that way. She wondered whether the privacy of the forest better allowed for such rendezvous. Whether perhaps they enabled such unexpected dives into passion to take place without disruption. It was no big deal for shifters to walk around naked in one another's presence, after all...




As swept up in the moment... As lost, in Nate's touch as she was just then... There was still that practical part of her brain taking over in the back of her head. And she forced herself to pull away from him in that moment. Not completely, of course, as his kisses continued to rain down along her throat. But enough for her to be able to reach into her pocket and fumble for her keys. Pushing them into the door and unlocking the thing with a tremendous effort... Then at last pushing it wide open, and whisking Nate inside, sealing the two of them into the private sanctuary of her home.




They hit the bed hard, giggling as they bounced upon its soft surface. Elle still couldn't believe she was giving herself over to a man, a bear shifter, no less. But just then she found herself not caring all that much about propriety. Or pacing herself. Or anything at all, for that matter, other than giving into her deepest, most desperate carnal desires... Nate was stripping out of his shirt, his pants, his naked body now far more arousing now that it wasn't being torn apart by Roland. He was massive, powerful, draped with hair all over, in a manner that made him seem animalistic. And his penis, she now saw, was tremendous. Long and veiny, its erect form making her mouth water, and her skin burning as he proceeded to undress her in the moonlight.




She loved the feeling of his hands, swimming across her body, her stomach her breasts, with the removal of her shirt and pants. He struggled with undoing the clasp of her bra. She helped him out, eager for things to get underway. He showed his gratitude for this act of kindness, then, by seizing her soft, silky breasts in his firm, large hands. He squeezed them, filling her with pleasure and making her crave more.




He slid his hands down, down, down between her legs. He hooked his fingers beneath her panties, and causing her to gasp out in pleasure as he began to rub her tenderly. His grip was precise... Perversely skillful despite the apparent hugeness and clunkiness of his digits. His touch, however, was nothing. Or at least not compared to the moment when he slid her from those lacy little panties altogether... And then he surprised her one step further by sinking his head down between her thighs.




Her eyes went wide, and then shuddered closed. She attempted to contain herself through the long, wet waves of pleasure. He licked her tenderly, sliding his tongue through her pussy. Lapping up her insides and licking her as though she were the most flavorful of delicacies. Her spine flexed and her limbs trembled as she let out light, feminine whimpers. She had to keep reminding herself to breathe as the pleasure swelled. Forcing her, in her ecstasy, to let her knees fall around his bobbing, lapping head, trapping him. Pulling him further, further, further in... Until at last she cried out in orgasm, body heaving with pleasure, and her head spinning.




Gradually, her knees unbent. Her buttocks unclenched, and she relinquished her beautiful oral lover from her grip. He came away from between her legs with a smile on his lips, and then moved his face forward, planting a kiss on her panting mouth. She tasted herself on him, and somehow this filled her with a feeling of intense intimacy. She pushed her tongue into his mouth, and began to squirm as once again he proceeded to finger her cunt. Sliding his grip along through her, limbering her up, getting her wetter and wetter and wetter... All in preparation for the glorious finale that was about to unfold.




At last, she was ready, and he seemed to know, at the right moment. He slid his hands around both of her ankles. He pushed them upward, spreading them wide apart, and pinning her knees up around her head.




He lifted his body up over her, mounting her, sliding his erect penis up and down against her a few times. He did this almost teasingly, and she bit her lip, readying herself as best she could. He took one hand from off of her knee, and used it to place his tip just inside her. Then she squeaked, as he began to plunge himself inside her. He buried his cock up deep, deep, deep into her pussy, sliding inch after inch after inch of himself inside her... Until at long, long last he was buried, his shaft wholly consumed in the tight wet pinkness of her folds, and she let out a tremendous sigh of passion. Stretched out, overloaded, and so wholly aroused in that moment that she could hardly see straight.




And he began to hump, to thrust, to fuck her powerfully. His ass began to lift, to strike, to push in toward her body, his pelvis slamming forward into her. Their wet, fully aroused genitals smashing together... Building up a dreadful friction as he pounded her mercilessly. Each thrust was more brutal than the last, their bodies resounding with a series of booming claps!




She was moaning, crying out at the top of her lungs, every muscle tensed as he destroyed her... His animalistic fury, surpassing even her wildest expectations... And every nerve in her body stretched to breaking with pleasure, when at last, with one final blow, he hurled himself down inside her like a hammer. Both of them, in a splendid moment of ecstasy, were sent spiraling over the edge.




He began to cum wildly inside her, filling her with a thick, molten substance that was sweeter than honey beer by far. His seed spilled from her body in its thickness and its abundance. And Elle, then, was set alight with orgasm in return. Climax, gripping her from head to toe. Her screams ear piercing. Her fingers curling into the sweat soaked bed sheets, and stars flashing before her eyes... She drifted back down to Earth, and he at last pulled out of her, evoking an immense, trembling sigh of relief.




The two of them tenderly drifted off, happy and content, wrapped up in the tightest of bear hugs.
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Linnie Foster felt like she needed a cigarette. She’d never smoked, but in the movies, this seemed like the sort of situation where you’d have a cigarette. It was a nerves thing. They calmed your nerves, right?




The motel room she was trapped in seemed tiny, even though the police had upgraded her to a double. Pastel shapes covered the peeling wallpaper. Were they once flowers? This motel didn’t seem like the kind of place that rented rooms by the week very often; Linnie suspected they were usually leased by the hour. 




One of the two detectives, Parker, was a heavy set, wide-shouldered man. He was the one currently keeping watch at the window. Parker would pull the curtain back and glance out into the parking lot every time a set of lights drifted past the window. He seemed to suffer from a chronic digestive disagreement, often putting a hand to his stomach and grimacing. He did it with such a passive automation that he probably no longer noticed. His stomach gurgled again. “Hurg,” he said, rubbing his stomach like a genie lamp.




The other detective, a woman named Longheim, had a severe, angular face. She sat in a chair beside the window with her elbows resting on her knees. She was trying to look focused, but mostly looked tired. She was fidgeting with a pack of worn playing cards, fanning them open and loudly shuffling them together. She never drew a card or even looked at them. Just fan, bridge, shuffle. Fan, bridge, shuffle.




The image of two detectives protecting a valuable witness was what kept Linnie thinking about how much she needed a cigarette. It would complete the look to have a plume of smoke floating up from her cigarette. Maybe she could sit near one of the table lamps and dramatically turn it on when…what? What did she think would happen? The waiting felt like it had stretched from hours into long days; the quiet tension hung in the air.




Linnie’s thoughts drifted to young Brandon, the image of him looking up at her as he clung to her leg. She could vividly remember the boy’s haunted eyes looking at her from behind his mother’s skirt. Brandon’s drawings were so disturbing; so much black and red, bodies with their limbs akimbo, often eyeless. He was a good boy. He was still a good boy, but for how much longer? How long can you be around that kind of family before it seeps into you, corrupting you from inside? Until all you know is an oath you’ve sworn and a ring you’ve kissed.




She could recall conversations she overheard from the next room, dark and stern. Codes when they were careful and outright abhorrent things when they weren’t. That’s when the generous cash bonuses came. When she’d agreed to become Brandon’s nanny, she had never heard of the Accardi family. She had gone to school for early childhood education; she’d been excited to be hired as Brandon’s nanny. So much potential in that little scrunched up face. 




But that seemed like forever ago. By the time Linnie went to the police, she had learned more than she’d ever wanted to know about the mob and was terrified of what might come next. There was only one code in organized crime: you don’t snitch. Bad things happened when you did. Final things.




The casualness of the process had thrown Linnie for a loop. She thought it would be like in the movies. Like a femme fatale in East Berlin, she’d pass an envelope to a detective on a bus bench. Then she’d be whisked away under heavy guard to some place safe and far away. 




Instead, she got called in to the station where a bored lieutenant filled out a form at the front desk. A guy next to her was screaming at the desk sergeant because he wouldn’t dispatch a  patrol car to investigate a broken car window. A line formed behind her. A line, like it was the bank on payday. 




If justice was anything, it was slow. Slow, deliberate and full of paperwork. What came next seemed to be long waits in crappy motel rooms as the district attorney waited for a court date. And of course, it was an election year for some bureaucrat, so every action had to be weighed against political cost. The police hadn’t let Linnie out of their sight for three weeks, and that made for very few trips out of the motel room. She’d begun to go a little stir-crazy. These rooms never got HBO.




Now, here she was, waiting to be handed off to another set of detectives. She sighed deeply, and Longheim looked over at her. The cards paused their endless dance.




“You okay?” the detective asked, the fatigue heavy in her voice giving way to annoyance.




“Yeah. Yeah, sure. I’m fine.” Linnie stood up and walked over to the bathroom. She didn’t have to go, but she knew she was sick of just sitting around waiting for the handoff to come. She closed the bathroom door behind her and examined her reflection in the mirror, and sighed again. She looked worn, stretched … and tired.




Linnie heard a knock at the hotel room’s door. Through the bathroom door, she heard muffled voices; Parker and Longheim, and then … another voice she recognized. She sighed, and blinked at her image in the mirror, and then ran a hand over her face. The voice was Martin Clarke, the district attorney. Maybe there was finally a court date?




When Linnie exited the bathroom, she found that there were now six people in suits packed into the small double room. There were Longheim and Parker, plus Mr. Clarke, but the other three were new. Compared to the detectives, their suits looked expensive, and tailored. 




One of the strangers swiveled his head to look at Linnie, and tilted his dark sunglasses to look over them at her. Linnie felt both a thrill and a chill pass through her, as the man’s glittering, golden eyes locked with hers from beneath a cowboy hat.




She’d heard of them, of course; the Shifters who lived alongside and among humans. She’d never met a Shifter before, though. The sharp-dressed man’s eyes narrowed, noting Linnie’s surprise. Did he…did he just sniff the air?




“Linnie.” Martin said. He sounded worn out, exhausted. “I’ve got some people here I’d like you to meet. This is Clive, that’s Cain, and this is Marcus.” He indicated the three well-built men standing between him and the door. Each of them was wearing long coats and dark glasses with somber expressions.




Linnie nodded, without extending her hand. “Pleasure to meet you all. Martin, are we...”




“There’s been a problem.” Martin said, his eyes darting around the objects in the room. He always did this, like one day he’d see a cobra on the nightstand and jump back in time.   “Somewhere in my office, there’s been a leak.”




Linnie felt her blood run cold and her stomach turn somersaults. “A…leak? What the fuck do you mean? How the hell does that happen? Oh God. Oh God…what does that mean?”




“There’s a…good chance that members of the Accardi family have isolated our source.”




Through the cold chill of her fear, Linnie felt the red-hot burn of anger. “You son of a bitch.” She resisted slapping Martin, but only just barely. She turned away, so that he couldn’t see the tears welling up in her eyes. “You told me my name would stay out of this. That when all of this, all of this would be over, and I could…”




“The situation’s changed, Linnie, and…and I’m sorry.” Martin said, holding his voice steady. “But, the Accardi are obviously on edge. They’re afraid of what you might know. This puts us… honestly, Linnie, this puts us in a great operating position. They’re nervous, and their power structure is shifting. This is a great opportunity for us to…”




Linnie glared at Martin, and he grew quiet under her withering stare.




Parker spoke up. “So who are you guys?” he asked, gesturing towards the three men in dark suits that had entered with Martin. “You ain’t cops.”




Martin half-turned. “Because of the…high-profile nature of this prosecution, and the unknown nature of this leak, we’ve been able to access some, uh, unconventional resources. These gentlemen are…third-party experts with regards to witness protection. They’re going to be taking over Linnie’s care, to ensure she stays safe. This is Cain DuMont, Linnie, and he-”




Linnie shook her head in disbelief. “You people. So, I’m supposed to go with …”




The man Martin called Cain interrupted Linnie’s sentence, interjecting to say, “Ms. Foster, I understand your concerns, and we definitely should discuss it. But now is absolutely not the right time.” Cain stepped, reaching out to take Linnie’s hand. Like a warm vice, his grip was strong and somehow comforting.




Martin opened his mouth to say something, but a firm look from Cain cut him off.




“Now” Cain continued “...is time for you and I to leave.”




Linnie looked at her hand, held in Cain’s. His hands were wide and steady, and the feeling of him holding her hand reassured Linnie. She felt safe, or at least safer, with Cain holding her hand. And those eyes…God, those eyes!




After a pause, she nodded, and Cain motioned towards the door with his head. He then turned, saying, “Clive, you’ll…?”




“We’ll get everything squared away,” Clive answered, while Linnie and Cain headed out the door.




A few wordless minutes later, Cain was pulling his black SUV away from the parking lot, with Linnie seated beside him. He moved methodically, practiced training making everything he did automatic. 




Linnie wondered if that was some kind of soldier training? Or maybe because he was a Shifter? She glanced out the windshield at the lights of the city. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been home. Is there any chance we could stop off at my place? I need some clothes, and…”




Wordlessly, Cain shook his head no.




“There’s things I need there! Shirts, maybe some…underwear,” Linnie said. 




Cain adjusted his grip on the steering wheel, and seemed to ignore the question. He licked his lips and kept his eyes on the traffic. Not just the cars and where they were. He was looking at the people in the cars. Some cars he would just glance past. But any car that held a group of men earned his stare.




Quietly, she added, “There’s photos. Of my mother. Earrings, from my grandmother. Christmas…things.” She drifted into silence, and sighed. She felt her lower lip tremble, so she turned to look out the window and away from Cain. “I didn’t know it would be like this!”




A quiet moment filled the car. Cain broke the silence by asking, “Your place is just off 10th Avenue?”




Linnie nodded, as she felt tears run down her cheeks, and felt the corners of her mouth twitching. Cain sighed, and said, “Five minutes. Less. Just what you…need. Personal things. In and out. This is not a packing opportunity. This is a grabbing opportunity.”




Linnie wiped at her cheeks with her cuffs. “Thank you.” 




“Deviate from the plan, and there will likely be a price. Let’s hope we don’t have to pay it tonight.”


Linnie’s suitcase sat open on the bed, and she was doing her best to prioritize the contents of her apartment. She set in a photo album from when she was a kid; her grandmother’s earrings; she made sure Cain wasn’t looking to put in her teddy bear. Her sister’s favorite Christmas tree decoration...




Cain waited in the other room, but Linnie could feel his impatience through the wall. She had just a few minutes to pack her life into a bag, and here he was pressing her for time.




“I thought I was clear. We have to move,” Cain said through the door, interrupting Linnie’s efforts to get her shirts and pants rolled up to take up as little room as possible.



“I know, I know!” she called. “I get it, okay. I’m rushing as fast as I…”




The door to Linnie’s bedroom was flung open, and she shrieked. 




Cain stormed in and took one look at the suitcase. “Zip up the bag. We’re done. We have to go. Now.”




“Just a damn second,” Linnie snarled back. “This is my fucking life I’m packing into this …”




A loud knock came on the front door. “Utilities!” demanded a deep voice. “We’ve got a gas leak in the building!”




Cain’s hand flew to Linnie’s shoulder, and he pushed her to the ground. He was immensely strong, and his hands wide; she nominally attempted to resist, but realized she wouldn’t be able to. Once Cain had her kneeling, he murmured, “Stay down…”




“But the gas-” Linnie murmured, sniffing the air.




“There’s no gas leak. If things go bad, run and don’t look back,” Cain said, standing and heading out the door of the bedroom.




She didn’t have very long to think about it, though, before she heard a crash from her living room. She heard the sound of wood splintering, and then two male voices, grunting. She crawled across to the door of her bedroom so she could look around the doorframe to see what was happening. 




From her vantage point, she could see that Cain was pinned to the ground by a shorter, thick-built man. Their glittering eyes were locked on each other and their hands interlocked, as they each struggled for an advantage against the other. She heard Cain growl as he heaved, flinging the shorter man off him, and hurling him across the room. Half a second after he disappeared from Linnie’s line of sight, she heard the sound of her television crashing to the ground. 




Cain seized the moment to roll back onto his feet, glancing to Linnie and catching her eye. “Go! Now!” Cain bellowed, pointing to the open door, as he turned back to face the rest of her apartment.




Linnie didn’t need to be told twice. She darted down the hallway, and through the living room where the brawl was taking place, then behind Cain towards the splintered remnants of the door out of her apartment. As she slipped out, she glanced over her shoulder, only to see that, where there had once been a squat man lying in the rubble of her entertainment center, a strange creature was rolling to standing on his cloven hooves. 




His face was now projected forward, and his hair straight upwards; his nose curled up with his pronounced nostrils flaring, tusks jutting out the sides of his mouth. The monster’s mouth opened, and it squealed; it was a terrible, high-pitched sound that carried through the air and tore at Linnie’s eardrums. Cain glanced over his shoulder, and saw Linnie still standing there.




“Get out! Run for the car!” Cain shouted as he was tackled to the ground, a long furry snout buried in his midsection.




Linnie saw them both go flying back, disappearing into her kitchen, and Linnie heard the sound of her shelves and cabinets breaking, her ceramic plates shattering. She ran, but not like she did back in high school. She ran like her primitive ancestors ran, the ones who ran away fast enough to escape tooth and claw.




She fled down the stairs, taking them two at a time. Linnie could feel her heart thumping and her blood pumping; she couldn’t believe this was happening, couldn’t believe she’d gotten up to her eyeballs in this. She pushed through the fire door in the stairwell, exiting into an alleyway. She paused, glancing in both directions. From above her, she could hear the high-pitched, menacing squeals of the terrible half-hog creature that was in her apartment. Linnie bit her lip, trying to focus, and started to head down the alley towards the back of the building where Cain had parked. From behind her, Linnie heard a yell. She looked back, and saw two men pointing at her and launching into a pursuit. Linnie swore loudly and turned to run.




At that moment, there was a loud crash above her, accompanied by the sound of smashing bricks. Linnie looked up, and skidded to a stop as saw the side of the building giving way. Coming through the wall four stories above her head was a massive, hulking form, nearly nine foot to the shoulder and covered in short black fur. As the creature crashed to the ground, Linnie could see that it resembled an immense bear; a bear the size of a mid-sized truck. Linnie could make out the beaten and broken form of a hog-man beneath the bear’s right paw, now crushed into the asphalt. The bear raised his head and gave a roar that echoed through the alleyway and made the ground shudder, and Linnie screamed.




She stumbled and collapsed, falling onto her rear. She didn’t know where to run. Her legs didn’t remember how to run. This was it. A calmness ran through her, some kind of chemical gift from her brain moments before her death. A final goodbye. 




The bear stepped over Linnie, keeping her safely beneath it as it pulled itself up on on it’s hind legs to confront the men that were charging towards them. The bear’s massive paw lashed out, and slammed the first of their attackers against the wall. The bricks shattered with the force of the impact, crumbling to dust from the force of the blow. The other man snarled, and his body twisted before Linnie’s eyes. She saw tusks dig their way out of the man’s mouth, and watched his face extend and his nose upturn as he shrieked, the sound became a high-pitched squeal as the transformation went on.




When the squeal ended, the bear brought his face down, hovering it just inches from the upturned snout of the third hog-man. His head swayed side to side. Then the bear roared, a resounding, territorial roar, that was powerful enough to cause the hog-man’s hair billow out behind him from the intensity of the bear’s deep bellow.




The hog squealed and leapt at the bear, long tusks aimed for the bear’s long neck. White foamy spit gathered at the edges of it’s mouth and stretched out behind it in long ropes. Sickly bloodshot yellow eyes narrowed as the hog Shifter flew through the air with surprising speed.




The bear snarled and batted the hog away with it’s massive paw.




Linnie felt a hand wrap around her wrist, yanking her to her feet, but the hand felt wrong. It wasn’t like Cain’s earlier. Sharp bristly hairs bit into her flesh and a rancid porcine face let out a high pitched squeal as it began to drag her backwards. Linnie screamed again, her throat rough and raw, and her voice filled with fear.




And then, the hog’s hand was pulled from her wrist, as he was slammed against the wall, producing a loud crunch of snapping bones. Linnie took a step back, and then stumbled forward, again, when she felt a massive, powerful hand, covered in fur and tipped with dark claws, rest for a moment on her back. When she glanced to her side, Cain was stepping up to be standing alongside her. His shirt was torn and his pants shredded, his skin covered in short dark fur that was rapidly receding beneath his skin. “Move!”




He moved alongside Linnie, shadowing her movements as he moved his hand from the small of her back to her shoulder. Cain kept Linnie bent over and maintaining a low profile. Once the pair arrived at Cain’s SUV, he opened the door on the passenger’s side, and practically pushed Linnie into the seat. Cain crossed the front of the vehicle, climbing into the driver’s seat.




He shifted the SUV into drive, and pressed the gas. The vehicle peeled away from the curve.




Linnie covered her face with her hands. No tears came. Her body was completely spent.




“It’s fine,” he said. “Always a price to be paid. It’s fine.”


The SUV rolled to a slow stop, and Linnie could practically hear the suspension groan in relief. About two and a half hours ago, Cain had pulled into a gas station and told Linnie to stay in the passenger’s seat of the car. He’d gotten out, walked to the back of the SUV, and pulled out a crisp, clean shirt, plus pants and a jacket from the back of the SUV. Stepping out of sight, he’d donned them quickly before climbing back into the driver’s seat and pulling back out onto the highway. An hour later, Cain had turned off the side road they’d been on, and turned up a farm-path. Nearly a dozen twists and turns later, here they were.




Cain cut the engine and hesitated a moment. Linnie watched his face, and his golden eyes, as he studied the cabin.




“Stay here a second.” Cain murmured. 




Linnie shook her head. “No.” Her hand shot out and grabbed his.




Cain sighed. “I’m not asking.”




“I’m not staying here. I’ll stay right behind you.” Linnie tried to sound firm, insistent. After a moment, she continued, more hesitant. “Please. Don’t leave me here alone.”




Cain’s golden eyes locked with Linnie’s. Despite her desperation, she did her best to keep the well of tears from showing.




“...okay.” Cain said, bobbing his head just a little.




The two got out of the car together. Linnie glanced into the woods around them, and then back to the cabin; she noticed Cain rolling his shoulder, stretching his shoulder. “Do you, uhh?” she asked, flicking her ear with her finger, as she scrunched her nose.




Cain shook his head. “No. No scent, no noise. We’re alone.”




Cain reached into the back of the SUV, and recovered a large black duffel bag, carrying it with ease. 




Linnie joined him in crossing towards the cabin, and saw Cain’s face twitch. “What is it?” she asked again, stiffening. 




Cain looked to her, confused a moment, and then shook his head. “No. Like I said, we’re alone.”  He unlocked the door of the cabin to let Linnie in. 




If she had been feeling generous, Linnie would describe the cabin as ‘rustic’ and ‘cozy’. A large moose-head hung over the fireplace. Two wide, comfortable-looking chairs and an overstuffed leather couch were arranged in a semi-circle around it. Stuffed fish were on display along the walls, and three - no, four - stuffed birds rested on furniture throughout the room. One corner of the room held a bed and a low shelf with about a dozen books on it, and in the opposite corner there was a modest kitchenette, including a fridge that looked like it was from the 1950s, and a propane stove.




Linnie blinked. This was a far cry from what she was used to in the city. “It’s…nice.” she muttered, trying to smile. Is this how she was going to be living from now until the trial, hiding in log-cabins in the woods?




“Your room is in the back. I’ll be sleeping on the couch.” Cain said, as he removed his jacket. 




Linnie gasped. Along his side, his white shirt had turned blood-red, and was stuck to his body by the damp blood it had absorbed. “Oh my God!” she said, before biting her lip.




Cain shot her a glance, with an irritable look on his face. Seeing her concern, his face softened. “It’s…it’s fine. It’s…”




“What, just a scratch?”, Linnie said, crossing towards Cain. “Sit down, let me take a look.”




Cain opened his mouth to protest, and Linnie gave the large man her best no-bullshit expression. 




Cain sighed, and began unbuttoning his shirt. “Fine.” he murmured, sitting down on his heavy-built chair. 




Linnie gasped again, as Cain revealed torn flesh, running from about an inch and a half above his hip to about the same distance from his underarm. “How are you not screaming? You drove for hours like this? It looks like you got carved up with a butcher knife.”




“A tusk, from that guy. He caught me off guard.” Cain said, with a grunt. “It’ll heal.”




“Sure,” Linnie said. “Where’s your first-aid kit?” 




Cain tried to give her a dismissive look, but Linnie shook her head. “Hell no. This is happening. Bathroom?”




Cain nodded. “Under the sink.”




Linnie walked into the bathroom, opened the cabinet, and pulled out the black bag. “What’s with that? I thought you guys were supposed to be immune? Isn’t it only silver?”




“You mean cowboys?” he said.




“Shifters, smart ass. I thought it was like, silver bullets or nothing?”




She heard Cain shift in his chair, and harumph. “I wish. How can you be immune to a sword or a punch in the face? We’re still make of skin and bone. I still get cut.”




Linnie made her way back to the table by the kitchen, and knelt beside Cain to examine his wound. She searched the medical kit for something to clean the injury. “So you’re no tougher than the average guy?“




“I didn’t say that.” Cain interrupted. “We get hurt, we bleed. But our wounds heal faster. Really fast. Fast enough that no sword, or bullet, is going to be enough. That’s all.”




Linnie looked up and down the wound, and then up to Cain’s golden eyes. 




His lips curled up a bit. “Except silver. Or the tooth or claw of other Shifters. Those wounds  last. They hurt. They burn.”




Linnie nodded. “What about iodine?”




Cain chuckled. “That’ll hurt. But at this point, what’s a little more pain?” 




Linnie nodded, and soaked a cloth with iodine. 




Cain grabbed her hand, and she started, looking to Cain’s face. Their eyes locked. “I’ll growl. I won’t hurt you.”




Linnie nodded again, and raised the cloth back to the wound, and gently squeezed a little iodine on the injury.




Cain snarled, and slammed a fist on the table; for a moment, his face twisted, and Cain’s mouth opened to reveal dangerous-looking incisors.




“Sorry …” Linnie started, but Cain shook his head.




“No. It’s okay,” Cain nodded his head. “Pain is transitory.”




Linnie’s eyes widened, and shook her head. “Wow. Fuck that.” 




Cain guffawed, and Linnie smirked, bringing up a cotton ball to daub the wound down. “Does this hurt?”




“It all hurts,” Cain answered. “Pain can be worked around. Controlled.”




Linnie brought out a bandage, and the medical tape.




Cain shook his head. “No need. Wound will be healed in a day; bandages just make them itch.” He stood, and walked over to a chest set along the wall.




Linnie sighed. “So, how long are we gonna be here?” she asked. She watched him stand in front of the chest and studied the thick, dark body hair across his shoulders. There was something…primitive and virile about that hair. 




He opened the chest, and reached inside. “A day.” he answered, and then paused. “Maybe a few days. My partners will look into the family. We’ll stay here. We stay out of the way, and keep you safe.” Cain pulled a sweater on as he spoke. 




Linnie was surprised how much it changed Cain’s look; he went from a threatening, protective guardian, to a cuddly…Linnie giggled inside her head. A cuddly teddy bear. “So, is there a TV around here?” Linnie looked around the cottage.




“Nope,” he said.




“WiFi?” she asked, bracing herself for the answer she already knew was coming.




His rumbled with laughter and he shook his head. “WiFi? This isn’t a cozy cafe with a fake fireplace and pumpkin spice lattes. TV? WiFi? Darlin’, there’s no power out here.” Cain answered. “Power means a power bill. That means paperwork. Very dangerous people pay very boring people lots of money to read very boring paperwork. Then they find what they’re looking for,” he said. “Who they’re looking for.”




“What about the fridge?” Linnie responded, pointing with her thumb. Her other hand clutched her phone. For the first time in almost two decades she might have to survive without her phone. 




Cain shook his head again. “Not plugged in. We bring ice. There’s ready-to-eat meals in the kitchen cupboards. A pump out back to bring water in.” Cain said, nodding his head towards the back of the house.




Linnie paused for a moment, opened her mouth to ask a question, thought better of it, and closed it. Then she reconsidered, and asked, “But, what are we going to do?”




Cain remained stoic. “There’s books.”




“What if we get in trouble, though? I mean, is there a phone?” Linnie stood up, and gave the room another look.




Cain shook his head. “No cell towers out here. Off the grid means off the grid. We’re out here for at least a couple weeks.” He seemed to recuse himself as that last bit slipped out.




“Weeks? What do you mean weeks? A moment ago it was one day, maybe a few days. Now it’s weeks?”




“It’s always been weeks, Linnie,” Cain said, looking away. “Look I’m not the best at babysitting, ok?“




“Babysitting?” she said, her pulse racing. “Babysitting! I’m not a child, you condescending meathead! And I’ll have you know that I was a professional nanny, so you’ve managed to insult me and my career.”




“I keep people safe. I protect them from other people who want to hurt them,” he said, holding his hands up in surrender. “I’m not as effective at protecting people from themselves.”




An awkward pause hung between them, and it seemed to suck the oxygen out of the room.




“I…can we start over?” he said, running his hands through his hair. “I’m sorry that I offended you. Sometimes I speak without thinking.”




Linnie crossed her arms while she studied the room. She dropped herself into a pleasingly comfortable leather chair. “This whole thing is stupid. I’m not gonna testify. I’ll go into that courtroom and clam up.”




She looked to Cain. In the past, when she’d gotten to this point of her speech, someone had always interrupted, reassured her of her safety, told her how necessary it was for her to speak against the crime syndicate, and how brave she was. Then they’d let up a bit. Better food, a few trips out so she could shop a little. Maybe a salon trip.




Cain’s flat expression said he wasn’t moved.




“Right? I mean…pow!” Linnie made a finger-gun, and shot herself in the temple. “I mean, that’s how it works, right? I testify, they come at me.”




Cain walked silently into the kitchen.




Linnie shook her head. “No. This wasn’t supposed to go this way. I never asked for this! I was just…why should I die for this? No, if I…I could recant. Take it all back. Refuse to testify.”




Cain paused to lean on the table, not moving, just listening to Linnie.




“That’d work, right? I mean, they’re only after me because of the charges. I don’t have to help. The DA, he can’t make me testify, right?” Linnie elaborated.




Cain blinked slowly.




“Right?” Linnie said, hoping to get an answer from Cain.




Cain sighed heavily in response, and shrugged. “I got lost on my way to law school.”




Linnie nodded. “Exactly. Right?”




“I’m gonna go chop some wood. If you need anything, I’ll be listening. Just call.” Cain’s answer was short, entirely on point, and avoided everything Linnie was desperately trying to talk about.




Linnie sighed, and slumped in the chair. If that was as talkative as Cain got, this was shaping up to be a long few weeks.


The first few hours were challenging. There were no screens, no cell reception, not even a radio. At first, Linnie passed the time by staring out the window and watching the trees. Then, she wandered around the cabin again, checking the stock of ready-to-eat meals. She grimaced at the one labeled ‘Ham Slice in Natural Juices’. 




She examined the various hunting trophies, then studied the paintings, and finally resorted to the books. Faulkner, Shakespeare, and Vonnegut; they all seemed a bit like heavy reading. The last real book she’d read was something by Chuck Palahniuk. Something her friend had pushed into her hands, gushing over how amazing it was. 




Cain walked in from outside, closing the door behind him and unbundling a big satchel full of split logs. He laid them next to the fireplace and gingerly placed a few logs into the stone enclosure. Then he took a small tin from the shelf above the fireplace and put a small fuzzy ball beneath the logs. “Lint.”




“Like pocket lint?”




“Yep. It’s great for starting fires,” he said, striking a match and reaching into the fireplace. Nothing seemed to happen, then smoke was visible. It carried up the chimney as the fire caught. Cain’s actions were patient and methodical.




Linnie watched the process, and then stared into the resulting fire.




As night drew outside, Cain returned to the circle of furniture, and set a bowl filled with a thick stew in front of Linnie. He crossed the circle to sit on the couch opposite, eating his own stew slowly.




With the gathering night, and her stew half-gone, Linnie sighed deeply, causing Cain to glance up at her. “It’s scary out here,” she said.




Cain’s brow furrowed, and he glanced at his stew. 




Linnie continued, “I went to school for early childhood education. I’m not a cop. I never wanted this. I never signed up for this. I’m scared, now. Every day, I’m scared, and I’m so tired. Of running like this. I just want to get back to my life.”




Cain stared at Linnie with his glittering golden eyes. She felt almost trapped by his gaze, transfixed. She continued to talk; Cain’s stoic demeanor presented her with the chance to open up, and she meant to take it.




“Like, what happens to me after the trial, if I testify? A life looking over my shoulder, always worrying? I deserve to have a life!”




Cain looked back to his stew, and took another spoonful. Before putting it in his mouth, he muttered, “So does Brandon.”




Linnie’s breath caught in her throat. A silence hung for a moment between she and Cain. He was right; Brandon had every right to his life, just like she did. Just like her, Brandon hadn’t asked for any of this; he was the prisoner of circumstance, just like her. He was just a little boy.




“...so does Brandon.” Linnie murmured. After another pause, she asked, “Do you think I should testify?”




Cain looked up from his soup, and met Linnie’s gaze again, and then blinked slowly. 




Linnie raised her eyebrows, trying to make it clear she expected an answer this time. “Well? Do you?” Linnie asked.




Cain cleared this throat and wiped his mouth with his napkin before setting it in his empty bowl. “I think…” He paused, inhaled, exhaled, and began again. “I think you’re right. I don’t think it’s fair. I think it’s terrible. I don’t think you did anything to deserve it. I think you spoke up because you were worried about one little boy, and I think you accidentally caught the tiger by the tail. I think you need to make the choice that you’re going to be able to live with five years from now. Ten years from now.” He set his plastic spoon in his bowl. “I don’t know what that decision will be. How could I? It’s your decision.”




Linnie sighed. 




Cain’s eyes stayed on her face, and he blinked slowly. He collected Linnie’s empty bowl, and headed to the kitchen. Linnie called after him, “So how did you end up stuck with me?”




For a long moment, Cain was silent as he pouring water from their potable water jug into a kettle. “Lost the draw,” he said with a chuckle. 




Linnie snorted and covered her face. 




Cain continued. “We go with what feels right.” He nodded, apparently agreeing with the kettle. “You felt right.”




“We hadn’t even met, though.” Linnie said, feeling herself smile a little. “You decided to take the job with nothing to go on.”




Cain shook his head. “I didn’t take the assignment until I was in the hotel room.” he murmured, walking back over to the sofa to sit back down opposite Linnie again.




She let the comfortable silence wrap around them again for a few minutes, pretending to read her book. After a moment, she set the book down again, and asked Cain, “How did you become a bodyguard?”




“Who we are affects what we are.” Cain said. “Bears are protectors. Defenders. My family has found a way to leverage that. Wolves are hunters, predators; they travel unseen among humans, preying on them.”




 Linnie nodded. “And…uhh, pigs?” she asked, tentatively.




“Boars,” Cain set his jaw. He obviously found the boars almost as unpleasant as Linnie did.  “They dig in the dirt, gnaw at roots. Live among the filth. I’m sure their lives make as much sense to them as mine does to me,” he said.




Linnie nodded again. “Could they not, though? Could a bear be, I dunno, a ballerina?”




Cain harrumphed. “Probably not. Husky, solid. Robust. Doesn’t exactly suit a ballerina, does it? If you mean, could I have chosen not to be a protector?” he shrugged. “I don’t know. I was born wanting to help people. To protect them. I didn’t have to become a bodyguard, but I probably wouldn’t have ever been a thief, or a hockey player.” He paused, and shrugged. “Maybe a hockey player. I don’t know.”




“So, it’s like a calling, almost. It’s not awkward because it’s something you enjoy. Something you wanted.” Linnie said, and it was Cain’s turn to nod.




A moment of silence fell between the two of them, and Linnie turned back to her book. 




After a moment, Cain asked, “What about you?”




“What about me?” Linnie replied. She felt her stomach do a little flip as this man’s attention was cast on her.




“Could you have been anything else?” he asked, sipping his tea.




“Oh yeah.” Linnie said, with a snort. “A princess, a ballerina. In my teens, I went through this terrible phase where I wanted to be a gothic poet; my sink was stained black, oh lord it was terrible.” She laughed. 




Cain joined in with a chuckle. 




“But you know, not really? Since I was old enough for my choice to matter, it’s always been something to do with kids. I was going to be the only goth poet who ran a daycare. Two year olds in mascara and black lipstick.”




Cain’s chuckle filled the room with a dull rumble, and Linnie laughed along with him. “I guess I know what you mean. You know which direction you’re heading, and you just sort of  slip in, where you fit.”




Cain nodded. 




Linnie smiled at him, and let the silence stand between them. Usually in a conversation she found those pauses uncomfortable and awkward; she broke them by checking her phone, discussing a television show, complaining about the parking. But here, in the cabin, and between she and Cain, the silence wasn’t uncomfortable, or the result of their being a lack of things to be said. The quiet was a communication of its own.




The few moments of silence stretched on for slightly over an hour. Linnie adjusted her position twice to chase the sunbeam she was using to read, but the third time her book fell into shadow, she turned to look out the window. To the east, the sky was black as pitch; roiling thunderclouds were making their way across the darkening sky towards the cottage.




“I know.” Cain said, keeping his voice calm and steady. “It’s just a storm. This cottage has seen a lot of them. A lot worse than this one’ll be.”




“Is there anything we can do to prepare?” Linnie asked. 




Cain shrugged. “Keep a flashlight next to you. Bring in some extra firewood.” He chuckled. “You can bring your blankets out here. If you sleep on the couch, there’ll be some light. Plus some company.”




Linnie continued to look out the window for a moment, and then sighed, heading into her room. She grabbed her pillow, blanket and sheet, and headed over to the couch, just in time to see Cain making his way out the door. While Cain chopped some extra wood to help make it through the cold night, Linnie made up both couches, and then boiled water to prepare dinner.




When Cain returned, he was bare-chested, his thick body hair glistening lightly from perspiration. Linnie noted that there was no longer a trace of a scar on his side. She caught herself letting her eyes linger on his powerful build and firm biceps for an extra moment, before she turned back to stirring the meal she was preparing.




“It’s something they claim is steak for dinner.” she said over her shoulder, as Cain set the extra wood beside the fireplace. “I’m supposed to boil the bag, apparently?”




Cain let out a grunting noise as he set up the fireplace. “The steak’s not bad.”




Linnie laughed. “I trust you, Cain, but I don’t think I believe you.” She removed the steak from the boiling water, and sliced both bags open, emptying their contents onto two separate plates. As she carried them over to the coffee table, Cain sat back from the blaze, staring into the glowing embers of the fire. He glanced up as the plates were set on the table, and nodded his appreciation.




“That’ll be nice tonight. Warm.” Linnie said with a smile, sitting down on the sofa. “I notice you’ve already healed up.” she said, harpooning one of the narrow bands of meat on her plate with her fork. 




Cain stretched his left arm. “Yeah. Healed up nicely. Thanks for the cleaning. It helped.” Cain gathered up a forkful of meat for himself, raising them to his mouth.




“Hm. You’re right, it’s not bad,” murmured Linnie, pointing at her plate with her fork. The warm silence settled in again around the pair of them.


The crash of thunder caused the cottage to shake again, but it was more distant now. Linnie had never been outside the city during a storm like this before, and wasn’t used to having a front-row seat to the full fury of nature. It had been unsettling, to see the trees bending over, and to hear the raindrops pound against the windows and the walls of the cottage. She’d never take concrete and steel girders for granted again.




The rage of the storm had kept her from sleeping, although she was exhausted. About an hour ago, she had moved to Cain’s side of the room, joining him on his couch, enjoying the sensation of warm leather through her tights, trying not to make it obvious that she was clinging to Cain to feel safe and protected.




Cain sat back from playing with the fire, and set his arm along the back of the couch. 




Linnie shifted a little closer, such that their shoulders rubbed against each other.




“Cold?” Cain asked, and Linnie shook her head to answer in the negative; the firelight had kept the cottage warm, despite the chill of the night.




After a pause, Linnie spoke. “Thanks. For the fire, I mean.” After a pause, she added, “And  everything. Like saving my life.”




Cain simply shrugged in response. 




Linnie sighed. “I wish I had your calm. Your confidence.” 




He shrugged again. “What does worrying get you? Does it help? Nah, I’d rather be focused.”




Cain brought his hand down from the back of the couch, onto Linnie’s shoulder. She felt her heart skip a beat, as his thumb rubbed at her upper arm. 




Cain stared into the firelight. “But it can make it more difficult, at times. You need to be this unmoving rock,” he said. “It’s tough to keep that up all the time.”




Linnie watched Cain’s face, and she gently raised her hand, setting it on his chest. She didn’t know what she was doing, but it felt right. It just felt right.




Linnie felt her eyes and her heart flutter as he leaned in. Linnie couldn’t help but pucker her lips as Cain paused, just a half-inch from her face. Linnie parted her mouth and Cain’s face surged forward. His kiss crushed her lips, seizing on her half-opened mouth. Cain’s kiss was hungry, and his tongue pressed insistently into Linnie’s mouth. 




She murmured, and let Cain push her back into the couch; he shifted his weight, and Linnie felt his body weigh hers down. Linnie’s tongue ran along Cain’s, curling and teasing to tempt Cain’s tongue into her mouth, nodding just a little to spur him on. She felt his hand slide down along her thigh. Her right hand rested on Cain’s left shoulder, as she traced her fingernails along his shoulder blade. Linnie felt wonderfully warm, between the heat from the fireplace and Cain’s hot lips. 




He pressed her back against the couch, bringing some of his weight onto her, and she was more than happy to obliged. His right hand travelled from her left shoulder to pull her hair out from under her, and then to stroke down; through her top, she felt Cain’s fingertips tracing along her skin. His left hand, towards the outside of the couch, squeezed at her right thigh. 




Already she wanted her leggings off, and Cain’s pants, as well; she could feel herself growing hot and damp, anticipating his touch. “Cain…” Linnie murmured.




He grunted into their kiss, his hand rhythmically squeezing at her thigh, tempting and pulling at her. He cupped her breast, and felt the weight of it, as his thumb teased across her nipple. The sensation caused Linnie’s hips to flex upward, seeking out Cain’s own, and she felt a generous bulge between Cain’s legs press against her.




The feeling of Cain’s cock rutting against her sex set Linnie quivering. “Oh, wow. You’re huge,” she murmured, and Cain chuckled in response. He adjusted his hips, so that the thick shaft pressed against Linnie’s tights, and she felt her cotton panties, soaked with her juices, press into her slit. Hooking her fingers over Cain’s shoulders, she pulled on him, trying to bring him closer to her, but she was nowhere near strong enough to make him so much as budge.




Cain gathered Linnie’s shirt in his hand, allowing his fingers to press forcefully across her breast for a moment. Linnie moaned, and then gasped as Cain tugged at her shirt, blowing all the buttons off. The cool fall air and the heat of the fireplace both traced across the skin of her chest, as Cain pulled her shirt open.




Beneath Cain’s weight, Linnie writhed, biting her lip, stretching her arms over her head and nodding. Cain shifted, pulling himself back, half-standing over the edge of the couch, reaching down to undo his belt. Linnie nodded, and pulled her arms out of what was left of her shirt, before reaching for the lower edge of Cain’s sweater. 




Cain reached his arms out, and allowed her to pull his sweater from him. His body was powerfully built, but his muscles were partly hidden beneath a light layer of plush. Linnie ran her hands across his chest, through the thick hair there, pressing against his firm yet pliable flesh.




Cain finished undoing his belt, and allowed his pants to fall to the ground. Linnie gasped as Cain’s shaft leapt to attention. Linnie gingerly reached up to take hold of Cain’s cock. It was thick, thicker around than she’d been with before, as thick across as her three fingers, and longer than she’d had before. The head was a dull purple, soft and spongy. She ran her hand up from the base of the shaft to the head, pressing against the frenulum with the pad of her thumb.




Linnie looked up at Cain from her seated spot on the couch, and he brushed the hair out of her face. With one hand, she cupped Cain’s heavy testicles, while the other wrapped around his shaft at the base. Linnie leaned forward, parting her lips, and gently directed the head of Cain’s cock into her mouth. Her tongue teased around the edge of the mushroom-shaped head at the end of Cain’s shaft, and she felt the cock swell beneath her grasp., growing just a bit thicker. She murmured, and Cain groaned in response.




Linnie’s hands reached up to Cain’s hips, her fingernails tracing along his skin. His hands cupped her head, one on either side of her jaw, gently holding her in place, as his hips flexed involuntarily under her touch. She felt her pussy throb, pouring her juices out, soaking through her panties and dampening her tights.




Cain’s cock tasted like he smelled; a deep and manly scent, one that was delicious and alluring.  Deep and earthy. She craned her neck forward, taking more of Cain’s shaft into her mouth, and he groaned approvingly.




“Enough,” he grunted, and Linnie felt herself start to smile. She tried to move her head down, but Cain would have none of it; he pulled her head from his shaft, and pushed Linnie back onto the couch.




Linnie gasped, and Cain reached for the waistband of her tights. He pulled them from her, yanking them down with a single smooth and forceful motion, causing Linnie to groan, setting her hips rocking. Cain slipped an arm under her, and pulled her into the air, setting her back down with her knees on the floor, her face buried against the back of the couch.




Linnie’s hands dug into the cushions of the couch, firmly taking hold. She spread her knees, even as she brought her ankles together, to best display her naked and glistening slit to Cain.




She felt Cain’s hands settle on her hips, squeezing tightly, and pulling her backward toward him. His left hand left Linnie’s hip to take hold of the back of her neck, thumb on one side, two fingers on the other, and Linnie felt the rounded head of his shaft press against her treasured opening.




Cain rubbed at her neck with his fingers, and Linnie gave the slightest nod, as she moaned, “Mmmm…oh yes, please.”




Cain pressed forward, and Linnie felt her world catch fire. 




Cain didn’t pause, or give her body time to adjust; his forward thrust was urgent, needing, almost desperate. Like a primitive beast needing to mate, every motion of his body was just to take her and claim her as his.




Linnie could feel the leather of the couch against her face and chest, warm and supple and wonderful, it’s smell filling her nose and overwhelming her senses. She could feel the head of Cain’s cock, buried more deeply inside her than anything had ever been before, and her thighs shuddered for it. She moaned, and nodded, urging Cain forward. “More,” she begged.




Cain drew back, and as he thrust again, he pulled back on Linnie’s hips, bouncing them against his own, bouncing her buttocks against his thighs. She heard her lover snarl, and felt his right hand clench her hip more tightly; in response she only nodded. Her left hand crushed the couch-cushion as she bit on the knuckle of her right thumb, the feeling of Cain’s cock making it’s way in-and-out of her sheath overwhelming her senses, building her towards an eruption, an explosive climax that might undo her.




“Yes!“ Linnie moaned, nodding. While one hand dug into the leather, the other slid down, under her body, curling around her hip; she stretched two fingers down, through the peach-fuzz fur above her wet slit. Her clit throbbed; Linnie’s index finger traced along its hood, rubbing and teasing, moving back and forth in sync with Cain’s thrusts. 




Cain’s growls behind her built, building in volume as his thrusts built in forcefulness. Cain’s right hand pulled Linnie’s hips back, while his left pressed her down towards his hips, bending her body into the correct shape for him to best fill her with his seed. 




Linnie felt her body swelling, her nerves growing taut, her pussy pulsing and pulling at Cain’s shaft, trying to coax him towards his own eruption.




“Linnie,” Cain said, his voice deep. He spoke her name with a deep rumble, throaty and heavy with lust. 




Linnie felt the head of his cock swell, felt his shaft twitch, and felt the hefty vein that ran along his marvelous dick throb. Linnie angled her hips up as the fingers that rubbed at her clit became a blur of motion.




Cain gave a final, forceful thrust. He plunged his cock as deep into Linnie as he could, the soft head of his impressive shaft bumping against Linnie’s cervix. The tight bundle of his sac smacked against her sore clit.




Linnie cried out as pain and pleasure mixed, deep inside her body. Linnie whimpered as one, two, three thick jets of cum tore out of Cain’s cock, soaking the walls of her inner sanctum. She worked her hips back, feeling Cain’s cock throb and pulse, depositing shot after shot of his hot, sticky seed inside her, filling her; she felt full, as if she was ready to burst. Feeling Cain’s hot cream within her was too much, and it pushed Linnie over the edge; Linnie felt her climax carry her away.



Linnie’s pussy pulsed around Cain’s member, squeezing it as tightly as it could, milking and tugging and desperate for every drop of Cain’s cum. She felt her fingertips press along the leather of the couch, felt the fires of her pleasure surge through her body, rushing out from her clit and her cunt and setting her muscles on fire. Her thighs shuddered, and as the sensation passed up her spine, she felt Cain’s cock continue to pump her full of his seed.




The climax stole Linnie’s breath, and she felt a wonderful, velvet darkness tease the edges of her mind. Cain gave her another thrust, and then gently picked her up from the floor. She gave a gentle moan of pleasure, as she felt Cain’s great strength lay her on the couch, and felt him tenderly lay a blanket atop her, as he slid in around her feet.




At long last, sleep came easily to her.


The morning sun seemed brighter, the morning after the storm. Linnie roused herself slowly, glancing around the cabin, finding that Cain was nowhere to be seen, but the smell of coffee filled the room, creeping forth from a pot that sat atop the warm coals of the fire.



A few minutes later, Linnie slipped outside, into the brisk morning air, following the steady “thump” of Cain, chopping wood. She stood a moment on the porch to watch him as he rebuilt their woodpile after last night. Seeing her standing there, he paused a moment, and walked towards her.




She leaned over the edge of the porch to speak to him. “I’m going to testify.” she said, and he nodded. “It’s what’s right, isn’t it?”




Cain was quiet, and let her speak. She nodded to herself.




“You’ll be with me, won’t you?” Linnie smiled. “To see it through to the end?”




“You’re not going to be able to get rid of me, I’m afraid.” Cain said, putting his hand over hers.




Linnie smiled, the first carefree smile she’d had in a very long time.
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Nicole Warren’s hands hovered over her keyboard as she pondered on the right word to use to describe the album she was reviewing. For all the years she spent in English classes and all her experience writing, there was always that one word that would fit perfectly in her write-up. Finding it was like hunting an elk in the frozen tundra. You couldn’t blindly rush for it, because your mind would seal it off and it would be gone. You had to stalk it, tip-toe around it until it happened to fall into your lap. 




She took her well worn pen into her mouth and sucked on the end. Her tongue found the little scratches and dents her teeth left in it. She noticed the small growing pile of empty yogurt containers on her desk. The plant in the window of her bedroom had seen better days, and there really were way too many dirty clothes on her floor for her to consider herself an independent adult. Ahh, the glorious life of the freelance writer. She didn’t recall any pictures of this scene in the San Diego School of Journalism brochures.




The album was a fairly typical college rock blast from the 90s, by kids who weren’t even old enough to be genuinely nostalgic about that period of time. It was derivative, but that was a cynic’s word. Nicole wasn’t a cynic. It had elements of passion that came through and it even took chances at times, so to call it derivative would be just as inaccurate as calling it flawless. And it definitely wasn’t flawless.




She let the thought run through her mind again. To think that she was almost done with the article. She was really eager to finish up on this one and move on to her personal project. In actuality, it was not an official project yet. She still had to submit it to the powers that be, but it was something she had her heart on for a very long time now. 




She was going to start an interview series for those behind the success of the big stars. The idea had first come to her during an event. She had been standing beside someone she eventually found out was the manager of one of the new up and coming hip-hop stars. It struck her then that while everyone was obsessed with the stars, there were a lot of people behind the scenes who made their success happen. It was her duty as a music lover and reporter to bring people’s attention to things they previously overlooked. 




Fortunately for her she had an editor who was beyond enthusiastic. The smile Josh gave her as soon as she spoke the words “interview series” told Nicole that she was in. He told her right then and there that he would take care of all the nitty gritty and that as soon as she was done with this album review, she could start working on the new project. 




Nicole remembered being so excited that she left his office immediately without another word. She was going to finish this album review and then sink her teeth into something real. Not this four paragraph consumer report on a rock album that would never amount to anything. Something like real journalism. Then it hit her. It landed in her lap like a surprised elk that bumbled through the brush right into the hunter’s sights.




Authentic. That’s what the album was. Just because the band was born a decade later than they needed to be to grow up on Nirvana didn’t mean they couldn’t identify with those heavy guitar riffs. If nothing else, this was an authentic album.




She tapped at the keys of the keyboard some more and then brought the article to a close. She read through the piece one last time and saved it on her hard drive. She thought to email to Josh but decided against it. The walk to his office, little as it was, would do her some good. And there was also the fact that she wanted to see him personally about her new mission. She clicked ‘print’, got the papers out of the printer and headed on to her editor’s office.




 She had a good feeling about today. She could feel it in her bones that it would be the start of something new and wonderful in her life and her career. She nodded at the colleagues she made eye contact with and greeted the few within earshot. On entering his office, he was on the phone. He had the wide-eyed, excited look he usually did when he just closed something big on his face. This was even better for her. She made herself comfortable on one of the chairs opposite his table and waited till he was done with his call.




“Hey Nicole, what’s up?” he said to her with a smile.




“Hello Josh.”




“How are you this fine day?” he said with a twinkle in his eye.




“Very well, thank you,” Nicole said, “You’re in a good mood. Ex-wife have an accident?” Nicole said, making air quotes with her fingers.




“Bah! I’ll never be lucky enough to outlive her. Got something for me?”




“I actually do. Geronimo’s album review,” she said and handed him the review. She folded her hands in her lap and waited for him to read through it. She watched him, trying to judge his mood. She was going to need his help to pull off this interview piece. She’ll need his Rolodex, his Facebook friends and even his little black book. His whole network of roadies, managers, gaffers, backup dancers and voice coaches. 




“This is lovely as usual, Nik. Top notch stuff,” he said when he was done. 




“Thank you. You know I always put my all into whatever I am working on,” she said, hoping her confidence would grease the wheels for this next project.




“I never have a doubt when it comes to your work, Nicole. When you came to me with this interview idea, I said to myself, ‘Self, she’s finally stepping up!’”




“Yes, about that. I am glad you are giving me the opportunity to speak for all these silent people in the industry. I’m moved that you trusted me enough to green light it without hearing the full pitch.” Nicole did her best to control herself, to keep it calm and professional. But she was about to get the nod to do a real journalism piece, not some magazine fluff.




“We’re on the same page, Nicole,” he said, nodding sagely. “I don’t have to listen to the pitch to know what you are going to say. I was sold the instant I heard ‘interview’ series. I always wanted to feature a series.”




“Great. So for the interviewee, I have in mind…”




“Ha! I’m way ahead of you! That’s who I was on the phone with just now, your first interview!” Josh's finger pointed at the phone, grinning like he’d just scored a touchdown at the big homecoming game.




“Really?”




“Yes. In fact, you would be spending time with them to cover their lives. That is the essence of the series, right?”




Nicole was dumbfounded. This was too good to be true. He had actually arranged it all. “It is. To cover their lives. To really get in there and, and…” she said, her mind racing so fast her mouth couldn’t catch up, “do it.”




“Good. Pack your bags. You’re going on tour with The Solid Oaks.”




Nicole stared at Josh. She cocked her head sideways and furrowed her brow. She tried to make sense of the last statement Josh made to her. She couldn’t have heard what she just did. How in the world did they get here?  “Umm, what was that again?” she asked, the confused look still all over her face.




“Give me a story on The Solid Oaks. Country band out of Georgia. All brothers, can you believe it? At least I think they’re all brothers. They all seem to have the last name Dixon. I dunno. That’s your job! You’ve heard of them, right? What’s their song on the radio right now?”




“Dust Moon Rising,” Nicole said, staring off out Josh's window. The sunny morning had changed. Overcast and a strong wind was whipping against the tree branches outside. 




“Yeah! That’s it! I mean, it’s not my cup of tea, but our readers will eat it up. Five handsome young country boys up on a stage with their cowboy hats and GEDs,” Josh said, holding up his hands in his defense, “or maybe they’re MIT graduates. I have no idea. Neither does anyone else. That’s why you’ve gotta get the scoop and get it now.”




“Yes. No. Wait, what?” Nicole sputtered. “This is not what we discussed!”




“Huh? You said interview series. Who better to interview-”




“This series is not for the stars!” Nicole said, her hand slapping down on Josh's desk. “It’s a series for those behind the success of the stars. I am talking producers, video directors, cinematographers, make-up artistes, and song writers. The people who never get written about.”




Josh looked at her levelly. “There’s a reason they’re not written about. There is no way I could agree to dedicate an entire segment to that. Come on. This is a music magazine for Pete’s sake. Our covers sell our magazines and you want us to have a cover with a fat neck-bearded man at an audio mixing station?”




“It’s something real, Josh. All these people who help and support these few stars. Without these people the stars wouldn’t be stars,” she said, rubbing her sore palm.




Josh's face softened. “Nik, people love the stars. Whether or not you are willing to accept it, they don’t care very much for other things. We don’t make the demand, we only give them what they demand.”




“That is where you are wrong. People do care about these people and if they don’t, it’s high time we made them. These people need to be recognized and celebrated,” she said, her righteous indignation already fading. She felt disappointed, but mostly she felt embarrassed.

 

“I run a music magazine here, not a peer reviewed journal.” Josh retorted and then he let the silence in the room build. “Look, we can’t keep going at this. We’ll discuss this when you get back from your tour with The Solid Oaks. Right now is too late to change any plans. Get me something good, something really juicy and I’ll see about this expose of yours.”




“I…” she started to say but he held his hand up shushing her.




“I’m not promising anything but we’ll see. Spend a week over there. That should be enough time to embed with them and get into their good graces. See the beginning of the tour, live a little with them, write.”




Nicole sighed. There was no use arguing about this. She had no choice but take this offer and hope that something good would come of it. Until then she could only hope. If she didn’t agree, Josh might as well had the project to someone else and she would lose everything. Better to endure. “Fine. I’ll do it. But I want to reopen talks the minute I get back.”




“We can see about that. Now note, I said ‘talk’. I didn’t say we have agreed on anything.”




“Fine. When am I expected?”




“I just got off the phone with the group’s manager. You’re due there tonight.”




“What?! A flight to Georgia? It’s almost noon!”




“We’re both excited about this and we don’t want anything delayed. This is good for us both. Their tour starts the day after tomorrow and I see no better opportunity to get all you need than this tour. You see them all the time, you live them, and you breathe same air. That translates into a feature that will move copies!”




It was one thing to be given a different assignment than you hoped. It was something altogether to be given it with zero notice. Here’s your assignment Nicole, now get on the plane! What if she had things to do? What if she was married with kids and needed to see to her family’s needs? Well that was it, right? He saw her as some single girl who would sacrifice everything for her work.  Never mind that he was right: she couldn’t let him have this so easily. “You do realize that this means disrupting all my plans, right?” she said.




“I do and I appreciate all that you do.” He opened his drawer, got out an envelope and handed it to her. “Some petty cash to cover any expenses you might run into. Your ticket will be waiting for you at the airport.”




“I can’t believe I am agreeing to this. I haven’t even eaten yet,” she muttered under her breath. “Now I have to pack. Ugh!” 




“No pouting, Nik,” Josh said, cracking a smile.




“Kiss my ass.”




“Tick-tock, young lady.”




“Fine!” she said, storming out of Josh's office. 




She hailed a cab and got home in time for a quick shower and a rushed packing. She didn’t know what to expect on the tour so she did the exact opposite of what she did at work- packed everything that she felt was potentially useful. Her phone rang. It was Josh.




“Yeah?” she said into the phone.




“At the airport yet?”




“No. And I won’t make it in time if you keep calling me.”




“I’ve only called once and it’s a mobile phone. It doesn’t affect your walking. I’ll be texting you your pick-up’s number. Just in case you don’t see him the instant you land. But I doubt you’d have to search for him.”




“Thanks.”




“Have a safe trip.”




“Bye.”




Nicole stuffed her phone in her bag. This was no dream. It was really happening. She had to get grip of herself and quickly too. She dragged her suitcase out into the hall and locked her apartment door. 




This tour had better be worth it. 


The first thing that hit Nicole was that she had made terrible decisions when it came to the outfits she had packed. The only word that came to mind now that she was here was ‘cold’. She knew there was only so much the light sweater she had in her suitcase could do. She silently cursed Josh for not giving her enough time to prepare. If she did, she would have had enough time to google the climate conditions. She had never been to Dahlonega, GA in her whole life and as her tough luck would have it, the band decided to kick-off their tour at their origins. And their origins were deep in the Appalachian Mountains. High altitude and wind that could cut right through you. And that’s what it did as she waited in the semi-covered vestibule outside the airport terminal, waiting for her ride. If it is this cold by afternoon, it’s going to be brutal by night or even dawn! 




She looked around again to see if there was anyone who even remotely looked like he was looking for someone. Nothing. She had been waiting for about thirty minutes now without any sign of the person that was to pick her up and she was beginning to get uncomfortable. One taxi pulled up and she started to walk towards it, but the driver got out and greeted a man who came out behind her. She got out her phone and dialed the number Josh had texted her. This was ridiculous.




The phone rang twice before it went to voicemail. She dialed the number again only to hit the machine straight up this time with an automated response that the phone was now off. Nicole felt anger rush up her spine. She couldn’t believe the audacity of this. He had ended the call and turned off his phone, whoever it was. 




Another thirty minutes went by and there was still no sign of this person. She felt her blood boil over in spite of the cold. If they didn’t want her to do the interview, they could have just turned it down. She was cold and tired and still had no clear idea of what the days to come held for her. She watched as more people stomped out of the terminal and then dispersed, leaving her to wait. She didn’t want to call Josh, but she didn’t have any options. She whipped out her phone and called her boss. He answered on the third ring.




“Settling in well?” he answered right away. 




“Oh yeah, it’s great. Did you know that airport security will give you the evil eye if you stand around outside their terminal too long? Maybe if I’m lucky I’ll get kidnapped by a hillbilly with no teeth.”




“Wait, what’s going on?” He sounded genuinely concerned. “Are you ok?”




“No one’s come to pick me up! Your guy is a no show. I’ve been waiting for an hour. My calls to him are going straight to voicemail. Phone’s off. ”




“Shit.”




“Is there anyone I can call? I’m cold and tired and kind of freaking out here. I don’t see a Starbucks. I don’t think they have Starbucks here, Josh!”




“Just relax. Sit tight. I’ll call Ben now. Just give me five minutes. Maybe less.”




“Who in the hell is Ben?”




“The group’s manager.”




“Just do something soon please? I have a real pretty mouth and that’s not a good thing to have here!”




“Hang in there. Don’t get into any strange vans or pickup trucks, no matter how much candy is offered.” he said.




“Great. Thanks,” she replied and ended the call. She felt mentally drained already. To think that she hadn’t even started working yet. She sank onto a bench and felt the cold metal bite into her butt through her jeans. She felt her phone vibrate against her thigh and she hurriedly answered Josh's call. 




“Someone will be with you soon,” he said.




“Someone? Like the someone who was supposed to meet up with me?” She sighed. “I’m sorry,” she added quickly. “I’m just very tired and cranky.”




“It’s alright. Ben is coming to get you himself this time.”




“Thanks a million, Josh.”




“You’re welcome. Call me when you are rested.”




“Did you say call you when I’m arrested?!”




“What? No. Call me when you’ve rested. Slept. Napped.”




“Oh, ok. Bye,” Nicole said.




“Bye.”




She folded her hands in her laps once more and waited for her savior to arrive. She was too tired to hope he would show up so she just sat gazing, yet not seeing, the people that passed by her. She fought to keep her eyes open when a voice jolted her back to reality. 




“Are you Nicole?” the voice said. 




She looked towards the direction the voice came from and saw a man approaching her, stepping up onto the curb. She sat up quickly and gave the man a once over. Broad shouldered and easily over six feet tall. He wore black jeans and a white t-shirt which framed a body used to hard work. He had a pair of sunglasses in his hand, which he put on once she looked over at him.




“That’s me!” she replied and got on her feet. He was cute in a baby boy manner and she felt herself soften a little, some of her anger fizzling out. If this young man was the manager of the band, then he must be pretty good. Just the kind of person she needed in her expose. 




“I’m Greg. I’m really sorry you had to wait so long before anyone got out here to get you.”




“Oh. I tried calling you as soon as I landed.”




“That wasn’t me. That was Michael.”




“Oh.” She was confused already and she didn’t bother to hide it. That made it three names in just a couple of minutes. “Michael?”




“Michael was supposed to pick you up but he was…indisposed. Then I guess your boss called Ben, who called me because I was closer. So, here we are.” 




“Oh.” She said again.




“Can we get going? We’ll talk on the way. That yours?” he asked, pointing at her suitcase and she nodded in assent. He picked it up and held out an arm to her amusement. 




Maybe this would not be so terrible after all. It’d been a long time since she’d had a gentleman walk with her like this. A life dedicated to her career didn’t allow her to meet gentlemen.She laughed, put her hand through the crook of his arm and left the terminal she hoped to never see again.


Dahlonega was remote. Very remote. But God, it was beautiful. Lush spruce trees towered ten stories high everywhere she looked. The winding twisting roads that ran through the mountains switched back and forth, making her delirious. Just when she thought she’d seen it all, there would be a break in the trees and suddenly this majestic vista would open up, stretching out for hundreds of miles. The setting sun gave everything a purple glow.




Tired as she was, she found herself chatting up with Greg throughout the drive to the band’s house. He had a charm about him. Boy, did he ever! She found herself laughing at all his jokes and even wiping up one or two stray tears that got loose because she was laughing too hard. And he wasn’t trying too hard to impress. He was just that smooth.




“You’re pretty cool.” She said eventually.




“Cool? I’m awesome.” He replied with a throaty laugh.




“No, really. One would think you’d have your guard up, what with me being a journalist and all. Are you all like that?”




“No, not everyone is as awesome as I am. But really, I can’t help being me. I fail to realize most times that my life, our life, is now public knowledge and I can’t stop being myself. It’s who I am. I am who I am.”




“I like that. I think we could use that, Greg.”




“Hmm. Ever the journalist, aren’t you?”




“It’s what I am paid to do. It’s why I’m here. Like you, I can’t help but be who I am.”




“So is this how you operate? Get a guy all loose and comfortable then dig in to find those juicy details? You’re good. I’m onto you, so it won’t work. But you are good.”




“Thanks.” She replied and smiled. “Are the others just as unrestrained as you are?”




“You’d have to ask them yourself.”




 “So, off the record, is there anyone in particular that I might have a problem with?”




“We were on the record the whole time?”




“Maybe not the whole time.” 




“Just a heads up, but Michael could do without the attention. Doesn’t like the fact that his life is all out there for the world to see now.”




“Any advice?”




“Just be you, no pretense, and you’ll be fine. We could be a crazy bunch sometimes.”




“Noted.”




“You’re good to meet the group,” he said, pulling up to a large wooden gate stretching across the dirt road. 




Beyond it, through the trees, Nicole could make out the outline of the large building at the heart of the compound. Like a log cabin fortress on top of this mountain, it had a certain raw dominance that was both impressive and arrogant. 




How fitting.


“She’s here!” Greg announced as he led Nicole in through the front door of the large mountaintop building. He put her suitcase down in the foyer and excused himself quickly, darting to a nearby bathroom while still wearing his sunglasses.




Nicole stood there awkwardly as two men emerged from the kitchen in the back. 




Deep blue eyes stared back at her as she was waiting to be introduced to the band. The eyes smiled at her like their owners, these handsome men with big, happy voices that made the ladies melt into goo. They all had similar features. Tall, broad shouldered, barrel chested and hairy with smiles that were welcoming and jovial. The kind of smile that gave you hope and made tomorrow look beautiful regardless. It was no wonder they amassed such a huge following in such little time. Nicole couldn’t help but be taken by their hospitality and positivity. Californians were friendly, but not like this.




Greg rejoined them from the bathroom, no longer wearing his sunglasses. “Alright you animals, this is Nicole. Nicole, these are the animals,” Greg was saying when another one of them walked in. “Ah! Here he is. Meet Ben. He’s our manager and the eldest of the Clan.”




Ben gave Greg a strange look, but before Nicole could consider what it meant he took her hand in his. His grip was firm yet protective. “I’m really sorry it took so long to get you here. I had no idea Michael would be a no show. That’s not how we treat our guests.” 




“It’s nothing.” She replied. “Greg got me here safe and sound. No harm done,” she added with a grin. 




“I’m glad he did. And I look forward to the next week. It’s an exciting time for all of us,” Ben grinned back. 




“I bet,” she said and turned to the next person Greg was facing. 




“That is Abel and Tanner. Abel plays the drums and Tanner the banjo.” She shook both their hands and turned to Greg again. “And I am Greg. Bass and supporting vocalist. We all take vocals as you know.”




“Yeah I do. And Michael?”




“Guitar, lead vocalist, not in at the moment.” Abel said.




“I see.”




“I’ll lead you to your room now. You need all the rest you can get before the road trip starts tomorrow.” Greg said and went for her bag again like he did at the airport. Nicole was struck by how much of a gentleman he was. His girlfriend is one hell of a lucky woman.  




Her room was the last on the corridor. She hoped this was not some sort of last minute arrangement to make sure she got next to nothing on them. She tried to figure out how far out her room was from the sitting room they were all gathered. She dismissed the thought. She was just being paranoid about this whole thing. Greg opened the door and propped her luggage beside the bed. He stepped back and waited for her to sit on the bed before moving towards the door. 




“Make yourself comfortable. Do you need anything? Something to snack on, a drink or whatever?”




“No. I’m good. I just need a little nap.” She replied stifling a yawn. She was a lot more tired than  she realized. Sleep was the only solution.




“Are you sure? You sure you’re not hungry? You’ve probably had nothing today but airline peanuts.”




Nicole nodded. “I am hungry, but right now I think a little nap would do me more good than anything else.”




“Ma used to say that a hungry guest stays with bad hosts. I’ll come get you for dinner.”




“That would be lovely.” Then she added,”You’re one hell of a gentleman.”




“I know.”




“Cocky too. Interesting. Still, your girlfriend is a lucky woman.”




“That sounds like one of your journalist questions. I decline to answer it.”




She chuckled. “Fine, don’t answer. For the record, I didn’t even ask a question.”




If there was anything this band wasn’t, it was quiet. Nicole had hoped she would get some sleep before it was time for supper. That would let her get to work that evening. All she needed was a brief insight into their lives, see what they did and how they coped backstage and then get one or two fancy quotes from them and her job was done. As the tour came to an end, she would be handing in her article and then moving on to the next thing. 




But that wasn’t the case. She had been tossing and turning in bed for the better part of an hour and sleep was nowhere in sight. To make matters worse the guys had been loud, their boisterous conversation and occasional bellowing challenges ringing through the thin walls. But their happy mood was contagious so she reminded herself that being upset was as much of a choice as being happy. She rubbed her sleepy eyes and threw the covers off. 




She got out of bed, had a quick shower in the attached bathroom and pulled on a pair of trousers and a tee. Might as well go see what all the commotion is about. She was walking past the room beside hers when she heard raised voices. It was none of her business and she was just going to walk on ahead to the sitting room but something drew her back. 




She’d always had a curious streak. It got her into all sorts of trouble growing up. Peeking, peeping and eavesdropping were as natural to her as breathing. She was the first to tell all her classmates what boys had down there. She was the only one brave enough to look at the roadkill raccoon during that field trip to the history museum. She’d always felt a pang of guilt, but like an addict who can’t beat their fix, she would never turn down an opportunity to snoop. It’s why she was a journalist in the first place.




One of the raised voices was one she knew: Greg's. Never could she have guessed he was capable of raising his voice but then she knew nothing about him. Then she heard a growl, a deep one that sounded nothing like she had ever heard. Some primal instinct inside her triggered, a gift from her ancestors that pumped adrenaline through her veins and told her to run. But she couldn’t: she was rooted to the spot. They started up again and she put off the growl to her imagination. That surely didn’t come from in there. 




“Why are you bitching my ear off?” the other voice said.




“Because you need to be a lot more responsible. For your actions. For your duties. I’m sick and tired of cleaning up after you.” Greg replied.




“Clean up after me? I clean up after myself just fine. And this whole stardom thing was your idea so forgive me if I want no part of it.”




“You talk as though you don’t enjoy the perks that come with the fame.”




“I don’t and you know it! All I want to do is do my music and put smiles on faces. I don’t need all the attention and fame. I want to live my own life without having to conform to anyone’s expectations. Now I can’t. Everything I fucking do becomes news before I can blink. I spit on the sidewalk and someone puts it on Instagram. I burp while pumping gas and it’s on Youtube,” the man said, his tone becoming worn down. “The only safe haven I have is with you guys, where I can just be myself with my Clan. But now she’s here. An outsider.”




“And hey, remember your contact lenses. I don’t like them either but it’s the way it has to be. I know it’s a pain in the ass but that’s no reason to leave her stranded.”




Nicole gasped when she heard this. That was Michael in there. He had left her stranded on purpose. She felt her blood boil. How could anyone be so inconsiderate? He hadn’t even met her yet and he had already made up his mind about her. She could feel a strong dislike brewing in her already. She was so lost in thought that she hadn’t heard when the door opened and Michael stormed out. 




Half a stride out, he saw her standing by the door, nosing into their business already. He gave her his best condescending smirk. Pure shade.




“I see you have decided to get into the business of snooping around straight up,” he said, turning his head so she couldn’t see his eyes. “If you want to know something about me, you should have the guts to ask me yourself.”




“I wasn’t snooping. I was just passing by and I heard you arguing.”




“Save it for the others. I’m out.” he said and stormed out.




Nicole looked back at Greg, embarrassed by being caught. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t sleep.”




“It’s alright. And you just met Michael.”




“Is he always so grumpy?”




“No. He’s actually really sweet on the inside. He just hasn’t gotten the hang of all this and the fact that he doesn’t exactly have a private life anymore.”




“He isn’t going to make this easy, is he?”




“Can you blame him? Two years ago we didn’t have any of this,” he said, arms taking in the house. “We were clearing hiking trails, hauling scrap, that kind of thing. It’s a big change to go from fried bologna sandwiches to fresh salmon and crab legs. Will he make it easy for you? That’s your job,” he said with a shrug. “Just talk to him and show him that you aren’t here to make his life worse. The reason his fans are so rabid is because they don’t know anything about him. He’s a big mystery, and I think once you shine a little bit of light on him, the fans will get their fill.”




“Should be really easy now now that I have to win his trust first before I can even work.”




“See why I like you?” he said and they both chuckled. “Let’s get you something to eat. Then you can worry about the little stuff, ok?”




“Yes, the little stuff like my whole purpose for being here and my continued employment.”




“Exactly, the little stuff!” he said with a big grin.




“Have I mentioned how much of a gentleman you are, Greg?”




“If I didn’t know better I’d say you were getting sweet on me. You’re going to have to do your best to resist my natural charms. For your journalistic integrity, of course.”




She pretended like she was thinking about it for a little bit and then said, “No comment.” 


After a scrumptious dinner of freshly baked bread, spiral cut ham and mashed yams, Nicole retired to her room to get everything ready for tomorrow. That’s when work would begin. Right now, she was drop dead exhausted. 




A knock came from the door.




“Come in,” she said.




Ben walked in, “Getting settled in ok?”




“Yeah, everything is great.”




“We’re going to head into town. There’s a quiet little honky tonk where we like to stir things up a bit. Helps us blow off steam before we’re all cooped up on a road trip. You’re welcome to join us,” he said. 




“I’d love to, Ben, but I’m exhausted. Regretfully, I think I’ll have to pass.”




“Ok, well sleep tight. Obviously make yourself at home. The TV in the living room gets like two thousand channels according to Abel. Just don’t mess with the DVR or blood might be spilled,” he added with a friendly twinkle in his eye. “Tons of snacks in the pantry. Help yourself. Our casa, su casa,” he said, leaving the room and closing the door behind him.




She heard the boys hooting and hollering as they left the house and piled into a pair of pickup trucks. The rumble of their vehicles left behind an almost ominous silence. Peaceful, but peaceful like death. She lay her head down on the pillow and realized she wasn’t tired anymore. Fuck.




She got up and left the bedroom, walking through the dark house. It was big, and it was a nice structure, but you could tell they still had their humble roots. Their decorations were simple reflecting a simple lifestyle that they came from and sang about. Their hit song, “Dust Moon Rising,” was a clarion call to the life of subsistence and appreciation of your neighbors. It was about the American spirit, eternal and uplifting. Their songs resonated with their audience, complimenting their raw talent.




Nicole opened the door that lead to the back yard. A bunch of sunning chairs were laid out around a big in-ground pool. Lights from the pool cast odd shadows, and in the light she could see vapors rising off it. Heated. Nice! The air was good for her. It was cold but it was good. After all, she needed to clear her head and her thoughts and devise some means to coexist peacefully with Michael. He had been closely guarded and silent all through dinner. It was as though he was trying his hardest to make sure he gave up nothing. His brooding demeanor and huge physique gave him an air of danger that Nicole couldn’t shake. 




He had actually smiled once though. During dinner, Abel had been talking about their childhood and how they used to get together almost every night. Michael would start to sing and gradually every other person would fall into harmony. 




“We would just sing from the heart. If we were down about something. If we were happy about something, it didn’t matter.” Abel had said. “I think that was what started this music thing.”




It was at that point that Michael had surprised her. His face had cracked into a smile that softened his entire look. His voice was nothing like the harsh tone he spoke to her in earlier. “When our mother heard us, her face would light up like we had given her the world. That had to be the most amazing sight then.”




“Is that why you make music?” she had asked. 




Michael clammed up immediately. 




Tanner caught the awkward silence and interjected. “Yeah, in a sense. We make music because of the smiles that it brings to our fans. It just feels right. There’s too much of the negative stuff out there already.”




She had stored that away into the back of her head, filed away with Michael's smiling face. She needed to get to that side of him. She needed to think of ways to make him open up and be that smiling Michael again. Only that Michael would give her the information she needed. Only that Michael would be of any use to her. 




She walked towards the pool. She was cold but there was this crazy feeling to just go swimming. She’d been swimming five days a week for years. Some people jogged, but she swam. She gazed at the pool with longing. Why not? This was her only opportunity to get a swim in while the guys were gone.




She quickly stripped off her clothes, folded them neatly and laid them on one of the chairs. She walked back to the pool and gently lowered herself into the water. The water was warm, contrasting with the cool air of the mountain evening. She lay motionless at first, just letting the water soothe her.  She closed her eyes. She could get used to this. This feels good.




A splash shook her out of her reverie. She was disoriented before she realized someone had gotten into the pool with her. In a panic she dove underwater, not really sure what her plan was. She rushed on up gasping.




“What the hell?” the voice said and started swimming towards her. “Who is that?”




She knew that voice. Of all the people she had to be stuck in a pool naked with, it had to be Michael. This was the last thing she needed. The big brute seeing her in her birthday suit. “It’s Nicole. Please stay where you are.”




“Wanna race? I’ll give you a head start,” he said as he swam over to her.




Nicole was even angrier. “Stay where you are! I came for a swim. I didn’t know you were going to be back so soon. I thought you’d be at the pub. Please don’t come closer,” she said but it was too late. 




His broad shoulders bobbed up and down less than three feet away. “Why?”




She was exasperated. “Because I’m not wearing any clothes,” she blurted out. There. She had said it.




 His eyes went half lidded for a moment and he inhaled through his nose. “Look, I didn’t know you were in here. I thought I had the house to myself,” he said, his eyes normal and wide again. He didn’t why away from her. He wasn’t embarrassed or awkward at all. 




“So did I. We were both apparently wrong. I’ll leave. Close your eyes, please,” Nicole said. She couldn’t tell if it the temperature of the pool got turned up, but the water felt hot. Electric. The warmth spread through her body, a tingling sensation that was adrenaline and excitement. To be naked in front of an alpha male stud rockstar like this was thrilling. It was primal.




“You don’t have to on my account,” he said, closing his eyes.




“I’m cold already. I need to get in,” she said and swam past him. She got out of the pool without another word. She walked back to where she lay her clothes and got dressed quickly. Without another word, she walked back towards the house. Today was all shades of wrong.




Nicole tried to open the backdoor but it wouldn’t budge. She assumed she wasn’t turning it all the way, and she strained against the big oak door with all her might. She was so cold, she was shivering already. Why was everything going wrong for her today? Why in the world was it like this? She was going to hit the door with her shoulder again when she felt a presence. She turned to face Michael clad in nothing but a towel. 




“Need a hand?” he asked.




Something in Nicole snapped. The spider silk thread that held her patience together broke clean in two. “There has been nothing but problems since this morning! I’m freezing and wet in the mountains! The door won’t open. I didn’t even want to take this assignment but my boss insisted. I seem to be stuck with someone who has chosen to hate me and make me suffer for the next week because of the singular fact that I am a journalist!” she blurted out. She got livid when he started to laugh. “And what is so funny?”




He held up a bunch of keys in front of her and then used one of the keys to open the door. He outstretched his arm signaling to her to go in. She walked into the hallway and immediately spun around.




“Let’s just rip this bandaid off,” she said. “If you don’t want me here, why not just say so? Why make my life a living hell? First you decided not to show up at the airport and then you decide to lock me out. What did I ever do to you?”  




Again he started laughing. He shut the door behind him and started to nudge her towards the stairs. She pushed his hand away and glared at him as though she wanted to tear him apart. 




“I guess you are too angry to notice you are shivering already. I don’t have a vendetta against you Nicole. Let me help you before you catch a cold.” He said and held her with both arms. She looked at herself and realized that she was indeed shivering. She let him lead her to her room. He got her to lay on the bed, tucked a blanket around her and headed back out of the room. 




She couldn’t get a bead on Michael. What was going on? Before she could answer the question, he was back in her room with a mug of hot chocolate. For the first time since they had met that night, she actually looked at him. He was still in his towel and so she had the complete view. 




Like his brothers, he was a hulk. His hair was wet map, occasionally letting a drop of water run down a sculpted jawline. An extremely attractive one at that. He had baby fine hair on his chest, arms and legs. She wondered what those would feel like, pressing down onto her. The towel was cinched around his waist, strained from beneath by two massive legs. And they weren’t the only massive thing under that towel. God bless the cling of a wet towel. She realized she was biting her lip when she shook her head to snap out of it.




“Hot chocolate should warm you up a little. I turned on the heater too.” He said and handed her the mug.




“Why the nice act all of a sudden?” she asked. She was still distracted by the sight of him in just this towel.




“This isn’t an act. This is me.”




“I disagree. I met you earlier and…”




He sat on the edge of her bed. Nicole thought there was something about every member of this family being overly familiar with strangers. Maybe boundaries were different in the south?




“And you are just making a mountain out of nothing,” Michael said. “Look, I’m sorry about this evening. I don’t like the idea of my life being out there for the world to see. And I didn’t lock you out. I got back from my drive and saw the door was unlocked and there was no one in, so I locked up and went for a swim. As for picking you up, that was another misunderstanding. One I apologize for and would ask you to…” he sighed. “Just leave it at that.”




“But you had an argument with Greg.” She was still confused by this whole business and she wouldn’t hide it. 




“About a lot of other things and this.” he replied.




“Oh.” 




“Listen, I’m not the terror you’ve made me out to be. I’ll admit that I’m not a huge fan of the media, but can you blame me?” He rested his fingers on Nicole’s calf and softly stroked it through the blanket. “I’ll be right back,” he said and went out of her room again.




Please get something to wear while you are at it, she thought. Some tiny part of her wanted him to come back. To sit on the bed. Maybe keep her warm. Stop! This is a job! She couldn’t risk her professionalism on some groupie fling thing. 




He was back in the room again, this time with a small tub of something. She sat up as he approached her bed and placed the mug by the bed. She could feel her nipples getting hard and pulled the blanket up to cover herself. He was still here in his towel. Why wouldn’t he just get dressed? 




He sat beside her again and reached out for her palm. He took some of the content of the tub and started to rub it on her fingers. He was gentle on her fingers as he massaged the ointment on them. The cold completely forgotten, Nicole started to feel something different entirely as he worked her fingers. It didn’t help matters that he was in a towel only.  “The menthol in this is good for your lungs.” 




“Thank you,” she replied. She was distracted by the stirrings in her loins. She was dangerously close to doing something dangerously stupid. She snatched her hands away from him a lot quicker than she intended to. 




“Is something the matter?” he said, arching an eyebrow.




“Nothing. I’m fine,” she said. 




He still had the look on his face. 




“Fine. I’m exhausted and cold. I was just naked in front of you, and now you’re pretty much giving me the full butcher’s window treatment. I just need to get to bed.”




“Shit, I’m sorry,” he said, leaving the bed and walking to her door. “It didn’t register in my head that I was still in a towel. I just wanted to be sure you were fine first. Call me if you need anything. I’m just down the hall.”




“Okay.” She said and watched as he left.




She grabbed the scratchpad she put on the bedside table. The pen wrote in a flurry. She was probably seeing things, but what she saw was what she saw. Right before Michael left, she looked him right in the eyes. One was blue like before.




The other eye was gold.Nicole settled into the far back of the concert hall with her pen and notepad in hand. She loved the vantage that this position provided. Some reporters would have preferred front row seats to the show but she knew the back was the place to be. Here, she could not only see the artists, she could see the fans and feel what they felt. The fans were important: they were as much a part of the story as the artists. It was for them that she wrote. It was for them that she gave reviews.




The tour was starting with a special show for the locals before kicking off for real. The first time they’d played this hall two years ago, it had been part of a local battle of the bands. The rest was history. They’d play this show to open their tour, rest for a day or two at home, then move on from Georgia. Then she’d be on a plane back home.




The room was already bursting with excited fans. The hall was dark, with house lights dimly lit for minimum safety purposes. It had that strange smell that old dive bars had, probably from the constantly leaking beer taps. The boys were backstage, doing their last minute preparations in private. Her pleads and demands to observe them fell on deaf ears, so she was out here, with the rabble.




They were all waiting for The Solid Oaks to come on stage. Some of the younger fans had boards and posters, the rest of them just stuck with chanting their name. Two girls beside her were going on and on about how much they’d like to be near them, touch them even. Then one had teased the other that she had a crush on Michael. Nicole’s head turned in their direction automatically. Her look must have been withering because the young girls skittered away without another word. 




Nicole sighed, wondering what was getting into her. A part of her was glad that the job was almost over. She needed it to be over. She needed to be back in the regular rhythm of her life. But another part of her, well, had less professional thoughts. There was so much to Michael she needed answers to. Like peeling back layer after layer just to find more layers beneath. Her curious side wouldn’t let it go, and it certainly didn’t hurt that he was a tall handsome country music star. I wonder if those hands could strum other things besides a guitar…




She shook her head mentally. She had to shake that thought out of her head if she wanted to get any work done. She was going to let irrelevant things cloud her piece if she continued like this. The hall exploded in cheers as the guys took the stage and got ready. 




“Thank ya’ll for comin’ out tonight,” Michael said, speaking into the mic. “We’re the Solid Oaks, just some local boys from the hills. Now we’re gonna show ya how the hills get down!”




****************




After the show Nicole barely got a chance to congratulate the guys on such a rocking performance. Exhausted and subdued, they thanked her and each headed to their vans to get some sleep. One thing she picked up on by being in their presence was that they took their success very seriously. They knew some of their fans might be choosing to buy their album or lunch that day, and out of respect for that sacrifice they put on great shows. So the wild parties would have to wait until the tour was over. You weren’t at your best if you were crawling out of bed three minutes before showtime.




They were all pulled over at a rest stop along some highway so the drivers could catch an hour of shut eye. A few station wagons were parked there too, probably filled with midwest families on their way down to Florida for some time in the sun. 




Abel's snoring from the driver’s seat was maddening, so loud that she thought it must have been on purpose. But no, he was just a snorer of the worst kind. 




She rubbed her face and looked at her watch. Two AM. Night’s purgatory. She wished they would have just driven straight through to get back home, but the boys were set in their ways. They loved their food and they loved their sleep. Trying to interfere with either was a bad idea. In an hour they would get moving again, but it wasn’t an hour she wasn’t to spend next to the loudest snorer in the world.




She opened the van door and stepped out into the brisk Georgia air. She walked past the vans to a cleared grass area set in front of some heavy woods. The sky above was clear, the crescent moon shining fully. Far from the light pollution of the city, she could actually make out the stars. She reached a finger up to one and traced a line to the next, just like her father had taught her to do when she was a little girl.




She was struck by that bittersweet memory of her father trying to set up a telescope in the backyard. She’d begged him for one for months to get one, and one night he relented and came back from the department store with a huge box. He’d been so eager to set it up for her that he assembled it backwards and stripped a bunch of the screws, which ruined the stabilizing frame. 




“I’m sorry, baby. Daddy isn’t so good at some stuff,” he had said. He turned his head and wiped at his face. “We’ll, uhh, we’ll save up for another one and try again next year.”




“It’s ok, daddy. We can still see the stars just fine without one,” Nicole had said.




“Here, let me show you a trick,” he said, his voice regaining some confidence. “If you pretend your finger is a pencil, you can draw the lines between the stars…”




“Hey there,” a voice said from behind her.




Nicole was knocked out of her reminiscence. She turned to find Michael walking up to her. “Hey. Come here often?”




He chuckled. “Yeah. Love the rest stops. You find the really classy ladies here. Some even have molars and incisors. What are you doing here?”




“Can’t you hear?” Nicole asked jokingly.




Michael cocked his head, then nodded slowly. “Abel is the worst snorer in the group. You drew the short straw on that one,” He said and stood next to her. “Are you a stargazer?”




“No. I mean, not really. I don’t know,” she said, butterflies in her stomach. This whole interaction had a dreamlike quality to it, thanks to the hour. “How do you know if you are or not?”




“Good question,” he said, his arm brushing against hers. “Maybe it has to do with what you expect to see when you look up in the sky?”




“Ok,” she said, turning her gaze back up to the sky. “I see the North star!” she pointed proudly.




“You’re missing the point,” he said. “What are the stars to you? Are they the past? The present? The future?”




The answer left her lips without a second thought, “The past.”




“Good,” Michael said. “It’s good to be grounded. To know where you came from.”




“And what about you?” Nicole said. “What do you see?”




“I see the future,” he said, shifting his gaze back to her. “It’s laid out in front of me, but it’s still unknown. Uncertain.”




“Terrifying,” Nicole said. She felt her pulse racing. She wanted him to put his arm around her.




He did that little head tilt again, and his nostrils flared. “Did you have a good time at the show?” Michael said.




“Yes!” she said, enthusiastically.




“But?” he said.




“But what? It was fantastic,” Nicole said. “The crowd was so into it.”




“I didn’t ask about the crowd. I asked about you,” he said, rocking back on his heels.




“Look, I’m not a musician. I don’t know what it’s like to be up in front of thousands of people and just, you know, bleh…” Nicole said, making an unflattering gesture with her arms.




“We didn’t puke on the audience, Nicole. We should’ve gotten you better seats,” he said.




She punched him in the arm. “You know what I mean. You get up there and give it your all. You lay it all out there for thousands of people to judge,” she said. “Except…” She instantly regretted the word coming out.




“Except what?” he said.




“Nothing. Never mind,” she said, wishing she were somewhere else.




“Trust is a two way street, Nicole. If you want me to open up and trust you, you have to be ready to do the same,” he said, his voice taking on a hard edge. He turned to walk away.




“Wait,” she said. “I…I felt tonight that you were holding something back.”




He turned back to face her. “How the hell would you know if I’m holding something back or not?”




“I just…” she said. “You were great up there, but it wasn’t passionate. You were holding back.”




“And so what if I was? I’m not a robot. I can’t just ignore distractions and turn off…” Michael bit back his last words. “Honestly I don’t know what happened and I’m kinda freaking out.”




Nicole reached out and wrapped her arms around him, putting her head against his chest. “It was a great performance. Even if it wasn’t your best, it was still great. The girls all got their money’s worth, trust me.”




His arms wrapped around her, pinning her against him in a wonderful warm embrace. “Sometimes I think that if people get too close a look at me, they won’t like what they see.”




“If they’ve seen what I’ve seen, they’ll like you just fine, Michael,” she said.




Nicole felt his hand lift her chin and suddenly the hot press of his lips were crushing down onto her. A bolt of lightning ran from the soles of her feet straight up through her spine. His smell was earthy and clean. She reached up to cup his face in her hands, his stubble scratchy and incredibly sexy. She kissed him back, her lips spreading for his insistent tongue. She pressed against him, feeling his urgent need for her stretching down one pant leg. A rumbling growl escaped from his chest, reverberating against her.




“Shit!” he said, breaking off their kiss and turning away from her. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that!”




Nicole stood there awkwardly. “It’s ok. It felt right.”




“But it wasn’t. This…this wouldn’t go anywhere. I’m just drunk and tired. Long day, you know?”




“Umm, yeah. Sure.” Nicole straightened her hair, giving her something to do with her shaking hands. “Long day.” She walked back towards the vans, with Michael following shortly.




Seven.




They got back to the mansion around four in the morning. Nicole’s brain was in that horrible state that wanted to sleep but was too wired with adrenaline. The show and, more importantly, the kiss with Michael had her all mixed up. I have a career I need to respect. She stomped up to her room after wishing everyone good night. Laying down in bed, she closed her eyes, but she just stared at the back of her eyelids.




Being warm in the bed felt good, but not as good as being warm in Michael's arms. The warmth of his body, the strength of his embrace. She imagined what those hands could do, how they could grab at her, grope her, pull her hair and hold her down. No point trying to stop this train. She sent a hand south to her mound, finding it slick with her excitement. She arched her back, her other hand grabbing her breast roughly.




“Mmmmphmmm!” she moaned, biting her lip.




She thought about how his hard member pressed against her stomach when he held her. The length and breadth of it, snaked down his pant leg and engorging second by second. To feel the head slip past her entrance, to stretch her out and fill her up. She grunted as she bucked against her hand, needing him. Needing his big stupid body and the weight of him pressing down onto her.




But no matter what she did to herself, it wasn’t the same and she knew it. She released her breast and clit, the sexual tension still strong but sinking under her other needs. Her stomach rumbled and she threw the covers off. She pulled on a pair of panties and a t-shirt, knowing the house would be fast asleep. She tiptoed out of her room and made her way down the hall towards the kitchen.




Passing by Michael's room, she froze. His door was open a tiny crack, and the dimming moonlight cast a blue glow to his room. Michael was laying naked on his bed, one arm over his face. But he wasn’t asleep. His other hand was working his hard manhood. Proudly defiant in the night air, it stood ten inches at full attention, veiny and thick. The head glistened with his pre-cum, and Nicole could see his heavy ballsack tense and release with each stroke.




Nicole had to remind herself to breath as she watched this spectacle. The way his taut stomach sank as he exhaled, the way his legs flexed as if he was ramming himself home with each downstroke. 




“You’re welcome to come in,” he said from the bed, almost a whisper. 




Before Nicole knew what she was doing, she was already stepping into his room. Despite her brain protesting the impropriety of this, her body’s primal needs were not to be denied. This virile specimen in front of her would bring her much needed relief. And, well, you couldn’t blame a girl for being curious.




“What do we have here?” she said, quietly closing the door behind her. “In here pleasuring yourself like some dirty teenager?”




“Let’s just say I was inspired,” he said, his hand still slowly stroking himself. His arm still covered his face. He inhaled sharply through his nose. “I couldn’t ignore you.”




“What do you mean?” she said, sauntering over to stand next to his bed.




“I could…smell you,” he said, licking his lips. 




“What?” she said, an air of embarrassment coming over her.




“No, you don’t understand. You smell wonderful. Like the most precious flower petals unfurling,” he said, his voice taking on a deep rumble of bass that wasn’t there before. “I just can’t ignore that,” he said, taking his hand off his cock to gently touch the outside of her leg.




Nicole sucked in air as his hand brushed along the front of her thigh then found the warm space between her legs. His rough hard hand ran upwards until it found her panties. He gingerly stroke along the indentation of her slit, his thumb rubbing tiny circles on the fabric against her clit. “Mmmm…” she said, pressing herself against his hand.




“This is such a bad idea,” he said, his hand getting more aggressive against her sex.




“Shut up,” Nicole said, leaning down to silence him with her mouth. Their lips met, their tongues dancing in the space between. The push and pull of his wet hot tongue made Nicole moan into his mouth.




The hand across his face pulled her body down on top of his, trapping his prick between them. It went down and squeezed her ass, one cheek then the other. His cock strained against her t-shirt, needing her in a primitive and brutal fashion, the same way she needed it.




She reached down between them and grabbed his length, shocked that her hand couldn’t close around it. She stroked him, feeling her hand grow damp as more of his pre-cum seeped out down her knuckles.




Michael growled and grabbed her arms, pulling her upward with alarming strength. Her knees landed on either side of her head and she found herself straddling his face. He pulled her panties aside ferociously and began sating his hunger on her.




Every lick of his tongue sent spasms through her body. Every flick against her clit pulsed warm electricity from her toes to her core. She cried out, hands planted against the wall at the head of his bed to keep balance. Not that she had the choice to fall: his hands pinned her pussy against his mouth, and he was not relinquishing his prize. 




She reached one hand down to grab a fistful of his hair, then she rocked and pivoted her slit against his eager mouth. The rumbles that escaped his lips vibrated through her sex and sent her spinning out of control. She squeezed her eyes shut as she came, something breaking loose deep inside her. She felt her juices run down her lips, right into her lover’s mouth.




Michael didn’t miss a drop, taking in her full essence in every way he could. His fingertips dug into her hip bones painfully, his desire for more of her growing with every second.




She reached down to pry his fingers away, falling to the lie beside him. “I…” she panted, “Whoa…I need a second.”




He pounced on top of her, his cock like a spear poised at her most vulnerable place. His hands pinned her wrists to either side. Another growl escaped his lips, and this time he looked down at her, locking eyes with her. 




Golden eyes.




Nicole’s eyes went wide with astonishment, trying to process what she was seeing. Was he…was he a Shifter? 




Michael froze, his eyes going wide with realization. He jumped off her and stood in the middle of the room. “Umm, I…”




“Michael, what’s going on?” Nicole asked in a soothing tone. She knew Shifters were incredibly private, but the idea that the lead of a rising country music band could be…wait. They were brothers. That meant. “Oh…”




“You should, uhh…I have to take a shower. You should sleep in your room, you know?” he said, walking into his bathroom and shutting the door.




Shit! This whole thing is fucked! She thought about the past few days, all the secrecy and walking on eggshells around her. The sunglasses and contact lenses. She got up off Michael's bed and walked back to her own room, completely torn.




If they were Shifters, this was the biggest news since the Unification back in the 1970s. Before then, Shifters were myths, but since then they’ve been slowly coming out and integrating into society. But they were so fringe that even one coming out in a big city meant paparazzi following them day and night. Instant overnight celebrities for people who just wanted to live normal lives. And now we have one of the hottest bands around that just happen to be a family of them.




Nicole lay awake, watching the room slowly get brighter as the sun rose outside.


Nicole needed to clear her head, so before the rest of the house woke up, she got dressed and went out for a walk. Mist rose off the trees in the valley below, the overnight dew evaporating again to join the clouds overhead. She pulled her wool shawl over her shoulders. No matter how warm the temperature was on this mountain, it was always just a touch too cold. 




She walked briskly along the gravel road that switched back and forth up the side of this range of peaks. Her foot hit a small stone and it flew, skittering over the edge and plummeting hundreds of feet below. Nicole walked over to the edge to peer over. An ocean of green tree tops stretched as far as they eye could see. A strange sound had her spin on her heels.




Less than a foot away from her, a pile of leaves was vibrating loudly. Her mind instantly went to those novelty chattering teeth that skittered around. The sound was like that, but faster. Once her eyes focused the pile of leaves became a five foot long rattlesnake, poised to bite her. This is how I die. 




She forgot everything. She forgot her name. She forgot who she was. She forgot where she was. Some tiny primal instinct kicked in, something that took control of her limbs for her. She leapt backwards, right over the edge of the mountain.




Nicole saw the gravel road and the horrible rattlesnake sink out of sight. Her vision was filled with the light Georgia sky, a fitting final vision before she became a journalistic pancake. Instead of her life flashing before her eyes, it was a small In Memoriam, published by her boss in the magazine.




She expected to see the mountain rush past her, for the sky to get farther away as she fell like the stone moments before. But it didn’t. She was in stasis: nothing moved. Her back hurt, and a burning scraping sensation told her that she was caught on a branch. I’m not going to die! Then the branch creaked and bowed, threatening to crack.




“Help!” she screamed. Full lungfuls of air rushed in and out. If these were her last, she had better make them count!




A rush of boots came down the gravel road, followed by a clear, “Fuck!” as a boot came down heavy on the gravel. The rattling stopped immediately.




“Help!” she said, tears coming down her face.




Michael's face peered over the edge above her. “Jesus,” he said, barely a whisper. “Just hang on, Nicole. Don’t panic!”




“Don’t tell me not to panic! That’s what they tell people who are going to die!” she screamed.




“You’re not going to die!” he said, his eyes scanning the space between them.




“That’s the other thing they tell people who are going to die! You’re terrible at this!” she said, her eyes wide.




“Do you trust me?” he asked, running his hands through his hair.




“What does that even-“ she began. The branch she was laid out on top of creaked again and it bent further. 




“Hope that was a yes,” Michael said as he leapt off the mountain.




“What?!” she barely had time to say before Michael crashed into her, knocking the air out of her lungs. The branch that dug into her back was gone, and they were falling, spinning. 




“Herrrld errrrrrrn!” he screamed in her ear, his voice changing into something bestial, inhuman. Michael's skin exploded with long soft bristles of brown hair. Where his face had pressed against hers, there was now a massive snout, with whiskers that poked into her ears. The arms that pinned her to him became thicker, and his fingers receded into paws the size of dinner plates. 




The last thing Nicole saw was the side of the mountain rushing up behind Michael. Then everything went black.


Nicole’s eyes cracked open, taking in the brightness of her room. 




At the foot of her bed, Michael was pressing an icepack to his side and grimacing. He saw her eyes open and let out a pained chuckle. “I’d heard of taking a lady for a quick tumble, but that was ridiculous.”




“Like, do you know how corny you are?” Nicole said, her jaw shrieking in protest. She hand a hand up to her face.




“Here.” Michael handed her the icepack. 




“You sure?”




“It’s just some broken ribs. They’ll only rupture my lung and kill me,” he said, gingerly touching his side. “But the real concern is that you can’t yell at me for saving your life.”




A knock came at the door. Greg's head popped in. “Hey, you’re up!” he said, softly stepping into the room. “Girl, you gave us one hell of a scare!”




“Mmmhmm,” Nicole said, pressing the icepack to her jaw. “Stupid rattlesnake. Stupid mountain. Stupid band.”




“Now, now. That’s just the near-fatal collision with the earth talking. Do you need anything?”




“Codeine,” she said.




“Hmm…we might have some aspirin. No guarantee on the expiration date, though. I’ll, uhh, leave you two alone,” he said, leaving the room.




Michael sat on the bed next to her, his hand gently stroking her knee through the blanket.




“Michael,” she said, “why didn’t you tell me you were a Shifter?”




He looked away, then down at the floor. “It’s complicated.”




“Try me.” she said.




“It’s just…I don’t know. Some humans are fine with it, or at least they think they are. Until Mr. Growly comes out, then it’s all guns and pitchforks.” He ran his hand through his hair. “It’s not my fault I am like this. I was born this way.”




“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” she said, putting her hand on his arm.




He gave a small shake to his head. “It’s easy to say that. It’s easy to think everything is going to be fine. It’s the 21st century, we’re a sophisticated society, etc. I had a girlfriend a few years ago. I kept it from her. I know that was wrong. But after a few months I told her. The next morning she leaves her phone in my room. It turns on when I pick it up,” he sighed. “She looked up silver bullets on the internet.”




Nicole gave his arm a squeeze. “Not everyone is going to think that.”




He spun to face her, his eyes golden and wet. “How do you know? It’s my life. It’s my family’s life. This was all a terrible idea. All of it. You…”




“Me? What about me? What did I do?” she said.




“It’s not about what you’ve done. It’s about what you’re going to do.”




“What?” she felt herself soften. She still was mad at him but the least she could do was hear him out.




“I’m a Shifter, Nicole. When one of us-“ 




“I know what a Shifter is.”




“What’s going to happen when our fans stop caring about our music and just look at us like a freak show?”




“You shouldn’t hide or be ashamed of what you are, Michael,” Nicole said, looking down as she smoothed the sheets on the bed.




“This is my life, Nicole, not an after school special.”




“I’m here to do a job, Michael,” Nicole said. “I’m sorry we didn’t meet under different circumstances.”




He patted her knee once, then stood. “At least we finally got to your real feelings about this.” He turned and walked out of the room.




Nicole felt her cheeks grow hot and her vision went cloudy. She wiped a tear off her cheek. This is what you wanted, isn’t it? To be a journalist, to make the hard decisions and always bring the truth to light, no matter the consequences. This week had been hell for her and now she was pitted against the very reason she came here. Why did this have to happen? Everything had changed now. How was she supposed to look him in the face and act as though nothing had happened between them? 




She reached into her purse and pulled out her cellphone. She hit “Call” and waited. One ring. Two rings.




“Hello? Nicole?”




“Hi Josh,” she said. “I’m coming home.”Nicole rolled the sleeves of her sweater and sank into the sofa. Armed with a bag of chips and the remote, Nicole got to what had already become her routine in the past two weeks. She didn’t want to think about Michael. She didn’t want to think at all. She glanced past her aging widescreen TV and out the window. The sun had just set, and a light rain was pelting her window. See? She couldn’t go out and be social: it was raining! 




She had gotten back from Georgia and spent that day in a daze. Her fingers danced across the keys, and the letters on the screen in front of her eventually became words. Those words spun out into sentences, and before she knew it she was done. Done with the most difficult article she’d ever written. An empty bottle of Moscato stood on either side of her laptop, like guardians against clear thought and prudence. 




She swiped to unlock her phone, the message from Josh still active from when she opened it over a week ago. He didn’t just like the article, he loved it. He was ecstatic, saying it was the best coverage he’d read in years. It was real cover story material, and the editorial staff had worked two overnighters to re-do that month’s issue. It would probably be on shelves now, putting another spotlight on The Solid Oaks, for better or worse.




Thinking back to Michael's words that night, she knew it wouldn’t be for the better. With all this attention, he’d never get the sweet simple life he wanted. Not anymore.




Nicole’s eyes snapped back to the TV. Some prima donna with amazing makeup was imploring the home audience on why she should be the next…something. Was she a model? A musician? Was she eating bugs on an island? She was speaking but Nicole really couldn’t bother to pay attention.




“Nope!” Nicole said as she snapped the remote at the TV, the sudden flat blackness somehow more engaging than that lady had been.




Nicole stood up, swaying slightly. She had to eat something. Maybe. She remembered she had a bottle of sake in a cabinet, and that was basically like eating rice. Proud of this new plan, she made her way towards the kitchen.




Then stopped.




She could hear something faint. Through the pitter-patter of raindrops outside, there was something else. Something lighter. Something melodic. She crossed the living room and looked out the window onto the street below.




Under a streetlamp right outside her building, she saw him. His denim jacket and jeans were soaked through, a dark ruddy blue like the Gulf of Mexico in August. In his arms he held his big acoustic guitar. His eyes found hers, and he smiled as she opened her window.




“What the hell are you doing, Michael? Are you nuts?” she called down, folding her arms in front of her.




“Hope ya don’t mind if I do a little practice here. I’ve been running through a new tune, thought I’d see how you liked it,” he said, changing the tension on a string until it hummed with the note he was looking for.




“If this…if this is supposed to be some kind of romantic…thing…I’m entertaining guests! You’re just embarrassing yourself!”




“Sure. Give my best to Denise from America’s Next Top Fitness Instructor,” he said, flashing a solid white grin.




Stupid Shifter hearing! Nicole harumphed and crossed her arms extra hard. She wasn’t going to give him any satisfaction. This stupid stunt wasn’t-




Michael's guitar sprang to life, a bluegrass ditty that leapt across the space between them, slicing through the air and the rain. The notes hit her like bullets shot from his guitar, cracking the stubborn sulk she was resolved to stay in. His big palm came down across his guitar’s rosette and it went silent. For the briefest moment, even the raindrops seemed to stop, waiting patiently for what happened next. Michael's voice rose up, soft and sweet.




	Sweet mountain tumble, spin me round and round,

	Sweet mountain tumble, feet never hit the ground,

	The look in her eyes, the words on her lips,

	Holding me through life’s mountains and dips…




Nicole felt it just…slip off. The pain and self pity that had kept her paralyzed in her apartment. It sloughed off like an old winter jacket. The room moved around her, swaying back and forth as her feet carried her to her door. She took the stairs four at a time, throwing back the front door and sprinting to close the distance between them.




He was still singing as Nicole collided with him, pinning the guitar between them as her lips pressed against his. He pulled the guitar aside as he kissed her back, hungrily.




“Hi,” she said quietly, burying her face in his neck, smelling his aftershave.




“I take it you like the song,” he said, a deep chuckle rumbling from his chest.




“What are you doing here?” she asked, looking up at him.




“Freezing,” he said, water dripping off his ears.




 He lumbered after her, stiff from the cold rain and wind he’d endured outside her window. She managed to finally pull him into her apartment with the last of her strength. Dripping wet, he looked around her apartment.




“Not quite what I expected,” he said. “I thought there’d be more empty liquor bottles and balled up typewriter pages.”




“Luckily for me you decided to serenade me shortly after I took out the trash. And no one uses a typewriter anymore,” she said. “We have to get you out of those clothes. It just won’t do to have you freeze to death in my apartment. Your brothers will think me a bad host.” She reached out and began to unbutton his denim jacket. 




Michael's hand closed around hers. He looked down into her eyes. “Why?”




“Why what?”




“Why didn’t you write about it? About us being Shifters?” His other hand lifted the contacts from his eyes and put them into a case in his pocket.




Nicole didn’t need any more time to think about the answer to that question. She’d been asking herself the same thing since she submitted the article. “Because you love your music, and I didn’t want to take anything away from that. You’re going to become famous enough as it is. The public doesn’t need to know about your…wild side.”




Michael pulled her close, a masculine heat suddenly emanating from his wet clothes. “I thought that was the whole point. To find my wild side and share it.” 




Nicole leaned in close, “I’m not sharing it with anyone,” and pressed her lips against his. She worked the buttons on his jacket and  peeled it off. 




His hands cupped her face and ran through her hair, dipping under the back of her sweater to feel the heat of her skin. He moaned as she pressed herself against him, the fullness of his cock growing down his pant leg. 




“We’ll just have to put these in the wash,” she said, pulling his wet t-shirt over his head and plopping it onto the floor. Her fingers dug into his jeans, the backs of her fingertips tickled by his growth of hair below the belt line. She pulled him backwards as they kissed, her sweater becoming another dark lump on the floor. Her bra followed, and electricity shot through her as her nipples brushed against the hair on his chest.




He growled as he looked down at her, his eyes glowing like hot gold. 




That sound, that look, that primal desire was crystal clear. Her heart began to race. Nicole felt her own body respond, a dew drop forming on the front of her underwear.




Michael's nostrils flared, taking in her lusty scent. His eyes went wide for a moment, then he conquered her mouth with his, crushing her in hot bliss. His thumbs hooked into her yoga pants and pulled them down to her knees. Without releasing her mouth, a massive arm picked her up like she was weightless, his other hand pulling her yoga pants and slippers off in one go.




“Oh, Michael…” she said, her damp hair covering her face. In darkness she felt her back press against the wall, and a massive hand wrap around her breast. The hot wetness of his mouth latched onto her, and she shrieked in pleasure as his tongue flicked against her nipple.  Nicole lifted one leg and wrapped it around him, rubbing her aching slit against his thigh. She reached backwards to hold the wall, to brace herself against the first orgasm that came crashing over her. She moaned as pulses of heat shot through her.




“Your scent,” he whispered, his tongue lashing her captive nipple one last time. His arms swept her up and he carried her, effortlessly, to her dining room table. “I can’t wait any longer,” he said as he sat her down on the table. The stubble on his cheeks scratched her thighs in an intimate, familiar way.




“Mmmmm,” she cooed, her hands softly running through his hair as he placed soft kisses across her breasts and down her stomach.  She bit her lip as his tongue came out and gave a long slow lick right up the front of her underwear. 




“How do you smell so good?” he said, his tongue going back to sweep against her sopping wet fabric.




“Unnngh….” Nicole moaned, feeling every bump of his tongue through her soaked panties.




With a pull and a snap, Michael tore her panties from her body, leaving her hot core splayed open to his attentions. He descended on her immediately, his lips and tongue tasting and probing in an urgent feral way. One of his hands pressed down on her stomach, sealing her to the table. The other hand spread her lips, the air in her apartment suddenly cold wherever his hot tongue left a wake. His tongue dipped into her, sampling her honey. “I’ve been thinking about this for weeks,” he said, his tongue sliding up and down her lips.




“Shut…up…” she managed between gasps. Looking down her body, she saw a pair of golden eyes looking up into hers. She was his prey, caught and unmoving, and he would do with her what he wanted. She threw her head back and cried out as his lips planted down around her clit, his tongue licking her relentlessly. Her eyes closed and she floated in a warm sea, her orgasm becoming an otherworldly experience. Muffled sounds reached her ears and she opened her eyes. 




Michael stepped out of the last of his clothes. A streetlight from outside cast an orange glow into the apartment, giving his jawline a striking appearance. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he took her in. His heavy cock twitched, the head glistening in pre-cum. Behind this his sac hung heavy and low.




She sat up and scooted off the table. She stood in front of him, her fingernails running light trails through his curly chest hair. The little black wisps pulled taut then snapped into their original curls. The white lines she left in his skin felt like she was marking him. She liked that. “It’s my turn to have some fun,” she said, kissing her way down his sternum as she knelt in front of him.




“Oh Nicole,” Michael said, his eyes closing and his head going back. His legs, thick and strong as tree trunks, flexed as her mouth left a damp trail of kisses down his abs. He planted his hands on his hips akimbo style.




Nicole playfully shot her tongue into his belly button, giving him a jolt. She reached his aching prick, heavy and engorged. She stroked him in her hand, enjoying the girth and power of his member. Like hot silk over a steel shaft, she gave him a squeeze and saw a new pearly drop form at the end of his cock. Her other hand went to his balls, giving them an appreciative squeeze. “And what do you have for me here?”




“It’s going to be all over your rug in moment if you keep teasing me,” he said.




“Such a wasteful boy,” she said, bringing him to her mouth. The head of his member pushed past her lips, the crown slipping past her teeth to pin her tongue. She gurgled, bobbing her head along his shaft as she sucked the musky saltiness from his cock. His pre-cum seeped out, his body eager to deposit his seed. She pulled her mouth off of him and swirled her tongue down his shaft, lapping at the connection between his cock and balls.




“Such a good little cocksucker,” he said, his voice a rough growl.




Nicole took his complement and redoubled her efforts, bobbing her mouth further down his shaft while one of her hands went south to relieve her neglected slit. She slipped two fingers inside herself when the cock in her mouth popped out.




With a bestial roar, Michael pulled her forward until she was on her hands and knees. He kneeled behind her, his dominant position reinforced by the huge glistening cock in his hand. His balls pulled up tight against his body, his body twitched with primal lust.




“Take me,” Nicole whimpered as she looked back at him.




Michael's fingernails dug into her hips, almost piercing the skin with savage sharpness. He was over the edge, his Bear now completely in control of his body. There was no yesterday and no tomorrow. There was just the prone female in front of him, assaulting his senses with her heat and lust. He pressed the massive head of his cock against her entrance.




“Oh God!” Nicole cried out as he slammed into her, completely filling her until the fronts of his thighs were hot against the backs of hers. All her senses were subdued, her mind completely focused on the huge presence behind and inside of her. Her hair was plastered against the side of her face, damp with sweat. Her fingertips curled into the rug as Michael mounted her, pumping in and out.




Michael grunted, his hips swinging forward to collide with Nicole’s ample ass. Each thrust sent shockwaves through her body. Sweat trickled down his chest and mixed with the creamy combination of their juices. 




Nicole could feel him tense up as he bent forward, his face pressed against hers. His lips found hers, and they kissed passionately as he pushed himself inside her one last time. His hands held her hips like a vice as his cock spasmed. 




She felt herself explosively cum as he filled her with his hot sticky seed, his cock sending pulse after pulse of thick fluid into her womb. Lightning shot through her body, her mind a storm of pleasure. 




Panting, Michael pulled out of her and collapsed, face up on the rug.




He lay beside her and stroked her hair.  “You are something else. Here I was rehearsing my apology.”




“Apology for?” she said, curious.




“How I acted when we first met. And to thank you for not exposing us in the article.”




“Telling the world was never an option.”




“When you left I didn’t know what to think or expect. Very few people would know this and not spill.”




“Very few people can be practical like me. I can imagine what you go through every day hiding from the world,” she said, looking over at the couch where she’d lived the past two weeks. “I can imagine it quite well.”




He squinted. “What if I hadn’t shown up tonight to do my best John Cusack impersonation?”




Nicole laughed. “I would have gotten my shit together. Eventually. But I’m glad things didn’t go that way.”




“Not everyone would give up a ton of money and a career boost like that. You could have sold me out to the highest bidder but you didn’t. Instead you wrote a hell of an article on our band. My family.”




“You read it?”




“A few times. I loved it.”




Nicole beamed. “I’m glad you did.”




“I usually don’t bother reading things that groupies write…” he said, the dim light in the room revealing an impish grin.




“I forgot, when you Shift do you turn into a Bear or a giant asshole?” she said.




“Usually both. Come here.” he said and kissed her.




I could get used to this, she thought and kissed him back.
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“Just concentrate on your breathing,” Dominick said from the front of the class. 




The length of mirrors running down the wall showed faces of calm serenity, all calmly doing the Standing Bow pose. Hands pointed forward like nocked arrows, legs and feet arched back at high tension angles. Balanced between power and grace, my classmates were killing it.




Then I saw my own face. Sweat cascading down my chin. A grimace of strained pain on my face. I teetered forward, barely catching myself before tottering into my neighbor. My legs wobbled and my knees couldn’t decide if they wanted to lock into position or bend. My hands were too sweaty to grip my ankle properly, so it kept slipping. If this class had an ugly duckling, it was me.




“It’s all in your breathing. Everything starts with the breathing,” Dominick said, doing a quick demonstration at the front of the class. He took in a deep breath and reached to the ceiling with one hand. “Then, reach forward and kick back. Equal force.” He smoothly bent forward, his rear foot rising up and over his head. His golden eyes glimmered as the room filled with orange light. They didn’t call this the sunrise class for nothing.




I couldn’t be sure, but it looked like he was focused on me. You could never be too sure with Shifters. They didn’t really directly look at you for too long. I read online that they thought it was impolite, because they had the eyes of predators. Something in our ancient human brains didn’t like that stare, and most Shifters knew that.




But I couldn’t shake it. He was still looking at me. Not staring, not gawking. But he was watching me. Like he was willing me to succeed. Like he wanted me to succeed.




It wasn’t just his eyes that intrigued me. He was stunning, Shifter or not. A warm olive complexion, hazel eyes and a long mane of untamed black hair. Six and a half feet of lithe shredded power. He had full, high cheekbones and lips that easily curled into a smile.




We were doing hot room yoga, so no one wore more than they had to, including Dominick. His skin tight black shorts could have been boxer briefs for all they left to the imagination. I’d read that Shifters were different about sexuality too: it was more casual in their society. Now that they’ve begun to integrate with human society, there were still little culture shocks. Or, in the case of what lay trapped in those boxers, huge culture shocks.




“Three, two, one. Release,” he said. 




Forty two gasps of relief filled the room as we all released the pose. Blood flowed back into constricted limbs. Some bent down to grab their water bottle.




“Lay down for dead body pose,” Dominick said.




We all lay down on the towels stretched over our yoga mats. We were half way done with the session, and the towels were already completely soaked. It was like lying down on spongy damp carpet. Not pleasant, but after the torture of that pose, it was heaven. 




Sweat poured down my brow and off my ears. The air in the studio was oppressively humid. It cloyed at my skin, clung to the inside of my mouth and coated my lungs. The only thing that made it bearable was the reminder that the yoga poses were worse. It was all about perspective.




Dominick stepped off the small platform in the front of the class and began to walk around the class. “Close your eyes,” he said. “Take deep breaths. This is the time when you relax, when you reap the benefits of what you just sowed.”




I closed my eyes. I imagined him walking around, his eyes locked onto me. My body in a wet leotard, my legs slightly open. I knew I should concentrate on my breathing, but I couldn’t stop thinking about him. Stalking me through the woods like prey. Drawn in by the scent of my lusty thoughts.




I’d heard one of the women in the locker room remark that Dominick was a Bear Shifter. Bears were notorious for their sense of smell. I tried to shut that out of my mind, but I knew I was getting turned on. I knew that he could smell my desire, and that just turned me on even more.




I felt his footsteps grow closer. I heard him breathing hard. He was walking directly towards me. I curled my fingertips into the wet towel, needing to do something with my hands. My hard nipples pressed against the damp fabric of my top.




He stopped right next to me. My mind went wild. I could smell his masculine virility, his need to mate. I knew none of this made sense but I was caught up in a moment of fantasy.




“Everybody up. Next pose,” he said as he walked up to his platform.




With a groan, I opened my eyes, pulling myself up to endure the next bout of torture.




—




“Cynthia,” Renee said, ducking into my office “We’re making up the board for the break room. Did you want to join the contest?” Her red glasses sat on the very tip of her nose.




Every year, our office holds a weight loss contest. One of these new initiatives that HR was always chasing, trying to improve the quality of office life. I’d never participated before, but this year felt different. Years had gone by since I felt good about my body, and now I was going to make a change. Those years had passed in the blink of an eye. It was time to make a stand.




“Yes,” I said. “I’m in.”




“Heck yeah, girl!” Renee said. “You’re doing yoga now, right?” she said, pointing to the mat rolled up next to my bag.




“Yeah. Hot room yoga,” I said. “It’s intense!”




“My sister in law does that. You do it in like a hundred degree room, right?” she said.




“Yeah, and they crank up the humidity. It’s like a sauna,” I said.




“Damn. I think I would pass out. Where do you go for it?” she said.




I hesitated. “That new gym on Broadwick,” I said, looking away.




“The Shifter gym?” she asked in a whisper.




“Yeah,” I said, heat rising to my cheeks.




“What…what are they like?” she said, coming into my office and quietly closing the door behind her.




“They’re not too different than you or I, really,” I said.




“Are they all covered with fur? Huge fangs?” she asked, her eyes wide. “I’d probably pee myself. I definitely couldn’t work out around them.”




I laughed. “No, nothing like that. They don’t change around us if they can help it. They look just like us, except…”




“Spill it!” she said, walking over to lean really close, like two girls discussing boys in hushed tones.




“Well,” I said, savoring the moment. “They’re uncommonly tall. Not like basketball players, but they’re all tall. And they…”




“They what? Come on!” she said, giving me a soft jab in the shoulder.




“They have golden eyes,” I said.




“What?” she said, her eyes bulging. “Like, really golden?”




“Gold, like take it to the pawn shop gold. And when they pass over you,” I said, pausing for drama, “you feel like they’re looking deep inside you.”




“Whew!” she said, leaning back into a chair and fanning herself. “I think I’ve got the vapors! I can’t take any more. Any of them single? Even single for a night?”




“You’re the worst!” I said, laughing.




“So your yoga instructor is a Shifter?” Renee said.




“He is,” I said, feeling myself blush even more.




“He? You’re bending into shapes like a nubile circus performer and sweating while this Shifter guy watches you?” she said, grinning like a mischievous cat. “My, my Cynthia. That’s wonderfully scandalous. I bet you give him something to think about later.”




It was my turn to jab her in the shoulder. “I’ll have you know I compose myself like a real lady! If he wants to think of me like some piece of meat while he pleasures himself, that’s his business.”




“Mmmmhmmm, sure,” she said. “Well, my doctor said I need to get my pulse up, and this conversation has certainly done that. You’ll have to keep me up to date about any developments with Mr. Yoga.” She got up and left my office.




For the next hour, I tried to focus on the email I was writing to the rest of my sales team, but I couldn’t. Talking and thinking about Dominick had me in a mood. The kind of mood where I wished I could lock my office door. It was impossible to try to talk to my team about pushing a new insurance product with him on my mind. One thing was about as unsexy as something could be, and the other was the embodiment of raw animal passion.




I decided I needed to stretch my legs. A walk around the office would do me good. I’d been sitting too long anyway. The yoga in the morning was great, but it colored the rest of my day. My muscles complained while I was doing it, then they complained when I wasn’t doing it. I couldn’t win.




I walked down the hall and turned to go into the break room. I saw two guys standing in front of a poster on the wall. It was the weight loss competition board. I froze when I heard them talking in hushed tones.




“…Like, why even bother?” one said.




“I don’t know, man. One or two of them, if I was drunk,” the other said, pointing at pictures of the women on the board. They were the profile pictures the company had on file. Mine was one of them.




“You’d have to be drunk enough to not remember it the next day,” the first one said, chuckling.




I turned away, walking back to my office. It was hard enough having to work on my weight, but to be mocked over it? That was low. I didn’t need that shit. I slammed my office door behind me and wiped at my eyes.




—




“Bend from the waist, grab the backs of your calves,” Dominick said. His voice was soft, but it carried through the whole studio. The only other sound was the grunts and breaths of the students.




I did as instructed, bending forward, turning myself into an upright sandwich. I grabbed the backs of my calves and pulled with all my might. This pose always gave me a strange sensation. My legs were being stretched up away from the floor, while my arms and chest were pulling down towards the floor. I knew my form wasn’t great: it was hard to get the forms right when you were heavier like me.




“Keep your grips tight. A solid grip is the foundation to every pose,” he said. He paced back and forth on the platform, watching all of us. He had a way of speaking that addressed the room but made you feel like he was speaking just to you.




I glanced to the side and saw one of the other ladies in the class. Heidi. Her pose was perfect. Immaculate. She smiled into her shins, sweat pouring down. She was thin. So thin that her body never got in her way, no matter how she bent, twisted or contorted. I thought back to the break room, those two assholes and their comments. I bet they wouldn’t have to get drunk to get with her.




My grip slipped, and before I knew it I was tumbling forward. I had enough good sense to tuck my head in, but my momentum had me roll into the neighbor in front of me. 




He fell down sideways, hitting the person to his right. “Shit,” he said.




“Sorry!” I said. “I’m…”




The whole room was looking at me.




“Sorry,” I said, bending over to grab my mat and towel. They pulled up with a loud wet sound, and I fled the room in embarrassment. The cold blast of air from the foyer hit me like a wall.




A round open room with light wood panelling on the walls, the foyer was off a hallway from the main gym where the weightlifters and treadmill rats were. While the yoga studio was still part of the gym as a whole, this made it feel more private. Ferns were spread around the room, giving the space a warm and secluded feel. It helped to be in the right mindset before bending yourself into a pretzel.




I heard the door open behind me and turned to see Dominick, his concern plain on his face.




“Are you alright?” he said. Sweat dripped down his muscular chest, plastering his curly hairs to his chest.




“I’m fine. I lost my concentration, that’s all,” I said. “Don’t you have to get back in there?”




“I gave the class a bonus ten minute rest. They’re ecstatic. They’re probably conspiring to fall voluntarily now,” he said, grinning. He motioned to a bench, “Here, sit.”




I sat down and wiped my brow. “I don’t know, Dominick,” I said.




“Please, call me Dom,” he said, taking a spot on the bench next to me.




“Ok, Dom,” I said. Dom! It sounded so intimate. “You run a great class, and your instruction is very helpful.”




“I’m sensing a but coming,” he said.




“But,” I said, gesturing emphatically, “I don’t know if I can do it.”




“What do you mean, Cynthia?” he said.




My stomach fluttered when he said my name. “I just…the poses can be very hard. For someone like me. I don’t look like the typical yoga practitioner,” I said.




“I’m not here to teach the typical yoga practitioner. I’m here to teach my students. You’re one of my students, and I wouldn’t have it any other way,” he said. His legs fell open and his knee brushed against mine. 




“But the other students in the class do it so easily. I must be a distraction. I know I’m a distraction,” I said, remembering my acrobatic stunt.




“Sometimes, Cynthia, distractions are what we need,” he said. His eyes rested on my cleavage, the low cut of my leotard pulling him in. He cleared his throat and looked away. “Yoga, like life, isn’t in a bubble. We have to consider other people, and how we let them affect us is our decision. The struggle is to maintain focus,” he said.




“But how can I focus if I can’t even get a solid grip? I look around the class and I don’t see anyone else struggling with just getting a grip,” I said.




“The grip will come. It just takes practice and patience,” he said.




The door to the studio opened. 




Heidi walked out, her long tanned legs leading the way. Her blonde hair was done up in a ponytail, and even though she was a sweaty mess she still looked better than I did on my best nights. Her tits were fake, but even I had to admit they were fantastic. “Hey Dom. Hi, uhh…” she said.




“Cynthia,” I said.




“Right,” Heidi said. “We’re missing you in there, Dom.” She sauntered over, puffing her chest out as she stood next to him. “If class is done, I suppose that’s fine,” she said, putting a finger lightly on his shoulder. “We can make it up in private sessions.”




Any part of me that had been excited by his attention suddenly shriveled. I knew how this played out. Ever since high school, I’d experienced this exact thing. I’d get to know some cute guy, then some thinner girl would swoop in and sink her claws into him. I grit my teeth and felt my shoulders slump forward.




I stood up and collected my things. “You should get back in there,” I said.




“Wait, Cynthia,” Dom said.




“I’m just not feeling well today. I’ll make it next class,” I said.




“Promise?” he said.




“I promise,” I lied. I turned and walked into the locker room, my face going beet red. I heard Dom and Heidi going back into the yoga studio. Alone in the locker room, I peeled off my sopping wet leotard and hopped in the shower. 




I felt so stupid for thinking that someone like Dom would be interested in me. Even if some part of him did want to get to know me better, he was defenseless against women like Heidi. All she had to do was shake her thin waist in front of him and he was under her spell. Women like her went hunted men for sport, used them for their own ends, then left them once they got bored. I didn’t think it mattered that he was a Shifter. If it had a cock, it was no match for Heidi’s ilk.




Maybe I was overthinking this. Maybe he was just an instructor and Heidi was just a student. There was no point in assuming the worst, and there was definitely no point in worrying about it. I dried myself off and changed into my clothes. 




I heard the class leaving the yoga studio. I packed my things up and left the locker room as women began to stream in. I got some half hearted smiles on my way out, but most of them were too exhausted to think. I knew that feeling. It was a good feeling. After you gave it all you had, all that was left was just to carry your bones to the shower. I ought to go to the next class.




I stepped into the foyer as the yoga studio door was swinging closed. In the studio I saw Dom standing near the door, and Heidi standing right in front of him. So close her silicone enhanced nipples were poking him in the chest. She was laughing and playing with her hair, the embodiment of flirtation.




Fuck that. I pulled my bag over my shoulder and made for the exit. Maybe there was a pilates class somewhere.




—




“That show is rotting your brain, Renee!” I said, laughing.




“I know, girl, but I can’t stop watching it,” she said. “Reality TV is my heroin, my crack and my cheap motel sex all rolled into one. I need it. The worse it is, the more I need it.”




We were having our normal gab session in my office, just another way to break up the monotony of the work day. Renee loved to fill me in on what’s been happening with her shows. She had a slate of reality TV shows that she watched religiously.




“Who knew you could make six seasons of a show about gypsy weddings?” I said. I always had a suspicion that everyone was a voyeur. Either secretly or overtly, we all loved to watch other people.




“I know, right?” Renee said. “So, no yoga mat anymore?” She rocked a foot towards my bag.




“Yeah I think the honeymoon is over. Don’t get me wrong: it was great at first. But after a while…” I said.




“The luster wore off?” Renee said.




“Exactly,” I said.




“Well, there’s nothing to be done for boredom. I bet you’re going to miss Mr. Shifter though,” she said with a wink. “I bet he wasn’t boring.”




“No, he wasn’t boring. Just predictable,” I said, suppressing a sigh. I thought he was different, but he wasn’t. He was just like all the others.




“So even a Shifter can be predictable? I’ll have to take your word for it, Cynthia,” she said. “The office weight loss challenge is almost over.”




“Yeah, I’m not doing that anymore. I’ve got too many things going on right now,” I said. I felt bad. Ashamed, actually. But I had no interest in adding insult to injury by showing the office how little commitment I had. I’d fretted over the competition for days after I quit yoga. 

I’d tried some home yoga videos, but without Dom’s sleek powerful presence, they didn’t do it for me. I tried pilates with the same effect. I thought about his golden eyes at night, about the last time I saw him. Mostly I did it to beat myself up I guess. I’d never grown tired of that.




“Oh, so then there’s the hoarder show. This lady had sixty two cats…” Renee said.




—




I stomped my way up the front steps to my apartment building. Opening the door, I saw an envelope on the floor, slid in through the door jam. It was a light blue color and across the front was written my name. I looked around a moment, then bent down and picked it up.




Dear Cynthia,

I haven’t seen you around the studio. I hope you’re doing well. I thought about the concerns you expressed when we last talked. I’d like to invite you to a private session next week. My address is enclosed. I think we can get you past your shortcomings. 

-Dom




I stood in my kitchen, leaning against my counter, reading the note over and over. One word just stuck out at me, again and again.




Shortcomings.




I felt like I was under attack. I’d confided in him my challenges and he had the audacity to refer to them as shortcomings? Why didn’t he just come out and say I was too fat? Why didn’t he have the balls and the decency to at least do that?




I crumpled the note, my eyes tearing up. I threw it into the garbage. I felt like a fool for letting myself think there was something there. I took my bottle of tequila off the top of my refrigerator and poured a shot. Down it went, fire and regret all rolled into one. I poured another and tossed it back, not nearly as hot as the first.




Then I realized, he wanted me to behave like this. This was what he did. He and that skinny bitch Heidi were probably laughing at this very minute. My friends in college always told me that I had a temper when I drank, but this was different. 




I was sick of being the victim. I was sick of letting everything happen to me. It was time Cynthia did something. I was going to give Dom a piece of my mind. But not next week. Right this moment.




After I do one more shot.




—




“Keep the change,” I said, handing the cab driver a twenty and steadying myself against the car for a second. What was I thinking? This was stupid. I walked up onto the curb and the cab pulled away. Well, the ships are burned, so I might as well make the best of this mission.




The massive brick building in front of me must’ve formally been a factory or warehouse. These buildings were all being repurposed into chic loft condos. I bet Dom’s place had vaulted ceilings and exposed brick. I loved exposed brick. 




I pushed the menu button on the intercom system at his front door. I scrolled through the names until I found his. I punched his number and the machine dialed. This wasn’t what I had in mind. I thought I’d surprise him at his door, catch him off guard while I lay into him about how low he was.




“Umm…hello?” a voice said through the intercom.




“Umm, hello? Is that all you have to say for yourself?” I said, trying to pump myself up. “I found your little note. I’m here to give you a piece of my mind!”




A click was followed by a dial tone. He’d hung up. Coward. Well, it wasn’t face to face, but it was still satisfying in its own way. And I was also partly relieved that it was over.




The buzz from the door unlocking made me jump a foot into the air. He was letting me in? Befuddled, I grabbed the door and went inside. My feet carried me down a long hallway lined with old pipes that were purely decoration now.




I got to Dom’s door. I knocked. I heard someone walk up to the other side of it. But Dom didn’t open the door.




“Seems a strange choice to chicken out now,” I said, feeling some of my bravado come back to me. “Grow a pair and open up.”




“Oh, I’ve got a pair,” a voice said as the door swung open. The man standing in front of me wasn’t Dom, though. Tall and blonde with golden eyes, he was dripping wet and had a towel wrapped around his six pack. “I just don’t know who you are.”




“Umm…sorry. I…I think I made a mistake,” I said.




“Do you do that often?” he said, his head cocking to the side.




“Make mistakes?” I said.




He laughed loudly. “No, dear. We all make mistakes. I meant apologize for no reason. I assume from your reaction that you weren’t expecting me to answer the door.”




“Yes,” I said, my pulse beginning to race. His short blonde hair was spiky from the shower he must’ve jumped out of.




“Well, Dom would be upset with me if I turned away a guest, even a potentially violent one. Please enter, but know that I’m also a guest,” he said, then walked back into the apartment.




I followed him in, closing the door behind me. “I’m sorry for disturbing you,” I said. I saw him walk through the loft back towards a bathroom.




“There you go again, apologizing for no need,” he said. “Just give me a moment to rinse this shampoo out. Make yourself at home.” He didn’t bother closing the bathroom door, and I got a good eyeful of his chiseled ass as he stepped back into the shower.




After picking my jaw up from off the floor, I looked around the loft. The first Shifter home I’d ever been inside was more normal than I expected. No animal skins, no large potted trees. I didn’t know why I expected those, but I had. The only thing out of the ordinary was a large log suspended from the ceiling by a massive iron link chain. The log had huge claw marks running through it, and the floor beneath it was covered in chunks of wood.




I ran my fingers against the log. Most of the claw marks were a foot higher than I could reach on my tiptoes. I knew Shifters got larger when they changed, but this was a thousand pounds of solid proof.




“Mind the mess,” the man said as he came back out of the bathroom wearing a pair of jeans. They were unbuttoned at the top, giving a glimpse of a treasure trail leading from his belly button all the way down.




“I-“ I said as I turned, my hand running down the log. A huge splinter drove into my palm. “Eeee!”




The man ran over. “I’ve got it. Don’t worry,” he said soothingly. “I’m going to hold your wrist steady while I pull it out.”




“It really hurts!” I said, averting my eyes from my hand. I felt immense pressure as his big strong hand closed around my wrist. I couldn’t move my hand if my life depended on it. His other arm moved in a flash. I felt a pinch, then nothing. 




“All done,” he said. He walked back to the bathroom to dispose of the splinter. He came back with a bandage and my hand was no worse for wear. “I think this is a first,” he said.




“A first for what?” I said.




“I’ve caused you a wound and mended you, all before knowing who you are or what your name is,” he said. “My name is Catharn.”




“I’m Cynthia,” I said.




His mouth fell open slightly. “Cynthia. Oh,” he said. 




“It’s nice to meet you, Catharn,” I said, putting aside his reaction for the moment. “Is that a…Shifter name?”




“It is. Dom has been trying to convince me to choose a different one. Names for us are different. They’re…what’s the word? Supplemental.” He brought back a broom and dustpan from the closet and swept the floor under the log. “Between Shifters we learn more from each other’s presence than by exchanging sounds.”




“I had never thought of that,” I said. “You probably have heightened senses. Smells, tastes. Stuff like that.”




“Yes,” he said. “Scents and body language tell you much more than words ever would,” he said, putting the broom back in the closet. “There, that’s better.”




“Does it work on humans?” I said.




“Of course. Your words are level, but I can sense your trepidation mixed with excitement and,” he paused, “arousal.”




I felt my cheeks go flush.




“I’ve embarrassed you,” Catharn said. “Dom said I had to be careful about the words I choose. He’s been integrated into human society for decades. This is still my first year among you. Your social etiquettes are still like quicksand for me. I am sorry.”




“It’s nothing,” I said, swallowing. 




“You are thirsty. Please,” he said, motioning me towards the kitchen. He pulled a bottled water from the fridge and handed it to me. He took another for himself and we sat down on stools.




“Thank you,” I said, taking a drink. “So, where is Dom?”




“He is doing a private session tonight,” he said.




I looked down at the tabletop. “Heidi, I’m guessing.” I sighed.




“No, it’s a company group,” he said. “That Heidi made Dom uncomfortable. He did not lust for her, but it was as if she were in heat, needing him to mount her,” he said casually.




I spat water out all over the tabletop. “Excuse me,” I said, getting a hand towel from the counter and wiping it up.




“Ahh, yes. It is inappropriate to discuss sex in such open terms. Then let me just say she was enamored of him, but he did not feel the same way of her,” Catharn said.




“No?” I said, surprised. “I figured she was his type.”




Catharn laughed. “She was skin and bones. Her breasts were like two knots of wood,” he said, then his smile faded and he looked ashamed. “I am ruining this conversation.”




“Quite the contrary,” I said, leaning forward and patting him on the hand. I smiled at him and he smiled back. “I suppose you’re wondering why I’m here.”




“I’m more curious as to why you brought the war path to Dom’s door,” Catharn said.




“I’m also one of his students,” I said.




“You were one of his students,” he said.




It was my turn to tilt my head. “Exactly right. How did you know that?”




“He’s spoken of you,” Catharn said. “He missed you. He felt that you had slipped through his claws. Fingers. Slipped through his fingers.”




“Oh,” I said. I wasn’t expecting that answer. My stomach was doing flips, confused and excited all at the same time.




“But why did you come here with anger in your heart?” he said.




“I…” I said, then looked away. “I misunderstood something and took it personally. I made something out of nothing. I guess it was just another mistake. Another mistake in a long line of them.”




Catharn’s big hand closed over mine, holding it warmly. “You humans have a wonderful society, truly. But the way you torture yourselves over your feelings is a mystery to me. Would you like to lay with him?”




My mouth fell open.




“We both know the answer to that, even if you cannot speak it,” he said, standing up and looking down at me. “Would you like to lay with me?”




“I…” I said, my mind spinning. My body reacted to his words in a primal base fashion. Decency wouldn’t let me answer, wouldn’t let me put words to the truth we both knew. I felt myself get wet at the thought of this huge stud. I imagined what that body could do. I bit my lip.




“Again, we both know the truth,” he said, his voice taking on a low rumble deep from his chest. “And I have a burning need for you.”




The sound flicked some kind of switch in my mind. His voice, his eyes, his massive presence, his clean scent. I leapt up from my chair and wrapped my arms around his neck. I pulled his face down to me and kissed him.




His hands wrapped around my body, pulling me tightly against him and crushing the air from my lungs. His body still held onto a whisper of moisture, and it added a hot glow between our bodies. His jeans were like a taut canvas between us, a sail to carry us away.




I delighted in the press of his lips against mine. It had been a very long time since a man had kissed me like this. There was something calm and brooding about him, at the same time mixed with predatory danger. I inhaled, smelling the clean fragrance of his skin. There was a very subtle hint of masculine sweat, evidence of the exercise I’d almost interrupted. “Do you want me?” I said.




“I do,” he said, the rumble reverberating through our bodies. His mouth attacked mine, his lips pressing down on mine. His tongue sought entrance, and I could not deny it. Inward in swept, conquering my mouth and claiming it for his own. Our tongues danced, smooth and rough and hot and wet. He moaned into my mouth, a primal declaration of his need.




“Do you need me?” I said, breaking off our kiss.




Two golden eyes locked onto mine, not letting me go. He inhaled deeply. “I can smell your need, Cynthia. Your body readies itself for me. If you were a Shifter, you could smell my need as well. Soon enough you will see it. Feel it. Taste it,” he said. “But this is already too many words.” He lifted me off my feet and sat me on the tabletop.




“Oh!” I gasped as he set me on the table like a doll. I knew he was strong: that was obvious. But I was unprepared for such a clear demonstration. No one had ever picked me up like that. My pussy throbbed with anticipation as I considered what an entire body that powerful would do. This wasn’t going to be another night with the vibrator. “Have you always been this strong?” I said, watching him move with careful deliberation. I could see the sinews of his muscles twitch, his veins pump with excitement.




“Too many words,” he said, his mouth returning to my body. His lips traced their way down my neck. Kissing. Nibbling. Licking. 




His massive hulking presence, his strong virile scent and my need to have him inside me all triggered something inside me. I tilted my head back, offering my neck to him in submission. I felt his teeth press against my neck, and I had to fight an instinct to flee. A purely prey reaction, but the adrenaline made my heart race and made me need him more.




His teeth pulled away from my neck as he went lower. He pulled the straps of my top off my shoulders and my bra followed. My breasts were free to the cool air of the loft for but a moment before his mouth descended to them.




“Oh God,” I moaned, my eyes closing so I could concentrate on what his mouth was doing. 




His stubble scratched it’s way down my cleavage until he seized one of my breasts in his hand, pinning the flesh in place. His mouth closed over the top of the nipple, and his tongue flicked at it’s hostage in wonderful agony. He alternated this with long laps against the hardened point, savoring my ample bosom. He grunted hungrily and pressed his body down against mine, putting me on my back.




I moaned, my legs lifting up and wrapping around his hips to draw him closer. I ground my soaking pussy against the engorged python in his pants. I could feel it snaked down one leg of his jeans, pulsing with every beat of his heart. He shifted and his hard shaft pressed down against my clit through our clothes. I let out a whimper. My heels pressed down against his jeans, hoping to pull them off in futile frustration. I needed him inside me! “Take off your pants.”




“Too. Many. Words,” he grunted in between his attacks on my breast.




“Too many clothes!” I said, trying to grind my hips against his huge cock.




“You’re a little minx,” he said, standing upright. His hands went to his jeans, and he slowly unbuttoned the rest of the fly. I saw the base of his cock, nestled in a thin clump of blonde hairs. The pale shaft extended downward, finally leading to a bulbous purple crown. The end glistened in his pre-cum, an enticement and a promise of things to come. “Now I’m going to mount-“ he began.




I sat up and took him into my mouth, his salty musk filling mouth. I looked up into his eyes, opened wide with surprise. His mouth alighted in a smile and he ran his hands through his own hair. “Too many words,” I said, then went back to sucking his cock. My lips wrapped around him, his soft skin encasing a rod of steel. His manhood was magnificent and I enjoyed the feeling of it pinning my tongue against the bottom of my mouth as I lowered my head towards his lap.




“Oh,” he moaned, his head going back and his eyes closing. He put a hand on the back of my head, his fingers twisting into my hair. He pressed my head down, his cock pushing its way down my throat.




I relaxed, letting this strange sensation fill my throat. I couldn’t hear or see anything, I could only feel him and taste him. Then he pulled my head up, a long bridge of spit reaching from my lips to his prick. I gasped, breathing in before my hand pushed my head back to fulfill its duty.




I heard a groan, but it wasn’t from Catharn. I looked to my right and saw Dom. He was at the entry to the kitchen, his golden eyes fixated on us. His olive skin glimmered with the sweat of his recent yoga session. His workout bag lay near his feet. His right hand was slowly stroking his long cock as it hung semi-erect. His golden eyes locked onto mine. “Hello Cynthia. I see you’ve met Catharn.” He slowly sauntered up to us.




“She is just as your described, friend,” Catharn said. “Doesn’t she smell delicious?”




His words sent a tingle through me. To be talked about like a piece of meat. To be desired by two lustful Shifter studs like these…a girl could only take so much teasing. “Are we…”




“We are a generous sharing people, Cynthia,” Dom said grinning. “We’re both going to take you. We’re both going to mount you. Fuck you. Rut with you like beasts in the wilderness. Then you will be ours.” He peeled off his sweaty clothes, his body tense with sexual power and heady with musk. His brown hairs curled tightly against his body from head to toe. His balls hung low, heavy stones full of seed.




I yelped as Catharn pulled my pants and sopping wet panties off in one smooth motion. My top and bra landed on top of them on the floor. Such a scandalous sight, my clothes heaped on the floor. These two huge men standing over me. All of us naked and yearning for release. My legs fell open, my slick folds separating with a quiet noise. 




I saw both sets of nostrils flare, the scent of my need entering each Shifter’s brain. Dom kissed me, his hands going to my waist. Before I knew it, I was up in the air, being spun around. I landed on the tabletop on my hands and knees with a thump. My knees cried out in pain, my wrists protesting the sudden force.




All protests ceased when two hungry mouths began licking me from behind. I cried out in ecstasy as their stubbled faces pressed against one another, their tongues both lapping at my pussy to taste my juices. One tongue would swoop in to lick my outer labia, then it would be pushed aside by the other man’s tongue in his eagerness to lick along my slit. I gripped the edge of the table as my orgasm flowed over me. Bolts of pure pleasure shot from my core to my fingertips, a sexual release of such magnitude that my arms went to jelly. My upper body fell, my face hitting the tabletop with a hard thump. 




Catharn and Dom didn’t care. My pussy was still accessible, and their animalistic drive had them on autopilot. A willing female in heat was prostrate before them, her hot tunnel exposed and eager for them. They wouldn’t notice a volcano erupting around them. I felt their hands pull my ass cheeks apart, spreading my pussy lips so they better access my depths. 




Dom drifted downward, concentrating on my inner folds and clit. His tongue ran tiny swift circles around my aching nub. Each press against it was beautiful agony. I moaned in protest, my body needing respite after my orgasm, but it fell on deaf ears.




Catharn’s face went further up, his tongue licking around my asshole. I’d never had anyone so much as touch me back there, and to have someone’s tongue probing me was incredible. That absolute acceptance of my body was something I never dreamed I’d experience. These men wanted every nook and cranny of me, needed me in a way that few other people ever got to experience. “Oh God, don’t stop.”




“I have no intention of stopping,” Dom said. Then his mouth closed down around my clit. His tongue pressed, prodded and worshipped my sexual center.




Catharn just grunted as he continued to eat my ass, his tongue giving long licks up from my taint up to my lone star. His hand worked his hard prick, which was now fully glistening in slick pre-cum. His virility oozed out of him, over his knuckles and down to his nut sack.




“I need to fuck her,” Catharn said.




Dom’s tongue darted up inside me. “Her pussy is tight, friend. But she is ready for you.”




I felt a big hand close down around the back of my head. My hair was pulled back forcefully, and my knees fell off the edge of the table. My legs dangled down towards the floor.




“I will now quench my fire in your body and fill you with my seed,” Catharn whispered in my ear.




“I’ve not had my fill of her taste,” Dom said. “She is exquisite.”




“Then by all means, continue,” Catharn said, grabbing his hard shaft in one hand and pressing his bulbous head against my entrance. Without a word, he slammed into me, filling the void of me to the brim in an instant.




Dom knelt down below us, his mouth hungrily licking the spot where Catharn’s cock entered my pussy. He didn’t discern between my flesh and his, he just needed to sate his desire. His own cock hung low, erect and sagging under it’s own weight, patiently biding it’s time.




“Oh God!” I cried out as Catharn began to plow me with his full power. 




“You’re so tight,” he said. His hips drove forward, smashing into my ass. His cock plunged into my depths and bumped painfully against my cervix, bottoming out inside me. His balls swung forward, hitting Dom in the cheek. 




“I did not lie,” Dom said from below. “Your flavors mixed are delicious.”




Catharn put one hand on my lower back, squishing me against the table. The other pulled my hair as he fucked me. With each thrust, the whole table rocked back and forth, threatening to collapse under our weight and the force of our fucking. His breathing sped up, his hands clawing into my flesh. “I cannot resist you any longer,” he said, grunting through gritted teeth. He slammed into me one last time, driving himself as deep as he could go as his cock spasmed. His hot sticky seed pulsed into me, then pulsed again. Again and again, his balls flexed to send their breeding seed up into me, his biological imperative to impregnate me.




I pressed the side of my face into the wood of the table, feeling the ridges and bumps in the surface. I felt his seed ooze out of me, and Dom’s eager mouth caught it all. I just lay there, breathing, savoring the feeling of this stud relieving himself inside me.




Catharn bent forward and nipped me in the neck, and appreciative growl escaping his lips as he pulled his cock free and walked around the table.




Dom’s mouth sealed against my abused pussy and drank the thick mixture of his friend’s seed and my juices. He didn’t stop until I was clean and empty. His own cock stood at attention, bright red and in need of relief of his own.




I closed my eyes and savored the moment. And to think, I almost chickened out before coming over! My wonderment was interrupted by Catharn pressing his meaty sausage to my lips.




“Clean me off,” he commanded.




My lips parted and he entered my mouth, his cock tasting of both of us. My tongue lazily swirled around his head, slowly teasing more of his seed out of him.




Dom was now standing, assuming the position Catharn just had. “I’m going to fuck you now, Cynthia. I know how badly you’ve yearned for me,” he said, his golden eyes looking down at me. “I’ve watched you watch me in class. I’ve smelled your lust, filling the yoga studio with your bouquet,” he said. He flipped me over onto my back. “It took all my self control not to tear your clothes off and mount you in full view of everyone.”




My mind was groggy with lust, both sated and unfulfilled. His words swam through it, but I was adrift on a current of bestial lust. Of primal satisfaction. There was no yesterday. There was no tomorrow. There was only now. “Too many words,” I said.




He cocked his head at the challenging tone of my voice. He pulled my legs up so my ankles rested on his shoulders. He took his prick in his hand, the head covered in glimmering pearly seed. He ran it up and down my slit, teasing me. The bastard pressed it against my clit, hard.




“Unnnh!” I cried out around Catharn’s cock. My head was now facing the side of the table, and he had his hand on the back of my head while he slowly fucked my mouth.




Catharn looked down at me, his slow languid thrusts purely for the pleasure of my wet mouth wrapped around his prick. There was no urgent need to come, he was just delighting in the sensation.




Dom pressed the head of his cock against my clit again, then dipped it low and pressed it between my folds. He sank into me like he was made for me. His hips pulled back in expert precision as he slammed back down into me. His ass muscles tightened and released with each thrust, sending a shockwave up through my soft body. He started off gently. Slowly. He was taking his time. He had something to prove. This was personal.




“She’s enjoying herself,” Catharn said with an eager grin as he held my head in place. He pulled his cock out of my mouth and put his balls against my lips.




I obediently began to lick them, sucking on one huge stone and barely getting it into my mouth. I felt a hand grab my breast and saw that Dom was groping me fervently.




His other hand dipped below us. I felt it gently trace the cleft of my ass cheeks then go deeper. His fingertip softly pressed against my backdoor, teasing my limits as his hard cock slid in and out of me millimeters away. “I think she likes this,” Dom said.




“Do you like what he’s doing, little one?” Catharn said as I licked his balls. “Are you ready for both of us?”




Dom’s finger pressed forward again, penetrating my asshole and plumbing my my darkness. His finger began fucking my asshole while his cock worked my pussy. He joined a second finger to the first and worked at loosening me up.




It felt amazing, having these two gorgeous Shifters give all their attention to me like this. Every orifice was filled with them, and I wanted more. I wanted to feel both of them inside me. “Please,” I pleaded, my need obvious.




Grunting, Catharn took his cock and balls away from me. “How sturdy is your table, Dom?” he said, stroking his cock.




“As sturdy as they come. We cannot break it,” Dom said, his long cock slamming into me. He bent down, folding me up like a piece of origami. My knees against my shoulders, he kissed me deeply. Then he picked me up, folded in half and still speared on his cock. I heard shuffling behind me and then I was lowered down. 




Catharn was under me, his hands guiding me down onto his cock. He slathered a glob of spit up and down his rod, then pressed his head against my asshole. “Relax, little minx. Take your time, and take me inside you.”




I winced at the anticipated pain. He felt too big. He felt too wide. I screwed up my face in pain and gritted my teeth.




“Cynthia,” Dom spoke quietly, our faces an inch apart.




I opened my eyes, staring into his gorgeous golden orbs.




“Just breath. It all starts with the breath,” he said.




I grasped onto his words, clearing my mind and ignoring the pressure at my back door. I breathed in and out, slowly and deeply just like in yoga class. I felt the life giving air fill my lungs, then the sensation of exultation as I expelled the air. Then my body shifted downward slightly. I did it again and I slid down a little bit more onto Catharn’s cock. Before I knew it, I felt his body underneath mine. “I did it!”




“You were always able to,” Dom said, smiling down at me. He let my legs go, and they came down to rest around his hips. He leaned in and kissed me, pressing down onto me. 




I felt Catharn breath under me as I was squished between these two alpha male Shifters. I realized that Dom hadn’t come yet. He’d been so focused on me. That wouldn’t do. I began gyrating my hips.




Both men hissed air between gritted teeth.




“You little whore,” Catharn said from beneath me, straining not to cum again. His hands came up from below and played with my breasts.




“We’re lucky to have such a lovely little whore,” Dom  said as he began to fuck me again, matching my gyrations with his thrusts. His face was focused on mine, the heat of our bodies filling the room. Beads of sweat cascaded down from his hair and fell off the tip of his nose, landing on my neck.




We were slick with sweat and sex, not a dry spot anywhere on our bodies. We became a well oiled sex machine, two pistons driving in and out of me, two men needing to relieve the screaming tension in their balls. I wrapped my arms around Dom’s neck and rode them both, slamming myself down onto both hard dicks as they thrust up into me.




Both men bit down onto opposite shoulders as we all came. My orgasm crashed over me like a typhoon as two hard cocks spasmed inside me. Two sets of balls flexed against each other, competing to fill me with as much seed as possible. I stared up at the ceiling, my whole body on fire and feeling alive for the first time in years.




We all lay there, breathing in unison, not wanting to move ever again.
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It was one of those moments. You know the kind. You’re faced with a choice. You can imagine how your future self turns out either way. Sure I could’ve kept walking down the street, caramel latte in hand. But I didn’t.




I looked down at the sign.




BearFit Training Gym. Humans and Shifters Welcome!




I needed to go to the gym. I’d always been a big girl, but my habits had just solidified that in adulthood. It wasn’t an aesthetic thing: I dreaded getting that news in the doctor’s office that I was diabetic. My aunts struggled with that, and I didn’t want any part of it.




But a Shifter gym? They were kind of strange. I had a friend in college who’d dated one. Said they were super passionate and a little unhinged. And a wrecking ball in the sack. Some mornings she’d be stuck in bed, a bag of ice on her vagina. I bit my lip as I remembered those stories. They kept me warm some nights.




“Hi, would you like to come in to check the gym out?” a deep husky voice said from behind me.




I turned around and looked up into a pair of deep golden eyes. My breath caught in my throat. I’d seen them in videos and heard about them, but I’d never seen them up close. They belonged to a very handsome face, framed by straight brown hair. “Hi,” I managed. “Umm, I was just reading,” I said as I pointed behind me to the sign. Stupid! Of course, what else would you be doing?




“Reading about it is one thing, seeing it is another,” he said, smiling. Very nice teeth. He stretched one huge arm in front of himself, pulling it taut with the other arm. Whether it was for some benefit or just to show off, I didn’t care.




“I don’t know,” I said. “I was just out for some coffee,” I said, holding up my cup. Why did I always do this in front of cute guys? Pull it together.




“I won’t keep you long. Five minutes. You never know, it might change your life,” he said.




“Now you’re laying it on thick,” I said.




He raised an eyebrow. “Fair enough,” he said with a shrug. “What can I say? I’m excited about this place. My name’s Mark,” he said, extending his hand.




I put my hand into his. “Olivia,” I said. His giant hand curled around mine, firm but gentle. For the first time in a very long time, I felt dainty.




“It’s nice to meet you, Olivia. Right this way,” he said, opening the door for me.




We walked inside, the hallway extending down the building and coming to a staircase. We walked up two flights of stairs. “The warmup,” he joked.




At the top of the stairs he held open a large glass door for me. Truth be told, I was winded. I forced myself to breath through my nose so it wouldn’t be obvious. I was relieved when he was called over to the front desk to help the attendant there.




I leaned back against the wall, my lungs sucking in air as fast as they could. I knew this wasn’t normal, and it was proof that I needed to exercise more. But was a gym really for me? They had those workout videos that you can do in your living room. Those felt more my speed.




“Sorry about that Olivia,” Mark said, joining me again. “Welcome to BearFit Training, where we put you first!” He held his arms out wide, letting me take in the breadth of his domain.




The gym was bright, thanks to a wall of floor to ceiling windows that looked out over the avenue below. Tons of cardio equipment filled the large part of the gym. Treadmills, ellipticals and stationary bikes were lined up in rows against the windows. Off to one side were the free weights. Two guys were taking turns lifting weights, grunting noisily as they did.




“So here we have everything you’ll need to make a commitment to yourself. Cardio equipment for getting your heart rate up. Weights if you want to tone up,” he said. He pointed off to a doorway. “That’s our class workout room. I’ll get you a schedule before you leave.”




“So are all your trainers…” I said, not knowing if this was a polite question.




“Board certified? Yes, and we require recertification every six months. That’s twice as often as any other gym in the city,” he said, leading me over to the locker rooms.




“No, sorry. I meant, are you all Shifters?” I said quietly.




“Ma’am, I’m more than a set of golden eyes and inch long fangs,” he said. Then he dropped the act, grinning. “Yeah, but it’s just coincidence. We’re not against a human coming on board as a trainer, if they’re qualified.”




“Sorry, I hope that wasn’t rude,” I said. 




“You’re just curious. I get that. I think that mystique will be good for the gym. At least I hope so,” he said. “Anyway, here we have our co-ed locker room.”




“Huh?” I said.




“That joke doesn’t work, does it?” he said, then quietly, almost to himself, “Ok, Mark, stick that one in the bin.”




I found that affectation cute. “Shucks, just then I thought I’d have another reason to come to the gym,” I said, looking away as I sipped my coffee. I was flirting! I was flirting with a personal trainer! A shifter personal trainer!




“That’s the whole shebang, Olivia,” Mark said. “We’ve got some plans for expansion but those are down the road. Do you have any questions?” He put his arm up on a weight machine and leaned against it. His shirt pulled up and his pale six-pack peaked out at me.




I pulled away from his delicious abs and met his eyes. “Do you take Visa?”








“Olivia, you’re so hot,” Mark said as he undressed me. 




We were in the gym, except it wasn’t the gym. There was just a bed in the center, the old four post bed with sheer scarves draped all over it. It was empty save for the two of us.




“Take off your shirt, Mark,” I said, in my best sultry voice.




He peeled his shirt off, and as my eyes went up his body, it just got better and better. A nice little treasure trail leading up to his belly button, then his six-pack. Above those were his marble slab pecks, and shoulders that just didn’t quit.




My mouth watered at the sight of him. “Do you like my robe?” I said, letting it slip off one shoulder to let him see some skin.




“I do, but I’d like it better on the floor,” he said.




I feigned scandal, pulling the robe back over my shoulder. “Good sir, what kind of lady do you take me for?”




“The kind who wants me to kneel in front of her and spend all night servicing her,” he growled.




My legs trembled with anticipation, and I felt a bead of my lust appear on my slit. I closed my eyes and took a step forward to kiss him. To feel his hard chest in my hands, the bulge in his sweat pants against my stomach.




But instead I fell forward, fell through the floor, falling and falling forever.








Last night’s fantasy turned nightmare probably reflected some deep seated issues, but at face value, I took it as a reminder to get into the gym. I was resigned not to be one of those people who just bought a gym membership and didn’t go. 




It was late, and I’d had a stressful day at work. My boss Janice thought I’d lost something, and let me know how upset she was. Lo and behold, she found the missing contract on her desk, under her pile of papers. Would it have killed her to apologize?




Suffice it to say it was a pretty good excuse to crawl into a tub of butter pecan ice cream and zone out to some reality shows. That had been my default evening activity as of late. It was just so easy to fall back into that habit. I could practically hear the creamy frozen temptation call out to me.




But enough was enough. If I didn’t decide to change, this could end up being the next decade or two of my life. I wasn’t happy, so it was time to change things up.




I changed into my gym clothes and grabbed my water bottle. I had a plan. I didn’t want to overdo it, but I wanted to spend a solid hour there. Satisfied that I was prepared, I headed out.




The walk there was short, and the setting sun gave everything a pleasant purple glow. I took a shortcut through an alley that brought me to the back entrance of the gym. I nodded to myself and walked in.




Up in the gym, the place was busy. Lots of people bustled around, going from machine to machine. I was pleased to note that lots of different types used this gym. There was nothing worse than being the only normal person in a gym full of athletes and models.




I watched a balding man step off the treadmill. I ran over to snatch the open machine, putting my water bottle in the little holster. I stepped up on the thing and in moments I was speedily walking at an incline. 




“Do it! Lift it!” a man said loudly from the free weight area.




The man next to him was beet red, lifting a bar full of weight up off the ground. With a loud grunt he heaved and stood erect, then lowered the weight down. He breathed in heavily and walked around in a little circle.




I put my earphones in and fired up the 90’s dance playlist I’d spent way too long putting together. A Cher remix came on and I was in the zone. One song led into the next, and I was just putting one foot in front of the other. My thighs protested, my thick ass whined but I paid them no mind. Before I knew it, tiny droplets of sweat were forming on my brow and cascading down the sides of my face. The soreness abated, replaced by a feeling of power. My body hadn’t moved like this in a very long time, but it was remembering.




I looked out the large windows onto the avenue below, the street lamps casting a soft glow over the people walking between shops. Directly across from the gym, in what might seem like a cruel twist of fate, was an ice cream shop. We’re not talking about the icy and sugar crap slung in forty-nine flavors or whatever. This was the super premium stuff. It would melt on your tongue like a velvety blanket of heroin, filling your brain with “all the feels” as the kids say these days.




I watched the people going in and out of that place. I realized something strange: I didn’t envy them. I didn’t want to join them. I kind of felt bad for them, because they weren’t sweating right now. 




Then, to my surprise, the ice cream shop emptied and they turned off the lights. How strange for them to close to early. I glanced down at the readout of the treadmill for the first time since I stepped on it.




I almost tripped when I saw the number. A hundred and fifty minutes. Great, I thought, I chose a broken one. I looked around the gym and saw that very few people remained. I tapped the screen of my phone to turn it on. It was past 10PM, closing time for the gym.




“Hey there,” a voice said from behind me. 




I turned and was looking at a tall bleach blonde guy with very wide shoulders and golden eyes. “Hey yourself,” I said, grabbing my water bottle and bringing it to my lips. It was empty. Damn.




“My name’s Frank, I’m one of the trainers here. I saw you were really working it, and I didn’t want to interrupt you, but it’s closing time,” he said. 




“You were watching me work it?” I said casually. Where was this coming from?




“Umm,” he said, his eyes going wide. “Not like that. I mean, we get people in here that work hard. But you’re something else,” he said.




I was pretending to look up at the clock on the wall. I could feel his eyes roam over my body, taking in my curves through the soaked fabric of my t-shirt and yoga pants. “And what if I’d just kept going?”




“I don’t know. I guess it would’ve been a late night,” he said, grinning. 




“Well, my name’s Olivia, and I was just wrapping up,” I said. I hit the stop button on the treadmill and stepped off. 




“Be care-“ he said.




I took a step, and my quadricep seized up. “Eeeek!” I cried as the worst charlie horse I’d ever felt rippled through my right leg.




“Here,” Frank said, ducking under my arm and grabbing my waist to help me walk over to a bench.




As soon as I took another step, my other leg seized up. I threw my other arm around his neck and hung on for dear life, my legs hanging uselessly under me.




“Ok,” he said. “New plan.” Without hesitation, he dipped low for a second and his arms went under me.




“No, don’t hurt yourself!” I pleaded. Then I was weightless. I was floating. In this man’s arms. Like a new bride being carried over the hearth in those old stories, he walked me over to the nearest bench.




“Now just relax,” he said as he gently placed me down. “You’re fine, but you could seriously injure yourself if we don’t relax this muscle.”




“I’m fine. I just need a few seconds,” I said, gritting my teeth through the pain. After a decade of being a couch potato, I speed walked at an incline for two and a half hours. Stupid! “Besides, you have to close up.”




“A few more minutes won’t kill me,” he said. “I’m a licensed kinesiologist, and I’d like to do a simple massage to each leg to restore blood flow. Is that ok with you?”




“Yes!” I said, my facade melting. I just wanted the cramping to stop.




“How long have you been a member here, Olivia?” he said, placing his hands on my knees.




“Is it still 2015?” I asked. His hands on my thighs sent a thrill through me. I couldn’t remember the last time a man had touched me that way. 




“Yes, it’s still 2015,” he said. His hands looked still but his fingertips were alternating pressure, like stroking the keys of a piano.




“Then one day,” I said, leaning back and closing my eyes.




“Are you always such a smart ass?” he said.his fingertips slowly moving their way up my thighs.




“My turn,” I said.




“What?” Frank said.




“You asked me a question. Now it’s my turn to ask you one,” I said. “That’s how this works.”




“I see. I didn’t know there were rules to conversation,” he said. His fingertips were right above my knees, and they began probing my supple flesh.




“So, are you a…bear?” I said. I don’t know what was giving me the courage to ask this, unless I’d filled my water bottle with vodka. In my defense, he was practically feeling me up, so a few questions were fair game.




“Yeah, I’m a bear Shifter,” Frank said. “We’re mostly bear Shifters on staff here. It tends to make a more conducive work environment.”




“Oh?” I said.




“Don’t get me wrong,” he said, his fingers giving a deep tissue massage to my outer thigh. “Being good people is more important than anything else. There are extra considerations when you’re a Shifter, though. Wolf Shifters, for instance, tend to be more pack oriented.”




“Ahh,” I said, my breath starting to speed up. His fingertips were working their magic, leaving calmed muscles in their wake. His large presence felt safe and very masculine, awakening another long dormant emotion inside me. I leaned back even more, letting my arms fall to the side. My breasts stuck out, my nipples growing hard through the damp fabric.




“It’s like,” he said, his fingertips pausing for a moment, “You ever have co-workers who always wanted to go out for drinks after work? Always trying to get big groups together? A lot of wolf Shifters are like that,” he said, his fingertips going back to work across the top of my thighs. “And that’s fine, but sometimes you just need some alone time, you know?”




“Mmmm,” I said, totally engrossed in the feeling of his hands. My slit felt like it was getting wet, but it might have just been the sweat. “What would the wolf Shifters say about you?”




He laughed loudly, a deep mirthful rumble. “They call us Momma Bears. Protective and easily attached to others,” he said, shrugging. “Honestly it’s all bullshit. You’ll have good people and bad people. Doesn’t matter if they’re human or Shifter.” His fingertips were higher now, working the inside of my thighs. 




I let my legs fall open, giving him better access to work with. I could feel my pussy lips pull apart, pressing against the tight damp fabric of the yoga pants. I knew I was giving him an anatomy lesson down there, but I didn’t care. His fingers stopped.




I opened my eyes in time to see him stand and turn around. The impression of a long hard cock snaked down one leg of his gym shorts. 




“Ok, you should be good now. I’ve got to go round up the towels,” he said, walking away from me.




“Thank you,” I said. Watching his chiseled calves flex as he walked away, I longed for him to come back. To put his strong hands back on my body.




“Come on Olivia,” I whispered. “You’ve got no shot.” That was the sad, sad truth. These guys were in peak physical condition, and all day they were surrounded by people who’d been going to the gym a lot longer than me. He was a good samaritan and my horniness made nothing seem like something.




I got to my feet, relieved to find that my legs could now support my weight. I bent my knees, testing my luck here rather than on the steel staircase that awaited me. No worries, my muscles were all on board now. He knew what he was doing, and not just how to turn me on.




I headed to the exit, pushing the glass door open and descending the stairs. Outside, a stiff breeze blew and I wrapped my arms around myself to ward off the chill. A block and a half away, I went to pull out my phone to check the temperature.




Shit, I didn’t have it. I’d left it back on the machine. A sense of panic crept over me, and I headed back to the gym. If there was one thing I hated, it was losing my phone. Having to go back to the wireless store, getting all my contacts put over to a new phone. It was the worst.




My climb back up those stairs was harder than the descent, and when I got to the top, most of the lights were off in the gym. Damn. I guess I’d have to get my phone in the morning before work. I turned to head back down the stairs.




I froze. Why was the building entrance unlocked, then? I turned back and walked to the glass doors. Obviously they were closed, and I didn’t want to impose or do anything I wasn’t supposed to do, but this was pretty much an emergency. I’d be right in and out without anyone the wiser.




I pushed against the door and it swung inward. I heard noise coming from the men’s locker room, but I quickly darted to the treadmills. I grabbed my phone off the treadmill and headed back to the entrance.




A voice rang out loudly from the locker room. “Dude, no way is she into you! You just met her!” I couldn’t be sure, but it sounded like Mark.




“I’m telling you, there was something there. You should’ve seen her. All splayed open for me,” the other voice said. That was definitely Frank.




I wish I could say that I was enough of an adult to honor the privacy of that conversation, that I blocked it out and headed out the door on my merry way. But let’s be real. Instead I made my way over to the locker room entrance and listened. 




“I’m sorry to have to tell you, but I saw her first,” Mark said.




“Fuck off, dude,” Frank said, laughing. “I practically got to second base. You’re still in the bleachers.”




“Well, it’s still a great view even from the bleachers. She’s got that sassy side,” Mark said.




Hearing them talk about me like that, I couldn’t take any more. My whole body ached, but my mind was fixated on these two men and the opportunity in front of me. I grabbed one of the clean towels outside the locker room. I stripped off my gym clothes and wrapped the towel around myself.




Then I walked into the men’s locker room. My mind was reeling, every hesitation trying to stop me, trying to make me turn around. It tried telling I was just going to embarrass myself. It tried telling me that I didn’t have a shot with these guys. I didn’t listen.




Both men were sitting on benches, peeling off their sweaty t-shirts. They froze when they saw me. Two sets of jaws dropped.




“I read that showering right after a workout is good for the soul,” I said as I walked between the two sitting men towards the showers.




“Umm, hi Olivia!” Mark said. “The women’s locker room is right next door.” His voice was a mix of husky lust and confusion.




“No, you said they were co-ed,” I said. I let the towel drop and sauntered into the shower. I knew I had two pairs of eyes glued to my ass. “But I might need some help in here,” I said, turning on the shower.




I’d never seen such fast undressing. Like a Vegas stage show, their clothes vanished in the blink of an eye. I was delighted to see both men had plenty to work with downstairs. A girl could be greedy.




“Were you spying on us?” Frank said, pressing himself against my back. His hands rested on my hips.




“Oh, I wouldn’t call it spying,” I said, my arms going up around Mark’s neck as he stepped in front of me. His manhood swung between his legs, his balls relaxing and hanging lower in the hot humid shower.




“Oh, she was spying alright,” Mark said. “I’d say she’s practically an intruder,” he said, his hands caressing my cheeks. His voice was like a growl, his golden eyes locked onto mine like cornered prey. Like a prize within his grasp.




Even with the hot water pouring down on us, his fingertips left trails of fire behind them. I pulled his head down towards mine and kissed him hard. He grabbed the back of my head, holding it in place so our tongues could wrap around each other.




I felt Frank’s mouth on my shoulder, kissing his way up my neck until he got to my ear. He took my earlobe in his mouth, his teeth nibbling on it softly. His hand left my hip and went lower, squeezing my ass in desperate need of relief. “Olivia, you’re so gorgeous.”




His words drove me wild. I moaned into Mark’s mouth, our tongues still wrestling in the battlefield between our joined lips. My hands grabbed Mark’s chest as I groped his magnificent rock hard chest. His skin was taut and stretched over the muscle like canvas over a frame. I grabbed his nipples and tweaked them.




He broke off the kiss. “Mmm, you’re right Frank,” he said. “Even in here, I can smell her. I don’t know how you didn’t just fuck her blind out there.” He kissed his way down my neck, then scooped up one breast in his hand.




I felt his lips clamp down on my breath, greedily sucking. “Oh!” I moaned, hot water from the shower spilling into my open mouth. I gyrated my hips, letting Frank know that I appreciated what he was doing with my ass. I don’t think I’d ever been this wet, this eager, this needy.




Frank’s big dick pressed between my thighs, rising up and pressing against my folds. It felt so good. He began thrust his hips through my thighs, rubbing his full length up against my lips.




“Don’t be a tease,” I whispered back at him. “I need you,” I said.




“I know you do. But you don’t get this cock yet,” he said, his voice dripping with arrogance and authority. “Let’s find out how she tastes, Mark.”




A mumbled grunt came from Mark, his tongue doing one last flick against my nipple as he released it and kissed his way down my belly. Every lick, every nibble sent shockwaves through me. I saw him drop a hand to his thick cock, stroking himself to relieve the pressure while he serviced me. 




His free hand pulled my labia apart and his tongue swept in, scooping up a dollop of my juices into his hungry mouth. “You smell great, Olivia, but you taste even better,” he said, his tongue going back to work. Up and down my slit, his tongue slid against me, knowing every crevice and ridge.




Behind me, Frank was planting a trail of kisses down my spine. When he got to my ass, his big hands pulled my ass cheeks apart. I felt his cheeks wedge in between my cheeks, then his tongue came out and began licking at my asshole.




“Fuck!” I cried. I’d never been licked back there. It felt wonderful, these two men attending to my naughtiest parts. I looked down, the sight of four golden eyes looking up at me while they licked me senseless was too much. My knees buckled as I came, filling Mark’s mouth with my juices. My ass pressed back against Frank’s eager mouth, his teeth playfully nipping my butt cheek.




Everything felt like it was going into super slow motion for a moment. I could feel every drop of water hit my face and chest. Mark stood up in front of me and kissed me softly. His lips parted softly against mine, and our tongues embraced.




I looked down to see both men fully erect. Their cocks arched upwards towards their stomachs. Pale rods with angry purple crowns. I grabbed the two men like only a lover could and pulled them out of the shower. Water dripped off our bodies as I sat them down on a bench. “That was amazing guys, but I think you’ve held these back from me for long enough,” I said, my hands sliding up and down their lengths.




“I guess that was rude of us,” Mark said. “We should work on that.”




“Totally,” Frank concurred.




I bent forward and took Mark in my mouth. My lips parted, and the bulbous head of his prick passed between them. My teeth lightly grazed him, and my tongue licked the undercarriage as I bobbed up and down. His salty need filled my mouth, the musk of his crotch filled my nose. My hand worked Frank’s shaft as he watched the show.




“God that feels so good,” Mark said, his head going back. “Suck that cock,” he commanded.




Frank’s hand reached back behind me and thrust a finger inside me. He slid into my slick tunnel effortlessly, my juices coating his finger. A few diddling thrusts and he pulled it back out. He brought it up to his face, smelled it, then licked it clean. “Mmmm,” he said with satisfaction.




I pulled my mouth off Mark and switched to blowing Frank. His eyes closed and his head rocked back as my tongue swirled around the head of his manhood. His thick, creamy pre-cum covered my tongue. These bear Shifters were so virile! 




I pulled my mouth off him. “Both of you stand up,” I said. 




They both did, grinning like little boys. 




I took their place on the bench and pulled both men in front of me. Now it was much easier to alternate between them. I sucked the tip of Frank’s cock, then switched to Mark’s. Two hot mouthfuls of meat, each trying to push their way past my tongue and down my throat. Then I brought both their heads into my mouth at the same time, my tongue pinned in place and unable to move. 




Both men groaned as they stretched my cheeks and rubbed against each other.




“What a skilled little cocksucker,” Frank said.




“It’s like she was born for this,” Mark said. His hand cupped his balls, giving them little tugs as he invaded my mouth with his friend.




“I’ll leave you to this,” Frank said to Mark. “Olivia, I’m going to fuck you now. I’m going to bury myself inside you and pound you has hard as I can, because you have awoken a need in me,” he said, pulling out of my mouth. 

I straddled the bench, leaning forward to put my face back into Mark’s lap. 




Frank circled around to my rear, his hands reaching under me to put his weight on the bench below us. He positioned the head of his cock against my aching, pouting pussy. He rubbed it up and down my length, cruelly pushing it up against my clit.




“Fuck me, damnit,” I begged. 




“You’re in no position to give orders,” Frank said. “You’re a little bitch in heat, and we’re going to take you how we see fit. We’re going to use you, empty our balls into you, and leave you exhausted,” he said, more a growl than anything. “If you’re lucky, that is.”




“You’d better,” I warned. I licked Mark’s balls, each one a heavy stone suspended in his sack. I imagined how much cum must be stored in there. I knew Shifters could mate all day long, but it didn’t dawn on me that they’d need enough cum to do it. My thumb rubbed the soft glans underneath the head of his cock.




Frank pressed the head of his cock against my pussy lips. They spread with a sticky slickness, wrapping around the head of his cock with clingy need.




I bit my lip in anticipation. I held my breath, waiting for that feeling of him entering me. That feeling I hadn’t felt in far too long, that feeling of being wanted in the only way that mattered. 




“Goddamn, Olivia. I want to tease you with this, but I can’t hold back any longer,” Frank said as he pushed into me. “Unngh, you’re so tight!” he grunted.




I felt him fill me, his thick rigid cock stretching me out from within. This wasn’t a dildo hidden at the back of my panty drawer. This wasn’t a clump of fingers furiously thrusting into me while I watched porn. This was a gorgeous bear Shifter, mounting me like we were animals in the wild. I cried out against Mark’s thigh as Frank withdrew from me for another wonderful thrust.




I lifted Mark’s balls and pressed a hand against his abs. He looked down at me, puzzled.




“Lie down,” I said.




He laid back.




Frank leaned down, laying on top of me and crushing me against the bench. His weight made it deliciously hard to breath, and his mouth clamped down around my neck, his teeth digging into me. His cock slammed back into me, then pulled out. Each time he retracted, my pussy would close up behind him, only to be forcefully filled by him again.




I licked Mark’s taint, my tongue trailing lower and dipping between his ass cheeks. I’d never tossed a guy’s salad, but it felt really good on the receiving end. I delicately ran my tongue between his cheeks.




“Oh God, don’t stop,” Mark moaned. He was now lying down on the bench, his knees spread apart in the air. He worked his cock in one hand, the head pressed against his belly button as I licked his asshole.




Frank’s pounding was getting more frantic, each thrust squeezing the air out of my lungs. His teeth dug deeper into my neck, pinning his mate in place while his balls demanded their relief. A low rumble came from his chest as he thrust one more time, pressing himself down onto me with his full force. He took several hitching breaths as I felt his cock pulse.




It felt like gallons of cum shot into me. Over and over, pulse after pulse. His balls pressed against my ass, and it even felt like they flexed, trying to send as much seed into me as possible. I was filled to the brim with his creamy hot slurry. He pulled out behind me and collapsed on the bench. I felt his seed leaking out of me and down my leg. His breathing was deep and labored.




I focused on Mark, submissively on his back in front of me. I gave him one last swirling lick against his sphincter before pulling his legs down and mounting him. “Ready for a ride?” I said, my hand going between us to grab him.




“Ride me, baby,” he said, looking down between our bodies.




My hand angled his head to my pussy, and he slid right inside me, his prick slipping all the way inside me. We made a squelching noise as I rode him, his friend’s cum now being forced out by this new cock. My legs went out wide and I gyrated down on top of him, feeling him bump against my cervix in delightful agony.




“Ride that cock, bitch,” he said, his hand going up to stroke my face. 




I closed my eyes, sucking his thumb into my mouth while I rode this stud. With each bounce my breasts became weightless on the upstroke, then snapped downward as I drove home, him filling me up. Frank’s seed was now a sticky mess between us, but it didn’t stop our fucking one bit.




A big hand pressed into my back, pushing me down to lay against Mark. Frank stood over us, his cock hard again. “Room for me, too?”




“Fucking insatiable,” I said through eyes half-lidded with lust. I wrapped my arms around Mark’s face and kissed him, my tongue delving into his mouth.




Frank wiped a huge glob of spit against his knob, then pulled my ass cheeks apart. He slowly pressed against my sphincter, giving me time to adjust to both men.




I moaned into Mark’s mouth, the feeling of being double penetrated a completely new experience. I concentrated, willing my lower half to relax and let these men both enter me. After a few moments I felt Frank pass my sphincter, and both men slid up inside me.




“Oh, oh. Oh fuck, oh God,” I panted, having never felt like this before. I pushed up off both men, two long poles sliding out of me at the same time. Then I rocked back, feeling them both fill me up.




Both men were grunting, teeth bared in torturous ecstasy. They added their force to our fucking, bucking up against me as I landed back against me. Like some crazy organic sex machine, they ran their pistons into me relentlessly. 




“I. Can’t. Hold. Back,” Mark said, his hands coming up to squeeze my breasts.




“Come inside me,” I demanded, my ass bouncing up and down as hard as I could.




He closed his eyes as he came inside me, his hands clamping down painfully on my tits. He shot off inside me like a fountain, one incredibly long torrent of seed launching inside me. Behind me, Frank grunted one last time and he nutted, his cock buried to the hilt inside my ass. 




All three of us lay there, panting for breath and enjoying the warmth of each other’s bodies. Now this was a gym I could commit to!
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“Got any more gum?” I leaned in to whisper to Malcolm, my little brother. He always came prepared, no matter the occasion. Parties, graduations, weddings and, yes, even funerals. He was quirky, but if you needed allergy medicine, ibuprofen or gum, he had your back.




“You know it,” he whispered back, reaching into a pocket and handing me a piece. He glanced around, making sure our little exchange wasn’t ruining the somber mood in the church. Great Aunt Liselle wouldn’t have approved, if she were still among the living.




I looked at the big, gorgeous picture they had next to her coffin. Elegantly composed, she sat in a chair, looking out over the sunny veranda on her estate. The photo had the dimness that comes over time, probably thirty years worth. 




Liselle had been a strong woman, bred from a different stock altogether. Her generation had survived the great depression, fought in WWII and put a man on the moon. My generation’s biggest accomplishment was an app that made fucking strangers more convenient.




I sighed, forgetting where I was. My mother, sitting further down the pew, leaned forward to shoot me a nasty look. I mouthed to her that I was sorry, and she turned back towards the pulpit as the priest wrapped up his sermon.




I didn’t know a lot about Liselle, actually. We weren’t close. We weren’t at odds or anything: she lived an old lady’s life in another part of the country. She’d been one of those family members that you’d catch little glimpses of by eavesdropping on others. Never anything substantive, though. Just little appetizers of who she was.




—




“And to my Great Grand Niece, Clarissa…” the lawyer said.




I snapped my head forward. “What?” I blurted out. What was going on? I definitely hadn’t expected to hear my name. I was here at the reading of the will as a formality. 




The dozen other family members in the room turned towards me.




The lawyer looked down his nose at me, peering over his gold rimmed glasses. “The eagerness of youth,” he said, drawing chuckles from the other octogenarians in the room. “As I was saying…where was I?” He held the document out at different arm lengths until he could read it again. “Ahh, yes. To my great grand niece, Clarissa, I leave article four.”




I watched, confused, as the lawyer pulled out manilla envelope, sealed by a wax pressed seal. He held it out to my father, who took it and passed it back to me. 




I looked at the envelope. My name was written across the top. That was it. I looked down at it, fingering the creased corners and the rose embedded in the cold smear of wax.




---




I closed the door to my apartment behind me. I dropped my luggage in the hallway and collapsed onto my couch with my bag next to me.




“Hey girl,” June said, coming in from her room. She leaned in to give me a hug. “Aren’t you proud of me? The place didn’t burn down or anything,” she said, arms held out wide.




“Thanks, and yeah, you managed to not destroy our possessions. Well done,” I said, smiling.




“So, how was it?” She sat down next to me.




“What a weekend. So many family members I hadn’t seen in years. All with the same questions. How was my first year of college going? How was Edgar?” I said, straightening out my dress against my legs.




“Yeah, that’s to be expected. What did you say?” She straightened out a book about 1970s architecture that was on our coffee table.




“I lied,” I said, shrugging. “I couldn’t bring myself to tell them that my first year of college was a catastrophe.” June knew I was in way over my head and was probably going to end up changing majors. “But I told everyone that things were going great. I didn’t have the heart to tell Dad that his little girl wasn’t going to be a doctor. It wasn’t the time or place.”




“And about Edgar?” Her face held a pained expression.




Edgar was a cheating piece of shit. I hoped he’d die in a car fire. Caught red handed, his fingers inside some business major. My friends had warned me about him: they told me he was the kind who would cheat. I didn’t listen. “I told my family that Edgar was fine, and let it die at that.”




June nodded, and glanced down into my bag. “What’s that?” She motioned towards the envelope.




“Good question,” I said. “I guess that’s my inheritance.” 

“Holy shit, an inheritance! What is it?” June’s eyes went wide.




“I don’t know. I haven’t opened it.” I picked up the envelope and flipped it over. I ran my finger against the wax rose seal again. 




“You have to open it.” June watched it in my hands, expectantly.




“I don’t think I deserve whatever it is. I barely knew her.” I took a deep breath. 




“No, you have to open it. Whatever is inside of it, she meant for you to have it. I’ll make us some tea.” She got up and went into the kitchen.




I knew June was right. Regardless of my feelings, Liselle had given this to me. I gingerly lifted the wax seal and opened the envelope. Inside was a note and a ticket.




A train ticket.




“Well, that looks curious. I was expecting a savings bond or something.” June said, putting a mug of hot tea in front of me.




I was busy reading the note. It was a single sentence:




My sails fell still and flat: yours shall carry wind.




—




“This is so fucking baller.” June said, driving down the highway.




“It’s not a big deal.” My stomach fluttered despite my brave words. The train ticket was nestled in my bag. The next day I’d get on a train in Oslo and enjoy a scenic train ride through the most beautiful countryside in Europe. 




“Bullshit it’s not a big deal. Shifters!” she said. “I’ve never met one. A girl I went to high school said her boyfriend in another town was a Shifter, but she was full of shit.”




“They’re just like other people. I think.” I had no idea. I’d called the travel agency the train ticket was booked through. The woman told me a little about the region the train went through, including the…charming nature of the locals. She’d assured me that I had nothing to fear. “Do you think they’re dangerous?”




“Hell yeah they’re dangerous. But, ya know,” she gave me a sultry wink, “that's not always a bad thing.”




“This is a bad idea. I should just cancel this trip.” My hands were shaking. I was way too anxious to enjoy whatever this was going to be. My first time traveling abroad.




“You need this, Clarissa. I don’t know how your great aunt knew, but she also knew you needed this. She wanted to give you an opportunity to live like she never did. Maybe even do something scandalous.” June gave me another wink.




I wanted to elbow her in that eye. “Nope.” 




“Oh come on. Romantic train ride. Some dashing Norwegian guy. Things could happen.” She did a little dance in the driver’s seat. A sign announcing the airport flew past.




“It will never happen. Have you seen the women they have over there? They’re all blonde, six inches taller than me and sixty pounds lighter. Did you know in Europe a size six is like our size negative one?” I sighed.




“You’re fucking gorgeous.” June said. “Why you can’t come to grips with that, I don’t know. Not every guy is looking for a barbie doll. Some guys want someone better than that.” June looked over at me, “Just have an open mind.”




“Ok.” I said.




“Promise?” She wouldn’t let it go.




“I promise,” I lied. Nope, never going to happen.




—




“Next,” the person in the ticket booth said. I picked up my luggage and shuffled forward. I looked around, taking in the beauty of the sleepy Norwegian city. The cobblestone streets underfoot gave a vintage feel to the whole place, like something out of a fairy tale.




The spring air was warm, but a cold undercurrent ran through the breeze each time it blew, reminding you how far you were from the equator. Lots of locals and tourists walked the streets, enjoying a late afternoon coffee or ice cream.




My gaze landed on a pair of men standing on the curb as a taxi was pulling away. One was wonderfully tall, probably a foot taller than myself. He wore a long sleeve checkered shirt, but I could see the tips of dark tattoos at his wrists and up the side of his neck. He had those strong defined cheekbones that sent my heart aflutter. His blonde hair was cropped short, perfectly framing his face.




His friend was just as tall, and broader of shoulder. He could have been a competitor on those World’s Strongest Man shows. He had shoulder length brown hair and a face that looked gentle. Oh, what I’d like to do to that face. 




I realized he was looking straight at me and I looked away, embarrassed that I’d been caught staring. There was something about his eyes.





[image: Image]




“There’s the booth, Sven.” I looked down at my bag, a sad reminder of the long journey Sven and I had undertaken. All over Europe in search of a mate, someone we could bring back to the pack to solidify its future. Without a complete Trinity, our leadership of the pack would be challenged. I rolled my shoulders, my nostrils flaring.




“I see it, Helmut,” Sven said. But he was distracted. I followed his gaze.  




A young woman stood in line at the rear of the ticket booth. She was very pretty. Petite and curvy in all the right places. Her tight jacket accentuated her ample bosom and her yoga pants showed off an ass that was mouth watering. Her scent carried on the breeze, somehow being both fresh and exotic. But most of all, nervousness. A tourist, then.




“As our quest comes to an end, perhaps victory is at hand.” Sven grinned impishly, hoisting his pack onto his shoulder. He flipped his collar up, covering his tattoos.




“She’s gorgeous,” I said. “But it can’t just be about that. We need the right person. The right fit.”




“As you say, Alpha,” he said, sauntering over to the line.




I was not looking forward to this train trip home. Our pack would be gathered, expecting us to arrive with our new mate. How could we tell them that despite spending six months traveling through eight countries, we couldn’t find a single match for the two of us?




I grabbed my bag and followed Sven.





[image: Image]




“Excuse me,” a deep voice said from behind me.




I turned around. The blonde guy I’d seen across the street was standing right in front of me. Oh my God, he was so gorgeous! Up close, I could see his eyes. They were gold. A Shifter! “Uhh…” 




The man’s smile faltered, “Parlez-vous français? Sprechen Sie Deutsch?”




“I speak English, actually.” How embarrassing. I knew I was blushing eighty shades of red.




“How fortunate for me, then. My French is horrible!” His smile returned, his golden eyes glinting. “Is this the line for the train to Trondheim?”




“Yes.” I felt myself being lost in his gaze. I could smell him this close. He smelled like the deep forest, like something primal and untouched by society. Something dark and dangerous. I could feel something deep inside me awaken, a desire. A need. I wanted to squirm, but kept my composure.




“Then we are in the right place. My name is Sven. Helmut,” he called to the other man who was now walking up, “Come meet my new friend…” He looked at me expectantly.




“Clarissa,” I said. These European guys were direct. 




“A pleasure,” Helmut said, his face a crisscross of worry. 




I could tell something was weighing on his mind, but even that didn’t take away from his stunning good looks. His brown hair was mussy in a wild, unkempt way. His eyes were also gold. So, a pair of Shifters. “Are you two traveling to Trondheim?”




“We are, Clarissa,” Sven said.




The way he said my name sent shudders through me. There was a rumble that came from his throat, almost a growl. Some ancient switch flipped in my mind, something left there by my ancestors. My knees threatened to go weak. “Then have a nice trip! Bon voyage!”




I picked up my bags and ran up to the ticket counter. I threw my ticket at the person in the booth and took my receipt without saying a word. Fear and excitement ran through my body, like a live wire.
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We both watched Clarissa run full tilt to the train.




“She moves quickly,” Sven said, his eyebrows raised.




“Does she think she’ll miss the train? Or was it something I said?” I shook my head. “Women.”




“Ha!” Sven said, his eyes eager. “The hunt has begun! Our prey will not escape us.”




Sven’s idea had merit. She was even more beautiful in person. Full lips I wanted to bite. Breasts I wanted to suckle from. A waist I wanted to hold onto while I took her. Just the thought was arousing the beast in me. That ever present other mind that every Shifter has to manage on a daily basis. A good mate was key for that.  “Let’s get on the train,” I said curtly.




“It looks like she’s awoken something in you, too. Good. Use that,” Sven said, slapping me on the shoulder. “I was worried you were going soft on me.”
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I dropped my luggage in my private train car and collapsed onto the long bench that ran down one wall. The walls were paneled in dark wood, and the two frame window opposite the door showed the idyllic countryside. Green pastures stretched off into the distance. Hills and mountains rose far off along the horizon.




I could hear loud voices from outside. Ticket takers, luggage handlers and other crew were calling out for any late boarders. Every now and then I heard people shuffle down the hallway outside my door.




The butterflies in my stomach were just starting to calm down. I couldn’t believe I was actually doing this! I was on my way to Trondheim, just as my great aunt wanted. My first real adventure, in a land full of strangers.




Well, not all of them were strangers. Sven and Helmut. Damn, they were gorgeous. I guess men here were just naturally friendly. Back in the States, if men acted like that towards you, you were going to get lucky. But no one who’d ever looked like that had ever been interested in me.




There were a lot of new things I’d have to get used to. Even the money was strange: all different colors and sizes. I couldn’t wait to call June to tell her. Of course, she’d be incredibly crude if I mentioned the two guys. She’d ask if I’d pulled one of them into a coat room and made him eat my ass. Something classy like that.




My idle hands rubbed all over my stomach, one rising up to my nipples, the over working down to my aching snatch. I hadn’t had a chance to unwind like this in days, and I was twisted up tighter than a pretzel. I felt the fullness of my breast in my hand, my nipple pouty and erect inside my bra. The edges of the wire frame pressed into my chest, the pressure light but glorious. How I imagined Sven would be, on top of me, pinning me under his weight as he had his way with me.




My middle finger made tiny circles around my protruding nub. Tiny explosions of warmth shot through my core with each flick. I dipped a finger inside and smeared the hot lube all over my clit. I imagined Helmut kneeling in front of me, those golden eyes looking up at me while he tasted me.




My juices were gushing, as my head fell left and right. My breathing turned into panting as I felt my orgasm approach. I sped up my rhythm, ready for this train to come into station.




A loud knock came from the door. I froze in horror, hands on my tit and slit. For the briefest moment I was back in my bedroom at home, my mother walking in without waiting for a response.




“Hello, this is Ermine,” a thickly accented voice said from behind the door. “I am your train car concierge.”




“Hey,” I said, straightening out my clothes and standing up to open the door. I opened it and in the hallway stood an older man with a pot belly. “It’s nice to meet you Ermine. My name is Clarissa.”




With a grace that only came with decades of practice, he bowed. “Clarissa, if there is anything that you need, you need only pick up the telephone in your room and ask for Ermine.”




“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll be sure to do that.” I closed the door and sat back down on the bench. Adrenaline was still pumping through me, my heart thundering in my chest. But the moment for relief had passed.




A quiet bell dinged in the hallway. That meant the dining car would be serving dinner now. I gave myself a once over in the body length mirror set into the closet door. I fixed my hair and walked out into the hallway.
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“I’m famished,” Sven said from behind me.




I opened the interlocking doors between train cars and we stepped into the next section of the train, making our way to the dining car. “You’re always hungry. You’re going to be old and fat one day.”




“I hope so!” he said in earnest. “A wood cabin out in the forest. A new litter of grandchildren to play with in front of a roaring fireplace. A pipe and rocking chair in the evenings. I almost want to skip the next forty years and get straight to that.”




“Tell me about it. All these politics. They’re exhausting. All these ancient rules to abide by, all these expectations to live up to,” I said.




“Heavy is the head that wears the crown,” Sven said with a chuckle.




“You’re right. I shouldn’t complain. Thank you for that,” I said. He was a good man. I couldn’t have a better one by my side. But two couldn’t lead a pack. One leader meant a tyranny. Two leaders meant a stalemate. But three…three leaders meant restraint, wisdom and boldness.




“Mmm…do you smell that? Turkey with brown gravy,” he said. “Warm rolls, and pickled beets.”




We were still two sealed train cars away, but no plate of food could hide from Sven. I pulled open the door to the next car and we walked down the hallway. In front of one door I stopped dead in my tracks. My nostrils flared as I inhaled a deep scent, something primal inside of me stirring.




Sven bumped into me. “Come on Helmut. The rolls will get cold.”




I turned my head towards the door and sniffed again. This was where the girl from the ticket line was staying. I could smell the subtle bouquet of her sex through the door. She was in heat. She had a burning need to be mounted, filled by a strong male and his seed. My cock twitched in my jeans, eagerly filling to get the process underway. But she wasn’t here. No sound came from beyond the door. “Clarissa,” I whispered.




“Oh?” Sven said, turning towards the door. “Oh,” he said, his head turning slightly. I could see his pulse quicken, his carotid vein pumping faster along his neck. He met my eyes. “The chase continues,” he said, sauntering off down the hallway towards the dining car.





[image: Image]




“Welcome to the dining car, madame,” the waiter said. His black ensemble and white gloves were impeccable. He had a thin pencil mustache and black parted hair. “Will you be joining us?”




The train car was completely empty. “Yes. Am I early?”




“No, madame. You’re simply the first!” he said with a flourish.




I giggled.




“Let me escort you to our very best table,” he said, offering his elbow.




I took it, feeling like a princess at a royal ball. Beneath us the train trundled along the tracks with a steady thrum-thrum vibration. He lead me to a table set up against a window to offer the eaters a view of the countryside.




“Wow, this is beautiful,” I said. Outside, I could see the moonlit landscape rushing past. Sleepy little hamlets, and every now and then a farmhouse with a chimney piping up smoke. A full moon blanketed the whole vista with a blueish light.




“As you say,” he said, pulling out my seat for me. “I will return with the menu.”




I’d always heard my friends in high school talk about their trips to Europe and how amazing it was. I always thought they were full of shit, but now I could see how magical it was. The kind of place where anything could happen.




The kind of place where your sails could find wind.




I heard footsteps approach from behind me, and I reached my hand back to take the menu from the waiter. My hand brushed up against thick denim, stretched taut over a prominent bulge.




I looked up and saw Helmut standing over me. Scandalously close. His gold eyes looked down at me, hotly. Locked onto me. The same feeling I had back in the ticket line came over me now. The fear of the rabbit that sees the wolf. The fear of knowing that you’ve been seen, perhaps for the first time in your life.




“Hello, Clarissa.” He said, still looking down at me.




I realized my hand had frozen in place, touching his crotch. I snapped out of it, my face burning in embarrassment, my pussy burning with excitement. “Hi Helmut,” I managed. I felt a presence on my other side. “Hi Sven,” I said without turning.




“You look lovely, Clarissa,” Sven said.




Both men took seats to either side of me. I did not invite them, but it seemed like we were past that point. I was sandwiched between these two gorgeous studs. My legs wanted to clamp shut. My legs wants to fall open. It took all my might not to squirm in my seat.




“So how have you found Norway so far?” Helmut said.




“It’s wonderful. I haven’t seen much of it yet, though. So it’s all very mysterious,” I said.




“May it continue to be so for as long as possible,” Sven said with a wink. Eyes like two gold coins that burned from the inside.




“What’s it like? Being a Shifter?” I said.




“I don’t know. It’s all we’ve ever known. What’s it like not being one?” Helmut said.




“It’s complicated,” Sven said.




“Everyone says their life is complicated. That’s a cop-out.” I said.




The two men looked at each other, puzzled. 




“Cop-out?” Helmut said.




“Like an excuse,” I said.




“I don’t make excuses,” Helmut responded. “Though what you say is fair. We live our lives with all the same responsibilities and desires as you. But on top of that we’ve also got our pack to worry about.”




“Eh, it’s just a big family,” Sven said, taking a sip of water.




“But a family that needs leadership,” Helmut said.




“What happens if your pack doesn’t have leadership?” I said.




“We descend into chaos. That’s what we’re trying to prevent,” Sven said. His smile had faded. “Clarissa, Helmut is my pack leader. He is the Alpha, the first among all of us. He comes from a proud heritage, strong blood.”




“You are too kind, friend,” Helmut responded. “Sven is my Omega, my rock of stability and reflection. As well as my Seneschal.”




“Your what?” I asked. This was all so exciting. My pulse was racing, my heart beating in my chest. Not only were these men gorgeous Shifters, they were nobility!




“A Seneschal is someone who takes on the…physical obstacles on behalf of the pack,” Sven said. He unbuttoned his sleeve and pulled it back. His black tribal tattoos ran from his wrists all the way up his arm. Deep white scars ran all over his arm. Slices of flesh missing. Deep gouges. Fang punctures.




I gasped.




A chuckle came from the other side, “You’d think Sven had a tough time of it, but you don’t want to see his foes. Our pack’s position is always under threat. Challengers are only replaced by more challengers. He is my shield.”




“But our trinity is not complete, Clarissa,” Sven said, buttoning his sleeve.




“Your trinity?” I looked down and was shocked to see the menu in front of me. The waiter knew when to make himself scarce.




“Clarissa, every pack needs three leaders. That was our mission. We had to find…” Sven said, trailing off.




“A mate,” Helmut finished.




That word sent shivers down my spine and lightning through my sex. A title so perfectly direct. So straight to the point. “That does sound complicated. Did you find someone?”




“Are you ready to order?” the waiter said, appearing out of thin air. I made to wave him off, but Sven spoke before I could.




“Three deluxe dinners, please,” he said, handing the menus back to the waiter, who walked off.




“But I wanted a salad,” I said, lying. Whatever they were cooking smelled amazing. But a lady has to watch what she eats in front of men.




“Nonsense,” Sven said. “You’re going to need your energy.”




I looked over to Helmut, and his eyes took me in hungrily.
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My nerves were a mess. I knew this was inappropriate. I knew Sven and I were intimidating. I knew everything we were saying was just too much to handle. Too much to understand. It was overwhelming for a Shifter female. For a normal female, it must’ve sounded like madness.




But the bestial part of me didn’t care. The words came out of my mouth, the sounds we make in civilized society to communicate. But in the deep forests, away from all this, we communicate with our bodies. With our scents. With our actions. The hunter did not lie to his prey: they both knew the stakes.




This part of me was on edge. It wasn’t like the last few women we’d found. Shifter females, practically princesses from other packs, all raised on expectations of greatness. None of them had been a fit. None of them had called out to my bestial side. None of them had that special quality.




As we ate our conversation turned to more mundane topics. Clarissa had a defiance in her, a bravery. This was a special trait, a fierceness that every pack leadership needed. But I could sense that it was buried, hidden beneath layers of social norms and expectations.




I couldn’t keep my mind straight. I tried to follow the conversation, but it was useless. My mind was dominated by my primal need. Her scent filled my nose, and in my mind I could picture her puffy sex, wet and eager for us.




“Hahaha! Seriously? Lady Gaga?” Clarissa couldn’t contain her laughter.




“Her music is wonderful,” Sven said, trying to be brave in light of her rebuff. “At least I think it is.” 




“You poor guys need some real musical education,” she said, turning to smile at me. Her eyes held so much happiness. So much carefree joy.




I leaned in to kiss her. Our lips met, electricity arcing between us. I grabbed her head and pulled her ear next to my mouth. “We need you, Clarissa. If I can’t have you, I’ll die.” My knee pressed in against hers, and hers pressed back against mine. Her legs spreading, the smell of her excited sex wafted up to my nose, driving me wild.




On the other side of her, I could see Sven’s hand dip under the table. Her gasp told me what he was doing. Her eyes went half lidded, lust clouding her brain. The same primal need bloomed inside her.




“I’m yours,” she said, her teeth grazing my chin.
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It was all a blur. We’d gotten up from the table, Sven throwing a handful of money down to cover our bill. Without a word spoken we were heading back towards the private train cars.




Sven lead the way, and I was right behind him, watching his shoulders take up nearly the entire width of the hallway. Helmut was close behind me, small growls coming from him. I turned my head  to see him watching my thick ass. I gave it a little more swish, enjoying the bulging of his eyes and crotch.




“Excuse us,” a man said as he and his wife came down the other end of the hall. We stepped to the side to give them room. Helmut stepped up right behind me, pressing himself into me. His nose went into my hair, inhaling deeply. I felt the bulge in his pants press up between my butt cheeks. I bit my lip, the anticipation almost too much to take.




I didn’t tell them which room was mine, but they knew which one it was. Sven opened the door and we all walked in. I spun around to take in these two tall hunks.




“Clarissa, how are you so beautiful?” Helmut said, his eyes undressing me. “I can’t wait to mount you.”




“Aye, friend. Do you see those lips? So full, so soft. I wonder how wide she can stretch them,” Sven said.




My pussy practically burst at their words. I don’t know if it’s possible to come just from someone’s words but these two guys were getting me extremely close. “I’m afraid I might wear you two boys out. Are you sure you’re going to be able to keep up with me?”




“We’re going to take you every way it’s possible. We’re going to know you as well as any mate can be known. You’ll be exhausted and oozing our seed. Then you will be mated to us, a member of our pack. Forever.” Helmut said, stepping closer.




“Too many words,” I said as I tilted my mouth up to his. My lips met his, both our mouths opening so our tongues could do savage battle. I tasted him, tasted his urgency and his desire for me. I smelled his cheek, some mix of expensive cologne and wilderness.




His hands went all over my body, stopping to squeeze my tits. “You have other clothes with you?” he said between grunts.




“Yes,” I said, my eyes closed as I kissed my way down his neck. I felt a strong force tighten across my torso then release as he pulled my clothes off my body. They shredded in his hands like they were made of wet paper towels.




“I hate clothes,” he said, his mouth dipping down to take my nipple into his greedy mouth. The outline of his prick was clearly visible in his jeans, and he pressed it powerfully into my stomach, rubbing it like a beast in need of relief.




I looked over at Sven,”Are you going to join us?”




“Yes, but the Alpha is the first among us. He will take his share first, “ he said, his eyes on my naked bosom. “The Seneschal’s place is to stand guard while he takes the mate. Then we will both have our fill of you.” His hand went to the strained tent in his pant, giving some attention to his hard member.




A growl came from Helmut as his hands roughly pulled my yoga pants down, my sodden panties following as well. My cleanly shaven kitty stood proudly, glistening with my desire for these men and what I needed them to do with me. What I needed them to do to me. 




I intertwined my hand in his hair, pinning his mouth against my nipple. He sucked me in, grazing his teeth against my sensitive peak. His tongue lashed out, driving me wild. 




His hand grabbed the inside of my thigh, squeezing it with incredible pressure. It travelled upwards, a thick finger running along the very edge of my slit. “You’re wet. Eager for me, like a bitch in heat.”




His words rocked through me, fueling my desire. I’d never had a man who knew me like this, who could say things that drove me wild like this. I could feel my pussy get wetter, more of my juices leaking out to cover his fingers.




“How wet is she?” Sven called from door. He licked his lips as Helmut held up his fingers, a wet string of my desire hanging between two fingers. “My god.”




Helmut’s finger went back to my mound, finding my swollen clit with ease. He began rubbing tiny circles on it, matching the swirling he did with his tongue on my nipple.




“Don’t stop, don’t stop!” I squealed as I came. A pulse of light ignited through me, from toes to fingertips. I bit down on his neck, hard. My pussy spasmed, my knees gave out. I would have fallen over had his hand not kept locked against him.




“You’re going to wear her out,” Sven said, a bit of anger in his voice. “My need is great, too, pack leader.”




Helmut’s mouth released my nipple. “Do you think to rush me? Or perhaps you want to challenge my right to take her first?” He stood, turning towards Sven.




Sven growled, long and slow.




I could see these two men riding the knife’s edge of lust and power. Their primal needs were clouding their minds and threatened to have explosive consequences. “It’s the two of you that will be worn our before the night is over.” I dropped to my knees in front of Helmut.




“May I service my Alpha?” I said, looking up at him as my hands went to his button fly.




He looked down at me with an air of cool arrogance. I understood why he ruled his pack: his force of personality wouldn’t have it any other way. As the last button came out, his full length was freed. At least nine inches of him hung down, thick and hot.




I let it softly rub against my cheeks, the bulbous head trailing a smear of his seed across my face. In fact the whole head was shimmering in wet sexual desire. It smelled of musk and pine needles. His balls hung heavy, massive stones in a hairy silken sack.




His golden eyes looked down at me. “Open your mouth,” he commanded.




My pussy twitched at his force of will. I obeyed, my jaw dropping, stretching wide. His purple crown passed between my lips, a large pale snake extending from below my nose to his furry crotch. He tasted savory, his seed virile and full of power. I relished it, my tongue working him as my lips clamped down to suck.




He closed his eyes, his head going back, “Yes, suck your Alpha’s cock.” His breathing was slow, deliberate. He was enjoying every moment of this.




My hands went to the bottom of his ass, enjoying a little grope while my mouth bobbed up and down. Every drop of pre-cum I swallowed was replaced by more, his balls churning out a continuous supply. 




“You look amazing Clarissa,” Sven said from the other side of the room.




I glanced left and saw him with his pants down, stroking his length. His powerful arms, flexed, his tattoos dancing as he pumped and pumped. Beads of pearly fluid dropped from the end of his manhood again and again.




I pulled my mouth off Helmut. “Don’t waste that,” I said in my best faux reprimand voice. I swallowed and turned to resume servicing Helmut.




His hand grabbed the back of my head and pushed me down towards the floor. My hand went down to stop my fall, and I found myself on my hands and knees.




Helmut’s hot breath was on my neck, his breathing hard and fast. His mouth closed down around the side of my neck, my skin suddenly hot and wet from his tongue and teeth. His hands went to my hips as he pivoted behind me. 




I felt him behind me, his length pressing against my thighs. “Please,” I said, squirming, needing him to find my entrance.




I felt a growl flow from his mouth against my neck and travel down my whole body. His teeth bit down in warning, and his hands grabbed my hips tightly. His animal side was in complete control now, his need to mate the only thing in his mind.




I felt an incredible pressure at my mound as his head pressed between my slick lips. 




“So tight,” he said, murmuring against my neck. “Such a tight little thing.”




“Oh God!” I winced, gritting my teeth as his pressure increased. They separated for his smooth crown, stretching to accommodate his girth. I cried out in beautiful agony, finally being filled by this man. My lover. My Alpha.




Mounting me, I felt his huge presence behind me. His knees went wide, to either side of me. His big feet planted like great trees against the storm of his lust. He pressed forward into me, deeper and deeper. “That’s it. Take this huge cock.”




“Don’t hold back,” I said, barely above a whisper. Sweat dripped down my face, so much heat from our bodies in the tiny room. His length inside me was like a rod of blazing fire, lancing me with beautiful light. He pushed as far as he could go, bottoming out against my cervix. 




He began to pump in and out of me, a piston in train threatening to careen off the tracks. I felt the wide rim of his glans as it swept my tunnel, rubbing my itch. It wasn’t an itch that could be sated, but I needed him to keep rubbing it anyway. “This is so fucking good. Don’t stop. Don’t stop! I’m almost there!”




“Unnnh!” he moaned, pushing forward one last time, his balls slapping against me. He pulsed inside me, filling me with a hot virile slurry.




“Eeeeeey!” I screamed as I came, my pussy clamping down on him, milking him, needing to empty him. Waves of lightness blasted through me. My eyes were cast down, looking at a few drops of sweat that were collecting below me, I could feel every every drop cascading down my body, each tiny stream as it followed the slopes and ridges of my frame. 




“You now carry my seed, Clarissa,” he said, still inside me. “You are mine and I am yours. I will cherish you with my last breath and defend you with my last strength.”




I felt a surge of incredible emotion inside, unlike anything I’d ever felt before. A bond had formed, something between the two of us. Something small, precious and young. Something to be nurtured.




With a slick sound he pulled out of me, a dribble of our lust dripping out of me. He came around and kissed me deeply, our how tongues swatting one another. Playful little nibbles, teeth tugging at lips, a shadow of eagerness to continue but acknowledgment that he needed a small respite.




He sat down on the padded bench in front of me, his wet length still engorged but laying between his thighs like a sleeping white snake. The smell of our sex permeated the whole room, hanging like a triumphant cloud. I watched Helmut’s golden eyes leave mine, look behind me. He gave the tiniest nod.




“Thank you, Pack Leader,” Sven said as his huge hands grabbed my thighs. “Oh, what a feast I shall have.” His hot breath blew over my exposed pussy, cool trails dripping down my legs from my Alpha’s seed. “First we should clean you up, Clarissa. This won’t do.”




His tongue began low on my thigh and he licked his way up. His tongue lapped at my skin, cleaning my Alpha’s seed from my leg. Long sweeps, not letting a single drop of the precious fluid be wasted, he swallowed it all. 

“Oh…” I said, closing my eyes so I could just focus on his attentions. I folded my arms in front of me and laid my head down, leaving my ass prostrate in the air. Not only were these Shifters gorgeous, they were freaky!




“Mmm, the mingling of your flavors is incredible,” Sven said, licking his way higher and higher up my thighs. Finally reached my sore pussy, he diligently licked my folds clean. No smidgen of cum could escape his nose. Once my labias were as clean as could be, his tongue delved into me, eating me out with vigor. “You taste amazing, Clarissa. So sweet, so fresh.”




“Oh God. Oh God!” I came again, the orgasm shooting down my legs. My thighs shook, my feet battered against the hardwood floor.




His licking didn’t stop. His tongue was inside me, exploring my tunnel. Then it would come outside to abuse my poor clit. Inside, then out. Over and over.




The tingles all over my body cried out for me to stop, that to go on was madness. The human mind couldn’t take this much pleasure. But I just grit my teeth as he continued to have his way with me.




“I see you like this, beautiful. But I’m not done with you yet,” Sven said. His tongue pulled out of my cooze, but instead of attacking my clit again, his mouth moved up.




I felt the scratchy stubble of his face rub against my ass cheeks, spreading them as his mouth went to taste my lone star. “Oh my God!” I said as his tongue swirled around my asshole.




“She seems to like that, Sven,” Helmut said. 




I could hear the grin in his voice. He was enjoying watching his second in command have his way with me. To watch another member of his pack take a bitch, relieve his needs inside her. It was so fucking hot to think about.




“As tasty as you are, dear, my balls are screaming for relief.” Sven grabbed my hips, angling his significant length toward my well-used hole, and pushed himself inside. “You chose well, Pack Leader,” he said, grunting as he thrust into me. His heavy balls swung forward, crashing into the backs of my thighs. “She is tight. I will enjoy fucking her for decades to come.”
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I watched my Seneschal take Clarissa, his hips smashing into her from behind. The force of his thrusts shook her entire tiny body, sending ripples through her soft body. I watched her face contort in ecstasy as she came again. My balls twitched, remembering how that felt.




I let out a slow pleasurable growl as the blood returned to my cock. Seeing this raw sexual spectacle in front of me got my pulse racing again. I reached down and hooked a finger under Clarissa’s chin. Her eyes opened and looked up at me.




I simply looked down into her eyes. She knew her duty. She knew how to serve her Alpha. The recognition in her eyes was instant. She looked at my cock, licking her lips. As Sven continued to fuck her from behind, she crawled up to settle herself between my legs.




She bent her mouth down to my cock, knowing not to use her hands. I felt her soft, supple lips engulf me again. Sliding up and down my length. Sven had been right: she was a natural at this. Some women seemed to be made for the bedroom, and Clarissa was one of them. 




I let my fingers run through her hair, enjoying the feeling of it as her head bobbed up and down on my member. My eyes met Sven’s, both of us basking in the glory of sharing this woman. The bond growing between the three of us would last a lifetime, overcome any petty squabbles.




But there was something else first. We hadn’t taken her in every way just yet. “All day Sven has been talking about you, Clarissa.”




“Mmmmm” she mumbled, content to continue sucking me off.




“All day he talked about the beautiful woman from the ticket line. Her thick thighs, her mouth watering ass. How he couldn’t wait to finger you, to taste you, to fuck you.” I said. Clarissa sped up her bobbing, her body responding to my words.




“Isn’t that right, Sven?” I said.




Sweat flew off his brow, his strong arms flexing as he slammed into Clarissa. The tattoos on his body seemed to jump and dance as he fucked her for all he was worth. “Yes,” was all he could manage.




“Clarissa, do you want Sven to cum inside you? Do you want him to empty his balls, to find relief from the primal lust that has dogged him since he saw you?” I took a handful of her hair and pulled her mouth off my cock.




“Yes,” she said, looking up at me, pleading.




“And will you have me as well?” I said.




“Yes!” she said, eagerly.




“Good girl,” I said as I exploded off the bench to join them.
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It was a blur. Growls erupted on both sides of me as Helmut lunged at us. My heart jumped, fearing violence. Instead one of Sven’s strong arms went under my stomach and we both went backwards. In midair I was spun around to lay on top of him, belly to belly. He never slipped out of me, his length still nestled deeply.




A new sensation came over me. With Sven filling me from below, Helmut pressed down onto me from above. Pools of sweat formed between our three bodies as Helmut’s hardness pressed between my asscheeks, seeking entrance.




“I will be slow, Clarissa, but I will have you this way,” he said, pulling my hair taut and whispering into my ear.




I couldn’t respond, I couldn’t think. It took my full willpower just to keep in control. My mind wanted to flee into the forest, like the hare that is doomed. I remained calm, feeling Sven thrust up into me from below, his powerful thighs arched with magnificent force.




“There you go,” Helmut said, the crown popping past my sphincter. A long contented growl came from his lips as he smoothly pushed into me.




“Oh, oh, slowly!” I said, gasping. Being crushed between these two virile studs, being pinned and used like this was incredible. 




“You are amazing in every way.” Helmut eased off his pressure, slowing down for me. But he did not stop. Once he could go no further, he pulled himself almost completely out. His head remained inside me, and he drove home again. “There we go. Good girl.”




The two men pumped into me, two huge cocks plowing into my holes. Two heavy pairs of balls needs to use me to find relief. Two beasts needing to complete their Trinity so their pack could survive. Three lovers coming together to form something for the future.




“I can’t hold back any longer!” Sven said from below me.




“Don’t, brother. Take her. She is yours,” Helmut said from above me. “She is ours!”




To hear them talk about me like that while they took me drove me over the edge again. Somewhere inside me a dam broke, and I could feel my juices cascade down and cover Sven’s cock and balls. I wanted to sink into these two men, our bodies becoming one.




Sven pulsed inside me first, a throb that vibrated through my whole core. He unleashed inside me, a river of his pent up seed. Helmut was a moment later, his balls twitching against my ass cheeks as he sent a load of his hot cum up into me.




Breathing was the only thing I could manage. Speared by these two studs, mated and initiated into their pack…it was all too much to comprehend. All that mattered was the warmth of our bodies, the tingling of our skin. I would fear no dangers or obstacles, no matter what the future held.




Because my sails held wind.
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I opened my eyes, the first rays of dawn shining in through the large window in the train car. Sven’s big arm was wrapped around me, his body nestled in close behind me. He pressed into me wonderfully, and I felt every hard edge of his body.




My Alpha, Helmut, was standing in front of the window, watching the countryside pass outside. He was naked. Magnificently naked. His pale ass was mouth watering, his back a criss-cross of sinewed muscle. His long brown hair fell down around his shoulders carelessly.




I could sense something about his body language. Something about the way he stood, about how he leaned. How his body tensed with the slight rhythm of the train going over the tracks below us. He was tense. On edge.




I realized I could smell it also. A tangy musk in the air, like the shadow of a smell. Subtle but there nonetheless. I watched him.




He turned his head slightly. “I didn’t mean to wake you,” he said.




“You didn’t, but I am awake,” I said. “Just admiring the view.”




His shoulders shook with a quiet chuckle. He turned around, giving me a nice view of his pale snake. Even in the rays of the early morning, I could sense its interest. It pulsed gently as his heart sent blood to engorge it, one pump after another.




“It seems like someone else is waking up,” I said, my eyes glued to his big package. The memory of what we did last night came over me, scandalous and wonderful. These two men had taken me in every way I could be taken, and it was the greatest experience of my life. 




I was now part of their Pack, completing their Trinity. Helmut, my Alpha and leader of the Pack. Sven, our Seneschal and protector, eager to defend us from all threats.




As if reading my mind, Sven mumbled something behind me, his arm pulling me closer against him. I felt his thickness grow harder between my thighs, eager and hungry.




I bit my lip, eager to have him inside me again. I’d always been frisky, but now it seemed like my sex drive was in overdrive. I couldn’t get enough of these two studs. My hand reached down between us and grabbed his heavy ball sack.




“Don’t let him fool you,” Helmut said. “He’s wide awake.”




“You are an asshole, Helmut,” Sven said, smiling. “You can’t let a friend cop an early morning feel? A little something to help him through the rest of his day?” He buried his face in my neck, kissing and nuzzling me.




“And what if our Grace needs her rest?” Helmut said, walking over to sit on the edge of the bed.




“Grace?” I looked at Helmut.




“Your title,” he said, his hand brushing my hair back behind my ear. His fingers ran down my cheek. “Sven is our Seneschal. I’m our Alpha. You’re our Grace. You’re the emotional balance, that piece we’ve been missing for so long.” He leaned down and kissed me gently on the lips.




Sven’s hand came up from my belly to grab my breast. He grabbed and squeezed roughly, eager to play. His length was now hard between my legs, the head slick. His mouth slipped down to my sopping slit, and he lapped at me. His tongue was rough, hot and wet.




“Oh god, oh god,” I moaned, breaking my kiss with Helmut. I looked up at him, his golden eyes looking down at me. His cock lay across his thigh, engorging more with every moment. I reached my hand out, grabbing him by the shaft.




He licked his lips and laid down on the bed near my face. His length draped down like a pale salami, every pulse making him harder and harder. The muscles in his jaw flexed, his nostrils flared.




I bent forward and smelled him. I could sense something more than I could before. His scent was the same, but much more detailed. It was like seeing into the recent past. I could smell the dinner we ate yesterday. I could smell his triumph when he took me last night. I could smell his lust now, the thick patch of brown hair above his prick a hot jungle of lingering aromas.




“I’ve changed,” I said, looking up at my Alpha.




“And there will be other changes, Clarissa,” Helmut said. “We will be there with you at every step. You will never be alone again.”




Sven chose that moment to suck hard on my clit, emphasizing Helmut’s point.




I shut my eyes, feeling my orgasm build. It, too, was different. Normally it would come over me, like I was adrift in an ocean at the mercy of its currents. Now it was like a hunt. I could see my prey, and I was chasing it. My pulse raced and I could sense blood. 




A small glob of pre-cum sat on the tip of Helmut’s cock. I leaned forward and sniffed it. My mind exploded with visions. I could see a long lineage of powerful Shifters, Helmut’s ancestors. Noble and savage men and women. His blood was pure and true, and he was the rightful Alpha of our Pack.




My tongue darted out and snatched the glob of cum. I let it linger on my tongue, savoring the primal taste. I could sense his virility, his willingness to mate. It was like a key fitting into a lock in my mind. He was a ready wolf, and I was a willing bitch in heat.




“Oh,” Sven said between licks. “You’ve excited her, Helmut. Her flavor has changed.”




Helmut  said nothing, but I could sense a grin appearing on my lips. 




I reached behind me and grabbed Sven, stroking him so hard his balls shook. I opened my mouth and took Helmut in, sucking him. Honoring him. Eager to please him. 




“That feels so good, Clarissa,” Helmut said, slowly stroking his shaft while the head was in my mouth.




I could sense my prey, close and getting slower. That knowledge made me more excited. My hand grabbed a full head of Sven’s hair and I gyrated my hips, grinding my slit against his mouth. Despite his eager tongue, my juices overflowed, spilling down his chin.




From somewhere inside me, I cried out in lust. The noise that reached my ears was unfamiliar. 




“My Grace growls. She is done with these games,” Helmut said, his hand stroking my cheek softly. “You deserve a proper mounting from both of us. Bent forward and fucked until you can’t move.” He pulled his cock out of my mouth and replaced it with his tongue, kissing me deeply.




I wrapped my hand around his head. “Yes, please fuck me. I need you inside me!”




“Later,” he said, looking at me. “We’ve arrived.”




Below us, I could hear the regular thrum-thrum of the tracks get slower. We were pulling into Trondheim.




Sven gave me one last long lick and a soft kiss on my flower. Then he crawled up next to me and whispered in my ear, “My appetite for you is unending. Once we get to the village, I’m going to tear your clothes off of you.”




My wolf mind was confused. My prey had escaped. So close, I’d felt it’s hairs in my teeth. But my orgasm had darted into a hole, out of my reach. I felt a surge of rage inside me, an emotion I wasn’t used to. “This is bullshit! You can’t just leave me hanging like that!” I stood up and pushed Helmut in the chest.




Normally, this would have been like pushing against a brick wall. But my arms flexed with new strength, my hips carrying the power from my legs forward. His eyes shot open with surprise as he toppled backwards off the bed, his legs up in the air.




I heard laughter from behind me and spun around. “How dare you!” I bent low, ready to attack Sven. I didn’t know what was coming over me.




“Peace! Peace!” he said, his hands open to the side. His laughter stopped. “Forgive me, my Grace. I meant no offense.”




“We’ve not known our first day of the Change since we were babes,” Helmut said, standing up. “It’s much different for you, and we will be more mindful of that.”




I stood between the two men, my chest heaving. My rage was fading, replaced by embarrassment over my actions. “I’m…I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”




“Nothing to be sorry about,” Sven said. “Helmut’s fared worse.”
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“Not by much,” I said, rubbing the tender bruise forming on my ass. 




Clarissa looked over at me, her anger subsiding and replaced with a look of sympathy. She opened her mouth but closed it without saying anything.




It would be like this. Her Change would be a thing of difficulty even in the best of situations. And this was far from the best of situations. Our Pack wasn’t expecting us to bring home a human-born Grace. They were expecting a Shifter of some noble lineage, a union to establish political ties.




That’s how it’s always been done. Packs intermingle, they intermarry. This ensures good breeding stock and alliances against outside threats. But lately it seems like there were more threats from within.




These thoughts ran through my head as we all got dressed and packed our things. Sven and I hadn’t even unpacked, so we were ready in moments, meeting Clarissa out on the train platform.




“Something is amiss,” Sven said, looking over at me.




I sniffed the air, searching for the familiar scents of our Pack. Nothing. No one was here to greet us. The entire Pack should have been here, to receive us. “Where is everyone?”




“What’s wrong?” Clarissa said, looking from Sven to me with concern.




“Our Pack should have been here to welcome us,” Sven said. His eyes scanned the area, his hackles up. “To welcome their new Grace.”




“Their absence is concerning,” I said.




“It’s not concerning, it’s alarming,” Sven rebutted.




“Well, there’s no point in worrying until we have a reason to worry,” Clarissa said. “Are we going to stand here with our panties in a knot or are we going to go find out what happened?”




I looked over at Sven, his eyebrows raised. We shared a grin.




“The truck is this way,” I said, walking off towards the train station’s long term parking lot.
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We drove for over an hour, through meandering roads and dirt paths. The woods all around were deep, old wood forests. Massive  evergreen trees reached up to the sky, their wide bases making them look unnaturally large. Where there weren’t trees, there were meadows. Beautiful groves, streams and clear rivers. Helmut’s truck rumbled along, taking turns with a bit more speed than necessary.




“Hey, slow down a little bit,” I said, bracing myself in the back seat as we made a tight corner without slowing down.




Helmut grunted, his knuckles white on the steering wheel. The truck slowed a little bit. His long brown hair was pulled back behind his ears. He was focused on the road ahead of us, his hands moving to dodge any fallen tree or other debris. We launched over wooden bridges and smashed through overhanging branches.




The boys had been grown quieter and more fixated the closer we got to their village. They were on edge, which made me on edge. I couldn’t help it: it was like some survival sense that linked us. Our emotions were all mixed together, our scents like broadcasts of our feelings. 




Sven kept running his hand through is short blonde hair. He scanned the trees that rushed by, ready for danger. His broad shoulders reminded me of his power, his gift of protective aggression. I didn’t envy anyone who got in his way. “There,” he said. He pointed ahead of us, where the trees gave way and a group of wood cabins stood.




The buildings were all wood log cabins, but with a modern style. They had A-frame roofs, large bay windows and big porches. They were painted a variety of cool autumn colors, everything from dark green to light brown. A dozen of the buildings were visible from the village entrance as we pulled up.




More pressing, however, were the large group of people assembled in the village center. I didn’t need to see their eyes to know that they were all Shifters: I could sense it. A hundred men, women and children all gathered together, looking at our truck.




“Well, at least we know where everyone is,” Helmut said.




This didn’t seem to improve his mood.




“What’s going on?” I said.




“Good question. Let’s go find out,” Sven said, opening his door and stepping out.




We followed. As soon as I stepped out I was assaulted by the pungent smell of unease. It was a complicated smell coming from these Shifters. Not panic and not quite personal fear. It was more like a dread, like some storm was over the horizon and headed their way.




Their body language matched their moods. I saw hunched shoulders. I saw people standing, not quite facing their leaders. Little things that normal humans overlooked in polite society: these things took on incredible meaning in Shifter Packs.




Helmut stepped forward to embrace a man. I saw a family resemblance: a cousin perhaps.




“It’s good to see you,” the man said. He was a bit older, but still handsome. His black hair was touched by thin streaks of gray.




“And you, Uncle. It was a long few months away from home,” Helmut said, his eyes scanning the others around them. “We expected you at the train station.”




“Aye, we would have been there. But there’s trouble,” he said. His golden eyes landed on me, “Is this your Grace?”




“This is our Grace,” Sven said, emphasizing the word loudly.




Helmut’s Uncle nodded, then sighed.




“What’s the trouble?” Helmut said.




“It’s Klaus and Kraven,” his Uncle said. “They’ve challenged you.”




I saw a single vein throb in Helmut’s neck. “Openly?” he asked.




“Yes, openly!” A man’s voice shouted from the other side of the group.




The group of Shifters parted, and two men stood at the other end. They were both tall and blonde. Brothers. The older one had been the one who spoke. He held one eye nearly shut as he spoke. “We heard about your failure to find a…” His words died when he saw me.




The younger brother looked nervously to his older sibling. “You said they failed!” he said quietly.




“Shut up, you moron!” a high pitched voice said. Behind them, an old woman stood. Her white hair still grasped at a ghost of blondness. Her eyes found mine, burning with hatred. 




My hair went on end, my hackles rising. This woman meant me mortal harm. No words were exchanged, but her look spoke murder as surely as any words could. “Who is that?”




“My name is Helga, you shmetleren whore,” she said casually.




I didn’t know what that word meant, but the context was clear enough. I lurched forward, my body reacting to the threat. A huge hand landed on my chest. I looked over to see Sven.




He shook his head gravely.




“Is this your wish, Klaus? You challenge us for leadership of the Pack?” Helmut said, addressing the older brother.




“We’re sick of your failures. Some desperate trick has brought you to bring back a shmetleren. We thought you’d have the sense to come back empty handed. Failed but pure of spirit,” Klaus said, looking over at me with disdain. “Instead you bring her. Fearing shame, you bring her weakness to our Pack.”




“You can speak of weakness, but those are just words,” Sven said. He tore off his shirt, his black tribal tattoos moving over his body as he rolled his neck and shoulders. “I tire of words.”




The younger brother, Kraven, bared his teeth and stepped towards Sven. I could tell he had a violent demeanor, an ease to his movement. He stopped short at a growl from Klaus.




“The challenge has been made,” Helmut said calmly. “We accept your challenge. Sven will defend the honor of the Pack. We will meet you in the grove under the moon tonight.” Through gritted teeth he added, “Go in peace.”




“You are a meddling tramp!” Helga yelled at me.




“Enough!” Helmut’s uncle said. “You’ve got your wish, Helga. May the ancestors have mercy on you.”




“You’ll be the one begging for mercy before this is done, Ezekel,” she said, turning to stomp away. Her sons followed her.




“This was not the welcoming party we’d hoped for,” Helmut said.




I shrugged, trying to play it off. In truth I was riding the knife edge between fight and flight. I didn’t understand the Shifter society, but I could understand the stakes easily enough. Adrenaline was pumping through my veins and I was ready for anything.




“You did well,” Sven said, picking up his shirt. “Helga’s been cursed by jealousy her whole life. She thought this was her chance. She thought we’d show up without a Grace.”




“She didn’t count on you,” Helmut said to me. “Yes, you did well.”
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Clarissa looked reassured. I could see her visibly relax, her shoulders releasing a certain tension. She was shaken, but she put on a brave face. That was such an important trait for a Grace. 




Most everyone else dispersed, small groups chattering back and forth. I felt bad for them: they deserved solid leadership, someone they could follow without second thought. I’d slipped up more than once, but I’d be damned if the Pack fell into Helga’s hands. 




I tried to get my own emotions under control. Sven was still on edge, ready to have the Challenge right here and now. But that was just his nature. He sensed a threat and wanted to end it. I didn’t deserve such a good man. “Let’s get ready for the feast.”




“Feast?” Clarissa said. “We’re going to have a feast? Now?”




“Of course,” Sven said. “Tradition says the whole village will have a feast in your honor tonight.”




“But what about the challenge?” she asked.




“That will be afterwards. No point dying on an empty stomach,” Sven said, grinning.




Clarissa looked horrified. “What? You could die?”




I shot Sven an angry look.




His grin vanished. “No worries, Clarissa,” he said, leaning down to kiss her forehead. “It’s just an expression.” His eyes met mine.




Clarissa relaxed. She wiped at her eyes and straightened her shirt. “A feast sounds lovely,” she said.




“It tastes even lovelier!” Sven said, smiling. He bent down and scooped up his luggage and Clarissa’s. “This way,” he said.




“I’ll be right behind you,” I said. I watched Sven and Clarissa head off toward our longhouse, the massive cabin that dominated the far end of the village.




I walked over to where my Uncle leaned against a tree. 

“What a shit sandwich,” he said, sharpening a stick with a small pocket knife. “Didn’t help you bringing a human-born.” He shot me a look.




I met his gaze. “She’s our Grace. It isn’t like it’s the first time we’ve had a human-born in a leadership position.”




“None of us were alive the last time it happened,” he said, his knife sending another sliver of wood flying. “That family is dangerous. Helga is the real threat, but her sons are stupid enough to do whatever she asks.”




“You don’t need to tell me,” I said.




“And she still blames you for Luka,” he said, scratching his chin.




“Luka had to be put down,” I said, my voice unwavering. I’d never had anything against her husband, but regular violence turned some Shifters into berserk madmen. Luka had faithfully served my father, but all the violence and killing had turned him feral. Rabid. “I had no choice.”




“I know, boy,” he said, nodding. “Doesn’t mean much to her, though. She’s been waiting to pull this for years. She’ll go to great lengths to see her sons in power.”




“Her husband serves her more in death than he ever did in life. Remember how much she hated him?” I sighed. “I have a favor to ask.”




He stopped carving the stick and looked at me. “You think Sven could lose?”




“I have every faith in my Seneschal. I just can’t anticipate what Helga will do,” I said. “If things don’t go well, get Clarissa out of there. I’ll hold them off as long as I can.”




“It will be done.” My uncle looked off into the woods, his eyes heavy with sadness. “These are dark times.”
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The sun was setting outside, casting an orangish glow throughout the wood cabin longhouse. The tall evergreens cast shadows through the floor to ceiling windows. Every surface was dark wood, including the forty foot table that ran down the length of the cabin. Behind the table a huge fireplace sat, small embers adding a nice warmth to the room.




I sat at the center of the long table, waiting. Sven and Helmut had given me a crash course in how the evening would proceed, and what was expected of me. A part of me wanted to be overwhelmed, to surrender to the panic that threatened to overcome me. Everything was so new and so strange!




“Are you ready?” Helmut called from the entrance.




“Look at her. She’s more calm than we are!” Sven replied, flashing me a wide grin.




“I’m ready. Just…just let me know if I make a mistake,” I said, wiping my hands in my lap. They were clammy. Sweaty. Not the best way to make a first impression.




“Don’t fear a life of mistakes,” Helmut said from across the room. “Fear a life where you didn’t try.” Then he opened the large double doors.




I could see a mob of people waiting outside. In a long line, running back through the village, they waited to be received. To honor me, their Grace. I fixed my eyes on the plate in front of me, admiring it’s grooves and scrollwork.




I still didn’t understand why I was chosen. The words from Helga earlier gnawed at me. Did Helmut and Sven choose me out of desperation? To avoid the shame of failing their mission?




“Clarissa?” Sven called from the door.




I looked up and gasped. A man and his wife knelt in front of the table in front of me. How long had they been there? Fuck!




“Umm…” I said, standing. “By the light of the moon, I see you. My gaze will never waiver. By the howls in the dark, I hear you. My ears will always listen.” I swallowed, growing more confident. “By the softly blowing wind, I smell you. I will never leave your side.”




“We are honored to have you, Grace,” the couple intoned, then stood. Their faces were composed and polite. But not warm. Their uneasiness was evident as they took their seats at the far end of the table.




Another family walked up to the table to kneel. This repeated itself dozens of times. Each face was the same: polite and cold. How you would react to a tourist. To an interloper.




I was in such a whirlwind of emotions I didn’t realize it when Klaus, Kraven and Helga knelt before me. I could smell their disdain. Helmut and Sven stood to either side of me, their closeness giving me strength. I looked up at Helmut.




His gorgeous eyes were hard, impenetrable. He nodded slightly.




“By the light of the moon, I see you. My gaze will never waiver,” I said, making my voice carry over the whole room. “By the howls in the dark, I hear you. My ears will always listen.”




Klaus shook his head slightly. It was a tiny flicker, something that would normally go unnoticed in human company. But this wasn’t normal human company.




Sven’s fingertips tapped against the tabletop. I looked over and could see his hand grow darker, a patch of fur sprouting up just on that part. His fingernails became dark, long. His eyes were impartial and cool, but he was on the verge of exploding across the table.




I reached over and intertwined my fingers with his. I felt him relax, massive tension released instantly. He rolled his shoulders and gave my hand a reaffirming squeeze.




I directed my attention back at the three in front of me. “By the softly blowing wind, I smell you. I will never leave your side.”




The two men muttered their responses. Helga made no pretense to. She smiled at me, but her eyes still burned with rage as she led her two boys to their spots at the table.
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I watched Helga and her two sons take their seats. I was impressed by how Clarissa kept cool despite their disrespectful actions. No matter their challenge to our leadership, the feast was the feast. None could be turned away, not even your mortal enemy.




With everyone else seated, Clarissa, Sven and I took our seats at the center of the table. 




I watched Clarissa clean her fingernails. They were spotless, but she fidgeted anyway.




“What’s wrong?” I said.




“Nothing,” she said without looking at me.




Women. Why was everything such a struggle? I caught Sven’s eyes over her head and he just gave a tiny shrug.




“You did very well,” I said.




“Would you tell me if I didn’t?” she said flatly.




I swallowed. “I don’t know. Probably not. You’re going through a lot right now, and you’re handling it very well.”




“I’m hungry. I haven’t eaten all day,” she said, making it clear she didn’t want to continue this conversation right now.




The village cook, Jorgen, began bringing dishes out to the table. Roasts of every kind of meat, everything from honey glazed ham to tandoor spiced chicken. Baskets of warm fresh bread piped hot steam lazily, filling the room with a mouth watering yeasty smell.




I looked down the table and saw Helga making small talk with other village members. Every few moments she’d glance over at us with curiosity.




Clarissa reached out for a casserole dish of green beans. My hand shot out and grabbed her wrist.




“Let me try that first, my Grace,” I said. I scooped a small helping of the green beans into my mouth. I let it sit on my tongue, absorbing the flavors and smells.




Helga had always been a swamp crone, the kind of mystic who knew the special healing properties of herbs. Knowledge about poisons went hand in hand with that. I didn’t want to take any chances. 




I didn’t taste anything strange. I didn’t smell the subtle aromas of fungus or the astringency of hemlock. I scooped some onto Clarissa’s plate, ignoring the look she gave me.




After we finished the feast, everyone stood and walked outside into the village square.




“What’s going to happen now?” Clarissa said. “Is it time for the Challenge?”




“Not yet,” Sven said, popping the end of a baguette into his mouth. “First, we have your first run with the Pack.”




“I’m scared,” she said, her eyes tearing up. 




“Good, you should be scared,” I said. “It would be foolish not to be. The hardest thing is to let go, but that’s what you will have to do.”




“But I’m already in the Pack!” she pleaded. “We did the whole ceremony!”




“We are a people of two worlds. You’re right. We did the ceremony for the human side. But that still leaves the ceremony for the wolf side,” I said, my hand stroking her cheek softly. “You need to be strong.”




“What if I don’t want to do it? What if I don’t want all…” She waved her hands around the vast hall. “All this?”




“It’s a bit late for that, Clarissa,” I said. I felt my pulse quicken. Why would she have second thoughts now? Could there be a worse moment? 




“A bit late? Do I not have a choice now? You think just because you fuck me and turn me into a Shifter, now I have to run on all fours and eat from a bowl on the floor?” Clarissa’s face was turning red.




“Please, Clarissa,” Sven said. “I know it’s scary. I know it must seem daunting. But we’re counting on you. We need you.”




“You’ve needed me, but did you want me?” she said quietly, burying her face in her hands. “It’s like they said, you were desperate.”




“Clarissa! That’s not true at all!” I said. “They’re the ones who are desperate. They’re creating lies to try to  upset you.”




“Leave me be,” she said.




“Clarissa, please.” I said. “I don’t want to see you sad. If being with us won’t make you happy, then I won’t trap you in a life you don’t want.”




“Helmut!” Sven said, his jaw hanging open.




I threw up my hands and walked out. My nostrils flared, my hackles up. I wanted to smash something. Everything was coming apart. 




In the village square, everyone was stripping off their clothes. They looked to me expectantly, ready to undertake this strained formality. A hand landed on my shoulder from behind.




“Alpha, we need to be calm,” Sven said quietly.




“Maybe this was a mistake,” I said. “Maybe Clarissa…”




“Our Grace is the best choice we’ve ever made,” he said. “A day ago she was on a little vacation through Norway. We can’t expect her to deal with all this so quickly.”




“But we-“ I said.




A large black wolf burst past us, nearly knocking Sven and I over.
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Leaving Sven and Helmut in the dust, I kept running forward. My hands and feet were paws. My nose was on the end of a long snout. My tongue hung out the side of my mouth. As I sliced through the still night air, I felt my tail behind me, twitching to help keep me balanced.




Men and women, most still in the process of undressing, dove out of my way. When I got to the edge of the village square, I looked back on everyone. They all looked too tall, ponderously balanced on two legs. I lifted my mouth and howled to the night sky.




Helmut’s jaw dropped. Sven wore a huge grin.




I spun around, dashing off between two big buildings. A white picket fence surrounded a garden up ahead. I bunched up my hind legs and planted them out in front of me, springing high up into the air to clear the white boards.




My paws slipped sideways and I sprawled out midair, crashing through the picket fence. Five of the pickets snapped in half as I slammed through them. Countless tomato plants were squished as I rolled back onto my feet and kept running. The air rushing into my lungs was invigorating.




Howls from behind me told me that the Pack was following. With incredible speed, Helmut was next to me, his sleek brown fur hanging in a shaggy coat off his lithe wolf body.




With a nip, he tagged my hip and bolted off in a different direction. I followed him through the underbrush and across downed tree limbs. I didn’t know where he was leading us, but he was running with a purpose.
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I came up to the glade, encircled by the twelve ancient trees. Older than any of the Pack’s stories, they’ve looked on in witness of every sacred Pack ritual. Tonight would be another.




I Shifted, feeling parts of my body reshape and morph. The rest of the Pack sauntered in, Shifting as we filled the sacred glade. High above the moon shone down on us, illuminating our naked bodies with a soft blue glow.

 

On the other side of the glade, Helga, Klaus and Kraven huddled together. She was blessing Kraven for the combat, urging him to victory. I heard her mention Luka’s name, and that got him very angry. She held his hands in her own.




Clarissa and Sven walked up to me.




“You’ve got this,” I said. I spat on the ground, my eyes locked onto Klaus’ across the glade. In that moment we were mirror images of one another. We’d both be sending men very dear to us into battle. One of them may die. 




“He looks big,” Clarissa said. “Be careful, Sven.”




“Oh Clarissa, you haven’t seen big yet,” Sven said, winking. His black tribal tattoos criss-crossed like spiderwebs down his back, arms, and legs. His white scars interrupted them in certain spots, breaking their dark lines.




“I challenge you, Helmut!” Klaus yelled from across the glade. “The shame ends now!” He shook with rage, his face beet red.




“How do you want to do this, Kraven?” Sven said, walking into the center of the glade. He rolled his shoulders, stretching his arms.




“Full form,” Kraven said, walking out into the middle of the glade. “You’re going to pay for what you did to my father.”




“Your mother has poisoned your mind,” Sven said. “Let these be the last words between us.”




In a horrifying blur, Kraven ran towards Sven. He became taller, broader, covered in fur. He became the wolf man of nightmares: nine feet tall of hulking muscles, claws and two inch canines. He held his claws low and pounced to land on Sven.




Sven sidestepped at the last minute, throwing a jab that struck Kraven in the ribs. He bent half backwards to avoid a huge sweeping claw. He spun of out of the way of a massive foot that tried to stomp him.




Kraven howled in frustration and leapt again, his arms coming down to pin Sven in the middle. Claws aiming for Sven’s neck, his fingers were stopped mere inches away.




Sven had Shifted instantly, his clawed hands grabbing Kraven’s wrists. Sven’s body was covered in a light tan fur, missing in long streaks down his arms and legs. His tattoos moved under his fur like a shadow, dark shapes appearing when he moved to and fro.




Kraven kicked savagely, a battering ram to Sven’s solar plexus. 




Sven flew backwards, his chest heaving in the struggle to take in each breath. He rolled over and got to his feet, just in time to duck away from Kraven’s jaws.




Kraven threw a wild raking claw, swinging from below with reckless abandon. His claws found their target in Sven’s ribs, puncturing through skin, bone, and flesh.




Helga cheered as her son struck home. Kraven just looked at me, relishing in the moment.




Clarissa screamed, burying her face in my chest.




“Don’t turn away,” I said.




Tears streaming down her face, she turned back around in time to see Sven raise an arm to protect his face.




Kraven’s huge jaws snapped down on Sven’s forearm. Blood sprayed everywhere, Sven’s tan fur now dark and matted with his blood. Kraven swung his free hand to slash at Sven’s face.




The arm trapped in Kraven’s mouth jerked to the side, intercepting the blow. In a single swift motion, Sven’s free hand shot upward, smashing into Kraven’s exposed neck with the force of a freight train. Sven pulled his claw out and a deluge of Kraven’s blood spilled between them.




Kraven’s features softened, his eyes losing their lucidity. His jaw slackened, releasing Sven’s arm. He sank to his knees, his hand going to his opened neck.




Helga screamed. Klaus sank to his knees, staring at the dying form of his brother.




Sven pulled Kraven’s claws from his side and turned around. He stumbled three steps before collapsing onto the grass. He Shifted back into human form.




“The Challenge is over!” I said, my voice carrying across the clearing.




Clarissa and I bolted into the glade, running over to kneel down next to Sven.




“Oh God, oh God,” she said, cradling his head in her lap.




His arm was badly mangled, sinew and muscle strewn about. Blood pumped out in long pulses. The hole in his ribs was also leaking red onto the grass underneath him.




“Don’t fret, Clarissa. He’s seen worse,” I said, squatting down. I put my hand on her shoulder and on his chest. “I’m proud of you both.”




“He’s dying!” she said sternly, her face twisted with worry.




“Sven, would you stop with the dramatics?” I growled.




Sven’s lips curled up in a smile. Already his arm was beginning to knit, the flesh pulling together to right itself. The hole in his side would take a little longer to heal. No silver had been used, so fatal wounds were unlikely. Scars were certain, but the honor and integrity of the Pack would be preserved.




Clarissa kissed Sven on the lips, then slapped him painfully on the chest. “Don’t you ever scare me like that again!”




“Mercy! Mercy!” he said, trying to defend himself from her attacks.




Across the glade, Helga and Klaus were kneeling down next to Kraven. Back in human form, Kraven’s chest was rising and falling. I stood and walked over to them.




“He fought well,” I said. Diplomacy was sometimes the sharpest blade. 




“What would you know of it?” Helga said, spitting on the ground near me. “You’ve won tonight, true, but this doesn’t absolve your failures. They will haunt you all your nights!”




“You and your whore will be the doom of this Pack,” Klaus said, helping his brother up. 




“It brings me no joy, but tradition dictates that the losers are banished. Your names will be struck from the histories. Go in peace,” I said, offering them my hand.




The two of them looked at my hand like it was a poisonous serpent. Carrying Kraven between them, they stumbled out of the glade, heading back to the village to pack up their things.




I heard footsteps behind me.




“You have a knack for winning people over,” Sven said, wheezing. He leaned on Clarissa for support. “God damn he had a nasty bite. I nearly pissed myself when he went down to the bone.”




“Always with the jokes,” I said. “This isn’t the time.”




“He’s just trying to lighten the mood. Lay off him,” Clarissa said to me.




“This isn’t the time!” I said. “That won’t be the last we see of them. Damnit.”
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I watched Helmut walk off, leaving Sven and I in the glade. The rest of the village folk followed suit. 




Men! So temperamental and mysterious! I wondered if the world would end if one would talk about his feelings just once.




“Let’s go back to the village,” I said.




“Excellent idea,” Sven said. He stood up straight and was able to walk, despite his injuries. “Just go slow, please.”




“Of course.” I reached out and took his hand in mine. We walked back to the village, ducking under branches and around bushes. Walking up the steps to the longhouse, Sven paused.




“He’s under a lot of stress,” he said. “He’s got a lot on his mind.”




“He doesn’t have to take it all on alone,” I said.




“Some people are just like that. They only thing they know is how to carry burdens alone. I’ve known him since we were crawling on the ground, and that’s just how he is,” Sven said, scratching his chin. “Just…just go easy on him.”




“You think I’m going to go easy on either of you tonight?” I said, a mischievous smile alighting my lips.




Sven pulled me close, kissing me hard. His manhood pressed against me, hot and eager.




I kissed him back, our mouths pressed together. Something about the stress and relief of the evening came over me. After such an ordeal, I needed something simple. Something for me.




I pushed him backwards, up the steps and against the double doors. They opened behind him, and we entered the longhouse, bodies pressed together. A fire was roaring in the fireplace.




Helmut stood in front of it, naked like we all were. A glass of whiskey in his hand, he looked into the fire. Between us, the large table ran down the length of the room.




I stopped kissing Sven and walked towards Helmut.




“I think it’s time for a proper celebration, my dear Alpha,” I said, stepping onto the chair and crawling across the table. I reached out and ran my nails down his back. “Don’t you?”




“Mmmm,” he said, his head dipping down. He took another drink from his glass and turned around. “I think you might be right.”




“When will you learn, Helmut?” Sven said, coming to join us. “She’s always right.”




Helmut took another drink and pressed his lips to mine. My lips parted and the burn of whiskey assailed my mouth, scorching my throat as it went down. His hands cupped my breasts. From behind I felt Sven run his hands up my inner thigh.




“I’m still hungry for you, my Grace,” Sven said, bending  across the table to kiss the back of my calf. “I’m afraid the battle only heightened my appetite.”




All I could do was moan as these two men put their mouths on my body. I reached down to grab Helmut’s prick, his thick sausage growing larger with each lustful second we pressed our bodies together.




“Lie down,” Helmut said, his golden eyes looking down at me. That voice, oh God that voice! I felt myself getting wetter with each word.




I obeyed, lying down on the table. I opened my legs, letting the men enjoy the full aroma of my arousal, my need for them. Their Grace, a bitch in heat for them to take.




Sven lay down on the table alongside me, his mouth attending to my wet slit. “You taste so incredible. You’re amazing. I can taste your need, Clarissa.”




Helmut looked down at my open legs, at his Seneschal dutifully licking me. He growled, deep and low, his cock almost fully erect. He bent down, his face next to Sven’s, and he too began licking me.




I cried out in ecstasy. Two faces, pressed cheek to cheek, between my legs. Their tongues attacked my quivering sex, giving me no respite. My clit and folds were pressed, licked, and sucked. Each man was desperate to taste me, to savor my need. No drop of my juices escaped their hunting mouths. “Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t stop!” I cried.




“Mmmhmmmnnn,” Sven mumbled against my pussy. He fiendishly sucked on my clit, trapping it between his lips while Helmut’s tongue dipped inside me. I felt a finger softly stroke my asshole.




The warmth from the roaring fire spread through my soul as I exploded in orgasm. My legs shook violently and I flooded the mouths of these two men with my my juices They lapped them up eagerly. 




“You’re a delight to all the senses, Clarissa,” Helmut said, leaving delicate kisses on my inner thigh. His lips shimmered with the gloss from my pussy.




I turned my head to the right and took Sven into my mouth. I licked the salty pre-cum off the head of my cock, his thick vein pumping hard against my lips. His scent, his musk, was different. This morning it had been care-free. Now I could smell the fear, the stress.




“What a fantastic cocksucker,” he said. He licked his finger and pressed against my asshole. “Let’s get you ready again.”




Helmut leaned down and took my nipple into his mouth. His stubble scratched my sensitive skin, his brown hair falling across my chest like a mop. Small bolts of lightning shot across my torso as he lightly bit down on my sensitive peak.




I bobbed my head sideways, eager to relieve Sven of his pent up need. His balls hung down across one thigh, lazy and heavy. As if they knew the power they held. “I hope you’re both ready to fuck me blind,” I said. I gasped as Sven’s finger pushed past my sphincter and began pumping in and out of me.




“My Grace, I don’t think you’ll be walking for a week,” Helmut said, climbing up onto the table to kneel next to my face. He put three fingers inside me. “Now suck your Alpha’s cock.”




I obeyed, pulling my mouth off Sven’s cock and turning the other way to suck Helmut. His purple crown hung low, a pale snake looking for a warm wet hole. I took him into my mouth, savoring the taste of his virile seed. 




He grunted, his hairy balls tickling my cheek. His other hand grabbed my breast and twisted my nipple roughly. 




I put a hand on each cock, supplementing my mouth with hard strokes. I took my mouth off Helmut and went back to Sven. After licking and sucking him clean, I went back to Helmut.




Then I pulled both men closer to me, bringing both their cock heads into my mouth at the same time. Two huge staffs battled between my cheeks, leaking their seed all over my tongue and each other.




“Such skill,” Sven said as he looked down at me, his fat cock pressing up against Helmut’s.




“Mmmmmrmhhrm,” I said. My hands cupped their balls, juggling their heavy stones and encouraging them to unleash.




“So close…” Helmut said, and I felt him try to pull back. My hand closed around the base of his cock like a vice grip, holding him in place.




“I’m going to come,” Sven said, also trying to pull out, to stop. 




I grabbed him as well, and continued to stroke and suck both men.




Their heads went back simultaneously as my mouth flooded with their seed. I had to hold my breath before swallowing it all so I didn’t choke. Smiling, I squeezed each cock dry and licked them clean. “That was a nice appetizer,” I said. “But now I need the main course.”




I spun around and landed on top of Sven, pinning him down. I dropped my hand between his legs, grabbing his semi erect cock. “I’m not done with you yet,”




“Mercy,” he pleaded, all smiles.




“No,” I said, lowering myself down onto his cock. “I’m going to ride you like a bucking bronco.”




Sven gasped in delight as he slid up into my tight tunnel. He tried to sit up, but I shoved him back down. I held his wrists down, gyrating my hips as I ground my snatch down onto his cock.




“That’s so fucking hot,” Helmut said, stroking himself next to us.




“Only one way to make it hotter,” I said, eyes half lidded with lust.




Helmut crawled across the table until his face was between my butt cheeks. His tongue licked my asshole as I rode Sven. 




This drove me wild, and I bucked against Sven even harder. He was now fully erect again, and I felt his big dick rub against every ridge inside me. I was going to drain his balls completely dry.




Helmut’s mouth disappeared and I felt a hard pressure against my asshole. Softly and slowly, he pushed into me. Filled up by both these men, I slowly pushed myself up and down their shafts.




I picked up my speed, my body easing into accepting both these men. I could feel Helmut’s balls resting on Sven’s nut sack behind me. Like three wild beasts rutting in a meadow, we did our sordid dance in defiance of oblivion.




“So tight,” Helmut said, gritting his teeth.




“So wet,” Sven said, his eyes shut tightly.




I let out a cry and bit down on Sven’s shoulder. All three of us came simultaneously. The boys pulsed inside me, their pricks deep. The warmth from the fire, the warmth from their bodies and the warmth they shot up inside me. I wanted that moment to last forever, hung in stasis for all eternity.




But instead we all lie down next to one another, just glad we made it through that incredible day.
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My eyes fluttered open. This was my favorite part of the day. That brief stint between sleep and wakefulness. The area between warm dreams and the cold wide-eyed demands of the day. The three weeks living in this Shifter village had been exhausting, but wonderful.




Of course, it didn’t hurt when you were sandwiched between two Shifter studs. Since becoming a Shifter myself, I’ve found that my sexual appetite was through the roof. I didn’t think I could settle for just one man any more. Luckily I wouldn’t have to make that choice.




Helmut, our Alpha, was sleeping almost spread eagle, his muscular thighs like mountain ranges underneath the white sheets of the bed. His long brown hair was a tangle over his face, his mouth open slightly. Ever so often he’d let out a cute little snore.




On my other side was Sven, our Seneschal. The defender of the Pack’s honor. He was curled up on his side, his back to me. His short blonde hair ended in a rounded back and led into his black tribal tattoos that ran all down his back, arms and chest. His broad chest shrank down to a proportionally small waist, topped by a juicy round ass. I had to resist the urge to scoot down and bite it.




There was something else as well. A bond that was strengthening by the day. Laying with them each night and waking up next to them each morning was more than just sex and sleep. Something on the animal side of it was communicated without words. Our scents mingled, our breathing took on the same cadence. Small ways of existing that millions of years of wolf pack evolution has led to.




I could tell that they were both still sleeping. I’d been waking up before them most mornings. I watched Helmut’s neck, and the pulse of his carotid artery told me his slow heartbeat. Sven’s breathing was so regular that you could set your watch to it. Only deep sleep could bring about these states.




There was also no scent of danger, anxiety or stress. Even the normal dealings in polite society brought about stressful situations that your body subconsciously responded to. Only Shifters could really pick up on this. Right now my two men were asleep, enjoying what dreams they may.




And that wouldn’t do.




I turned to face Sven’s back. I bent down and kissed his back. His breath hitched for a fraction of a second, then continued. I pressed myself up against his back, my hardening nipples poking him in the back. I ran my hand down his arm to his chest, twirling my fingers through his chest hair. 




Going lower, I softly scratched his abs, circled his belly button, then went lower. His hairy down was soft and thin, warmly nesting his big cock. My hand brushed against his manhood.




His breath caught again, then continued.




I gently held him in my hand. No matter how many times I’d taken these men to bed, I always found their bodies fascinating. I could feel his heartbeat through his prick. His cock beginning to fill out, I let it go and scooped up his big nut sack. I’d drained these completely the night before, rutting against him while I serviced Helmut with my mouth. Despite that, they now felt heavy again. Bless Shifter men and their virility.




My attention on his balls caused him to groan, and he turned to lay on his back, his genitals exposed to my delight. His breathing was still slow and steady as I lay my head softly on his chest. I parted my lips and took his nipple in my mouth.




His breathing stopped for a moment. He was awake now. His arm came down on my back, softly running his fingers up and down my spine.




My tongue flicked against his nipple as it hardened in my mouth. His cock was getting harder, brushing against my hand that was still massaging his balls. Each flick of my tongue sent little jolts through him, making his abs flex. His excitement was having an effect on me, and I knew my lustful scent was filling the bedroom. 




I kissed my way down his stomach, opening my mouth to take him in. His purple crown slipped past my lips, and I clamped down around his pale white shaft. His engorged cock filled my mouth, pressing my tongue flat in the bottom of my mouth. His salty desire seeped from him, filling my mouth with his musk.




I felt a rustling from behind me.
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My nose woke up before my eyes did. The subtle repetitive motions of the bed immediately told me what was happening. I could smell Clarissa’s excitement, and Sven’s lazy enjoyment was pungent in the air. There was nothing he liked more than getting his cock sucked in the morning.




I glanced to my left and saw Clarissa with her head in Sven’s lap. Her head gently bobbed up and down, sucking my Seneschal off. The visual was very exciting, and I saw Sven looking down his body at her. Lucky man. Then again, some men made their own luck…




I turned to the side, facing Clarissa’s backside. Our Grace, our emotional rock. Our mate, and when we were lucky, our bitch in heat. She was insatiable, somehow able to wear the two of us out. I didn’t know where it came from but I was thankful for it every night. And some mornings, too.




My hand dipped down in front of me and grabbed her backside. I squeezed the supple flesh, kneading it and feeling her ass squirm in my hand. She made moaning noises around Sven’s cock. 




I could smell her deliciousness, her lusty scent driving me wild. I wanted to taste her, but the wolf inside me needed to take her, to mount her. My balls screamed for relief, and would not be satisfied with anything else.




I put one hand on her shoulder, the other guiding myself to her slick entrance. Her wetness, her need for me just pushed me over the edge. A bitch in heat, willing to serve her Alpha: to not mount her and ride her was unthinkable. To not fill her with my seed was a crime against nature.




Her lips parted, my cock sliding through her juicy folds. I pushed harder, knowing her tight pussy would need to be coaxed into letting in my whole girth. Her head bobbed up and down faster. My other hand grabbed her hip, her skin like hot fire.




I slammed forward, stuffing her with my cock. She made another noise on Sven’s prick, her hand now joining her mouth to get him off. His breathing was speeding up.




My balls slapped wetly against her thighs, her pussy juices now thoroughly coating my cock and nut sack. I grit my teeth and rode her, relishing the feel of every ridge in her tunnel. Every toss of her hair, every noise she made. I looked down my body, enjoying the sight of my long prick sliding deep into her body, then pulling it out, covered in our excitement. 




Sven arched his head back, a balled fist going into his mouth as he nutted into Clarissa’s eager mouth. Quiet slurps are all the noise Clarissa made, and I knew she didn’t let a drop escape her. She finished him off her with hand, squeezing him from base to tip. Then she went up and kissed him, swirling their tongues together.




“Good morning,” she told him, her body bouncing as I fucked her.




“Good morning yourself, beautiful. Helmut, do me a favor. She woke me up. She has to pay for that,” he said, grinning contentedly. 




“Wha-eeeeeee!” Clarissa squealed as both my hands went to her hips and I mounted her as hard and fast as I could.




My balls battered her poor thighs, my cock plunged in and out of her tight slit. 




She grabbed the sheets, curling them up in her hands as she came. Her pussy contracted around me, milking me for my Alpha seed. 




“Grrrr,” I growled through gritted teeth, unleashing myself inside her. My heavy balls tensed, then pulsed, sending thick sticky loads into her. I quickly filled her, further spurts leaking out between us. I lay against her, all three of us just panting and enjoying the feeling of the sun shining through the windows.
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I came down from the bedroom, having taken a shower. The boys were in the kitchen, sipping coffee and nibbling on cold cuts. I sliced off a hunk of the freshly baked sourdough bread and smeared a spoonful of honey onto it.




“This is so good,” I said between chews.




“We’re in this weird middle ground where we still bake our own bread and keep bees while driving cars and using cellphones,” Sven said. “But the things that are worth doing the old way, we keep doing them that way.”




“Have you made up your mind?” Helmut asked me.




Today they would be going into town to handle business. Mineral rights negotiations for the Pack’s land. The Pack had tens of thousands of acres of land, and some energy companies were interested in leasing a part of it for development. 




There had been rumblings in the Pack: some thought it was prudent to get the best value for the land. Others saw the land as sacred, and didn’t want to part with it under any circumstance. It sounded like Helmut had a big decision to make, one of the biggest ones in the Pack’s recent memory.




“I’ll go if you want me to go,” I said. I really dreaded boring boardroom talk. Figures and percentages and terms and stacks of paperwork. 




“But do you want to go?” Helmut asked.




“Do you want me to go?” I said.




Both men let out a long sigh.




“What’s wrong with my answer?” I said, crossing my arms.




“It’s a simple question,” Sven said, jabbing the air with a rolled up piece of salami. “We are asking about your desire, not what you would put up with.”




“And my answer is contingent on whether you want me to go!” I said, pouring myself an orange juice from a large carafe.




Helmut held up his hands. “I would love for you to join us,” he said through gritted teeth.




“Then I would love to attend!” I lied, meeting his eyes and not flinching.




“Excellent, I’m glad we’re all in such high spirits to meet with the Dremora Corporation,” Sven said.




“What would you like me to do during the meeting?” I said. “Shall I take notes? Unbutton the top of my blouse? Bend over to pick up a dropped-aaayee!” I jumped as Helmut pinched me in the side. “Bastard! For that, you owe me. Both of you.”




Sven looked confused. “What did-“




“A date. Tonight. On the town,” I said. Why hadn’t I thought of this before!




“A date?” Helmut said, flustered.




I could see his brain working hard between those big brown eyes of him. Lead a Pack, sure. Find a mate, no problem. But take a lady out and show her a nice time…that was a different story.




“That’s a fantastic idea,” Sven said. “We’d love to take you out.”




“Cool. Now that we’ve figured that out, what do you want me to do during the meeting?” I said, all smiles. This girl was going to have some fun tonight!




“Just be patient and keep your wits about you. These people will probably be ruthless and cold-hearted,” Helmut said.




“What if they’re pleasant and nice?” I said.




“Then,” Sven said, “we’re really in trouble.”




—




“This is the place?” I said, looking up at the large glass and concrete tower in downtown Bergen. The building would’ve looked at home in any suburban corporate complex. The four hour drive to Bergen had me fantasizing about the meeting being held in a castle or perhaps an aristocratic villa.




Helmut and Sven stepped out of the truck, looking up at the building.




Sven’s nose twitched and he looked at Helmut. “Something is off.”




I smelled the air, but all I could smell was the concentrated smells of the city, all bustling humans with their worries and fears. I could see that Sven was uneasy, but Helmut looked unfazed.




“What do you think, Sven?” Helmut said.




“I don’t know. Might just be my nerves. Let’s just be ready to make an impolite exit,” he said.




“Hey, the date still happens whether or not the meeting does. I expect a nice dinner and dancing befitting a lady of my station,” I said. “Now lets go hear what they have to say.”




—




I sat up in my chair, trying my best to seem attentive and thoughtful. The three of us were on one side of a long conference room. On the other side were six lawyers representing the Dremora Corporation, a Canadian conglomerate of energy exploration teams. They searched to the ends of the earth for any drop of oil or puff of natural gas.




And they were mind numbingly boring.




“…And on this plot of land,” the man in the center said, pointing to an orange blob in the center of a green blob on a map, “we think the land deviates in such a way to indicate the presence of shale…”




It had been hours of this. Hours of these charts, graphs, projections, maps and technical data. I glanced over at Sven and Helmut, and I could see them strained to their limit.




A buzzing from my hip made me jump. Helmut and Sven looked at me gravely as I excused myself and walked out into the hallway, cellphone in hand.




“Hello?”




“Hey stranger!” June said.




“June!” I squealed. I hadn’t spoken to my roommate in weeks. A horrible realization came over me that I’d forgotten about her. About my life back in America. “Long time no chat.”




“Uhh, no shit. You were supposed to be gone like two weeks. I didn’t get a phone call, a postcard, nothing. Where the hell are you?” she said, her voice more than a little peeved.




“Well, it’s a long story, June. I’m still in Norway,” I said, tapping my hand against the windowsill at the end of the hallway. I looked out over downtown Bergen, the sun setting and casting a beautiful purple glow over everything.




“Wow, you really dove in, huh? You must be having a great time. Wait, you’re not just laying around in those coffee shops are you? I know they serve more than coffee!” she said.




“No, haven’t had the chance yet. It’s been…” I said, looking out over the quiet little Norwegian city, “magical.”




“Magical? Whoa, that’s some heavy shit, girl. So…” she said, her voice taking on a conspiratorial tone, “did you meet someone?”




“Yeah, you could say that,” I said, smiling.




“Oh my fucking God I knew it! I’d been telling myself this whole time, June, she’s found a guy and fallen head over heels in love with him!” She sounded very excited. “So what’s his name?”




“Umm, well, there’s two of them,” I said.




“Shut your face!” she yelled through the phone. I was sure people out on the street could hear her.




“Yeah, two of them. They’re…they’re amazing, June. I don’t know what else to say,” I said.




“When are you bringing them home? It’s going to be pretty crowded around here, but I think Ms. Sanders down the hall is moving out. Wouldn’t it be adorable if they moved in there?”




“June,” I said, then paused. I didn’t know how to say it. Honestly, I hadn’t even thought about it until just now. Ever since I’d gotten here, it had been like being scooped up by a tidal wave and carried forward. I hadn’t considered everything else. “June, I’m not coming back.”




I heard her make a surprised little noise, something cut short in her throat. Damnit. “June, say something.”




“I don’t know what to say, Clarissa. I…” she said.




“Just say it. Say whatever is on your mind,” I said.




“Well, it’s surprising. It’s not every day that your friend and roommate tell you that they’re going to be on vacation forever. It’s a lot to take in. Why are you doing this?” she said.




“I met these guys. They’re wonderful. They brought me into their…family. It’s amazing here,” I said.




“Clarissa, did you join a cult?” she said.




“What? No!” I said, taking my attention away from the beautiful sunset outside. “I did not join a cult. Jesus, June.”




“Did they make you sign something? Did they take your passport? They’re there right now, aren’t they? Watching this conversation?” she said, her voice getting quieter with each word.




“June, I need you to calm down. I did not join a cult. I’m not anyone’s hostage. I’m just in love,” I said.




“What are you going to do for work?” she said.




“I kind of have a job, I guess? It’s more of a position. It’s just different here, that’s the best way I can put it,” I said.




“You’ve got responsibilities here, Clarissa. Are you dropping out of college? Are you leaving me up shit creek without half the rent?” She sighed. “Clarissa, are you sure this isn’t just a rebound? You were at your grandmother’s funeral and all your family asked you about your ex.”




“No, that’s not what this is,” I said. “It’s…fuck June, it’s complicated, alright?”




“What if things don’t work out with these guys? You just met them. Isn’t it crazy to change your whole life around because of someone you met less than a month ago?” she said.




That horrible sinking feeling in my stomach came back. That sour pit, that bitter core. That was the thing about jumping in without thinking: it was great until you stopped to consider what you were doing. Then it all threatened to come crashing down.




“Clarissa? Clarissa?” she said.




“I have to go June. I’m sorry if I let you down.” I ended the call. I heard a commotion behind me as Sven and Helmut came into the hallway.




“We’re done here,” Helmut said. His words were hard but his eyes showed concern when he saw me.




“Good,” I said, following he and Sven out of the building.
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I slammed the door behind me, Clarissa and Sven getting into the truck moments later. I tried to cool my nerves, but my knuckles were white on the steering wheel. My mind ran through what the Dremora lawyers had said.




“They were lying,” Sven said, looking at me.




“Who was lying? About what?” Clarissa said from the back seat.




“I don’t think they were. I don’t think they’re in the business of lying,” I said. I turned to face Clarissa. “The lawyers didn’t make us an offer in the end. They made a threat.”




“I think our Alpha is being dramatic,” Sven said.




“They knew every inch of our land. How did they get that information? My uncle spent years at the surveyor’s office in Oslo to make the maps of our land wrong, to hide our groves and sacred woods,” I said.




“Humans have been suspicious of our kind for a long time,” Sven said. “A few hundred years ago, things were less civilized. Even today, some groups don’t think we should have all the same rights as humans. When they find out our community has something valuable, they think it’s easy to take it.”




“I’d like to see them try!” I said, my fingernails extending, biting into the leather of the steering wheel. It was a destructive, childish thing to do, but it felt satisfying.




“Peace, Helmut,” Clarissa said, reaching forward to put her hand on my shoulder. “I take it you turned down their offer?”




“Yeah,” I said. I met Sven’s gaze. Urging him to be quiet for once. Clarissa didn’t need to know about me almost hitting that lawyer. How did they know? What else are they willing to do?




“I’m starving,” Sven said.




Shit. I’d totally forgotten about the dinner date. My mind had been completely on this deal. Without reservations, on a Friday night? I steeled myself for Clarissa’s disappointment.  “Clarissa, I-“




“I hope you like Italian food,” Sven said, sharing a wink with me. “Coastal Italian, of course. Not that upper peninsula dreck. Reservations weren’t easy to get, but I can be quite a charmer on the phone.”




“Oh, sounds good,” she said. She’d forgotten about it to. She fidgeted with her hair. Something was wrong.




—




Panne was the classiest Italian restaurant in Bergen. I knew Sven must’ve really buttered up the maitre’d on the phone. These reservations were not easy to come by. The waiter handed us our menus and left us to consider our options. 




“So what’s good here?” Clarissa asked. She still looked distracted. This date was her idea.




“Everything,” Sven said, licking his lips as his eyes ran down the menu.




“Would you like to talk about what’s wrong, Clarissa?” I said. 




“Nothing is wrong. Everything is fine,” she said, closing her menu. “I’m going to have the penne al’arabiatta.”




“Good choice, but too easy. You’ve got to have guts, Clarissa. Black pasta for me,” Sven said, smacking his lips. 




“What makes it black?” she said.




“Squid ink,” Sven said.




“Eww,” Clarissa said. “I’ll stick with my tomato based sauce, thank you very much. And you, Helmut?”




I glanced at the menu, realizing I wasn’t hungry at all. “Probably something light. A salad.”




Clarissa’s brow furrowed, like I’d just put a puzzle down in front of her. “Are you getting a salad for some particular reason?”




“Yes, because I’m not very hungry,” I said.




“Or are you trying to tell me something?” she said, sucking her teeth.




“If I wanted to tell you something, I would just tell you. I wouldn’t try to tell you,” I said.




Clarissa looked at me and shook her head slowly. “Why can’t we just come out and have a nice evening. I know today was tough, but can’t we take some time just for us?”




“You’re right,” I said.




She smiled.




The waiter walked back, taking out orders with exaggerated flourish designed to milk tourists. Once he saw our eyes, he eased up on the act. The restaurant was filling to capacity. Lots of couples, both young and old. We ate in peace, enjoying our meals.





[image: Image]




We stepped out of the restaurant, our bellies full but my mind was elsewhere. It was so hard to reconcile this new life, these wonderful men, and my responsibilities and life back in America. I pulled the truck door open and hopped inside.




Helmut got into the driver’s seat.




Sven stood out on the sidewalk. “The night is still young, you two. The Canopy is having an electronica night. Let’s go dance!” he said, popping and locking right there next to the truck.




I laughed heartily, the first time that day. Oh, I had to see more of this. “Let’s go dance,” I said to Helmut.




“As my Grace wishes,” he said, grinning.




We hopped out of the truck and followed Sven as he sauntered down the boardwalk. At night the city of Bergen changes from business to pleasure. Coffee shops open their windows, letting passersby smell the alluring marijuana strains for sale that day. The bars and nightclubs put out their red ropes, and the young and pretty come out to party.




We turned down a dark alley. Tall brick buildings rose up on each side, graffiti tattoos painted on every few meters.




“Are you sure there’s a nightclub back here?” I said, slinking up to stand close to my men.




“I…I think so. Though Helmut can attest that I’m the worst with directions. Never had a sense for it,” Sven said, shrugging as he walked.




“There was the time that we accidentally invaded Finland,” Helmut said. “We were both in the Norwegian Home Guard, doing an exercise up near Anarjokka. Our commander told us to head due west…”




“And that’s enough of that story,” Sven said. 




I couldn’t see his face, but I could sense his body increasing in temperature. He was blushing!




“…Now I remember I was pretty sure which way west was, but you had a different idea, didn’t you Sven?” Helmut said, his grin threatening to split his face in half.




“And here we are!” Sven said, relief in his voice.




Behind a dumpster was a plain black steel door. The brick building could have been a meat packing plant, a textile factory or maybe a leather tannery. There wasn’t a sign, an address or anything. At least, not a sign a human could detect.




The Shifter part of me could sense something. A scent. A marker, clear as day. There were Shifters here. A lot of Shifters. The smell was both an invitation and a warning. 




“A Shifter nightclub?” I said.




“A place more in touch with our sensibilities,” Sven said.




“You’re not afraid, are you? It’s important you not be afraid in this kind of place,” Helmut said. “Things can get out of hand.”




“The only thing I’m afraid of is Sven’s dancing,” I said. I reached for the handle and pulled the door open. I was getting myself pumped. As soon as I opened the door I felt deep thrums of bass flow through me from somewhere down below. 




A dimly lit stairway went down into the darkness. The three of us descended, and down at the bottom I could see light coming from around a corner. We got to the bottom and three Shifters stood in front of another steel door. One was comically shorter than the other two, and he was the one who spoke.




“Helmut. Sven,” he said, looking us over. “Is this your new Grace?”




“Yes, Donno. Clarissa, meet the,” Helmut said. “He and his brothers here own The Canopy.”




“I can’t wait to see it,” I said.




“Soon enough, lass. But first, the unpleasantries.” He snapped his fingers and his two brothers began patting Helmut and Sven down.




“Be my guest, Lugo,” Sven told the man who was inches from his face. 




Helmut just held his arms out with a bored expression on his face.




Lugo finished with Sven and turned towards me. Sven’s big hand landed on his shoulder and he spun around.




“I think the lady’s ok,” Sven said, inching closer to Lugo.




Lugo’s eyes flicked to Donno, who gave a little nod. The tension dissipated and the third brother held the door open for us. A thunderous happy hardcore track hit us, the bass reverberating in my chest.




“Have a great time,” Donno said.




We entered into what must have been an underground parking garage. A massive open space, with huge concrete support columns interspersed. It was somewhere between nightclub and illegal warehouse rave.




And there were Shifters everywhere. Clusters of golden eyes looked at us as we walked through and made our way to the bar. The damp concrete trapped all the scents down here, the air a heady mix of sexual tension, excitement and bravado.




“Busy night,” Helmut said, eyeing the different clusters of Shifters. His eyes landed on one in particular. “Shit.”




I looked over and saw a handful of women, big hair and horrible spray on tans. They were almost a hundred feet from us, but I could sense the menace. “Who are they?”




“Sore losers. Ignore them,” Sven said as we reached the bar. “Olmen, you ugly son of a bitch,” he called out to the bartender as they clasped forearms.




“Sven, you stinky bastard! How have you been? It’s been a while. Helmut, it’s always a pleasure to see you,” he said, looking past them at me. “And who is this forest vixen you’ve brought? My dear, you could do so much better than your present company.” 




“I’m Clarissa,” I said, giggling like a schoolgirl. “It’s nice to meet you Olmen.”




“Quite a few Packs here tonight,” Helmut said. 




Olmen was putting down napkins for our drinks, and he paused a second at that. “Are there? What can I get you?”




“Bombay martini. Dirty,” Sven said, knocking the bar with his fist in tune to the music. 




“Old fashioned,” Helmut said. “Why are so many Packs here, Olmen?”




“And for the lady?” Olmen said, not looking at Helmut.




“I’ll take a Vodka Redbull,” I said. If I was going to dance, I’d need my dancing fuel. I’d never admit it out loud, but I was sad when they banned Four Loko.




I took my drink in hand and took a long sip. The vodka was top shelf and went down smooth, hidden behind the rancid taste of the Redbull. “Yow!” I hollered, sauntering towards the dance floor. 




I was lost in a throng of sweaty nubile bodies. The DJ was spinning some deep drop dubstep, and the crowd was into it. I closed my eyes and swayed with the beat, letting my hips lead the way. I could smell the truth of the moment, the pre-mating ritual that was the dance. The muskiness of male excitement and female lubrication. I danced harder, spinning wildly.




I collided with a big strong body. My eyes closed, I smelled this man and smiled.




Helmut pressed in close, his hands encompassing my waist as he danced with me. He snuck playful nips against my ear and neck. I could hear his pulse quicken, his excitement growing.




I looped my arms around his neck, my body pressed flat against him. My nipples grew hard, jabbing into his chest. I spun around, arching my back and grinding my ass against his crotch. I opened my eyes, reveling in the spectacle. I wanted to show the whole world that this was my man, my Alpha.




A gaggle of Shifter women walked up. It was the same orange faced harpies from earlier. Their hairspray was overwhelming, and they were all wearing obnoxiously loud neon leggings. One of them walked up to Helmut and I with a smirk on her face. “It’s nice to see you again Helmut.”




“What do you want, Gini?” Helmut said, his voice all business.




“Oh, just wanted to see for myself if the rumors were true,” she said as she looked me in the eyes. “Sadly, they are.”




“Excuse me?” I said, my arms releasing Helmut. “What’s your problem? I have no idea who you are.”




Helmut leaned forward and whispered, “It’s better if you don’t get involved, Clarissa,” he said.




“I’m already fucking involved,” I said, the vodka swirling around in my head, clouding my better judgment. “Now who the hell is this?”




“Remember how Sven and I were looking for months for a Grace? Gini was one of the women we…considered,” he said.




Something about the way he said that struck me. “What do you mean, considered?”




“It doesn’t matter. It was before we met you,” he said. “There was no chemistry, it didn’t work out.”




“Chemistry?” I said, jabbing him in the chest. “Did you fuck her?”




“Ha! You didn’t even tell her?” Gini said from behind me. “Poor little smetleren whore. Yes, girl, I laid with your men. You probably smelled me on them your first ni-“ she said.




I spun around in a blur, my open hand slicing through the air. It connected with the side of her face in such a satisfying way. My hand screeched in pain, but the adrenaline and liquor suppressed it. I was all amped up, and this bitch was going to pay.




Gini’s head rocked backwards, her hair moving with it like a glued on wig. She opened her mouth in rage, her teeth bared. I could see her canines growing longer, her nose extending.




Everything slowed down. I could sense the bodies around us backing up. Helmut’s hands grabbed my arms from behind, but I shook him off with a power I didn’t know I had. I was completely focused on Gini, her hurtful words and the shameful indictment. 




I was changing. My body was getting lower to the ground, my arms extending and growing dark with black fur. My senses intensified, my nose extending out in front of me.




Gini was Shifting as well, her eyes pits of golden fire as she snarled at me. Her fur was white with black spots, her tail long and shaggy. A single cursing bark from her was followed by her lunging for me.




I responded in kind, leaping towards her. We joined in the air, a violent frenzied dance. Her teeth grazed my neck but couldn’t find a grip. My teeth sank into her cheek and I thrashed my head left and right. The taste of her blood in my mouth sent me further into a frenzy. Her scent changed from dominance to fear, and that rippled through the Shifters that stood around us.




I felt hands wrap around my rear legs, pulling me backwards. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a big fist coming down on my face. I saw stars and released Gini from my jaws. The man who had struck me pulled his hand back for another punch.




His face took on a surprised look as another hand shot up around him and grabbed him by the throat. Sven choke slammed the man down onto the hard concrete and jumped back up. “Time to go!” he shouted and barreled through the crowd, making a passage.




I was Shifted back into human form and was being carried by Helmut. My head rolled loosely to look behind us and I saw a Pack of Shifters picking up Gini and the guy. They then all began chasing us. 




We barged through the steel security door, Sven uttering apologies to Donno’s brothers as he knocked them over. Helmut launched up the stairs three at a time with me in his arms. We emerged into the night air and ran down the alley. Howls and shouts from behind us told us they were hot on our heels.




We finally made it into the truck, and Helmut sped off down the dimly lit Bergen streets. I breathed in and out, my legs shaking. What had I just done? I wiped at my face and my hand came away covered in blood. That woman’s blood.




“Holy shit!” Sven said, looking behind us.




“Where the hell were you?” Helmut said. He looked over at Sven, his face red with anger.




Sven held his hands up, “What? Our Grace handled herself just fine. It won’t be the first time she gets challenged,” he said. “I bet Gini will remember that the next time she thinks about starting trouble.”




“And the rest of her Pack? What about them, Sven?” Helmut said. “As if we don’t have enough shit to deal with, now this.”




“I’m sorry,” I whispered.




“It’s not your fault. It’s mine,” Helmut said. “I didn’t like the feel of the place when we first walked in. I should’ve had us leave when I saw who was there.”




“When you saw your ex,” I said, wiping my face.




“She’s not my ex!” Helmut said. “With her it was going to be more like a business arrangement. Right, Sven?”




“Yeah, sure,” Sven said, still getting over Helmut’s scolding.




“I didn’t like that back there. What I did. I hurt that woman. I didn’t even know her, and I…” I stared out the window of the truck as we sped out through the forests surrounding Bergen.




“What you did was foolish, Clarissa,” Helmut said, “but what she did was dangerous. Shifting to fight because of a slap. That’s uncalled for, and I’m glad it ended how it did.”




“Something else is bothering you,” I said. 




“Why were so many Packs in town? Why wouldn’t Olmen answer me?” Helmut said, drumming his thumbs against the steering wheel.




“What does it matter? Sometimes Packs congregate,” Sven said.




“Pull over,” I said. “I’m going to be sick.”
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“Ok, Clarissa,” I said, pulling the truck over to the side of the dark forest road. I had to swallow my frustration at what happened tonight. Nothing had gone how I wanted it to.




The truck idled, headlights casting a bright yellow glow on the road ahead. I rolled the window down, sniffing the air. There was a brewery out here somewhere, the smell of yeast was so strong. 




Clarissa ambled out of the truck and walked over to the tree line. She put a hand out onto a tree trunk to steady herself. I got out of the truck with a bottle of water and walked over to her.




“Here,” I said, pouring water onto a bandana. “If it’s any consolation, she deserved much worse.” I wiped the blood from her face, stroking her cheek.




“He speaks true, my Grace,” Sven said, joining us. “She was born into luxury and it turned her wicked. She seeks conflict when she should find peace.” Sven sighed. “There’s not enough peace these days.”




Clarissa took a sip of the water. “Thanks,” she said, her beautiful golden glittering in the moonlight. “I guess I’m still trying to figure this all out.”




“That’s the trick of it, my Grace,” I said. “We never figure it out. We just flounder and fail, again and again.”




“Then what’s the point?” she said, leaning into me. The press of her body against mine awoke something inside me.




“It’s life,” I whispered. “Messy, awkward and no matter your best plans, they don’t matter.” I lifted her chin softly and saw her lips part invitingly. “But as long as I have you and Sven, I’ll be happy to fail everyday.” I bent down and kissed her.




Her petite arms came up to wrap around my neck, her fingernails scratching the back of my head. Her tongue was hot and wet, slithering around her mouth and pushing forcefully against mine. Her scent had peaked with unease and fear, but it was now being overridden by her need for her Alpha.




I inhaled deeply, taking in her musk. Her flower had unfolded, getting wet and eager for me. Her hair still smelled of the club and the tinge of adrenaline from the fight. These scents of danger and intensity just got me more excited. My cock began to engorge inside my pants, growing hot and thick as it ran down my pant leg.




Sven walked up next to us and he began to kiss Clarissa’s neck from behind. His hands wrapped around her front and he squeezed her breasts. I could smell his eagerness as well, his blood on the rise.




She moaned into my mouth as he rolled her nipples in his hands. She broke off our kiss and leaned her head back against Sven, her mouth seeking his. Her obliged, and I got the wonderful view of their tongues dueling in each others mouths. Her crotch was now grinding away against my thigh, and I flexed my quadricep to watch the pleasure ripple through her body.




“I think our Grace is in heat again,” I growled.




“Your Grace is always in heat,” she said, breaking off the kiss to look back at me. “I told you that satisfying me would not be easy. Right now I need my Alpha’s tongue.”




She turned away from me and bent forward, her ass right in front of my face. The act of prostration, of her presenting herself to me, always filled me with a bestial urge to mount her, to sink into her until I could go no further. To slam into her until my balls surged and I filled her with my seed. My wolf mind screamed for it, to mate her until neither of us could move.




But my Grace has her needs as well. My sore cock threatened to tear itself from my pants, but I knelt in the soft mossy ground. I reached up inside her dress, my fingertips lightly dancing over the backs of her calves and thighs.




“Mmmm,” Clarissa moaned, her hands frantically unbuckling Sven’s fly. She reached in and pulled him out, long and pale in the blue moonlight. I could sense the heat coming off his throbbing cock, and could smell the pre-cum oozing from the tip..




My fingertips went up further, brushing up against the delicious curve of her ass. That first crevice where her legs become her ass was a place of wonder. Right above that, I curled my fingers around my silky prize.




Clarissa gasped as I pulled straight down, her panties peeling from her damp sex. Her eyes went half lidded with lust as she bent down to take Sven in her mouth. 




Sven held up his shirt, his hard abs flexing as Clarissa’s mouth worked him. He put a big hand on the back of her head, guiding her mouth up and down his shaft. He’d look down at her, then look away, the agony of denying his orgasm plain on his face.




“You suck him so well, Clarissa. Look up at him,” I said. “His balls want release so bad.”




“Mmmmfffmmmm,” Clarissa mumbled around his cock, her hand cupping and massaging his ball sack.




I lifted Clarissa’s dress slowly, enjoying the sight of her legs coming into view. I could smell her heat, her body beginning to sweat. Further and further I pulled up her dress, until her sweet shaved sex came into view. Her pouty lips lay open, swollen with neglect and red with frustration. Glistening with her juices, the assault on my wolf mind was incredible. 




It took all of my willpower to control myself, to take my time. My cock screamed for the relief of her body, a hot rod that could only be quenched in her tight little pussy. I knew I would have her, in every way I wanted to have her, for as long as I wanted. Until my balls were dry and I couldn’t move, I would have her tonight. But even knowing this didn’t make it easier.




I sniffed delicately at her flower. “Clarissa, you smell so wonderful. You have no idea how badly I need you right now.”




Over her shoulder, I caught a sultry glance, Sven’s cock still in her mouth. 




With a growl I launched my mouth at her inviting slit.





[image: Image]




I moaned around Sven’s cock as Helmut’s mouth clamped down on my wet pussy. Having the attention of these two gorgeous Shifter studs on the side of the road like this was too much. I didn’t know if I could handle it. 




Helmut’s tongue lapped at me, faithfully attending to the knot of hot need in my belly. His hands dug into the front of my thighs, pinning me in place. The end of his tongue would forcefully push against my clit, sending lightning bolts through my body.




I looked up at Sven, my free hand scratching lines in his hard abs. I loved watching him ride the knife’s edge between ecstasy and pain. His blonde hair was now slick with sweat, his bestial passions threatening to overcome him. I swirled my tongue around his head, sucking him hard.




I pulled my hand off his balls and spat onto my index finger. As I sucked the never ending spigot of pre-cum, my wet finger went up between his legs, past his balls and across his taint. Up between his marble asscheeks, I pushed further.




“Oh, Clarissa,” he said, he head back, his eyes closed. “Please, do that.”




My wet fingertip reached his tight sphincter, and I circled it gently. I took my time, slowly balancing my attention between the cock in my mouth, the mouth at my slit, and the asshole I was about to finger. These boys had it good!




“Finger his ass, Clarissa. He loves it,” Helmut said from behind me.




I took my mouth off Sven’s cock. “I didn’t say you could stop. Get back to licking my clit,” I said, resuming serving my Seneschal.




My Alpha’s tongue was back where it belonged, against my body. He redoubled his efforts, eating me with gusto, leaving no part of me free of his tongue.




I worked Sven’s big dick around in my mouth. I pushed my fingertip against his sphincter, and with a smooth motion I was inside him. I savored this new sensation, penetrating this big stud. My finger plunged in an out of him, his breathing turning to panting and grunts. Reaching further inside of him, my finger rubbed against something hard.




“That’s the spot!” Sven said, his neck muscles straining to keep himself under control.




I cried out as Helmut’s tongue slipped past my lips and dipped into me, lapping from my honeypot. His hard thumb came up to rub against my clit, the two sensations making my legs go weak. “Helmut, slow down.”




“No,” he said, his voice all authority and bass. His tongue and thumb went faster and faster, blasting past my sense of control. 




“Oh God!” I exploded in orgasm, tremors going up my thighs. I pulled my mouth off Sven’s prick, continuing to pump him while I cried out. I felt a hot blast hit my cheek as Sven roared in orgasm. He pulsed in my hand again, sending a blast off my chin and down the front of my dress.




“Suh…sorry,” he said, stroking the end of his rod to clear the last of the cum from it. “That was amazing,” he said.




“You’re telling me!” I said. “But we’re not done yet,” I said, getting down on all fours in front of my Alpha. “I need you,” I said to Helmut.




His golden eyes looked down at me as he slowly unzipped. Every tooth of his zipper unlocking was like an eternity. The barrier finally undone, he pulled his magnificent manhood out, hanging low and pale in the moonlight. The purple crown was absolutely covered in his pre-cum, shining like a pearl from the deep sea.




Without a word, he knelt behind me, assuming the dominant alpha position. I could smell his raw need, the pheromones from his body broadcasting his need to mate, his need to mount me. Sweat ran down his forearm as he took himself in his hand and rubbed up and down my slit.




I bit my lip and moaned. “Oh baby, I need you so bad,” I said. I felt the electric exchange as his pre-cum mixed with my juices. I rubbed myself against him, angling my clit to grind against his bulbous tip.




I felt pressure against my slit as he pressed forward. With strained effort they gave way, my lubrications easing the way of his engorged head into my tunnel. His pulsing heat set me on fire from within as he plunged deeper and deeper into me. Filing up with him, my mouth hung open as I concentrated on my breathing. It was all I could do as this man mounted me.




“So tight,” he grunted as he went in as far as he could go. His balls lay against the backs of my thighs as he bent forward, laying on top of me. His broad chest pressed down against my back.




I flexed my arms, straining to keep us both up. I felt myself grip him as he slid out of me, almost emptying me completely as he pulled back to just the tip. Then he slammed his hips forward and filled me up again. His upper body glued to mine as his hips thrust in and out, fucking me blind.




One strong hand came up and squeezed my breast, my sore nipple protesting the attention. Sven was enjoying the spectacle of his Alpha mounting his Grace. His other hand was stroking himself back to life.




“Put that thing to good use,” I said, my arms almost buckling from the force of Helmut’s thrusts.




Sven looked down at me and came closer, pressing the head of his cock against my lips. I opened to receive him, again relishing his masculine scent and the taste of his seed. I gagged slightly as he pushed himself further into my mouth and down my throat.




“I don’t think I have it in me to come again, but I do love the sight and feeling of you on my cock,” he said, watching me.




His words drove me wild, and I sucked him harder than before. My tongue ran up and down the underside of his glans, his soft skin at odds with the hard core of his prick. 




Helmut’s thrusts became more frantic, his panting became louder.




“Come inside me, Helmut,” I moaned, then resumed licking Sven.




With a final fierce grunt, Helmut pushed against me and held still. The only movement was from his cock, pulsing and filling me with his seed. Hot warmth bloomed from my sex, and his balls contracted up against his taint, every muscle flexing to empty them into his bitch in heat.




“That’s it baby, give it to me,” I cooed, relishing the feeling of being between these two men. 




Helmut collapsed behind me, panting and looking up at the stars. I slowed my sucking of Sven, now just giving his beautiful cock soft kisses as we all snuggled in the soft grass along the roadside.
































Hunting For A Mate 4

by

Becca Fanning



































[image: Image]




I opened my eyes, and took a moment to adjust to the darkness of the room. The Helmut’s breathing and Sven’s snoring reverberated through the room. I stifled a yawn and lay my head back against the pillow, but I knew I wouldn’t get back to sleep.




I’d not slept well in the recent weeks. Something kept stirring me awake at obscenely early hours. It wasn’t like I was being kept up by nightmares. It was something else. I’d wake up with a fleeting sense of unease, but there was nothing specific to grasp onto. It was frustrating and upsetting, and I’d lay in bed for hours waiting for the sun to come up.




If you wanted something to change, you had to be the change. With a tiny nod only to myself, I slowly pulled the sheets off me. Sven’s arm lay against me, a hot musclebound log wrapped in tribal tattoos. I shimmied out from under it, my nightie pulling up over my head in a display I was happy they were not awake to see. Our Seneschal’s snoring paused for a moment, then continued as normal.




Helmut was on the other side, sleeping on his side and curled away from me. He tossed and turned most nights, probably from the stress of leading our pack. It wasn’t easy being Alpha. The responsibility was immense, and things hadn’t been easy these recent months. He was breathing deeply now and would probably continue until the first rays of dawn shown through the windows.




I crept out of the bed, a sense of something naughty coming over me. I was sneaking out of politeness for these two lovely men, but just the act of tiptoeing around our bedroom at night made me feel like a cat burglar. I imagined myself slinking around these two, looking for valuables to pocket before disappearing out the window like a ghost. The room was cold, the warmth of the bed calling back to me.




My foot came down painfully on something hard and metallic. I hopped up and down, holding my poor foot. Sven’s belt buckle, tossed carelessly on the floor. I’d have to give him a stern talking to later. Of course he’d bring up the point that it was I who took it off him and threw it to the floor. 




I grew warm thinking about last night. I’d been hornier than usual, and these poor boys could barely keep up. We’d tumbled all over the bed, wrestling, kissing and licking. Then I got what I wanted. What I needed. Ridden hard into the soft mattress until all of us collapsed in beautiful exhaustion.




I shook my head, clearing those thoughts and tiptoed over to the dresser. I pulled out my track suit and put it on, creeping out of the bedroom with my trail runners in my hands. The stairs were another obstacle. This cabin was gorgeous, but old wood had a way of creaking when you didn’t want it to. I descended in the most gentle way possible, and was proud of myself when I got to the bottom without a sound.




I opened the front door and braced myself against the rush of cold pre-dawn air. It was unreal how cold the world was before the sun came up. A part of my brain protested, insisting I shut the door and run back upstairs. Nestled between my two hunks, warm and comfy. But I knew that I needed to clear my head, and a brisk run would do it better than anything else. Against the insistent voice in my head, I shut the door behind me and embraced the cold Trondheim morning.




The village was dark and sleepy. An owl hooted off in the woods, probably hunting a last minute morsel before the sun came out. I sat down on the rocking chair on the porch and put my trail runners on. After a few seconds, I was no longer cold. My body had come to grips with the new temperature and decided to muscle through it. I hopped off the porch and landed in the gravel and wood chip walkway that wrapped around our cabin. 




I passed by the dormant rose bushes, whose care was entrusted to me as Grace of the Pack. It was an ancient tradition, one which caused me no little anxiety. I’d never had a green thumb: I’d neglected every plant I’d ever owned to death. I knew this would have to be different: I wouldn’t be dumping these rose bushes into my kitchen garbage can with a shrug. I’d have to learn about watering frequency, nutrients, even soil PH levels.




Passing by my thorny wards, I came to the rear of the cabin where our garden plots were. Three long rows of elevated beds stretched out the length of the yard. At least I’d have help with these. The white beehive was in the corner of the yard, quietly humming. They tended to stay inside their wooden box at night, vibrating their wings to keep themselves warm.




I jogged to the end of the yard, then past a row of spruce trees and out onto one of the rough trails that snaked and forked through our forest. It went for dozens of miles in all directions, the collective land of the pack passed down from generation to generation. A dynasty of natural resources which was ours to tend, utilize and protect for future generations.




I knew it was probably also the biggest source of Helmut’s stress. He had big decisions to make. Everyone knew that there was natural gas and oil on the land, but whether or not to exploit it was a troubling question. There would be ecological damage done, that was unavoidable. But it would also improve the quality of life for everyone in the Pack.




Once I hit the main part of the trail, I picked up my pace. The cold air rushed in and out of my lungs, reinvigorating me with every step. Loose dirt and fallen leaves crunched beneath my feet, a clear sign that fall was coming to an end. Winter was coming, as they loved to say on my favorite show.




The forest trails were anything but flat. Up and down, down and up, it was like whomever decided on these trails chose the most grueling path through the forest possible. It took my full concentration not to overstep on the inclines and fall on my rear on the descents. A broken leg out here would be very bad, even if my Shifter regeneration could mend it.




The forest began to take on a lighter hue. The sky overhead was turning from black to dark blue. Dawn’s magnificent resurgence was fast approaching. I redoubled my efforts, trotting up a steep incline and around a bend. 




Off to my right the hill descended down into bushes and saplings. To my left was a huge overhang of stone, which lead into a cave. I stopped. I had never seen this before. I couldn’t be sure if I had ever run down this path before, but I’d definitely never seen anything like this cave before.




It was beautiful. The stone was clean and dry, a light gray color and smooth to the touch. It was tall enough inside that you didn’t have to crouch, and it descended deep into the hill. There was light further in, but it was hazy. I listened, making sure I wasn’t going to stumble onto a wild boar or Scandinavian Wolf. Hearing nothing from within, I went into the cave. It soon became a tunnel, twisting and turning, and was soon narrow enough that I was getting claustrophobic. Hard stone scraped against my thighs and chest as I squeezed between a final wedge to emerge into a small room.




A shaft of dim pre-dawn light shone down from a hole in the ceiling of the cave. In the center was of the room was a natural rock formation that rose up from the floor and was hollow in the center. It was filled with water, murky and stagnant. It smelled of mildew and decaying leaves.




“Ahh, it answers the call,” a soft voice said.




I spun around, but there was no one else here. I looked up through the hole, but didn’t see anyone up there. I couldn’t explain it, but the voice came from the water. “Hello?”




“It is polite enough to greet. Yes, polite enough to greet. We shall be polite as well, yes?” the voice said. It was a small voice, and it defied gender. But it did sound very old.




“Umm, hello?” I said, walking around the formation and peering into the water.




“It repeats itself. Has it lost it’s mind? The poor thing is mad!” it said, it’s voice rising in excitement.




“I’m not crazy,” I said. I’m just talking to a puddle, I thought.




“That’s exactly what the mad say! They insist they are not mad! This is most troubling,” the voice said. “Oh stop your noodling around my fountain!” the voice said. Instantly, the smell of black pepper filled my nostrils and a small creature appeared sitting on the rock fountain.




I leapt backwards in surprise, my head smacking hard against the stone wall. Stars swam in front of my eyes, and I had to lean back against the hard stone to let them clear.




It was human in shape, but as small as a toddler. It had huge yellow eyes, pale skin and a long wart covered nose. It wore a green smock and matching pantaloons, with wooden clogs. Atop it’s head was a bright red cap flopped off to the side. It’s huge smile split it’s face, showing a mouth full of sharp teeth. “Touch not my fountain! It is for me and I and myself alone!” It pointed an oddly long finger at me in warning.




“I won’t touch your water!” I said. “What’s happening?” I must still be asleep. I’m back in bed, and Sven’s snoring has inspired some kind of horrible nightmare.




“What’s happening? Why, the leaves are falling, the old fish are dying and the air grows cold at night. A chill. A frost. You feel it. Hahaha!” it laughed maniacally. “And you think it’s because ye don’t have enough wood in the fire! Hahaha!”




“What’s your name?” I said. Might as well get to know my strange dream companion.




It’s laughing ended immediately. “What does it say? What does it say! It wants to know a name? Our name?” it said, standing on the edge of the fountain and stomping its feet in anger. “Why does it want the name?”




“Fine, don’t tell me your name. I don’t care!” I said. “What is this place?”




He relaxed, crossing his arms. “It has too many questions. It is tired. That must be why it is so ugly,” it said.




“Hey, Listen you little…goblin thing,” I said.




“Goblin? It dares call us a goblin! If it wants to be mean and ugly, we won’t tell it why it stirs at night!” it said, turning around to face the fountain.




“Wait…I, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to call you a goblin,” I said. “You’re obviously not a goblin. You’re far too…”




The creature lowered its trousers and a thin tinkling stream hit the fountain.




“Polite…to be a goblin,” I said, trying to hide my disgust.




It finished pissing and hoisted it’s pants back up. It turned around to face me again. “Now it is saying the first true words of the day. It should not make new friends when its mouth is full of lies and insults.”




I didn’t know how much longer I could suffer this absurd creature, dream or not. The knot on the back of my head pulsed in real pain. “You’re right, friend. I apologize.”




“Fuh…friend?” it said, a pair of ears erecting from under the cap. “It is…our friend? Hurray!” it said, and began to dance on the edge of the fountain. “It has been so long since we had a friend, even an ugly one!”




“You said I couldn’t sleep. Why is that?” I said.




“It doesn’t know. It doesn’t know!” the creature said, holding it’s hands up to it’s mouth in gleeful consternation. “The void is filled, the heart split twain! The acorn grows, but the oak tree it becomes will split them all asunder!” it said. It’s voice growing higher and it’s eyes going wider. It pointed it’s long finger at me again, “You carry doom with you!” It cackled to the ceiling, jumping up and down on its tiny legs.




“I’ve heard enough!” I said. “I don’t know who you are or what you are, but I’ve heard enough. You’re a repugnant little toad, and I hope you wallow in your piss for all time!” My heart was racing and I stuck my chin out in defiance of this vile little creature.




“Oh we could teach it manners. Yes, we could,” it said, holding both hands out in front of it. An axe appeared in them. “It would not have a tongue to hurt us with. It would not have hands to touch our fountain. It would not have feet to run. It would be our friend forever!” It said, leaping down from the fountain.




I screamed, turning around to flee. The crevice I’d squeezed through was gone, just a flat wall of hard stone. I spun back around to see the small evil creature slowly walking towards me. A veiny purple tongue snaked along it’s razor sharp teeth.




“Oh yes, we-“ it said, then froze. It cocked it’s head, as if hearing something off in the distance. “How? How? How!” it said, stomping it’s feet in rage. Then it leapt high up into the air and dove backwards into the fountain. As it dove in, the cave all around me followed it, like a canvas being torn off a wall.




I stumbled backwards, falling on my back on the trail. I stared upwards at the sky, now a lighter hue of blue. Slowly, I sat back up and looked straight ahead. The rock overhang was gone. The cave was gone. It was just shrubbery and trees going up the side of the hill.




I rubbed the small of my back where a root had dug in. Then I heard it. Something off in the distance. Something larger than a squirrel or rabbit. Was it the same something that frightened that horrible creature? I stood, my legs still wobbly. I needed to make some distance but it was too hard upright.




I willed the Shift to happen. I felt myself condensing and elongating. It was still a strange feeling, but I was proud of myself that I could do it at will now. The most painful part were my fingernails and toenails. They curled lengthwise and felt like they would pop out of the nail bed, but they didn’t.




My Shifting complete, I engaged my senses on a whole new level. I raised my pointed muzzle and sniffed the air. Nothing. The wind was blowing in the wrong direction. That also meant it was carrying my scent towards this unknown being. I could hear the thing, whatever it was. It moved along the ground, slowly. Like it was hunting.




I bolted off into the undergrowth, leaving a pile of clothes and shoes behind. Long rotten logs lay where they fell decades ago. I hopped over them or ran around them. Thick bushes were no match for my sleek powerful body as I bolted through them. My paws felt no discomfort from the roots, sharp wood, hard stones or anything else underfoot. My tail swayed behind me, unconsciously keeping me balanced no matter what I ran over or through.
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She Shifted. I guess she caught wind of me. I must be getting sloppy these days. Sven is always telling me that, after all.




It was very cute that she thought she could sneak out of the house without us knowing. It took all my willpower not to laugh when she stepped on Sven’s belt buckle. The noises she made going down the stairs could’ve woken the dead.




I know she hasn’t been sleeping well. Sometimes I’ll watch her sleep, just relishing her beauty and my own luck for having her. She looks peaceful enough in her sleep, but in the morning she looks worn out and something is off. I’d catch a glimpse of her across a room and she’d just be gazing off into nothingness.




I took another step, delicately putting my foot between two rocks. Following her trail had been easy enough. Her feet were the first to kick the leaves along the trail since the last rainfall. One day I’ll teach her about hiding her tracks. But now that she’s Shifted, things were going to get more interesting.




I went to take another step and my foot brushed up against a rock, lifting it and dropping it back down with a loud clunk. Then she bolted. I heard her run off trail and down the hill. Shit!




There was only one way to catch her now. I Shifted, my clothes left behind in a discarded pile. I launched down the side of the hill, her scent filling my snout. I could sense her fear, her alarm. She was running frantically, smashing through bushes and other impediments. I felt bad that I’d scared her so, but now I needed to catch her to make sure she didn’t hurt herself.




I picked up my pace, my paws barely touching the earth before pivoting and pushing me off further through the forest. I could taste the lather forming in my mouth, the panting of my chest reminding me that it had been far too long since I had a good long run in wolf form. Sitting was the curse of the human form: it felt so good. You could just lay around all day. I’d done my fair share of that recently.




Sitting in board rooms. Sitting and listening to experts and friends advise me about the Pack’s resources and what we should do with them. Everyone seemed to have an opinion, and underneath them all I couldn’t help but sniff out an ulterior motive. Or maybe all the sitting just made me cynical.




But here, now, I was free. My mind felt smaller, but it was sharper. More focused. None of those greater concerns weighed down on me. I was just chasing my Grace, my lover. If only our lives could be like this forever. But I knew they couldn’t.




I leapt over a downed log covered in fungus and narrowly dodged a split stump on the other side. Clarissa’s scent was everywhere now. She was close. I slowed down to look around the area.




A black shape burst through a thick hedge to my left. I saw Clarissa’s eyes go wide with surprise, and her snarling teeth clamped shut right before they bit into my side. With no way to stop mid-air she slammed into me, launching me across the small clearing we’d stopped at. I hit a thick tree trunk and she skidded to stop inches from me.




I leapt up onto all fours, my head down and my tail wagging high over my head. I let out a playful growl, my yearning for this simpler life getting the better of me. As Pack Alpha, I had to be composed at all times. I couldn’t cut loose. I hadn’t played with Pack Mates in years, and a small but insistent part of me missed that. Now, with just the two of us, I could experience that joy again.




Clarissa was having none of it. She slowly padded over to me and licked my face. She was still shaken, still uneasy. I Shifted back into human form and she followed suit.




I lay with my back against the tree, and she came to lay in my arms.




“Good morning, beautiful,” I said.




She sat up long enough to jab a finger into my chest. “You’re an asshole for scaring me like that!” Then she lay her head back against my shoulder.




“I couldn’t let such a clumsy bandit escape without punishment,” I said, goosing her.




“Clumsy? I was like a professional. Neither of you stirred. I could’ve robbed you blind. I might consider a life as a cat burglar. Maybe I’ll steal the Crown Jewels,” she said, her fingertips lightly scratching tiny circles against my bicep.




“Somehow I don’t think that would work out,” I said. “And I don’t think I would be sneaky enough to break you out. And Sven…”




“Oh, Sven definitely couldn’t. His farts would give him away,” Clarissa said.




I ran my hand along the back of her head and found a swelling knot. “Did you hit your head on something?”




“I did. I…” she said.




“What?” I said.




“I saw something, Helmut. At least, I think I saw something. It was very strange,” she said, holding me tighter. “I was running and I found a cave.”




“I didn’t know we had caves this close to the village,” I said. I was almost certain we didn’t, but it had been a while since I went exploring out here.




“It was back there,” she said. “Where I left my clothes.”




“I didn’t see a cave back there,” I said.




“I went back inside it. Inside I saw something. I don’t know what it was. Some kind of creature,” She mumbled the last part. “It’s crazy.”




“Tell me about it,” I said. “It might not be as crazy as you think.” I knew these woods were ancient, and ancient woods kept ancient memories. Legends and myths that were once real, some of which still held on despite a world that has moved on.




“It was small, like a child. It had a wicked face, long teeth and I think it was insane,” she said. “It kept babbling about it’s fountain, which it peed into. Then it pulled out an axe and wanted to chop me up. I know it sounds crazy, but it was like it really happened. I can still see it’s yellow eyes, peeking out from below it’s red hat.”




I forced my breath to remain steady. A Redcap! How? Why? It had been hundreds of years since one had been seen, and most people had written them off as a story used to scare children. Something to keep them from wandering around at night. Stay in your beds or the Redcap will come for your feet! I remembered the fear those words instilled in me when I was young. “And then what happened?”




“It heard something. I think it got scared. Maybe it was scared of you? Whatever it was,” she said, “it disappeared and I was back on the trail. The cave was gone too.”




“Did it say anything else?” I said calmly.




After a moment’s hesitation, “No. Not really,” she said.




“Well, I don’t know what you saw, My Grace, but I suspect hitting your head played a part in it. Could this have been a dream from last night that this bump made you confused about?” I said. I didn’t want to lie, but I didn’t want to alarm her. The last thing she needed to worry about was some forest spirit with an axe wanting to chop her up.




“I don’t know. Maybe,” she said. “I’m getting cold.”




Under other circumstances I might have suggested a way we could warm up out here. But she was still shaken up and I had to admit feeling a level of unease. “Let’s go get our clothes and head back home,” I said. 
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I opened the front door of the cabin and the smell of cooking made my stomach rumble. Did one of our Pack Mates come over to make us breakfast? I walked into the kitchen and was struck by the second strangest sight of the day: Sven cooking.




I took in the sight in all its glory. He towered over the stove, his back to me. He had tied on an apron, but was otherwise naked. His tribal tattoos wrapped up and down his arms, and his back was like a roadmap of scars. Reminders of the victories he’d won for the Pack. His glorious ass was round and full, just begging to be groped. On the island behind him, he’d laid out a spread of poorly cooked food.




A pile of burnt toast was stacked nearly a foot high, threatening to teeter over like the Leaning Tower of Pisa. Next to it, a cauldron of soupy oatmeal sat, probably needing another twenty minutes on the stove. But the most befuddling was a plate of translucent floppy bacon, so raw that I could still hear it oink.




“Dritt!” Sven said, attending to a pan on the stove. He whipped a spatula to and fro, trying to delicately flip eggs that were cemented to the pan.




“Breakfast? You shouldn’t have,” Helmut said from behind me.




“Good morning!” Sven said. “Did you two have a nice run?”




“I needed a change of pace, and boy did I get it,” I said. “Took a spill and bumped my head, though.”




“Poor thing. Helmut, you should take better care of our Grace. We want to get a lot of mileage out of her,” he said, grinning. His grin disappeared when a stubborn egg refused to give up it’s grasp on the pan. “Lille jaevelen!”




I walked over to Sven, my hand resting on the small of his back. I looked into the pan and had to stifle a sigh. The eggs were smashed and smeared, burnt rubbery whites and yolks turned solid. “It’s a day full of new experiences,” I said, getting on my tiptoe to plant a kiss on his cheek. “Next time put some butter in the pan before the eggs.” I gave his ass an appreciative spank and walked to the small kitchen table to sit down.




Helmut put a mug of hot coffee in front of me. Cream and Splenda, exactly how I liked it. I let it cool, enjoying the hot ceramic between my hands. 




Sven walked over, putting plates of food down in front of Helmut and I. Then he got his own and joined us.




“Looks great,” I said. I sank my fork into a piece of egg and watched it bounce out. I resorted to using it as a scoop, bringing a chewy white slice of egg white to my mouth. I chewed and chewed and finally got it down. I had to follow it up with a slam of coffee, still too hot to drink but a relief after the burnt taste of the egg.




“Smells wonderful, Sven,” Helmut said. He dipped his spoon into his bowl of oatmeal, but what came out was a milky water with sparse oats floating in it. He swallowed the watery slurry and quickly moved onto the bacon.




“I remember you two telling me I didn’t do enough around the house. All the time I get the little yippy barks from you,” he said to me, “and the stern looks from you,” he said to Helmut. “So, fine, I said. I’ll take up the cooking.” He shoveled a huge fork of eggs into his mouth. “Mmmm,” he said, chewing with apparent relish.




“Well, maybe we were too quick to judge,” I said, looking over at Helmut for support. He held a piece of bacon up in front of his face, like he’d just found an artifact from a bygone era. “Right, Helmut?”




“Err,” Helmut said, dropping the bacon. “Yes. I agree,” he said as he wiped his hand on his napkin. “Maybe cooking would be better handled by someone else.”




“Hmm…no, I think I like it,” Sven said, twisting a slice of bacon around his fork like spaghetti. “I don’t say this lightly, but I feel like I might have found my calling.” He popped the wad of undercooked bacon into his mouth.




Helmut and I stared at him slack jawed.




A knock from the front door knocked me out of my trance. “I’ll get it,” I said, rising to answer the front door.




A middle aged couple stood on our doorstep. The woman, Ulpi, had brown curly hair and more than her share of frown lines, which she was engaging now. Next to her was her husband, Griggen, a disheveled man with thinning black hair and clothes that he’d obviously slept in. They were members of our Pack, and I remember them both kneeling before me when I was initiated as Grace. They hadn’t as much as said hello in the months since then.




“Where is Helmut?” Ulpi said.




“We don’t need to involve them,” Griggen said sharply. His eyes were cast downward.




“I’m at my end with you, you good for nothing!” Ulpi said to him.




Griggen’s shoulders slumped forward in silent surrender.




“What’s this about?” Helmut said, walking up to the door. “Griggen. Ulpi. Good morning.”




“Helmut, I need you to do something. I can’t go on like this, with this…good for nothing!” Ulpi said, gesturing to her husband like a pile of filth.




“Domestic matters are matters for our Grace,” Helmut said, putting a hand on my shoulder.




I stood up a little straighter, trying to look regal in my still damp track suit.




Ulpi eyed me up and down. “But…you always judged in the past,” she said. “No, Clarissa will not do. I demand an audience with you.”




“Ulpi, my door is always open to you and Griggen, but this is a matter for the Grace. I used to do this in the past, true, but now we have a Grace. This is one of the Grace’s duties,” he said.




“I refuse!” Ulpi said, crossing her arms. Her brow was a furrow of angry lines.




“You’ll take my help or learn to solve your problem yourself, whatever it is,” I said, puffing my chest out.




Her mouth turned to a sneer. “Fine,” she said through gritted teeth.




Griggen’s shoulders shook briefly with a chuckle.




Ulpi turned to unleash a savage belt of words against the poor man.




“Excellent,” I said with authority. “Wait here on the porch while I change into something more suitable. Keep your voices down: some people are still enjoying their breakfast.”




“If only we were one of them,” Helmut said, so quietly that only I could hear him.




I gave him a soft elbow, not wanting to laugh in front of Ulpi and Griggen. I closed the front door and leaned back against it, sighing.




“You’re going to do fine,” Helmut said, kissing my forehead. “Just remember that if both parties hate you afterwards, you probably made the right decision.”




I looked at him in shock. “What have I gotten myself into?”




“Responsibility. Leadership. Power. That’s what you’ve gotten yourself into,” he said, pulling me into his arms. His strong arms wrapped around me, comforting me. “Sometimes they just need someone to listen to their sorrows. Most of your job will just be to hear them out.”




“Breakfast is getting cold,” Sven called from the kitchen.




“I’m full, dear,” I called into the kitchen. “Helmut will finish my plate.” I freed myself from Helmut’s embrace.




Helmut’s eyes went wide with my betrayal, his hands reaching out to grab me. Probably to tickle me for my insolence. I took the stairs up to the bedroom two at a time, thankful to not have to return to that table.
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I shook my head as Clarissa ran up the stairs, leaving me to face both our plates alone. Heavy is the head that wears the crown, as they say. She also left me alone with my thoughts, and I needed to talk to someone about what she saw.




“Sven, I’m headed out for a bit. I’ll be back later on,” I called into the kitchen.




“Want something for the road?” he said.




“No, that early morning run killed my appetite,” I said as I headed out the front door. I nodded briefly at Ulpi and Griggen as they sat on our porch bench. No doubt there’s been drinking involved. Probably something else as well. Whatever it was, Clarissa could handle it.




I knocked on my uncle Ezekel’s front door and waited. I heard something fall and a sharp curse come from behind the house. I walked around it and saw him in the garage, underneath his old Chevrolet truck. He’d won it in a city poker game twenty years ago, and everyone in the village loved to tease him that he got the short end of the stick. It would probably never run again, but that didn’t stop him. He just loved to tinker.




“Uncle,” I said.




“Number six,” he said, thrusting an open hand up to me.




“Ok,” I said, digging around in his red toolbox along the wall until I found the wrench he needed. I handed it to him. “Do you have a moment to talk?”




“I have many of those moments. All day, in fact. But right now, I’m close to figuring out this ignition. Hammer,” he said.




I handed him the ball peen hammer. “It’s rather important,” I said.




“You young people think everything is important,” he said. A loud clank echoed through the garage as he hit the wrench with the hammer. “Whether it’s women, money or pride, it’s never as important as it seems.” Clank! “That’s the gift of age that I can bestow upon you, but I know it will be wasted.” Clank!




“Clarissa was out in the woods,” I said.




“Ha! Relationship problems, those are best nipped in the bud,” he said. Dropping the hammer. “Flowers and wine mend all bridges.”




“She saw a Redcap,” I said.




Ezekel rolled out from under the car and stood, giving his back a stretch. He walked past me to his tool bench, grabbing a rag. He wiped the thick black grease from his hands. “You don’t hear that every day.”




“When was the last time a Redcap was seen?” I said. “I had written them off as fairy tales.”




“Most people have. When they are seen, it’s often by,” he said, hesitating, “touched people. Special people. People favored by the Moon. A woman over on the Russian side claimed she saw one about twenty years ago, but no one believed her.”




“She said it threatened her,” I said, my pulse racing. “She said it was going to hurt her,” I said, balling my hand into a fist. My fingernails dug into my palm painfully.




He nodded slowly. “Make no mistake, they are mischievous at best and deadly at worst. More troubling, though, is the why. Why is it here? Who summoned it?”




I looked up at him. “Summoned it? Someone brought it here?”




“Don’t you remember the fairy tale? Leave a shoe filled with bloody meat outside your door and the Redcap will come,” he said.




“But Clarissa didn’t…” I said.




“Yes, so someone else did. You said it threatened her. Did it say anything else?” he said. “Sometimes they harm the body, and sometimes they harm the soul.”




“I don’t know, Uncle. Can I find it somehow? Get rid of it?” I said.




“I’ve never heard of a Redcap being killed. They can be banished, but those means were lost millennia ago. If you know where she saw it, you might be able to taunt it into showing itself,” he said, rubbing his chin. “They’re oddly vain. But if you succeed, then what?”




“Thanks, Uncle,” I said, shaking his hand then leaving the garage.




It was harder than I thought, finding the spot. Our scents had faded, and the wind had blown the dried leaves around, obscuring our earlier footsteps. I had to backtrack many times, but I finally found the spot. The sun showed it was late in the afternoon.




I saw no cave. I pulled at the overgrowth that ran up the side of the hill, long vines of ivy coming up like wires. Nothing was hidden beneath them. I clawed at the earth, almost expecting to find some kind of hobbit door. But there was nothing there. I stood up, sweat pouring down my face.




“Where is this ugly little fucker?” I whispered to myself.




“Ugly?” A small voice shrieked. “The big oaf calls us ugly.”




I spun around, looking for the source of the voice, but it was everywhere. “Show yourself!” I demanded.




“The big oaf is too blind to see us! Ha! Too blind to see how handsome we are,” it said. “We should show it how wrong it is.”




I heard some rustling from behind a tree. A small head peaked out from behind it. It was just as hideous as I imagined. Yellow syphilitic eyes took me in, a stubby tongue licking it’s endless row of sharp teeth. His red cap was flopped to the side. “There you are,” I said, walking towards it.




“Or are we here?” a voice said from behind me. 




I spun around too see the Redcap now behind another tree. “So you do have your tricks,” I said.




“Aye, we do. Tricks of the mind and tricks of the tongue. We will see if you are as blind as you seem,” it said, cackling with glee. “You are the one,” it said plainly.




“What does that mean?” I said. My patience was running thin, but this creature was slippery.




“You will see, or you will not see. Big oaf. Big hairy oaf. Your failures will haunt you all your nights. Ha!” it said.




Those words…I’d heard them before. From Helga, when she and her sons were banished. “What did you say?” I said.




“Now the oaf is hard of hearing. No ears, no eyes, no brains. It’s a mercy that it’s seed is hollow,” it said.




It’s words struck me like a freight train. “You lie,” I said, leaping towards the little monster.




It disappeared before my hands could reach it’s neck.




“Ha! The big oaf doesn’t know! It sticks its big oafish prick into everything that moves, yet has fathered no children,” it said. “Blind, deaf, sterile and stupid!”




“Liar!” I screamed.




The voice grew quiet. “Oh, but there will be more pain in store for you,” it said. “With your blind eyes you will see your legacy end. With your deaf ears you will hear the screams of all whom you love. And with your big oafish muscles you’ll strike out and do nothing to change your fate,” it said. “You’re cursed, mutt.”




“All lies,” I said, turning away to leave. “You’re just the wind blowing through the leaves.”




No more lies followed me.
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I looked out the front window, the setting sun running deep shadows across our massive log cabin. I knew it was stupid to worry: Helmut was fine. He had to be. He had been gone all day, but he had important Pack Alpha things to attend to all the time.




I was relieved to be done with Ulpi and Griggen. Those were hours of my life I would never get back, and in the end both of them looked at me with measures of contempt. I felt like a failure, but that probably meant I’d done my job.




“He’ll be back soon,” Sven said from behind me. He put his hands on my shoulders and kissed the back of my head. His hands kneaded my neck muscles.




I closed my eyes. “That’s it. You know,” I said, “your time in the kitchen is a waste of your skills as a masseur.” I leaned back against him, enjoying his unmovable presence.




“You just want me for my body,” he quipped, his ministrations unlocking the stress in my neck.




“Oh, not just for your body,” I said, my hand dipping back behind me. I felt his manhood through his jeans, relaxed and powerful. I tried to grab around it’s circumference but it was too thick. “Just mostly for your body.”




“Naughty, naughty,” he said, his thumbs rubbing tiny circles along the base of my scalp.




“Mmm,” I moaned, leaning my head forward so he had better access. I pressed my ass back against him and slowly gyrated myself against his cock. “I love waking little Sven up.”




He laughed. “Little?”.




“Just an expression,” I said, my hands going to my aching nipples. I noticed I’d become hornier lately as well, something well appreciated by my men.




Flickering flames came to life behind us. We turned and saw Helmut in the back yard, standing over our fire pit. Sven took me by the hand and we walked outside to meet our Alpha.




“Where were you?” I said, walking up to him.




Helmut smiled at me. “Just out taking care of something minor. Turned out it was a waste of time,” he said.




The fire flickered brightly as Sven placed another log over the rowing flame. Then he walked behind Helmut and began rubbing his neck. “You’re tense. Relax,” he said. 




“Yes, sir,” Helmut said, letting his head fall forward as our Seneschal massaged his shoulders and neck. “That feels so good. You have a talent for it, Sven.”




“That’s what I said!” I kissed Helmut, interlacing my fingers with his.




Helmut pressed his ass back against Sven and let out a groan. “You two were up to something before I arrived. I hope I didn’t ruin a moment.”




“No, just made it better,” Sven said, using an elbow to dig into Helmut’s back. “There’s the spot. This is where you hold it all in.”




“How did things go with Ulpi and Griggen?” Helmut asked.




“I listened to what they had to say and made some suggestions. I think they’ll eventually come around to each other again,” I said, my hands running up under Helmut’s shirt. “But that’s up to them. There’s only so much I can do.”




“Wise words, Grace,” Helmut said, kissing me. His hands wrapped around my waist, pulling me to press against him. His tongue spread my lips and dove past. He lightly bit my upper lip and tugged on it.




I moaned. “I don’t want to be your Grace tonight.” I felt his hardening need through his pants and my own body responded to that hot masculine presence. I ground my wet pussy against his thigh, my clit aching and in desperate need.




Helmut’s hand pulled my boob out from my top with one motion. The cold air made my nipple hard, then his mouth clamped down around it. His tongue swatted my nipple in delightful abuse. He growled around it, pinning me in place so he could suckle. 




Sven bent forward and began to kiss and bite Helmut’s neck. He’d stopped massaging his Alpha, and now I saw his hands had gone further south. One big tattoo’d hand had lowered our Alpha’s zipper, and Sven pulled him out of his pants. I was hypnotized, watching Sven stroke Helmut’s cock. It was the hottest thing I’d ever seen.




“I think he likes it,” I told Sven.




“Oh, he always like it,” Sven responded. “All big and gruff, which this huge slab of meat dangling between his legs. But at the end of the day, he just wants someone to hold him.”




Helmut released my glistening nipple and bent his head back to kiss Sven. Their tongues reached for one another, stubble scraping on stubble. Helmut put a thumb in my mouth, and my lips closed around it.




Sven’s other hand joined his first, pulling Helmut’s balls out of his pants. His experienced hands cupped them, two heavy stones full of cum. He stroked up and down Helmut’s shaft, his knuckles getting slick from Helmut’s pre-cum. 




I got on my knees in front of our Alpha. I put my hand on Sven’s, letting him know I was down there now. I didn’t want to catch a softball sized pumping fist in the face. I opened my mouth and took Helmut’s purple head into my mouth. His musk filled my nostrils, his virile masculine scent that broadcast his need to mate. My own sexual heat turned up another notch, and I knew both my lovers could smell my excitement. “Watching you two kiss is magnificent,” I said.




Helmut put a hand on the back of my head, guiding my mouth up and down his pole. He was also grinding his ass back against Sven, enjoying the feel of a hard cock pressed against his backside. Helmut kissed Sven harder, hungry for his friend and Pack Mate.




Sven’s hand slowly pumped Helmut’s cock. Squeezing him from the base and running up to the tip, he was lazily filling my mouth with our Alpha’s pre-cum. I held it, the salty treasure laying heavy on my tongue until I could hold no more.




I stood up and pulled Sven’s mouth down to mine. His tongue shot into my mouth, discovering the gift I had for him. He scooped it out with relish, and we both swallowed our Alpha’s jizz. 




Helmut’s tongue crashed into our kiss, and the three of us were a tangle of flesh. Hungry mouths, soft lips and searching tongues. We all pulled our clothes off until we were just three naked bodies against one another.




“I’m still hungry for you,” Sven said to Helmut as he dropped to his knees.




“I think I’ll join you,” I said as I also got down in front of our Pack Leader.




Sven’s tongue gave Helmut long licks. He laughed as Helmut slapped his big dick across his friend’s face. “Hey! Watch it,” he said. He pressed his lips against the head of Helmut’s cock and took him into his mouth. His cheeks went hollow as he sucked his friend’s cock.




“God damn, Sven,” Helmut said. “That feels incredible.”




“Now this is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen,” I said, one hand dipping down between my legs to work my clit. I bent forward and licked Helmut’s balls, timing my licks to avoid crashing my face into Sven’s. Helmut’s soft skin was musky and salty with his sweat. It flowed into my brain like a thick fog of lust.




Sven pulled his mouth off Helmut’s cock and put it to my lips. I sank my mouth down on my Alpha’s prick, savoring the tastes of both men. Sven watched me intently, his pupils dilated and his cock hard.




He got up and put another log on the fire, our bodies casting shadows in the darkness of our yard now. The autumn evening was bringing cold along with darkness now, but our bodies fought against both. In our primal mating we fought against the darkness and kept each other warm.




Helmut stole a kiss from Sven as he walked past him. Once Sven was satisfied with the fire, he crouched down near me. Instead of joining me in front of Helmut, he lay down on his back and positioned his head under me. “Sit,” he said, his hands bracing my ass.




I lowered myself so that I was now sitting on his face. Two golden eyes peered up at me from between my legs.




“Now that’s a taste I’ve been waiting for all day,” he said as he took one long lick of me, ass to clit. He sampled me as he saw fit, licking between the folds of my labia.




I pulled Helmut by the cock so he was closer to me. His lengthy meat was at full attention, needing to be inside me. But he would have to wait. “Turn around,” I said.




He turned around, standing akimbo, giving me a full view of his wonderful ass. 




“Hands on your knees,” I said.




He did as I instructed, his cock and balls hanging heavy between his legs.




I licked my finger, leaving it as wet as possible, then I sank it between his ass cheeks. “Now I’m the one who gets to comment on how tight you are,” I said, grinning.




“You’re still tighter,” Sven said from below me, his tongue dipping into my pussy to taste me.




I used one hand to spread Helmut’s cheeks apart, and my fingertip found his cute little balloon knot. I touched his sensitive entrance, circling it with my fingertip. “I guess it’s not often that the Alpha gets penetrated.”




“Not nearly often enough,” Helmut said, bent over. His hand was stroking his wet cock.




“A sense of decorum is important,” Sven said as his hard tongue spiked up between my cheeks to rim me.




“Oh God,” I moaned, concentrating on the sensation. It felt so incredible, just sitting on his face and using his hot mouth to get off like this. I remembered my other poor boy bent over in front of me and pressed my finger against his lone star.




“Relax,” I cooed at Helmut. My words worked, and his sphincter parted, letting my digit sink to the first knuckle. I bent forward, my tongue teasing the sensitive flesh wrapped around my finger. He relaxed more, and I began to finger pound his gorgeous tight ass as far as my finger would go. Every time I sank my finger to the hilt, his cock would twitch and a small drop of pre-cum would come out.




“That feels so good, Clarissa,” Helmut moaned. “But there’s something else I haven’t had in a long time,” he said. My finger came out as he lay down alongside Sven. He took his friend’s long prick in his hand and stroked it. Then he brought it to his lips, his mouth sinking down to Sven’s trim bush in one motion.




“Wow,” I said, impressed with his skill. My gag reflex was nowhere near as good. 




“When you spend so long with one another,” Sven said, his eyes scrunching up, “you learn what each other likes.” I could tell he was trying his hardest not to come in our Alpha’s mouth.




Helmut’s technique was different. He was slow. His lips lingered as his whole head came up off Sven’s prick. At the top his tongue swirled around the head of his Pack Mate’s cock. His other hand was softly squeezing and releasing Sven’s balls, urging them to release.




“Unnnnh!” Sven groaned against my clit. His abs flexed as he sent load after load into Helmut’s hungry mouth. Like a true professional, Helmut didn’t miss a drop. He swallowed, then used his hands to make sure Sven’s well was dry. He squeezed him from the base to the tip, emptying him of his seed.




“I needed that,” Helmut said, wiping his mouth. “This looks like fun,” he said casually as his face pressed in next to Sven’s and both their tongues worked me.




I cried out in ecstasy as one stud’s mouth worked my clit, teasing it and flicking at it. The other was licking my taint and asshole, cleaning me better than any shower. I squeezed my breasts savagely as I came, white hot heat ripping through me like a wildfire. My legs gave out and I tumbled backwards, only to be caught and held by both men. I didn’t have a chance to enjoy an afterglow: they didn’t stop licking me.




“Unnnngh,” I moaned, squirming. My mind was screaming that it needed a few minutes to relax, but my pussy was still along for the ride.




Four big hands pinned me in place, holding my legs apart as their hungry mouths kept eating me out.




“We’re not done with you yet,” Sven said.




“Barely getting started, if we’re honest,” Helmut added.




I gritted my teeth as I came again, my head laying down against a sweaty hard set of abs. I didn’t know whose it was, we were just one tangled sexual being. I felt their tongues swoop in to lick up my juices, and I began panting heavily, begging them for a moment of relief. 




The hands holding me let go, and I was slightly aware of bodies being moved around. The body beneath me disappeared, and I gasped as my back lay on the cold earth. 




Helmut lay down on top of me, his hot body pressing me down into the earth. His angry cock held in one hand, he rubbed the head against my slick clit, teasing me. “Fuck me,” I said.




“Beg me,” he said, running the crown down between my lips. 




I grunted, arching my hips upward to slip myself onto his manhood. 




“No,” he said, pulling his hips back to deny me what I needed. 




“You’d best do as he says,” Sven said, kneeling down next to my face. His cock was in that lovely state between soft and hard. It was like a sleeping snake, and he casually rubbed the head around my cheek and over my lips. “Once he gets that look in his eye, he always gets what he wants.”




Helmut just looked down at me, waiting.




“Please, fuck me. I need you,” I said, pleading.with my Alpha.




“Good girl,” he said, bringing his cock back to my entrance. Without another word he buried himself into me. Plunged to the hilt, his balls slapped hard against my ass. 




“Jesus!” I cried, my arms wrapping around his neck. My legs locked ankles behind his lower back. I turned my head and opened my mouth, inviting Sven’s cock.




He obliged, stuffing his fatness into my mouth until my tongue was pinned against the bottom of my mouth. Then he pulled all the way out and lay his head across my lips.




Helmut’s mouth came down, giving me a long slow tongue kiss with Sven’s cock in the middle. Our tongues played hide and go seek around his purple crown, trying to tag each other while Sven’s head slowly leaked cum for both of us. Helmut’s hips were grinding down on me, slowly filling my pussy with his length. Right as he got all the way down, he’d pivot and hit my G spot.




I was overcome by all the sensations. The three of us all heeding the primal ancient call to mate, to find comfort in each other’s arms. Rutting under the moon, we were lost in our animalistic passions.




Sven was now fully hard again, and he looked down at us. His golden eyes taking in our bodies. “What you do to her body, Helmut, it’s quite the sight.”




“Join us. She needs our seed,” Helmut said flatly.




It always drove me wild when he talked about me like this, especially when he fucked me. I bent upwards and bit his neck hard. I knew that would shut him up so he could focus on fucking me.




He growled, a deep noise coming from his throat. His hand went behind his back and roughly pulled my ankles apart. Before I knew it, I was lifted off the ground, only to lay back down against Sven’s chest. My knees were pressed up against my chest as my pussy and asshole were given up to be conquered by these two gorgeous Shifters. 




Sven’s cock angled up into my ass and I felt the spit-slickened head press against my sphincter. He slowly pressed up into me, and millimeter by millimeter the crown of his enormous prick passed my asshole.




Helmut’s cock pushed past my lips in delicious masculine need. Both men filled me to the hilt, their balls laying against one another. Helmut began fucking me in earnest, crushing me against our Seneschal below us. He bounced off my ass with each downstroke, his balls swinging like wrecking balls.




“So tight,” Sven grunted. His cock slid in and out of my ass, probing my dark depths in search of relief.




I let my head fall back, exposing my neck to Helmut. This was the utmost reflection of my submission to my Alpha, acknowledging his dominant masculine position. I felt his mouth crash down against my neck, his teeth clamping around my windpipe. 




I cried out as I came again, my two men fucking me blind and my Alpha claiming me. My pussy seized around his cock, milking it for it’s precious seed. My ass spasmed as well, twitching all around Sven’s huge dick.




Sven popped first, his hands mauling my breasts as he thrust one more time up into me. He shot his spurts deep inside me, a torrent of cum rushing up from his balls and jettisoning out the tip of his prick. “Unnngh!” he cried out as he squeezed my nipples painfully.




Helmut’s tongue lashed against my bare throat as his hands dug into my hips. He came inside me, still thrusting madly and without control. His balls surged, flooding me with his royal seed. He jaw unclenched from my neck and his thrusting slowed. He looked down as he pulled out, a flood of hot white stickiness flowing out of me and all over Sven’s cock and balls.




We all lay there for a moment, looking up at the moon overhead.
































Shared By The Werewolves

by

Becca Fanning



































“Teresa?” Dale said.




I looked up towards the driver’s seat. Dale Simson’s six foot plus frame filled the driver’s seat. His woody brown eyes sought mine out in the rear view mirror. I felt a stir. I’d thought about those eyes a lot.




“Yeah?” I said. I had a feeling I’d been zoning out again. I was engrossed in the tall trees on both sides of the car as we rumbled through the rural roads of backwoods Georgia. Such beautiful country.




“Do you think we missed it?” Jimmy said. He was Dale’s older brother, a smidgen shorter but just as broad in the shoulders. His blue eyes found mine in the rear view mirror, his urgency apparent.




Shit, was I blowing it already? I glanced next to me and Mr. Duggar was still reviewing his notes. He was the reason the three of us were on this trip. So far everything had worked out, and I wasn’t really worried: Dale and Jimmy were good people.




“Let me check,” I said, pulling the map out of my pack. I tried to remember the last sign I’d seen, but I was drawing a blank. Following the line that was this road on the map, I took a shot in the dark. “Have we passed Willtucket River?”




“Not yet,” Dale said. “Right bro?”




Jimmy grunted his assent.




I’d met the two brothers in our university’s Ecology Club. The two of them seemed to have a natural affinity for all things natural, and their Facebook profiles were chock full of photos of them zip lining through jungles and hiking mountains. 




“Well, just keep an eye out for that. Once we see that, we make a left at the first opportunity after that.” I used my pocket ruler to measure the distance. “It will be 2.1 miles after the river.”




Mr. Duggar glanced at me over his glasses, then went back to his notes.




I put my ruler and map down and looked back out the window. Endless rows of tall eastern hemlock trees flew past us in the twilight hour. The setting sun cast a beautiful orange purple glow on everything. Daydreaming was a big problem for me, and my grades reflected that.




I’d enrolled at Mintner University with the plan of doing pre-med. I’d watched all nine seasons of Scrubs, so I was ready to join that challenging and hilarious world. Unfortunately I just wasn’t motivated in the necessary ways, and my guidance counselor urged me to consider a “path of less resistance.” I still remember how he carefully worded that phrase.




So that’s how I found myself as an Earth Science major, known by other student bodies as the Rocks for Jocks program. But what I found soon after was a love of maps. I could read a topological survey and instantly know the rise, fall and curve of the land. 




My grades in these new courses were top of the class, every time. I annihilated the grading curve and knew many of my classmates cursed my success. I joined the Ecology Club, hoping to smooth things over with my fellow rockhounds. And that’s where I met Dale and Jimmy.




Dale was a top tier track athlete, and if he worked hard enough at it, an Olympic contender. He was passionate and driven to the point of obsession. He turned a lot of other students off with his gung-ho attitude.




Jimmy had the same natural gifts as his brother, perhaps moreso, but his interests weren’t athletic. Jimmy was the wild dreamer of the two, often dragging his brother along on harebrained schemes and adventures. Dale didn’t mind doing these things, but they weren’t first nature to him.




The three of us were walking out of the Eco Club meeting last month when we chanced on a flyer hanging in a hallway. It advertised a special limited time opportunity for nature enthusiasts and outdoor lovers. Natural science majors were especially encouraged to apply but spots were limited and time was short.




I pulled the flyer down and ignored the scandalous looks Dale and Jimmy gave me. They disapproved of me gaming the system like this, but they said nothing. I called the number but the call disconnected instantly. I thought nothing of it and put it out of my mind for a week.




Then I got the call back.




It was Mr. Duggar on the other end. He told me that he represented interests in the deep academic research field, groups I’d never have heard of. What he sought to do was go into the Smoky Mountain Nation Park to conduct a survey of certain cave fungi. Doing so would give evidence to support further protection and conservation of these natural resources.




He was very pleased to hear about my enthusiasm for the project and my skills at land navigation and map reading. He said the areas we’d be hiking through were off-trail and beyond any kind of GPS reception. I told him about Dale and Jimmy, and he approved their attendance as well. Dale and Jimmy were reluctant at first, but they agreed to join me once I’d chided them enough.




“Here comes a river!” Jimmy said.




The small sign on the side of the road read Willtucket River. I smiled with pride, confident and grateful that I was right. The bridge was very old, very rickety. Our Jeep proceed across it gingerly. Some of the wooden slats below creaked in alarming ways, but we made it across without incident.




“there’s a diner up ahead,” Dale said. “Should we stop for dinner?” He was addressing Mr. Duggar.




Mr. Duggar was still engrossed in his notes, scribbly handwriting and graphs all combined in a huge three ring binder. He would furtively flip between pages, cross-referencing who knows what. I’d looked over at his notes several times to peek at what he was writing, but to no avail. I couldn’t make it out at all.




“Yes, yes,” he said, waving his hand towards Dale in a dismissive gesture. “But lets be quick about it.”




I looked out the window at the diner and was giddy. It was an old-fashioned railcar diner. Thirty feet long and a shiny chrome exterior, the Dinner Club was barebones. I didn’t think these existed anymore, though it was surely out of necessity and not kitsch factor 




It looked like we were the only patron as we parked, the sun now fully set behind the canopy of trees. A bell jingle greeted us from overhead as we entered. A tired waitress behind the counter opened my arms wide, indicating that we had the run of the place. We chose a table in the back.




I took a seat next to Jimmy, his knee brushing against mine wonderfully as he sat. I didn’t realize how famished I was until now, but I had to restrain myself. I had a love-hate relationship with food. I loved eating it, hated what it did to my weight. I’d always been a bit self conscious about my weight, but things had only gotten worse in college.




“Whacannigetcha?” the waitress said. Her nametag read DENISE and was skewed at an angle, obvious she wasn’t trying to impress anyone.




“Umm, menus would be a good start,” Dale said, looking around the table as if they were hiding somewhere.




Denise sucked air through her teeth and lumbered back behind the counter. A crash of silverware was followed by her quiet cursing. She walked back to us and dropped four menus onto our table without a word. She walked back behind the counter to clean up my mess.




“I’ve heard of places like this,” I said. “They have horrible service on purpose. It’s part of the charm.”




“I don’t think this is one of those places,” Dale said. “I think this is just an unlucky coincidence.”




“No such thing as coincidence,” Mr Duggar said. “That’s fatalism talking. You’re the master of your destiny, and everything happens for a reason. Thinking otherwise is foolish,” he said, looking down at his menu.




Dale shook his head and also looked down at his menu.




I could feel the tension build between these two and hoped the waitress came back soon. “Oh, homemade chicken pot pie,” I said.




The waitress knocked something else over behind the counter, and another crash of silverware was met by very loud cursing this time. I tried to stifle a laugh but I couldn’t. Dale joined me, and we had to fake coughing when Denise came back to our table.




“Whacannigetcha?” she said. my eyes were a little more alert, but the boredom of her spirit couldn’t be hidden.




“House salad,” I said. “No dressing.”




Jimmy and Dale shared a brief look. 




I knew my order would get attention, but it was none of their business. Now I was annoyed.




“I’ll do the farmer’s skillet,” Jimmy said.




“Pulled pork sandwich,” Dale said.




“White toast, no butter,” Mr. Duggar said.




I shared a glance with the boys. This guy was a little off, but so far he’d been upfront about everything. He paid for everything on our trip, his reserve of cash covering all expenses thus far.




“So what are your plans for after graduation, Teresa?” Mr. Duggar asked me as we waited for our dinner.




“Oh, I don’t know,” I admitted. I still had two years to go, and I was much more focused on the next semester.




“Earth science is a great field of study if you go to work in the petroleum industry,” Mr. Duggar said. “Someone with your talent for maps would be excellent at finding new oil fields,” he said.




I beamed with pride. I had never thought about that. It made sense.




“You don’t want to do that, Teresa,” Dale said. “Those companies do incredible damage to the planet. Damage that future generations will have to endure.”




“You mean benefits future generations will reap,” Mr. Duggar said. “Our modern civilization is built on lots of energy, and for the time being that means fossil fuels.”




Denise came back to the table, dropping plates in front of us without fanfare.




“Now let’s just eat so we can get back on the road,” Mr. Duggar said, ending the conversation.




We all set in to eating. I made the best of my salad, but lettuce is still lettuce. The others seemed to enjoy their meals more than I, even Mr. Duggar and his plain toast. Denise dropped off the check without asking if we wanted dessert or anything else.




Dale pulled out a credit card and put it on top of the check. “I’ve got dinner,” he said.




Mr. Duggar shook his head. “No, that will not do.” He slapped Dale’s credit card on the table back in front of Dale. He then picked up the check and walked to the counter to settle the tab.




In cash.




“What do you think that’s about?” Jimmy said.




Dale just shrugged, putting his card back in his wallet. “Some people get weird about generosity. They think it’s like an attack on their personhood.”




“You’re really getting into that psychology class, aren’t you?” I said.




“Yeah, I guess I am,” he said. 




“Carlita’s in that class, right?” Jimmy said. He hid a mischievous smile behind his water glass.




“Bro, come on,” Dale said. His cheeks were turning red.




My heart sank a little. I didn’t have any boyfriends in college, but some part of me held onto a short list of available guys who were possible. If there was another woman in Dale’s life, then my chances were pretty much nil.




“She’s just a friend,” Dale said.




“Let’s go,” Mr. Duggar said, returning to the table. “We’ve wasted enough time.”




We all piled back into the Jeep, the immaculate vehicle Mr. Duggar picked us all up in the day before. It had was the first time the three of us had ever met him. He insisted on picking us up at the edge of town outside a derelict shopping mall. I was so glad Jimmy and Dale were there with me: the place was frightening. 




Eventually this shiny brand new Jeep pulled up and we met Mr. Duggar. He took our cellphones, insisting that they would be returned after the expedition. His reasoning is that they wouldn’t work in the mountains, and besides the contracts we signed forbade us from talking about any details of the trip with anyone. 




Dale and Jimmy gave louder protests than I, but eventually I cajoled them into coming along. I was taken back by Mr. Duggar’s demeanor, but I knew some people just needed some warming up. So we three piled into the Jeep and headed for the Smoky Mountain National Park.




The orange glow from the diner illuminated the inside of the Jeep, and again I was surprised by how clean it was. Usually when you have a car, even when it’s brand new and you try to keep it clean, you let little things slip by. This thing was either less than a week old or professionally detailed every weekend. Either explanation could make sense for Mr. Duggar.




I got into the front seat, and Jimmy took the wheel. Dale and Mr. Duggar hopped into the back. We pulled away from the little trainer diner, our bellies full and the car warm. I yawned, and closed my eyes to rest them a moment.




                                                                                                    







I was back on campus. Well, kind of. I was dreaming that I was back on campus. I’d been a lucid dreamer for years, and I could recognize the signs that it was a dream. I was in the Science Lab building, but I didn’t feel like dreaming about running a composite analysis on some igneous rock samples.




Instantly I was somewhere else. Somewhere I’d never been before. I was inside the athletic complex! Rows of trophies behind glass extended down the entire length of the hallway. I heard running water coming from nearby, and I instinctually followed it.




I rounded a corner and found a large open entryway. Clouds of mist poured out of the room, and the sounds of steamy showers came from within. I stepped into the clouds of steam, and looked down at my body. My clothes were gone, replaced by a bath towel.




Through the steam clouds I heard humming, and walked towards it. Hot water ran past my feet, swirling delightfully between my toes. The steam cleared and I saw Dale standing in front of me.




His head bent forward, the shower spray was cascading down his broad back. I saw the droplets flow over his muscles. I slowed them down, enjoying the way they randomly chose to go left or right around a bulging bicep or shoulder. The water trailed further down, slinking past his waist and down to his stunning ass. 




This ass was mouth watering. It had the perfect amount of width and a strong definition. I thought about what it must feel like, to run my hands across it. To squeeze it. To dig my fingernails into it. I bit my lip, needing him. A tiny voice whispered to me from somewhere that I could have him. I could take him right there. It was my dream. But I knew that would cheapen it.




Dale turned letting the water pour down his face and chest. His chin was sculpted from granite, the kind you wanted to sit on and ride all night long. His pecs were solid, his nipples small. The water ran down him the way I wanted to run my tongue down him. His abs flexed, showing off his six pack. His innie belly button was like a small island amidst the flat sea of his belly.




My eyes went further down. They wouldn’t stop. They couldn’t stop. He had that little treasure trail of hair that extended down from his belly button that drove me wild. This treasure trail led down to a trimmed nest of short hairs right above his lengthy cock. It hung thick, low and full of power. He turned briefly and I could actually see it swing! His ballsack was nestled behind his prick, two massive stones full of seed and needing to be emptied.




I didn’t need a written invitation. I dropped my towel and stepped forward, my hands reaching out to his chest, my mouth tilted up to meet his.




                                                                                                    







“Teresa. Hey Teresa!” Jimmy said, nudging me awake.




“Wha? Huh?” I said. Sputtering awake, I tried to make sense of the lack of naked man in front of me. Sighing, I yawned and looked over at Jimmy. “Yo.”




“Umm, I think we’re here,” Jimmy said, barely above a whisper. He glanced back at Mr. Duggar, who was now snoring. Dale was also asleep. “Think I should wake everyone up?”




“You woke me up to ask if we should wake everyone else up?” I said. I sensed a little more edge in my voice than I meant, but damnit that dream was about to get good! Sighing, I looked at the dashboard clock. It was just past 2 in the morning. It was pitch black outside, with nothing but the deep forest as company.




“Are you sure we’re here?” I said. Out the front and to both sides there was nothing but trees.




“Service Road 43-B, right?” he said.




“Yeah, then I guess we’re here,” I said. I wiped a little cold drool from the side of my mouth and spun around. “Hey guys, we’re here.”




The two men in the back groggily woke up and rubbed their eyes. Dale stretched and looked outside the window. Mr. Duggar stifled a yawn and shook himself awake. “I trust this is the right location?”




“Yes, Service Road 43-B. It ends right here. We can’t go any further in the Jeep,” Jimmy said.




“Then we continue on foot. Let’s get our gear, please make sure you have everything. We won’t be back here for a week,” Mr. Duggar said, opening the door and stepping outside. 




A gust of freezing air flowed into the Jeep and made the three of us grit our teeth. This was going to suck. I inhaled sharply, as if holding my breath would do anything, and leapt out into the frigid air of these ancient mountains.




Ancient and unique. It was known that there were many species that only existed on small stretches of these mountains. The unpredictable weather and inaccessibility made exploring and cataloging its inhabitants difficult. I knew a group that had come here seven years ago discovered a new species of salamander, and I was excited at the possibility of us having the same luck. Maybe it would even be named after me!




Ok, probably not. And we were here looking for fungi, not critters. Getting a fungus named after me would be kind of cool, I guess. But a frog or worm would be so much cooler!




I closed the door behind me and immediately wanted to get back into the vehicle. there’s something about being out in the wilderness that is really discomforting. Everything is sharper, more enhanced. With no traffic, no street lights, no signs of civilization at all, your senses turn up to eleven. That evolutionary part of your brain kicks in, that little part that kept your ancestors alive for tens of thousands of generations.




And right now that little part of my brain wanted to book a hotel room at the nearest Mariott and order some room service. I swore at my rotten luck, ignoring the fact that I volunteered for this and luck had nothing to do with it. I walked to the back of the vehicle where Mr. Duggar was putting on his pack.




I reached past him into the open trunk to retrieve my pack. I pulled it out of the trunk and it landed with a dull thud against the forest floor.




Thirty-two pounds didn’t sound like a lot of weight when I was deciding what to bring. A week was a long time, and I thought there couldn’t be any harm in overpacking. Better safe than sorry, I told myself as I wandered the aisles of the sporting goods store. Tent, sleeping bag, camp stove: those were defensible purchases. But why did I buy a collapsible camping chair? A folding knife and a comically large bowie knife? Why yes, I would like the canister of bear mace!




I dragged my pack away from the trunk so everyone else could reach their stuff. I lifted the pack up with both hands and tried to swing my arm into the shoulder strap. I succeeded, then got pulled backwards and fell down onto the forest floor. “Help,” I said, my arms flailing like an overturned turtle.




“Whoa there,” Dale said, rushing over to me. He took both my hands in his and pulled straight back. there was no strain in his effort: he lifted me like one would lift a pillow off a couch.




I practically flew up into the air and crashed into him, my breasts pressing into his firm chest. I felt my cheeks go flush, and a bit of warmth inside me fought against the cold night air.




“Let’s make that the only fall of the trip,” Jimmy said, coming around to the back of the vehicle. He plucked his pack from the trunk and locked in the straps that went across his waist and chest. He hesitated, then said, “I’m sorry if that came out rude. But we’re out here with no way to call for help. Let’s just be careful.” He leaned back into the trunk to rummage around.




I nodded, turning away to hide my embarrassment. I pulled the wide waist belt around and snapped it closed. It had two large pockets and I squeezed them to make sure nothing had fallen out. I unzipped one pocket and pulled out my headlamp, slipping it over my head and turning it on.




“What…” Jimmy said, the light from my headlamp shining into the trunk. He was looking down into the trunk.




Mr. Duggar slammed the trunk down. “Time to get moving. We lost a lot of time already,” he said. “We walk down this service trail until we come to the river.” He hoisted his pack onto his shoulders and began walking down the trail, not waiting for us.




We scrambled after him, Dale giving Jimmy a questioning look.




Jimmy shook his head, indicating it was nothing. He was ahead of me, picking up the pace to catch up to Mr. Duggar.




Dale was behind me, kind enough to not make me feel like I was the slowest in the group, even though that was the reality. 




But, I reminded myself, I was the only one who could get us where we needed to go. Once we got to the river, we’d need my map skills to reach our destination.




Behind me, Dale began humming. Ahead of me, Jimmy joined in. Some endearing brotherly quality bonded them, and these cute little affectations were evidence of that. I didn’t know the song, but it had a cadence, and that helped my walking speed. 




As we got seriously into the hike, the warmth from our bodies kept the cold at bay. It was oddly comfortable, and I had one of those eureka moments when I realized that we’d evolved to do this. Our ancestors had walked thousands of miles across ice flows to populate the planet. And they didn’t have Gortex or Icebreaker to do it in!




Up ahead, Mr. Duggar stopped on the trail. He raised a hand and froze. He was searching for something in the treeline, or something further down the trail. He must’ve heard something.




“I heard something big up ahead. It crashed through some branches,” he whispered back at us. He didn’t have to say what he thought it was.




Black bears can be found all up and down the Smoky Mountain National Park. They’re the largest predator east of the Mississippi, and they’re unpredictable. Normally, they behave like huge raccoons. They get into garbage, steal food, and climb trees when they’re threatened.




But then there’s always the dreaded situation when you inadvertently get between a mother bear and my cubs. At that point, all bets are off. She might call to her cubs and have them go up a tree, or she might charge you. Oh, and everything you heard about to do when you run into a grizzly bear, you do the opposite with a black bear. 




“It’s a deer,” Dale said from behind me.




“Or it could be a bear,” Mr. Duggar said. He spoke curtly, indicating his agitation.




“It’s just a deer,” Jimmy said.




“How do you know that?” I said.




Mr. Duggar and I both looked at Jimmy.




Jimmy sighed, eventually giving us a shrug.




“Whatever it is,” Dale said from behind us, “It knows we’re hear and it’s leaving. If we stop to analyze every sound, this is going to take a month.”




“Right, right,” Mr. Duggar said. He took a drink from his water bottle, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and turned back towards the trail. He pulled his shoulder straps tighter and continued down the trail.




As we followed, a branch caught a strand of my hair and I turned my head to free it. I saw the white tail of a deer go bouncing further into the dark woods.




“It was a deer!” I exclaimed.




“Oh yeah?” Dale said. I could hear his grin, ear to ear. Thankfully Jimmy didn’t rub it in also.




After a while we heard the sound of rushing water, gurgling somewhere ahead of us. I got excited, because that meant our first landmark and the chance for me to shine. I’d gone over the maps Mr. Duggar gave me, and I was pretty sure in myself. But things that looked clear as day on a map were sometimes indiscernible on the ground level.




I guess that was one of the reasons I always liked maps. They gave you a bird’s eye view, let you know the contour of the land. there would be surprises, but the point of the map was to limit those.




We came to a turn in the trail and found the river running down below us. It was about twenty feet to the other bank, and I guessed it couldn’t have been more than five feet deep. Right next to the river was a designated spot for camping. A few flat tent spaces were clear of debris and delineated by wooden boards.




“We should make camp tonight,” Dale said.




“Why?” Mr. Duggar said, checking his watch. “It’s only three AM. We have a lot of ground to cover.”




“I get that, but we’re all pretty tired. We slept in the Jeep if we slept at all,” Dale said. “The cave’s not going anywhere.”




Mr. Duggar began to chuckle. “Oh, the cave’s not going anywhere? So we can just waste as much time as we like? Of course, let’s just stop to smell every flower. It’s not like this is a scientific expedition or anything.” His sarcasm was dripping.




“Look man, we’re all tired,” Jimmy said, trying to ease the situation.




“Just because you’re whining, doesn’t mean we need to stop,” Mr Duggar said, advancing on Jimmy.




I didn’t understand what was happening. Were they about to fight? Out here in the woods?




“I bet Teresa can keep walking,” Mr. Duggar said. “Right Teresa?”




“Well, I-“ I said.




“Don’t make this about her,” Jimmy said, not backing down. He took a step towards Mr. Duggar.




“If we sleep now, we’ll move faster tomorrow in the daytime,” I said. “Everyone wins.”




Mr. Duggar threw his hands up in the air. “Fine, we make camp here,” he said. “The kids these days…”




We all set about setting up our tents for the night. Mine was set up rather quickly, and I crawled inside to lay out my sleeping bag. I thought about eating something before I went to bed, but the warmth of my bag was too much to resist. Even a few hours of warm sleep would do me a world of good. I heard some struggling outside and what sounded like a tent collapsing.




“Son of a bitch!” Mr. Duggar yelled.




I covered my mouth, trying to silence my laughter. He certainly didn’t seem like much of an outdoorsman. The more I thought about it, the stranger his participation in this seemed. There were too many unanswered questions, and if I didn’t have Jimmy and Dale with me, I’d probably be worried.




I felt myself begin to drift off, and I put the nagging questions to rest. 




                                                                                                    







I emerged from my tent, the cold night air crisp against my skin. What was I doing? Did I have to pee? I looked at our camp in the blue moonlight.




Dale’s and Jimmy’s tents were unzipped, and I didn’t see anyone in them. Mr. Duggar’s was half askew and looked like it would collapse again if a strong wind blew through. But I heard him snoring deeply from within.




I recalled my head hitting my pillow and concluded I must be having another dream. I heard some noises down by the river and I walked over to investigate. My bare feet stepped through the damp underbrush, cold dew clinging to my skin.




I looked down over the edge of the bank and froze. Down in the water, less than twenty feet away, was Jimmy. He dove under the water and popped back up. The river was shallower than I thought, because when he came up I could see that he was fully nude.




His upper body was muscular and thick, even if he wasn’t as tall as his brother Dale. His broad chest and shoulders were chiseled from marble, and his ass glinted with athletic potential in the moonlit scene.




How I loved these dreams!




I let my eyes linger over his body, willing him to turn around. And he did. His prick was heavy and long, the head dipping down into the frigid river. His balls were pulled back tight against his body, keeping their precious cargo out of the cold water. His hands went to his genitals, and he splashed water over his cock to clean it.




The poor thing should be somewhere warmer, I thought, my mouth watering. I slipped a hand down to my pussy and felt my slit getting slick. I watched Jimmy dive under and come up again, the refreshing water cascade down his naked body.




I wanted him. I needed him.




“You’d better clean off,” Jimmy said. He was addressing someone below me, on the edge of the bank.




How strange. This was my dream. He should be talking to me. I had to correct this and moved down the bank, ready to jump his bones and make him scream my name.




My foot caught on a root, and I tumbled head over heels. I landed and picked my face up out of the mud.




Right in front of me was a massive brown wolf, his muzzle covered in blood.




“Oh shit,” Jimmy said.




I felt my body go limp, and everything got dark.




                                                                                                    







Birds were squawking off in the distance. I opened my eyes and looked up at the ceiling of my tent. I tried to shake off the dream from the night before, but that huge wolf still gave me a shudder. I came out from my sleeping bag and put on my shoes. Bladders in the woods were more demanding than normal, and mine was at Defcon One. I popped a squat off past the treeline and relieved the immense pressure.




I strolled back into camp a new woman. The men were getting out of their tents now. They all looked well rested. We ate our breakfast and packed up everything, eager to get some serious miles done that day.




I took out my map and compass, and after a few minutes I had plotted out our route to the next landmark. “We follow the river downstream. In about four hours we should come to an old bridge, which we’ll go over,”




“Is it a trail bridge?” Dale said.




“No, it’s an old logger’s bridge,” I said.




“How old?” Jimmy said.




“Who cares how old it is? It’s the fastest route?” Mr. Duggar said. He looked at me expectantly.




“Yeah, it’ll save us a lot of time. If we have to take a trail bridge, we’re going twenty miles upstream in the wrong direction,” I said.




Jimmy looked at Dale. Dale shrugged.




“The loggers’ bridge is very old,” I said. “But we’re just three people. They built these for horse and cart to travel over. Trust me, it will not be an issue.”




                                                                                                    







Four hours later, right on schedule, we reached the bridge. It was now less a bridge and more of a beaver apartment complex. The long timbers had collapsed, falling into the water and bobbing up and down. Some upright beams stood out of the water, useful for handholds, but this was not a safe passage. The river was now twice as wide, and thanks to some smaller tributaries they passed on the way, much deeper.




“Not an issue, huh?” Jimmy said.




I shot him a dirty look. “I’m doing my best here, and with the information I had, I made a call. I’m sorry if that wasn’t good enough for you!”




“Here, here. Teresa, you did a fine job. We’re making great time and this bridge will do just fine,” Mr. Duggar said. “Lay off her, Jimmy.”




I appreciated his supportive words, and glared at Jimmy some more.




Jimmy sighed and nodded. “I’m sorry, Teresa.”




“Apology accepted,” I said, already tired of being angry. Holding a grudge took a lot of effort, and this hiking was tough enough without having to be grumpy while doing it.




“Move aside, boys,” I said. “I’ll show you how it’s done.”




I stepped past all three men, Mr. Duggar with a bemused look on his face. I looked straight ahead at the other bank and just began walking across. I knew the key was to move forward, swiftly and with purpose. Faltering, hesitating or delaying would mean I’d fall in and get soaked, and probably lose some gear.




Left foot, right foot. I passed deftly from log to log, using the upright poles when necessary. I felt my right ankle dip into the water, but pulled it right out and pretty much sprinted across the last quarter of the bridge. I got to the other side, my legs shaking, and a noise reaching me from across the river.




I looked back over and Dale and Jimmy were cheering me. They pumped their fists in the air. I did a curtsy and almost fell on my ass, the thirty pounds of gear on my back not appreciating my ladylike nature.




We made camp that evening in a flat clearing ringed by trees. I watched my little camp stove fire up and begin heating my tin cup of water. Another dinner of ramen. Like I didn’t get enough of this back in the real world. 




“Whatcha having tonight, Dale?” I said.




“Instant. Mashed. Potatoes!” he said, raising both hands in the air in triumph.




“How about you Jimmy?” I said.




Jimmy gave a shrug and thrust his hand into his food bag, pulling out the first thing he found. “Couscous it is,” he said. He was not enthusiastic.




“How about you, Mr. Duggar?” I said.




Mr. Duggar was at the edge of camp, fiddling with something in his hands. I could see a glow illuminate his face. When he heard my voice, he shoved the thing into his pocket and spun around.




I looked over at Jimmy and Dale, and they whispered something between them. I couldn’t catch what they said, and before I could ask, Mr. Duggar sat down near us.




“Tonight, Teresa, I’ll be enjoying the finest mechanically separated beef and pork product known to man,” he said. From his pack he produced a Slim Jim and began to carefully open it.




“Eww,” I said.




“You young kids spend too much time surviving, and not enough time living,” Mr. Duggar said, snapping into his meat snack with relish. 




We turned in after dinner, and I checked my map for a little while before going to sleep. We were making better time than expected, and we might reach our destination the following day if we managed the same pace. It was hard to tell because the next day we’d be climbing in altitude, several thousand feet. That would slow us down for sure.




                                                                                                    







I was stumbling out of my tent, an immense chill all around me. The pressure from my bladder was intense, and I hurried off to the woodline to relieve myself. Everything was cast in a cold blue moonlight. I did my best to make sure I wasn’t squatting over a patch of poison ivy, but sometimes you just have to drop your drawers and hope for the best. The cold air felt refreshing against my trimmed pussy.




I stood up after finishing, and began to walk back to my tent. I heard a noise off to my right and froze. Something big had shifted a branch, and my eyes strained in the dark to identify it. I silently cursed leaving my headlamp back in the tent.




Another crash of branches and then it was right in front of me. Four hundred pounds and jet black. The bear was the biggest living thing I’d ever seen without a pane of glass in between us. The fur near its face was matted, it’s eyes yellow and dull. It’s large head weaved left to right.




I remembered all the sage wisdom about what to do. I remembered that the bear was probably more scared of me than I was of it. I remembered all that bullshit. But it doesn’t matter when this huge beast is steps away from you. I wanted to run, but I was too scared. I wanted to scream, but I was too scared. So I did nothing. I watched, paralyzed with fear.




The bear tilted it’s head and looked off to it’s right. It pivoted to face that direction and stomped the ground in front of it. It swayed it’s head back and forth aggressively, and even let out a strange little hoot.




Then I heard it. A low, rumbling growl coming from off in the trees where the bear was facing. It cut through the night air and I swear that even the insects stopped chirping when they heard that. 




The bear’s ears went flat against it’s head and it began to shuffle backwards. Eventually it spun around noisily in the trees and ran off at full gallop.




“Teresa!” Dale said, running up to me from the camp. “Was that a bear?”




“Shh!” I said, “there’s a wolf nearby!”




A sharp laugh came from the trees and Jimmy walked out. “Sorry, no wolf here. Holy shit that was cool,” he said.




“You scared the shit out of me!” I said, punching him in the arm. “How did you do that?”




Jimmy rubbed his arm and flashed me a grin. “I’m afraid that’s on a need to know basis, ma’am.”




“The moral of this story is to hold it until morning,” I said as we walked back to camp.




                                                                                                    







The next afternoon, we edged our way down into a ravine, large scraggly bushes hemming us in. Shear white stone walls rose up on either side of us, and even though it was barely noon, it was dark in this lower area.




“Are you sure this is it?” Mr. Duggar said.




I double-checked my map. “Yes,” I said, confidently.




“Finally,” Jimmy said. His face lit up at the possibility of finding what they came out here for.




“I see something ahead,” Dale said, at the front of the group. He pulled some branches away from the stone wall and revealed a passage behind it. We’d have to stoop to get inside, but it opened up further in.




I followed behind Dale and Jimmy, and Mr. Duggar came in behind me. After walking in bent over, the cave opened up and we could stand up straight. We could hear water dripping far off in the distance, indicating that this cave linked up with others in a system. We didn’t know how far or how deep the caves went. Mr. Duggar had geological scans, but dates and the name of the company that conducted them had been redacted.




We turned on our headlamps, illuminating our surroundings. The walls were an orangish-red, and stalactites hung down from above. Several tunnels led off from the main chamber.




Right near our feet, a shallow pool of water extended through the test of the cave. I knelt down and shined my headlamp at the edge of the pool. there was a loose gravel, covered in moss. On top of the moss was a pink toadstool.




I recalled the document Mr. Duggar had given each of us, describing the fungi we were looking for. It was theoretical, it’s physical description a best guess, and Mr. Duggar had stressed that our chances of actually finding these mushrooms was very slim. His company had been searching for some time now. A pink toadstool was what they had come out to find.




“Holy shit,” I said.




“Back up!” Mr. Duggar said, almost screaming. He scrambled forward on hands and knees. He shone his light on the mushroom, “Yes, yes, yes!” He took a phone from his pocket and began taking photos of the mushroom.




I shared a smile with Jimmy and Dale. We’d done it! We found a new species!




Mr. Duggar stood up and faced us. His phone was in his hand, and I could hear it ringing on speakerphone. A voice picked up on the other end. “Data received,” the man on the other end said. “Hold for confirmation.”




“I thought phones didn’t work out here,” Dale said quietly to Jimmy.




“Who is that?” I said.




“Shut up,” Mr. Duggar said.




I recoiled from the rude response, already killing the buzz I felt from our victory.




“Specimen confirmed,” the man on the phone said. “You are cleared to proceed. Cleanup team will meet at the rendezvous point in two days.” The voice then hung up.




“Cleanup team? What’s going on here?” I said.




Mr. Duggar carefully put the phone away. “I suppose you deserve to know, after all. Mushrooms have unique biochemical properties, and this one mores than others. Once weaponized, it will make sarin gas look like breath freshener.”




“What?!” I said, jaw hung open. “I didn’t know that’s what we were here to get!”




“You younger generation have no imagination, no ambition!” he said, shrieking.




“Just relax,” Dale said, holding up his hand.




“For years I’ve been trying to find this god damned thing. Putting up with lousy kids, ingrates!” Mr. Duggar said. “But now I don’t need you two anymore.”




Without warning, Mr. Duggar pulled a pistol from his pocket and shot Dale in the chest. It was like the cave exploded in sound and light, and I fell to the ground with my hands to my ears.




I saw Mr. Duggar fire a second shot and hit Jimmy in the chest. He fell over onto his brother. 




I screamed, not understanding what I was seeing. I saw Mr. Duggar level the barrel of the gun at me. I held my hands up. “Please, please, please!”




“Teresa, be quiet,” Mr. Duggar said, calmly. His voice was so calm, so serene. “Do you want to live?”




I looked over at Jimmy and Dale. I couldn’t tell if they were still breathing. My eyes teared up and I began to cry.




“Do you want to live?” Mr. Duggar said, as plainly as you’d ask someone if they wanted a cup of tea.




I felt myself nodding, not even sure where the ability came from. I was now alone with this madman, far off in the remote wilderness. No one would come looking for us anytime soon. I needed to play for time.




“Good,” he said, keeping the pistol pointed at me. “I have a new set of coordinates for you. A cabin, not too far from here. We’re going to go there.” He motioned with the pistol towards the cave entrance. “Now move it.”




I struggled to my feet, my knees almost buckling underneath me. I looked down at the brothers, and I saw so much blood that I nearly fainted. A sharp prod in the side from Mr. Duggar’s gun propelled me out of the cave back into the bright sunlit day.




“Just put them out of your mind, Teresa,” Mr. Duggar said, soothingly.




“You, you’re crazy! You’re a psychopath!” I said, trembling against the stone wall of the ravine. “Help!” I screamed.




“Scream all you want, Teresa. No one is out here. But if you won’t cooperate, I’ll have no use for you,” he said, punctuating the last few words by cocking the hammer back on the pistol.




“Ok, ok!” I said, panicking. “I’ll do whatever you want!”




“Excellent! there’s hope for you yet,” he said. From his pocket he produced a small slip of paper.




My trembling hand took it from him. It was a longitude and latitude coordinate pairing. I took out my map. “Please, can you call an ambulance? Maybe someone can get here in time to help them.”




“Your loyalty will get you in trouble, Teresa. Right now you’ve got more pressing concerns,” he said. He tapped the barrel of the pistol against the map.




I checked the coordinates against the map and nodded. “I can get you there.”




“You can get us there,” he said, correcting me.




I grit my teeth together and tried to stop my eyes from tearing up. I didn’t want to give this bastard the satisfaction.




“Obstinate as well? We’ll have to work on that,” he said. “Lead on, navigator!”




I trudged out of the ravine, Mr. Duggar close behind. Every step was a battle against letting out a sob. The thought of Jimmy and Dale in that dank dark cave, possibly still alive…It was maddening.




But Mr. Duggar was right about one thing: I had a more pressing concern right now. Murderers didn’t have much reason to leave witnesses if they didn’t have to. I was a liability for him, a loose end. I had to play my cards just right, and act when the time was right. Or I was going to end up in a cave somewhere as well.




I knew I couldn’t run. His gun would make short work of me, and he wouldn’t hesitate to use it. So that left fighting, and again I was outmatched. He had a good eight inches and hundred pounds in his advantage. I had my big knife, but I don’t think he’d let me get close enough to use it.




                                                                                                    







“Ok, let’s take a break,” Mr. Duggar said.




We’d been hiking for five hours since the cave, and my muscles were screaming. My legs were cramping, probably because I was dehydrated. I unbuckled my chest strap and felt thirty pounds fall off my shoulders. I rolled my shoulders and stretched, scanning the area. A massive stone ledge stuck out over the expanse of wilderness below. 

 

We were ascending the side of Mt. Gennis, and were at least twenty miles from the nearest road or sign or civilization. It was getting late, and if we pushed all night we’d get to his location by morning. Pushing hard at night was dangerous, especially when we were pushing through un-trailed wilderness.




“Eat,” he said.




“I’m not hungry,” I said.




He chuckled. “Teresa, things are going to go a lot smoother between us if we have an understanding. When I tell you something, it isn’t a request. It isn’t a suggestion. It isn’t a friendly reminder.”




I bent over and unstrapped the top of my pack. I pulled out my food bag and held it up to him, then sat down.




“See, isn’t that better? If your generation was just more amenable to listening to your superiors, you’d be so much more successful,” he said. “Those two back there,” he said with a dismissive wave behind him, “they were a bad influence. You have to protect yourself from bad influences, Teresa. Bad friends are worse than enemies. An enemy will only attack you. A bad friend will change you.”




I sighed and pulled out a small pouch of jerky and began chewing. I knew it was probably ten times my daily dose of salt, but I didn’t taste it. I looked out over the ledge, at the tops of the trees thousands of feet below. So beautiful, and I hated every inch of it.




Mr. Duggar walked over near me and snatched my backpack. With the gun trained on me, he dug inside my pack blindly with his other hand. He pulled out my massive bowie knife.




“Haha! What was this for?” he said, turning the knife over in his hands.




“Protection,” I said, mumbling and looking away.




“It’s a good thing you’ve got me for protection now,” he said. He cocked his arm back and hurled my knife as hard as he could off the side of the mountain. I watched it sail out and downward. It seemed to fall for ages before it became an indiscernible speck and got lost.




“Ahh, this is better,” he said, pulling my Leatherman from my pack. “Now, this is a good tool. Multiple uses, compact, excellent choice.” His arm pulled back and shot forward, sending my multi-tool out over the side of the mountain. He dropped my pack back next to me. “I’m glad we got that out of the way. We can’t have any surprises.”




I stared at the ground, the despair of my situation coming over me. I concentrated on a single leaf, a brown five pronged thing. I saw the edges of my vision go blurry, I knew I was about to lose it. Some small part of me wanted to give up. Why fight it?




“How long until we reach our destination?” he said.




“I don’t know,” I said.




“Teresa, Teresa,” he said, standing and walking over to me. He grabbed the back of my head, his fingers tightly curling into my hair. He forced my face up to look at him. “Are you trying to anger me?”




My mouth trembled, trying to apologize.




“When I get angry, I get irrational. I forget what we’re trying to accomplish. I forget about our team, Teresa. I just see you as a problem. Are you a problem?” he said, baring his teeth savagely.




“No! No!” I said, pleading. “I’m not a problem! Umm, ten, ten hours!” I said, regretting it. It was the truth, and something I wanted to keep from him. I could have stretched that out to buy myself more time.




Instead I’d handed him my last means of survival.




He released my hair and patted me on the head. “Good, good,” he said, returning to his pack. “I don’t see any point in trying to hike through tonight. We’ll camp here tonight.”




He reached into his pack and pulled out a length of steel chain. Almost twenty feet long, with a padlock on each end.




“I’m afraid tonight is going to be…uncomfortable for you,” he said. “But you won’t have to go through this again, I promise.”




He kept his pistol trained on me while and walked the chain backwards towards a large tree. He circled the tree and secured one end of the chain with the padlock. He walked away from the tree and motioned me over to it with the pistol.




I stood, walking over to the tree. My shoulders sagged, my head drooped down. I had to give it to this son of a bitch, he’d come prepared. I sat down at the base of the tree and locked the chain around my waist. The sound of the click reverberated through me. Before that moment, physical escape was an option. It had consequences, but it was an option.




“Excellent!” he said, putting the pistol away. He pulled my sleeping bag out of my pack and threw it over to me. “I don’t think it will rain tonight, but just in case, you can use this as a tarp.” He threw my tent shell over to me as well.




He began setting up his tent opposite me, with plenty of space between us. I looked past him out at the darkening sky. I realized this was the first night Dale and Jimmy weren’t alive to see. I looked up at the stars, brilliant specks in the dark blanket of the sky. 




I didn’t go to sleep as much as drift in and out of consciousness. At one point I was convinced I was dreaming some horrible nightmare, but the cinched chain around my waist wouldn’t budge. If this was a nightmare, I was stuck for the duration. I heard the birds begin to chirp, and saw a brightness cast over the clouds at the horizon. 




                                                                                                    







“Stop,” Mr. Duggar said.




We were trudging up another mountain, cutting across an old bootlegger trail. It was early in the afternoon, and we were getting close to his destination. I didn’t know what would happen when we got there, but I knew I was running out of time.




I leaned up against the side of a tree, putting as much of my weight against it as possible. I was exhausted. Too exhausted to cry, too exhausted to care. I heard a beeping sound behind me and turned to see Mr. Duggar with a small black box in his hand.




He waved it left and right, and the beeping became faster or slower, like it was homing in on something nearby. Then he pointed it up the side of the mountain we were on and the tempo increased even more.




“You did it. Good girl,” he said.




Another hundred feet up the trail, we veered left and kept walking in the direction of the beeps. We were near a large clearing in the trees, strange because they were all recently cleared. I saw ragged chainsawed stumps extend in every direction.




Mr. Duggar’s little device began beeping very fast, and he pushed a pile of branches away from the side of the mountain. Behind them, a pair of large doors stood. It was a shipping container, buried in the side of the mountain!




He lifted one of the handles and pulled on the door. It opened with a loud creak, the sound of rust and metal that had warped under the fierce mountain weather. He reached in with one hand and flicked a switch. Christmas tree lights lit up the interior of the shipping container.




“Inside,” he motioned with the pistol.




I obeyed, too exhausted to consider disobeying at this point. I stumbled into the shipping container, steadying myself against one wall. It was functional and sterile. A few plastic folding tables lined one wall, stacked with paperwork, boxes, and some survival gear. there was a cot at the very end. I collapsed onto it and lay there, staring up at the ceiling of the container. Well, here we were. Had I used up my usefulness?




“There might still be some food in here if we’re lucky. Thank you, Teresa. I know this wasn’t easy for you. It’s great to see that there are still young people with a good work ethic,” he said.




“Fuck you,” I said.




“I won’t let you besmirch what good graces you’ve earned. You know the value of being a team player,” he said, pulling out his satellite phone. “Just sit tight for a little while. I’ve just got to wrap up one last piece of business.”




He walked out of the container and shut the door, locking it shut.




I felt tears begin to come up into my eyes, but I forced them down. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of seeing me broken in my last moments. I had to think, to figure out some way out of this. It took all my willpower to sit up, to ignore the call of the cot below me. I stood up, wobbling past my backpack and over to the table.




I could hear him talking outside, in a heated discussion of some sort. I made sure he was occupied and searched through the survival supplies on the table. It was just some clothes and other sundries. I found a Cliff Bar and tore into it. My body was grateful for the calories, and I could feel the energy returning to me.




“God damnit!” Mr. Duggar shrieked from outside.




Then I heard it. Some kind of thrumming sound getting closer, very quickly. Soon it was deafeningly loud, coming from somewhere overhead. Small rocks pelted the doors of the container as the helicopter hovered above. Then it pulled away, heading off into the distance. 




Lying on the table was another thing I hadn’t seen yet. A book. I couldn’t tell you what the title was, but it featured a hiker falling on his back with a large black bear towering over him.




I had my plan.




I moved back to where my pack was and slung it over my shoulder. I edged over to the door, feeling the adrenaline surge through me. I was done with the passivity. I was done with the victimhood.




It was time to fight.




I crouched down slightly, my hand reaching back into my pack’s side pocket to grab my salvation. My last hope. I had one shot at this, one clean motion. Surprise was something I couldn’t squander. I wouldn’t have another shot.




I heard two more people join Mr. Duggar outside the doors of the container. I flicked the switch off, turning off the lights inside. The mechanism unlocked as someone began opening the door. The darkness was interrupted by a crack of light.




I barreled into the door, hoping the additional weight of my pack would catch whomever was on the other side of it flatfooted. I hit it hard, and the person on the other side took the full force to the face. I heard them fall backwards but couldn’t give them another thought. I kept going forward.




I emerged from the container, the bright sun above bathing the whole scene in bright light. To my immediate right was Mr. Duggar, and behind him was some man in black paramilitary fatigues and an assault rifle at the ready.




Mr. Duggar’s arm snapped out to grab me, and he dug his vice like fingers into the soft flesh of my upper arm. I could see the smug frown on his face, the disappointment.




“Teresa, why would you go and-“ he said.




My other hand shot forward and activated the canister of extra strength bear repellant. A thick red stream of pain shot out the end of the can and splashed all over Mr. Duggar’s face. I panned to the right and nailed the other guy with it too. Both men howled in pain and went down on their hands and knees.




I ran past them, back down the trail. In a hundred yards I might be able to lose them in the brush. The pepper spray would sting for hours. I was going to do this! I was going to live!




I heard a gun go off behind me, and the world spun below me. It came rushing up to me, and my face planted first, skidding along the gravel and taking in a mouthful of dust. Out of one eye, back up the mountain, I saw a woman lowering a pistol and walking down the trail towards me. I could feel the front of my shirt getting very wet. Why was it getting wet?




“Pathetic,” she said, sneering at the two men on the ground. She wiped a small amount of blood from my nose and she came to stand over me.




“Nice try, sweetheart,” she said, cocking the pistol and aiming it down at me. I saw the small black hole in the barrel and knew it would be the last thing I saw. I tried, and I wasn’t ashamed for it.




The woman looked past me suddenly, my eyes going wide. I heard something big approach from behind me. Well, to be accurate, I felt it. Each fast step pounded into the earth, and from the corner of my vision I saw a huge furry shape pass over me and crash into the woman.




Everything went black.




                                                                                                    







I was back at school. I was walking across campus, and a bunch of other students were there as well. We were all walking across the university square, the green space in the middle of all the buildings. there was a profound sadness from inside me, but I didn’t know why.




But then I looked down. I was dressed in all black. I was going to Dale and Jimmy’s funeral. We all were. I didn’t want to accept that they were gone. I tried to will my feet to turn me around, to not go any further. Even with my feet planted and still, I was pulled forward, dragged to the inevitable event. I shook my head in desperate refusal.




                                                                                                    







I opened my eyes. A torrent of water was falling from somewhere above, crashing down out of sight. I could see out through the water, and it was dark outside. I was behind a waterfall.




I felt a presence behind me. I didn’t hear it, I didn’t see it, but somehow I knew there was someone familiar behind me. 




“Hey there,” he whispered behind me. “How are you feeling?”




I turned my head and saw Dale. He was smiling down at me. That perfect smile. I let out a cry and threw my arms around him. I sobbed against his neck, all the pent-up sorrow coming out of me at once.




“Hey, hey, it’s ok. It’s alright. We’re alright. You’re safe here. Jimmy should be back pretty soon,” he said, stroking the back of my head. “Can you sit up for me?” He helped me up to a sitting position.




“What…what happened?” I said, my head resting against his chest. I felt his heartbeat, still not understanding how it was possible. I saw him shot, point blank, and left for dead!




“Can you drink some water?” he said, tipping a water bottle up to my lips.




I drank, feeling the refreshing rush of water. I didn’t realize how thirsty I was. I gulped greedily, taking the bottle from him. I finished the bottle looked over at him. “Do…you have any food? I’m starving.”




“Jimmy should be bringing some back,” he said. “He was right about Duggar. He saw a bunch of cellphones in Duggar’s trunk, but I thought he was being paranoid. Teresa, there’s something you need to know. You almost died from that gunshot.”




I gasped, my hand probing my stomach, remembering the bullet wound. there was nothing there except smooth flesh. 




“You were so close,” he said. I saw his eyes tearing up. “We didn’t have time so I made a decision. I’m sorry that you didn’t get to make it.”




“What are you talking about?” I said. I wiped his tears away, hoping he would start to make sense.




“Jimmy and I are different. You remember the wolf by the river? The growl that scared the bear away?” he said, looking at me. “That was us. We’re Lycans, Teresa. Werewolves.” He looked away.




“Dale, you saved me,” I said, cupping his head in my hands. I leaned close to him, my breast brushing against his hard bicep. “I’m thrilled to be alive. I’m thrilled you’re alive! Everything else is just details,” I said, angling my lips up to his. Something inside me was stirring. Something primal that had been asleep a long time. Or maybe something that hadn’t been there until now.




“Now you’re a Lycan too, Teresa,” he said, our lips dangerously close. “It was the only way to save you. Can you forgive me?”




“Shut up and kiss me,” I said, shifting more of my body forward to press against him. My thigh pressed between his legs, and I felt his manhood stir. His tight hiker shorts were riding up his thighs, exposing a delicious amount of his powerful legs.




Our lips met, and I felt a surge of power inside me. Some primal force felt the heat and strength of this virile stud against me, and I had to have him. Sure, I’d always wanted him. I’d wanted plenty of men. But this wasn’t just a want. This was a need as real as the need for air. I grabbed the back of his head and pinned his face against mine.




He grunted, his tongue sliding across my lips. His arms wrapped around me, his hands pressing into me. Grabbing me. Needing me. The tip of his engorged cock stuck out from the bottom of his shorts. It pressed against my thigh, the exchange of heat and pressure between us was electric. 




I heard paws climb into the cave behind me. Normally that would have filled me with fear. But I knew it was Jimmy, that new awareness in me was like waking up from a life of sleeping. I could smell him, a distinct scent. Similar to Dale, but also different. I also realized that I could sense a need in these men. Men who saved me. Men who needed me.




“Hi Jimmy,” I said, standing up. I turned to see a massive wolf shimmer and shift into the Jimmy I recognized. His pale veiny cock hung low below a small bush of brown fur. It made my mouth water. 




At once I felt trapped by my clothes. They clung tightly and were too restrictive. In moments my clothes were discarded into a corner and I stood before these two studs in my birthday suit. “You’re not going to be needing those clothes,” I told Dale.




Dale stood. “Teresa, there’s something inside you, and it’s important that tonight, we tame it. You can’t be a lone wolf. You need a pack,” he said, pulling off his shirt and pulling his shorts off. His manhood was thick and twitched in the shimmering moonlight through the waterfall.




I got on my knees eagerly. “I’m ready,” I said, my pussy already leaking with lust for these men.




Hungry eyes looked down at me as both men stood, stroking themselves in the moonlight. Coming closer, like druids in some forbidden ritual, they rubbed their cocks against my cheeks. I felt the cold splotches of pre-cum against my face. I took each man in hand and began stroking him, alternating pumps.




I grabbed Dale tightly by the base of his root and squeezed him down his length to his head, extracting all his pre-cum. I was pleased as his head glistened with the precious fluid, and I took him into my mouth and cleaned it off.




My other hand did the same with Jimmy, pulling a generous glob of pre-cum to the tip of his dick. His seed was thicker than Dale’s, meaning he’d probably been backed up longer than his brother. I swirled my tongue around his head, swiping at the soft tissue under his glans. I like my teeth gently scrape against his rod, enjoying the sudden intake of breath from above.




Grunting, Jimmy looked down into my eyes as I cleaned the pre-cum from his prick. He pushed me down onto the moss of the cave floor and knelt next to my face. His massive cock hung down to lay across my face, steam rising from my saliva.




At my lower end, Dale was still hungry for me. He suffered the same kind of primal hunger I did. He inhaled my scent, learning what his bitch would smell like before taking me. His cock hard and his balls heavy between his legs, he was on all fours. Without warning, he buried his face in my pussy. I looked down my body at the pair of glowing gold eyes peering back up at me. His tongue gave me long, slow licks from ass to clit, savoring my flavor.




I moaned loudly, my open mouth inviting Jimmy’s cock in. I looked up into his golden eyes and saw how badly he wanted and needed release. My hand went to Dale’s hair, roughly grabbing a handful and grinding my pussy on his hungry mouth. I couldn’t tell if his noises were consenting or protesting, but his tongue didn’t slow it’s explorations. 




I released Jimmy’s cock and got up on all fours. I pushed Dale, knocking him on his ass. His manhood swung in the moonlight, and I took him into my mouth. My hand went to Dale’s balls, coaxing him to empty them of seed. My bare ass was swinging up in the air, hot and needing attention.




Jimmy mounted me from behind. No words were exchanged, just a sound that could only really be described as a growl. Grabbing my hips, he positioned the head of his meaty cock against my opening. 




Servicing Dale, I felt Jimmy’s presence behind me, his masculine posture against my feminine submission. His hands on my hips signaled a primitive confidence, and the head of his cock pressed against my opening. I savored the sweet delight of his thick member stretching my pussy lips to their widest and plunging past them.




He bucked his hips into me, slamming like a wild animal needing to satisfy it’s urges. He pulled me back against him, bottoming out inside my and knocking on my cervix. Hot and wet and fierce, he fucked me senseless. I felt sweat from his head hit me in the back as he pumped.




I released Dale’s cock, unable to service him properly while Jimmy rammed into me wildly. I looked at him through half-lidded eyes and he locked eyes with me. His hands worked his cock, keeping it hard in the cold night air. 




My head snapped back as Jimmy pulled on my hair, ploughing my fertile fields with all his might. I knew he was lost to some primitive instinct like I was. The moonlight, the soft moss, the cool night air. How many times had this played out through human history? Naked carefree rutting under the stars, with no worries about the past or future.




Jimmy swung forward one last time, his balls swinging forward and slapping my clit before contracting upwards. I felt his cock pulse, a spasm that nearly lifted me off the mossy floor of the cave. 




Spurts of his seed emptied into me, and he grunted in relief, his orgasm subsiding and his balls lighter. He collapsed on the floor of the cave, his cock falling out of me and wiping a trail of cum across my ass. He lay breathing, looking out through the waterfall.




Still looking back at him, I was flopped onto my back by Dale’s strong hands. I looked up into his face, his golden eyes glinting. His face looking down at mine showed no emotion. Even as his cock penetrated me, he was calm and savage.




Dale easily slid to the hilt inside me. He began slamming his hips down into mine, fucking me with wild abandon. His arms held my legs up and back, offering him easy access to my sex. On every downswing, his balls slapped my ass. His mouth went down to my breasts, eagerly sucking on my ample tits. My nails scratched long, deep tracks into his back.




His mouth clamped down on my nipple, sending me over the edge. 




On my back, being pumped by this stud naked in this cave, I came hard. I howled in ecstasy. I couldn’t take my eyes off the bright golden eyes above me. My sex twitched and flooded, sending a slick downpour all over Dale’s working member.




Dale couldn’t resist the milking sensation of my hungry pussy, and he slowed his rutting as he flipped his head back and roared. He came inside me, his seed mixing with Jimmy’s, and he groaned as his cock finished pumping it’s sticky load into me. He fell to the side, panting and looking up at the ceiling of the cave.




My initiation complete, I lay on my back. I was now a member of the pack for life. Whatever came for us, we’d have each other.
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“Annie, go see what that Jezebel is up to!” Al hollered at me across the bar. His broad mustache was delicately shaped with wax, reminding me of those little dogs on the covers of the penny dramas sold at the general store.




“Well Jeez Al, she’s probably up and down, up and down…” I said. Sue had taken her gentleman caller up to a room, a service Al provided to the town’s only working girl.




“Just git!” he said dismissively, waving a towel at me. He’d run that towel along the bar, hoping that customers could be summoned through layers of polish alone.




I slowly ascended the stairs of the Lucky Diamond Saloon, once Kilcutta’s bright star of leisure and merriment. But much like Kilcutta itself, it was now an empty shell. A piano sat in a corner, untouched since the last player left after the silver mine ran dry.




I still remembered the day my family moved here because of that silver mine. Daddy was so excited, and the pay was much better than he could’ve earned back on the farm in Oklahoma. 




But this was the frontier. With higher wages come greater risks. Momma got sick one winter and passed away. Daddy did his best for me, but after the mine went dry, he turned to the bottle. He followed Momma into the grave not two years later.




It ain’t been easy, but I did alright for myself. Al Swinny took me in, gave me a job serving the customers. ‘Cept these days there wasn’t much in the line of customers no more. Kilcutta ain’t on the way to much, so we get drifters sometimes, but mostly nobody.




We’re a town waitin’ to die.




I reached the top of the stairs and walked down a small hallway to the room Sue was renting for the hour. Al had a right sharp timepiece he would check to make sure Sue didn’t squeeze him for a free minute. 




I stopped at the door and heard sex sounds on the other side. The poor old four post bed was getting knocked around something awful. Al would be mad if he had to buy new screws for it.




I knocked lightly and waited for a response. Usually Sue would call out to me to tell me to go away. Then she knew she had to finish up with her John if she didn’t want to pay Al extra.




But Sue didn’t respond. I knew Al would holler at me again if I went back down there, so I knocked again. Lots of moaning was the only response I got. Not really knowing what to do, I opened the door quietly.




On the four post bed, Sue was on all fours. Her blonde hair was stuck to her head in sweaty strips. She was naked as a jaybird, her dress laying over a chair on the other side of the room. On a table lay a black book and a rosary. 




The man was kneeling behind her on the bed, mounting her like dogs do. I’d spent time with boys in barns, but I’d never done nothing like what I was seein’! Not in all my nineteen years. He was all dirty with grime and sweat, his thinning hair stuck across his balding head. The back of his neck and head were all red from the effort of ploughing Sue with all his might. His hands held her hips so hard his knuckles were white. 




Sue seemed to just get slammed by his crotch, pulled back by his hands, and the process repeated. There was something about the action itself, something deep inside me stirred. 




I felt my cunny tingle. My hand, possessed by the devil I’m sure, crept up to squeeze my breast. I’d never peeked in like this, and I knew it was wrong! But something about it felt right.




I watched, transfixed, as Sue continued to get hammered by this man. The way his back rippled as he slammed into her, how his sweat flew off his shoulders and landed on the bedspread. He was going at her like she was the first and last piece he’d ever have.




“Annie!” Al called up from below. 




I snapped back to reality. “Time’s almost up Sue!” I stammered, closing the door suddenly and running down the hallway, hoping my blush wouldn’t be too obvious.




I skipped every other step on my way down the stairs and sauntered over to the bar. “Sue is still…working,” I said to Al.




“Hmm…” he said, pulling out his pocket watch. He gazed intently at the time and I could see the calculations in his head. He’d happily charge Sue for another hour if she was one second over her limit. He was fair, but he meant every word of the deals he cut. An hour was an hour.




Scurried feet above us preceded a hurried Sue rushing down the stairs. She ran up to the bar to slap down her room rental fee. 




I noticed her John had left her a gift along her jaw and made a motion with my hand. 




She caught my drift and wiped his pearlescent seed from her face. 




Al frowned, knowing she’d finished in her hour and begrudgingly accepted the payment. He went back to wiping down the counter, polishing out non-existent stains and spills.




“Whew! I think I’m done for the day!” Sue said, leaning back and eyeing me. “Lest you want another show? I only do the first one for free, honey.”




I turned seven shades of red, and spun around to straighten out chairs. I heard Sue chuckle behind me.




A moment later her John came down the stairs, pulling a broad coat on and pulling his hat down over his face. Without saying a word he headed for the door.




“Nice to spend time with you, Padre!” Sue called out after him.




The man’s last few steps to the door were practically in flight. I didn’t think a man could move that fast. I turned to Sue, my hand over my mouth in delicious scandal. “He was a priest?” I pleaded.




“A man is a man,” Sue said sagely, pulling on her riding jacket. “Every man has a need, girl. Don’t matter his station, his status, his wallet or his God. We square Al?” she asked.




Al grunted in concurrence, not looking up from his counter wiping.




“Then I’m off to take a nice long bath. The good Father had a lot of wisdom to put in me,” she said sordidly. With a wink to me, she sauntered out the front swinging doors. As she reached them, two men about to enter stepped aside and tipped their hats.




“Gentlemen,” she said smoothly as she walked past.




Their gazes followed her as she walked away. I could see briefly that she was exaggerating her walk, accenting her hips as they swung left to right. I wondered if my own ample hips could move in such a way.




The men came in and walked to the bar. They both looked at me as they did, and I froze in place. The first man was taller, lean, and had a rugged face that spoke of years in the saddle. His salt and pepper hair was pulled back behind his ears. The second man was shorter, younger with brown hair. He had a crow feather on a leather cord around his neck. But it was not their appearance that froze me in place.




There’s a way a wolf will stalk it’s prey. A certain way it’s eyes lock onto a rabbit, no matter which way the wolf moves, the eyes stay level and locked on. For a moment, these men both looked at me in that way. For a second, some primal part of me wanted to run. Luckily, they looked away a moment later, and I was saved the embarrassment of fleeing my own place of employment. I don’t know how I would have explained myself if that happened.




Al smiled his broadest smile and held his arms out wide. “Welcome to the Lucky Diamond Saloon, the best place to spend an evening in the whole town of Kilcutta!” His showmanship was top notch, but then again it had to be. Back when there was still a silver mine, there were four other saloons on the main thoroughfare. Nowadays his skills mostly went to waste: he was the only saloon still open.




“Two beers,” the older man said.




“Coming right up! We have a delicious lager, just brought in by stage coach. So what brings you two into town?” Al asked, filling two glasses with the golden brew.




“Just the beers,” the younger man said impatiently. He was not in the mood for small talk. He turned to his companion, “You sure about this?”




“Let’s just sit for a while,” the older man said, taking his beer and walking to a table off in the corner.




The younger man sighed, took his beer, and followed after.




I casually walked around and pretended to straighten chairs and wipe down tables. In truth I was hoping to eavesdrop on these two men. They…interested me. They were a breath of fresh air in a town that badly needed it.




“It’s a big gamble. We could miss them,” the younger man said, tapping his foot. “They might not even come here.”




“You got your deck?” the older man asked.




“Yeah,” the younger man said.




“Then let’s pass the time,” the older man said, tipping his chair back against the wall. It was abundantly clear that he wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.




Outside the sun was setting, so I went into the kitchen to check on the stew I’d started earlier. Momma taught me the ways around the kitchen, and I could turn out a right tasty stew in a pinch. I pulled the lid off the cast iron pot on the stove. Delicious aromas of beef, carrots and leeks wafted up at me. It’s true, my real weakness was sweets, and anyone could tell I’d overindulge from time to time. But a nice big bowl of this stew later on tonight would be the perfect end to the evening.




I walked back out to the bar and the younger man at the table beckoned me over. I wiped my hands and walked over to the two men.




“What can I do for you?” I said.




“You can start by getting us some refills,” the younger man said. He cocked his head sideways a smidgen, an odd affectation, then added, “and we’ll take some of that beef stew as well.”




How did they know what was for dinner? Could he smell it all the way in here? Then I realized I had been standing over the pot, and probably reeked of the cooking supper. “Two beers and two bowls, coming right up!” I said.




They went back to their cards, some kind of slow paced game I didn’t understand. There was no money I could see, and I don’t think I’d ever seen grown men play cards if it didn’t involve gambling. I stopped at the bar to stow their glasses.




“Two more beers, boss!” I said.




“Two beers, coming right up,” Al said, his mood improved since earlier in the day. He always said if a customer stayed for two beers, he would stay all night. For the first time in months, the Lucky Diamond Saloon might have a reason to stay open late.




Back in the kitchen I got two bowls ready, pouring a large portion into each. I reached into the breadbox and found a crusty sourdough loaf I’d baked the previous day. I sliced off the stale end and tossed it into the pot to eat later. I cut two big hunks for the two men and walked out back to the bar.




Grabbed the two mugs of beers with a practiced flourish, I swept over to the only occupied table and served each man their stew.




“Smells wonderful,” the younger man said.




“Indeed,” the older man said, “and the stew doesn’t smell bad either,” he said, winking at me. I was confused, but left the men to their meals. I heard the younger male chuckling under his breath as I walked away.




I went back to the bar where Al was still wiping down the counter. He glanced at his pocket watch. I knew it was almost time for him to leave for an hour. 




His poor little boy had caught the weakness, a disease that made his legs useless as thin sticks. Couldn’t walk or do much anything for himself. Al’s wife left them, so it was up to him to go home to make sure his boy was taken care of.




“Head off Al,” I said.




“You sure you’ll be ok?” he said, leaning in close. He gave a quick glance over my shoulder at the table.




“Yeah, I’ll be fine. ‘Sides, I know where the shotgun is an’ how to use it,” I replied confidently. “No hurrying back, neither. Read little Joey one of those yarns about the knights and ladies,” I said.




Al smiled, already excited at the prospect. “I won’t be too long,” he said, taking off his apron and wiping his hands before grabbing his jacket and heading out the door.




“That man cares for you,” a voice said from behind me.




I swear on the Bible that I jumped higher than a horse stands tall! Spinning around I saw the older man cozied up to the bar. He wasn’t looking at me, but his cool confidence said he didn’t need to. He had my attention.




“Yes..Mr. Swinny is like a father to me,” I said, hoping I didn’t reveal how startled I was. How did he sneak up on me so quietly and quickly?




“No father to speak of?” he asked, “Seems a common refrain in these small mining towns. The name’s Burke. My impatient friend over there is Dusk.”




“Annie,” I said. “Annie Baker.”




“Well, Ms. Baker, it’s a pleasure. Kilcutta is a fine town,” he said.




I laughed, knowing he was poking fun. 




He grinned at me, then got to his real question, “Where’s the privy?”




“Out back,” I said apologetically. An indoor privy was not a luxury Al was going to spring for anytime soon.




Burke nodded and walked out to do his business.




“Did he flirt with you?” Dusk called out from across the saloon.




“What?” I asked, shaking my head at the absurdity of the question. I walked over to the table to clear their dinner dishes.




“Pardon, I meant no offense. It’s just that we’ve been riding for weeks now, and this feels like the first stop we’ve made in a long while,” Dusk said.




“Where are you from?” I asked, hoping to change the subject. “Wait…let me guess!”




The young man looked up at me, waiting for my guess.




I was terrible at this. “New York?” I asked. I had a feeling I couldn’t have been more wrong, but I always dreamed about meeting a man from a big city like New York or Chicago. Some place they drank tea and talked about literature.




He laughed long and hard. He laughed so hard he almost fell out of his seat.




“Rude!” I said, walking away to put the dirty dishes back behind the bar. Outside the sun had set, the last glowing rays of orange light fading in long beams down Main Street. Dusk’s laughter continued as the front door swung open and three men entered.




These men all had a weary look about them. They all had long coats on, covered in dust. Their eyes darted around the room, passing over me and settling on Dusk.




Dusk’s chuckle ended naturally.




I walked behind the bar. “Welcome to the Lucky Diamond Saloon. What can I get you boys?” I asked. Were Al here, he’d be dancing a jig to have this many customers. Something told me these guys were trouble.




They nodded silently between themselves, agreeing on some private matter. “Whiskey,” one man said. He had a scar running down from his right eye to his chin. “Whiskey all around.”




“Three whiskeys coming right up,” I said, placing the bottle on the counter and leaning down to pick up three shot glasses. When I came back up, they’d grabbed the bottle and were drinking straight from it. I knew no good could come from reprimanding them, so I watched in silence as they passed the bottle around. 




Burke came in from the outhouse and walked over to Dusk without giving the three men a single glance. He took his seat and Dusk began dealing cards again.




Seeing the card game, the three roughnecks walked over to Dusk and Burke. “Hey,” the one with the scar said, “deal us in,” then taking another long swig of the bottle.




Dusk raised his eyebrows and looked at the man. “What would you play?”




“Poker goddamnit! What a stupid question,” the youngest of the three men said. He had a nervous twitch that occasionally had him shake his head.




“You stupid or somethin’?” another of the men said. This one was pudgy, soft, probably used to a life of leisure. I could see that his shoes were spotless, unlike his two compatriots. He probably spit shined ‘em every morning.




Dusk glanced at Burke and gave a little shrug. “Poker it is,” he said as he began dealing cards around the table.




The tallest of the three strangers was the oldest. He was quiet and had eyes that darted around constantly. He was the first to pull up a chair from a neighboring table and sit down. The other two joined him.




I made to continue cleaning the bar, still angry over them taking the whiskey bottle. I reminded myself that we hadn’t had this many paying customers at once all year, and Al would be real happy once he came back. You can’t have bad luck everyday, my Daddy used to say when he was sober.




“Skirt!” the twitchy one called from across the bar. “Git your big ass over here!” 




I swallowed my pride and walked over to the table. A scattering of coins was in the center of the table, and each man was studying his opponents. Burke and Dusk looked calm and nonchalant. The three rude ones were fidgety and kept checking their cards, as if they’d change. “What can I get you?”




“Three bowls of that stew,” the oldest one said.




“And after that I’ll take a piece of your pie,” the pudgy one said, grinning up at me.




“We’re fresh out of pie tonight, sorry,” I said. We never had pie. Who orders pie in a saloon?




“He means your pussy,” the young one said with a twitch, still looking between his cards and the pot.




I gasped in scandal. “I’m not that kind of lady!” I said emphatically.




“You’re a bar whore. You all spread your legs for the right amount of change,” the pudgy one said. He reached into a breast pocket and flicked a coin at me. “Got change for a dime?”




My arm shot forward to slap the sass out of him. I could see it in my mind, my hand connecting full force with his soft cheek, his head flying back and him falling out of his chair. It would be something to see.




But it didn’t happen. The oldest man caught my wrist and squeezed me incredibly hard. I yelped in pain and almost fell. From the corner of my eye I saw Dusk bolt upright.




“Easy,” Burke said, putting an arm on his friend. Then he addressed the man who held me, “How about you let her go so we can continue playing?”




The iron vice that held my wrist released. I clutched the sore spot and fled into the kitchen, wiping my tears on my sleeve. I got three bowls from a cupboards, and spat a hefty loogie into each bowl. Pouring a helping of the stew into each, I then found three spoons. I rubbed each spoon on the bottom of my shoe and dropped it into a bowl of stew.




Coming back into the bar room, I could tell that the tension was higher. Dusk and Burke sat across from the three men, and the pot between them had grown larger. I could only see cards still in front of Burke and the man who grabbed my wrist.




“You bluffin’ me? I don’t take kindly to bluffin’,” the old man said.




“Maybe I am, maybe I ain’t,” Burke said smoothly.




I stood next to the table with their stews, knowing that this was not a good time to interrupt.




“You got a real smart mouth on you,” the youngest man said. His knee was bouncing up and down under the table.




“Then it won’t sting as bad when you lose to someone smarter than ya,” Burke replied.




“Watch your goddamn mouth, ingrate. If you knew who we was…” the pudgy one said.




“Shut up, Cletus,” the twitchy one said.




“You shut up, Wilbur!” Cletus said, lashing out.




“Enough!” the oldest one said. “I raise five dollars,” he said, throwing a five dollar bill into the pot.




“Show him, Jethro,” Wilbur said.




Burke and Dusk looked at one another, then back to Jethro.




“Now that’s a lot of money. A smart man might back down if given enough reason,” Burke said, looking over at Wilbur.




“We’re the Donahue Brothers!” Wilbur said, his knee still bouncing absently.




“Enough gabbing god damnit!” Jethro said, staring daggers at Burke. “You foldin’?”




“Now that depends,” Burke said, putting his cards down in front of him and folding his hands over them. “Donahues…that name rings out. Dangerous men. Would be even more dangerous for some fools using their name, though.”




“You’re staring at the three God-given sons of Elijah Donahue. You can take that to the bank!” Cletus said.




“I dunno,” Burke said. “I heard them Donahue boys were all seven feet tall. Eyes black as midnight. Teeth like knives…”




“Heard they robbed a stagecoach,” Dusk added, kind of as an afterthought. “Killed two people in the process,”




“Nah we killed three!” Cletus corrected.




“Four, actually. The little girl passed away,” Dusk said, eyes leveled at Cletus.




I saw the color drain from Cletus’ face. I heard chairs scrape as the three Donahue brothers jumped to their feet. Before I could turn and run, I was grabbed by Jethro and held out in front of him. I felt the jab of cold steel in my back.




Cletus and Wilbur were also on their feet, their guns drawn on Burke and Dusk. My eyes filled with tears. I didn’t want to die here tonight. A deep sadness went through me as I tried to remember the Lord’s Prayer.




I caught Burke’s eyes, filled with sympathy for me. He had both hands raised above the table.




“Now, gentlemen, there’s no need to involve the lady,” Burke said,”Let her go, we’ll walk outside and work this out.” 




Dusk was running his fingers over the crow feather around his neck.




“We only got one thing to say to the law,” Wilbur said, cocking his revolver and pointing it at Dusk.




With a strong kick, Dusk flipped the table on its side. The air was filled with beer glasses, coins, and dollar bills. I saw Dusk and Burke vanish beneath the table.




At that point everything got very slow. I felt a sharp pain in my back and felt a tightness move forward through me. I saw something small burst out of the front of my dress and it was followed by a whole lot of blood. My blood.




From behind the table I saw two huge wolves emerge. I wondered how Dusk and Burke had kept them hidden the whole time. The massive furry blurs struck Cletus to my left and Wilbur to my right. 




I fell down, my hair landing in a puddle of beer. I hoped someone would clean my body before I was buried. Then I blacked out.








I was on my daddy’s knee, bouncing up and down. I looked up into his face and he was smiling down at me. My tiny arms reached up to hold him, to hug him. But they couldn’t reach: they weren’t long enough. 




“We have to go!” my daddy said, but it wasn’t his voice. His lips didn’t even move. He just kept smiling at me, bouncing his little girl on his knee.








I screamed at the pain shooting through my waist. Someone was twisting a red hot poker through me. I forced my eyes open and through a hazy field of tears I could make out Burke above me, pressing his hands down on my belly. His face was smeared with blood.




“He’s getting away! We have to go!” Dusk said from the front door.




“She won’t make it,” Burke called back to his friend. “A town like this won’t have a doctor.”




“Shit!” Dusk cursed and ran back to kneel next to me. He pulled out a knife. I could see his face was bloody as well, his crow feather matted with the crimson gore.




I looked to my left and saw Cletus Donahue staring at me. No quip left his lips, no biting insinuation. His eyes didn’t see me or anything else, nor would they ever again. A massive wound opened his neck.




I screamed in pain as Dusk took the knife to my belly.




“There’s still a piece of the bullet in there! Hold her down!” he said.




Burke pinned my arms down and looked down into my eyes. “Annie! Annie, this is going to hurt. A lot. Just try to hold still.”




I heard the words but couldn’t stop bucking my hips to stop Dusk’s digging. Surely I should be dead by now, I pleaded. 




“Damnit I can’t do this if she’s moving like that,” Dusk said.




“Annie, look into my eyes,” Burke said quietly.




I did.




They changed from blue to a sunlit bronze, glittering with metallic power. These were not the eyes of a man! I tried to look away, but I couldn’t. A very low, slow growl came out of Burke. Some deep place inside me, from ancient times, froze. And so did my body. 




There was nothing else but that small place in my mind and the massive predator hulking over me. I knew he could see me, that he was holding me. But all my salvation was pinned on the idea that if I were still, he would pass me by. I felt Dusk continue his work, but it was like reading about it in a book. It was happening to someone else, to a different body.




“Got it!” Dusk exclaimed after something small and hard landed on the floor next to me.




Burke looked away, a glance at his friend, and I could see the desperation in his eyes, the unasked question. Then the pain hit me all at once, a thunderstorm of agony before I passed out again.








I awoke again, jolted up into the air. I had a vague sense of panic before coming down softly into Burke’s lap as he tried to keep the horse at full gallop. The moon was high overhead and the stars were out. It was a beautiful thing to die underneath, and I was much happier to be out from under the saloon’s roof. 




I was weak and felt very hot. I was able to move my arm to wrap around Burke’s waist. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” I kept repeating it over and over.




“What’s that?” he asked. “Just hang in there, Annie. Just a little bit longer.”




I buried my face in his neck and kept murmuring, the sound of my voice in my head giving me comfort. It wouldn’t be long now.




I opened my eyes and saw the stars and full moon overhead. I was incredibly thirsty. So thirsty. 




“Forgive me, Annie. I don’t know if it’s what you wanted, but it’s done,” Burke said. He was kneeling next to me, his face sad.




“We didn’t have a choice, Burke,” Dusk said, kneeling on the other side of me.




“She’s the one who didn’t have a choice,” Burke fired back.




I heard some rushing sound and sat up. I looked between the two men. “Am I dead? Is this what Heaven is like? A little darker than I imagined.”




“No Annie, you’re not dead. You came close. Closer than anyone I’ve ever seen,” Dusk said. “Things are about to happen very quickly. We had to ask a spirit of the land to heal you.”




Witchcraft! I pulled my hand up to my throat in shock and felt something there. I looked down and it was Dusk’s crow feather.




“What…why…?” I tried to ask, but my head was swimming.




“We’ll have plenty of time to answer your questions in the morning, but what you need to know now is this. The spirit of the river saved your life, but a price will have to be paid,” Burke said.




I stood and looked behind me. Somehow I knew the river would be there. I pressed my hands against my belly and felt smooth unbroken flesh.




“The spirit is within you now,” Dusk said.




I nodded, knowing this to be true. There was another presence inside me. It was not malicious, nor was it possessive. It felt like a little bird sitting on the shoulder of my soul.




“What does it want?” I asked, moving towards the river. I felt different, given this second chance. My world of worries from the day before were washed from my spirit. I knew the world was something else now, something greater than a tiny dying town filled with slowly dying people.




“It wants to feel alive,” Burke said quietly.




My hands went to my shoulders and cast off my dress. I stepped out of my undergarments. Bare in the moonlight, I cast a glance over my shoulder. Both men had their jaws dropped. I winked and smiled as I ran into the river.




I jumped headfirst, feeling the cold water awaken every part of me. The weakness, the despair, the sadness that was in me all washed away. I was a being of the here and now. I wasn’t worried about the future or the past. I gulped the crystal clear water and was refreshed even more.




I emerged from the river to see Dusk and Burke working a small campfire. I noticed new things about them. I saw Burke’s strong jawline, masculine and defined. I saw Dusk’s hands, the way he confidently tended the growing fire. 




I saw how both men were always in a state of readiness. Ready to spring, to attack, to protect. I felt comfortable with these men, somehow together with them. I walked over to the campfire and both men looked up.




“Sit down and warm yourself up,” Burke said, standing to usher me next to the fire.




I wasn’t cold at all. In fact there was something burning inside me. Something else had awakened in the river. A thirst that water couldn’t quench.




I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him. Our lips met and it was spectacular. Tingles echoed through me and danced across my skin. My body pressed against his, feeling his root begin to grow in his trousers. He was very well endowed by the feel of things!




“Annie, be careful!” Dusk said. He rose to stand behind me. His hands on my hips. “We’re not normal men!”




I stopped kissing Burke and spun on Dusk. “Angel, devil, or something in between, you will lie with me tonight,” I whispered. I don’t know what made me do it, but I leaned in and softly bit him on the neck. My hands deftly unbuckled his belt and I tossed his holster to the side. His real weapon was growing and wanted to be freed.




I felt Burke press up behind me, and his sharp teeth bit down on my neck. My nipples, already hard from the cold air, stood up like pine trees. I felt long canines against my neck and moaned.




Dusk’s hands grabbed my breasts, and his mouth sought out mine. He pressed his lips against me hard, and his tongue brushed against my closed mouth. I parted them and his tongue swept in, sweeping over mine to taste me. I savored his taste, and the smell and feel of his stubble as our noses brushed against one another.




Burke had stopped biting my neck and began kissing his way down my back. His planted several delightful kisses on the small of my back before going lower. His hands grabbed my buttocks, spreading them for his lewd attentions.




I spread my legs, standing with them apart.




Burke’s nose went close to my fanny and he inhaled deep. I low growl emitted from him, something primal in him answering my lustful scent.




The sound brought weakness to my knees and dampness to my mound. The thought of a man like Burke desiring me like an animal was too much for me to take. I moaned as Dusk bent forward to take my breast into his mouth.




His mouth was hungry, eager to pillage. His lips were clamped on my ample breast, and he tried to suck more of me in. Greedy was a word that entered my mind, but a firm swipe by his tongue against my sore nipple made me gasp.




My hands continued to undress Dusk, and I heard similar rustles from behind me. Both men were naked in two shakes of a rabbit’s tail. I stood between them, taking them in with my eyes. Their bodies rippled with muscle, clear that their time in the saddle was not leisurely. Burke’s manhood was fully erect, his purple head glistening in the moonlight. Dusk’s cock hung down, thick and swinging.




I knelt between the two men, showing my submissiveness. I took Burke in my hand and stroked him. I was pleased to see him looking down at me while I worked his rod. I leaned over to take Dusk in my mouth. His large head already coated with his seed, I licked it clean, hoping more would follow.




I switched to suck on Burke, pulling him closer. I cleaned the seed from his head, my mouth able to go down his full length. His tangle of hair above his manhood tickled my nose each time I went the distance. My cunny was tingling with new sensations, and a wet warmth was dripping out of it down my leg.




The heady scent and salty taste of these two studs ignited something greedy in me as well. I pulled the men closer to one another and two them both in my mouth at the same time, relishing the sudden fullness in my mouth. Both men grabbed handfuls of my hair and took turns plunging deeper into my mouth, using me as they saw fit.




I pulled my mouth off both men and fell backwards onto a blanket. I looked up at the two men. Two sets of golden eyes looked down at me, that constant stare of a predator. Both men absently stroked their huge cocks, eager to sate their lust in my body.




My legs draped open, spreading my intimate folds. Both men fell upon me, nothing civilized about their demeanor. 




Dusk dove between my legs, his mouth on my sex. His teeth grabbed my inner thigh, making me cry out in delicious pain. His lips found my lower lips, and soon his tongue was lapping at my slit. His hands kneaded my ass ,squeezing the supple flesh and sending wonderful sensations through me.




Burke knelt next to my head, his cock in my mouth. His one hand tweaked my nipple while his other held the back of my head. His golden eyes looked down into me as he thrust into my mouth. 




I cupped his balls, feeling their fullness. The desperation in his eyes made sense, and I was happy to be able to relieve him of this need. I saw him tense up and he pulled out of my mouth. He never broke eye contact, his golden eyes holding me as his huge cock hovered over my lips. It was covered in my spittle, glistening from head to base.




I cried out as Dusk’s tongue found my nub. Huge waves of pleasure rolled through me each time his tongue lapped over it. I felt every ridge and bump of his tongue against my little clit.




Dusk’s tongue would plunge into me, lapping up my juices as fast as my stream could flow. His desire was building too. His cock was full and rigid, rubbing against my turned calf. It left streaks of more seed as evidence of his need.




I got up on all fours, presenting myself to Burke. He growled again and knelt behind me, ready to mount his bitch in heat. 




My mouth took in Dusk, hoping to taste more of his need. He looked down at me while I serviced him, his mouth open slightly in a panting affectation.




I felt the head of Burke’s cock press against my entrance and I yearned to have him inside me. I pushed my mound back against him but his fingers dug into my hips, holding me still. I felt his manhood slide against my folds, the head bumping my clit before traveling further to rest right under my belly button. I moaned and pivoted my hips to rub against him, my own primal needs taking over. Long forgotten was the fact that I’d never laid with a man. What would normally give me pause was now rushing me along, eager to mate with these men.




I took out my aggression on Dusk’s manhood, sucking him harder and even gently biting his manhood. He grunted and grabbed a tight hold of my hair, sliding his cock deep down my throat and pulling it back out again.




Burke thrust into me with no gentleness or compassion. He pushed past my hymen, the barrier completely ineffectual against such a virile man. The pain in my core was quickly replaced by the feeling of him, the feeling of a man knowing a woman. Or an alpha wolf knowing it’s bitch. 

His long nails dug into my hips, piercing the skin as he hammered into my sopping wet pussy. 




My breasts swung forward, my nipples brushing against Dusk’s hairy thighs as I continued to work his member in my mouth. My hand played with his sack, enjoying the heavy feel of the stones inside. His rod was slowly seeping seed down my throat, filling my nose with his scent and essence.




He grunted, his hand going to the base of his manhood. His other hand held the back of my head as his head fell backwards, his eyes closed. I felt his cock throb in my mouth, and thick ropes of seed erupted again and again. His balls flexed tight under his cock, and my hands coaxed them to give up every drop. He continued to release himself into my mouth, and my lips stayed clamped around his root. After a time his cock throbbed but he was spent. He collapsed backwards, his arms over his face.




I dug my hands into the soft desert earth and bucked back against Burke, his cock filling me to the brim each time he slammed into me. I quivered each time he thrust, anticipating the swing of his balls slamming into my clit. I grit my teeth, feeling my own climax building.




I’d had them before, of course. A little rub in the tub once a month and my sanity was preserved. But this was something so much more. 




Burke let out a howl as he slammed against me one last time, burying himself to the hilt.




I felt full of him, like he extended all the way through me. My climax came, rushing over me like a hot summer shower. Behind my closed eyelids I saw lightning bolts across my vision. His hot seed spilled into me, my womb eagerly taking it all in. Of its own volition, my upper body lowered, angling his seed deep inside me. 




After a few throbs he was spent, his balls empty for now. He leaned down and affectionately nipped the back of my neck. He pulled backwards, and I moaned, not wanting him out of me. He pulled out and fell backwards, his seedy manhood lying against his belly.




I crawled over to him on my hands and knees and licked him clean. I savored the taste of these men, and Burke’s seed in my womb. I knew I would follow these men wherever the future took us. I felt Dusk crawl up behind me.




I drifted off to sleep between these two men, all three of us somewhere between heaven and hell.
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Mons, Belgium

August 21, 1914 




The makeshift hospital shook with the reverberations of German artillery as another salvo fell around us. A bedpan to my left was knocked off the stand and splattered against the ground, crashing and adding a metallic ring the din of combat outside. Moans, groans and screams were punctuated by rapid gunfire picking up along the canal nearby.




The German Imperial Army had invaded. The Kaiser would stop at nothing less than complete occupation of all of France. That meant going through our neutral nation. Most of the troops had been recalled to Paris as a last ditch effort to defend the city. But a small cadre of local militia stayed behind to support the British Expeditionary Force units still in the area.




My family had moved to French-speaking Belgium from South Africa a generation ago. I’d been brought up in a household learning both French and English. My two brothers were deployed elsewhere in Belgium. I was going to school to become a teacher, but instead I heeded the call to defend my nation against the invading Huns.




"Merci! Madam, I hurt all over," the man on the cot said. His hand grabbed my sleeve. He had been brought in earlier that day, one of dozens of casualties that filled beds, cots and mats on the floor in this makeshift hospital. The bullet had caught him in the leg and gone straight to the bone. I knew he was in agony, but I could do nothing for him. I could offer him no relief from his pain.




But I could put his mind at ease.




"The doctor is coming soon. He will have the medicine to make you better," I said. My hand gave his a confident squeeze, and he released me and lay back down. The most valuable skill I'd learned in my short time helping these dying soldiers was to lie. The truth was a poison, a cruel curse. There would be no medicine to save him. There would be no doctor who could afford the time to save him. But a lie.  A lie could give him hope. A lie could ease his suffering, could take his mind off the pain even for a brief moment.




That is all I could offer.




I moved down the hall the formed between rows of beds. I had to step over wounded and dying men several times to reach the back flap of the tent. Outside the sun was overhead bright shining down. Walls of smoke carried down the avenue, like wisps of ghostly soldiers. The streets were deserted, except for scattered militia units deployed down the sidestreets.




Civilians had fled weeks ago. Well, the civilians who had money fled weeks ago. There were still plenty holed up, boarding up doors and hiding in cellars. I didn't know what kind of existence they expected to have, living like rats under the boots of the vicious Germans. But i could not fault them, because I knew the feeling of terror when it grabbed you, when it didn't let go.




“Joan, got a match?” Frederique said, walking out behind me. His hand went to his neck and he loosened his priest’s collar. His hand dug into his coat pocket, pulling out a silver cigarette case.




“No, Freddy, but you’re out anyway. You’ve been out since yesterday,” I said, trying to hide how tired I was. My voice wavered with the need to rest. 




His hands shook with exhaustion, and after opening the case he snapped it shut again with a sigh. He was ragged, his eyes bloodshot. The poor man had been little more than an altar boy a week ago. The town’s priest, who suddenly had means despite his oath of poverty, fled for Paris. But a town needs a priest, and soldiers need a doctor. He was the closest the town had to either, but that wasn’t saying much.




When news of the German advance came to Mons, everyone was caught by surprise. No one expected them to go so far north, to bypass the Maginot Line and flank the French Fifth Army. The bold General Von Klausen lead the Reichstag forces as it slammed through Belgium, a move no one anticipated. The French would be unable to pivot, to face the German threat in time. With their flank exposed, they would crumble. So instead they retreated, pulling their front line back.




Ahead of the invasion, most people fled. I should’ve fled. I had a little money, dwindling inheritance left to me by Papa after he joined Mama in the afterlife. But I didn’t want to run away from my home. I heard the British had landed to support us, to help push back the encroaching Germans. If a stranger from across the channel could come fight for my home, how could I not stay?




When the local militia began erecting a large canvas tent to house the wounded, I went down to volunteer. I thought I would be carrying water or cooking meals. The head of the militia asked me in quiet tones if I was a nurse. No, I told him. I wasn’t. He then announced to his men assembled there that they had the hospital’s first nurse. The twenty men gathered around on the street cheered. 




And that’s how things are in war. In this new war. Concepts of chivalry and heroism vanish. Massive iron behemoths crawl across the ground, spitting death at targets almost across the horizon. There was no warning, no notice and no discrimination. 




The day before a cafe on the other side of town had been boarding up, the owner wanting to secure the property before leaving town. The artillery shell pierced the wall in the apartment above his cafe, then detonated inside it. He and his family were turned into a fine red mist, nothing left of them to fit in a tin can.




“Fucking shit,” Frederique said, spitting onto the cobblestones.




“Father!” I said. “That is language unbecoming of a man of the cloth.”




“I hate this. I hate this waiting. I hate knowing that something is coming, something terrible,” he said. He looked up at the sky. “Is it the suffering, you think?”




“What?” I said. I’d been looking at a rat crawling along the other side of the street. It had a small piece of butcher’s paper in its mouth. It darted into the crumbling brick wall laced around an estate across the street. 




“The point of all this,” he said.




“The point of what?” I said.




“The point of all this shit,” he said, waving his hands around. He was at his wits end. “Are we just meant to suffer? To make us better people?”




“What does the Bible say?” I said, trying to keep him focused.




“The Bible says precious little about artillery and poison gas,” he said, quietly. “What if we just ran?”




I laughed, full belly howls reverberating on the empty street. “Oh Frederique, I think it’s a little too late to do that.”




“Le Guin says he can arrange a boat. Right on the river,” he said conspiratorily.




“Le Guin is full of shit, and you’re an idiot for believing him. No boat is coming anywhere near this town,” I said. Frederique looked hurt, but I was too tired to care. His naivette was going to get him killed, sooner rather than later. “Besides,” I said, pointing to the tent behind us, “We have responsibilities.”




“What can we do for them? Joan, I had a man make me promise I would give this letter to his mother!” he said, pulling a letter out of his coat. “I don’t know who his mother is. I don’t know his fucking name! He’s dead now. What am I supposed to do?”




“Just be there for them, Frederique. That’s all any of us can do,” I said. The rat darted back into the street and ran down the gutter. Brave little bastard. Brave or greedy.




The next street over, machine guns guarding the bridge spun up, spitting lead at the Germans. They were joined by more small arms fire from our side, which intensified and didn’t let up. We heard screams coming from the canal, and we bolted through the estate garden to see what was happening.




Across the Mons-Conde canal, the outskirts of Mons was ablaze. The Germans had sacked and looted the few buildings, and now the smoke from the wreckage had obscured the German front lines. Under this cover, they’d regrouped and led a charge across the bridge half a mile down the canal.




Piles of German dead and wounded lay over the bridge, like a spoiled child who took too many lead soldiers from his toy chest. It was hard for me to grasp that those were all people, that so many lives could be extinguished because some general back in Berlin demanded it.




As the British guns began to relax, the Germans pulled back to lick their wounds and try again. The British soldiers cheered and hollered in triumph, taunting the retreating Germans. Their celebration was cut short as two hollow thuds emanated from behind the German line.




The telltale whistle of incoming artillery gave everyone notice to dive for cover. Frederique and I lay down next to the brick wall encompassing the garden. I covered my head and concentrated on my breathing.




The ground shook violently, and I crouched to peek over the wall. The British sandbags on our side of the canal had taken a direct hit. The machine gun nest had been obliterated, and the street was covered in tan uniformed bodies. A battlecry erupted from the German side as they ran across the bridge, closing the distance on the dazed and dying British soldiers.




I grabbed Frederique, but he was frozen in place, looking behind me. I spun around, and could see dust and smoke coming from the street where our hospital was.







I turned and looked over the brick wall. Further down the canal I could see German units advancing across the other bridges. Massive swarms of brown uniforms surging across towards our side of the canal. The sight filled me with terror and dread.




Frederique started to stumble back towards the street where our hospital was. I stood up and ran after him, grabbing him by the arm as he tipped sideways and almost fell into a patch of blackberry bushes. The smoke ahead was still thick, and the surge of screams and gunfire behind us was growing in intensity.




As we ran past the brick walled garden, our eyes fell upon our makeshift hospital. Or what was left of it. A massive crater filled the center of the street, and charred ashy smoke choked our lungs, making it hard to breathe. I put a hand up over my eyes trying to see. I tried to see if there were any survivors, but I couldn't even make out any bodies. All those men were gone, all those men no longer existed. It was as if they never existed. 




"Frederique," I said, not sure what else to say. I brought my hand up to my face, my vision going blurry. Damn these weapons and the men who use them straight to hell! 




"Oh God. Oh God," Frederique said his, his hands pulling at his hair like a madman. He wailed in the street, kneeling at the edge of the crater.  He looked around as if the twenty wounded men he cared for minutes ago would just walk out from behind a building. "This is not a battle for men. This is a battle for demons.“




"Frédéric, we have to go!" I said. I could hear more gunfire, it was getting closer. But more urgently, I began to hear German voices. Orders being yelled by officers. They were on our side of the canal, and they were going to sweep through to clear out any remaining resistance. "We have to go. Now," I said, pleading.




"Why?" He said in a whisper. "Where are we going to go?"




My hands went under his arms and I lifted him up. I began to run with him by my side, running as fast as we could. We darted down the street and ran between a pair of houses, trying to cut through the residential areas to make our way across the city as fast as we could.




I could hear Frederique crying next to me. It was the most sad sound that ever heard. The cries of a man who felt despair deep into his soul, who felt like his God had abandoned him. Shuddering moans escaped his lips and tears fell like from a faucet. We ran out across another thoroughfare, and Frederique stopped. 




"I'm not going any further, Joan," he said. There was a bench next to us, the kind that people would sit upon as they strolled up and down this lush green thoroughfare. Lovers would sit on benches like these, scandalously close and whisper their promises into each other's ears. But now, Frederique sank into it like a prisoner sentenced to death. "I'm tired of running."




I heard rifles going off on the street behind us. "Frederique, we have to go. We can't stop moving now. The Germans will kill us." I said. My hands grabbed his arm but is he locked his hands around the arm of the bench. My knuckles went white, my arms pulled as hard as they could. I could not dislodge him.




"Go Joan!" He said. "Get out of here."




"Please," I said. I felt tears drip down my face my nose running in a blubbery mess. I hadn't considered I would have to go on alone. I couldn't go on alone.




I heard footsteps behind us advancing quickly, voices speaking sharply in German. I looked down at Frederique: his eyes were closed. He looked calm, resolute. At peace with his decision.




I crouched and ran behind a merchant's cart abandoned on the side of the street. Some sacks of grain were loaded into the back and I got into the cart, pulling the sacks over me. I saw Frederique sitting on the bench as calm as if he were waiting for a friend. He took out his cigarette case, and opened it.




As if slammed from an invisible blow, he folded forward as three rifle shots hit him from behind. His cigarette case flew out of his hand and clanked onto the cobblestones. Two German soldiers emerged from the gangway we had just come through. They spread out to check the rest of the street.




I put my hand over my mouth and screamed. Moments ago he’d been scared and tired, just like me. Now he was gone. All his dreams and hopes extinguished.




The soldier closest to me ran over to Frederique’s body and grabbed his cigarette case. Seeing it was empty, he threw it down onto the street. The other soldier called to him and they went further down the block.




As soon as they disappeared, I crawled out from the cart and ran the other way down the block. I ran from the Germans, from Frederique’s body. Lying in the street, accusing me of leaving him to die alone. 




I never stopped crying. I wept for Frederique. I wept for Mons. But most of all I wept for myself. Even if I did escape Mons, what then? Was anywhere safe from these damned artillery shells? Machines that could throw death miles away, without regard for the victim.




At the end of the street I came to an intersection. I knew my only chance was to stay ahead of the Germans, to rush to the other end of the city and flee into the farmland on the outskirts. The thick foliage of the grape vines would hide me as I kept going, The grapes would feed me, and eventually I’d make it to Paris.




This was good, I told myself as I ran down the street. I had a goal, something I could work towards. Farther down the street, I saw a couple running away as well, suitcases in their hands. They reached the crossing of the next street and the woman screamed.




Someone shouted at them in German, and they ran into the middle of the street. Rifle fire tore through their clothes and suitcases, tiny puffs of fabric erupting out of them. They wilted onto the cobbestone street.




I dove into a stairwell leading to a building basement. I landed hard on my shoulder, bending my head sideways at a painful angle. Fire shot up my forearm all the way to my shoulder. I held my arm close to me, listening for the Germans to move past.




Eventually they did, heading back towards the canal. I emerged from the stairwell and realized my shoulder was dislocated. I couldn’t run. Even walking too quickly made my shoulder howl out in pain. I grit my teeth and walked as quickly as I dared, holding my limp left arm with my right hand.




I passed by the couple, shot dead in the street. They lay face down, their backs full of small holes. Their clothes had been rifled through, their suitcases looted for valuables. A few photographs and letters lay in the street, A wind came through, picking them up and scattering them further down the avenue.




“I’m still alive,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’m still alive.”








In front of me, the massive Bibliotheque du Mons towered over the nearby buildings. Thick stone blocks made up it’s three story walls, and the French flag flew from the roof. Basement windows peeked up from the street, papered up to keep prying eyes out.




Just past the library was the main road out of Mons. I could see the farmland off in the distance, stretching to the horizon. Rows of purple grapes, acres of bright yellow sunflowers. It seemed untouched by war, a place of refuge.




I hurried across the boulevard, the tall library casting a shadow over the street. The gunfire had become intermittent. I hadn’t heard any artillery shells in hours. That told me that the resistance had either fled or been destroyed. There would be no survival staying here in Mons.




I crept further along, seeing the edge of town get closer and closer. I would have to make a sling for my arm once I made it to the fields. I knew Paris was southwest from Mons. If I walked at night and hid during the day, I should be safe. 




At the rear of the building, I heard a rumbling coming down the street that ran behind it. Hurtling towards the intersection was a truck full of German soldiers. The truck bristled with weapons, like an angry porcupine.




My heart sank. I wouldn’t get across the street in time. I would be shot dead if I tried. There would be no salvation for me. I fell down, leaning back against the library wall. My right hand curled up and slammed downwards with all my might.




Instead of it hammering against the stone of the wall, it smacked something and pushed through. I looked down and saw the basement window, yawning open. Dusty volumes of books blocked the view into the room.




Ahead, the truck screeched to a halt in the intersection, men piling out as orders were shouted in German. I pushed the window open further and slid into the dark room. For a moment I was in freefall, crashing through towers of books. The floor rushed up at me, knocking the air out of my lungs. No air in my lungs meant I couldn’t scream as my left arm was bent back behind me, fully out of socket.




Everything went black.








My eyes opened slowly, and it took them a moment to adjust to the darkness of the store room. My face was pressed against a thick leather bound tome. I tried to pick myself up off the ground and hot lances of fire shot through my shoulder and neck. I grabbed a book with my right hand and put it in my mouth, biting down as my left arm shifted forward. Like a machine with broken gears, it came forward reluctantly. I breathed through flared nostrils, large life affirming breaths. I spat the book out.




“I’m still alive,” I said.




As I stood up I held my dangling arm close to my body. The room began to sway and so I sat back against a table covered in books. Once my vision had returned to normal, I walked to the other side of the room and listened at the door.




I couldn't hear anything outside. I opened the door and went into the adjoining hallway. Everywhere I looked there were shelves of books. Encyclopedias, law books, fiction books, poetry and anything else a reader could want. I'd never come down here to the storage room before, but the public areas above I knew had many more books. Several doors were closed along the hallway, leading into other storage rooms. At the end of the hallway was a door to the stairway leading up to the main library.




I shuffled down the hallway headed towards the stairwell. I could smell the musty scent of moldy books and old leather. Outside I could dimly make out vehicles moving. Occasionally there were gunshots and sometimes yelling.




I got to the stairway door and turn the knob. It opened with a loud creaking sound. I stuck my head out in the stairwell and could see sunlight pouring in from the windows in the main library above. I slowly ascended the stairs, listening as I went, listening for any sign of German presence. The marble stairs were solid,  my feet quiet against them. I got to the top of the landing, a wooden door with a small window that looked out into the main area of the library. I edged over to the door and looked in.




The main area of the library was full of dark hardwood tables, each adorned with handcrafted scrollwork on the edges. The chairs were plush leather and equally magnificent. Dark paneling ran along the walls and several fireplaces were scattered on the outside of large room. During the winter, learned men would come into the library to talk about the news, debate politics and enjoy a pipe before bedtime. It was always clamoring and bustling part of the city. Now it was empty, which was unsettling in a new way. I wondered if it would ever be enjoyed again.




I tried to focus. What was important now was that it was empty. I opened the door and snuck into the main library room. If I could sneak out the front I might be able to make my way further down the avenue and cut across into the fields. Away from the checkpoint.




My hand went to the knob of the front door of the library. Peeking out the window I saw that the front of the building was still clear of German soldiers. I was confident that I could run across the avenue without being spotted. Maybe there was a basement I could hide in, or an attic. A damned fruit cellar would suffice, as long as it kept me hidden.




I held my breath and counted. One. Two. Three.




Before I could turn the knob and make my escape, a strong hand closed over my mouth and pulled me backwards. My good hand shot behind me, seeking out soft flesh to dig my fingers into. My thumb found a nose, and I curled it in my hand, trying to tear at the face it belonged to. The man was tall, and broad shouldered. But I wasn't going out without a fight. The hand over my mouth released me as my attacker stumbled backwards.




"Dammit," he said, holding his hands to his face. I lurched backwards and fell over a leather chair. As I got up to scramble away, I got a good look at him. Bent over, holding his face in pain, was a member of the British Expeditionary Force.




"I'm so sorry," I said. I walked over to him and put my hand on his shoulder. "But you shouldn't of snuck up on me like that."




"You should've told me that before you almost tore my face off," he said. He wiped his face one last time and took his hands away. He had short brown hair and blue eyes, the color of the summer sky. His uniform was that of British Expeditionary Force soldier, but I did not see a rank insignia anywhere. It must have fallen off.




"Well, if you are done frightening me, it is time I bid you adieu,” I said walking back towards the door.




"No you don't," he said moving to stand between me and the door. His eyes looked down at me dangerously.




"What is this? Are you an animal like the Germans?" I said, backing away from him. You never knew with some men, some were born animals. It didn't matter what uniform they wore or whose side they fought on, once there was no rule of law they became savages. “I’ll scream."




"No, you won't." He said then his eyes got softer, "I'm sorry. I'm not going to hurt you. We cannot draw any attention to us being here. I cannot be discovered."




"Then let me leave," I said.




"I'm sorry, but I can't risk it. Chances are you will be shot and then they'll look around this place a little closer." He said. "I have my mission, and right now I need you to cooperate."




"I don't give a shit for your mission. The town has fallen. The Huns are massacring everyone. Your mission isn’t worth the breath it was spoken with," I said. 




"Now listen here," he said. Before he could continue, his eyes went wide. "Shit! Run!" We fled to one of the smaller attached rooms containing rows and rows of shelves of books. I could hear voices coming up the front steps of library.




“We have to split up," he said.




"What?" I said.




"If they find me, you can still get away." He said as he ran around as he ran down the rows of books and darted in between a set of bookcases. 




"But what if they find me?" I said in a whisper. There was no response. Bastard!




I heard the front door this the library open and several sets of boots coming in quickly.  Quiet, curt words were spoken in German. I tried to swallow but my throat was dry. I sunk to the back of the aisle of books, trying to make myself as small as possible.




The sound of the boots came closer, and I could hear there were three men. As they all entered this room, I ducked down to try to hide myself the best I could. I close my eyes and waited for the fate I knew was coming.




"Oh meine fraulein. Komm hier, bitte,”  a man's voice said.




I open my eyes and standing at the end of the aisle were three German soldiers. Their dark gray uniforms were covered in smeared mud, their faces were filthy. Their eyes were wild, crazed. They looked at me like a starving man looked at a piece of bread.




"No, please," I said, crying. Perhaps they would take pity on me. Perhaps they would leave me my dignity.




My hopes were dashed as all three men grinned at my terror, and unslung their rifles. Leaning them against the bookcase, they walked down the aisle towards me, pinning me in. The middle one pulled a long knife, and put his finger up to his lips. "Shh,” he said. The other two were fumbling with their trousers.




“Urk!” the soldier in back sputtered. Blood poured from his mouth as he fell forward.




The BEF soldier pulled his combat knife out of the German’s back as the other two rushed him. He brought it up to slash down again, but his arm was caught over his head by one of the remaining Huns.




The other German plunged his knife into the British soldier’s chest repeatedly. He pulled the knife free one last time as the British soldier collapsed, his chest covered in holes. The German bent forward and wiped his knife clean on the soldier’s uniform.




I ran down the aisle, ducking past them to escape. An arm shot out and punched me in the side of the face. I spun sideways, crashing into the bookcase, sending volumes tumbling out the other side. I lay on the floor, my ears ringing and my vision dizzy.




The two Germans were arguing, one wanting to kill me and the other wanting to rape me and then kill me. The one with the knife used it to gesture at me, like he was pointing out vermin that needed to be extinguished. The other was holding his trousers up, but still hadn’t put his belt back on. He looked like a petulant child, angry that his father was going to take his toy.




Behind them, I saw the British soldier’s body shake. Sad death spasms, a last hurrah of life. I wondered if my body would do the same after the Germans came to an agreement.




Then his eyes opened. In a flash, he was on his feet. His body became darker, somehow, like a shadow that fell only on him. His face stretched, his teeth and nose jutting forward like a dog’s. His ears grew long and pointed, and I could make out that it wasn’t a shadow but fur that stretched all over him. He was a wolf man, a terrible monster from the stories!




The Germans must’ve felt the presence behind them, because they spun around, their jaws dropping. Before either could scream, massive furry arms grabbed each by the neck and lifted them off the ground.




The werewolf snarled, pulling his lips back to reveal long canines. His eyes burned golden, iridescent in their hatred. His arms flexed and strained, choking the two men. 




The soldier with the knife stabbed at the creature’s arm, hoping to inflict enough injuries to be released. He stabbed the arm, sliced the arm and even sawed at it like it was a tree branch. The werewolf seemed to take no notice as blood poured from it’s arm.




The unarmed German tried using both hands to break the grasp, but the clawed hand around his neck didn’t budge. The full power of his two arms could not move just two of the werewolf’s fingers. He kicked his legs, flailing around with all his might.




The werewolf sharply twisted his wrist and the German went slack, his neck at an unnatural angle. He dropped onto the ground with a thud. His tongue rolled out of his mouth, like a fish from the deep sea brought up to the surface too fast.




The werewolf turned his attention back to the knife wielding German. He tilted his head and brought the German closer to him. His hand still clamped around the bastard’s throat, slowly choking him.




The German stabbed the werewolf in the chest, neck, and face. The knife would plunge in and out, erupting in blood each time. The werewolf either didn’t feel pain or didn’t care. A dozen fatal blows did not so much as make it flinch. The German’s hand dropped the knife, and the last spasm of his legs indicated he was dead.




The werewolf dropped him with contempt.




Then those golden eyes turned to me. His huge claws reached down. My eyelids slammed shut and I lost consciousness.








My eyes fluttered open. A single candleflame illuminated a cramped space of damp bricks on all sides. The British soldier sat next to me, reading a book. He glanced down at me, those blue eyes comforting and sincere.




“Hey,” he said quietly. “How are you feeling?”




“I’m still alive,” I said. I sat up and realized my dislocated shoulder was popped back into place. My arm hung in a sling. “Thank you.”




“Don’t mention it,” he said. “But you are guilty of an unforgivable crime.” His eyes never left the pages of his book.




“What did I do?” I asked. My eyes adjusted to the darkness and I could tell we were in a tunnel underground. 




“You never told me your name,” he said. “It’s unforgiveably rude, but I could overlook your trespass just this once.” He put down his book and looked at me, extending his hand. “Quentin Yardborough, First Sergeant of the Boyd Highlanders.”




“My name is Joan. Ms. Joan Epri,” I said, taking his warm hand in mine. It felt good to touch someone again in a friendly way.




“I’m sorry about back there,” he said, his eyes falling away. “About what you had to see.”




“What…” I said, not knowing how to finish my question politely.




He smiled and turned around, grabbing something from a pack on the ground. He turned back to me with a small paper covered package. He peeled the paper back, revealing the crackers inside. He offered them to me. “Eat, you must be starving.”




“I’m fine, thank you,” I lied. My stomach roar in protest, a noise that was impossible to hide. It practically echoed down the dank tunnel.




“Please, I don’t want your stomach giving our position away,” he said.




“Thank you,” I said, taking the crackers. I bit into one, closing my eyes to savor the crispiness and buttery flavor. “This tastes so good.”




“I believe you were about to ask what I am? To be honest, I’m not totally sure. There are myths about werewolves. Wolfmen. Some of it is true, lots of it isn’t,” he said.




“Are there more of you?” I said.




“Yes, and things much worse,” he said.




“Worse than you?” I said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…” I shoved another cracker into my mouth, happy he couldn’t see the color of my face in the gloom.




He chuckled. “It’s quite alright. And yes, there are things worse than me. Most are men, but there are other fiends as well.”




I ate the last cracker, leaning back against the exposed brick. “Where are we?”




“An old sewer access tunnel under the library,” he said. “I’ve been here a few days, ever since we got word of the French Fifth Army pulling back. We knew the city was going to fall.”




“You knew?” I said. “You didn’t tell anyone?”




“I told you: I have my mission. Telling people wouldn’t have made a difference: the city was going to fall no matter what,” he said.




“You keep mentioning your mission,” I said. “What is it about your mission that is so vital?”




“Forget I mentioned it. The important part is that we’re going to have to stay down here tonight. Before dawn, I’ll leave to complete my mission. You’ll go that way,” he said, pointing one way down the tunnel. “After a few hundred meters, you’ll come to a fork in the tunnel. Go left and after another few hundred meters you’ll find a ladder going up.”




“Where will that take me?” I said.




“A culvert at the edge of a vineyard. If you are mindful of your surroundings, you should be able to get out into the wilderness, then cross over to France,” he said.




“What about you? After your mission?” I said. “Will you catch up to me?”




He smiled. “Would you like some chocolate?” He produced a small cloth bundle and untied the string. Small dark bricks of chocolate lay there. It had been weeks since I’d had real chocolate.




“Those look wonderful,” I said. “But I couldn’t. You’ve been so generous already.”




“You Belgian girls are so shy,” he said. He picked up a piece of chocolate and brought it to my lips. 




The rich smell made my mouth water, and I opened my mouth to accept it. I held it on my tongue, enjoying the rich sweet taste. I could tell he was watching me, his interest going beyond survival. It was having an effect on me, my skin growing hot from the rush of blood.




I plucked a piece of chocolate and brought it to his lips. His lips parted and I pushed the chocolate in. His lips clamped down on my finger, sucking gently. 




I sat in his lap, his strong thighs flexing beneath me. My arm went behind his head and I pressed my lips to his, kissing him fully. His arms wrapped around me, holding me tightly. I broke the kiss. “Did you say I was shy?”




He grunted, kissing me again. His hands wandered all over my body, groping me and grabbing me. His need was hot and greedy. His manhood stirred under my bum, straining against his trousers.




His hand grabbed my breast, squeezing my full mound. Overflowing in his hand, he tweaked my nipple, pulling it taught inside my blouse. His other hand grabbed my hip and pulled me even closer to him.




I buried my face in his neck. He smelled of musk and sweat. My mouth opened and I kissed the nape of his throat, his stubble scratching my lips wonderfully. “I need your help taking this off,” I said, standing.




He expertly took my shirt off, leaving me in my shift and skirt. He pulled me back down into his lap, his mouth going for my neck. He pulled the shoulder straps of my shift down and it fluttered to my waist. He kissed and scratched his way down my chest, taking a nipple into his mouth.




I craned my head back, enjoying the stud’s suckling. This life affirming connection to another human being, it was beautiful. It was a brief respite of sanity amongst the chaos of the day. In this, we could let our guards down and come together in most primal union. No words were needed or even warranted. My pussy was wet, soaking through my thin panties.




I heard a rumble emanate from his chest, his nostrils flaring as he smelled my womanhood in bloom. He released my nipple and stood me up in front of him. He pulled downward on my skirt roughly, my panties coming down as well.




My wet bush glistened in the candlelight, exposed to the cool air of the dark tunnel. A drop of dew stood on my lips, and he bent forward. His tongue flicked out, snatching it and savoring it. He closed his eyes, focused on my secret flavor. He pressed his mouth against my mound, his tongue flicking my aching nub.




He opened his eyes and looked up at me. They were glowing gold. Inhuman. The last time I’d seen those eyes, I’d witnessed his terrible power. I needed that power now, that bestial simplicity. Just towards a different end. 




My good hand grabbed the back of his head roughly as I ground my pussy against his mouth. His tongue dutifully licked at me like a dog lapping up water. Each time his tongue caressed my clit, a tiny shudder shot through me, building on each prior one.




He brought one of my knees up and over his shoulder, splaying me out fully for his appetites. His tongue dove between my folds, searching for my hidden center. His relentless assault on my pussy drove me over the edge. I came, filling his mouth with my juices. 




I got lightheaded and lost my balance, falling sideways. I saw the hard brick coming up to meet me quickly, but my shaking legs were still recovering from the orgasm. I was helpless to stop it.




But I never landed. Quentin’s strong arms were under me, lifting me easily to lay me down on his sleeping quilt. The wool blanket was rough but thick, shielding me from the cold damp bricks below. He straightened up, on his knees next to me.




My hand pulled at his belt, and soon his pants were off. His cock swung between his legs, thick and long. As he hardened, his sheath retracted. The head resembled a small apple, bulbous and red. I could see it shimmer and shine in the candlelight, evidence of his eagerness. His need to mate.




My hand went to his big dick, and I pulled it to my face. Opening my mouth, I took the head in, sucking it clean of his seed. Mixing with the aftertaste of the chocolate, his essence was mindblowing. Such virility, such masculinity. I sucked his prick, stroking his shaft to entice more seed to flow. 




He groaned, his head going back as he was serviced. His hand was between my thighs, a finger exploring my folds. It thrust into me roughly, lingering inside my tunnel before pulling back out. He added a second finger, stretching my tight sex to accomodate him.




I moaned around his cock, not sure how he was going to fit all this inside me. But I didn’t care. With his big dick in my mouth and his fingers in my pussy, I was both sated and needing more of him. More of his seed leaked into my mouth and I swallowed it, happy to have a belly full if his balls were so inclined. I cradled his balls in my hand, feeling their heaviness like two stones in a sock.




He pulled out of my mouth and looked down at me, panting. His golden eyes yearned for relief, yearned to mount me and empty his sagging balls. Like a beast in the forest, he needed to take me, to make me his. Only by claiming me in the most primal way would his fire be extinguished.




I sat up and turned over, my bare ass and pussy in the air. I pushed myself up on one arm and realized that I couldn’t use both arms to support myself.




None of this mattered to Quentin. He pounced on top of me instantly, his massive cock pressing wildly between my legs. His hands grabbed my hips, his fingernails digging into me savagely. He thrust forward, his cock slipping between my thighs and jabbing into my navel. It left a smear of cum everywhere it jabbed, like a paintbrush of lust.




When he pulled back to thrust forward again, I angled my hips down to position my pussy in the right spot. As he drove home, I felt an overwhelming pressure build at my entrance. He was too big for me! I heard a growl above me and he pushed my neck down, pinning it to the blanket.




With his female in a fully submissive position, he pushed forward, straining to fill me with his manhood. For several wonderful, scary seconds, he made no progress. But then my lips stretched, accomodating this alpha male.




My body was eager to mate, especially with a prime male specimen like this. My pussy lips stretched, making way for his prick. He stretching me to my fullest, pressing forward as my face was pinned against the scratchy wool blanket.




He began thrusting, fucking my madly. Not like a man takes a lover, but like a dog takes a bitch. His cock hammered into me, my pussy rubbed raw as he ploughed my field. He slid in and out, his balls slamming forward against my clit. I could feel my juices flowing, running down his shaft and coating his balls. 




The wet slapping noises echoed down the tunnel, two wild animals in heat. His breath sped up, his thrusts got quicker. Then he thrust all the way into me, his body pressing down fully onto me. Crushing me under him, his balls emptied into my hungry womb. His teeth bit down onto the back of my neck, his final act of domination as he came inside his bitch. My pussy spasmed in climax, milking him for all he had, every precious drop of seed. 

I felt it fill me up, hot and creamy. His cock kept throbbing, spilling weeks worth of pent up lust into my body. Eventually the throbs stopped, and I felt his cock get softer. He fell out of me as he collapsed to my side.




He looked down at me, his eyes blue in the candlelight. He pulled me close to him, his body spooning me in the dark tunnel. The blanket wrapped around us, he stroked my hair and planted small kisses behind my ear.




—-




Stirring nearby made me open my eyes. It could’ve been a few minutes later or a few days later. The tunnel was still as dark. The candle still burned, so I guessed it was a few hours later.




Quentin was standing in the tunnel getting dressed. I watched him, smartly putting his uniform on. Several holes in the chest had been sewn up. He unfolded a long length of leather and pulled out a wickedly long knife. Closer to a sword in size, it had strange symbols etched into it. The symbols glowed blue in the candlelight.




His eyes found mine and I caught a measure of sadness in that look. It was vulnerable, unshielded. He didn’t expect to see me again.




“Quentin, what are you about to do?” I said.




“Joan, you need to go down the tunnel. Remember, go left at the fork, then up the ladder. Run across the vineyards until you reach France,” he said.




“Quentin, answer my question,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.




“I’m here to kill General Klausen. That’s my mission, Joan.” He fingered the long blade.




“I don’t understand. I think you can take out an old officer sleeping in a tent,” I said.




“He’s a vampire, Joan. That’s why I’m here,” he said, solemnly. He slid the long blade into a sheath on his back. “I’m the only one who can do it. He’s in the library above us. I knew he’d make a base out of the most magnificent building in the city.”




“But you’ll succeed, right? You’ll catch up to me?” I said, my eyes watering. I stood up, suddenly feeling the coldness of the tunnel.




He held me, his strong arms encompassing my body. I lay my head on his shoulder, smelling his scent. My arm wrapped around his neck, not letting him go. “Please,” I said. 




“You’re strong Joan,” he said. “Never give up. You’ll get through this.” He pressed his lips against mine in a kiss I didn’t want to end.




He released me, and gently unwound my arm from his neck. His hand stroked my face, and he smiled. “How lucky I was to have met you.”




With that, he stepped away from me and walked down the tunnel. I stood there, listening to his footfalls grow more and more distant. I recomposed myself, putting my clothes back on. Once I was ready, I walked down the tunnel in the direction he told me to go. After a time I came to the fork and went left. Stumbling around, I eventually reached the ladder.




Freedom and safety waited above me. A chance to escape. A chance to survive.




But I didn’t want to just survive. I wanted to live. I ran back down the tunnel, ready and eager to face a dangerous future at Quentin’s side.




“I’m still alive,” I said.
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“Ms. Kennet, Robbie took my goat,” Diana said, looking up at me with tears streaming down her little cheeks. The snot engine was revving up, and I could see a tiny stream of goo begin to fall down to her lip. Her little hands were bunched up, holding her blanket in a death grip.




This was my life. My poor little booger leaker and her tyrannical four year old brother. Diana was a good girl, but she could go from 0 to disaster in record time. I knew I just had a few seconds to intercede and prevent a full fledged scream snotty explosion.




“Diana, it’s ok. See, you have your blanket. You can’t play with two things at the same time. Robbie can play with your goat, he won’t hurt it,” I said, patting her flat hair. I smiled down at her, confident I’d solved the problem.




“But it’s no faaaaair!” she said, howling and thrashing around. She’d gone nuclear, her face turning fire engine red. She began doing this adorable little stomp thing with her feet, wanting to hurt the ground with her rage. She spun around and ran with maximum drama out of the kitchen.




“That girl has problems,” I said to myself, shaking my head. Such is the terrible life of the two year old. Someone to feed you, clothe you, pay for everything. Even someone to wipe your ass. But none of that matters when someone touches a thing you don’t want them to touch.




Babies. No thank you.




I was happy to babysit them, though. It was simple stuff, and their father always overpaid. My friends at college sometimes gave me shit because they thought babysitting was for high school kids. But they worked longer hours for less pay in worse jobs. Why do I have such dumb friends?




My phone buzzed. Speaking of dumb friends.




Kerry: Hey Melanie, you want to go clubbing tonight?

Me: Nah, working tonight.

Kerry: Boo! Which rugrats are you watching tonight?

Me: The Sedgwicks.

Kerry: Oh shit! Is it true they’re separated?

Me: Divorced, actually.

Kerry: Forget the club, I’m coming over. Mr. Sedgwick is de-li-shus.

Me: You’re horrible.

Kerry: Oh come on, like you don’t undress him with your eyes every time you see him!

Me: …

Kerry: He does that Crossfit shit. Mr. Sedgwick is ripped, and he’s not going to be single long. 

Me: Stop it.

Kerry: Where’s he at anyway? Maybe he’s seeing a hooker! Relieving his bluebells lolol!




The oven began beeping and I put my phone away. I hit the timer on the oven and took out the tray of cubed sweet potatoes. Mr. Sedgwick liked to say that I had a special touch, getting the kids to eat things he just plain couldn’t. I didn’t know anything about that, but I did use copious amounts of honey, cinnamon and nutmeg on these sweet potatoes. These kids would eat them or I’d eat my hat.




“Diana! Robbie!” I said. “Come into the kitchen, your snack is done.”




“Ms. Kennet, can we eat in the living room? My show is on,” Robbie said. He ended that sentence with an inflection that promised whining if he didn’t get his way.




Too bad.




“Both of you come eat at the table,” I said. I wasn’t in the mood for games tonight. It had been a long day, and my boyfriend Tim texted me this afternoon. How did he put it? Oh yeah, he needed time to find himself. More like he needed time to find his dick inside some house party skank.




Diana ran in, chubby cheeks smiling, not a care in the world for her goat or the tears and boogers all over her face. I grabbed a paper towel and cleaned her face and hands. She sputtered her protest but was soon happily seated in her highchair and reaching for the plate.




“I want the sweet taters,” she said.




“I know, Diana. Robbie, come in here or you’re getting a time out,” I said.




“No!” he said from the living room.




I put a few sweet potatoes on Diana’s plate and went into the living room. The TV was showing some cartoon about little animals solving mysteries. Robbie was planted on the couch, seriously focused on the show in front of him. 




“Milord, the banquet awaits thy royal presence,” I said, droning in monotone.




“No!” he said, not appreciating my channeling of the classics.




“Young man, I think you need a time out,” I said.




“Please Ms. Kennet I just wanna watch this show,” he said, the tear factory beginning to warm up.




“Robbie, how about you come in and have your snack, then you can watch your show?” I said. Normally, I’d have a more fire and brimstone approach, but I didn’t have the strength in me tonight. I was drained.




“Did you make them special?” he said. He always asked this.




“You know I did, Robbie. They’re special just for you,” I said, allaying his concerns. I always gave him the same response. It was part of our schtick.




He didn’t get off the couch so much as melt off it, and finally a semblance of a little boy stumbled into the kitchen and sat at the table.




Diana smiled at her older brother, happy to see him again after their long separation of twenty seconds. The strange simple things little kids can find joy in always amazed me.




I scooped some sweet potatoes onto Robbie’s plate and pushed it over to him. Once I had both kids eating, I walked back into the living room to turn the TV off. We weren’t savages, after all.




I flicked over to the local news, just to see if they had the Dodgers score. Instead I was watching live helicopter camera footage.




“…And we’re following it live right now. Can we, can we confirm that it’s a wolf?” a voice said off camera. “Yes, my producer is telling me that we can confirm that is a wolf. We’re watching live footage of a wolf going in and around the Claremont neighborhood.”




Wait, what? That was this neighborhood! Where the fuck did a wolf come from? What was it doing here?




I pulled out my phone.




Me: Are you watching the news? There’s like a wild wolf running around the neighborhood!

Kerry: What’s it gonna do, huff and puff and blow your house down? It’s just a dog, they’ll catch it.

Me: They better. I’m not leaving this house until it’s caught.

Kerry: Well, maybe Mr. Sedgwick can make a little room in his bed tonight. ;)




I felt my cheeks burn up. Ok, Michael Sedgwick was gorgeous. He was tall, built and he had that salt and pepper thing going on. He always treated me really well and I felt horrible for him. His bitch ex-wife got knocked up by her yoga instructor and didn’t even feign interest in the kids. She just wants half Michael’s money and all her yogi’s dick.




I turned the TV off and went back into the kitchen.




“You kids ready for bed?” I said. I knew my magic sweet potatoes would knock them out.




Robbie made a half hearted protest but his drooping eyelids told me a sugar coma was imminent. I cracked an evil grin as I towed the two sleepy kids up the stairs to their rooms.








I sat down in the big comfy recliner and checked the time on my phone. Mr. Sedgwick was running late. This wasn’t unheard of, but it was the first time since the divorce. 




Maybe he was seeing a lady of the evening. I giggled and shook my head at the ridiculous thought. He would have no need. Some lucky lady friend then? As strange as it sounded, the thought made me a little sad. Not that I thought this forty year old guy who had a beautiful home and great kids would be interested in a college girl.




But it’s always nice to have options.




I sent him a text, letting him know the kids were down for the night. That was my indirect way of asking him to check in, to give me an idea of how long I was in for. That’s the worst part of babysitting. You agree to some set amount of time, then the parents walk in two hours late because they wanted to get freaky in a Wendy’s bathroom. I get it: once the kids arrive you’ve got very few opportunities for intimacy. Just give me a heads up if you’re going to be late.




But no, I had to sit in a house that isn’t mine and wonder if I had enough time to poop before he came home. I’m pretty sure I would rather die than have him knock on the door while I was going number two. Not knowing, it’s the worst!




I flicked the TV back on and hit the mute button. The camera was back in the studio, and the running alert at the bottom of the screen told the audience that the wolf was at large and the police didn’t know where it was. All residents were told to stay indoors unless absolutely necessary.




Fucking great.




I realized that Mr. Sedgwick might not know about the wolf, so I sent him a text about that as well. Still no reply. I hoped he was ok. I hoped the wolf hadn’t…




I had to laugh and shake my head. That’s what I do, I get myself worked into a tizzy and jump to the worst conclusions. He’s not immediately responding to my texts so of course a wolf has eaten him. What the shit, Melanie?




I turned the TV off and leaned way back in the recliner. This was so much more comfortable than the futon back in my apartment. Or that stupid papasan Tim insist I buy. Unless you were a cat, it was impossible to get comfortable in that thing. I’d enjoy throwing that into the dumpster, along with whatever else of his he left at my place.




Soon I found myself sinking into the soft cushion of the chair. It seemed to support me and hug me at the same time. My eyes became heavy, and I thought it wouldn’t hurt to take a quick disco nap. It had been a long day.








I was back at my apartment, throwing Tim’s shit out. There was a huge dresser in my room, and I kept pulling drawer after drawer of broken promises and lies out and dumping them out the window. It felt proper. It felt therapeutic. It felt plain good!




But then there were no more drawers, in fact no dresser. I was still in my room, but now Mr. Sedgwick was in the room too. 




He was wearing a bath robe. His salt and pepper hair was slicked back, and I could see his skin glistening fresh from a shower. His blue eyes looked at me, saw me like no other man ever had.




My bed had become one of those round sex beds you see in movies set in Las Vegas or Beverly Hills. A bed not designed for sleeping, but for fucking. It was covered in shimmering red silk.




“Get on the bed,” he said. His eyes never left mine. There was no question what we both wanted.




“Oh, Mr. Sedgwick, we can’t…” I said, moving closer to the bed. “It just wouldn’t be proper,” I said, sitting down. My pussy was hot and aching, needing this man in front of me. I lay back on the bed, my hands reaching out to the sides, my fingers feeling the fine brush of silk. My legs fell open, the hem of my nightie barely covering my upper thighs.




Mr. Sedgwick walked over to stand between my legs. The thin material of his robe clung to his damp body. I could make out each bump of his six pack, every bulging muscle. His robe began to separate, and the purple head of his cock hung down low. His balls were nestled behind it, pale and massive. His hand went down to his manhood, and he stroked his long pale shaft.




My left hand grabbed my breast through my nightie, the fabric dulling some of the sensation as I groped myself. My right hand crept down my belly and pulled the hem of my nightie up, exposing myself to the cool air of the room. A pleasant little line of coolness ran down the lips of my trimmed sex and down one thigh, my need for this stud obvious.




His eyes watched me, and I could see the veins in his neck and face begin to bulge with ferocious intent. His arm flexed, the solid muscle of his forearm now pumping away. As he worked himself, I could see the creamy white snake come to life. It was now beginning to stiffen, to pull away from his body in defiance of gravity. 




I looked at the end of his cock, the wide purple head now leaking a single bead of pre-cum. I could see it, like a small liquid pearl. A musk filled my nostrils, the scent of this man on the brink of ravaging me. My hand found my clit, and I began furiously pulling the sensitive nub in tiny circles. 




“Oh Melanie…you’re such a good girl,” he said, his eyes transfixed on the show I was giving him. “You’ve always taken such good care of me. I need you,” he said. He bent down over me.




I could smell the cologne he always wore, the stuff that drove me wild. I looked down my body, saw his massive cock descend towards my hungry wet slit.








Something loud woke me up. As I was torn from my lovely dream, I heard the sound of breaking glass come from behind the house. I let go of my breast and took my other hand out of my crotch. The house seemed much darker, much more dangerous. But something got the better of me.




I got up from the recliner, my legs wobbly and almost asleep from sitting there too long. I pulled out my phone to check the time, but it was dead. Having the whole world at your fingertips isn’t so great if it’s out of juice.




I heard some more noise coming from the backyard. I got up the courage to creep into the kitchen so I could get a better look. I walked through the dark kitchen, streetlights from outside casting dim rays of light into the room. I got low, making sure no one from outside could see me.




My left foot went out and stepped on something soft and slick. My feet went out from under me and I crashed down against the floor. I cursed silently but was thankful that I wasn’t hurt. A piece of sweet potato was stuck to the bottom of my shoe. I pulled it off and got back into my crouched position.




I walked over to the edge of the counter and peeked over. The large window behind the counter looked over the backyard. The light from the street barely reached it, so most of it was encased in shadow. 




The large white two car garage took up much of the view, and a small stone walkway lead from the garage door to the stairs of the back porch. A tall wooden fence encased the yard, Mr. Sedgwick’s ex-wife had planted rose bushes around the yard, and I could see the flowers sway in the light breeze.




Then I realized that one part of the fence had been damaged. Several long boards were knocked down, and the rosebush in front of it had been partially trampled as well. 




I heard a crash inside the garage and ducked back under the window. Something or someone was in there! I peaked out back over the bottom of the window and saw that one of the garage windows was shattered. It must’ve been eight feet up from the ground. Some poor bird must have crashed into it.




My cautious side told me I should stay in the house. I didn’t know what was out there. But if there was an animal suffering in the garage, I wanted to help it. I could call a vet or something. 




I stepped out into the cool air of the backyard. The stars were out that night, added little shimmering specks next to the full moon. I hugged my sweater tight and crept towards the garage, flashlight in hand. The bright spotlight it made glinted off the broken glass of the window. I could see blood on the glass as well, and my heart went out to the poor creature inside.




I pulled out the spare garage door key Mr. Sedgwick kept in the foyer and put it into the lock. I heard another crash from inside and froze. Was this a good idea? No, but it was better than doing nothing. I couldn’t stand by why some poor bird thrashed around, hurt.




I turned the knob and pushed the door inwards. Mr. Sedgwick’s huge blue SUV took up the whole center of the garage. I could see a ladder laying askew against the far wall, knocked off it’s hooks. 




I stood still, listening for movement. Nothing. I listened for breathing. Nothing. The flashlight illuminated the broken window, and there was a pile of broken glass on the floor. A small splatter of blood covered the glass. I walked closed to the glass and knelt down. I could make out a trail of blood drops that lead back behind the SUV.




“Hey…hey there. It’s ok little bird. Not gonna hurt ya’,” I said, doing my best to sound calming. I slowly walked around the SUV, hoping I wasn’t to late to help the little bird.




As I crept around the SUV, my flashlight illuminated a huge furry shape, lying on its side panting. Something primal inside me activated a pure terror response, and I fell backwards, screaming. My flashlight hit the ground and went out. The garage was pitch black, save a sliver of light coming in through the ajar door.




Two golden eyes glowed in the darkness. I could see them slowly open and close. A low guttural growl came from the wolf, and it was obvious that it was in pain. I began scrambling across the floor, getting my feet under me to bolt out the door.




“Please…” a voice said. It came from where the wolf was.




I knew that voice. It was Mr. Sedgwick! I was frozen in place, my mind reeling.




“Please…Melanie…” he said weakly.




I turned around and ran back into the darkness. I knelt down and extended my hand forward. It touched bare skin, hot and wet. My hands found his face.




“Mr. Sedgwick! What happened? I’m going to call an ambulance!” I said. “I’ll be right back.”




“No,” he said. The tone of his voice made it clear that this wasn’t up for discussion. “No doctors. I’m fine. Just please help me inside.”




“But you’re hurt! You need a doctor!” I said, insistent.




“Melanie, I promise you that I’ll be fine. I just need to get into the house. Please just do that for me. I need you,” he said, his voice trailing off. He put his hand on my arms, his nails digging into me. They felt incredibly long, and I had to stifle a yelp. 




“Ok, let’s get you inside,” I said. I needed the house phone to call anyway. My hands went around his bare waist and I pulled upwards.




He stood up with my help. In fact he stood a little too fast, my hands slipping below his waist. My hand brushed up against his manhood and I swallowed. I repositioned my hands and thanked God he couldn’t see my beet red face. 




We stumbled out of the garage. I walked him around the pile of glass. Where were his clothes? Why was he hurt? How did he get into the garage through that high window? Did I hallucinate that wolf?




We got to the back door, and he put his hand out to stop me from opening the door.




“The kids…” he said. “Are the kids asleep?”




“Yeah, yeah they’re asleep Mr. Sedgwick,” I said.




“Don’t…don’t let them see me like this,” he said. I could hear the desperation in his voice.




I nodded. “They won’t, I promise.”




“Good girl,” he said.




I got him into the kitchen and made to sit him down in a chair so I could call an ambulance. 




He shook his head, grunting and pulling towards the stairs to go up to his bedroom. With no choice, I helped him up the stairs, slowly. Pulling one foot after the other. The light coming in through the front windows of the house illuminated his body pressed against mine.




A long gash ran down his whole side, though it looked like it had stopped bleeding already. A small line of dried blood ran down his leg. I was relieved that he wasn’t seriously hurt, at least not that I could see.




I won’t lie. I didn’t leer at him like some kind of pervert, but with his body pressed up against me, parts of his muscular body were rubbing against me. I could tell that the salt and pepper hair I loved on his head also lay below the belt. A thick trail ran from his belly button, in a straight treasure trail down to his groin.




On each step up the stairs, his cock and balls swung upward in an arc, then landed back against his thigh. He was as well endowed as I fantasized, and I had to force myself to look away so we didn’t trip on the stairs.




When we go to the top, we carefully stepped down the hallway so we wouldn’t wake up the kids in their rooms. Robbie was a notoriously light sleeper, so we took twice as long tiptoeing past his door.




I opened the door to his bedroom and flicked on the light. I had him lean against the dresser while I closed the door behind us. Then I ran into the master bathroom and came back with a few towels. I laid them on the bed and helped him over to it. He fell onto the bed, his whole body visibly relaxing.




I felt his head ,checking for a fever, but he didn’t feel hot. I went back into the bathroom and came back with some ointment and bandages. I still had so many questions, but they could wait. What was important was that he was safe. I washed off the dried blood on his side, then put some of the ointment on his wound.




His eyes shot open, bright and full of fury. He let out a pained yelp and he grabbed me. With one arm he pulled me through the air over him and onto the bed. I looked up and he was on top of me.




Growling.




His eyes looked down on me, and they weren’t blue anymore. They were bright gold. He opened his mouth to bare his teeth, and I saw huge canines reach past the rest of his impeccable teeth.




I clamped my eyes shut, not wanting to see anymore. I don’t know what I thought would happen, but I braced for it. “Mr. Sedgwick, please…” I said.




The growl stopped. I opened my eyes and looked up at him. His eyes were blue, and he looked down on me, mortified. He pulled his hands back and looked down at them. I saw tears well up in his eyes.




“Oh God,” he said. “I’m so sorry Melanie,” he said, back off me. He half turned and stumbled into the bathroom. He fell down on the bathroom floor and covered his face with his hand. “You need to go now, Melanie.”




I sat up on the bed, not knowing whether to go help him or to bolt as fast as I could out the front door. I concentrated on my breathing, calming myself down. I realized that Mr. Sedgwick had just responded naturally to the pain. He wasn’t going to hurt me.




“I’m not leaving you,” I said. “We’re going to get you through this.” I walked to the bathroom and put my hand on his head and stroked his hair. I noticed now that he was dirty, and I didn’t want that wound to get infected.




“Come on, let’s get you into the shower,” I said. With both of us struggling, he finally got to his feet. We lumbered over to the shower, and I opened the glass door.




“Melanie…I can’t stand up in there by myself,” he said, his head hanging low. His body was exhausted, but he needed to get clean. 




“Fine, then I’m getting in with you,” I said. In the back of my head Kerry cackled with perverse glee. I did my best to control the blush that was coming over my face.




“Mel, that’s not a good idea,” he said.




My stomach fluttered. He called me Mel. He’d never done that before. It’d always been my proper name.  




“Mr. Sedgwick, I-“ I said.




“Michael,” he said. “Just call me Michael. I have a rule that if you’ve seen me naked, you can’t call me Mr. Sedgwick.” His tired smile was endearing, finding a way to lighten the mood through his exhaustion. 




“Well, Michael,” I said, letting the name sit on my tongue a moment, “We’re going to get you cleaned up, and that’s that!” I met his eyes, the deep blue I’d always dreamed about. He nodded, and looked away while I undressed. 




I pulled off my shawl and polka dot dress, folded them neatly and placed them on the vanity next to him. Then came my bra, giving wonderful release to my ample bosom. On some days, taking off my bra was the highlight, a wonderful release of tension and constriction. I pulled my panties off too, folded them quickly to hide the tiny spot of dampness on the front.




Michael’s head turned, his nostrils flared. His eyes were still closed, yet his head tracked my damp panties as I placed them next to him. 




I looked down and saw his cock stir, slowly lengthening and engorging. I crossed my legs, trying to push down my natural urges. I knew we had to get him cleaned up  while I still had some semblance of decency and self-control.




We stepped into the shower under the running water. He leaned against me, his head down on my shoulder. I grabbed the shower gel and squirted a handful on my hand. I gingerly rubbed it down the back of his neck, feeling his hard, tense muscles quiver under the attention. 




“That feels so good, Mel,” he murmured against my neck. I couldn’t hear him as much as feel the vibrations of his words through my skin. His lips felt soft and full, and I needed them all over me.




I concentrated on cleaning him off, my hands rubbing down his back, sides and ass. He’s always had a fantastic ass, and I wanted to make sure it was sneaky clean now. I grabbed handfuls, massaging the soap into his hard flesh. I loved how it fit my hands perfectly, the edges of my fingertips reaching the soft cleft underneath where his ass meets his legs.




His lips parts and he rubbed his teeth against my neck. He began nibbling on my neck and moaning.




I felt something lift and press against my clit. I looked down. Oh.




Michael pushed me back against the edge of the shower, pinning me in place with a newfound strength. His nibbling on my neck became a hard bite, and I cried out. He pulled his mouth off my neck and he flared his nostrils again.




This was the most thrilling experience I’d ever had. The intimacy. The danger. The raw sexual power. My body was ready and willing for this alpha stud to take, to make me his. My pussy flowed like a river, though in the shower I could barely tell.




But Michael could. He sniffed his way down my body, his salt and pepper stubble scratching my chest, my nipple, my belly. Finally he was crouched in front of me, his face at my sex. He inhaled, smelling my essence, my desire, my lust for him. He opened his eyes, looking up at me with golden pupils. Farther down I could see the purple crown of his massive, erect cock.




His golden eyes went half-lidded as he pressed his mouth to my aching sex. I let out a cry when his lips made contact. I covered my mouth with my hand, and moaned in ecstasy as his tongue made long slow laps at my pussy. Up and down. Up and down. He’d flick the tip of his tongue against my clit on each upswing. His hands dug into my hips, keeping me pinned against the side of the shower.




I wanted to lift my leg, to put it over his shoulder to give him better access, but he just growled when I tried to move his hand. He had his prize, and he was just getting started. 




His tongue separated my labia and ran up between them, giving a full lick to my swollen nub.




I cried out again into my hand, coming hard. I buckled at the knees, but he kept me pinned against the shower. My hand grabbed the back of his head and I ground my pussy against his mouth, flooding it with my juices. He lapped them up eagerly, not wanting a drop of my essence to get past his hungry mouth. 




My whole body trembled, recovering from the amazing orgasm I just had. My hand stroked his hair, and I looked down at him as he continued to softly lick me. I saw how his hard cock strained against his belly, how his balls hung full and low. His need was desperate, and I couldn’t leave him like that. My hand pulled him up by the chin and I pushed him back along the other wall of the shower.




His golden eyes blinked at me, then he tilted his head back as I began kissing and nibbling my way down his neck. I let my tongue swirl around his nipple, his small hairs tantalizing me. I moved further down, my tongue blazing a trail down to his belly button, a firm innie.




His mouth open, be began panting heavily as my hands got down to his huge swinging cock. The head was a deep dark purple, the shaft a pale ivory. A thin smattering of salt and pepper hair clung to the base. I could see a small dribble of white fluid leaking out of the tip. I bent my mouth down to clean him off.




I parted my lips, taking the head in, enjoying the sudden crowded sensation in my mouth. I licked his salty gift off the end of his rod, but it was soon replaced by more, his pre-cum a never ending fountain. I wondered how long he’d been backed up, how long since he’d had relief. 




My hands went to his balls, cupping them and feeling their weight. They were huge, full, and hung low. I massaged them, rolling them in my hands while I worked his shaft with my mouth. I felt them pull up against his body.




I sucked him, hard. I opened my mouth wider and tried to fit even more of him into my mouth, down my throat. As soon as I was comfortable with his girth and length, I began pumping my mouth up and down his length, letting my tongue play under his glans. 




He tilted his head back and roared, his knees taking on a slight bend like he was about to jump. I felt his orgasm begin in his balls, which contracted upward with a muscular pulse. My lips shook as a shockwave went through the base of his cock and exploded into my mouth. Pulse after pulse of hot cream filled my mouth. My senses were filled with his musk, his scent, his salty seed. I swallowed obediently, happy to service him and relieve his need.




His head was tilted back, his eyes still closed. He was breathing heavily. Slowly.




I had a feeling he’d sleep the best sleep of his life now, so it was time to get him into bed. I turned the shower off and stepped out. “Let’s get you into bed, Michael,” I said.




I walked into the bedroom to get the bed ready for him, pulling the towels off it and pulling the comforter back. I turned to help him get out of the shower.




He was standing right behind me. His golden eyes looked at me.




I took a step back, my knees hitting the bed. “Oh, you’re feeling better,” I said. My words faded as my eyes went down to his prick. Still fully erect. How was that possible?




Michael stepped closer to me, his eyes focused on my trimmed sex. His nostrils flared again, and a low guttural growl came from his lips.




That sound did something to me. It was clear that he wasn’t finished with me yet. Me servicing him had relieved him, but hadn’t sated his animal lust. He stepped even closer, his prick bumping against my belly and smearing a line of pearl jam across my stomach.




His mouth found mine, his hands wrapping around me and pulling me into him. His tongue parted my lips savagely, and his tongue staked its claim.




I wrapped an arm around his neck, needing to pull his face closer to mine, needing to kiss him deeper than was possible. My other hand stroked his hardness, soon slick with his pre-cum. The taste of his virility was still in my mouth, the smell of his lust still in my nose.




He pushed me down onto the bed, my legs falling open. He grabbed both my ankles and pulled them up, planting one on each of his shoulders. He pushed forward, my ass rising off the mattress to meet his massive cock.




My hands grabbed the edge of the bed, and my head went to the side. On the other side of the room was a huge bay window, the curtains drawn back. Hanging in the black sky above was the full moon, a beacon to all in defiance of the darkness.




Michael rammed home, slamming into me with one rough thrust. There was no gentleness, there was no compassion. He was a wild animal whose balls commanded him to mate. His need was wanton, and his grunts were primitive as he plough into me with his huge member.




I loved every second of it. Being taken by this stud, overcome with his animal urges and casting propriety to the wind. Fuck propriety. Fuck appearances. Just keep fucking me. 




And he did. As he was still standing, he had excellent leverage when he slammed down into me, and soon the bedsprings were making an incredible noise in the bedroom. We were like a machine, a constant in and out of power and bestial lust. I pulled my knees lower against my chest, giving him more room to slam into me.




He pulled one ankle across my body and now both were on his left shoulder. This pressed my thighs together against my clit, building delicious pressure with each forceful penetration. 




I grabbed a pillow and buried my face into it as I came, white lightning shooting through me as this alpha male took me without emotion. I felt my tunnel get even slicker, and he began to slip in and out even faster. My poor clit, well abused in the shower, was now positively on fire from all the hammering. 




Michael growled and pulled my ankles off his shoulders, pulling my legs down and around him.




I wrapped them around his hips, locking my ankles together behind him and trapping him inside me. He was balls deep inside me and I could feel his purple crown bumping against my cervix. It was a soul drenching pain, one I never knew I needed and didn’t think I could live without anymore.




His hands went behind him and unlock my ankles so that he could continue fucking me with wild abandon. I grabbed his neck and pulled him down to me, my mouth attacking his. His cock in my pussy and his tongue in my mouth, I was in heaven. To be filled with a man like this, driven by pure passion. Just thinking about it was rocketing me towards another orgasm. But I had something else in mind first.




Knowing that we were both beyond words, I pushed against him, interrupting his pounding. With him staggered back, I took the moment to flip over onto my hands and knees. My pussy was red and puffy, sore from the wonderful abuse this stud was giving me. A stream of my juices were leaking down my slit onto the comforter below.




Michael didn’t waste a second, his animal brain assuming the dominant male position behind me. His hands grabbed my hips, his cock plunged past my wet eager lips as he rammed home. Taking me like every alpha male beast takes his bitch was too much for me. I lowered my head, further lowering myself in subservience to my dominant partner. I savored the sounds he made, the way his fingernails dug into my skin without care. The way his balls swung forward and smacked against my protesting clit. The feel of his sweat as it ran down his ripped body and formed a little pool in the small of my back.




Bending forward down against me, he now just rammed his pelvis into me, trying to get as deep as he could. His head was next to mine, and I could see his face pull back in a grimace as he pulled back his head and howled.




I felt him ram home one last time, then he exploded inside me, filling my womb with his hot sticky seed. His cock pulsed and pulsed, a seemingly unending amount of cum being sent into me. Filled to the brim, his balls continued to contract, wanting to fill his bitch with as much seed as he could, to impregnate this willing female as every male creature does.




He collapsed off me, falling to the side to lay next to me. I turned my head to look over at him and saw his golden eyes shift to dark blue. He breathed deeply, his hand coming up to stroke my face.




I caught his hand and kissed it. “I don’t know what just happened, but it was incredible. I’ve never felt like that before,” I said.




“Neither have I,” he said, leaning in to softly kiss me on the lips.




“You should get some rest now,” I said, getting up to leave.




His hand grabbed my wrist and he pulled me back down to lie next to him.




“Stay,” he said.
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