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        Haley Adams used to have what she thought was a good life. Then it imploded in spectacular, awful fashion. After a long time, she's finally ready to get out and live again. Leaving everything behind for a fresh start, she lands in the mountain shifter town of Deep Hollow, home to the Silvertip grizzly bear clan. When she meets impossibly attractive bear shifter Cortez Walker, her life is about to change again. All she needs to do is let go—and trust.

      

        

      
        Cortez is a thrill seeker who used to live life on a risky edge. But a terrible accident proved that everything can change in a split second. Haunted by his failure to protect those who needed it, he struggles to find peace again even as he doubts everything he ever thought he did best. Then he meets Haley. Now he faces the biggest risk of all: opening his heart and claiming her as his mate. He's up to the challenge—but first he'll have to prove he can be her rescue bear.
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      One pivotal scene could alter the course of Haley Adams' entire life. It needed to be the best damn one she'd ever written.

      Fingers poised over the keyboard, immersed in the climax of the book in which the heroine was about to rescue the hero after he'd been cold-cocked by the bad guys when he'd come to rescue her, her pulse thrummed wildly. This was it, the magic was about to happen, she could just feel i—

      BAM BAM BAM.

      “Shit!” Haley whacked her knee on the underside of the table and almost fell out of her chair.

      Someone pounded on the front door so loud it sounded like they were planning to bring the thunder right into the house. Her heart joined her pulse, galloping hard enough she was half afraid it might jump out of her chest. She looked at the big grandfather clock in the corner of the living room. Six-thirty in the morning. Who was out there scaring the crap out of her at freaking six-thirty in the morning? Making her lose focus on the book she had to finish, or else she'd lose the tiny toehold she'd fought so hard to gain during this past year of shitasticness?

      A-ha. She remembered now. The property manager had told her he would come over today to fix a slow leaking pipe in the upstairs bathroom. Great. She hadn't thought he'd meant this early. Or that he wouldn't call her first to let her know he was on his way. Sighing as real life took over the made-up-but-oh-so-real-feeling one she'd been working on, she took a quick glance down at her clothes.

      Oh, fabulous. She was wearing her favorite ratty orange robe over her fleece jammy bottoms, the red ones that had little purple and black penguins sprinkled all over. Better yet, she also had her big old fuzzy moose slippers, complete with antlers and huge eyes, shoved onto her feet. They were her good luck ones that she liked to wear when she was writing.

      Basically, she looked like a disheveled madwoman.

      Oh, well. She'd met the guy the day she came to town, when he'd shown her the house she would be sitting for a year while the owners, his parents, traveled around the world. He had struck her as polite, professional, and totally uninterested in her. Which was completely fine by her. After she'd had her entire life blown up last year, men were the last thing on her mind. All she cared about right now was working hard to write the best damned book of her career. It was clear all he cared about was making sure any handiwork that needed to be done to his parents' house while they were gone got taken care of. So neither one of them should care about her hair or her unfortunate choice in sleepwear. Plus, it was six-thirty in the morning. What else should she be wearing?

      Automatically smoothing her hands over her hair anyway, she frowned harder as she realized it was in a ridiculously messy bun caught at the nape of her neck. Great. But she shrugged as she went to the door. Writers at work looked scruffy and neglected sometimes. Dude would have to deal.

      BAM BAM BAM! She jumped again mid-stride as the pounding sounded once more, even louder. It sounded like it could crack the door in two.

      So rude. Now she was just plain irritated. "Hold your horses!" As she yanked open the door, she started to say in a pointed voice, "You know, there's a perfectly good doorbell—oh!” She chopped off her words. “You're not the property manager." She stared at the mountain of a man standing outside the door.

      Big, huge mountain man with golden-brown eyes and muscles that bulged out even from beneath his tawny shearling jacket. Hoooly shit. He was really, really big. Light brown hair cropped close, a bristly beard that spread over his lower cheekbones and chin that she really wanted to scrape her fingers through to feel the scratch of it, eyes that gazed steadily at her from beneath a tussle of eyebrows. Jeans that fit him well, scuffed up but nice cowboy boots on his feet, a collared blue checked shirt that opened up just enough at his neck to show skin. Did she mention that he was huge? He took up the entire doorway, which was already supersized. Wow. Bear shifters sure did make for big humans.

      He stared back at her, seeming just as surprised to see her. A beat up black toolbox he held in one hand bumped gently against his thigh. There was a moment while they both just looked at one another, Haley's mouth open. Finally he shook his head, still looking at her like she was spotted with purple dots. "Not the property manager, no. I'm his brother. Cortez. He had something come up, couldn't make it. Said there's a leaky pipe that needs fixing?" His voice rumbled through her like dark gravel, shuddering through her body and sending sweet chills dancing up and down her skin that had nothing to do with the cold air outside.

      Haley finally remembered both her manners and to shut her foolish mouth. She stepped back so he could come in. Focus, she ordered herself. Right. Men were not to be trusted. Not at all. But this one, though, oh, he was kind of interesting. He was big and sexy and smelled really good, all woodsy and manly, but not like fake cheap cologne. No, he smelled like an actual forest, like pine trees and deep, rich earth, with a streak of something wild running beneath it all.

      Something wild like a bear shifter.

      And here she was, wearing her ratty orange bathrobe with big fuzzy moose slippers on her feet. Great. Damn. She sternly told her inner girl not to care. Her world was all about her for right now, orange bathrobe and all. It had to be.

      "Upstairs." She finally found her voice as he headed down the hallway with a quick stride, clearly familiar with the place and maybe in a hurry. "I'm Haley. I'm housesitting for your parents the rest of the year." Okay, stating the obvious. She clamped her lips down tightly so nothing else dumb could slip out.

      Cortez stopped and turned back around to her. A slow, curious smile pulled at his lips, his eyes looking at hers with a careful friendliness that also seemed wary. Well, that makes two of us, buddy. Like he'd just thought of it, he reached out a big hand to shake hers. Although Haley had never considered herself to be a tiny woman, like her best friend Pix, she suddenly felt absolutely minuscule next to Cortez.

      His hand wrapped around hers, warm and strong and just so darned big. "Sorry. That was rude of me to just barge in without properly meeting you.” Ooh, his voice. Okay. She really liked it. “Hi, Haley. That's a pretty name," he added, almost as if it were an afterthought. But his eyes lingered on hers, like the faint smile on his face.

      "Thank you.” His searching gaze made her want to babble. “Actually, I always hated it because there was a girl in school more popular than me whose name was also Haley, and she told me no one was allowed to call me Haley. She was the only one allowed to be called Haley."

      He tipped his head to the side, still studying her. “What did you do?"

      Haley shrugged, somewhat self-consciously pulling her robe tight around her as if to shield the memory of nasty Haley, with whom she unfortunately had gone to school all the way through junior high. "There was nothing I could do about it. She was top of the heap, I was bottom of the heap. I tried once to speak up about it, but her little girl gang jumped me after school and slapped me around."

      Now Cortez's eyebrows rose up, practically brushing his sandy golden brown hair. “Slapped you around? So they beat you up? But girl style?"

      Haley couldn't help the snort that slipped out. “Girl style? What's that supposed to mean?"

      Cortez leaned back against the wall, grinning. He lightly kicked the heel of one booted foot up behind him. "You know. Like a regular fight, but girl style. Slapping and pulling hair and stupid shit like that."

      Haley's mouth dropped open again. Just before she snapped out an outraged protest, she noticed that while his words were challenging, there was a devilish little glint in his eyes. She narrowed her eyes back at him, but then her mouth smiled as she found a comeback. “Oh, I could show you girl style, but you'd end up knocked off your feet and all embarrassed because you'd lose all your street cred with the guys since a girl took you down." Teasing him back felt right. It felt comfortable.

      Now Cortez laughed. Really laughed. Head thrown back, a deep, booming laugh rolling out of him and echoing around the room. Whoa, that kind of gave her the shivers. Trouble, Haley thought as she drank up every last detail about him. He was sexy. She could notice that, couldn't she? Didn't mean she would do anything about it. She'd just look at him and enjoy doing it. That was all.

      "Haley,” he finally said, laughter still teasing the corners of his mouth, “I don't have to worry about street cred with the guys. They all know I can wipe the floor with their sorry little asses."

      Haley could definitely picture that. Then again, this was a shifter town, so… "I bet most of the guys around here are your size, though. And just as strong. And sort of—brawly. Right?"

      Now Cortez folded his arms in front of him and studied her more critically, the teasing grin slipping off his face. "Uh-huh. So you know we're shifters."

      Haley nodded, her fingers picking at the frayed end of her robe. "Yes, but I take it I'm not the only human in Deep Hollow who knows about you all."

      In the very hallway they stood in, a large framed photo that seemed to be a family group of grizzly bears hung on the wall. Six adults and two adorable little cubs. No normal human family would have photos like that on the wall. Then again, Haley's housesitting gig hadn't landed in her lap from a normal human family.

      The Walkers were bona fide grizzly bear shifters, every last one of them. Elodie and Oberon Walker, the parents and owners of this house, had decided it was time for them to go have some worldwide adventure. They'd taken off to travel around the planet for an entire year, and in fact had left months ago. Their grown sons had apparently gotten their hands—their paws?—too full to keep watching over the place themselves, so Elodie placed an ad seeking a full-time sitter while they continued their worldwide adventure. It was a third honeymoon, she had confided in Haley with a girlish giggle during their Skype chat. Haley had swallowed at that. Bear shifters lived longer than humans. Quite a bit longer.

      And Cortez here was one of them.

      His gaze seemed to drink her up as well. She could almost feel the warm caress of it on her skin. Dang it. "Yeah,” he said, “but they all grew up here. They've known about shifters their whole lives, just like their parents and grandparents and great-grandparents before them. But you're not from Deep Hollow. So how'd you find out about shifters, Haley the mysterious house-sitter?"

      Haley giggled, then tried to swallow it. She hated it when girls giggled, but she couldn't seem to help it around big, burly Cortez. Big sexy bear shifter, big sexy guy. "I'd tell you, but I can't just give away all my secrets at once, can I?"

      She prayed that the Walkers, Cortez's parents, had not yet made true on their excited promise that they would tell everyone in town she was an author who wrote romance books. They were thrilled to have a real live writer staying in their house. But while she was proud of her work, she might die on the spot if Mr. Hottie Forest-Smelling McSexypants here wanted to read one with all the kissing and sex in it. Well, her one and only book at the moment, which wasn't even finished yet, let alone published. But Cortez just grinned back at her, shaking his head.

      "I guess you can't," he agreed in a soft voice that rubbed over Haley's nerves like sweet, dark velvet. "Even so, I'm gonna find out some of your secrets, Haley. I have a feeling they might be worth it."

      Silence spilled over them, but it wasn't awkward. It was close, warm, nice. Safe. That was new.

      But safe didn't exist. That was one hard truth she understood. Carefully directing the conversation to more neutral ground, she said, “Do you know which bathroom it is? With the leaky pipe.”

      “Sure do. The guest one on the second floor.” A cocky little grin now as he slowly pushed himself off the wall, bringing his alluring woodsy scent much too close to her. “So, pretty Haley. You need someone to show you around town? I know all the fun stuff to do. Adventures on the mountain, or parties in town. Whatever tickles your funnybone. What do you like to do?”

      Taking a small step back from him, because that insanely sexy smell was going to her head and she couldn't be dumb, Haley nodded toward the desk she'd set up in the corner of the living room to be her workspace. “I like to write. I have to write, actually.” She was babbling again, but she couldn't stop. “It's my work. My only work, the only work I know how to do. I write all the time, and it takes up a lot of time. About sixty hours a week, including all the marketing and management details. Well, there's no marketing yet. It's not published yet. But it will be. And then I'll have to work even harder.” Whoa, stop, enough info. She snapped her lips shut and pasted on a smile.

      Those sexy, thick eyebrows raised again. “Sixty hours a week? Shit, that's crazy. So all you do is sit at the computer all day? Come on, pretty Haley, there's not much fun in that. Where's your entertainment?” He slid a slow, easy grin at her. Careless, clueless grin.

      The smile fell off her face like it had been slapped away. Utterly stung with something that hurt from way deep down, something that had nothing to do with this man because he wasn't that man, the one who had hurt her, but this hurt like crazy anyway for who knew what reason, Haley snapped back without thinking. “I have a perfectly active imagination and can entertain myself just fine with my stories, thank you very much.”

      A sudden smile burst over Cortez's features, lighting him up. “Uh-huh. Right. Mom said you write romance novels. Guess those are pretty entertaining. I hear they can be kind of hot.” He winked at her. It was charming, cute, inviting. He was kind of hot.

      Haley froze, little zips and zings of mixed embarrassment and some sort of wild attraction thing flickering through her body as he flashed another grin at her, then turned to go upstairs. She watched his sexy butt in those jeans as he climbed the stairs, her mind stuttering. Oh, my god, he really knew she wrote romance novels? And she just said they kept her entertained? Like, as in, physically entertained?

      Haley never turned red from embarrassment. Instead, when she was on the spot or shocked about something, her mind usually froze up so she couldn't think of anything to say. No snappy comebacks from her. Great. Outed as someone who enjoyed the sexy times in her own books and unable to zing him back.

      Mind still blank, she returned to her desk and plopped back down in the comfy office chair she'd hauled all the way out here from Boston, dismantled in the back of her car for the journey. She couldn't work without it. Then she stared at her manuscript open on the computer, paying way more attention to the sounds of banging upstairs. She imagined that big bear shifter up there with a hammer, pounding the errant pipe into submission. All she could think about were how big his hands were. Big hands. Really big hands. Which meant he also had a big—?

      Nope. Stop. Stop right now. Her thoughts were confusing. He was confusing. Oh my god, she was losing her mind over a guy she didn't even know. What was wrong with her?

      Scrubbing her hands over her face, she shoved away the direction of her thoughts and focused on her irritation. She was still pissed at how he'd brushed off her work ethic like it was nothing. She'd always been a hard worker. Always. And for the past several months she'd been working even harder than ever before, stretching her limits almost to the breaking point, learning something new, doing everything herself because she had to. Frowning at the screen, she stabbed out a few words with the keyboard, but they made no sense. Glaring, she highlighted and deleted them. Great. Now she couldn't even work because she was so mad at that big, galumphing, irreverent jokester of a bear up there, banging around her peaceful sanctuary and breaking her concentration.

      Darned big, loud, nice, good-smelling bear shifter of a man.

      By the time he jogged back down the stairs fifteen minutes later, Haley hadn't written a single word. She was ready to wring his big, distracting neck. Springing up from her chair as he strode to the front door, she marched after him. “You know,” she blurted out to his bristly face, his warm eyes, the overall bigness of him as he turned in surprise toward her, “I don't have time to play while I'm here. That's not why I came here and took this amazing house-sitting opportunity.” Passion exploded through her chest, making the words come faster. Why did she even care what he thought? But she did. “I work really hard! I have to. I have to support myself, I'm my sole support, and I'm building something from the ground up again because I have no choice.”

      He stared at her. Words tumbled and spilled from some place she hadn't realized still ached so much. “This is what I choose to do. It's my choice to work as hard as I do, and I like it. Life isn't all about parties and having fun, Cortez Walker.” She said his whole name for effect as she pointed at him, then popped her fists on her hips, breathing hard, still frowning at him.

      Feeling almost naked like she'd just shared something so deep with this guy, and she didn't even know him.

      He stood still, just looking back at her. Face now expressionless. She waited for a cocky response. Or defensive anger at her sudden crazy girl act. Instead, something so shadowed and troubled dropped over his face that her breathing hitched. “Yeah,” he finally said in a low voice. “Yeah, I do know that. Really well, in fact. Which is why I think having as much fun as we can before we die is so important. Because one day, without any notice, it's all over.”

      Wait, what? Haley's lower lip fell away from her upper one. Oh, shit. She'd said something without knowing, and it had zinged him. But zinged the wrong way. The air between them was heavy and dark, like his voice. Behind her, the grandfather clock quietly ticked.

      “No second chances to have fun, pretty Haley.” His voice got softer, but still just as serious. “This life is your one and only shot, and there are no guarantees how long it will be. So.” He cleared his throat and seemed to shake off the odd flash of darkness. “See you around town, maybe. Hope you get all the work done today that you need to. If that's what you want to do.” A small twist to his lips that passed for a casual good-bye, then he was out the door, gently closing it, his steps quick on the stairs and then gone.

      Gone, just like that. Leaving her with cryptic words. Words that made her suspect Cortez Walker might have just as much of a dark past as she did, one that was just as painful.
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      Cortez watched the clients as they stalked away from him, all graceful and panther-y like panthers supposedly were. Fucking panthers, his ass. He quietly snorted so they couldn't hear him. They'd said they were panthers from back east somewhere, nothing at all like the mountain lion shifters who lived here in Colorado. Yeah, whatever. Same damn things, but these two were insistent on being called panthers, like they were some kind of big cat royalty. And he'd pissed the hell out of them this morning by being an hour late. An entire hour. Fuck.

      Quentin would kill him when he found out. Hell, Cortez was angry enough at himself about it. He'd been so late, when here he'd thought he'd be early, even be able to get in a little paperwork before the clients showed. But they'd been waiting for him at the lodge, tapping their feet as they sat by the roaring fire inside the main building, angrily drinking fancy coffees that Abby, Quentin's mate, had made for them. Gratis, of course, since their day had been upended by his being late.

      Cortez the perpetually late, the irresponsible youngest of the family. Your basic screw up, if anyone asked his brothers. Awesome. He'd pasted on his best game face, apologizing and explaining that he'd forgotten he told them 7:30 am, he thought he'd kept it at the usual 8:30 am. But no problem, he'd add an extra hour to their Winter Wonderland Sleigh Adventure (cheesy name, but he was trying to collect customers with every hook he could use since he desperately needed the business) and all would be well. Right?

      Oh, fuck, no. Nope. Too damned bad for him, they had to leave early today to catch their flight out of Durango, which was why they'd set the meet time an hour earlier. So he'd had to cart around pissy, snooty panther shifters all morning, showing them the “secret” spots up on the mountain with the most spectacular views of the snow-covered San Juan mountains sprawling out in every direction, perfect for pictures and snuggling under the blankets in the back of the sleigh while he sat up front, holding the long reins on the horses as they trotted and jingled through the snow.

      Better yet, the horses who pulled the sleigh, Paxton the sweet gray mare and King Lear the grumpy sorrel gelding, who Cortez was sure was perpetually grumpy because he'd only been gelded a few years ago and probably remembered his stallion days with frustrated longing, had today of all days decided they didn't like the smell of big cat shifters. Even more fucking great. They'd been snorting, prancing, eye-rolling snots the entire time, sometimes lunging forward in their harnesses when one of the panthers had screeched with laughter at something the other said. He'd had a hell of a time controlling them while trying to pass off their behavior as high spirits due to the especially cold day.

      Fucking panther shifters. Cortez decided he hated them. They needed to get their stuck-up asses back to Florida or wherever and never come back here again. Not that he could actually say something like that, ever. No, he had to grit his teeth and pull out his Cortez-the-bumbling-good-natured-bear-shifter schtick for these clients. The Silvertip Lodge belonged to his parents. It was one of the premiere shifter-only destinations in the whole country, beloved for its down-homey mountain feel and the fact that it was utterly secure. Shifters could roam around the hundreds of acres in their animal forms all day if they wanted to, and that was a huge draw. So not only would he never do anything to endanger the impressive business his parents had built up over the years from a start of absolute nothing, but his cash flow was close to nonexistent right now.

      And the pissed off panthers hadn't even tipped him. Miserly jerks.

      Fuck his life, sometimes. Fucking fried shit on a shingle. He didn't even know what the hell that meant, but it usually summed up bad moments pretty well. He sighed and rolled his shoulders, trying to shake off the tense irritation. He'd been prone to irritation and snapping for months now. Even though he knew why, it was getting old. Really old.

      The only thing keeping him going at this particular second was the pretty smile and careful, solemn eyes of that Haley girl the other morning, the house-sitter. He'd been so damn taken with her soft skin, her big green eyes, that wild mop of hair gathered into some kind of messy ponytail thing on her head, and her laugh. Her laugh was just so—pretty. So open. He'd spent longer minutes talking to her, teasing her, just to hear her voice. She was super cute. Even with that ridiculous orange bathrobe—orange, for crissakes, but she actually looked good in it—and the enormous fuzzy moose slippers on her feet. He wanted to—kiss her or something. Take her out. Show her around, like he'd offered. And she'd gone and gotten all huffy on him, defending her crazy work hours like they were all she had.

      Cortez could tell her about work hours. About how work wasn't the only thing in life. About how life was about having fun, about enjoying it before it was over. Fuming, wishing he was having fun right now, he savagely locked the runners on the sleigh before turning to unhook the horses, who were still skittish. Which was ridiculous because they'd been raised up here at the lodge, like all the horses they had, so they'd be used to shifters from birth. Something had crawled up their butts today, and they'd just decided to react to the panthers.

      Damn, he needed to get a handle on his temper today. He could feel his bear rumbling and snorting beneath the surface, driving his anger while also feeding off it. That was no good. Not at all.

      “Hey!” a cheerful voice called out behind him.

      Turning, he saw Abby walking over to him, a steaming mug of something in her hand. “I brought you some hot cocoa. And I tossed a slug of whiskey in it.” Her voice was sympathetic as she handed him the hot drink. “Figured you might need a little pick-me-up after those two.”

      “You mean to give me strength for when Quentin finds out what an asshole I was today.” Cortez took the drink with a grunt as a thank you, forcing out a lopsided grin. Abby was really cool. He had no gripe with her. She was a wolf shifter, from the insular wolf-only Black Mesa pack on the other side of the mountain, but she fit into the Silvertip bear clan like she'd been born to it. She also managed to keep Quentin from getting too riled up when his youngest brother pissed him off. Again.

      Abby gave him another compassionate smile, then reached out to stroke King Lear's neck. The gelding had settled down now, looking like an innocent pussycat who'd never shy at anything.

      Jerk.

      “I'll try to head Quentin off at the pass for you,” Abby said, leaning forward to kiss the gelding's soft red nose before turning to Paxton and gently rubbing behind the mare's ears, which were sweaty and probably itchy from where her headstall had been. “They already left a review on Yowl.” She said it casually, not looking at Cortez, but he heard the careful note in her voice.

      “In the past five minutes? Ah, fucking fried shit on a shingle.” He yanked the straps off of Paxton more forcefully than he needed to. The mare cast him a wounded look. “Sorry,” he muttered at her, which was dumb because she was just a horse, not a shifter. Even so, Cortez liked the horses. He wasn't a horseman, but ever since he'd officially taken over the lodge's sleigh rides in a bid to build up his own brand-new business, he'd spent enough time with them to start really enjoying their mostly quiet, calm equine company.

      Horses couldn't give him shit like everyone else did.

      “And?” He kept untacking, not looking at Abby. Yowl was the shifter app for business reviews, where everyone could review their favorite—or most hated—shifter establishment and let the entire rest of the shifter world know what they thought. Complete with growly faces of their animal avatars for a thumbs down.

      Abby fidgeted, murmuring in Paxton's fuzzy ears as she rubbed them. Cortez chanced a sidelong glance at her. Sensing his gaze, she sighed and shook her head. “Well, they five-starred the lodge. They loved their stay here, and they plan to come back again.”

      “That's good,” Cortez muttered, looking back at what he was doing. If he didn't pay attention, he'd tangle up the long reins and harness as he removed it from the mare's back. Untangling that stuff wasn't something he had time for today.

      “But they weren't as thrilled with the lodge-recommended Tooth 'n Claw Tours. They gave it a snarling panther face.”

      Cortez clenched his jaw. He'd just begun his outdoor tour company last year. He couldn't afford a single bad review.

      “They then proceeded to dismember your good name, with some choice comments about your attitude and tardiness.” Abby gently chucked the mare under her chin, then looked at Cortez with a troubled expression. Her mate Quentin was the lodge manager, in charge while the elder Walkers were gone for the year. She liked Cortez, but her mate was her mate. Plus she worked here at the lodge now, so it was her reputation as well.

      Cortez exploded. “My attitude? My attitude was just fine for those highfalutin panther shifters.” He shoved as much disdain into the word as he could. “I bent over backwards being nice to their snobby asses. No way was my attitude off.” He stomped over to the small tack room inside the barn to put away the harness.

      Abby huffed in agreement. “I believe you, Cortez. I had to cater to their every need for the whole week. They were definitely a pain in the ass, and they're clearly more used to high-end places than a lodge like this.” Her tone was arch.

      Cortez began to protest, but she waved it off. “You know what I mean. The lodge is incredible, but they wanted major upscale pampering and ass-kissing.” She gave a short, wicked little chuckle. “No one here is very good at that.”

      He settled the harness onto its wall hook. “That's for damn sure. We advertise as a great place to come and let your inner animal loose. We don't advertise that we're going to groom it and serve it caviar and bubbly on a silver platter every night at dinner.”

      Abby's own laugh rang out, lightening the mood more. “Definitely not. Anyway. I've got to get back inside, we've got some new guests checking in soon. Hang in there,” she added, smiling at him as he emerged from the tack room with brushes in hand to use on the horses. “You went through something awful, and you're still working your way back.” Her eyes on his were suddenly serious, though her voice was soft. “Quentin knows that. He might yell at you, but then he'll cut you some slack.”

      Cortez heaved a sharp laugh. Abby had taken him under her wing like the big sister he'd never had. She liked to mother him. But he knew better. Quentin would just kick his ass five ways to Sunday.

      “Yeah, right. He won't think I deserve some slack.” Starting with Paxton, he groomed her in small circles on her side with the curry, feeling her relax with a contented sigh under his hand. A small thunk sounded outside the barn as a pile of snow must have slid off one of the pine tree branches in the warming midday sun.

      He could feel Abby's sharp gaze on him as he brushed the mare. “He's not the one who has to cut you the most slack, Cortez. That's on you.” Her voice was firm.

      Ouch. That stung. Surrogate big sister-type truth usually did. He listened to the sound of her footsteps as they crunched away back to the lodge, the drip of melting snow outside the barn, the snuffling sounds as King Lear nosed around for some hay.

      In his head, he suddenly pictured Haley's pretty green eyes, her wild messy hair, the fiery defensiveness that covered up something small and hurting inside. Just like him, though he tended to cover his by going balls-to-the-wall with fun and adventure.

      Cortez felt his bear rumble around inside him, like a dark shadow filled with brooding energy. Fuuuck. This was the darkest secret he carried right now. Sure, on the surface he was lighthearted, fun, living for the moment. And prone to fucking up left, right, and center. But that was because he was at polar opposites with his bear right now.

      His bear was anger. Shame. Rage. Sadness. There was so much darkness inside him, he had to balance it somehow or else he'd go crazy. He couldn't let anyone see the angry bear inside. Not until he got his shit straightened out. If he ever did. Quentin would have his head, and every antsy shifter in town that wanted a good throw down would challenge him to a brawl that would end much worse than they usually did. Cortez had seen it happen with his best friend, Beckett, who was a cranky asshole on the best day. Beckett didn't have much control over his very dominant bear. It was why he pretty much hid out on the mountain, so he wouldn't destroy the town by losing control and rampaging through it as his savage animal with no restraint from his more rational human side.

      Cortez couldn't, wouldn't, let his bear get to that point. Because if someone like pretty little Haley knew about the darkness buried inside him? He'd hurt her somehow. He wouldn't mean to, but he would nonetheless. His bear was on a thin leash right now. She was cute enough, somehow fascinating enough, that he wanted to see her again. But he had to be careful. He could tell she already hurt from something. He wasn't about to add to that.

      Swallowing more swears, shoving it all into his bear's dark threats rumbling deep inside him, Cortez pushed it all away. Stupid panther shifters, angry brothers, a business that might fail before he even got it off the ground. He needed to focus on right now, right here. Just brushing the horses, relaxed and quiet, until his bear subsided and all he was left with was a calm surface. The part of him that just wanted to go out and have a good time and forget about everything else. Especially the worst day of his life, the day that ended with pain and suffering and so much anguish he might explode from it.

      He brushed the horses. Listened to the quiet of the day. Definitely thought about a cute girl with very pretty eyes and a big laugh. Yeah, he wanted to see her again, real bad. But it wouldn't matter anyway. Once she saw him, the real him, fucked up and going nowhere except downward in a spiral of anger and hurt, she'd run like hell.

      No one would blame her for running. Least of all him.
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      Haley watched the beautiful winter landscape scroll out alongside the car as it slowly wound its way up the mountain. “It's so pretty here.” She sighed with contentment. “Have you gotten used to how beautiful it is yet?”

      Jessie laughed. “Not for a single second. I grew up in big cities, so any snow we ever got turned all grey and slushy and yucky in about two seconds. This place still blows me away every day.”

      “That sounds like Boston. Grey slush and dreary winter days. But this is just incredible,” Haley murmured. She couldn't drag her gaze away from looking out the window, at the sun-dazzled white snow that lay heavy on the deep green pine boughs, the occasional glimpse of jagged white peaks farther in the distance. Of course she'd seen mountains before. But they were back east mountains, the soft, sloped ones of New Hampshire she'd gone to a few times in high school for a weekend ski adventure with friends. The hills were short, the views were mellow, and while nice enough, overall they had absolutely nothing on the wild, stunning beauty here. When she'd arrived in Colorado the other week, she'd been so bowled over by the seemingly endless mountain ranges, the big peaks, the snow-draped forests that probably stretched on for the length of two eastern states, she'd practically forgotten her own name.

      Coming to Deep Hollow had been the best decision of her life. It was a lucky break that she intended to make the most of. Forget the past, and live for her new future in these beautiful mountains.

      She drank in every detail as they drove upward to the Silvertip Lodge, the main shifter tourist draw of the area that also happened to belong to the Walkers. It was an entire landscape filled with adventure and excitement, all wrapped up in a crisp newness Haley desperately craved. She'd spent the last year in a nightmare. This was a sweet, incredible dream she'd finally been able to find. She only hoped she wouldn't suddenly wake up to realize it was just as false as the life she'd been forced to leave behind.

      As Jessie steered the big truck around one more corner, she glanced over at Haley and smiled. "Your expression is just like the one I had the first time I saw all this. I feel so lucky I found this place. You will too." Her voice was cheerful and upbeat, just like she was.

      Haley had met Jessie at the Mountain Muffin, a cute little bakery that was the heart of Deep Hollow. She liked to split her time between writing at the house, with its privacy and peace, then heading to the Mountain Muffin at midday to soak up the energy whirling around her as she worked on the more mundane tasks of running an online, one-woman business.

      Jessie worked as a barista there. The very first day Haley had shown up, Jessie had immediately smiled at her. "You're Haley, right? You're house-sitting for the Walkers? I'm Jessie. Welcome to Deep Hollow." She'd been so instantly friendly and likable that Haley naturally liked her. Jessie was also human, but she was the mother of a shifter son, both of them living with her shifter mate, Shane, up at Silvertip Lodge where Shane worked. She told Haley she'd lived here for about a year now and that she absolutely loved this little town and its boisterous yet extremely protective clan of bear shifters. In Jessie, Haley knew right away she'd found a new friend.

      Jessie had been fascinated to find out that Haley had already known about shifters, since she herself had never heard of such a thing until her son was born and she noticed something different about him. Luckily for her, her best friend was originally from Deep Hollow and immediately knew what was going on when single mother Jessie had told her that her infant son, who'd been born from a weekend fling, sometimes growled like an animal. Although Jessie curiously pried for how Haley knew about shifters, Haley was reluctant to share with anyone exactly how she'd found out about Deep Hollow.

      Her best friend, Pix, was a dragon shifter who'd partially renounced her heritage. But that wasn't Haley's story to share, and Pix kept her shifter side a secret from most. So she just vaguely said that she knew a shifter back in Boston who'd hooked her up with the shifter-only online message boards through which the Walkers had been seeking a house-sitter. That was the truth. Jessie had easily accepted that, not pressing for more details.

      "I think it's amazing here," Haley murmured now. “I definitely feel very lucky already.”

      They rounded one more corner of the road, and suddenly a scatter of cozy brown log cabins, a barn, then a building that dwarfed all the rest, which must be the main lodge, came into view. Haley sucked in a breath, swiveling her head around to take it all in as Jessie drove them toward the large building. Nestled into a small valley beneath the imposing brow of the mountain above, which she knew was called Silvertip Ridge, the mountain lodge was spectacular but not overwhelming. The place felt cocooned in the safety of its little valley, yet at the same time it also opened up to the wide open sprawl of the mountains beyond. Haley got a sudden little shiver down her spine, then another, as she realized that bear shifters ran around back there. All kinds of shifters, actually. This place was the ideal mashup between meeting the needs of the human side of shifters as well as the animal side. Haley had to admit she didn't really know any shifters at all except Pix. And Pix wasn't a bear.

      Suddenly, Jessie's delighted laugh rolled out. "There they are! My cub, and my man." Devotion and pride filled her voice.

      Haley turned to look where Jessie pointed. Involuntarily, she gasped, her eyes widening as her brain stalled out. Charging across the snowy grounds, directly for them, was a little bear cub, an actual bear cub, all cute and roly-poly and sort of disjointed as he ran in that little baby creature way. He was followed by an absolutely giant grizzly bear. A grizzly bear that had to be Jessie's mate.

      She found herself wondering if Cortez, that sexy, sexy man she'd met the other morning, would be as big as this bear. Be as fierce, and strong. She couldn't stop thinking about him, which half bugged her and half keyed her up. Even though he'd left on that sad, dark note, a note that jostled into her own deepest fears and told her he had fears of his own, what she most remembered about him was his deep laugh and the sparkle in his eyes. She couldn't help but wonder if he was up here somewhere. He was a Walker, after all.

      Jessie coasted the truck to a stop on the side of the road. Opening the door, she jumped out and fearlessly went straight for the huge grizzly and the little cub, clearly joyful as she knelt down and spread out her arms wide so the little bear could run right to her. Haley just stared at the improbable but totally adorable scene, frozen to her seat with excitement and wonder. The next second, the little bear abruptly morphed into a little boy, probably around two years old, butt naked and giggling cheerfully in the freezing cold January weather. He leaped barefoot out of the snow into his mother's arms, flinging his own little arms around her neck and squeezing her tight.

      Haley rubbed her eyes, blinking. Whoa. She'd met the little boy, Grant, at the Mountain Muffin several times, but there he'd always been in human form. And while she'd seen her friend Pix change into her dragon before, and it was amazing, she'd also been seeing it since they were both in elementary school. She was kind of used to it. Haley had never in her life seen bear shifters before. Her mind soaked in the details even as at the same time it could only unimaginatively come up with Wow as a descriptor.

      The adult grizzly bear gently whuffled his nose over the boy's head, then equally gently nuzzled the top of Jessie's. Jessie reached out to rub the golden fur between the bear's fierce eyes, completely unafraid. Grinning, she gestured back at the truck, half turning to wave at Haley. Haley waved back, still nonplussed. The giant bear turned his head toward the truck, letting out a muffled roar that she really hoped was a greeting. He gently nudged Jessie one more time before turning and loping toward some sort of maintenance shed tucked around back behind the lodge.

      Jessie stood up, naked little boy held tightly in her arms, and came back to the truck. She slid in, beaming at Haley. "Shane will say hi later, over lunch. We decided you didn't need to be freaked out too much just yet, so it would be better to meet him when he's human. And when he has clothes on.”

      “Uh—sure. Clothes are good.” Haley's voice was a squeak.

      Jessie laughed over her son's babbles. “I felt the same way when I first saw them in their shifted forms. Come on, let's get up to the lodge. Abby will have lunch ready for us. It'll just be sandwiches and soup probably, but it will be good. And you can meet everyone finally.” She put the truck back into gear and they rumbled the remaining hundred feet up to the beautiful main building.

      Her head still whirling from seeing the bears, Haley murmured a delighted “Ooh!” as they pulled up to the stunning lodge. Huge windows spread from floor to ceiling while a wrap-around deck the size of the Titanic ran the full length of the building. Huge pines, the ones Haley had learned were ponderosas, rose to dramatic heights on either side, their limbs covered with sparkling snow. Jessie pulled up and parked in the lot beside the lodge, shifting Grant in her arms as she got out of the truck and headed toward the front doors. Haley followed up the cleared walkway, which was lined by fluffy piles of snow all the way. It was fairytale beautiful here.

      When the reached the doors, she made a noise when she saw the carvings in the wood. Jessie smiled at her. “Pretty neat, huh? The lodge is open to all shifters, but it's a reminder that this is native bear country.”

      On the upper panels of the gorgeous oak doors, huge carved silvertips, or grizzly bears, stood on ridges surveying their domain before them. On the panels below, enormous grizzly paws decorated the wood, carefully etched in by a master hand. “Those are the actual paw prints of the boys,” Jessie said as she pushed open the door. “Shane's is down there,” she added, pointing proudly to what clearly was a newer carving. “He just moved back here a few years ago, but he's part of the Walker clan since he's a cousin. He got to have his on there too.”

      Driven by sudden impulse, Haley asked, “Which one belongs to Cortez?”

      “Cortez?” Jessie gave her a funny look. “I didn't know you knew him already. That's his.” She pointed to a block in the middle of the left door. “You can tell because he's missing a claw tip.”

      Haley blinked at that. “Really? I thought shifters could, uh, heal really quickly.”

      Jessie shrugged as she maneuvered herself and her squirming son through the doorway. “He was born that way. He's always been a little different. Abby!” she called out, waving at a blond woman behind the enormous reception counter. “I brought a new friend for us. Abby's a wolf shifter,” Jessie added. “Her mate is Quentin.”

      Abby had almost immediately come forward to coo at Grant, who said something that sounded like “AmmyAwwy!” Abby smiled at Haley, who couldn't help but stare for a second too long. She was pretty sure she'd never before met a wolf shifter, either. But Abby didn't seem to notice. She said in a genuinely friendly voice, “Welcome to the Silvertip Lodge, Haley. I've heard all about you. We all have.”

      Haley sighed. The quiet life of a writer had somewhat eluded her here. But at the same time, it was sort of nice. Everyone seemed to want her to belong, even though she was just the house-sitter. They were welcoming and friendly. It was a tight-knit yet accepting community like nothing she'd ever experienced before.

      Abby turned to the man who was taking her place behind the reception desk, saying, "It'll just be an hour, Joe, thanks." The man cheerfully flicked two fingers from his forehead at her in an aye-aye, cap'n, sort of way, then cast a friendly yet curious look at Haley. She gave him a shy smile in return, wondering if he too was a shifter, then picked up her steps to follow Abby and Jessie as they went down the hallway. Grant walked between them on his own two legs, still stark naked.

      No one seemed to notice or care that he didn't have clothes on in the middle of the winter. Then again, they were bear shifters. She knew they had a totally different metabolism and internal temperature than humans. The cold must not bother him at all. As they entered the small dining area, which by the casual, somewhat messy look of it appeared to be for staff only, she couldn't help her curiosity. "Jessie, would you let him run around like this in town too? I know everyone in Deep Hollow knows about shifters. But he's starkers."

      Jessie giggled, but Abby answered, smiling as she gestured for Haley to sit down at the table. "No, not in town. It took a while for me to get used to it up here too. The pack I'm from lives closer to humans, even though on the pack estate there is a lot of privacy. But only members of that pack are usually there. So it's different up here. Here at the lodge, we welcome all kinds of shifters, from all over the world." Abby busied herself ladling out a hearty-smelling soup from the giant pot bubbling away on the stove in the corner. "I knew the lodge existed, of course, but I never actually came here until I met Quentin."

      "Did I hear someone sexy and amazing just say my name?" Haley looked over as a big guy, Cortez's brother as well as her house property manager, walked in. He raised his eyebrows when he saw her sitting there, but nodded cordially. "Haley. Good to see you here." Even so, he gave Jessie and Abby a questioning glance.

      Abby, who was walking the soup bowls over to the table, leaned over to brush her lips on his cheek for a lingering moment before she answered. "This girl works her tail off, even when she's hanging out at the Mountain Muffin all afternoon. Jessie's told me so. She's landed here for a whole year. Jessie and I decided it'd be good for her to come see the lodge and meet all of us."

      Before Haley could say more than hello back to Quentin, a rush and tumble of enormous men sauntering into the room distracted everyone.

      "Who wants to meet all of us?" The owner of this voice, a tall man with dark hair and that somewhat feral vibe Haley had come to associate with bear shifters, strode straight over to Jessie, whose face exploded into the same joy and happiness it had worn outside with the bears that were her mate and son. This must be Shane. Haley couldn't help a wistful stare as Shane kissed Jessie with all the possessive passion of a man who hadn't seen his woman in weeks, let alone about five minutes. Grant waved his chubby arms at Shane, obviously still recognizing Shane in his human form. And clothed, Haley noticed. Good thing he was. She was pretty sure Jessie was right and she wouldn't have had the grace to handle seeing naked adult guys running around all over.

      That fascinating Cortez, though. Hmm. She might not entirely mind seeing him striding around buck naked. He'd be so big, and those legs like darned tree trunks, and that broad chest of his—

      Nope. Not going there. She turned her head away. What Shane and Jessie had looked real enough, but it was also still painful to watch. Even so, she wondered where Cortez was in this gaggle of Walker bear clan guys. She also couldn't help thinking again about the sexy gold stubble on his face and what it might feel like against her cheek.

      "If she wants to meet the clan of the wild and crazy, then she's come to the right place," Quentin said. His voice was mild, but Haley caught an irritable undercurrent. She remembered his mother, Elodie, had told her that Quentin was in charge of the lodge, as well as all his hooligan younger brothers while the elder Walkers were gone. Almost all of them were somehow involved with the running of the lodge. If they were all like Cortez, poor Quentin probably had a tough time reining them in.

      It was probably impossible to rein in a guy like Cortez.

      The noise level in the room turned way up, everyone chattering and laughing and just taking up so much space. If Jessie hadn't been right here with her, if Abby hadn't been so friendly and welcoming from the beginning, Haley might have wanted to leave the room and go hide. The energy in here boomed and ricocheted, amping up the entire space. So much suppressed wildness in all these huge men. She could sense it from Abby, too, though hers seemed more contained. Haley knew it wasn't just male testosterone filling the room. It was fierce, untamed shifter energy, brimming and curling through the room with its strength and innate power. Pix was very powerful, but her energy was more controlled. This bordered on half savage, invigorating as well as intimidating.

      Abruptly, another energy tumbled in through the doorway, pulling Haley's attention like a magnet. She breathed in hard as she turned around.

      Cortez.

      He rolled into the room, feeling just as energetically wild as the others, but also like he had some sort of anger lashing beneath everything. Then his eyes landed on Haley. She almost choked on her breath from the sheer power of his gaze. His anger seemed to ease off and a surprised smile swept over his face. They'd left on such a strange note full of mystery and confusion, but now it felt good to see him.

      Before he could say anything, another dang huge guy entered the room, followed by a pair of kids who immediately ran over to Grant and swooped him up in their arms, all three giggling at once. This guy paused when he saw Haley, his eyes narrowing. She took a nervous half step back. There was no mistaking the animosity in his gaze. It was disconcerting because he looked similar to Cortez. He must be another brother.

      “Who's this?" Ooh, nope. His voice was definitely not friendly. The air seemed to chill.

      Jessie, paying more attention to Grant's giggles as the two new children tickled his belly and the soles of his bare feet, said through her own giggles, "Hey, Riley. Meet Haley, the house-sitter.”

      Haley drew breath to say a pleasant hello to Riley, even though her entire being felt suddenly pinned by his decidedly not happy presence. Pinned like a helpless butterfly to a board, unable to escape. He didn't want her here. Why? He strode to the center of the room, staring at Haley with a look that she could only think of as being predatory. The greeting died in her mouth. Though she managed to stand her ground, she quailed back. Holy crap, he was not happy to see her. She didn't even know who he was. Cortez. Where was Cortez? She opened her mouth to ask him for help, but her mouth had dried up into something that felt like desiccated twigs.

      Rocking to a halt in the center of the room, arms down at his sides, fingers slowly curling, Riley snapped, “Haley. Yeah, I know who you are. The writer. The one who likes to tell secrets.”

      The dark, angry thread beneath his words thunked sudden silence into the room.

      “That's why you came here, isn't it? To spy on us?” His words came out flat, but with an edge beneath them. He leaned forward. She saw something not human lurch in his eyes, and she thought she might piss her pants. “You want to tell our secrets, expose our home to the whole world so more fucking humans who want to murder our kind will come here, isn't that right?"
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      Fucking Riley and his shit. Cortez instantly saw red at his brother's asshole move. That sweet, pretty Haley was standing stock still, clearly terrified. Cortez had instantly sensed Riley's simmering antagonism directed right at her the second his brother came in the room. His bear roiled beneath his skin, pushing hard at him. Cortez was on Riley's heels, a breath behind his brother as Riley got too close to Haley. Much too close to her with his ugly temper. Lunging the last step forward, he grabbed Riley's shoulder amidst the shocked silence in the room, yanking him back.

      “Watch your mouth.” A snarl underscored Cortez's words. The snarl of his bear shoving through his throat, threatening to lunge out and draw blood from his own brother if he had to. Teetering on being out of control. “She's no spy, and that's no way to greet her. Apologize to her right this second, asshole."

      Jessie had clutched Grant to her, as well as Riley's own children, wide-eyed from where she crouched on the floor. Even though she'd lived here for a year, even though her own mate and her own son were shifters, overt displays of shifter aggression still frightened her. Abby was aghast, her mouth open with one hand over it. Yet her eyes were laced with sympathy. She knew why Riley was being such a prick. They all knew. But Abby had more kindness in her than Cortez felt like sparing for his brother right now. Quentin swung his head sharply toward Riley, opening his mouth, but Abby reached out to catch him by the elbow. Cortez more sensed than saw her shake her head at her mate. For some reason, she didn't want him to interfere.

      Riley yanked his shoulder away from Cortez, still not taking his eyes off Haley. She'd turned bone white, but didn't move an inch. Beautiful, bold, strong woman, even in the face of danger like this. Cortez snarled again, shoved his way forward to push his bulk between her and his brother. She had no idea what was going on. She wasn't a fair target for Riley's anger. “Back off," he warned again, now staring down Riley, cutting off his brother's glare at Haley. “She's not here to cause trouble. Mom and dad would've known. They vetted her within an inch of her life."

      Ragged silence still held the room. Ugly and sad, it smothered everything and everyone there. Grant had stopped his giggling, and Laney and Finn, Riley's cubs, had also fallen silent, staring at their father. Cortez forced himself to take a breath. He needed to chill in order for this to go well. Leaning forward and lowering his voice, he grated out, "Riley, we get it, man. We all do. But she's not a bad human. Now apologize to her so we can have some fucking lunch like the civilized family we are.”

      Laney suddenly giggled. "Cortez, you said fu—"

      "Delaney Walker, knock it off,” Riley barked, though he didn't lower his baleful gaze from Cortez. “When you're older you can cuss up a blue storm, but not till then."

      Finn snickered, causing Laney to elbow him in the ribs. Riley snapped again, a sharp, "Behave. Both of you." The cubs settled down.

      For a long moment, Riley still stared hard at Cortez, who glared back, unmoving. Finally, Riley moved his gaze to Haley, leaning his head to the side so he could see her around Cortez. Another long, breathless moment of tension held the frozen room before he muttered, "I apologize, Haley.” His voice was short. "I don't trust human strangers in our town."

      He sharply bit off any more words. Finally turning away from her, which made Cortez relax, Riley strode over to the counter where makings for sandwiches had been laid out. With jerky movements, he began making himself a sandwich, stepping away from the burst of tension he'd created.

      Cortez held his temper, reined in his bear's roaring as best he could. This was as good as it was going to get for Riley. For his whole screwed up clan. Savagely, uselessly, he wished Haley hadn't seen this side of them. Maybe she would write about this kind of shit. Put it in her books or whatever.

      Turning to look at her still-wide eyes, he somehow knew she wouldn't. Ever. She was a good person. She wasn't one to tell secrets that weren't hers to tell.

      After another beat of heavy silence, Abby said in a determined tone, "Let's eat."

      Haley still seemed shaken, face pinched. Cortez cursed Riley again in his head, though he managed not to say anything out loud. As everyone else began to chatter again, he looked right into her eyes, trying to read what was going on behind them. “You okay?”

      Haley's teeth caught at her upper lip. Cortez couldn't help staring at those full lips before he yanked his gaze up to her eyes again. Such a pretty green and still big, they looked shadowed. She finally nodded, slowly. “Yes. Or I will be. He was scary,” she added in a whisper.

      “He can hear you, you know,” Jessie piped up. Looking calmer now, she'd stood up again, still holding a wriggling Grant. "Their hearing is a lot better than yours and mine."

      “We can fix that," said Shane, curving a possessive hand around his mate's waist. His tone was also relaxed, though he'd tensed up like everyone else. But looking at his mate and his son, he was calm. Cortez envied that sort of easy peace.

      Jessie arched a brow at Shane, though she smiled at him. She curved a hand up on his cheek.

      “How could that be fixed?" Haley asked, less nervous. She shot a quick look at Riley's back. "I'm not fishing. I'm genuinely curious.”

      Riley shrugged his shoulder, focused on making his sandwich. Another drop of tension welled, but it was quickly covered by Abby again ordering everyone to make their sandwich and have their soup before they had to get back to work. Low chatter started up again, getting louder as the cubs stampeded toward their father and pushed in to make their own lunches.

      "Shane wants me to turn," Jessie answered Haley's question, jiggling Grant on her hip.

      “Roast beef, babe?” Shane asked Jessie. Jessie nodded, and he went over to make a sandwich for his mate.

      “Turn?" Haley looked at Jessie, clearly lost. She looked so innocent here, in the midst of his clan's craziness. Cortez felt the weirdest wave of possessive protection wash over him as he watched her.

      “Be turned into a bear.” The words were simple, but enormous. Cortez knew that Jessie had been considering being turned for a year now, though she'd been hesitating. It was a huge step. But he looked at Haley to see her reaction.

      “Ohhh,” Haley said, her eyes going even wider.

      “Yeah,” Jessie agreed softly, smiling down at Grant. “Ohhh.”

      “You'll be an amazing bear,” Shane called out as he squirted mustard onto his mate's sandwich.

      Cortez watched Shane for a second, then looked at Haley again. “You hungry? I'll make your sandwich." He felt kind of bashful offering it, but she nodded, the side of her mouth curving faintly into a smile. Damn, now he felt all puffed up like it was the most important job he'd ever do.

      “Yes. Thank you. Is there turkey?” Her voice was quiet, so quiet in the loud of this room. But less tense now.

      “Hell yeah, there's turkey. I'm making Haley's sandwich,” Cortez announced to the room at large, like he'd been challenged. He marched over the counter and shoved both Riley and Shane. Riley glared at him but didn't press it. Cortez knew his brother was trying to keep calm in front of his children.

      Abby, being a good-natured diplomat as usual, said, “That's nice of you, Cortez.” But there was a speculative undertone in her voice.

      Cortez shrugged. “It's to make up for Riley being a dick.”

      Shane laughed, eyeing Riley as he finished making lunch for his mate and himself. “Nothing can make up for that. Especially not making a sandwich.”

      Riley had relaxed more. He elbowed Shane, hard. The two of them engaged in an elbowing, shoving, foot smashing battle for a minute, to the sound of the cubs laughing and Grant's baby giggle-shrieks. Even Abby laughed. The tension in the room dissolved completely away.

      Cortez made a sandwich for himself once he finished Haley's, keeping out of the line of elbows and boots. His cousin Shane was good for the clan. He'd once been a big brawler, fighting on the underground shifter rings, but finding his mate and son had changed him. Softened his rougher edges. He liked to be a peacekeeper now. He'd definitely kept the peace a lot of times. Cortez really appreciated that he was doing it now.

      Maybe someday he too would be as valuable to his clan, rather than just the fuck up they usually saw.

      Carefully, he carried the sandwiches back to Haley, each one set onto a paper towel. He snagged two travel mugs of hot cocoa from the counter too. Abby usually put hot drinks into travel mugs because this time of year everyone liked to take them back out to whatever they'd been working on and enjoy them through the day.

      Haley smiled at him in thanks, which was pretty awesome and made the rest of the bullshit in the room disappear. Her smile was just so damn gorgeous. She took a couple bites of her sandwich, swallowed them, murmured how good it was. Her face, though, was still drawn, her laugh nowhere to be found. Cortez ate his own sandwich in silence for a few minutes, watching her carefully. She was still scared, and she shouldn't be. He frowned. Whatever was happening with her had to do with more than what had just happened here.

      He glanced over the room, filled with his boisterous family, his family's mates and children. It was a bustle of energy and commotion, just like always. Everything had gotten back mostly to normal, though Abby and Jessie glanced over at Haley more than once, their expressions concerned.

      Cortez made up his mind in a split second. He wrapped the rest of his sandwich in the paper towel, then stood up. Haley looked at him, puzzled. "Come on," he said. "This is great here and all, but you haven't seen the whole place yet, have you?"

      She shook her head, slowly wrapping her sandwich in her paper towel even though she still looked confused.

      "I'll show you around. I know a good spot where we can finish our lunch. It's not windy today, not that cold right now. Bring your jacket and gloves and all that. Okay?" Carefully, he extended a hand to her.

      Haley looked at his hand for a long moment, then up at him. She still seemed somewhat wary, but he knew it wasn't aimed at him. Finally, she nodded. "Okay."

      Her voice was quiet, but when she reached her hand out to his, her grasp was certain. Grinning, Cortez gently tugged her up out of the chair. "If you want to stay up here, Jess,” he called out, "I'll take Haley back to town later."

      Jessie nodded, a small smile playing across her face. But all she said was, "Sure. Have fun."

      Cortez didn't let go of Haley's hand. This, he decided, felt damned good. Being with Haley felt good. He didn't know why, but she was someone he wanted to know.

      Even more importantly, he wanted her to know him. Squeezing her hand gently, he led her outside. The way she let him do it, totally trusting him, made him feel like a fuckin' hero. Maybe for once, he wouldn't fuck something up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      When Cortez finally let go of her hand so she could shrug on her jacket just before they went outside, Haley's fingers tingled and felt kind of cold. Holding his hand felt good. Danger, her mind shouted at her. She shrugged her shoulders as she pulled on her jacket. So what? It was just holding hands. Just a physical thing, nothing more. It felt nice, like a good man should feel. No danger, she thought sternly back at herself. Then she giggled out loud because she was talking to herself in her mind.

      Cortez glanced at her as he easily ranged by her side, gesturing toward a clear path that led toward the cute little cabins in the distance. A wide smile broke over his face. "What's funny?"

      She liked the way his voice sounded. Every time he spoke, she enjoyed it. "Nothing really. Just having a conversation with myself in my head. It's kind of silly."

      He grinned over at her and shook his head. "That's okay. We've got plenty of crazy around here. Trust me, you'll fit right in." His smile slid away a bit and his voice got more serious. "Sorry about that back there. It was a dick thing of him to do. It had nothing to do with you. Trust me, that's all Riley's—stuff."

      Sunlight scattered around them as they walked through the bracing air. "He seemed really mad. I've never been that close to an angry bear shifter before."

      "Have you even been that close to any angry shifter before?" He sounded genuinely curious.

      Haley nodded. "Yeah, but not when they were angry at me. Was Riley—" she hesitated for a long moment, trying to frame the words right. Cortez didn't push, just waited in an easy way that made her feel relaxed. "It sounded like humans have caused some bad trouble here. For him in particular?" Cortez's knuckles just brushed the back of her hand as they walked side by side, warming her.

      He sighed. "Yeah. A long time ago, when his cubs were about Grant's age."

      As he spoke he gave her a long, assessing look. She looked back at him, quietly letting him examine her. She had no idea what he was about to say, so she shouldn't have anything to hide. Finally he blew out a long breath, one that mingled sadness as well as a hint of the anger that Riley carried like a brightly burning torch. "It was his mate. She was hunted down and shot by humans."

      Haley gasped, stopping dead on the pathway to stare at Cortez in horror. He stopped too, looking at her steadily, his eyes darkening. "They were hunters,” he said in a careful, almost bland voice. “But not hunters like you think most humans are, like going out and shooting animals for food or for sport. These were shifter hunters. They're humans who know about us, hate us, and deliberately stalk us to kill. They don't want us to exist. Some of them somehow found out about Deep Hollow and came here. They flushed out Riley's mate when she was out alone with the cubs. We figured they must have been watching her for days."

      Haley's blood ran cold even though Cortez's voice remained flat as he told the terrible story.

      "She stashed the cubs in their bear form up in some ledges on the other side of the ridge. Told them not to move, not to make a sound, practically not to breathe until someone they knew, from their clan, came to get them. No one else. Then she ran, in her bear form, leading the hunters away from her cubs. She could have taken them on herself, easy, except they had guns. They shot her in cold blood. They knew what she was, and they murdered her. Luckily it was far away enough that the cubs didn't have to see it, but they heard the shot. It still haunts him sometimes in nightmares." As he said that part, Cortez's voice finally cracked.

      Tears burned in Haley's eyes and her throat choked. Her voice also a cracked whisper, she forced out, "No wonder he looked at me like he might hate me." She remembered the cold, haunted look in Riley's eyes as he'd glared at her.

      Cortez shook his head, hard, reaching his hands out to gently grasp her arms. His grip was warm, strong and sheltering. "No way. He doesn't hate you. He doesn't even know you. It's just like he said, he has a hard time trusting anyone anymore. It's been years, but he can't shake it. He barely trusts the humans here now, even though he knows not a single one of them would ever do anything to expose us. Half the humans in town are mated to shifters anyway. But knowing that you're a writer, and that you already know about shifters—"

      Haley shook her head. "I would never, ever write about shifters. I don't even know much of anything about them. My one shifter friend told me a lot of stuff, but not about bear shifters. I don't know anything about bear shifters." The shocking pain of the awful story still iced through her. "I don't know anything about you and your kind, Cortez. And I don't even like saying it that way."

      He gently squeezed her arms, then let go. But his eyes still held her. "Saying it what way?"

      "Your kind. Like you're different than me. Like you're other." She looked into his eyes, searching for the bear in them. But all she could see was the strong yet gentle man. Riley hadn't been right about her. She wasn't here to spy on shifters. But she somehow desperately wanted Cortez to know all her secrets.

      Cortez crooked up the side of his mouth and one eyebrow, turning and gesturing up the path with his chin that they should keep walking. "We are different, Haley. That's why you got scared. He scared Jessie, too. It's one of the reasons why Shane wants her to turn. So she'll be stronger, so she can protect herself if she needs to. But he won't force it. It'll only happen if she wants to."

      They walked in easy silence for another minute before Haley ventured, "Is that common? Like if a human gets together with a shifter, the human eventually wants to become a shifter too?"

      Cortez shrugged. "A lot of them do. It can be easier that way.”

      Haley watched her footsteps for several strides, letting herself get lost in the way they crunched the snow and kicked up a few flakes of it now and then. "I thought about it a lot. I mean," she stumbled, "not that I would actually do it. But I have tried to imagine what it would be like.” Her voice was wistful. “To be able to shift into something that wild and free and fierce. It would be so incredible. Even though it also seems really intense."

      "It is, sometimes. Here." Cortez stopped suddenly at a narrow, snow beaten-down path that led off deep into the woods. “We're going this way."

      Haley stared down the path somewhat suspiciously. "Where are you taking me?"

      He laughed, that deep, easy rumble of sound that seemed to roll over her very skin. Ooh, she liked it. A lot. "An overlook. You'll really like it. We can finish our lunch there." The path was just wide enough for two people abreast. He started down it, reaching down again for her hand, gently tugging her forward.

      A smile rippled over her face. Cortez was a giant, yes. He was a big, ferocious bear shifter. But despite that, she instinctively felt completely safe around him. She trusted him with wherever he was taking her.

      As they walked through the tall pines, some of which Haley recognized as Engelmann spruce with their blue-tipped needles and the towering ponderosas with trunks huge enough that even a long chain of people would barely be able to put their arms around them, she listened to the quiet sounds around them. Their feet crunching on the snow, the occasional light, warbled call of a bird in the distance, one or two muted bursts of sound from behind them that might've been vehicles starting up or doors slamming or people laughing. The sharp air held the crisp, clean scent of the outdoors that she'd come to love during the past week she'd been here. She was already in love with the little town below, and now she thought she also could fall in love with these wild, big mountains.

      "It is so beautiful up here." She used a hushed voice, not wanting to break the silence, but unable keep her happiness at the simple moment to herself. “Do you live up here? Or in town?"

      "I've got a place in town, but it's just a rental. I'm working on building my house."

      She was impressed. "A man of many talents. Is your house down in town too?"

      Cortez shook his head, the shadowed light that cut through the branches of the trees overhead glinting on his hair. "It's halfway between town and up here. It's great up here and all that, but I never worked full-time at the lodge like the others do. I wanted some distance."

      "So how far along on it are you?" she asked. There was a pause. She looked at him again and caught a flash of something on his face that she couldn't quite read. She waited quietly, just like he'd done for her earlier. But instead of answering, he pointed ahead of them.

      "There's our lunch spot. Go on and take a look, pretty Haley."

      Haley looked and inhaled with quick delight. Ahead of them, the little trail through the trees suddenly opened up in bright sunshine, seeming as if it dropped off into nothing but blue sky. She sped up, eager to see the special place this big, different, interesting guy wanted to take her. Funny how her ex, Justin, never liked to take her anywhere. She frowned away the unwelcome memory of him and looked ahead. Cortez chuckled behind her, but his footsteps quickened as well. Grinning, she trotted the last few yards to be sure she got there first. But when she was just past the trees and could see what opened up in front of her, all thoughts about a silly little footrace left her.

      "Oh, wow, Cortez," she breathed, stunned. "This is spectacular." Before her, an enormous view spread, consisting of the snow-covered San Juans spanning out as far as the eye could see, the town of Deep Hollow tucked far below them, the pine-dotted white ridges and flanks of the mountains. The bluebird sky was so deep and pure in the Colorado sunshine that it seemed almost violet, contrasting sharply with the blazing white snow everywhere. The view was so immense, so breathtaking, that Haley just stared. Cortez stepped up beside her. He looked out over the view in what she thought was an equally appreciative silence. Her skin prickled in his presence, tingly and hyper aware of him.

      Very quietly, half afraid to break the enormous beauty with the small sound of her voice, she asked him the same question she'd asked Jessie earlier. "Do you ever get used to it here? To how beautiful it is, I mean."

      She saw him shake his head out of the corner of her eye. “Nope. This place gives me energy. It gives my bear space to roam, and it's home. It's where I work.”

      She suddenly realized she had no idea what he did for a living. “Doing what?”

      He gestured toward a long bench she hadn't even noticed, snugly nestled onto a block set on the ground, the base covered in snow although the entire bench itself had been carefully cleared. “We can eat here. Will you be warm enough?”

      Definitely. She felt warm just at the fact that he cared. Her cheeks stretched even more into the smile she already wore. “I've got enough layers to stay very warm. Thanks.” Her stomach growled and she laughed at it. Settling onto the bench, she pulled out the rest of her sandwich, still wrapped in its paper towel.

      Cortez settled in beside her, a huge presence of heat and strength and, oddly enough, something that felt like safety. He unwrapped his own sandwich, but before he took a bite, he answered her question. “I used to do construction around town, sometimes a job or two over in Durango. But things started drying up with the housing economy taking a crap, so I had to find something else.” He shrugged, and she suddenly felt him hesitate again. Like he wasn't sure how to say whatever he was going to say. “I have an outdoor guiding business. I run tours for the lodge. Just started doing it about three or four months ago.”

      Tours? That sounded interesting. “What kind of tours?” she asked before taking a big bite of her sandwich. Dang, it was a really good sandwich. Cortez was a master sandwich-maker.

      “Just about any kind of tour. This time of year I take folks snowshoeing, or out for a ride in the sleigh.”

      Haley sat up straight and twisted a bit to look at him, her sandwich momentarily forgotten. “You take people on sleigh rides? Like with jingle bells and everything?” Her voice sounded high-pitched and her eyes were wide. A sleigh ride in the snow sounded like the most magical thing ever.

      Cortez laughed at her expression, his face crinkling into the friendliness she realized must make him a great guide. That and the fact that he probably was really good at making everyone feel safe. “Exactly like that. And yeah, people love it.” His face darkened briefly. “Well, most people. Ones who aren't stuck-up panther shifters from the east coast out to have an adventure in the sticks.” He took a savage bite of his sandwich and chewed like he was imagining it was a pantherwich.

      Her sandwich was the last thing on her mind now. Enormous kitties with sharp claws and big teeth filled it instead. “Uh...panther shifters?”

      “Yeah, it's just another name for mountain lions.” Chomp as he savagely chewed another bite before going on. “I had some clients that were obnoxious and insisted on being called panthers. They were a massive pain in the ass.”

      “I wouldn't be.” She imagined the sound of jingling bells, the whisper of sleigh runners over the snow. “I'd be so happy to go on a sleigh ride. I'd be the nicest client ever.”

      Cortez said, in a super casual voice, “Well, I could take you some time. But I don't think you're allowed to have any fun. I'm pretty sure you have to spend all your time working. Work, work, work. Nothing but work.”

      Haley bumped his shoulder with hers as hard as she could, uttering an indignant, “Hey!” Her shove barely moved him, though he grunted. But a big grin was on his face. Maybe a grin as big as hers.

      Fine. This was fun. She was allowed to have fun for a minute, at least.

      They sat in a companionable silence, finishing their sandwiches, brushing the crumbs off their laps into the snow. Cortez pulled out the little insulated bottles of hot cocoa and handed her one. As they sat and looked at the crazy gorgeous view, Haley felt more than just companionable. She felt totally comfortable. Relaxed. Like she belonged here. Here in these wild mountains, sitting beside this wild man. It just felt...right. But she did have a question. Slowly, carefully, she worked up her nerve to ask him.

      “Cortez, about what you said the other morning.”

      He stiffened beside her but nodded. He knew what she meant. She said it anyway, just to be sure. “What you said about enjoying every day until you die. That there are no second chances at life. What did you mean by that? Was it about Riley's...mate?” She kept her voice soft and her eyes trained on the faraway dark dots that were trees on the mountains.

      Her heart thumped hard as she waited for his answer. It was a big question, a personal question. She really didn't know him well enough to ask it. Then again, he'd volunteered the information himself. She did the same thing when she wanted someone to really look at her. To see her. To listen to her. Just maybe, Cortez had that same deep longing. For some reason, she wanted him to know her—and she really, really wanted to know him.

      He turned his head to look at her. His face was still, the smile gone, his eyes searching hers with a piercing gaze she could feel straight to her soul. She wanted to flinch but didn't, making herself sit still and look back at him, waiting. Whatever it was, she wanted to hear it.

      He took a breath, held it for a moment, exhaled it slowly. "For years, I was a volunteer for the local search and rescue team. Was actually the head of it for a long time. Whenever anyone gets into trouble in the mountains out here, just out having fun and then something just goes wrong, they get hurt or lost, search and rescue is called up and we go out to find them. All of this, everything you can see out there,” he waved a hand to indicate the big expanse of mountains, “was our area. I know every inch of those mountains. My backyard, my playground, and when I was out on a call, my workplace.”

      His voice lowered, softened, even as his eyes went bright and hard. He was about to say something really big, she could feel it. Something dark and sad too.

      “I'm supposed to help rescue people, Haley. Instead, one day last year I ended the lives of two people I cared about. Friends. Coworkers. Guys who relied on me to have their back. There was an avalanche, and I was in the lead. I was supposed to read the snow, to make a call on if it was safe to cross or not. I made the wrong fucking call. I'm well-trained in avalanche safety, but I made the wrong call.” His voice was flat, almost monotone. “I was responsible for their safety, and I fucked it up. They will never have fun again. So," he shrugged, still holding her now frozen gaze, "now I have fun for them."

      Silence was a huge chasm between them this time. Not companionable. Not comfortable. Haley just stared at him, words again choked in her throat.

      He didn't say anything for a long moment, just studying her reaction. Then he went on. "Riley's story is bad enough, right? It's more pain and sadness than anyone needs for a lifetime. As a result, he really doesn't trust humans. That sucks and it's awful, and we all understand why he's like that. We're all trying to help him, and we hope that one day things won't be so hard for him anymore. But mine's just as shitty, in a different way. It's almost worse.” The softness of his voice was a stark, almost mocking contrast to his words. “Because I was the one responsible. So I can't trust myself. I can't rescue anyone anymore. I'm fucking broken in that department."

      He looked at her long and hard, his face still and waiting. Waiting for her to respond to that. To respond to his admission that his mistake had cost lives. That it was only a mistake, people made mistakes.

      “I—you—I don't believe that.” She swallowed, trying to say more, but she didn't know what. Damn it. Haley the writer, Haley the wordsmith, what a joke right now. She wanted to be able to say a thousand different things to take that look off his face, but everything jumbled up in her head and nothing would make sense. She didn't know how to say that it was okay, she didn't think less of him, that he wasn't broken.

      She couldn't possibly find those words for him when she didn't have them for herself.

      Finally, Cortez stopped waiting. He shrugged and looked away, back over the deep wilderness in front of them. She sensed hurt in him. And distance. "Come on, pretty Haley. You probably have to get back down to work. And I'm actually supposed to meet up with a friend and do some work on my house this afternoon."

      He stood up, reaching down a hand to pull her up. She took it and tried to smile at him, but he quickly let go and started to walk back down the trail to the lodge, leaving her to follow his stiff back. She did, quiet as she tried to process everything. All the details. The only details she really cared about were the things he was telling himself inside his head. What he felt in his heart. Details she would never, ever share with anyone else. She knew everyone had to know about what he'd just told her. His family, his clan, probably everyone who lived here knew about what happened. But it still felt like he'd given her a gift: the darkest thing about himself that he believed. He'd shared something hard and painful because he trusted her with it, even if he didn't trust himself anymore.

      Something inside Haley, maybe resolve, suddenly went strong as steel. She jogged slightly to keep up with his long-legged stride. Cortez might not know it, but she trusted him and, in a totally crazy way, she wanted to protect him. Not that he'd think a big bear shifter like himself needed any protection from a small human like herself. But he did, and she would.

      No matter what.
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      Haley stretched her arms overhead and leaned back, closing her eyes as her back cracked. Oh, that felt good. The sounds of the Mountain Muffin in mid-afternoon were relatively quiet, matching her mood.

      "You done with your dishes?" a friendly voice above her head asked.

      Haley jerked, snapping her eyes open. Maddy, the owner of the bakery, stood beside her, smiling as she refilled Haley's bottomless coffee mug. She carried a gray plastic bin under one arm, which had a small collection of dirty dishes in it. Haley blinked, looking around. "Oh. Yes, thanks."

      Maddy plucked up the small dish which had held the cinnamon roll Haley had treated herself to earlier. "Here you go. We have to fuel the creative genius brainstorming, right?" Maddy looked hopeful. She knew Haley was a writer and loved the thought that she was writing a book in Maddy's bakery.

      “The creative genius part comes in the morning, actually. I'm here in the afternoon to do things things like answer emails and stuff like that." Or totally freak out about her future and sometimes lose herself into the void of social media's cute kitten videos in an attempt to distract herself from the possibility that all her hopes and dreams would be crushed as Justin had assured her they would be. "You know. The usual business end of things." She sighed.

      Maddy nodded as she headed back behind the counter. “I definitely do know the business end of things. It's the tough stuff most people don't want to think about when they imagine the joys of being self-employed.”

      Haley laughed nervously, but she swallowed hard. She'd glanced at her bank account this morning and nearly had heart failure. If this book tanked...she'd be tanked too. The thought made her queasy.

      As she fussed around with stuff on her website, adjusting the placement of photos and text so they were just so, internally thanking smart people out there who had created drop and drag websites for people like her who were totally clueless about coding, her thoughts drifted again to sexy, intriguing, heartstring-tugging Cortez. After their walk out to the beautiful spot in the mountains the other day, when they got back to the lodge Jessie was still there but ready to take Grant to town for his swim lesson at the local school's indoor pool. So Haley had gone back with Jessie, after a somewhat awkward and brief goodbye with Cortez. He'd watched as they drove away, and she turned around to wave at him. She was pretty sure she caught the flash of a smile as he casually waved back. Yeah, he was fascinating. So strong, so big. But she knew that deep down, he was also so hurting.

      She nonchalantly asked Jessie about him on the way back, but all she really got was that Cortez was a great guy, always tried hard but often seem to have run of bad luck or maybe bad decisions. But he always bounced back. Jessie didn't seem super concerned about him. It sounded like no one here was.

      So the other day when Jessie had been here working at the bakery, and Abby had stopped by while in town running some errands, Haley had oh so offhandedly asked them about Cortez. She could tell right away from the probing look Abby gave her that Abby had a feeling why Haley was asking. Even so, and even though Haley had already been able to tell that Abby sort of big sistered Cortez, Abby hadn't seemed very worried about him either. Maybe Haley was wrong? Maybe it was just her writer brain seeing too much deep internal angst and pain in Cortez, and she just wanted to do some silly girl thing like rescue him or something.

      But she couldn't shake the feeling that Cortez was hiding a loss deeper than the loss of the friends he'd mentioned. Neither Abby nor Jessie had brought that up, although when Haley carefully inquired, their faces had drawn tight with sympathy. They'd simply said it was one of those sad, shocking events that had affected the town the same way as when Riley's mate had died, though this was somewhat different since Cortez's buddies from his search and rescue team were human. Then, to her surprise, Abby added that the other difference was that they hadn't died.

      “Wait—I thought they did die?” Haley was nonplussed.

      Abby shook her head. “No, but it was still really bad. Tim is in a coma, and the doctors aren't sure he'll ever regain consciousness. Scott lost a leg. They're both in Denver at the hospital. Scott is staying at a rehab center there to get tons of physical therapy every day. He's had a really hard time with the whole thing. Like everyone else on the team, he lived for adventure and having fun outside, being really physical. Now he has to learn how to just walk all over again. The search and rescue team, it's called a SAR team, is made up of both shifters and humans, and they're all really tight. Worked hard together, partied hard together.” Her smile was sympathetic as well as concerned. “It was a devastating blow for everyone. There's still a SAR team of course, with some additional members now to make up for the loss, but they've all changed since then. And Cortez isn't on the team anymore. By his choice,” she added quickly as Haley made a sound of dismay. “He's worried he'll let them down again by missing signs of another avalanche or something else that could go wrong. But that's part of the risk they take when they go out to save people.” Abby shrugged, but her face was still filled with compassion. “He didn't do anything wrong, Haley. But he believes he did, which is almost worse.”

      After Abby had left, Haley mulled the story over in her mind, stunned and aching for him. Cortez hadn't told her all the details because it was hard for him to think about them. To relive them. That, she understood completely. It now made sense too, what he'd said about his buddies never being able to have fun again, to enjoy life again. For extremely active guys like them, they may as well have died. Her heart clenched with compassion for him. Cortez was carrying around a lot of pain over the event. While his family and friends knew that, she was still sure they didn't know how deep it went.

      But she understood that completely. None of her friends or family truly knew just how deep her own emotional scars went. They thought she was dealing and would be okay. She hid the worst of it from them, because frankly, she didn't want to relive the shit she'd been through either. Sighing hard, she forced her thoughts away from the old ugly memories.

      Instead, she easily called up another image of Cortez's eyes. His face crinkled up into a smile, that golden stubble on his cheeks that she insanely longed to rub her cheek against, danced through her mind. Even as she thought about him, her phone dinged with a text. Heat shot through her body when she saw the message.

      Hi Haley it's Cortez. I'm sorry our lunch the other day ended like that. I know you're working hard and I bet you're at the mountain muffin cuz Jessie says you're there every afternoon so I was wondering if you have a break soon. I'm down here in town and I really want to show you something that I'm working on.

      Her entire body tingled and a smile blazed across her face. Quickly she typed back, Yes.

      When?

      I could use a break pretty soon actually.

      Like in five minutes?

      She laughed. Yes.

      Okay. I'll come get you.

      Before she could answer, she saw the dots bouncing that indicated he was typing something else. She waited.

      Thank you for not being scared of me. Thank you for being okay with it. With me telling you that stuff.

      The smile on her face was so huge she thought her cheeks might break. Bouncing dots again. Then another text flashed.

      Fuck, that was probably a dumb thing to say. You can ignore this if you want to. I hope you don't. You're really pretty and you smell nice and you have a big heart and I like that. I'll see you in five minutes. I'll be the big guy.

      Her breath caught. Oh, my god, he was amazing. She quickly texted back, I can't wait, I'll be ready.

      She was glad Jessie was busy with customers, because she knew she was smiling so hard she probably looked crazy and Jessie would ask what was going on. She wasn't ready to talk about this yet when she wasn't quite sure herself what it was.

      As she slid her laptop into its carrying case and shoved it into the little daypack she wore to walk between the house and the bakery, her phone chimed with an incoming email. Still smiling, she grabbed her phone to check it.

      Instantly, her stomach lurched and the smile fell off her face. Her ex, Justin.

      Hello, Haley. Have you missed me? I've been thinking about you. You have something I want. And I'm coming to get it.

      Her entire body began to tremble. Hand shaking so badly it took her two tries, she wrote back, Leave me alone. Don't contact me again. Then she darkened the screen and shove the phone into her pocket. She stood up and pulled on her jacket, mind staggering. No. She wouldn't let him get to her. He was just being cruel and petty, trying to scare her. Justin was the past. He couldn't touch her anymore. He didn't know where she was anyway. He was fucking with her mind, which was what he liked to do. She knew better than to respond. If he tried again, she'd ignore it.

      Swallowing hard, pushing her fleece hat hard down her head as she headed toward the door to wait for Cortez, Haley tried to focus on the now. On the heart of this sweet, welcoming little town, the amazing community, the most intriguing guy she'd ever met.

      But inside, something dark, scared, and hopeless taunted her, trying to crawl up from the ugly shadows and swallow her whole.
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      Cortez looked over at Haley as he pulled his truck up in front of his partially built cabin and killed the engine, watching for her reaction. She didn't disappoint. A smile ripped across her face as she looked at the half built skeleton of what would eventually be his home. It was nice to see because she'd seemed oddly distracted when he picked her up from the bakery.

      "Cortez! Oh, I can see what it will look like, it's going to be gorgeous. You're doing this yourself? By hand?" She looked at him like he walked on water. His chest swelled with pride.

      "Yeah. Though to be fair a good friend of mine has helped me out a lot. I couldn't have done it without him. Oh, and Riley bangs a few nails now and then too. Sometimes Quentin and Slade help, when they're in the mood."

      "Slade?"

      "Another brother. He's out of town right now. There's a bunch of us."

      Haley sighed with delight as she looked at his cabin. Yeah, she liked it. And he liked that. There wasn't much to it yet, but the parts that he had finished gave an idea of what it would look like eventually. It would be a sweet little pad in the woods, far away enough from both town and the Silvertip Lodge that he'd have his own space, yet close enough that he could easily head up there to do a tour. As the youngest sibling in a rowdy clan of bear shifters who were always up in each other's shit, Cortez hadn't been blessed with a lot of alone time in his life. He was pretty social, he did like being around others, but as he'd gotten older he started to realize how nice it was to have a private space he could just breathe in when necessary. Especially after the accident. The problem was, the cabin wasn't coming along as fast as it should. That was all his fault. He'd been slacking on everything, even to the point that Beckett was pissed at him for blowing off meets to work on it.

      He didn't want to think about that right now. Instead, he wanted to focus on Haley. He really wanted to impress her.

      Cortez reached over her to the glove compartment, feeling the heat from her body and that sweet smell of hers that turned him on so much as he leaned across her. At the slight hitch in her breath, he thought she might like this closeness as much as he did. Allowing a cocky grin to slip over his face, he opened the glove compartment, pulled out a sheaf of papers, and sat back in his seat. He crinkled the sheets open, Haley watching curiously. The open papers revealed the cabin plans. She let out a delighted breath.

      "Oh, wow. It's going to be so cute."

      Cortez turned his head and gave her a dubious glance. "Cute? Woman, you take that back. This is a man cabin. There's nothing cute about it."

      She laughed, the sound of it spilling through the cab of the truck. It made him want to thread his fingers through her golden hair, touch the back of her neck, stroke her cheek and see if it was as soft as it really looked. He forced his eyes back down to the paper, then held it up in front of them so they could see the actual building over the top of it. "Okay. It's got stairs going up to the front door since it's built kind of into the hillside, which I did on purpose because I wanted to try to catch some of the view through those trees behind us."

      Haley turned to look through the back window of the cab. "Whoa, that is pretty." It wasn't nearly as good as the views from the lodge, but it definitely wasn't half bad for this little parcel tucked back up in the woods like he wanted.

      "You can see how the deck will wrap around the cabin." Haley turned her attention back to the page. "It'll have a loft upstairs, which is where I'll sleep. There'll also be a basement area where I'll store all my man toys."

      Haley bubbled over again with a laugh. "Man toys? What are those?"

      "My outdoor gear. Skis, snowshoes, backpacking and hiking stuff. Just my personal gear. Everything for the clients is kept up at the lodge. Come on," he said, opening his door and getting out of the truck. He was excited to see her reaction to it up close. "You can see what's built so far."

      Haley got out of the truck and hurried ahead of him. It reminded him of how she raced ahead to see the view the other day at lunch. He liked showing her stuff. She seemed really interested, plus he just liked to share things with her. He wanted to share things that meant so much to him with this woman. Damn, she made his insides squeeze up and flip over all funny in a way that felt damn good.

      Haley stopped and pointed to the left side of the structure. "What's that little thing? Some sort of shed? But it's all fancy, with a window and a real door."

      Cortez came up beside her. "It's my temporary small man cave until the big man cave gets built. I built the shed about five years ago, way before I could start building the actual cabin. It's insulated, has a little wood stove, and a bed and stuff. Sometimes I stay in there when I want to get away from things. When I just need a break."

      She nodded, a tendril of hair fluttering against her cheek. He couldn't help reaching out to gently brush it aside. Her face dimpled as a smile flashed over it so quick he almost missed it. She curved her head toward him, into his light touch. Pressed gently against his hand, like she liked feeling it there. "I understand that. Sometimes I needed a safe space to run to, too."

      She cut herself off as if she'd said too much, nervously shifting on her feet, and leaned slightly away from him. He frowned but forced himself not to press. Yet. If she wanted him to know her history, she'd tell him.

      "There's nothing special in there, just a cot with an air mattress on it. I'd show you the inside of the actual cabin but there's not much in there either." He laughed and Haley laughed with him, the mingled sound of it gently bouncing around the little glade. Since the cabin was just basically the basement floor and the bare bones of the sides, there wasn't even an inside to look at.

      “I want to see it anyway,” she said. Her smile dazzled brighter than the sun. Whoa, she was so pretty.

      Cortez made a grand gesture toward the non-front door, starting to say, "After you, then—"

      A horrifying scream burst out from the woods, not immediately nearby but not too far away, shattering the still air. An unearthly screeching, sounding like a possessed ghost being murdered. A mountain lion. It was followed almost immediately by another shriek, this one laced with warning snarls. Haley started so violently she almost tripped over her feet, her breath whooshing out of her in a gasp. She grabbed at Cortez's arm instinctively, her eyes wildly searching the forest surrounding them. Another call from the forest, loud and mocking, vicious in its intent.

      A strange shifter screamed out there, threatening him. Threatening Haley. Cortez's response was instant and completely uncontrolled. His bear clawed to the surface. Cortez swung his head to look at Haley, desperation bubbling through his voice. "Haley.”

      She swung her head to look at him, the whites of her eyes showing. His bear's protective rage shimmered through his voice. “I can't stop the change. Don't be scared. I won't ever hurt you. The door's unlocked," he managed to growl out, jerking his head at the door to the small shed/man cave just before his feral side took over.

      His bear burst out of him, flinging him into his enormous grizzly shape. Instantly, Cortez charged toward the woods on his four powerful paws, seeking the danger that called. He roared back into the trees, defending his place. His home. Defending Haley. His huge, heavy legs thundered over the ground as he charged up the hill, blasting through huge drifts of snow as he bellowed his defiance and anger at some strange shifter getting much too close.

      Skidding to a stop, his heavy body sliding through the snow, Cortez managed to halt halfway up the hill. His breathing harsh, he swung his head around, scenting as hard as he could. There. Just a whiff, but it definitely was a big cat shifter. Bastard. The roar had been far enough off that he knew whoever it was wasn't coming closer. He bellowed out his own last enraged roar, claiming this section of the woods, claiming this spot in Deep Hollow, home of the Silvertip bear clan, as his. This was his home. Threatening intruders weren't welcome. His roar dropped down into echoes, ringing through the tense silence until they faded.

      There was no answer. Sniffing again long and hard, Cortez could no longer scent the other one. He must've left. Smart cat. Shaking himself to dislodge some snow that had scattered down from pine branches above as he thundered by the trees and shook them, Cortez turned and headed back to the cabin. He moved quickly, but not so fast that he would come bursting into the clearing and scare Haley anymore that she probably already was. But when he pulled up to the shell of his cabin, he stopped short and stared.

      Haley stood right in front of his little man cave door, but it wasn't open. She hadn't gone in. She stood there, in the open, braving the terrifying noises as she waited for him. He could tell she was scared, sure, but she hadn't hidden. That crazy pride swelled in him again as he saw how brave she was. Very slowly, he moved toward her, huffing gently, trying to let her know that she was safe. That it was him.

      "Cortez?" Her voice was faint, but steady. He bobbed his head once at her, keeping his distance. But then she moved, walking toward him. He stood perfectly still, keeping himself as quiet as he could as she approached.

      She was about three feet away when her feet slowed, bringing her to a stop when she was maybe a foot away. Very carefully, her eyes locked on his, she reached her hand out. "Is it okay if I—touch you?" Her voice was softer, but still steady.

      In answer, Cortez dipped his head down and tilted it toward her. Haley's hand, her soft, gentle hand, reach forward to touch the side of Cortez's face. Her fingers pushed into his thick brown hair, reaching up to very tentatively touch him on his forehead just above his eyes. "Oh," she said, her voice now a delighted whisper. "You're so soft. I didn't know your fur would be this soft. And even though you're so big"—again, he couldn't help the swell of pride that rushed through him—"I'm not afraid of you, Cortez. I can trust you. It's really you." She gently stoked the fur on his face. "I saw Jessie touch Shane, when he was in his bear form, and I wondered what it would be like. They seemed so happy and easy together. Now I know." The pure wonder and happiness in her voice soothed over him, rippling into his hide, his bones, his soul, with sweet satisfaction.

      They stayed like that for a few moments longer, Haley's hand buried in Cortez's pelt as she stood beside him. Tiny little woman beside his enormous grizzly bear. Tiny, brave, powerful. Finally, he softly whoofed at her and moved away. Pacing around to the back of the shed where she couldn't see him, he shifted back into his human form. The change crackled over him fast and hard, making him stumble and grimace.

      "Haley," he called out. His voice still sounded hoarse, low. "I keep a spare set of clothes in the shed. Uh, do you mind turning your back for a second while I come around the corner and go in there?"

      Her laugh pealed out. "You're asking me that because you're, ah, naked, right?" Laughter and something he was pretty sure sounded like interest stirred beneath her words.

      "As buck naked as the day I was born."

      "Okay." She giggled again. "My back is turned."

      Cortez checked around the corner of the building just to be sure. Hell if he didn't want this gorgeous woman to see him naked, but he didn't think either one of them was quite ready for that. It wasn't really the time or the place. She indeed stood with her back to him, her golden curls escaping beneath her hat and floating down the back of the heavy navy blue jacket she wore. God, she was so pretty just standing here, at his place, surrounded by the thick piles of snow and sheltering trees.

      Quickly, Cortez ducked inside his shed, pulled on the spare set of clothes he kept in there, shoved his feet into a pair of boots sitting by the door, and came back out. "The coast is clear."

      She turned instantly, the amazed smile still in her face. Her eyes widened when she saw him. "Your eyes. They're still—they're still different."

      Cortez nodded, walking to her. "My bear is still riled, so you can see it in my eyes. He'll simmer down."

      She swallowed and looked up at the wooded steep hillside rising up behind his cabin. "Was that another shifter? What happened? Whoever it was, it didn't sound very friendly."

      Cortez's mouth set into a line as he too peered up the slope. "No, he wasn't. That was a mountain lion shifter. A strange one, not from around here. We have a lot of strange shifters in town all the time, just being tourists or visiting friends, but that was an angry, challenging call. The guests up the lodge have some pretty strict rules to abide by while they're here. Brawling and challenging are not allowed."

      "Challenging," she echoed softly, her eyes still troubled as she looked into the snowy forest. "But why?"

      Cortez shrugged. He'd have to tell the rest of the clan about this. Shifters just coming into town to check out the lodge or go on a tour or hell, just coming for a cup of coffee, was one thing. Shifters coming in and getting all territorial was another. "I don't know. Sometimes they're just out looking for trouble, especially if their animal is too aggressive and they don't have good control.” He could hear the unyielding tone in his own voice as he added, "But we'll definitely find out."

      Silence pocketed them for a few minutes as they both looked into the woods. Haley shivered suddenly. Cortez automatically reached forward, put his arm around her shoulders, pulled her close to him. He was half shocked at the unplanned action, but Haley didn't stiffen or pull away. Instead, she leaned into him. "I do know there are bad shifters in the world," she said in a soft voice. "I've heard about them from my friend. But you."

      She tilted her head up to look at him. She looked so damn cute, tucked under his arm like that. He just wanted to pull her close to him and hug her. Damn, he wanted to kiss her. Holding fast to some shred of willpower, he restrained himself and waited for her to go on.

      "You, Cortez, are good.” Her voice was soft but firm as she spoke. “I tend to be very guided by my heart, I always have been. It's part of being a creative person, I guess. I don't know. Listening to my heart tells me that you are good person. Bear. Man." She looked slightly more confused with each word she tried.

      Cortez laughed. "Yeah, I'm all those things. Whatever you want." Reluctantly, he glanced at the time. Damn. "I kept you for about an hour now. You probably have to get back to work. Even though it's a Saturday. Right?" He tried desperately not to sound judgmental or needy as he said that.

      Haley sucked her bottom lip into her mouth, pulling it gently between her teeth. He almost groaned at how sexy that little move was. Damn, he was about to get a boner out here in the middle of the forest, with pretty little Haley tucked up under his arm looking at him with the sweetest little mouth he'd ever seen.

      Then she surprised the heck out of him. "Cortez, you're right. Life isn't only about working. I want to have some fun. Please show me how?"
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      The storm rolled dark and quiet over downtown Deep Hollow as Haley and Cortez strolled along Main Street.

      Haley had gone into town quite a few times by now, since pretty much every day she went to the Mountain Muffin. She thought she was familiar with it. But right now, walking beside Cortez, feeling momentarily free of deadlines and obligations and stress over her future, it looked different. Cozy, charming, bright with possibility. Even though the dark skies and impending snow seemed to have cleared the sidewalks, welcoming lights beckoned from the cute businesses along the street. Everything here felt so content and safe.

      It also felt safe because of Cortez. She glanced over at him as they walked. After she'd out of the blue told him that she wanted to go have fun, he'd said it was too late in the day go on an outdoor adventure, but there was some fun stuff to do in town that he could show her. They drove into town and parked both their cars at the Walker residence, then headed on foot into the downtown area from there. She'd startled herself, pushing aside work, asking specifically for him to take her to have fun, but it felt like the right thing to do.

      Every moment she spent with Cortez felt like the right thing to do.

      As they walked under the old-fashioned streetlamps that graced Main Street, which were slowly flickering to life in response to what seemed like an early dark from the heavy, low clouds above, Cortez's hand brushed the back of hers. He looked over at her and gently caught her hand in his. She smiled at him, squeezed his hand, and looked ahead of them. "Okay, fun-meister. What do we do first?"

      "Fun-meister?"

      "That's your title for right now."

      "Hmm. I like it.” He smiled down at her, the low light catching the sheen of dark gold brown stubble on his cheeks. Ooh, she liked that. “I think to start off, we both deserve a little treat. How do you feel about chocolate?"

      "How do I feel about chocolate? I feel very good about chocolate. Exceptionally good. Do you mean hot chocolate?"

      "Nope. I mean the best damn little chocolate distillery west of the Rockies."

      "Chocolate distillery?" She sounded as puzzled as she felt.

      He chuckled and pulled her forward. "You've definitely spent way too much time working and not enough time exploring Deep Hollow. I'm going to introduce you to the Silvertip Chocolate Company. Can't believe you haven't been there yet, woman." He gave his head a disbelieving shake. "The Mountain Muffin is great, but they don't do chocolates like the chocolate store. This way."

      He was right. She hadn't yet made it to the chocolate distillery—and who knew such a thing existed? Clearly, she'd been missing out—because it was on one of the side streets off the main drag. She'd been so stressed about producing, so focused on writing so she'd be able to pay her bills, get her life back on track, that she really had been single-mindedly marching from the house to the bakery every afternoon, then back to the house again. She really hadn't explored town. Glancing almost shyly at Cortez again as he propelled her into the little store, she remembered his comment when they had first met. Life wasn't all about working. Okay, fine. He was right.

      In the store, her eyes widened and her grip on his hand tightened. "Oh, heaven," she murmured, eyes darting around to take in the chocolatey joys of the little store. They were surrounded by chocolate truffles, bars, clusters, ganache, pralines, all sorts of fancy little concoctions. Oh, she'd died and gone to yummy chocolate paradise. But… "Distillery? I still don't understand that part."

      Cortez took her shoulders and gently turned her around to the left. "Oh, wow! Okay. Wow." It was an actual distillery. Tall, gleaming pillars connected by a little network of metal tubes hunched above squatting copper pots. A man peered into the one of the pots, adjusted a knob on the side of it, then returned to a pan filled with little chocolates set onto a silver counter.

      "So what you're telling me is that there's alcohol in some of these chocolates. What you're telling me is that I've entered culinary paradise?" She thought she might drool at all the delicious-looking little confections on display behind the glass cases of the sales counter.

      Cortez nodded, raising his hand at the guy working in little distillery room, who waved back. "Damn right. They've got whiskey, rum, absinthe, liqueurs, brandy, vodka, and they put them into the chocolates through a distillation process. It's all made right here, and it's all really good. What's your pleasure, beautiful?" He grinned down at her. A bone melting smile.

      Haley was ready to swoon from the deliciousness of the chocolate spirits in the room and the sexy big man next to her. "Anything. Everything. It's all my pleasure." She laughed. "You're right, Cortez. I admit it. Having fun is good."

      "Damn straight it is, woman. Okay. We'll get a sampler. You'll like that."

      Two minutes later, Haley was biting into her first ever pear brandy chocolate truffle. One teeny little bite, and she was having a delicious party in her mouth. "Oh," she moaned after the decadent taste that had her closing her eyes in rapture. "This is definitely the best chocolate I've ever had in my entire life. This is one of the best things, period, that I've ever had my entire life," she added, opening her eyes. “Why, it's—”

      Cortez's expression stopped her short. He stared at her, his eyes transfixed on her mouth before moving back up to her eyes. He was close to her, so close to her. His scent surrounded her, all big wild man scent, so electrifying. She saw the bright flash of his bear in his eyes. Caught that wild and free streak she had witnessed earlier when he changed into a bear right in front of her, then gone charging up the mountain like he was an entire goddamned army on his own. Ready to protect her from whatever danger growled out there. They stared at each other for a long moment, the rest of the luscious truffle in her hand momentarily forgotten, sensuous energy whispering and twining around them. A slow shiver of anticipation rolled through her, dancing on her skin. Was he going to kiss her?

      No, dang it. The moment abruptly passed when from behind the counter the clerk called out in a chirpy voice, "Your sampler box is ready. I'll ring you up."

      Cortez blinked and took a deep breath. He gave Haley a searching look, then turned and went up to the counter, paid for the box, and brought it back to her. It was small, but she knew it contained five more delicious truffles, all different flavors. He pressed it into her hands, a smile tugging up one side of his mouth. "For you, pretty Haley. Come on. I'm too restless to sit. Let's keep walking in town, okay?"

      "Sure," she said in a dazed voice. He picked up her hand again, his own large and warm and solid around hers. Back out the door into the late afternoon chill, the skies overhead now even more leaden with the promise of the incoming storm. She could almost smell the snow in the air.

      They walked down the side street in silence, a comfortable sort of silence like they'd had before. Haley liked it a lot. She glanced at him again, his massive, comforting, arousing presence beside her. What was it about him? She didn't know. He just felt right. He felt so much more right than Justin ever had. She'd never before known how at ease she could feel around a man until she'd met Cortez.

      "Down here," he said, steering them left onto another little street. "There's a path that goes by the river, and a bridge that goes over it. There are lights along the path and the bridge. We can walk back up the river on the other side. It'll bring us out at the top of town." He glanced up at the sky. "I'll get you back to the house before it starts dumping snow."

      Haley looked around at the postcard perfect little mountain town, the snow on the trees, listened to the burble of the stream she could hear ahead of them. "This is perfect, Cortez," she said softly. "I didn't know what we were going to do when I told you I wanted to have fun, but this is perfect."

      "This is pretty quiet and casual. You sure you're enjoying it?" A grin played around his lips.

      She smiled back, the taste of pear brandy truffle still in her mouth and a lightness in her heart. "Yeah. Believe me, I'm really enjoying it."

      They got to the river path and walked down it to the small pedestrian bridge that crossed over the water. Haley stopped in the middle of the bridge, looking down at the partially frozen creek running just below. "Silvertip Creek, right? It's so pretty.” A content smile curved her lips. “It's so peaceful here."

      She watched the water for a few minutes, listening to it run beneath the ice that covered almost the entire creek. The sky felt heavy and still, Cortez felt strong and solid beside her, she felt safe and secure and quietly, simply happy. This moment was precious, and she wanted to hold onto it for as long as she could.

      "Haley," he said after another minute. She turned her head to look at him where he leaned against the bridge railing beside her. His eyes studied hers, his face serious. "Why are you here? In Deep Hollow? You've seen me change into my bear. I told you the worst thing about me, and you listened to it and accepted it. But I know there's a reason you're here that you haven't told me. I think you probably haven't told anyone." His voice got quieter. "I don't want to push you. I just want to know your story. I want to know you, Haley."

      She stared at him for a long moment, hearing the river gurgle along in the quiet air around them. "No one has ever done that before," she finally murmured. "No one has ever wanted to actually hear my story. Not a guy, I mean." Not a guy I really, really like, she added in her head.

      "I do.” His voice rumbled in deep certainty. “Your story is important to me."

      The hushed promise of safety, the gentle invitation in his voice, made her decide. Taking a deep breath first, she plunged right in. "I was married for five years before I came here." She said the words softly, carefully watching Cortez's face. His lips tightened, but he just nodded.

      "Justin and I met in high school. Got married right after we graduated, even though my parents didn't like him and disproved." She shook her head, remembering. "I should've listened to them. I was only eighteen and so naive. But I thought I was in love. It wasn't actual love, though. It was infatuation, and I was too young and inexperienced to know the difference. I thought he was so smart, so worldly, and I let him control everything about my life. Because I didn't know that's what it was at the time. I didn't understand that he was directing everything.”

      She looked at Cortez, gauging his reaction. He just listened, giving her space to talk. She went on.

      “I had always been a writer, a storyteller, and he found out we might be able to make some money online doing that. He wasn't a big reader, but he loved watching movies and had a lot of good ideas. So it ended up that he created all the stories, he came up with the plots, the characters and everything, and then I wrote them. We published under his name, because it was science fiction and he said most of the authors were guys. I didn't mind because I wasn't the biggest science fiction fan, and it was also easy for me to write once he told me what to do. I thought I was just writing down his stories and that I didn't deserve credit anyway."

      The sky lowered more, deepening the dark around them. The creek gently bubbled beneath the bridge as Haley talked. Cortez hadn't said a word or even moved. A single glance at his face told her he was working hard to keep his tension in. "We did really well,” she went on. “Really, really well. People thought we were wunderkinds, but it's just that we got really lucky. For two years, we made really good money.” Her voice got softer as she talked. It was hard to tell the story, to share how naive and dumb she'd been, but she wanted Cortez to know everything. “We talked about the house we would buy, fancy cars we would get, just how amazing it would be to finally have some money. I could help my parents, we could save for college for the kids we planned to have one day”—now Cortez's face twitched at that, but he still stayed silent—“and we'd be just fine. I was working crazy hard, but he was too. He not only came up with all the ideas, he did all the marketing and advertising, and of course he was the face because it was his name. In social media and everything, he was the one talking about the books like he was the sole author. No one knew we were a team. No one knew that I was the one who actually wrote them. He's really not a very good writer—he just has creative ideas. And I just didn't realize at the time that being the writer, the one who brought life to those ideas, was a very important part of the process. The most important part, really. Without my words, there would be no books."

      She caught Cortez slowly curling and and uncurling his fingers, as if fists were ready to punch out of him but he was trying so hard not to. She looked at the dark ribbon of icy water below them as she went on. This part, she had to force out. It still hurt. Not because she missed Justin. Never. What hurt was the realization of how badly she had been played and betrayed.

      "To make a long, ugly story short, about a year ago I found out the hard way that Justin was not the person I had made him out to be since I was fifteen years old. I finally saw him for who he really was. He and another writer online had started collaborating, without me knowing. Then he met a woman in real life and they were having an affair. By that point he knew the other writer would be able to write books for him as well as me, or so he said. And he was in love with this other woman he'd met, or so he said. One day when I came home, he had divorce papers ready for me to sign. He was done with me, ready to move on. It totally blindsided me.”

      Cortez still didn't say a word. She didn't look at him in case steam was coming out of his ears.

      “He said he was really sorry, but it just wasn't fair to me that he couldn't give me the life I'd always thought we would have together. He said he didn't want to hurt me that way. I was sobbing, just completely hysterical with shock. I'd been with this guy since I was a kid.” She huffed out a short, sharp laugh. “But eventually I signed the divorce papers because he wore me down, and frankly, he was just so damned nice about it. So considerate.” The word came out of her mouth in a sarcastic way. “The way he made it seem was like he was just being so kind to me. That he was only thinking of me, not wanting to hurt me anymore. Divorcing me was the kindest, most compassionate option, he said. And I totally bought it."

      Shaking her head for the millionth time at how dumb she'd been, she chanced a quick glance at Cortez. His face was like solid granite in the faint light from the lamps on the bridge.

      "I figured I'd be okay financially speaking, because I had my share of the money from the books, right?" Another snort of laughter, again short and pained. "No. I was so, so stupid. As it turned out, everything was in his name. Everything. He copyrighted the books under his name, bank accounts that I thought were joint were only in his name, the one car we owned was in his name. Every damn little thing was in his name.” She swallowed. Naked, frightened vulnerability smothered her as she told this part of the story. Such a dumb little girl she had been back then. “I had been so blindly in love that I just didn't realize it. I didn't realize he was an utter monster who'd calculated everything. It took me a long time to understand that he had emotionally abused me for years, so that I thought I deserved nothing and he deserved it all. He left me with nothing. Literally nothing.” She shifted on her feet, half wishing she could just run away, half wanting to finish the story fast so she could see what Cortez would think of her now. “Maybe worst of all, I didn't realize that when I signed the divorce papers that I was signing away my rights. They said I'd never contest him for anything, and I stupidly signed. Probably because I was in shock and I didn't even read them, but that was no excuse. I had to move back in with my parents for six months. Honestly, I was basically comatose during that time.”

      These days, she could finally find some compassion for the little idiot she'd been, but it was still hard to expose that foolishness about her. “It was such an enormous shock to realize that not only was he a monster, I had been such a gullible little fool ever since I first met him. But eventually my parents and my best friend, Pix, managed to help pull me out of my own moping so I could try to start living again. I had to take a job waiting tables in the meantime, and it actually wasn't all that awful. It was reasonably good money, and I got to do a ton of people watching. So I was able to save some money, and it reminded me that I still loved to write, and all those people gave me ideas for stories and characters. Especially," she smiled faintly, knowing it was bittersweet, "romances. It was a romantic little restaurant, so there were always people there on dates or celebrating anniversaries, stuff like that. I realized that I always loved reading romance novels, and I am a good writer. My family and my best friend convinced me that even if my own romance had been shot all to hell, I could still write one. Then I found out about this housesitting gig and it was perfect. So,” she concluded with a small shrug, “here I am. And that's my story."

      She didn't mention Justin's email from earlier. She didn't want Cortez to look at her like she had a stalker or something. Which she didn't. She just had a grade A asshole for an ex.

      A very long silence descended. It was so quiet without her voice now. Just the sound of the stream running beneath the ice. Finally, she looked over at Cortez. His fists were definitely clenched by his sides and his face...Oh, his face. Ooh, yeah. He was mad. Furious. He looked as mad as she'd felt when she had finally, finally woken up and realized how badly Justin had tried to ruin her life. What a sick monster he was.

      In a dark, heavy voice, Cortez snarled, "If I ever meet that ex of yours, there's gonna be a problem. A really big problem, and he's not gonna come out on the good side of it."

      Before she could respond, his voice punched out again, ragged and harsh. "Haley, my bear is crazy right now. He's raging inside me.” Cortez looked at her. His eyes roiled with the anger of his bear. “I don't know if I can manage him right now. I don't want you see me completely out of control. Fuuuck," he gritted out, clearly fighting himself. He took a step backward, like he might leave.

      Wait. He was going to run away from her? She caught her breath at the gut punch of that thought. No. Absolutely not. She reached out her hands and grabbed his hard fists, gently caressing her fingers over them, trying to loosen them. "Cortez, don't you dare run from me. I trust you, I want to see all of you. I need to see all of you. Justin hid everything from me so I wouldn't know who he really was. I want to see everything about you. I want to know every single thing about you. Please," she whispered, trying to will him into stillness with her voice, her gaze. “Please don't hide from me.”

      Her hands moved up his arms, feeling the corded muscles there. Up past his elbows, over his forearms, smoothing them in over his chest. Feeling him through his jacket, and pushing one hand up to caress his neck, his cheek.

      His body went from tense to pliable beneath her touch in an instant. With a groan, he caught her hand where she rubbed it against the soft stubble on his face, pushed his face into her touch, his eyes not leaving hers. With his other hand, he reached forward, behind her waist, pulled her unresisting body into his. "Haley," he murmured, his piercing eyes, so bright like they were glowing, searching hers in the dim light. "I'll never run from you. I just don't want to hurt you."

      She wound both her hands behind his neck now as he pulled her into him. “You can't hurt me,” she whispered, feeling the truth of those words, then she couldn't speak anymore. He feathered his lips across hers. Soft, oh, he was so soft and tender with her. She opened to him, tasting him with her lips, then her tongue. He groaned again, his mouth moving more strongly over hers, seeking and tasting as if he wanted to swallow her into him whole, meld them together.

      With a soft kitten mewling sound, she let him possess her. Open her. Taste her, stroke her until she was a giant bundle of quivering nerve endings, so lit up that she just wanted to shuck his clothes off, then tear her own off too. She wanted to fling herself onto him right here on this bridge over the gurgling creek in this sweet little town that felt like home. She wanted to feel him slide inside her, filling her, claiming her as his. She gasped at how strong her longing was. She never felt this crazy heated up like this, ever. Cortez made her want to do bad things with him. Very bad, sweet, beautiful, sexy wild things with him.

      He seemed to have similar thoughts, because he pushed her back against the railing of the bridge until her ass hit it, then reached down to lift her legs up so she had to wrap them around him. She squeaked with surprise. Gentle but rough at the same time, like sandpaper covered in a stroke of velvet, he growled, "Kissing you right now feels like the best thing I've ever done. I need to have you leaned up against this railing, have you hang on me so tight, because otherwise I might fall down from this feeling so damn good, Haley. Haley," he groaned, her name like a prayer on his lips.

      She went breathless at that. So turned on, in a topsy-turvy, dizzy and excited thrill of sensation all at once. They kissed more, more. He reached his hands under her jacket and up her back, stroked his thumbs up and down her spine. The simple caress about drove her wild. Her hips pressed into his, and she felt him big and hard against her. His tongue was in her mouth, she was wrapped up with him, and nothing else existed in the world, nothing else.

      He moved against her, with her, led the dance. Set the pace. Stroked her back, dipped his tongue in and out of her mouth, bit her lower lip with gentle teeth, turned her limbs to fire and her thoughts to one sweetly pounding cadence: Cortez. He was hers. He was who she wanted. She wanted him, all of him. Not just his body, even though ooh, yes, this kiss was setting her on fire like a roaring volcano. She wanted every single bit of him: body, soul, fierce warrior heart, kind and considerate man, huge savage bear shifter. Beautiful, big, stunning man. She wanted all of him.

      As his lips nipped at hers, as she moaned into his mouth, she knew it felt real. Right. But at the same time, she knew she was still broken and sad, scared and hurt. And she knew he was too. She wanted to hold onto him forever, but at the same time she was afraid. Afraid they were both too broken to be able to patch themselves up and make one other whole.

      Instead, they might rip each other up even more until there was nothing left.
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      Haley stood in the beautiful little sunroom in the Walker residence where she had started to take her breaks during morning writing sessions. She clutched a steaming hot mug of coffee in her hands, taking sips as she enjoyed the morning sunshine bathing her through the window. Last night's storm had broken away today to reveal fresh new snow piled up everywhere, dazzling in the bright light and the bluebird skies.

      Aside from the beauty of the day and a deep appreciation for whoever had invented coffee and hazelnut creamer, all she could think about was Cortez. Oh, that man. That sexy, sexy man. They'd kissed one another to within an inch of their lives last night, huddled so tight together on that bridge she was sure a thin sheet of paper couldn't have fit between them. Finally, they'd slowly walked all the way back to the house, where he kissed her again on the front porch. He said it kind of weirded him out to kiss her on the doorstep of his parents' house even though they were half a world away, which made her laugh. But then he said he wasn't weirded out enough to stop kissing her, so they'd kissed some more right on the porch, with the softly falling snow just behind them.

      Oh, it had been such a hot make out session. She wanted to do wild, crazy things with him. Bad, delicious, naughty, incredible things. But then he lifted her hand to his lips, grazed the back of it with his mouth, trailed little kisses all over it. His eyes still bright with his bear, he murmured, "Good night, pretty Haley. I'm really glad you shared your afternoon with me. Really glad you saw where my cabin's gonna be one day when I finish it. I'm glad you wanted me to show you some fun. Most of all, I'm glad you let me kiss you. I think I wanted to kiss you the first second I saw you dressed in your crazy jammies and that orange bathrobe."

      She'd been caught between laughter at his words and a soft gasp as he kissed the back of her hand like a total gentlemen. A gentlemen like her ex had never been. He let go, softly said, “Talk to you soon, beautiful,” and went to his truck. But he wouldn't drive away until she closed the door behind her. It was another gentlemanly thing that just made her feel warm from head to toe. Cared for. He cared for her. Such a brute of a man, an enormous grizzly bear shifter, so strong and powerful yet so tender and kind with her.

      The part that was totally screwed up, she thought with a frown, was that even though she knew it was real, and she loved that he touched her and cared for her so much this way, she couldn't help but wonder deep inside if she was really worth it. That she wasn't worthy of something deep, true, real.

      She shook her head, hard. No. That was the old, cruel shit that Justin had managed to worm into her head. She had to refuse to believe it.

      Her phone jingled in the living room. She went right to it, half terrified it would be Justin, mostly hoping it was Cortez. When she got her phone and saw the name flashing there, she yelped with delight and swiped it on immediately. "Pix!"

      Her best friend's voice bubbled with laughter over line. "Haley, girl! Guess what?"

      "What?"

      "I'm heading your way. You ready for a houseguest?"

      Haley shrieked with excitement. "Yes! I've missed you so much. Deep Hollow is so cute, I can't wait for you to see everything. When will you get here?"

      "Is a few days from now okay?" Pix's voice was just as excited.

      Haley shrieked again. "Definitely!"

      "But I don't want to ruin your writing schedule," her friend added in a more serious tone. Aside from Haley's family, Pix knew more about Haley's hard journey and her current goals than anyone else in the world.

      And now Cortez knew too. Oh, she liked that. A lot.

      "You won't wreck my schedule, Pixie girl. I've been learning that it's really important to take breaks and have fun."

      Pix's teasing, interested voice said, "Ohhh, rilly?"

      They both laughed.

      "Does this is mean my hard-working friend Haley has perhaps met someone who is showing her that life can be fun?"

      Haley grinned. She and Pix had known each other since they were little girls. Pix could read right between the lines.

      “Yes," she said through a smile she couldn't get rid of. "Oh, Pix, he's amazing. And he sees me. He really sees me for who I am.” Her skin shivered at that truth.

      "Sweet girl, that's it.” Pix sounded relieved and sympathetic at once. “That's the tone in your voice I've missed hearing for way too long now. You deserve this so much. I'm so excited for you. Tell me about him?"

      "He's a bear shifter, he's so big and strong. But he's gentle and kind too, even though I think he could rip the head off anyone if he needed to. But he'd never do that unless he was forced to defend himself. He's the absolute opposite of Justin, and he just feels so good. Pix, I'm terrified. Terrified I'll screw this up. But it just feels so right with him." The wonder in her voice was real.

      “Hooray! I can't wait to meet him. He sounds like a keeper, Haley. And you deserve that more than anyone I know.”

      He sounds like a keeper. Just the thought of it made Haley glow after she and Pix hung up. Yes. Cortez was a keeper. A keeper in a way her ex had never been. A keeper in a way she had never truly imagined before. Their kisses, the ones that set her soul on fire and allowed her imagination to fly up and be brilliant, filled her memory again. Cortez had opened himself to her, and she had opened herself to him. She could trust him. Sure, he said he still didn't feel like he could trust himself. But when she had watched him shift into his bear so fast, had seen how he instantly was driven to protect her, charging off into the unknown to challenge back the intruder mountain lion, she'd known then that he was ready to keep her safe.

      Realization hit her so suddenly that she went stock still in the middle of the living room, eyes wide.

      She believed she wasn't worthy, but Cortez didn't believe that and he didn't see that about her. He thought she was worthy of everything good there was.

      And while he believed he wasn't fit to keep those he cared about safe, she knew that was wrong. He would have died to protect her from that strange shifter yesterday.

      They each thought they both were screwed up, but that wasn't the truth. No, what was true was that they were both still scared. Just scared. And while fear might suck, it wasn't real.

      She vowed to herself on the spot that whatever this incredible thing flaming between them was, they would make it true and whole. She had to see him again. Soon. She had to tell him, no, show him, how much she cared. That she was with him all the way. That her past might be shitastic, and his past might be filled with tragedy and pain, but just maybe, Haley and Cortez could make a future together that would be something that looked more like completely awesome.
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      Cortez stepped out of the shower, the day's grit thankfully washed off, but he still felt tired as hell. He'd taken some clients out that morning, and they'd had an awesome time snowshoeing up above Silvertip Ridge and then enjoying the gourmet lunch provided by the lodge that he'd packed along. They tipped him really well at the end, telling him he was a damn good guide and that they would be back again soon, this time with friends. That had been great, and he felt somewhat cocky as he returned to the lodge to find Quentin so he could help his older brother make some repairs on one of the maintenance buildings.

      That went downhill quick, because Quentin was pissed at him again. Those damn panther shifters from the other day apparently had been going around to every social media site, saying that Tooth 'n Claw Tours was terrible and no one who stayed at the Silvertip Lodge should ever book a trip with them. He and Quentin had an argument that quickly got so loud, it was a good thing they were way out by the back buildings where guests couldn't hear them. Then he still had to spend the next two hours in his brother's terrible company, each of them banging and hammering so hard it was lucky they didn't split the damn wood.

      By that point Cortez was pretty fucking pissed off himself. Even the fresh memory of sweet, beautiful Haley kissing him and touching him and looking at him like he hung the damn moon was just barely enough to keep him from completely losing his shit. His next fuckup? He'd forgotten yet again that he asked Beckett to meet him at the cabin that afternoon to do some work, so he was treated to a text that said, Are you fucking kidding me man? Get your head out of your fucking ass before I come find you and kick it farther up there. Don't ask me to waste my time again until you figure shit out. I wanna help you but you have to fucking show up.

      Fucking awesome.

      By the time Cortez got back to his little place in town, he'd been a tightly wound storm cloud that threatened to explode at the smallest provocation. So right now, still wet from the shower, he was in no damn fucking mood to be nice when someone knocked on his door.

      "Fucking hell," he growled. He wrapped a towel tight around his waist and stormed toward the front door, not giving a shit who'd be treated to a sight when he yanked it open. The second he did, the enraged greeting he planned to roar out died on his lips.

      Haley. Haley, wearing a green winter hat on her head that made her green eyes seem even brighter, her jacket pulled tight around her, the tentative smile and softness in her gaze she looked at him from the doorstep. Then her eyes dropped down to his naked chest, which still had water droplets from the shower on it, then down to the gray towel he'd tied tight around his waist. Her mouth rounded into the prettiest little oh shape, her eyes widening.

      "Uh—come in." The way her eyes were trained on his towel was enough to stir his dick into life. He had to kind of shift his feet and lean back a little from the hips so he wouldn't tent up the front of the towel. Damn, she was gorgeous. Pretty Haley, such an intriguing woman who wasn't afraid of him.

      When she swept her eyes back up to his, he saw something in them that completely stalled out his brain and made his boner even harder. Dark, sweet desire. She swallowed, and his gaze traced the delicate movement of her throat. "I'm sorry. I should've called you first. I just wanted to come over here and see you."

      They stared at each other for a long minute. "Come inside," he said again, a dark murmur full of promise and need. He stepped aside to let her slip past him, her pretty scent sweeping through him, threatening to drown him in its intoxicating allure. Whoa, damn.

      After she came in and he shut the door, he turned around to see the desire in her eyes tripped toward hesitation and nervousness. "I should have called. I shouldn't have come—”

      He strode toward her, closing the distance between them with the desperation of a drowning man reaching for a life ring. "No should have or could have or would have with me, Haley. Everything you do is good by me. Don't you ever question yourself."

      She shyly nodded. “Deal,” she whispered, a smile brushing her lips.

      “Oh, wait.” Suddenly remembering the one other good part of his day, he turned and headed for the little kitchen table that served as a catch-all for papers, keys, and other random shit he couldn't find a good place for. “I have something for you.” Wiping his hand on the towel to be sure it was dry, he grabbed up the sole book on the table and turned around to offer it to Haley. “I figured you must like to read, since you're a writer. This book is the history of the Silvertip Lodge as written by a guest years ago. Uh, I thought you might like to read it. It's for you,” he added. “I mean, your own copy. From me.”

      He suddenly felt kind of dumb saying that. And just handing it to her like this. He'd seen it in the lodge's gift shop earlier today when he'd stopped in there with his clients, who were looking for gifts to take home with them, and immediately thought of Haley. It wasn't very long, but it had pictures and was a pretty good read. It was probably the only book he'd read in about five years, and he'd only read it because his parents had given a copy of it to each Walker son. Damn, he hadn't even wrapped it.

      Before he could apologize for that, Haley reached for it. She gazed at the cover, which was a photo of the lodge on a beautiful summer day, then turned it over to read the information on the back. When she looked up at him, her eyes seemed extra shiny. “You got this for me? A gift? From you?”

      He nodded, still feel somewhat abashed. But it seemed she liked it. “Yeah. I just figured you might be interested.”

      Her hand trembled as she put it back on the table, then said quietly, “That's one of the best gifts anyone's ever gotten me, Cortez. You—I—Thank you,” she ended simply, looking at him like he'd just offered her the gift of life itself.

      Looking so fucking sweet and sexy at once, so damned kissable, that his dick roared back to life and probably tented the hell out of his towel. He didn't care, because neither did she. With a single stride he went to her, on her, pulling her into his arms.

      She made a little sound in her throat, so sexy and needy, and he was undone. "Cortez," she murmured, reaching for him with just as much need and passion. He crashed his lips over hers, tasting her, sucking her luscious lower lip into his mouth. Damn, she tasted better than anything he'd ever known he wanted. Damn, he wanted this more than anything he'd ever had before. He wanted Haley. All of her.

      Though he was half afraid he would hurt her with the force of his need, Haley was strong. So much stronger than she thought she was. She wanted him, he could feel it in how eagerly she kissed him back, how she pressed against him, how she rolled her fingers up and down his bare back, slicking them over his skin, racing fire through his body everywhere her fingers touched him.

      He growled, gripping the nape of her neck, his fingers digging into her skin as he kissed her deep and strong and wild. Powerful, beautiful little Haley wanted him. She wanted to have him like this, to not be afraid of him. She wanted him as badly as he wanted her. Hell fucking yes. Cortez needed to touch her. To feel her. To see her naked before him, the look on her face full of sharp desire for him.

      Pulling back from her, he growled, "Haley. I need to hold you and love you and fuck you right now. I need to feel your body against mine, while I taste you and touch you all night. All night, woman. That okay with you?"

      [image: ]
* * *

      Haley thought her heart might explode from the force with which it beat. Cortez was looking at her with such deep intensity, his eyes bright with hunger. Hunger for her. "Yes. Yes, all of it, yes."

      He reached forward and kissed her again, so hard it was almost painful, which she wanted. She pulled the pain into herself, gave some back to him, shared it so they could both let it go. He reached down, nibbled his way along her cheek, down her neck. "Mine," she thought she heard him growl there. She moaned in response, her entire body shivering with sweet chills of arousal.

      "Clothes. Off. Now." The desire roughened his voice so much that she almost couldn't understand him, but she knew what he was saying. Yes. Yes. A thousand, million times yes. His voice was a command, one she was more than happy to obey. She yanked at her jacket with trembling fingers, managed to get it off. Pulled her sweater over her head, then went for her shirt. Dammit, buttons. She couldn't deal with them. Swept up in the feverish need in Cortez's eyes, she heedlessly ripped her shirt off, throwing it aside and barely hearing as the buttons scattered all over the floor.

      This amazing man, setting her body on fire from her toes to her hair. He'd gotten her a book. The history of the place that was so important to his clan, his family, him. She was awed again by the sweetness of the gift. He thought he couldn't save anyone? He didn't know it, but that's what he was doing by giving her the gift of something that was a piece of his own heart and heritage, in the form of something that was so important to her.

      This man, this bear, was a warrior with a huge heart. He might be gravelly and angry and raging at himself under the surface, but that wasn't the real him, the only him. Deeper inside, in the part of him that was most honest and genuine, he was peaceful and kind and wanted nothing more than to help others. She could see that about him as clearly as anything.

      She fumbled with her bra, but he said, "Let me." His voice went quiet, so quiet in the room. He reached forward, put his hands around her back, undid the clasp. Gently slid the powder blue straps of her bra off her arms, letting the whole thing fall to the floor, leaving her bare in front of him. Exposed.

      It wasn't scary, having Cortez look at her. Oh god, no. It was sexier than anything. His gaze was utterly worshipful. "Damn, woman. Damn." It was all he said but all he needed to. His eyes went back up to hers as he reached down and undid the front of her pants, shimmying them down off her hips. She stepped out of them, kicked them aside, her breath hitching in her throat. He hooked his big thumbs on the other side of her underwear and slid it down as well, kissing her along the way. His lips on her neck, down to her breasts, first one, then the other, his tongue swirling and dragging across her nipples. A ragged gasp exploded out of her as his touch flamed across her body. Down he kept going, his mouth tracing kisses across her rib cage, over her belly, brushing one hip bone, then the other. He was on his knees now at her feet, grasping one ankle and gently encouraging her to step up so he could slide the underwear off her foot, then off her other one. He tossed them aside, and she was completely naked before him.

      "Cortez." Just his name, saying his name, ending it on rattling gasp that pushed out of her throat as the room seemed to spin around her when he blew a hot breath right against her sex. She cried out from the exquisite pressure.

      His hands reached up to hold her hips. "Steady, beautiful," he murmured, the word another sweet breath that tickled across her heated center. "I want to taste you here, Haley. Hold onto me."

      Yes, she had to hold onto him, had to grip his shoulders hard with her hands. She would fall over otherwise. He gently breathed against her again, then followed it with his tongue. Haley half gasped, half shrieked as he tasted her, slid his tongue through her wet folds, licked the sensitive little nub there, gently explored her and tasted her as he swirled his tongue around. She never wanted anyone like she wanted Cortez. She was so turned on, every nerve in her body exploding and singing, shaking and unsteady and filled with delirious joy at his touch.

      He held tight to her hips, his fingers pressing into the soft roundness of her behind, his face pressed right up into her sex as he licked and tasted and circled his tongue on her. Haley lost it, lost all sense of place and time and self. She only knew right here, right now, Cortez with his tongue buried inside her, stroking her with a strong, steady rhythm that would drive her over the edge. Soon.

      "Cortez," she panted, her fingers gripping his shoulders so brutally hard she knew there would be marks later. "Cortez, please." Her voice was a soft rattle in her throat, desperate with need.

      "Yes," he murmured, the vibration of the word against her clit threatening to toss her right over the gorgeous edge of ecstasy. "Yes, my sweet beautiful Haley. Yes. Come for me, beautiful."

      That did it, his lips vibrating against her, his tongue thrusting back in to stroke and taste. Her orgasm swept over her like a roaring firestorm as her voice screamed out into the room, a wordless cry as he buried his tongue into her again and again. She held his shoulders and he gripped her hips, holding her up while she shook and shook from the sweet, delirious force of it. The spasms spread out to every inch of her body, splintering through her with the ecstatic rush. Her ears banged, her eyes rolled to the back of her head, and everything was light and stunning and good. Slowly, the spasms ebbed away, leaving her to fall limp against him, still gasping.

      Cortez held her, gently caught her in his powerful arms. Then he swung her up into them, accompanied by her small exclamation. Turning, he strode across the room toward a partially open door, which he kicked open to reveal a bedroom. “Need you now,” he growled into her ear, his teeth nibbling it after he said that, drawing another small moan from her. He went straight to the bed, gently set her down on it. Yanking his towel off, barely giving her time to widen her eyes at the sight of his hard body and that thick, long cock he'd been hiding under the towel, he pushed her back, slid his large hand between her legs, pushed them open. She spread herself open for him, willing, wanting. He pressed against her, his hips pushing into hers, his erection against her still slightly pulsing lips.

      Then he slid himself in, sweet glorious inch by inch, and she was in heaven again. “Hard,” she demanded, panting. “I can take you, Cortez,” she whispered as he paused, looking at her. “You won't hurt me.”

      To prove her point, she reached forward and nipped his neck, catching flesh with her teeth, gently tugging. Biting down, harder. Hers.

      He groaned, pulled back, then slammed into her with a guttural cry that she matched as he took her with all the strength she knew he possessed. In, back out, slamming back in. She was so wet he slid in easily, but he was still so big that she gasped from the pleasurable pain of having him fill her so deep. She slid her hand up behind his neck, holding tight. He found her other hand, laced his fingers into hers, held her tight back. Stroking in, he held her gaze as well. His eyes were wild, tender, craving. Bright with his bear, bright with his fierce desire. He held her down, pushed onto her and into her, guided this sexy ancient dance. Controlling with strength and protectiveness in a way she adored. Wild in his embrace, she arched against him, meeting him as he pushed himself into her again, the sound of their joining a rhythmic beat in the room. He would protect her and open doors for her and give her precious gifts, but here, now, he commanded, he ruled. He was in charge of her, dominating her with his entire glorious body.

      And she fucking loved it so much. His control gave her sweet, magnificent freedom.

      Slamming into her, bucking them both against the bed so hard the headboard started smacking into the wall in time with his thrusts, his breathing intensified, getting more ragged. He was heavy, heavy and hard against her, holding her, riding her to his own explosion. She saw it coming, saw the feral look ripple across his face, felt it as his dick swelled inside her even more. Suddenly, he reached down and lightly bit one of her nipples, then harder as she gasped her encouragement. He moved his head up, licked and bit her neck, her ear, her cheek, her lips. He never stopped sliding back and forth, in and out of her, and she was coming again. Yes, he was making her come again, the white-hot freight train of it slamming over her as she shattered again, her second cry echoing through the room. His dick suddenly throbbed inside her, huge, and he spurted into her, his roar joining hers, their cries slamming around the room as Haley's head about came apart from the frenzied ecstasy of it all, the wildness of it all.

      Cortez pumped into her again, again, his movements slowing as his orgasm faded off, each of them gasping so hard she thought their hearts might up and gallop out of both their chests. Finally, his pace completely stopped, and he laid his head against her still heaving chest, his fingers squeezing her hard and his breath hot against her breast. Even while his breath still came fast, he became gentle with her again, his touch tender, holding her as if she was precious. As if she was the most amazing thing he'd ever been near.

      She reached her free hand out to stroke his cheek, to feel that stubble against her palm. He still held her other one, their fingers still entwined, slick with sweat like the rest of their bodies. He made a deep “Mmm” sound of satisfaction as her fingers touched her face, smiled against her hand. His eyes were soft now, half unfocused, but present. He was with her. Right here.

      Carefully, he slid out of her, making her protest, but he immediately gently turned her so that he was spooning her, pulling her tight into his chest. Holding her close, his arms big and strong around her, his legs tangled in hers, his sheltering body molded into hers like they belonged that way.

      Inside, she knew. They did belong together. Both of them hurting and messed up or not, they belonged together. Cortez was hers, she was his, and that was a truth she knew without a doubt was real.
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      Cortez grunted as he heaved heavy bags of sand, lumber, and a smaller assortment of random supplies he'd picked up earlier at the do-it-yourself shop in town. Setting them down beside the bare framework of his cabin, he gave everything a once over, then nodded his head. He'd managed to pick up everything he needed. These were the items he had to have to keep working on the cabin. Not only had he blown off Beckett earlier this week, even if his friend had shown up to help him, they wouldn't have been able to do too much because Cortez also had forgotten to get new supplies. But now he had them, and he was ready to get working again.

      It sounded cheesy even in his own head when he said it, but he felt like a new man. All because of a beautiful, soft, funny, sweet woman who was now deep in his soul. He liked having her there. He felt renewed and refreshed just by realizing what he been missing all his life. Haley. He'd been missing her, and now she was here. It was that simple, and that stunning.

      He grunted again as he turned away to head back to his truck, but a grin pulled at his mouth. Yeah, he sounded like some sort of self-help guru now. So what. It was all the truth. The right woman really did change everything, as Quentin and Shane had often told him.

      As he reached for the handle on the truck, he caught a sudden whiff of something that stopped him in his tracks. Lifting his head, he carefully scented the area. Everything seemed like it should, but something bothered him. He slowly took his hand off the truck door and walked around the clearing, his steps very quiet despite his size. His eyes scanned the forest, his jaw tight, as he used his shifter senses to figure out what had alerted him. His senses in his human form were far weaker than his bear form, but still stronger than any regular human's. He didn't smell that strange cat again, or any other intruders, but something seemed a little off.

      Frowning, he wondered if maybe Beckett had stopped by after all to drop something off as some sort of peace offering. He quickly dismissed that thought. Sure, even if he was pissed at him, Beckett would die for Cortez if it came to it, just like any of the members of the bear clan here. But that sure as hell didn't mean that Beckett was a considerate individual who would go out of his way to run supplies up to Cortez's cabin without Cortez asking him first. No, Beckett hadn't been here.

      Who, then?

      Finally, Cortez shrugged, but he pulled his phone out of his pocket as he still scanned the surrounding snow-covered trees. Pulling up Quentin's number, he shot off a quick text.

      Think someone might've been to my cabin again. Not positive.

      He started to put his phone away, knowing Quentin was probably busy, but a response came immediately.

      I was just about to call you. Abby scented rogue wolf shifters nearby. Remember how much trouble all the wolf packs have been having with rogues lately? Seems like some are nearby. She caught scent of some other shifters too, cats and bears, but we can't say if they're guests or not after that big reunion.

      Cortez swore. A huge reunion this past week had been why he'd half killed himself with work and barely gotten to see Haley after their incredible evening together. The lodge had filled with shifters from all over the country who booked it for the entire week. There were tons of them running around, which made it hard to differentiate between them and other shifters who might have come into the area with intentions of starting some shit or generally being assholes.

      His phone jangled again. You know we wouldn't normally care too much, but some guy just called the lodge about five minutes ago and asked for you. Male, sounded aggressive. We told him you weren't working today, and he said he'd find you. Then he hung up. Wouldn't say who he was even though we asked. I don't like it.

      Cortez felt the hairs on his neck prickle even though he knew no one else was here right now. Even so, he turned in a slow circle, letting his baleful gaze pierce the woods around his property.

      Don't know who would be calling me up there, he sent back to Quentin.

      Neither do I. Stay alert. We're keeping our eyes open up here.

      Cortez inhaled deeply through his nose, pulling in all the scents around him again as he also strove to calm his bear, which was riled again. No matter what shit went down between him and Quentin, his brother had back just as much as Beckett did. If Quentin was wary, Cortez needed to be too.

      An image of Haley flashed into his mind, her beautiful face opening in ecstasy beneath him. His bear prowled watchfully inside him, rattling along Cortez's nerve endings. Hmm. Maybe that was all it was, he thought as he went back to his truck and slid in. Now that Haley was in his life, Cortez's bear would be feeling a hell of a lot more possessive and protective than usual. Any random thing would set him off, even though it had nothing to do with her. He threw his truck into gear and headed down the dirt road that led into town.

      Shaking it off, he instead focused on the evening ahead. He'd managed to snatch one evening with Haley since their first incredible night, but he'd been working hard at the lodge, and she had a new burst of self-confidence and enthusiasm for her book and had been writing like a fiend. But they both agreed to go and have fun tonight. It was Deep Hollow's annual tree lighting ceremony, dubbed the midwinter doldrums pick-me-up fest. Haley's best friend, Pix, had been in town for several days. Haley had taken a day off to go skiing with Pix, which Cortez thoroughly approved of. He'd met Pix and instantly liked both her forthright nature and her sheer zest for living, which was something he wanted Haley to gain more of as well. She had also mentioned that they had met Beckett in town the other night, and there had been huge sparks between his best friend and her best friend. She'd said with a naughty waggle of her eyebrows that maybe this town was magic and every girl coming through was going to fall for a bear shifter. That conversation had turned into an amazing episode of phone sex, which Cortez had never done before and neither had Haley. But hell yeah, was it something they both enjoyed immensely.

      When he got to his place, he showered in record time, dressed, and headed into the crowded bustle of downtown Deep Hollow to the tree lighting ceremony area. The event was not only fun for locals, but was hyped up at the lodge as well as several of the other small communities scattered within the remote county. Despite the sizable crowd here tonight, he had no problem spotting Haley almost instantly. She was a beacon to his senses. Probably to his dick too, but that was okay. Haley had told  him a few days earlier that she was now basically a walking hormone. That just thinking about him got her so turned on it made her wet. After she'd said that she hadn't blushed, but instead seemed tongue-tied as she looked away and then laughed. He loved that about her. She wasn't like a cutesy girl who turned red, but instead she got so turned on by him that she couldn't find the right words to say. He had to admit it gave him a puff of manly pride.

      He went straight to her and pulled her in for a kiss, not caring who was watching. She returned it was just as much vigor, enough that when he gently pulled back to look at her, he said, "Feeling a little frisky, huh?" Her sweet peal of laughter said yes.

      Only then did he say hello to Pix, who stood nearby and wore a delighted grin. He sensed that Pix approved of him. He also figured she must hate Haley's ex as much as he did. But in the next second Pix's eyes went past him, an enormous smile breaking out on her face. He turned to see Beckett striding up to them. His buddy had eyes only for Haley's friend, though he greeted her without a kiss. Even so, Cortez knew full well when Beckett was interested in a woman. He hoped for Pix's sake that she knew the score with Beckett. He didn't have a good track record with women since his bear was so unruly. In fact, Cortez was half surprised to see Beckett willingly out and about in the large gaggle of people, especially one that included humans from outside of town who didn't know about shifters.

      Beckett finally looked at Cortez. No need to beat around the bush. Cortez looked him straight in the eye and said, "Sorry I've been an asshole. That's changing." He didn't look at Haley as he said that, but Beckett briefly glanced at her before looking back Cortez. Clearly he knew why Cortez planned on shaping up. "I picked up some more stuff I needed to work on the cabin. You in for some hard labor maybe tomorrow or so? I'll be there. For damned sure."

      Although one eyebrow raised, Beckett just nodded. "Yeah. I gotta make sure you don't do anything dumb like drop a beam on your foot or something."

      "Uh-huh," was all Cortez said back. Cool. Things were good with him and Beckett again. He knew everything would've been fine eventually, but he had a sneaking suspicion that Beckett's magnanimous mood had a lot to do with Pix standing beside him looking like not only could she take him on, she might actually be more than a match for him.

      A gaggle of kids ran by, shrieking and giggling with excitement. Cortez had told Haley earlier that the event was most fun for the kids in town, because after the tree was lit up, all the kids were allowed to run up and grab one of the pile of presents tucked under the tree. They were just little things that all the locals offered up. Everyone made sure there was plenty since there were always a lot of visitors in town for this.

      As the four of them stood there, talking and sharing a thermos of hot cocoa for which Beckett had supplied marshmallow vodka for the girls to spike it up with, Cortez enjoyed watching Haley's pleasure at the simple, homey little town event. He had to admit he he enjoyed it too. This was his hometown, with friends and family scattered all throughout the crowd of people. He knew Jessie and Shane were around somewhere with Grant, and all sorts of others, humans and shifters, that he'd known since he was little.

      This was his home, even though it was hard sometimes when everyone around knew everything about everyone else. Like everyone here knowing about the guys from his SAR team he'd been unable to save in time to prevent them from lives that would be forever challenging. As Quentin liked to say now and then, which often got him popped by one of his brothers, it was what it was. There wasn't a damn thing Cortez could do about the past. The only thing he could worry about now, he thought, looking at the gorgeous woman pressed close to his side, her eyes shining as she laughed and enjoyed herself, was the future. He was damn well certain that future included Haley Adams.

      “Hey, you,” she said, squeezing his hand and running her fingers over his thigh.

      Naturally, his dick sat up at attention when she did that. He cleared his throat and squeezed her hand back. “You tryin' to get me to throw you over my shoulder and march out of here so I can have my way with you?” His voice was low, for her ears only, though with all the noise of the happy, excited crowd, no one would have heard him anyway.

      She grinned up at him in a positively devilish manner. “Nope,” she said in a flippant tone. “Just touching you because I can.”

      Oh, hell yeah. That was something Cortez could live with. “Don't stop,” he suggested. “While you're at it, imagine my tongue on you.” He liked the way her eyes got all soft and unfocused and how her breathing suddenly changed.

      She smiled dreamily at him, looking half-drunk just on what he'd said. His bear rumbled with satisfaction. Leaning even closer, he murmured, “How about we cut out of here as soon as the kids run up and grab all their toys?”

      “Okay.” She sounded breathless.

      There was a commotion up front as the festivities began, but Cortez couldn't focus on them. All he was aware of was Haley next to him, pressed in close against him, the heat of her body causing his own body to stay even hotter than usual. He watched her watch the tree get lit up when the town's mayor gave the signal to the lighting guys. He grinned at her grin of excitement and small gasp of appreciation when the enormous pine tree, which Cortez and Beckett had hauled down off the mountain in December to stay in the town square through the holidays until now, was brilliantly dazzled by the numerous strands of lights strung all over it.

      Mostly, he felt a sharp stir of happiness in this moment. With Haley, with Beckett, with the whole damn town. For just this moment, he felt good. Content. His bear calm and quiet, his own sense of self rooted solidly to the ground here.

      Even if it lasted for just a moment, he'd take it.

      When Pix got called up to the little stage under the tree to drop the race flag that was the signal for all the kids to run up and dive for the presents, Cortez watched as his best friend and his—his Haley, he stumbled in his head, because he wasn't sure how to define her just yet—both hollered and whooped with excitement for Pix’s moment in the town's festivities. Then when the crowds began to disperse, the atmosphere both relaxed and excited at once, he tugged at Haley's hand. She looked at him, her eyes regarding him with a steady gaze over the smile on her lips.

      “Think those two can handle it if we leave?” Cortez shrugged a shoulder toward Beckett and Pix up by the tree, Pix cooing over the kids unwrapping their presents and Beckett ogling her ass with a big grin on his face. Haley followed Cortez's gesture and burst out laughing.

      “I think they won't even notice we're gone.”

      “Then come on, woman. I've got plans for you.”

      The look she gave him said she not only liked hearing that, but she probably had similar plans in mind. He took her hand and hustled them out of there, pushing through the crowds until he got to the streets back to the main street and headed for the house. The second he got them both through the doorway and into the living room, Haley surprised him by being the one to make the first move. She just reached for him and started kissing him, before they even took their jackets off. No dummy, he pulled her close to him, pressing her against him while she kissed and nibbled his lips, soft little pecks that quickly had him breathing faster. "I sure hope you're not weirded out this time by being in your parents' house again." Her voice was husky, with a quiver of laughter beneath it.

      Cortez shrugged out of his jacket and just barely managed to hang it on the coat hook in the hallway. "Nah, it's actually not that bad. We didn't grow up here. They bought it when we were all out on our own already."

      "I thought you grew up in Deep Hollow?"

      "I did, but our place was teeny tiny, way out in the woods. Basically a shack, though we always had food and stuff. They took care of us, loved the shit out of us, made sure we had the really important things in life like schooling and attention and good values. We had good cubhoods.” He shrugged. “They didn't have money then, though they saved every dime they could because they had plans to make a better life. After they managed to scrape together enough cash to buy the land up at Silvertip Ridge, we lived there with them in a cabin we all helped build. That's how I learned to do construction. Luckily, by that point we were all almost old enough to get out on our own, so we weren't under their feet for too long. It was a small place."

      Haley gave him a curious look, her cheeks still a pretty pink from the walk to the frozen air. "Here all along I thought you were some sort of poor little rich boy. But your parents are self-made and you grew up kind of like me. My parents were wonderful and also made sure I never wanted for anything, but they were nowhere near rich.”

      Cortez nodded. "My parents always were extremely hard workers, and they passed that on to all of us. Now then. Enough family talk, woman,” he growled. “Let's get upstairs into your room and see if I can find new ways to make you come, pretty Haley."

      Haley's eyes widened and she made a faint noise. He could smell her sweet, sweet arousal. Oh, hell yeah. He liked that.

      Just as she removed her jacket and pulled off her boots, the front door abruptly opened and Pix stormed in. Oh, shit. Cortez knew from one quick glance that she was very upset. He immediately glanced past her to see if danger followed, but she shut the door behind her firmly. When she turned to them, he could see the tears swimming in her eyes and streaked down her face. Fucking hell. Beckett. Somehow, he knew his friend had blown his chance with Haley's best friend.

      "Pix! What's wrong?" The way Haley rushed to her friend immediately told Cortez that his evening with her was completely off.

      Pix shook her head, her lips quivering. Cortez shook his own head. "That dumb ox Beckett did something stupid, didn't he? I know him."

      But she shook her head again. "It's my fault," she pushed out in a thick voice. But she didn't elaborate. Instead, she turned and went upstairs, her shoulders rigid.

      Haley glanced at Cortez, warring emotions on her face. He instantly shook his head and reached for his jacket. "You take care of your friend," he told her firmly, liking the way she wasn't about to abandon a girlfriend just in favor of having some personal time with him. Haley knew how to stick up for her friends. Growing up in a tight knit bear clan like he had, Cortez instinctively admired her response. "You're a good friend, Haley," he added softly. A smile crossed her face. "We still on for tomorrow? I understand if you feel like you need to take care of her instead."

      To his relief, she shook her head, then nodded. "Whatever happened, I know she's a big girl and she'll be fine tomorrow. Tonight maybe not, but she'll be okay in the morning. Besides, she really approves of you and wants me to spend more time with you." Her voice was teasing but firm.

      He couldn't hold back his own smile. “Well then, it's a date."

      "A date.” A smile bloomed over her face, lighting it up and making his chest squeeze. “I like that, Cortez. I like that a lot."

      He answered her with a long, slow kiss goodbye, which had them both panting again. But he finally broke it off, murmuring, "Go take care of your friend. I'll come by in the morning to pick you up."

      He could feel Haley's smile warming his back as he turned and left, carefully closing the door behind him.

      As he walked away from the house, leaving Haley behind, he was struck by something that made him pause for a moment. He didn't actually want to leave Haley, ever. He never wanted to walk away from this woman, not for real. He wanted her, he wanted to be around her, he wanted to share his damn life with her. She was his. He knew it, his bear knew it, both of their best friends knew it. If he ever saw her crying the way Pix had just been crying, he would cheerfully kill whoever caused it. He would fight for Haley as long and hard as was ever needed.

      His only real fear, the one tucked deep inside him in the form of the bear that was calmer but still uncertain, was that maybe he couldn't actually be the strength and honor that she deserved. That maybe he was still too fucked up by the way in which he had failed his friends on the mountain to be the man that she needed.

      Fuck. No. She deserved more, and he would have to find a way to give that to her. He squared his shoulders and threw off the feeling of lack. Fuck that.

      As he got into his truck and headed across town to his own place, he set his jaw and vowed one thing. He was done letting his old shit rule him. He'd fight to be worthy of Haley's love, and he wouldn't allow himself to get in his own damned way. They were both worth it.
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      Haley watched, wide-eyed, as Cortez whacked the sink pipe one last time with his hand. "Take that, fucker," he muttered, clearly at the end of his rope.

      She couldn't help the little burst of laughter. When Cortez turned and gave her a mock glare, she covered her mouth, but laughter spluttered through her fingertips until she was helplessly consumed by it, clutching her stomach and trying to stop it without success.

      Cortez sighed and looked back at the sink. "Round two. Sink pipe: one. Cortez: zero. Fuck, you'd think I could figure this out. But I'm better at building the actual house than playing plumber. I should ask Beckett if he'll take a look at it," he added in a grumbling voice. "He knows how to sweet talk stubborn old things."

      Haley laughed again from her seat leaning against the hallway across from the upstairs bathroom in the house. Cortez had taken it as a challenge to do battle with the leaking pipe that had acted up again. "I think he's busy sweet talking Pix tonight. Don't think he'll come over here anytime soon." She was so pleased for her friend that things might be working out with Beckett after all. She'd found out from Cortez that he was actually a pretty cool guy.

      Cortez looked at her speculatively for another moment. "Why didn't you tell me about her? That she's a dragon shifter." He didn't sound annoyed, just genuinely curious.

      Haley shrugged back, still smiling. He looked so good holding the wrench, being all sexy mister fix-it. So hot and rugged, clad in jeans and a white T-shirt, his muscles bulging everywhere. She enjoyed that he liked to work with his hands. The thought made her shiver in anticipation before she answered. "It was her story. She's always asked me not to tell people that she's a dragon, so I never have. Not even my family, not even my ex. I'm glad she and Beckett got things figured out. Pix really loves being her dragon, just not the dragon shifter society part of things. It's so amazing when she flies. I always love watching it."

      Cortez sat back on his bare heels, balancing his arms on his knees. "I thought dragon flight was invisible to humans. That's how dragon shifters managed to survive without detection. But you can really see her in that form?"

      Haley nodded. "Yes, because certain humans can see them. Pix and I became friends at such a young age that we developed a close bond. She explained to me when she got older and she could understand it herself that the barriers that shield most dragon shifters from human eyes don't exist when there's a special connection between a human and a dragon shifter. So I can see all dragons now." She laughed at a sudden memory. "When we were kids, I always used to ask if she'd turn me into a dragon."

      Cortez gave her another speculative look. "What did she say?"

      "That dragon shifters are only born. They can't be made, like other shifter types can." Like bears, she thought, looking at the bear she could see somewhere deep in his golden-brown eyes.

      "Huh. Never thought much about it. I don't know many dragon shifters. We've got one guy who lives here in town, but he really keeps to himself. And of course some of them come stay at the lodge, but that's about it. They're pretty different than most other shifter types. They have their own rules."

      Haley nodded. "Those kind of differences are exactly why Pix distanced herself from the dragon shifter world. She loves being a dragon, but she never liked to live by all their rules." She flicked up an eyebrow at Cortez. "So is it just a fun thing for Beckett, with her? Or is it more?"

      Cortez shrugged again, but a smile ticked up his mouth. "Beckett's reputation with women in town is not for being long-term. But when I ran into him at the store earlier today, I have to tell you he's never behaved like that before. Going back in there to buy a girl flowers." Cortez made a tsk-ing sound. "He's gone and lost his damn mind." But he still grinned. Aha. He was messing with her.

      Haley grinned back and threw the closest thing she had at him, which happened to be a sock. He held up his hands in defense, ducking. "Don't you pitch your socks at me, woman. That's some dirty pool."

      She laughed with him. God, how she loved this. Just a simple, totally unromantic moment. Sitting on the floor and watching a man fix a sink. But they'd just had the best day together. This morning, Beckett had come by, apologized to Pix, and invited her out to dinner. Assured by her strong, level-headed friend that she would be just fine, Haley had gone to spend the day with Cortez as planned. He took her snowshoeing, and they had snowball fights, and he showed her all the cool little trails around the lodge. They had a picnic lunch. And with each moment she spent with him, she fell more head over heels with what an honorable, genuinely decent human being he was. Uh, shifter. Most of all though, she just liked him. A lot. Totally a lot.

      Standing up, mock defensively kicking her sock back at her, Cortez washed his hands at the sink, dried them carefully on a towel, and looked at her. "Well, woman. We spent all day today together. Then you made me a damn good dinner. Then I fixed this damn sink. Again. Got anything in your bedroom that needs fixing?" Slowly, with purpose, he padded toward her.

      All her laughter left as quickly as it had arrived. Haley stared, her breath caught in her throat and delicious tingles spreading through her, as her sexy mountain man came toward her. He reached a hand down to her, which she grabbed. He hauled her up so easily, like she was lighter than a feather. So damn big, so damn strong, so damn productive and gentle. She felt safer than anything with him. "There might be," she whispered, watching as his eyes brightened. "This way."

      Her fingers still wrapped in his, she turned and led him down the hallway to her room. The second they entered it, he turned back around and pulled her into his arms, and abruptly hoisted her up just like he had that day on the bridge. She squealed like a girl, not even caring since it felt so dang good because suddenly her pelvis was pressed right into his. He had a huge rock-hard erection. Her breathing immediately hitched and got uneven as he strode toward her bed. Then he stopped, looking into her eyes as a devilish little grin came onto his face.

      "What are you planning?" she asked, as all the blood in her body seemed to rush to her clit. It got deliciously heavy just from his hungry expression.

      "Then I need to slide my dick into that sweet, soft pussy of yours right this second, Haley. That I want to see you come hard and fast for me.”

      Holy. Shit. Now mute, her voice strangling in her throat, chest heaving as her breath gasped, she just nodded. He turned and walked them right over to the wall, pressing her back against it and reaching down to urgently unsnap her jeans. He set her down for bare seconds so her could push them and her panties off her, then hoisted her back up again, totally naked from her waist down.

      Her fingers shaking, she reached down to pull up the back of his shirt, trying to push down his own jeans.

      "Undo them first, woman," he muttered, his hands going to his jeans to undo them and pull them down also. He kicked them aside. Carefully, he slipped a finger down into her. She gasped in a hard slice as his fingers found the slick wetness that had begun the second he looked at her in the hall and she knew what he was planning. "Ah, babe." His own voice sounded half strangled too.

      Without warning, without preamble, he slid into her, his mouth urgently seeking and finding hers at the same time. She gasped against his lips as he slid in, then back out, then a few more inches in. Back out, and back in all the way, stretching her and filling her.

      "Hard and fast," she gasped against him. She'd been aching for him since they'd been interrupted last night and had felt turned on all day. Clearly, so had he. He nodded against her, slamming into her. She grabbed for the back of his neck, his shoulders, and held on, her entire body sizzling with wild heat at their frantic, wild movements. Deep and long, he thrust into her, bringing her already primed body closer to the edge. She grabbed on to the back of his hair, digging her fingernails in, her legs wrapped tight around him as he bucked into her again and again.

      Harder and faster, her head even smacked the wall behind her but she didn't care, their tongues tangling and teeth scraping as he fucked her with a savage intensity she matched stroke for stroke. The denial of the night before, the all day long foreplay of simply being in one another's presence, tipped her right at the edge of the sweet abyss in just a few moments. She trembled as he slid into her again, then orgasm exploded around her, even taking her by surprise as it roared in with blistering hot white heat. Her mouth opened in a soundless cry as the waves shattered through her over and over, in time with Cortez pounding against her and the sound of his own guttural moan beginning to break out of his throat. He slammed into her again, so deep, so hard, then cried out with her as he released deep inside her, his hard shaft throbbing and spurting wet heat into her. So good, so good, she couldn't think. Didn't want to. Just enjoyed the blaze of sensation, knowing that he shared it with her at the same time. Together.

      Heartbeat thudding inside her, little black pinpoints around the edges of her vision, her hips slick and sweaty from where she and Cortez slid against each other, Haley slowly relaxed. Cortez gently slowed, a softness in his eyes and around his mouth telling her how good it had been for him. How happy he was right now. She knew her own wide grin matched his. They spent a moment just looking at each other, smiling like fools, until she giggled again. He kissed her on the tail end of it, slow and long and scorching with passion still.

      This time, when he pulled back from her, his eyes were serious. His voice quiet but clear, he said, "Haley. I want to be a better man for you." He snorted out a laugh, rolled his eyes up to the ceiling for a second. But when he looked back at her again, she saw tentative hope there. "It sounds so stupid and cheesy. Like it's just from some movie."

      "Hey," she whispered. He looked back at her. "I'll out-cheese you. You're the best man I've ever met in my life." Her voice shook with the emotion, the prickling in her eyes stronger. The next words just popped out of her, easy and natural and true. "I love you, Cortez."

      He froze, and for a second her heart plummeted. Then he said very cautiously, "You mean that?" More soft hope stole through his words. Her heart ached for the caution in him, even as it exploded with joy that he wanted her to say yes.

      She nodded so hard she almost slipped right off of him. "Yes. The same thing happened to my parents. They knew, literally from the very first date they ever had, that they were meant for each other. So I grew up knowing that love at first sight does actually exist. It's real. I thought I had it with Justin—”

      "Woman, don't ever say his name again. Especially not when I'm still inside you." Though his words were deadly serious, half his mouth was a lopsided grin.

      She laughed through the happy tears and nodded. "That is definitely something I can easily do. What I was going to say was, I didn't understand what love could really be like until right now. With you."

      The words floated between them. He looked at her, stroked her cheek with one thumb, his expression the most awestruck one she'd ever seen, especially on a man as big and bold as him. It was like she had just given him the most important gift in the entire world, and he was bowled right over.

      Quietly, yet filled with emotion, he said the words right back to her, each one of them filled with a strength of certainty that shook her to her toes. "I love you too, Haley. This is real."

      Then he kissed her again, and again, until the passion rose and they rocked back into it, together.
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      Haley rolled over and blinked open her eyes when the smell of coffee hit her. Reaching up to scrub at them, she squinted to focus in front of her. Cortez gently sat down a steaming hot mug of the delicious stuff on the little stand beside the bed, smiling when he saw her open eyes.

      "Good morning. Thought I'd bring you some coffee in bed to kickstart your day off right before I have to head up to the lodge."

      Her heart melted and then seem to expand, filling her chest with a good, happy feeling. She struggled to sit up in the bed. "You made me coffee first thing in the morning? You're the best bear shifter I've ever met." He huffed out a light chuckle, sitting on the bed next to her and stretching his arm out to stroke from her shoulder down to her hip. But the smile on his mouth didn't reach his eyes. She frowned. "Is something wrong?"

      He paused long enough that she became alarmed. Finally he said in a clipped voice, "Quentin texted me this morning. There've been complaints. He wants to see me right now to talk about it."

      She stared at him blankly. "Complaints? About what?" Another short pause, then it hit her. "Wait. You mean complaints about you? From guests?"

      He gave a curt nod. His fingers were still gently stroking over her hip, solid and warm, but she sensed he wasn't completely present. "That's ridiculous.” Her voice barked out with her disbelief. “How can anyone complain about you?"

      He shook his head, jaw tight. "I honestly don't know. All the guests from the reunion last week thought I did great. They said they had a wonderful time on each trip we did." He took a breath before he added, “And…"

      He broke off again, his jaw so tight now it must be painful. Haley could see how hard it was for him to admit all this to her. To admit he was imperfect. It softened her and broke her at the same time. She knew imperfect pretty damn well herself. She firmly put her hand over his, squeezing hard, not letting go. He looked at her, squeezed back. "And?" she prompted quietly but encouragingly.

      Deep inhale. "And I also got a text from one of the guys on the search and rescue team. He told me that Tim—Tim's one of the guys who was in the avalanche. He's been in a coma in a hospital in Denver ever since. Anyway, Tim is probably being taken off life support later today. The doctors say all the signs indicate there's no coming back for him."

      As he spoke, Cortez restlessly began tapping his fingers on Haley's hip beneath her hand, not even seeming to notice he was doing it. She instantly recognized it for what it was. It was hard, so hard for him to express how upset he must be about this, so while saying something he really didn't want to say, he got the trapped emotions out through some sort of movement. She knew because she did the exact same thing herself. Sometimes, shit was just really hard.

      "Hey." She reached out her other hand to turn his face to her, while also trying to scoot her body down to get close enough to give him a hug. But he stopped her, squeezing his hand over hers and reaching out his other to gently wrap around her shoulders, leaning in to give her a kiss.

      It was a soft, warm, lingering kiss, but she still could sense the distance in him. She knew it wasn't her, but she ached inside anyway. They'd had such a beautiful high last night. For it to come crashing down like this must be killing him. She kissed him back with all she had, wishing she could just bag everything and go with him up to the lodge. But he wouldn't want that anyway. He wouldn't want her there hearing from Quentin about how he'd screwed something up. Again.

      She kissed him back, holding onto him until he pulled away to stand up. She held his hand as long as she could, not wanting to let him go, until he gently pulled it out of her grasp and went to the door. "I believe in you," slipped out of her mouth before she knew what she would say.

      His shoulders stiffened, but he immediately swung back around to look at her. His jaw was still tight but his eyes were soft. So soft, and wondering as he looked at her. "Thank you," he said, his voice just as quiet as hers. "I'll call you later. Kick some ass on your book for me, okay?"

      She nodded and managed to smile, though she didn't dare open her mouth again. She was afraid she'd just start crying. Seeing such a strong, powerful man hurting so badly was painful enough. Seeing it when it was her man was almost devastating. Dammit, she wanted to save him from this.

      After he left, she sat in the bed for a long time, her thoughts going every which direction in a maddening whirl. Finally she reached over and grabbed the coffee, which was now just warm instead of piping hot. It was still yummy, though. Sweet, amazing man, doing such a simple yet thoughtful thing for her. Naturally, her ex had never done any such thing for her. But Cortez? He would hitch a star and pull it down to earth for her, without her even asking for something crazy like that. She knew in her bones he'd do anything for her. They'd opened up to one another, let one another in, and said yes to love. Haley was completely and absolutely excited about her life now, her book was going well, she had faith in herself, and everything felt wonderful.

      But right now it was impossible to enjoy any of it when the man she loved was hurting so badly, and there was not a single thing she could do about it.
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      Haley stared at her computer, her mind as blank as the screen. The words would barely come today. She was a professional writer, she knew how to write through crappy days, illness, a thousand interruptions. So she had gotten some writing done. But it wasn't nearly as much as she'd planned, and it sure wasn't as good.

      Cortez had texted her earlier in the day just to ask what she was doing. Hearing from him made her heart pitter pat. But when she'd asked how he was doing, his answer had been vague. Okay. Call you when I'm on my way back into town tonight.

      She answered him with smile, heart, and kiss emojis, feeling silly as she did. Then she simply said, Yes.

      Jessie, who was clearing tables near her, caught her unfocused gazing at her computer. "Nickel for your thoughts?"

      Haley smiled halfheartedly and leaned back to stretch. "My thoughts aren't worth that much today, to be honest. Where's Grant?"

      A proud smile blazed over Jessie's face. "He went to work with Shane today. Which means Shane is letting him ride in front of him on the tractor while he clears some snow."

      Sighing at the sweet image, Haley said, "It sounds more productive than my day's been. Jessie," she asked, hesitating. "Do you know anything about guest complaints at the lodge?" She kept her voice low, mindful of out-of-towners who might be seated at some of the tables nearby. Everyone in the place was probably too busy enjoying baked goods and coffee as they chatted amongst themselves to pay any attention to what she was saying, but she wanted to be careful.

      Jessie finished wiping down the chair seat and then came and stood by Haley's table. "Not much. I think Quentin and Abby are in charge of that kind of thing. Shane does behind the scenes stuff, like maintenance, so he never knows anything about the guests. Since I work here, I don't hear much scuttlebutt about the lodge. Why do you ask?"

      "I was just wondering," Haley hedged. But Jessie was sharp.

      "Ah. Something go on with a tour?" She framed her words carefully, probably also mindful not to be talking about lodge business in a public place. But Haley knew that Jessie understood why she had asked.

      Clinking her often-gnawed fingernails against her laptop, Haley nodded.

      Jessie sighed. "He's had such a tough time these past several months since the accident. But you've made an enormous change in him, Haley. I can see it. Everyone else can, too."

      Haley looked up at Jessie's kind expression. "A big enough change that can help him when he keeps getting knocked back down?"

      Jessie made a face. "That's a good question. I don't know, but I will say this. He has a much better chance now that you're in his corner. Hey, before I forget, we're thinking of having drinks in town tonight. Me, Shane, Quentin and Abby. I bet Beckett and your friend Pix would come, too," she added with a knowing grin.

      “Probably,” Haley agreed. She had barely seen Pix for days now, since her friend was ensconced in some sort of love nest at Beckett's place outside of town. She was thrilled Pix had met her mate, knowing what a big deal that was for shifters.

      So was Cortez her mate now too? She wasn't sure. She wasn't even sure she was ready for that. After Justin, being anyone's mate seemed like an undertaking that might be fraught with peril.

      As soon as she thought that though, she knew the difference. She'd never really wanted to be with Justin, not deep down. Not in the way she should have. But Cortez? Oh yeah. He was hers. Down to her toes, she knew that.

      As Jessie headed back behind the counter, Haley thought about what she had said. After several more minutes, she realized she wasn't getting get any more work done at the Mountain Muffin this afternoon. She might as well head back to the house and do something useful, like clean for a while. She packed up her stuff and headed out the door, waving at Jessie. As she went out into the dull, gray day, she passed more people heading in to grab a treat. Their casual cheer irrationally bugged her. Had any of them been guests at the lodge and taken a tour? Maybe complained about him? She frowned at people on the street, recognizing how ridiculous she was being.

      It just sucked so much not being able to help him. She might as well take it out on innocent strangers while she walked back to the house.

      On an impulse, she veered off onto a side street to head down to Silvertip Creek where it gurgled in frozen passage through town. She liked to walk this way, even though it was out of the way and would take her twice as long to get to the house. But it usually wasn't crowded, and on a day like this one, in which gray skies and flat light made everything seem dull and uninspiring, she might even have it to herself.

      As she walked, she tried to organize her thoughts into something that made more sense and thus would give her something to hold onto. An anchor.

      1. She really liked Deep Hollow. The community was tight-knit but welcoming, and she felt comfortable here. Like she belonged.

      2. She was making some real friends here, like Jessie and Abby. A girl needed strong girlfriends that were fun and would have her back. She instinctively knew that both of them fit the bill. And she would be the same right back for them.

      3. Although she hadn't seen Pix in almost three days, they talked and texted. It was clear that what Pix had with Beckett was real. Pix always had been a wanderer, but it sounded like she was going to settle into Deep Hollow, which was awesome. Having her bestie here would make Haley feel even more grounded, not to mention just completely thrilled.

      4. This was a fantastic place to be a writer. She could go hiking in the mountains to clear her head, hang out at the Mountain Muffin to get a boost of energy by being surrounded by others, and even if she didn't actually make it as a writer on her own, she could probably get a job at the bakery or maybe even up at the lodge cleaning rooms or something.

      5. No, screw that negative shit. She had to stop being so anxious about her writing. She had to shove aside the nasty old voice that her ex had stuck inside her head that said she couldn't do it without him. She'd been getting good feedback from her beta readers about this book, and she could just feel how strong it was. She only had one chapter to go, and it was going to be good. So basically, she was a kickass writer for sure, and she just needed to stomp on all the ugly bullshit from the past until it was squished into nothing. Stomp stomp stomp.

      6. Cortez. He knew how to kiss. Ooh, did he know how to kiss. And he knew how to be nice. He also knew how to be wild, in a super sexy way. Most important of all, he knew how to look right into her and see all the best parts, and then hold up a mirror to her so she could see them too.

      7. Cortez again. She for real, truly deeply madly, loved him. Enough said.

      8. He was battling inner demons of doubting himself and being unsure about his future just like she was, but she could see so clearly that he was strong and powerful and would be able to get past anything. Especially with her around to help him see that, just like he was helping her see the same about herself..

      9. But right now, she wasn't quite sure how to help him see that, since she was doubting herself again too. So that sucked.

      10. Biggest of all: She'd already decided, deep in her heart and on every level of her soul, that this was her new home and that Cortez was her man, forever. Truth.

      Just listing everything out in her head like that made her feel calmer. Better. More on top of the situation. When Cortez got back later today, she would throw him down on the bed and have her dirty way with him, even though it made her laugh to think that she would ever remotely be able to throw him down considering he was about twice the size of her. Then they would kiss the doubt and fears out of one another, and everything would be okay.

      Satisfied with her thoughts, Haley blinked and took note of her surroundings. She was at the river, almost to the bridge. As she'd suspected, no one else was around. She sighed at how pretty it was, despite the grayness of the day. Oh yeah, maybe that was number 11. The natural beauty around here soothed her soul as much all the other good parts. That was super important.

      Just before she reached the bridge, her phone jingled in her pocket. Fishing it out, she saw Pix's name flashing on the screen. Hurriedly tugging off her mitten, she swiped to answer with a delighted, "What's up in the love nest, Pixie girl?"

      Pix's tight, worried voice stopped her dead in the middle of the bridge. "Haley, I just saw Justin in town. Where are you?"

      A coldness that had nothing to do with the day seemed to creep through Haley. She stood rooted to the spot on the bridge, listening to the icy chuckle of the creek below. "What? That's impossible.” Her voice croaked on the words. “He doesn't know where I am. Maybe it was someone who just looked like him?"

      Pix shut down her grasping at straws. "No, it was definitely him. I'd recognize that shitweasel anywhere. I don't know what he's doing here, but I don't like it. Where are you?"

      Haley shivered, peering at the dimly lit trees on the other side of the creek with trepidation. "I'm on the creek bridge. I'm heading back to the house."

      "Beckett and I will meet you at the house. He texted Cortez and told him to call right away, but he might be working somewhere in a part of the lodge that doesn't have any  cell service. How worried do you think we should be? He's probably just being an asshole, but I don't understand why he's actually here." Pix definitely sounded concerned. She knew as well as Haley what a crazy monster Justin had turned out to be.

      "I don't get it either—" Haley began when a familiar voice suddenly spoke from behind her.

      "Hello, Haley. Imagine running into you out here in the middle of nowhere. Or should I say, in the middle of shifter territory?"

      Haley whirled around in shock, her body completely icing over at the voice and the words. He ex-husband, Justin, stood just behind her, a cold, dead look in his eyes and a dark smile on his face as he stared right at her.
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      Haley stared back at him with the usual stupid reaction that happened when she was really knocked off her axis: she couldn't speak. Words froze in her throat, jumbled in her mind, and she didn't know what to say. She was frozen like a deer in the headlights, about to be run over.

      In her ear, Pix was saying with increasing urgency, "Haley? Haley, what's going on? Is he there? Haley!"

      Justin suddenly lunged forward. Haley squeaked and jerked back, dropping the phone to the ground. With a glacial smile, he shot his leg forward and neatly kicked it off the bridge to be swallowed into the icy creek below.

      She stared at him in horror, her heart beating inside her like that of a tiny little creature that had suddenly encountered a deadly predator. Finally, she managed to shove words past her constricted throat. "What—what are you doing here? My phone," she added disjointedly, looking at the creek before she looked wildly back at him. She took half a step backward. "How did you find me? And how do you know about shifters?" The words came faster, spilling heedlessly out of her as her shocked brain tried to find coherence again.

      Justin smiled at her, a calculating one that went nowhere near his eyes. "Because I'm smart, Haley. I tracked your IP address through that last email you sent me. I also had a very good source of information here that told me you were around."

      He tracked her IP address? The insidious lengths to which he would go became crystal clear and even more terrifying. Staring at him, this man who once had been her husband, someone she so foolishly had thought she loved, and really seeing the truth of how genuinely screwed up he was, made something else even more clear.

      Cortez wasn't fucked up, nor was he a fuckup. Haley wasn't fucked up either. No, Justin had just proved to her what true ugliness really was. He was broken beyond repair. Monster. She blinked, stunned at the clarity she'd never before truly recognized. She'd never been the broken one. Justin had, all along, and he'd just made her feel like she was the one who could never be healthy and whole again.

      "How do you know about shifters?" she asked again, her voice still ragged, trying to buy herself time. She literally had no idea what he was capable of right now, but she knew if he tried anything really scary, she couldn't really defend herself. Justin was a pretty big guy. Nowhere near as big as Cortez, but bigger and much stronger than Haley.

      His eyes never left her as he spoke. It was unnerving. "Remember Marisa? The woman I left you for?"

      The blunt, perfunctory way he said it took her breath away. How had she ever thought he was a good person?

      She moved her head in a jerky nod.

      "As it turns out, she was special in more ways in one. She's a panther shifter. She explained everything about shifters to me." A brash grin lined his face, though his eyes were still dead pools of black.

      Panther shifters? Like the ones who'd given Cortez such a hard time?

      Suddenly, despite her fear, she just wanted to reach forward and slap that ugly grin off of him. Narrowing her eyes, she shot back, "There's no such thing as panther shifters. That's just a highfalutin' name for mountain lions. She sounds like a snob." Haley was half delighted and half shocked at her boldness, but Justin's face instantly became so brutal and angry her heart almost stopped.

      "What the fuck do you know, you stupid little cunt. All you were ever good for was working for me."

      His voice was so menacing, it rattled her entire body. Her mind now beginning to gibber with fear even though she tried to hold onto her anger, she steadily replied, "I never worked for you, Justin. I was working for us, and you never appreciated it. You lost out on a good thing when you screwed me over."

      He suddenly laughed. As he did, Haley caught a glimpse of something horrifying in his mouth. Long, sharp canine teeth. "Oh, my god," she breathed as a deep, instinctive terror clawed its way up her. "What are you? Did she turn you?"

      She didn't know it was possible for shifters to show part of their animal while still in human form. But Justin had sharp teeth in his mouth. Teeth like a big cat's.

      "Yes. Everything is more amazing now that she turned me, Haley." Something strange lurched in his eyes then. A flash of something more than the cold darkness. She took another step backward.

      Had Pix heard her say where she was? Would she know? Haley was alone with someone who clearly was a madman, a madman who now was very lethal. Haley was just human. Vulnerable. She understood why Shane wanted Jessie to turn. Haley couldn't protect herself against a shifter. Especially not one who seemed insane.

      Justin curled his lip, revealing those sharp teeth as he started to laugh. Haley could hear her own terrified breathing, ragged and loud in the oppressive silence of the day. She could see it in his eyes now. True, literal madness. Had getting turned into a shifter made him insane? Were mountain lions insane? Or...maybe Justin always had been insane and she'd just never seen it.

      "Being turned made me realize what I had been missing. It also made me realize our story isn't over yet, Haley."

      He stalked toward her. Hissing. Hissing like a fucking cat. Holy shit. Oh god, oh god. Kitty, kitty. Big, dangerous, menacing kitty. Her heart was catapulting out of her chest, her limbs liquified by fear. She couldn't move.

      "Our story is that you can come with me, Haley.” He grinned in a way that raised the hair on her neck. “Not with that stupid bear you've been hanging out with. Your place is with me."

      Her blood curdled. No. She stared at him in shock.

      He laughed. “Oh yes, I know all about that fucking bear. I've been here for a while now. Watching you. Watching you with him.”

      Her stomach lurched. The cat scream in the woods at Cortez's place that day. Justin.

      "I'm with a group of shifters who are much better than any of the ones here, Haley. You can join us. You will join us. It's a completely new world." He laughed suddenly, an ugly, definitely crazy sound that scratched the air, making her recoil. "Just think of all the new stories I'll have for you to write down and sell so we can make even more money than we did before. We need that money." His lip curled up in a snarl. Holy fuck, that was terrifying.

      Haley shook her head. Focus. She had to stay calm and focus, or else she would die. "What happened to the new writer you found. Can't he write down stories for you?" She tried desperately to make her voice nonthreatening, though it shook so hard she almost couldn't speak. She could tell she was close to the other side of the bridge. It was completely insane and stupid, but maybe if she ran for it, she'd be able to hide in the trees. But that was totally dumb. If he was a shifter now, he'd be able to smell her no matter where she headed. Besides, she wasn't sure she could get her legs to work, she was so scared. Cortez. Where was he?

      I can't rescue anyone anymore, Haley.

      No. He would find her. She believed in Cortez. She had to believe in him.

      "The new writer was okay but then he got greedy. He wanted credit and more money. I had to cut him loose. You, Haley.” Justin's eyes bored into hers, gleaming in an eerie way. They were freaking her out. “You'll come back to me. Especially after I bite you and make you mine."

      What? She stared at him in deeper horror. No. No, no, no. Why hadn't she asked Cortez to turn her already? She could defend herself if she was a bear. She could—

      "I'm ready, Haley. Are you?" Justin's eyes suddenly glowed a bright copper.

      She opened her mouth to scream.

      Too late. He changed into an enormous mountain lion and leapt at her like a snarling, clawed wall of doom.

      An earthshaking roar shattered the silence as Haley turned to run but slipped on some ice on the bridge and went down, hard. She screamed again, trying to scramble to her feet and run, but something grabbed her foot and pulled.

      Then suddenly it was gone. A chorus of horrifying growls and snarls ripped through the air, coming from everywhere. She staggered up and turned around, holding onto the bridge railing, and stared. An enormous, stunning chocolate-cinnamon bear grabbed the mountain lion, his dinner plate-sized paw raking with huge, lethal claws down the cat's back, eliciting a yowling shriek of rage and pain.

      Cortez. He was here! He'd come for her, like she knew he would. Hope blossomed in her.

      Behind him, another bear charged forward. Shane? She wasn't sure, but she thought he looked like the bear she'd met during her first day at the lodge. Whoever he was, he was on their side. Following closely after were Abby and Quentin. As she watched, mouth open, Quentin abruptly burst out of his clothes into a huge grizzly bear, Abby erupting into a beautiful but deadly-looking wolf mere seconds after.

      In the sky above her, a dragon screamed. Haley wildly looked up. Pix flew up there, her beautiful, powerful friend, a gigantic silver dragon, circling the air and shrieking with rage. Pinpointing Haley's location. Calling for help.

      From the woods behind her, more roars and growls ripped out. She whipped her head around and saw a flood of huge cats, some bears, some other wolves. Holy shit. Friends? Foes?

      One of them bared its teeth and dove straight for her, growling, jaws opened wide.

      Fuck! Definitely foe. She screamed again, sheer panic making her hold tight to the railing and kick her legs out at the oncoming cat in a futile move born of a desperate desire to live. Cortez roared, but she could hear that he was fighting with Justin. He couldn't get to her. Wouldn't be able to help her. There was too much action, too many snarling, leaping animals everywhere. All she could do was hang onto the railing like a useless weakling and wait to be killed.

      I can't rescue anyone anymore, Haley.

      Suddenly, another bear was there, big, with a black coat but still clearly a grizzly to judge from the silvertipped fur and huge hump. He thundered over the bridge past her, meeting the oncoming cat in an explosion of sound as the enormous bodies slammed into one another at full speed. The bear growled with rage, shaking the cat by the scruff of its neck, retreating back when the screeching feline twisted around to sink its claws into the bear. Then the bear rose to his hind legs and simply dove at the cat, meeting it in a terrifying embrace of snapping jaws, hideous snarls, enormous claws that raked at one another. He managed to slice the cat open with his jaws, right on the hindquarters. The cat shrieked, then rolled over, flopping as it tried to get away. Its hind legs were half dragging as it scuttled off, badly limping and bleeding.

      The bear roared after the cat, then turned and looked briefly at Haley. Shocked, she recognized the haunted eyes. Riley. It was Riley, Cortez's angry, grief-stricken brother. He nodded sharply at her, then went tearing off to engage another enemy in battle.

      Even if he didn't fully trust her, she was part of his family, his bear clan, and that meant something to him. He had just saved Haley's life without even thinking about his own safety.

      Overhead, Pix shrieked again, then went into a torpedoing dive towards the earth. She grabbed one of the cats, which snarled in rage and tried to claw her exposed belly. But Pix simply tossed the cat into the woods, where it slammed against a tree and slid limply to the bottom.

      Another huge bear roared from behind her, the same side Cortez had come from. Haley whipped her gaze that way. He came charging up, trying to help Cortez. Maybe that was Beckett? Whoever it was, he was a friend. Okay. Friends were here.

      Her mind tripped and crashed over itself, trying to make sense of everything, trying to figure out how she could help too. She had to help them! She had to help Cortez.

      On the other side of her, the wildly fighting Shane and one of the enemy cats rolled and flipped and roared so close to her she could feel their hot breath. She swung her head around, looking for an escape route. She could so easily get killed. But there was nowhere to go. She was trapped.

      Quickly, she climbed over the side of the bridge and hung onto it over the creek, her arms wrapped tightly around the top railing as her feet tried to find purchase. If she slipped, she'd fall into the icy river and maybe drown or get sucked under the ice. Oh, that sounded bad. Very bad. Terror made her arms grip like steel to the bridge. She started shivering from both fear and cold.

      "Haley!" came a shriek from the good side of the creek. It was Jessie, jumping up and down and waving at her. "Hold on! We'll get you!"

      How? Another bear loomed menacingly near Jessie, clearly meant to defend her while also clearly wanting to jump into the fray on the bridge.

      Well, it was great that they wanted to help her, but unless they planned to leap into the river and have her ride one of them out of there, she didn't see how that would happen. Clearly the same thing was going through Jessie's mind, because she looked both helpless and freaked out as she stood there, watching the attack. Just as human as Haley, just as helpless against them. And with one bear guarding her, that was one less who could help fight the intruders. Who were they, anyway?

      Somehow, Haley knew it all hinged on Justin. Justin, the fucking psycho bastard who'd already ruined her life. And now he was trying to ruin not only her new life, but the lives of her friends, both new and old. Damn it, she couldn't let that happen.

      Overhead, Pix bellowed again, the sound echoed by the enraged screech of what sounded like a hawk. Haley looked up. Yes, a hawk flew up there, much larger than any mere animal one. It dove towards one of the cats, a whistling scream tearing out of it and raising goosebumps on Haley's skin. Definitely a friend, and someone good to have on their side, even if she didn't know who it was. It seemed that the local bear clan had a lot of allies here.

      Looking back at Jessie, Haley gasped and shouted. "Jessie! Behind you!"

      An enormous mountain lion was running behind them, straight for Jessie and the bear with her. Jessie whirled around, but instantly relaxed. She looked back at Haley and yelled, "It's okay! He's a friend!"

      Haley gave up trying to figure out who was friend and who was foe. Clearly not all cats were bad. And clearly, she thought grimly as she looked to the side where the cats mostly were, there were bad bears and wolves as well.

      Beside her, Justin and Cortez battled closer, Justin trying to get past Cortez to reach Haley. Cortez attacked him ferociously, roaring and yelling. His head whipped once to look at Haley, a frustrated bellow shaking out of him as he turned back to Justin. There was too much going on, and she was the weak link. The vulnerable one.

      Yet at the same time, her heart swelled immensely. Cortez was here for her. Trying to save her. Trying to rescue her. She'd sworn to herself that she would protect him too, though she didn't know how. Unless…

      Unless she chose to join as one of them and fight alongside her mate and her new family. Her bear clan and their friends.

      "Cortez!" She pitched her scream loud enough to be heard above the battle of all these incredible, huge creatures around her. "Turn me. Turn me!"

      Cortez's huge head swiveled toward her, his bright golden eyes catching hers. She nodded firmly, frantically. Then she said it again, whispering this time but enunciating the words one at a time. “Yes. Turn. Me."

      A soft noise left his throat. He had heard her and understood.

      Unfortunately, so did Justin. With the eerie mountain lion scream that sent Haley's stomach into knots, Justin yanked himself away from Cortez and launched for her, his mouth ripped back in a snarl, those giant teeth coming for her. Haley gasped, reflexively yanking herself backward, almost losing her grip on the bridge railing. Cortez bellowed with rage. He moved quickly, so very quickly for such a huge, magnificent creature. One bound and he was on Justin, bringing the cat to the ground, both of them snapping, snarling.

      Suddenly, a dragon scream tore through the sky above them again, this time so close the blast of it made every shifter fighting on the bridge startle. Pix swooped low over the bridge, one leg with its razor-sharp claws on the end extended. Haley held her breath. The trees were close to the bank here, too close for a dragon the size of Pix, who was enormous compared to her tiny human self. Her wings were pinioned back along her sides as she swooped through, her eyes a glaring, brilliant green. As she raced over the center of the bridge, she reached out her foot and neatly whacked Justin's chest and shoulder, sending him spinning and toppling out of the way. Instantly, another bear leapt on him, fighting and hanging on with desperate fury to keep Justin from getting up again to stop Cortez. Haley thought it might be Quentin but she honestly didn't know.

      In half a heartbeat, Cortez was in front of her, his enormous golden brown face and huge snout inches from her. Even in this form, she could see the question in his eyes. She nodded again, awkwardly clambering over the bridge and stumble-falling into him. "Turn me! It's only way I can help. And I want this, Cortez. I've always wanted to be a shifter ever since I was a little girl. I trust you, Cortez." She caught his big, fuzzy face between her hands, simultaneously aware of how soft his fur was and how enormous his body was, whispering now. "You're my mate, aren't you? I trust you. Turn me into a grizzly bear, just like you."

      Her strong, powerful mate didn't wait another second. His mouth opened, exposing his big, alarming teeth. Haley couldn't help her instinctive nervous gasp, but she tilted her head and exposed her neck for him. Squeezing her eyes shut, she hoped that being turned into a bear didn't involve severing an artery at the same time.

      There was the faint scrape of something hard and rough against her neck. A tooth, running down the side of it. His touch was gentle, though it stung against her skin. Was he actually piercing it? He stayed there for a few seconds, blowing hot breath on her, then moved his mouth down until the tooth gently bounced over her collarbone. Then he pulled back.

      Haley opened her eyes, looking at him. He looked back at her, blinking, huffing softly at her. With shaking fingers, she reached up to her neck, which felt wet. When she pulled them away, blood was streaked on them, but not a lot. He'd just grazed her, just opened the skin.

      Cortez was so damn gentle with her, even in his big huge bear self.

      She opened her mouth to say something, though she didn't even know what. Maybe thank you. Before she could, Cortez was abruptly yanked backward, bellowing as he went. Justin again, that fucking bastard. He somehow had gotten away from the other bear holding him and leaped onto Cortez's back, his claws buried into her mate's hide, his teeth bearing down on Cortez's neck. Cortez gave a mighty shake, again and again, trying desperately to dislodge the enemy from his back. But Justin tightly held on.

      Haley saw red.

      She. Saw. Red.

      That was her man. Her mate. Her Cortez. Being attacked by the insane, sick bastard who had tried to ruin her life. In trying to save Haley, Cortez might die from the effort. No way. No fucking way. She wouldn't let that happen.

      Now it was her turn to rescue him.

      Excruciating pain crackled through her entire body as it suddenly seemed possessed. She shrieked and flung her head backward as bolts of pain and agony flashed over her. Bones cracked, broke, lengthened, shortened. Her entire body seemed to collapse and expand at once, sending white-hot shards of agony pulsing throughout her. Haley cracked and ripped open, and

      She.

      Became.

      A.

      Bear.

      Her bear, a beautiful, huge golden-brown beast. Strong, enormous, powerful. Ready to defend what was hers from the enemy. Ready and more than able to stand up for herself and claim her place here, with her friends. Her new clan.

      Haley opened her mouth and bellowed out her call, roaring the truth of her existence out to the wild battle going on around her. In almost instant response, other wild throats answered her, bellowing, roaring, howling in excited response. Her family.

      She lunged toward Cortez and Justin, almost immediately falling on her face as limbs she didn't know how to use wouldn't obey her still halfway human thoughts. Bear, she ordered herself in a fury of anxiety. You are bear! She tried again, relaxing into this body and letting instinct take over. There it was. She could control her limbs now. Charging forward, she managed to grab Justin's long, skinny tail and sink her enormous teeth into it. He ripped his fangs out of Cortez's neck and shrieked. Reaching one huge paw up over him, she raked him across his ass, which seemed as scrawny in this form as it ever had been in his human form. He yowled in pain, his scream echoing over the woods. With a savage kick out at her, he dislodged another point of contact with Cortez's back.

      It was all Cortez needed. He roared and bucked upward again, managing to get onto his hind legs and fling Justin off of him, even though Justin's fierce claws left enormous gouges, tearing out chunks of fur and flesh on the way. In a flash, Cortez rounded on Justin, snarls rattling out of his entire body. Haley instinctively knew what he was telling Justin.

      She has chosen me. I have chosen her. My mate. You will never have her.

      Justin rolled after he hit the base of the bridge, immediately launching himself back, his teeth and claws extended to kill. Haley rushed toward him at the same time as Cortez did, although her mate reached him first.

      Swiftly, much too quickly and more mercifully than the insane monster deserved, Cortez broke Justin's neck.

      At the other end of the bridge, by the woods, a female lion screamed, a keening yowl of grief.

      It was over.

      Pix's circling and calling out overhead had attracted the attention of every shifter in town, even if visiting humans couldn't see or hear her. But everyone who could, all the local shifters, had come flooding in to help. Haley, still half dazed with shock and excitement, looked around.

      More grizzlies. More mountain lions, friends. Wolves, coyotes, foxes. Huge birds of prey, including giant golden eagles and bald eagles. Lynx, bobcats. She watched, stunned and thrilled, as a wave of shifters came to help subdue the remaining enemies. She noticed none of the attacking others were killed, but simply held down and forced to shift back to human shapes, in which they were essentially powerless against those still in their animal form. Although several got away, the twenty or so of them who were captured quickly gave up, including the female mountain lion who had screamed when Cortez killed Justin. Haley realized she must be the woman Justin had left her for. Now in her human form, huddled on the ground, sobbing, the woman seemed innocuous and harmless. Haley honestly felt sorry for her. She had probably been taken in by Justin's shit as well. He had used her just like he used everyone. Haley had no quarrel with her.

      One of the bears shifted back into human. Shane, buck naked, who strode over to Jessie on the bank and grabbed her up in a giant hug. Haley harumphed a bear-sized snort at his nakedness. Seeing naked humans in bear form was pretty funny, actually.

      “Babe,” Shane said to Jessie, turning to gesture at Haley. “What do you think? You ready to get turned into a bear too?”

      Jessie didn't pause even for a moment. “Uh-huh. I'm in. Because that was seriously the most badass thing I've ever seen. I'm ready. Haley!” she called out, her voice shaking yet overjoyed. “You kicked some serious ass. You're amazing!”

      Haley whoofed back at her friend, still pumped up by adrenaline. Hell yeah, it was amazing.

      Overhead, Pix screamed, a long, triumphant cry that rang through the dull sky, somehow making it seem vibrant and bright. She dipped her silver wings at Haley, who lifted her mighty snout and roared back a booming cry of acknowledgement and thank you.

      Her friends. They were all her friends, her community, welcoming her into theirs.

      Something big and warm and strong bumped up against her, firmly pressing into her side. She swung around to sniff. It was Cortez, bloody but alive. She whuffled with joy. He checked her everywhere, snuffling over her, assuring himself she wasn't hurt. She rumbled a funny huffing noise from her chest, rubbing her head against his, shoving her face into his huge shoulder.

      She wasn't hurt. She was fine. Here, with him, her friends, her family, her clan. She was just completely fine.

      In fact, she was pretty sure she was damned amazing. Just like her mate.
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      Cortez looked into Haley's eyes, their beautiful green now shot through with the bright gleam of the stunning bear she had inside her, as she blinked sleepily at him. Damn, she was so beautiful. Even when wearing her favorite purple T-shirt that she liked to sleep in. The one that said in big white letters, I wish I was a unicorn (so I could stab idiots with my head), with a simple drawing of a unicorn charging, head down, sharp horn pointed out apparently to stab all the idiots. Yeah, that was his woman. For sure. Haley was a keeper, wild hair, ratty orange bathrobe, glorious strong woman, and all.

      She blinked at him again, then rubbed her eyes and yawned. “You're staring at me.”

      “Because I still can hardly believe I get to wake up with you every day of my life from now on. Here's your coffee,” he added, gesturing toward where he'd put her mug on the beside table. She sat up and kissed him as a thank you. He'd been doing it for her every morning that he could, even though the woman got up at dark o'clock every day to write. Except today, because she hadn't needed to. She'd finally finished her book, sent it to the people who read it early and let her know whether or not it was good, and they'd gotten back to her last night. It was amazing, they'd gushed. A tearjerker that made them laugh and cry and wish they could be the characters in it. She'd been so ecstatic he thought she'd bounce right off the walls and float off into space.

      He'd known she could do it. He didn't know shit about writing himself, and he barely ever read a book, but he knew she would knock it out of the park, because it was what she was born to do. Seeing her shine with elation when she finally really got it, finally understood, that she was good at it even without that fucking asshole ex-psycho of hers, that she was able to handle it all on her own, had made him so damned proud of her. His kickass bear shifter mate. God, how he loved her.

      She sat up and cuddled the hot mug between her hands like it was the elixir of life. After a long sip, she sighed with pleasure. Then her face got serious. “So. How are they doing?”

      Cortez knew who she meant. The enemy shifters who'd attacked. He took a deep breath before going into it. She didn't know the half of the realities of the shifter world yet. This was quite an introduction. “Some of them took off before we could get them. They're outcasts, have no legitimate clan or pack, so they just join up in these really messed up groups and basically make trouble. They're the criminals and thieves of our society, usually. They run drugs, operate the worst of the illegal underground fight rings, traffic women—”

      She gasped at that, sloshing some of her coffee. He stroked her arm, soothing, and nodded grimly. “I know. It's despicable. Some of them are actually decent, end up finding a clan that will take them in, and they straighten out their lives. Some of them never belonged in that life, but they were born to parents who lived that way so they never had a chance to know how things could be different. Better. But the ones who are decent, who just got caught up in it, sometimes find their way out. They join clans like ours, if they can prove they'll pull their weight and be loyal. Or at least just live in a town like Deep Hollow, even if they don't affiliate with a bear clan or wolf pack, and just be good residents and not cause trouble. But I'm betting,” he added grimly, “the ones who got away will never be good citizens anywhere.”

      Her eyes troubled, Haley slowly said, “And the ones that were caught? What happens to them?”

      He shrugged. “Unless they can prove they just got mixed up with a bad crowd and they don't want to run that way anymore, they're banned from Silvertip territory. The wolves with them, they call them rogue wolves, are also banned from the wolf pack territories near us. Mountain lions don't have tight bonds the way bears and wolves do, they tend to be more solitary, but we welcome them in town if they want to be here and won't cause trouble.”

      “Unlike the ones who turned and took in him.” She didn't have to say the name of her ex for Cortez to know who she meant.

      Cortez sighed. “That lion shifter, Marisa or whatever, it sounds like she was just following her brother's orders. He's an asshat, according to her. He got away. But she might end up staying here. Abby got all mother hen with her when she realized the girl's pretty messed up and basically was a pawn for her brother and his cronies. As for your ex,” Cortez's lip curled again in anger, “he was already nuts. But he went totally ballistic because of how he was turned.”

      Haley stared at him. He hadn't told her this part yet, since she'd had enough to deal with just being a new bear shifter along with everything else. He'd spent the last week with her since the battle just showing her how to control her bear. “They weren't mates. She was forced to turn him, even though she thought she loved him. But he was just using her too.”

      His beautiful, kind mate made such a sound of compassion that his heart thumped. She was amazing.

      “Humans that aren't turned by a shifter who's their mate,” he went on, “can have really bad reactions. He had no constraints on him, no inhibitions, and no ties to a mate to keep him grounded while he got used to having an animal side. It's very easy for someone turned like that to go totally mad, eventually turning completely feral. They can be extremely dangerous. Sounds like Marisa's brother wanted that. He's got some sort of group of crazy shifters who do a ton of really bad shit.”

      Haley shuddered. “That's so awful,” she whispered. “I had no idea the shifter world could be this brutal. Pix never really mentioned this stuff.”

      He shrugged. “Dragons are really different. They've got their own shit, but not like most other shifters. Anyway.” He kissed the top of her head. “That slave driver, Quentin, called me into the lodge. I gotta head up there and see what bee is in his bonnet now. You sleep in more. You deserve it.”

      As if to punctuate his point, another huge yawn gripped her. He laughed, then so did she. “Love you, babe,” he whispered, leaning in for a proper kiss. “I'll be back soon.”

      “Mm-kay,” she murmured, already settling back into the pillows. “Love you too.”

      He held the image of her sleeping so securely in his bed as he left and drove up to the lodge. Once he got there, Cortez strode into Quentin's office like he was storming the castle. Despite his casual face about it to Haley, he wasn't sure why the hell his brother had called him up here early in the morning. He hadn't been back at work since the attack, spending his time with Haley. He was scheduled to go back to work tomorrow. Whatever this was about, he'd face it.

      His brother sat at his desk, frowning at a computer screen. But he stood up when Cortez came in, walking around to the front of his desk and leaning on it. A long moment passed in silence as they each sized the other up. Finally, Quentin tossed something at Cortez. He reached out by reflex and caught it. Huh. One of the lodge's cell phones. He gave Quentin a questioning look.

      “I know yours got destroyed in the snow during the fight,” Quentin said. “This one's temporary until you can get a new one.”

      That was weird. Cortez had lost or destroyed phones before by being careless with them. Quentin sure as hell had never offered him a loaner before. But he nodded anyway. It had been a pain in the ass the last few days since the fight without a phone.

      “People have been texting your phone, you know,” Quentin added. “Some of them finally got ahold of me instead and asked me to pass information on to you.”

      “What kind of information?”

      “The kind,” his brother said in an even tone, “that you want to hear. The kind you need to hear.”

      Cortez narrowed his eyes. That didn't sound good.

      “Tim woke up, Cortez. He came out of his coma, and he's going to be okay. Still has a really long road to recovery, but he will recover. And Scott is going triple-time on his exercises with his prosthetic leg. Says he's moving back here as soon as he has a better handle on it, and he might even try to join up with the SAR team again. They're going to be fine, Cortez.” Quentin's voice was firm. “They're going to be fine.”

      Another silence. Cortez wrestled with the enormous feelings surging inside him. Shock. Joy. Relief. Then, resolve. His vulnerable human friends might have survived his carelessness, but he still had to face his own shortcomings. He looked Quentin right in the eye. "Okay. That's good. It's fantastic. But right now, you need to let me have it. I fucked up here at work, I know I did, and I own it. This is a business, not a charity program for family. Discipline me like you would any employee. That's why I'm here, right?"

      Quentin looked at him for a long moment, hands shoved in his back pockets, his mouth scrunched one way and his eyebrows scrunched the other. Finally, he shook his head. "Cortez. Tell me why you think you fucked up. Why you think you need disciplinary action."

      Cortez stood straight, unmoving. "Because some of those reviews and complaints were legitimate. I did have an attitude sometimes, even though I tried to cover up. Sometimes I was a little short with some of the guests. I didn't give the tours my all. I was," he paused for a moment. Shit, he hated having to go deep like this with his own brother. Then again, this was his own brother. If he didn't go deep with his family, who else? "I was stuck in my head ever since the avalanche. I was letting what happened hold me back. I didn't really take the guests out to have more than easy-peasy casual fun, because I was afraid I'd lead them into danger and they'd get hurt. I was distant with them because I didn't want to really get to know anyone else ever since the accident."

      Then he admitted the hardest thing to say for a big bear shifter like him. "I was scared. I was scared of hurting someone else, then getting hurt myself. There you have it. That's it."

      He punched out the last words fast, and folded his arms over his chest. He knew he was assuming a defensive pose, but dammit, he'd just given as much as he could. He could share things like this with Haley, but she was also the most welcoming, sweet, amazing, best thing that had ever happened to him. Getting all emotional with another guy, even family, went against the man code or something.

      To his surprise, a slow smile unfolded on Quentin's face. His brother nodded, seeming satisfied. "Yeah, I know all that. And I knew you knew it too. But some of the complaints were total bullshit, Cortez. They admitted it, those dipshits we fought. Haley's ex and Marisa's brother were behind it. Haley's ex figured out she was here and that she was with you. So he got some of the cats to go on tours with you, then make fake complaints.” Quentin's eyes were dark with anger. “You know how some of the shifter outcasts are. They like to fuck with the rest of us if they can, because they're just like that. Outcasts, angry, hopeless, and probably jealous that we have real family when they don't.”

      Cortez felt hot anger seep through him again. If he hadn't already killed that psycho prick ex of Haley's, he'd cheerfully kill him all over again right now.

      Quentin shook his head. “We forced them to remove their complaints from all the online sites. That's done. So.” He cleared his throat, his eyes suddenly gleaming. “I didn't call you up here for disciplinary action, you big lug."

      Now it was Cortez's turn to give his brother the raised eyebrow look. "No? Then what the hell was so important that you made me come all the way up here early in the morning, dragging me out of bed with my girl?"

      Quentin smiled again. "She is that, isn't she. Your girl?"

      Cortez nodded. "Hell yeah. My girl, and my mate. Also the most fucking badass newly turned bear shifter I've ever seen."

      "She is that too. Glad to have her. I watched her help you figure out your stuff and change, Cortez. She brought you back from that dark. And," Quentin eyed him with a shrewd look, "she helped you calm your bear just when you were starting to really struggle."

      Cortez stared. "I didn't think anyone knew."

      His brother snorted. "We knew. We were keeping an eye on you. And because I knew you were struggling, I was pushing you so much to do a better job.” He paused. “I was wrong about that."

      Cortez unfolded his arms. "Wait a minute. Run that by me again? Let me turn on the record button on my phone so I can have proof that you just said you were wrong about something."

      "Ah, shut it." But Quentin was still smiling. “The reason I dragged you out of bed with your new mate is because the Silvertip Lodge has a formal offer for you."

      "A formal offer?" The way his brother said the Silvertip Lodge, Cortez immediately knew it was something cleared with the owners at the lodge. Their vacationing parents.

      "Yeah. We want you to become the director of activities. You'll keep your Tooth 'n Claw tours. Money that comes in from it is yours. But we want you to set things up for lodge clients. Multi-day trips, specialty outings, whatever they want. The plan is to expand on what the lodge is offering, while still keeping the down-home feel that everyone likes so much. You're the best man for the job, Cortez." Quentin blew a breath out of the side of his mouth. "You would've been offered a position a long time ago, but you're always so damn independent. You didn't really want to be involved full-time. But this is your business too, brother. It's family. So.” Quentin gave him a querying look. “Full-time, benefits, salary. Everyone really wants you to be a bigger part of it. If that's what you want."

      Cortez stayed still for a long time, working his jaw as he digested what Quentin had said. Full-time. He'd be busy. Really busy. He'd be working a lot. Long, hard hours. But he'd be working while having fun, taking other people out to have fun. He'd have enough money to finish the cabin in style. To treat Haley like she deserved. Not that she needed his help, of course. He knew her book was gonna kick ass and she was gonna make good money. But he wanted to bring something to the table. And now he could.

      This offer wasn't an afterthought or a condolence gift. No, it was the real deal. The only people ever hired at the lodge were those who could really pull their weight. Family was involved only if they really wanted to and if they really proved they would work hard.

      Was he really ready for this? Was this what he wanted?

      Softly, as if he could sense the battle going on in his brother's mind, Quentin said, "Cortez. You're a fighter, not a fuckup. You've never been a fuckup. You just weren't sure what you wanted. But you always come out on the right side. You're a decent person. You're the real deal, Cortez Walker, and I'm fucking proud to call you my brother."

      Then Quentin pulled him into a hug, holding him tight for a long minute. Cortez furiously blinked his eyes against the prickling there. Dammit. He mumbled against his brother's shoulder, "Thank you." Giving his brother a last squeeze, he stepped back and cleared his throat. "Yes, I will take the job. I'll be the best activities director the lodge has ever had."

      Quentin tried to shove down a grin but didn't quite manage. "There's never before been an activities director at the lodge."

      "See? Then I'll definitely be the best one we've ever had."

      First Quentin, then Cortez, busted up laughing. Okay. This was his home, and now this was his new role in it. It felt awesome. This was going to be a new chapter in his life, but with his mate at his side and his clan having his back, it was going to be a good one. He was damn well going to make sure of it.
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      Haley thought her face might break from smiling so much, but she couldn't help it. Aside from sex with Cortez (super awesome), knowing that he was the most amazing man in the world (totally, definitely amazing), that he was hers (freaking unbelievably amazing), and after being turned into a bear shifter so she now was completely strong and badass and fearless (holy wow amazeballs amazing), this moment was by far the most magical thing that had ever happened to her in her life.

      A nighttime sleigh ride under the big starry sky with Cortez.

      The bells softly jingled in the night air, the sleigh runners making a soft swishing noise as they slipped through the snow. Cortez gently clucked to the horses, lifting one of the long leather rains and gently slapping it. Overhead, the dark sky dazzled with a bazillion bright stars on this moonless, totally clear night. She snuggled down deeper under the blanket and into Cortez's side.

      "It's so dark. Can they see well enough? Do they know where they're going?"

      He chuckled. "We run this track often enough. They know exactly where they are. Plus we've got just enough light so they can see what they need to, and me too." Pretty lights were attached on either side of the sleigh, beaming ahead in front of the horses and down to the sides.

      "This is the most magical thing in the world." Haley whispered the words, knowing Cortez could hear them no matter how low her voice, not wanting to break the enchanting quiet more than she had to.

      He leaned over to brush a kiss on top of her bare head. Another awesome thing about being a bear shifter was that she didn't get as cold anymore. She didn’t have to wear a hat in this cold if she didn’t want to. While it wasn't exactly like she could wear a bikini right now, she wasn't as completely bundled up as she would've been back when she was human.

      "Gee up there, King Lear. Let's go now, Paxton." Cortez clucked to the horses. They smoothly picked up the pace, their hooves trotting quietly on the snow, occasional snorts decorating the air. Haley felt so happy she thought she might burst. This night was perfect, this place was perfect, this man was perfect, and everything in her life had turned around a hundred and eighty degrees like a beautiful miracle. "Would you pinch me?"

      Cortez gave her a startled look, his face half visible in the sleigh's lights and the starlight. "Come again? Is this some kind of foreplay that you haven't told me about yet? Cuz I'm in if it is, but tell me more." He winked at her.

      She laughed and shook her head. "No. I just want to make sure I'm not dreaming. That this is really real."

      "Haley, beautiful woman. This is as real as it gets." His voice wrapped around her, as warm and cozy as the blanket. She sighed in contentment, snuggling in closer to him.

      “Are you going to tell me where you're taking me this time?" Cortez had been showing her all his favorite spots on the mountain since they first met. But this was the first time they'd managed to go on a sleigh ride. She'd had no idea it could be done at night. He said it was a very special trip, reserved only for the most special people. Which meant he was probably cheeseballing her, but she liked the thought of it anyway.

      "Almost there. I promise you'll like it."

      "I believe you," she said softly.

      He was right. In just a few more minutes, they passed around the edge of the trees and the horses trotted up a gentle hill. Cortez pulled them up at the top, which was flattened. In front of them was the most stunning view of Deep Hollow at night. Haley gasped. It was so beautiful, the little town tucked down there in the darkness, lights twinkling cheerfully, surrounded by these big mountains. "Home," she murmured, overwhelmed by that certain truth.

      "Yeah. Our home." Pride rang through his voice.

      Haley was officially still housesitting, and still would be until the elder Walkers returned later this year, but Cortez spent most nights with her. Sometimes she stayed at his little place in town, but she knew his cabin would be done sooner than later. He'd started working feverishly on it, with a renewed vigor that she knew came from everything. From his friends in the accident being able to move on with their lives, from her being turned into a bear shifter, from the entire community pulling together even more closely after the trauma of her insane ex and the dangerous, misguided shifters he'd gotten himself involved with and brought to their peaceful town. Most of all, Cortez was fulfilled with his new job at the lodge. She'd known that he could do anything he put his mind to, even if he didn't believe it. But seeing him absolutely shine in his new position took her breath away with how proud she was of him.

      “Oh yeah,” he added, very casually. “I think I'll join the search and rescue team again. They told me they'd kept a spot open for me, but I wasn't ready. But now,” he squeezed her hand, raised it to his mouth for a soft kiss, “I am.”

      Her heart pounding with pride and joy, she held his hand tightly while they looked down at the lights below. "I told you that you were worth rescuing, Cortez."

      "You can't rescue me, Haley." His voice was so low it was more like vibration than sound. "No one can."

      Haley's heart squeezed, exploded into beating, squeezed again. Breathless, aching, she choked out, "What? I refuse to believe that! You're not beyond saving."

      He shook his head and reached his other hand out to catch up both of hers. Holding them close, his palms against hers, his fingers gently squeezed and stroked her hands. "That's not what I meant. I mean that I'm the only one who can rescue me. I can't rescue you either, Haley. No matter how much I want to. Because I know that you're the only one who can rescue yourself. And you have the strength to do it,” he added firmly, smiling gently at her.

      Haley couldn't get any words out as she stared at him, the serious expression on his face at odds with the surge of hope in his eyes. "Then I don't completely understand what you mean,” she said cautiously.

      His teeth gleamed softly in the low light as he smiled. "I can only save myself, and you can only save yourself." Another tight squeeze on her hands. "What I'm hoping is that we can do that together. Side by side. I give you strength, and you give me strength. We'll battle our respective shit together, anything else that comes up. I'm with you every step of the way as you rescue yourself, just like you're with me every step of the way as I rescue myself.”

      He leaned over to brush his lips over hers, then murmured against her mouth. “You and me together, Haley. I believe in the power of us, together."

      Tears welled in her eyes, spilled over. Her throat was so tight, her chest full, her body overwhelmed by the astonishing joy that ripped through her. She managed to choke out, “So do I,” before the tears just flowed out of her eyes like someone had turned on a tap.

      He swallowed and muttered, “Ah, hell, woman, you're gonna make me get all mushy too.” But his face shone with a dopey smile and the sort of pure joy that was once-in-a-lifetime brilliant. “I love you, Haley.”

      “I love you too, Cortez,” she whispered back, tears running freely down her smiling face. Then she laughed and flung her arms around him, kissing him with all her strength as he kissed her back with all of his strength.

      Joyful and together forever with their once-in-a-lifetime love.
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