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        Thank you so much for picking up Protected by the Claws. I just wanted to let you know that if you haven’t already claimed your copy of my first book, Mated to the Claws, you can do so here:

      

        

      
        [Get Mated to the Claws]
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            Prologue

          

          Baron

        

      

    

    
      She was a beautiful, blonde, magical woman and as I watched her talk to others at the party, I got to see her from the outside looking in. There was something about the sound of her voice and the way she looked over at me that stopped my heart. It was the way she tossed her hair when she was nervous and wrapped it around her finger that took me to a place in my head.

      I couldn’t stop the feelings that flooded over me, and the need that coursed through me every single time I looked at her. Kayla was the one for me, the only one for me, and that was never going to change. No matter what happened, no one and nothing was going to change that. Her father wanted to keep me away, but I wasn’t going to let him ruin the best thing that had ever happened to me. Kayla was more than just a lover. She was my partner in crime.

      I moved over to where she was talking because of what was in the back of my mind. I knew that I didn’t have a lot of time left before I ravished her right here in this room in front of all of these people. I was the one that suggested this party, and now I wished I hadn’t. It was only taking away from time that we could be in bed together, me deep inside of her. Nothing beat that in my book.

      Stopping in front of her, I kissed her cheek and then whispered in her ear. “Let’s get out of here, baby. I can’t keep watching you from across the room. I need you on top of me, coming and screaming my name. I got to feel you, Kayla.”

      Her eyes got wide, and I loved the way she looked when she pulled back and looked at me. It was hard for me to fathom what life would be like without her, and I knew that I never want to try. She set the beer down on the table next to her and moved into my arms, wrapping her arms around my neck. “Then take me away Baron. I think I need some of what’s in your eyes.”

      I grinned at her and leaned down to kiss her. The smell of her lilac perfume overwhelmed my senses, and I couldn’t stop myself from deepening the kiss, even as I heard jeers from people around us because of our public display of affection. Those red lips and amber eyes kept me enthralled, and our kiss lasted long enough that we were getting encouragement from the crowd to take it off. I pulled back once I realized what I was doing.  I grabbed Kayla up and dragged her out of the house with me.

      “Where are we going?”

      It was too late, and I had had too much to drink to drive anywhere, but I didn’t have to. The old house in the woods was a great party house and since there were other buildings on the property that overlooked the valley, there was always somewhere to go. I took her hand and led her out deeper into the woods to our little spot. This is where I felt the most comfortable, and Kayla never did mind being out here in the sticks with me. We’d spent a lot of time in these woods, and we both knew the way to a specific place that gave us the privacy that we needed. The town was small, and there was too much gossip to ever really get away. Out here was the only way to not get caught together and have the information to get back to her dad.

      “You know where we’re going, Kayla. We’re going to find out where that kiss takes us.”

      She giggled, let go of my hand and skipped up the path. I didn’t want to even try to keep up with her. She was faster than I was on these paths. Kayla had grown up in Shady Way. I moved here a few years ago when I was sent to a local family for foster care, and I still didn’t understand all of the town’s ways, though I’d learned they were shady.

      “You have to slow down. How are you not worried about falling out here? I can barely see a thing!”

      Kayla had a bit more to drink than I did, but it didn’t seem to faze her in the least bit. She moved as if it were daytime, and she hadn’t had five beers plus a few shots. I don’t know if it was just memory or not, but she was always the one that led me out here.

      “It’s fine, Baron. Why are you always so worried about me? You act like I’m made of glass, and I am going to break.”

      She was fragile to me. It felt like it. Life was fleeting, and I wanted to keep her safe. Something in me told me that Kayla needed me to protect her, though I still wasn’t sure from what.

      “You’re just important to me Kayla, that’s all.”

      Her smile was all the answer that I ever needed, and I couldn’t help but return it. It wasn’t long before we were standing in front of the small house that was almost a complete replica of the original house where the party was going off, just smaller. It was the perfect place for us to have a little fun. Before long, I could smell a joint burning, and I knew that Kayla was in the mood.

      I followed the smell and got to the back room where we usually went. It was the biggest room and still had carpets in it. The carpet in the rest of the rooms had been ripped up for one reason or another and banging on the hardwood floors was not so fun.

      “Do you want some?” Kayla’s hand outstretched to hand me the joint, but I shook my head that I didn’t.

      I already had a buzz from smoking a couple earlier, and I was just now getting my head on right. I instead watched her as she leaned back on one arm and smoked half of it before putting it down. I knew what came next, and I was already rock-solid thinking about it. I liked her when she was this way, relaxed, horny and on the prowl. I could see it in her eyes, and she was the only woman I’d ever met that made me feel like I was prey.

      She took her clothes off slowly, always liking to put a show on for me, and I appreciated every slim line and curve that her tanned skin offered. Her hair was falling down her shoulder, covering up the rosy tips that were on my mind most. Moving closer, I slid the yellow hair back and smiled at her. She was so innocent, and I’d changed all of that. I was accused of being a bad influence, and I was. Her friends thought that I was taking her down the wrong path, and the realization was that I was. Now Kayla was downright wanton, and I knew I had a hand in it. Before me, she’d never known the touch of a man. Now, she couldn’t get enough of it.

      “Do you want some?”

      The same question was posed, but the offer of what she was asking about had changed. My eyes were taking in the new offer that was splayed out in front of me in lace, and it was one that I wasn’t able to say no to.

      “So badly, Kayla. You’re all that I ever want.”

      She grinned at me and moved closer. My heart was pounding in my chest, and everything that I knew to be true and good came from her. The draw was magnetic, and I moved the last few feet to her, pushing her back as my body covered her bare one.

      I could taste the weed on her lips and then on her tongue as she stuck hers in my mouth. It turned me on, as well as the beer. I don’t know why, but her tasting like that made it that much sweeter. She did everything with me, and a lot had changed since we’d met the year before. Kayla was the sheriff’s daughter. I met her in the back of a police car going to detention. She was on her way home and got a ride. It was the best mistake that I made that year and ever since.

      Lifting her up, her body felt like nothing, and she was wrapped around my cock before I could take it really. I felt her insides crushing around me, and I closed my eyes to the pleasure. How could I give her up?

      Kayla whimpered and pulled me closer. She was trying her best to keep it all together, but I knew that she was going to lose it quickly. She always did and before long she would be screaming my name in a way that made me grow cold inside. For some reason, I couldn’t get enough of Kayla. She was the most powerful of all drugs, and I was drunk with it.

      “God, Ky. You don’t know what you do to me.”

      She giggled and then moved herself. I was the one with closed eyes that was going to lose it. She felt amazing and before long, I wasn’t able to think straight. The sounds coming from her were getting louder, and I couldn’t stop myself from groaning loudly as I filled her. It was too soon, way too damn soon, but I could feel her fluids as well as my own, and I was thankful then that she came so fast. Usually I left Kayla in a puddle, but something about this night made it all the more intense. I don’t know what it was, but I was trying hard to fight the need that I had inside of me, no matter how hard it was. I wasn’t done yet. I wanted more, and Kayla pushed off of me and wanted a break.

      Neither one of us was going to get what we wanted.

      Before either one of us could get dressed or convince the other for a second round, the door to the small house burst open and it was like my worst nightmare was playing out in real life. Her father, the sheriff, busted in and our eyes met from across the room. I knew I was fucked. The man hated me, and now he really had a reason to want me dead. I’d never seen someone so mad in all of my life.

      “You son of a bitch!” His face was bright red. and he had a vein poking out of his neck.

      That was my cue to take off, and before he could get another step into the house, I was grabbing clothes and going out the back door. While Mike hated me, and he wanted me dead and gone, the rotund man would never catch me once I got into the woods. Kayla could see better, but I was still fast enough for that old man.

      I looked back to Kayla. “I love you, Kayla. Always remember that.”

      She told me that she loved me too, and Mike told his daughter to get some clothes on. “I will deal with you later, young lady.”

      That was all that he said to her before I was out of the house, and he was in pursuit. I knew that I just had to get some distance between us in the open air and then he would never catch me. Not tonight anyways, but he wouldn’t let it go. The man was going to chase me to the ends of the earth if I let him.

      I was just about to a clearing where I could pick up speed and get the sheriff out from behind me, but all of a sudden, an arm came out of nowhere and close lined me. I fell back and hit my head on the hard ground. The last thing I saw was one of Mike’s deputies looking down at me with a grin on his face that was haunting.

      “You really should watch where you’re going. Baron. You might find yourself in a situation that you don’t want to be in.”

      That was the last thing I remembered until I woke up with a bucket of cold water being splashed in my face. The face that was in front of me now was different than the one before. It was Big Mike, and I smiled back at him to show him that he hadn’t gotten to me. I shouldn’t have. He already hated me enough, but there was something in the air that was different tonight. Mike was going to take the law into his own hands. Or his and his deputies’ hands. I saw a couple of them by the car that were inching closer. I knew them all and I didn’t like the fact that they wouldn’t look me in the eyes. It didn’t bode well for what was about to go down here.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing out here with my daughter? Didn’t I tell you that she was not for you and off limits? Did you really think that I wouldn’t find out? Your friends ratted you out as soon as we crashed your little party.”

      He had said that several times, and the last time he’d put a lot of threats behind it if I didn’t stop seeing her. I would have if it was anyone but Kayla. I couldn’t give her up, and if he truly knew how I felt, he wouldn’t even have asked me to. I was never going to give her up. I just couldn’t. She was meant to be with me, and even though we were young and had a lot to learn, I already knew who I wanted to spend the rest of my life having adventures with. We were both adults and as soon as school was out, I was going to convince her to leave this place with me. I figured there had to be better places. There just had to be.

      “I love her, and you can’t keep us away from each other. She’s an adult.”

      He grinned at me and shook his head like I was being silly for saying that. “You have no idea what I’m capable of, Baron, or you would have left town a while back. Now you have to pay. I won’t do it myself, of course. Don’t like to get my hands dirty, but I am going to love watching you learn a lesson that your daddy should have taught you a long time ago. Don’t go for the girl out of your league.”

      “And when it’s over, I’ll have her back in my arms tomorrow night. You know I never had a daddy to teach me them sort of things.”

      The old man looked like he wanted to kill me and imagined that he did. “When this is over, you’ll be underground, son.”

      The words washed over me, and I pulled at the bindings. It was the first time in my life that I feared what was about to happen to me, and it was then that I started to feel strange. Pain coursed through me with a power that I’d never felt before. When I pulled on the ropes this time, they broke without any effort on my part. The chains only took a little bit more to get out of. I was free, and my attention was paid to the deputy, Ralph, that had knocked me down earlier. He was the closest and as he screamed, I lunged for him, no longer the same man that had been tied to the tree moments before.

      I’d changed. I had changed into something else altogether.

      The fear was palpable from the trio when I moved closer after ending Ralph’s screams. This was going to end tonight, but not in the way that Mike thought. It wasn’t going to end in the way I thought either.

      “What the hell are you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Kayla

        

      

    

    
      “We got another one.”

      I sighed to myself and started to get up. I was stopped by Freddy. “Your dad wants to see you before you go. Can you hurry up?”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. I’d been promoted to detective, but I was the only one getting called into the office like I was still in school. The second one was mine, I had the first, but he was calling me in. He didn’t like me on the case, and now I had to go see if Dad was okay with it. He wasn’t, and he was going to pressure me to back off again. I knew then that there was a reason behind it. Dad thought it wasn’t safe, but he had to let me do my job. He was the one that promoted me after all. It was time that he trusted me or no one else on the force was ever going to.

      “Thanks, Freddy.”

      Freddy grinned, and I knew that he was thinking what I was thinking. My dad didn’t trust me, so why should he. The man was supposed to be my partner, but it didn’t feel that way, and there was a lot of animosity between us, partly because he was the one that wanted the higher post. It didn’t help that I was the first woman in Shady Way to make detective, and it wasn’t taken well by some of the guys. Freddy didn’t want to be paired up with a skirt. That’s what he called me, and it drove me nuts.

      I marched to the Sheriff’s office and shut the door a little harder than I probably should have. I know that there were some people that would see it as disrespect, but he was my dad after all, and if he was going to embarrass me like that, I wasn’t going to take it lying down.

      “What?”

      “Well, hello to you too, daughter. I see that you’re in a good mood.”

      “We have another case and instead of going to the scene, you’re calling me in here. So, my mood isn’t the greatest at the moment. What is it? I have work to do.”

      Dad wasn’t happy with my answer and his large chest puffed out like he was airing up. He didn’t like when I talked to him this way. I knew that, but he should have known that I wasn’t going to be bothered by his blustering. Everyone else was afraid of Dad, but not me. It had been a long time since he’d been able to make me do something I didn’t want to do.

      “You need to check your tone, Detective. I’m still your boss.”

      I didn’t need the reminder. I loved my job, but I hated my boss. It was a weird situation that I was still trying to figure out.

      “What can I do for you, boss?”

      He didn’t like that change either. Dad was getting angrier by the moment, and I wasn’t going to smooth it over. Let him be mad is how I saw it. He didn’t care if he pissed anyone else off, so why should I?

      “I don’t want you on this case. This is the second one in less than two weeks, and this doesn’t look good. It looks like we have something strange going on, and it’s dangerous. I don’t want you to turn out like one of the victims, Kayla. I’m asking as your dad, not your boss. Step down from it and give it to Jesse. He will work with Fred on this one, and then you can get on something more your speed. As your first case, I don’t want it to be this one.”

      “Do you not think that I can do it? Because if that is the case, why did you hire me?”

      He never had faith in me, and I didn’t want to think that this was the reason why he didn’t want me on such a big case, but I wasn’t sure. Dad wasn’t the type that did much more than criticize and even though I couldn’t stand him most of the time, I still wanted some validation from him. It didn’t make sense but didn’t change the way that it was and how I felt.

      “That’s not what I said at all, Kayla. I think you can do anything you put your mind to, and that’s why I want you away from this case. You will ignore how dangerous it is to prove yourself, and something will happen to you. Your mother would never forgive me.”

      “She’s not here, Dad, and that means that she doesn’t have a say. She would want me to help people. So, as your daughter, I’m going to respectfully tell you that I’m not backing down. This is my case; my second scene and I’m going to take care of it. I’m an adult, Dad, and at some point, you’re going to have to realize that you don’t get to decide what I do in my life anymore. I’m not like the rest of these guys working for you. You’re not going to run me.”

      He scowled at me. “Fine, I see how this is going to go. Just know that everyone is going to be watching you on this, so don’t fuck it up. I want this figured out, and the culprit taken down.”

      “Culprit?”

      “Not everything is how it first appears, Kayla. Keep your eyes open, and you’re bound to find out the truth.”

      I thanked him a little sarcastically and got out of there before he pushed some more. Dad liked to have things his way, and I was honestly surprised that he didn’t just pull me off of it directly. It wasn’t like he cared about what I thought. He must be worried about how others would see it. Dad didn’t care about much, but he was very worried about his reputation. Always had cared more what others thought than his own family. I was used to it.

      Freddy was ready when I got out of the office. He frowned a little when I told him I was ready to go. He knew about the request to get me dropped off the case and had apparently agreed with it, even wanted it. I wasn’t going to forget that, but I was professional enough to know that starting a scene or bringing it up wasn’t going to give me the best results.

      “Come on, Freddy, let’s go. We’ve got a long night ahead of us.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I should have been used to this by now. It wasn’t the first case that I’d had that required me to look at things that were hard to see. I’d seen wrecks, death, suicide, and just about everything else in between. Shady Way was a small town, but there seemed to be a little bit of everything here from a cop’s perspective. Crime found its way into the town and hadn’t gotten out of it. Dad tried to make it safe, but then something like this happened, for the second time, and it made everyone question how safe it really was here.

      Freddy was not taking the scene well at all and when he took off suddenly, I could have guessed that he was going to go yak in the bushes somewhere. He talked a lot of crap to me about everything, but I could tell that there was a softer side of him, and that was most likely why he didn’t like working with me. At least me, the woman in the department, didn’t puke every time I saw a dead body. I had a better stomach than that though I’m not going to say that this wasn’t disturbing.

      People were taking pictures, and nosy neighbors were going to have to be pushed back so that no one saw the body. It was a woman in her thirties, and she was laid out in her back yard. I was thankful for the fence that kept everyone’s eyes away. It was ten-feet-tall, and privacy was now ours. It had been hers before and now ours. Brittany Rogers had privacy when she was attacked and killed, and now I would have some while I tried to figure out who had done this horrible thing to her.

      The scene was a mess and the woman that everyone described as bubbly and full of life was in pieces. She was no longer the life of the party, and her face was screwed up in a scream that no one else heard. It was a tragic end to a beautiful life, and I was angered that this had happened to her. I vowed to figure out what it was that had done this to her. This was my job, to right wrongs and to make sure that the guilty paid. The fact that it was a bear doing it didn’t change anything. I was going to find it and put it down to make sure that this didn’t happen again to someone else.

      “This is pretty open and shut.”

      I looked to Freddy and couldn’t disagree more.

      “How so?”

      “It’s just like the other one. It’s a mauling.”

      “I would take that as a reason if this was Alaska, and we had bears all over here. But we don’t. This is Kansas, and I don’t hear of many besides the National Park that had some bought in. This can’t be open and shut because we need to figure out where a bear came from and where it is now.”

      Why was he writing this off like this was no big deal? It was a big deal. This was the second bear mauling of a person in the last two weeks, and there was no reason for a bear to be in the area. It was a mystery that we had to solve and writing it off didn’t seem like any real plan to have. It felt like a cop-out, and I wasn’t going to let it go that easily. Freddy could if he wanted. I didn’t really need a partner anyways. Somehow a bear had gotten into the area, and my working theory in my head was that it was someone’s pet. I still didn’t get if it was an intentional thing, or if the bear had somehow just gotten free and was now wreaking havoc.

      He waved me off. “You’re worried about it too much. It won’t be hard to find the bear. We just have to follow the tracks out back. They go through a couple of yards and go back into the woods. I think that’s where we should be going.

      It was the first thing that he’d said all night that was helpful. I wanted him to know that I was here for the duration, and I wasn’t going anywhere. He didn’t like me as a partner, but like I had done my whole life, I felt like I was always trying to convince him that I was just as good as every other man on the force. It was a hard feat to manage for a man that didn’t even believe that I should be here. But I wasn’t going anywhere. I refused.

      “So, let’s go check it out. I know these woods pretty good.”

      “Don’t you think we should wait?”

      “For what?”

      Freddy looked nervous and I wondered if he was acting this way because he was afraid. I liked to think that there was nothing to worry about, but there was. The kill was fresh, and we apparently had a wild bear on our hands that seemed to like the taste of human blood. It wasn’t what I thought I would be doing for my first big case but chasing footprints into the night was my next plan of action. My partner didn’t want to go with me, but when I suggested that he stay back if he was scared, he trounced into the woods without looking back at me. I smiled to myself. Whatever worked, right?

      Truth was, whether I was trying to prove myself or not. I didn’t want to be back there in the woods by myself. Not with everything else that was going on. There was something in the air and I don’t know why, but I had a feeling that it was only going to get worse before it got better. Unless we found the animal and put it down, I had a bad vibe that it was going to keep attacking people and leaving bodies in its wake.
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          Kayla

        

      

    

    
      The woods were not as inviting as I remembered. Before I could stop myself, I started to look back, and I was comforted by the fact that I could still see the lights from all the cars and medical personnel that were on the scene.

      “You know, I’m surprised that your dad even let you come out here. After what happened to him and all.”

      He was referring to the large scars that he had across his face. It was done by a bear ten years before in these same woods. Before, no one knew where the bear had come from, but this time around, I wasn’t going to rest until I figured it out. This had happened before in Shady Way, and I was going to try my best to make sure that it never happened again.

      “I’m a detective. It doesn’t matter what my father wants. This is my case, and I’m not going to let him push me off of it.”

      He just clicked his tongue at me. “You’re as stubborn as he is. I’ll give you that.”

      We didn’t say anything else to each other for quite a while. I knew that I was supposed to have a retort, but it did me no good, and finally I was calming down in the woods. I don’t remember it being this dark. I couldn’t see the moon out at all behind the clouds. When they finally receded enough to give me a look at where I was, I knew exactly where we were and the tracks that were so perfect led right to an old building that I hadn’t been to in ten years.

      Now the little building had none of the cheery yellow paint that it once had and instead was peeled off and dingy; it didn’t look the same. There was no longer any carpet in the house, having been rotted off for some time. It didn’t look like the teens from the high school had used it to party in for a while. That must happen when the sheriff is mauled in such a way. No one wants to take their chances of the bear coming back, and I can’t say that I blamed them.

      “What’s the matter?”

      Freddy had his gun drawn, and he was ready to go in, sure that the bear was in there and we were going to be heroes.

      “I’ve been here before…” Why did I feel so strange all of a sudden and feel like I was here for a reason? I didn’t know what that reason was, but I had to think that there was something to this. It wasn’t just coincidence; it couldn’t be. The little mini house made me think of the last time I was here, and I shivered with the memory.

      “Well, come on. Let’s see if the animal is still in there, and we can wrap this up before too long.”

      I didn’t see any damage to the door, and I had to wonder how he thought it was possible. How could a bear be in there? What did he do, shut the door after he went in? It didn’t make any sense, but I got my gun out anyways, just in case. Something led us here, and we had to find out what that something was. It was our job after all, no matter how scared we were. I sure as hell wasn’t going to claim that I wasn’t afraid. I was scared shitless, and all I could think about was what was in that building that I knew so well.

      Freddy wanted to be the man, and he wanted to go first. Considering how badly I was shaking inside, I let him go ahead. I sure as hell wasn’t going to argue with him. There was no point to it, really. If he wanted to go in first like a commando, I was going to let him do it. There was nothing else that I was going to worry about. I was going to back him up, and hopefully we could end this particular reign of terror tonight, so no one else would be afraid to go out at night. It was going to be all over the news by morning, so I wanted to have something to bring to the people to help them figure it out. If not, there was going to be a lot of nervous residents that would be wondering if living in a small town was as safe as they thought it was. I wanted to make sure that it was.

      I heard Freddy breathing hard as I followed him in. The place was dark, save for the flashlight that he held in front of him, more like a weapon then a source of light. My heart was pounding in my chest as he opened the door, and we moved into another room. Each room was empty, and when we got to the back room, I knew that the place was clear.

      “That’s all there is. There isn’t anywhere else that a bear could be hiding.”

      “Maybe we missed the tracks leading out?”

      I agreed that we should check for more, but I didn’t see any and after walking around the place three times, it appeared that the huge animal had vanished into thin air. It made no sense, but nothing really did anymore. All I could think about was how I was going to write this up. Either way, I had to get out of here because it was bringing back too many memories. Some were good, and some were the worst days of my life.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Freddy was never this concerned about me, so it made me think that I really must look like crap for him to keep asking. Again, I told him I was fine, but I still didn’t know if I was or not. It was hard to be okay when I was thinking about painful memories from the past. It was hard not to think about it. About Baron and everything that happened in this place and what happened afterwards because of this place.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Just been a long night. Doesn’t look like there is anything else that we can do. Do you have any more ideas?”

      He told me that he didn’t, and for once, I was thankful for no leads. It meant that I could go home and get out of these clothes. I needed to get away from this place, these woods, and get my head stuck back on right.

      I waved goodbye to Freddy before we went our separate ways. I should have gone back to the station and started on the report that was going to take longer than the midnight walk had taken. It would be the worst part of the whole thing on my side, and I could already tell that Freddy was going to do whatever he could to get out of the desk work. I was the woman, so naturally it would go to me to do.

      Frustrated with my gender and every man on my team that thought I was less than because of it. I knew that I was going to do a respectable job because I had no other choice. I had something to prove, as well as a killer to find, no matter what species it was. I had a feeling that this latest case was going to be more than we’d bargained for, and I wasn’t ready to write it off just yet. I couldn’t. There was too much going on at the moment.

      I was supposed to go home and get some sleep before I had to go back to work. Sometimes I thought that I should just sleep there and stop pretending that I had a life outside of the office. I didn’t. That much was clear because I had too much to prove and being a woman made me work twice as hard.

      My car found its way to the bar down from my house. I liked it because a lot of cops were found there, and it was close enough to my apartment that I didn’t have to go far. If I drank too much, I could just walk home, and I wouldn’t to worry about finding a ride or getting a cab. It was the best of both worlds, and Trudy’s little pub was my home away from home.

      “Hey honey. Looks like you had a rough one.”

      Trudy was behind the bar, where she always was, and I took up the stool that had become my regular seat when I was in here. The decorations were null, and the people dull, but the booze was poured quickly, and I liked the wit of the bartender. She was all the entertainment needed to get my mind off of what was going on. I wouldn’t have to talk much. Trudy was the town gossip, and all I had to do was listen to get what I wanted out of her.

      “It was long, that’s for sure.”

      “Well I think I heard about what you were out in tonight. Had another killing, didn’t ya?”

      I agreed, though I wasn’t officially supposed to say anything to her or anyone else about the investigation. It didn’t really matter though. Everyone in the town already knew about it, and when I came in, several tables had gone silent. Now I didn’t know if they didn’t want me to hear the gossip, or if they were trying to get some more through the older, gray-haired woman that was asking questions now. She looked all sweet and innocent, but Trudy was just as bad as everyone else. She liked to gossip, and she was one of the worst too I’d been known to get information from her from time to time. She never wanted anything in return. She just wanted to be a part of it, and I waited for what she had.

      “What did you hear?”

      “I hear that there have been bear attacks again.”

      “Again?”

      “When your father was attacked, several other people were for months afterwards. It was strange because the attacks started out of the blue and then they ended the same way. No one ever caught the bear, but he killed over five people before it all stopped. Ten years later and it starts back up again? I don’t know what it is, but it sounds like a curse. I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes right now, Kayla.”

      I told her that I was taking precautions, but I wasn’t afraid of any bears. They weren’t even supposed to be here, so if they were, it was a strange coincidence and most likely a man-made problem. It could very well be a smuggled pet that someone wasn’t taking care of, or the bear just got away. Whatever it was, this time I was going to make sure to figure it out and stop the perpetrator, whether it be animal or human. It just didn’t seem to be something that nature would have derived. It felt made up, and I wanted to know how this was possible a decade later and still no one knew anything.

      “It’s just part of the job. I think I was cursed when I first took it, so nothing new to worry about.”

      “Even though your father was attacked so viciously?”

      I didn’t add anything because she was the one fishing. Trudy was far better at it, and I smiled back at her.

      “That is the past. This has nothing to do with that.”

      She gave me a look like she was done talking if I was going to say such silly things at that. I wanted her to give me something, but I wasn’t getting anything from her. Not if it wasn’t reciprocated because I wasn’t in the business of starting more rumors. The town was already busting at the seams with them.

      Trudy move closer to me and whispered something about men that turn into bears, and I waved her off.

      “I’ve heard those stories too, Trudy, but that’s all they are. They are just stories that we were told as kids to keep us out of the woods at night. We weren’t allowed to explore, but nothing is in these woods, just darkness.”

      She didn’t agree with me, but she did smile at me when she handed me my beer. That was all I was getting, and that was all she was getting. I don’t think either one of us was happy.

      “There is something for your gossip column, Kayla. There’s Baron. I don’t think I’ve seen him in over ten years. Didn’t the two of you used to date a long time ago?”

      I choked on the cold beer and looked in the direction she was signifying. I was trying my best to hold my composure, but I hadn’t heard that name in a long time. A really long-ass time, and I wasn’t prepared to hear it again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Baron

        

      

    

    
      I knew she had walked into the bar before I saw her. I wanted to say that I wasn’t here for Kayla. I wanted to think that I was here for the lawyer that called me to sign some paperwork on an aunt that had died and left me something in her will. It wasn’t worth my time, not by far, but at the end of the day, I was here for her.

      The crowd around me opened, and I was led right to Kayla. She even smelled the same as she had a decade before, but the sound of her voice had changed a little. Kayla wasn’t the young girl that I knew before. Now she was a cop, detective from what I heard, and I didn’t know if I should be happy or nervous that she ended up that way. I’d broken so many laws with her that it was hard to see her that way. At least she didn’t have a uniform on.

      “Kayla.”

      She turned around completely, and I knew then that nothing had changed between us. There was a lot of time that had spanned since I’d seen her last, but I still felt the same way about her that I always had. She was who I was here to see, but by the look on her face, it didn’t look like she was all that excited to see me. I didn’t blame her. Not after how everything ended between us. It wasn’t the way that I wanted it to end, but I was given no choice.

      “Baron.”

      Kayla just stared at me as if I was a figment of her imagination. I wanted to tell her that I was real, but it didn’t look like she was all that interested in talking to me. She turned back around and took another drink of her beer and ordered a couple of shots. This was not going to be as easy as I would have hoped it would be.

      I sat down next to her and heard the loud sigh that she made. Kayla never had been one to suffer in silence, and she was quick to let me know that she was not happy with me. Things were supposed to be so different between us then how they turned out. I was hoping that things would be like they were before, but I realized now that it was going to take some work to get there.

      I didn’t know what I was thinking when I strolled up to her, but the fact was that I wasn’t thinking. I had always been drawn to Kayla in a way that I wasn’t ever able to understand. She wasn’t a super model, though she was as pretty as any other woman I’d seen. There was just something about her, but I didn’t miss her temper. It had been pointed at me many times before, and I knew for a fact that there was a devil inside of her that would take no shit.

      “I didn’t know you were back in town, Baron.”

      “Have been for a couple of weeks now. Won’t be here too much longer.”

      “You didn’t come to see me?”

      She had a sound in her voice, but I was too busy smelling her. She smelled so damn good. It was the same perfume, and it brought back so many memories that flooded through me in one flash. I wanted her to see that things weren’t the same. Times had changed, and I was a different man, but I had no answer for her. Kayla wasn’t worried about anything else. She couldn’t believe that I hadn’t come to see her. Not only did we have history, but we had unfinished business, and I’m sure she had a lot of questions. I knew this was coming, but that didn’t mean that I was actually prepared for it.

      “No, I was going to. I just…I don’t know. I didn’t know what to say after all this time.”

      “You could have just said hi. I would have liked to have known that you are good and okay. You left, and I never knew what happened. No one would tell me anything.”

      Kayla downed another shot, and I asked her what she was drinking so that I could get her some more, though she looked like she would be better off with some coffee.

      “I don’t need anything else from you, Baron, except answers. I can buy my own booze.”

      She wasn’t going to make this easy on me at all. There was a reason that I had not gone after her. It was pure fear on my part. If I didn’t see her, then the possibility of there being an ‘us’ again would still be a possibility. If I see her though and things go south, that could be it altogether. I liked the chances of something, better than the guarantee of nothing. Now it was all coming to a head, and there was no going back now.

      “I know you can. I had to leave. You know why. Your dad caught us and …” Hell, I didn’t want to finish that sentence. It was the worst night of my life. It had started off so well and with so much promise, but it had all came crashing down in a big way.

      “I know. Dad chased you off, but you didn’t even say good-bye. You just left me, and I thought you would come back. I waited for a while, but you never showed up. Where have you been all this time?”

      “I went to start my way out west. You know that I don’t have any family, so it just made sense to start fresh somewhere where no one knew me. I had to get away from here, so I went to California. Remember how we used to talk about going to California and starting a restaurant? Remember, you cook, I sell out the back?”

      I remembered those talks, but that was all they were, stoner talks that we would have when one or the other one wanted to get out. I couldn’t imagine him there, but then again, he wasn’t from Shady Way. He didn’t have the same entrenched mentality that kept the rest of us here. I don’t know what it was about this place, but for some reason, it was hard to leave.

      “Well, you could have sent a card or something. You could have called. I kept that same cell phone number until about a year ago. You never called.”

      She was hurt, and I knew that I was hurting her when I left. I hadn’t had a choice though. I had to leave, or the consequences would have ended my life in the physical sense or from a freedom standpoint. However, it would have gone down, it wouldn’t have been for good. I’d had to go, but she was right, I could have gotten a message to her. I should feel horrible about her waiting for me to call for so long, but I didn’t. That meant she still cared and I wasn’t here to catch up on old times. I was here to get the one woman that I’ve ever loved, only woman in fact, to take me back. We had a long road ahead of us, but such a long past as well. I’d spent the last decade moving around and doing everything I could to make myself happy, but there was always something missing.

      “I know. You’re going to have to forgive me, Kayla. I fucked up in a big way.”

      Kayla took another sip of her beer, but she hadn’t touched the other two shots. That was probably a good thing. She wanted to be semi-clear-headed, and that was better than getting blitzed and trying to forget that I was here at all.

      “I forgave you a long time ago, Baron. I knew what had to happen and why. Dad made it clear in more ways than you will ever know. He really hated you, and I heard about you for years after you left. Dad had nothing good to say about you after that night.”

      I agreed. I’d known he had never cared for me. He’d told me before that there was something intrinsically wrong with me, and I’d shown him that he was right the night he wanted to push things. I hadn’t missed her father, could spend the rest of my life never seeing him again, but his daughter was not someone that I could forget, no matter how hard I tried.

      “Yeah he did.”

      “What happened that night? You got up and took off running and that was the last I saw of you. I heard them outside talking, but Dad wouldn’t let me go outside. What happened?”

      I could have given her all of the horrid details, and she would never forgive him. He was all she had left for family after her mom killed herself, and I wasn’t going to do that to her. She didn’t need to know what the man that made her was capable of. No one really needed to know that sort of information.

      “He ran me off. I had to go, or he was going to put me in jail for a long time. Had his friends rough me up a little bit. It was one of the best things that could have happened to me, if I’m going to be honest. I needed that kick up the backside to get myself in gear. I was going down a bad path, and he was right to get you away from me. Only bad things happened to people that were around me back then. I don’t know what it was, but your dad saw it in me and just knew.”

      “You weren’t a bad influence. I mean, I would have gone that way, trying out new things with or without you. I’m glad that you were with me because I knew I was always safe with you. Dad didn’t know shit. You wouldn’t have let anything happen to me. I thought I could always count on you.”

      I knew that not counting on me came because I wasn’t able to be there for her. I had to go. I wish I could tell her what really happened that night, but she would never believe me, and I never wanted her to know certain things about me. There were some parts of me that needed to remain a secret. That was the only way that I could guarantee that people would be safe. I hated that her father knew so much about me, and I was a little surprised that he hadn’t told her to keep her away from me for good.

      “I’m sorry, Kayla. I thought things were going to work out a lot differently too.”

      “So, did you ever get married?”

      She threw me off with the question. I wondered then how long she had been thinking about that to ask me such a thing out of the blue.

      I chuckled in response because the idea of it was so absurd. Why in the world would I marry someone else when all I was worried about was her? She was the memories of the past that I could never stop thinking about, and no matter how much I tried, she was always there. I tried to forget her. I really did. I mean, I really tried, but at the end of the day, she was always right there again as soon as I closed my eyes.

      “No, no, I never got married.”

      “Why is that so funny?”

      “I could never marry anyone else but the woman I asked so long ago. She never gave me an answer though.”

      She was the one that laughed now. “God, that was so long ago, and you were drunk. I didn’t even think that you would remember asking me. You were so wasted.”

      “How could I have forgotten that or anything about you, Kayla? You were always the girl for me.”

      “So, you’ve been waiting all this time for me, huh?”

      I shook my head. She didn’t know how true her words really were. I’d been waiting a long damn time for her, and now here she was in front of me finally.

      “Yes, Kayla, and I’d wait another decade if I had to. I miss you. I miss us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Kayla

        

      

    

    
      I really didn’t need this. The man had come out of nowhere, and he was saying all of the things that I’d heard him say to me before in my head. But now it was real. He was real and standing right in front of me. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with that, but I was feeling anxious and horny all at the same time. I shouldn’t have told him about my number and waiting for him. He didn’t need to know that, but the liquor had loosened my tongue. I was really going to have to get a handle on that.

      “I missed us too, Baron, but a long time has passed.”

      He grinned at me and told me that not too long had passed. “You still look just as good as you always did. How are you still single?”

      That was the same question that I’d asked him basically. I couldn’t believe that he hadn’t gotten married, but I hadn’t either. I hadn’t even really dated all that much. I really just shut that part of me down because the one I wanted, I couldn’t have, and it made it so that I didn’t want anything at all. It was hurting only myself in the end, but Baron was a damn hard man to rebound after. Who in the world was going to live up to the high standards that he had set? It was almost impossible really. I knew from the moment that I saw him years ago that he was the one for me.

      But he’d taken me down the wrong path, as my dad said and Dad was right. Life was maybe not better, but safer without Baron in it. He’d made me do things that I never would have done and though I don’t regret it, I like the new life I have. I couldn’t let Baron pull me back into his chaos. I was doing well since he left, and I wanted to keep it that way.

      “I’m not here to ruin anything that you have going on.”

      “Why does it feel like you can still read my mind?”

      “Because we are that in tuned to each other?”

      I shook my head. “No, that’s not it.”

      I didn’t know what it was, but he’d always had a canny ability to tell me what I was thinking, and he would respond just the right way. I don’t know if it was intuition or what it was, but that was fear on a platter. He was here in Shady Way to make my life complicated again. It was a good complicated, I mean a really good complication if memory serves me, but that didn’t mean that I had time for it. I was too old for the fairy tales that he was peddling because they never came true.

      “I don’t know what it is, but I am a little worried about what you’re going to do here. I mean, you never did like to do anything quietly or legally.”

      “I’ve changed, Kayla.”

      I don’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing. There was always something to be said about a bad boy, and that was certainly Baron for as long as I’d known him. He didn’t like rules and broke as many of them as he could when we were younger. It was fun and exciting, but now I was a detective, and it was my job to keep the peace. Baron was not good for the peace. That much I knew for sure.

      “I doubt that, Baron. What brings you back after all of this time? You have a heist planned?”

      He grinned and then chuckled, but he didn’t disagree for a while. Finally, he gave me an explanation, but I wasn’t sure if it was one that I believed or not.

      “Nothing like that. I had an aunt die and she left me some property in her will. I’ve been meeting with the executor of the will and getting it all sold and straightened out before I go back.”

      “To California.”

      “Yeah.”

      That was a long way, and I didn’t like to think about him vanishing again. At least this time I would know about it and know where he was, but that wasn’t going to change the fact that I would still miss him. I miss him after all of these years. Nothing had changed in that department and that’s what made me so nervous.

      “Well, I wish we would have been able to spend more time together.”

      “We have now. We have tonight.”

      He was trying to get into my panties, and I don’t know if I was supposed to feel good about the fact that he still wanted to. It was hard to feel that way when I knew what could happen. The consequences of being with him before were almost too much to bear. I had done what I had to do, but I missed him in more ways than one.

      “No, we don’t. I’ve got a case that’s going to keep me busy for a while. I don’t have tonight. We don’t have anything anymore, Baron. It’s been a long time. Too long. If you would have come back sooner, I don’t know, maybe things would have been different. But we can’t do this now, not this time.”

      I was holding it all back. I knew that I wanted him. He looked the same as he did before. He was larger maybe, more muscular on the top half than he was when he was younger, but nothing else had changed. He still had the same devilish grin that would get me in trouble. Baron’s bright blue eyes held promise of pleasure to come, and I had to look away.

      I knew what he wanted, and I knew that he would give me everything that I needed and more. He was the only one that was ever able to make me feel the way he did. That was a lot to give up, but I knew it was for the best if I wanted my sanity in a week or two when he left again for another decade or more.

      “It doesn’t have to be this way. We can make this work.”

      I wanted to believe him, but I knew better. All Baron was going to give me was pain. It was just that simple, but it was a fact that I knew to be true, all too well...

      “I wish we could, Baron, but a lot happened back then, and I think it’s best that we don’t try to relive it. It’s for the best that we just go our separate ways tonight.”

      He sighed and told me that he understood. I was waiting for his pressure and sugared words that always worked before. I wanted him to handle me in that way. I don’t know why, but I wanted Baron to disagree and make me listen. I didn’t want his understanding.

      “I’m staying at the hotel if you want to see me, or you change your mind. I won’t push you, Kayla. I know that it wouldn’t do me any good anyways, but I do want you to know that I still love you like I did before. That part of me will never change.”

      I didn’t say anything else about his comments. I didn’t want to get into it with him. I just couldn’t. I didn’t want him to know how long I’d waited for him and the disappointment when I couldn’t go with him. I was going to regret it, but I knew that there was no world where the two of us could really be together. It just wasn’t supposed to happen. Like before, there were so many things that were keeping us apart.

      I left the bar and walked home. It wasn’t far, and it was only when I got to the door that I felt like someone was behind me. I was spooked from what I had learned that night at the crime scene. It wasn’t too far from here. When I turned around on the porch and looked out into the darkness, I didn’t see a thing, but as I looked for the longest time, my eyes started to get adjusted to the dark, and I could see a pair of eyes staring back at me.

      Every hair on my body stood on edge, and a shiver ran through me that I couldn’t stop. It was hard to think about what it was. I thought about the two mauling victims, and I wondered if this was how they felt before they died.

      My hands started to work again, and I went inside quickly, locking the door behind me. I felt a little better because neither victim had been in a house, but out in the open outside. I hoped that the fact would help me be okay. I wasn’t usually so freaked out, but today had been a rough day, and it was looking like it was just going to be more of the same.

      “Calm down, Kayla. You’re freaking out.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Well, you look like shit.”

      I looked up at Freddy and gave him an expression to sum up how I felt. A finger gesture would have been better, but that was frowned upon at the precinct.

      “Damn, okay, sorry. I was just saying you look like you had a worse night than I did. I couldn’t get that woman’s body out of my mind.”

      “Yeah, it was pretty rough. I still don’t think I’ll ever get used to it. I wish it was quieter sometimes. Besides that, I went out and had too much to drink. It helps you sleep, but it’s really hell in the morning.”

      Freddy grinned, and I think it was the first time he had a genuine smile for me. It was weird because we were always arguing, but for once it felt like I actually had a partner.

      “Yes, I know that I’ve had many of those nights. Went out with your dad many times to Trudy’s. She is the only place in town that we can go, and I frequent it quite a bit.”

      “I’m in walking distance, so I probably spend too much time there.”

      “I’m surprised that I’ve never seen you there.”

      He had seen me there several times. I’d caught his gaze or saw him looking my way, but he’d never said hello. I wasn’t going to call him on it at the moment because there was a moment of peace that I didn’t want to shatter. It didn’t matter what the truth was.

      “Me too. Well, it’s time to get to work anyways. Where do you want to start with this?”

      My head hurt too much to come up with anything at the moment. I knew that we had to find the killer, whether it was man or beast, but I was out of ideas. I was just trying to make it through this cup of coffee, really hoping that I would be able to get it together. I don’t know why, but I kept going to the idea that this was a man doing it. It wasn’t Trudy’s words from before that stuck with me but just a feeling. Those tracks hadn’t come from nowhere. I’d seen several boot prints, but no more bear tracks. Something didn’t make sense. It didn’t make sense when Dad and several others were attacked either. None of this made sense so a random, roaming bear didn’t make sense. If it didn’t make sense, I figured there had to be another option. There had to be something that I was overlooking.

      “I don’t know Kayla. We can go ask some of her family questions? See what she was doing out there, and if she had any enemies. It just seems silly because she was mauled to death. We’re not looking for a killer. We’re looking for a wild animal.”

      I know that I should agree with him. all of the evidence pointed to that as the truth, but my gut disagreed, and I’d learned nothing surer than to listen to my gut. I just wasn’t able to convince other people of that.

      “Okay, Freddy. You drive. I might still have a bit too much in my system.”

      He laughed like I was joking. But I really wasn’t. I don’t know if I was just hungover badly, or if I was actually still drunk.
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          Baron

        

      

    

    
      The night before went as bad as it could have possibly gone. I was worried about getting Kayla to see things my way. She was still mad at me, that much was clear but again, I was going to be an optimist and try to make it like it was a sign. It meant that she cared. I could have done with a totally different kind of caring though, one that got me the girl instead of wondering what the hell had happened watching her leave.

      I paced all night in the small hotel room. This place was making me crazy and I went out for a run before I finally tried to go back to bed. If a run through the woods couldn’t get me right, nothing could. I had been having trouble sleeping since I came back to Shady Way, and I was sure that it was because of the history I had here. Some of the best and worst times were on this land. I found out who and what I was here. So many things that had changed my life and the course of it forever. I’d told myself a long time ago that I wouldn’t come back here. I’d wanted Kayla for all that time, but something had always kept me away, namely her father.

      Mike was always going to hate me, and I can’t say that he didn’t have at least one good reason. He’d pushed me and though I don’t know what he’d truly planned for me that night so long ago, I knew what I thought was going to happen. He’d pushed too hard and brought out a part of me that I didn’t even know existed. I tried to hide that part of me because it scared the hell out of me, but I couldn’t--not forever. At some point, I’d decided that I had to get on with my life, one way or another.

      That meant that instead of avoiding Mike, I was going to have to go down there and pay him a visit. He was down at the precinct right now and like his daughter, me and the old man had unfinished business. I would have liked to have thought that I wouldn’t have to chase Kayla down, but I would have to. I wished that I didn’t have to go through her job, but I had a couple of reasons to be there. I wanted to give Mike a hello since he was going to be so glad to see me.

      The idea that I would get to see my nemesis again was actually an exhilarating feeling. The old sheriff had tried his damndest to get through to me. He’d tried to talk sense into me. But I didn’t have much sense back then, and Mike didn’t have any patience. The final straw was getting caught with Kayla. It had infuriated him to no end. Apparently, I was good enough to help him when needed and to be mentored by him, but not to have feelings for his daughter. Kayla was off limits. He told me that once before, but that was the only time that I ignored a request. I had looked up to Mike in a way, even when I was getting in trouble.

      We dated in secret for a long time before I’d finally had enough and wanted it to be public. Mike had gone out of his way, more than usual, to give me hell after that, and the more I tried to get him to see that me and his daughter were right for each other, the more he hated me. The night in the woods when he’d caught us had been the last straw.

      I thought about that night and what he tried to do afterwards. He was the police chief, but there was no real justice in the town. Everyone was playing Mike’s games, and he had his own rules. Now I was going to go see what the old man was up to. I was sure that he wasn’t going to be happy to see me, but I wanted to see Kayla again and since this was the only guarantee I was going to have, I had to come here. Going to Mike’s house didn’t seem like a good idea.

      If we were going to have to see each other, I would prefer that it was done in public so that I would know what was going on. He might try to do something like before. I didn’t put anything past him, but I was willing to risk it for Kayla. I had to show her that what we had was real. I was tired of letting her father dictate my life. He had for long enough and being close to Kayla again reminded me how much I missed her.

      I went into the station with trouble on my mind. I wanted to get under Mike’s skin. I knew that it wasn’t a smart idea, but while he didn’t like me, he was afraid of me, and I wanted to see his fear. He’d kept me away from Kayla for all of these years, and now she thought one way about me that I didn’t get. I didn’t get why she wouldn’t forgive me, but I’m sure that it had something to do with her father constantly being in her ear. I knew it. I just knew it.

      Not wanting to go to jail, I knew that I was going to have to come at this in a way that made it so that didn’t happen. I liked to think that Mike still wasn’t running the town, but I knew he was. The man ran everything around him.

      I went to the front desk and asked to see the sheriff. I knew that he was going to not be so happy to see me, but before I’d wanted to stay away. Now I wanted him to know that I was here. He told me to never come back or there would be hell to pay, but now I welcomed such a thing. I had many thoughts in my head, but a confrontation with Mike was on the top of the list. If I could somehow get over dealing with him, I would have more confidence with his daughter.

      I was told that he was on a phone call and would be out in a few minutes. I just sat down on the bench. Of course, I would have to wait. What else could I do? He was a busy man, and I was going to make more work for him. I tried to prepare myself for him and played out what I was going to say in my head. It was hard for me to think about how everything was going to go. I just knew that it wasn’t going to work out the way that I saw it happening.

      The longer I stood there, the more determined I was to see this through. He’d pushed me before, but this time I was older and stronger. I wouldn’t lose it like I had before. I hadn’t done that in a very long time, even though I still had dreams that were more vivid because they were actually night walks. That part of it hadn’t changed.

      “What the hell are you doing here, Baron? Have you lost your mind?”

      “Kayla, I didn’t know you would be here.”

      “Yes, you did. Seriously, what are you doing here? You know that if my dad sees you, he is going to lose his shit.”

      “I’m here to see your dad. I wanted to catch up and see how he was doing.”

      She looked at me like I was crazy and maybe I was. I knew that I was toeing the line. It was hard not to.

      “Why would you want to do that? He hates you. Nothing has changed.”

      I told her that a lot had changed.

      “Is this because of last night and that I wouldn’t leave with you?”

      I hadn’t asked, but I liked where her mind was.

      “No, it has nothing to do with that. Me and your father have our own dealings.”

      She told me that I had to go and instead of waiting for me to choose, she just started pushing me towards the door. I didn’t have a choice in this.

      “I’m just going to come back later. This is the only way I get to see you.”

      She sighed at me. “You know that you’re a mess, right? That much hasn’t changed. You’re going to get me in trouble. Are you trying to get me fired?”

      “No, I’m trying to get your attention.”

      “Well, you have it now.”

      “Go out with me.”

      Kayla shook her head and the blonde wave moved from side to side. I watched her amber eyes look annoyed and then something else altogether. I don’t know what was going on in her mind, but I knew that I was going to have to figure something out.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      We were standing outside of the cop shop. It should be pretty obvious to her now that I was serious. I hated police, and they hated me in kind. It was one of the very last places that I ever wanted to be. But I would go there every day and face her father if that was what it took. Now that I was back and had seen her again, she was standing in front of me, nothing else was going to do. It was just that simple.

      “I’m very serious. Come out with me, Kayla. I miss you, and I want to catch up somewhere quiet, not yelling over the loud music at Trudy’s.”

      “You know that we can’t be together. I thought after everything that happened, you would get that now.”

      “I do get that. I really do, but there is still more to this subject. You want to talk about the past, and I want to see what is left in our future. You waited a long time for me to call you. That tells me that you wanted to talk. So, let’s talk. And see what happens.”

      I added the last part in there and grinned when she gave me a dirty look. I was pushing it. I know it, but the fact of the matter was that I wanted her to see that I wasn’t going to just go away. I cared too much about her, and Kayla would either give in to my demands or I was going to make sure that she couldn’t say no to them anymore.

      “Come on, Kayla. That or I go back in there and me and your dad have a reunion.”

      “If you really knew what lengths my dad would go through to keep us away from each other, Baron, you wouldn’t even be here right now.”

      She was holding something back from me, and I didn’t like it. It was something important because I could almost always read what was in her mind, but not this time. This time she was holding it very close to her chest, and I was nervous about what it was. I was used to knowing all, and I didn’t like when I didn’t know what was going on.

      “Tell me how far he would go, Kayla. What do I not know?”

      Kayla looked away and smiled. “Nothing; never mind. I will go out with you, Baron, if that is what it takes for you to leave. You don’t know what my father is capable of, and I would never forgive myself if something happened…”

      She looked up at me finally, and her golden eyes were filled with fear and maybe hate. I knew that they had never been close, but I didn’t think that it was this bad. What I didn’t understand was why was I so worried about it all of a sudden. I had this feeling that Kayla was trying to protect me. It was laughable from my point of view, especially since I knew exactly what the sheriff was capable of, rather intimately. Here I was thinking that I would protect her from ruining the image of him in his mind.

      “I’m a big boy, Kayla. I can take care of myself. I don’t need you to keep me safe. You know that, right?”

      She waved me off. “Just tell me when and where, and I will meet you somewhere. Just not here. Never here again.”

      I told her that I wouldn’t come here again, but I had to wonder why she was acting so strange. What had Mike done to his own daughter to make her fear him in such a way, and why is she working at the police station with him as her boss if he was so bad? I’d known that he was a bad guy for a while now, knew it from experience, but I wondered how Kayla knew about it. I hadn’t thought that she’d seen that side of him.

      “Meet me at our place tonight. We’ve not been out there in a long time.”

      Her face dropped, and she shook her head. “No, I don’t think that’s going to work.”

      “Why?”

      “Well at the moment, there is police tape all around that old house because there was a bear-mauling victim discovered there yesterday. I was just leaving the scene when I ran into you at the bar.”

      “A bear mauling?” My throat got dry, and I wondered again where I went during my sleep adventures. I’d come back in rougher shape than when I went to bed. I wondered…

      “Yeah, this is the second one in about two weeks. I don’t know what is going on, but we can’t go there. Somewhere else?”

      “Um, I’ll call you when I think of something. I have to go, Kayla.”

      “Okay, well I guess I will see you later.”

      I kissed her cheek. “Yeah, later.”

      I turned around and got out of there before the real thoughts came into play. I don’t even know what to say or what to do. Bear mauling? This can’t be good.
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          Kayla

        

      

    

    
      For someone that had gone to such great lengths to see me, I felt like Baron really copped out. While he was talking about how much he missed me and wanted to be with me again, the truth of the matter was that he’d just taken off seconds later. It was almost like he was acting that way because I brought up the bear attacks, but I didn’t see how that was even remotely related. It was strange, and I watched him walk down the street and get into his car. What the heck was that all about?

      I went back inside after watching Baron a few moments longer to make sure that he did in fact leave. I knew what would happen to Baron if my dad found out about him being here. It was best that he didn’t know anything, but that idea was about to be shattered when I heard him say my name.

      “Tell me that I didn’t just see Baron walking out of here.”

      I couldn’t, and I remained silent. What was I supposed to say? It’s not like I had anything to do with it. He was nice enough to help me out, and I just wanted to get Dad off of him. Baron might have talked big, but Dad had done something to him before to make him leave. It had to have been before Dad was attacked by a bear. The scars were as clear to the eye as they were the day it happened. Dad never got into much detail about what happened, but I knew that there was a reason that he kept it to himself.

      “I can’t tell you that. It was Baron. I think he was here to see you, but I told him that it wasn’t a good idea.”

      “Why would he want to see me?”

      I shrugged because I couldn’t think of a reason why. My dad was a jerk. I didn’t know why he had the friends he had. He was always surrounded by people that he knew, but that didn’t mean that they didn’t have a reason to be so close at hand.

      “I have no idea. The way you treated him, I’m surprised he would step foot in this place. You always had it out for Baron, and I know that you hurt him before he left.”

      “There are things that you don’t understand, Kayla. I’ve shielded you from the worst of it. I will tell you like I did before. You will stay away from him. He’s bad news. Always has been and always will be.”

      I didn’t want to hear it. He’d been telling me that for over ten years now, and it had been long enough for me.

      “You don’t even know him, Dad. You didn’t know him back then either. I had no plans of seeing him. We were just talking, and I was getting him to leave. You’ve done enough to him.”

      Dad wasn’t happy with my insolence, but I wasn’t going to back down. I had before, let him run my life while I was younger, but I was twenty-eight now, and there was nothing that he could do to me now, shy of firing me. I don’t know if that would be such a terrible thing. But I knew he wouldn’t because then he wouldn’t have a way to control me. Dad controlled everyone and everything. He called it love, and I just felt like it was suffocation.

      “I’ve not done near enough. I don’t want to hear about you being seen with him. You’re an officer now, a detective. You can’t be seen with people like him. He’s a felon, Kayla.”

      There was no winning this conversation, so I just shut my trap. I wasn’t going to argue with him. It was always pointless. As I’d always done, I agreed with Dad to get him to shut up, but that didn’t mean that it would last all that long. I just had to keep a smile on my face a few more seconds, and then I would be able to do what I wanted--what I planned to do all along.

      “Anyway, all of this is for nothing. I can’t control if he comes here or not, but now he knows that he is not wanted. Leave him alone, Dad. He hasn’t done anything wrong, and you don’t have an excuse to bring him in this time.”

      Dad mumbled something under his breath about his existence was wrong, but I had no idea what he was talking about.

      “I don’t need an excuse, dear, I’m the sheriff.”

      I didn’t want to start in with him, and I was thankful for once to see Freddy coming towards me. Something was wrong though. I could see it in his face, and I had a feeling that it was going to be something that I didn’t want to hear about.

      “What’s up, Freddy?”

      “We got another one.”

      I looked back at Dad, and he already knew. It was nice to not have to continue the conversation, but at the same time, I wish it would have been interrupted for something else. I didn’t have to ask Freddy what he was talking about. I knew already. He was talking about another person being mauled. This was no longer some freak accident. This was three victims now in two weeks. This was becoming worse and worse. We had to get ahold of this bear or whatever was doing this and stop it. My little town, that I’d grown up in, was becoming a scary place to live in.

      “Be careful out there, Kayla. There are bad things in the woods.”

      His words haunted me out to the crime scene. I let Freddy drive because it seemed to put him in a good mood, and I didn’t care either way. We were finally getting along a little better, and I didn’t want to mess it up with my need to drive. I was just going to have to learn to be a passenger.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen your dad so riled up. Do you think that he is actually afraid of the bear? That he’s worried it is the same one?”

      I just shook my head. My dad wasn’t afraid of anything. He never had been, and there was a big part of me that knew that there was something else going on for him to act that way. The man didn’t know how to be afraid. Never had and never would.

      The area where the third attack was made me nervous as well. This wasn’t as far out as the other ones had been. It was closer to town, and that meant that there was a higher chance of someone else getting pulled into the fray. I don’t know why, but the idea of it all made me shiver.

      “There’s a witness this time.”

      Freddy must have been holding out on that one. I didn’t believe him for a moment, and then I knew that we would finally find out what was going on.

      “Good, I am anxious to see what they have to say for themselves. If we can get an actual person to say that they saw the bear, it would make our lives a whole lot easier.”

      Freddy agreed, and when I asked him what else he’d heard, he just shrugged. “Not much of anything. The witness is being held at the scene for us. It’s a woman in her fifties, and she isn’t one hundred percent sure what she saw.”

      I just shook my head and urged him on to go a little faster. I wanted to get to the scene and talk to the witness before she was gone. I had to know what it was she saw. If she’d seen a bear, I would think that it would be pretty easy to make that out, no matter how bad her eyesight may have been.

      When we pulled up and I saw a woman with thick glasses, I knew then that maybe she hadn’t seen as much as I would have liked her to. There was a smile on her face while she talked to a deputy, but I didn’t know what it was for. I found out quickly that she was flirting with the responding officers. With the fact that an elderly man had been attacked and killed, I didn’t think that this was normal behavior. After talking to her for a moment, I knew that she wasn’t normal at all. She was rather out there, and the smile on her face was brightest when I asked her about what happened.

      “Well, it was the strangest thing. I was out taking Poopsie for a walk. That’s my dog.”

      I nodded my head to encourage her to keep going. I could tell what kind of witness and story this was going to be. Some people were excited to be part of an investigation just like on TV, no matter if the fact that they were was because of some tragedy.

      “Well anyways, I heard a scream when I was going back towards the house, and it was the sort of sound that made all of the hairs go up on the back of my neck. I don’t know what happened over there at the time, and I knew that I wasn’t going towards the sound. Mr. Walters had never sounded like that before, and it really scared me. I almost called the police I was so worried.”

      The older woman had black hair with grey roots, and her robe was pulled tightly around her. She held the fabric tight like it was somehow giving her some comfort. I didn’t know what was going on in her head, but it was like she was reliving it, and it didn’t go well for her. She was so worried about the story that she didn’t seem to notice that her nails were digging into her arm she was gripping the robe so tightly. I wanted to tell her it was going to be okay, but that would have been a lie. We still didn’t even know what was happening, so to guarantee that everything was going to be okay was a stretch if nothing else.

      Her thick arms and stubby fingers were white from the pressure. She finally met my gaze, and then she breathed out heavily. “So, I looked, but I didn’t walk any closer. It was almost dark, and all I saw was a brief glimpse of a man running out of the back yard. The man was really tall and muscled. He had light hair and a square jaw. He was handsome, but then when I went to check on my neighbor, I could see that the stranger had harmed him.”

      “You saw a man?” This was not at all what I’d expected. I was supposed to be looking for a bear, not a man. Something was wrong, or this woman was mistaken. This couldn’t be, even though I’d thought from the beginning it didn’t sound like proper animal behavior. None of this felt good to me.

      My partner next to me clicked his tongue, and I could tell that he felt the same way. This one witness had changed everything, and now we had to start all over again and go back to the drawing board. We were apparently way off.

      “Okay, so are you sure that you saw a man?”

      She looked at me and cocked her head. “That’s what I said. I don’t know who it was, not someone from around here, but it was definitely a man. There is no way that a woman could do it.”

      “Well, we were thinking that it was another bear mauling.”

      I didn’t care for the fact that Freddy added that in. He was leading the witness, but we both did need clarity. So, this was a man? The beast we were looking for apparently was one of the two-legged variety. This changed everything.
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          Baron

        

      

    

    
      After hearing about the bear mauling attacks that were going on here, I knew that I had to get away. My thoughts were running rampant, and I was worried that my sleepwalks were more sinister than I first suspected. I woke up this morning with marks on me, and I can’t remember for the life of me where they came from. I wanted to say that I knew, but my dreams were insane, and there was no way of telling if any of it had really happened. Or it could mean that there was a shifter around that I didn’t know about. They usually stayed with their clan, but that didn’t mean that one of them hadn’t decided to branch out in Shady Way.

      I had left out of there so fast that I hadn’t even gotten a date and time for Kayla. I had it planned that we would go to the abandoned house that we’d been to before. We had history there, but something bad had happened there. I should have said something about meeting again, but the news had caught me off guard. Now I was kicking myself for it. I just wanted to see her, and I’d gone there for that very reason. It seemed to be all for nothing now.

      When the phone rang later, I didn’t even expect it to be Kayla. I was shocked to hear her voice, but I didn’t want her to know that.

      “Hey, Kayla. I’m glad you called.”

      “Well you left in such a hurry earlier that I didn’t have a chance to give you a meeting spot. Do you want me to just come to you, so we can talk? It’s been a long night, and I don’t think I’m up for going out anywhere.”

      I looked around the hotel room, and I can’t say that I liked the idea all that much. It wasn’t the best place, but I’d been here a couple of weeks and had quite a bit of my stuff in these two tiny rooms. I was here for many reasons and some were to learn about where I came from. The lawyer stuff was what brought me here, but my curiosity and Kayla was what was keeping me here even longer. I had a lot to learn about myself, and I knew that here was the best place to learn about it. My father was from here, or so I was told. I just wish that it wasn’t all strewn around the room now. I would have put her off if I didn’t think that she would just cancel it altogether. If this was the only time, then this was the only place that it could happen. I had hope in my heart, even if it really shouldn’t be there.

      “Alright, well I’m staying at the hotel. Just come down. It’s room 320.”

      “Oh, I don’t know what I was thinking. I didn’t know you were staying there. I will be there in a bit. At least it’s close.”

      I agreed and hung up. I smiled to myself for a moment before I started to look around. The place was a mess and some of these things she didn’t need to see. Kayla didn’t know a lot about me, but this was one of those things that she could never know about. I was going to have to figure out a way to hide it and I stuffed a lot of it into the closet until it was bursting at the seams. There was just too much of it to get into the vehicle, so it was just going to have to do. I was so worried about everything else that I didn’t even get to change or anything else before she was knocking on the door. It was now or never.

      Going to the door, I stopped and glanced at myself in the mirror and wished that I’d had more time. I wished that my face didn’t show my nerves. I wished a lot of things but would have traded anything for the fact that she was going to be in here and next to me soon. Now I would get the chance that I was waiting for. There was no way that I was going to lose her now. She was going to be mine; I could just feel it.

      I opened the door, and my heart started to pitter-patter in my chest. I was happy to see her, as was she for me. Kayla always was a sight for sore eyes, and this moment was no different. She wasn’t dressed up, her hair back and severe, but that didn’t take away her beauty. Kayla had never been one that had to put makeup on for anyone to notice her. She was stunning in her own skin without anything on to highlight it. Now she was practically beaming, even though her golden brown eyes told me that she was tired.

      “It’s good to see you, Kayla, come in.”

      She smiled at me in that way she did, and my heart flipped in my chest again. When I was around Kayla, my heart did all kinds of stupid things. Being around her sometimes was more like symptoms of a heart attack than anything else.

      I shut the door behind her, and I saw that her jacket was still on. It was hot out, so that told me she was most likely out on a case. From the girl that I’d partied with for so long, Kayla had really made something of herself. She had always said that she wanted to help people. I’d thought it would be as a therapist or in some other way. I would have never guessed that she would have gone the way of her father and became a police officer. Things must have really changed when I left.

      “So, what are we drinking? Wine or vodka?”

      “You remember.”

      “Of course. You used to drink vodka like it was your water source.”

      “I would say wine or beer most of the time, but I think I need something a little stronger after the day I’ve had.”

      I smiled at her answer and asked her what had happened that made her go back to her wicked ways.

      “Work stuff. There was another killing, but I really don’t want to talk about it. I’m not supposed to talk about an investigation that is still open. Why don’t you tell me about your day? It has to be better than mine.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was true or not. I wanted to ask more about the death, but I knew that I shouldn’t. She didn’t want to talk about it, and I wasn’t sure that I should be. It was a bad sign to have those kinds of deaths in town. It had happened ten years ago, and I knew the culprit that time. I was starting to worry that I may know more than I was supposed to know. I wasn’t sure, but I had a bad feeling about it, and I didn’t want to think about it either.

      “I didn’t do much today. I signed some paperwork, and my aunt’s house is now officially sold. The money is waiting to clear and then get transferred out. I didn’t think I’d come back here for this, but I’m so glad I did.”

      Kayla waved me off. “You always were good with flattery. You said you wanted to talk, so what did you want to talk about? Do you just want to go down memory lane again?”

      She was rushing me, and I knew that it was because she didn’t want me to know how she felt. Kayla was always the type to pretend that everything was okay, even though we both knew that it wasn’t. She wasn’t going to let me beat around the bush on this one, even though I really hoped she would.

      “There is a lot to talk about. A lot of time has gone by. What have you been doing for the last ten years?”

      Kayla took a shot of vodka and then moved her shoulders like she didn’t know. “Not much. I went to college and got my bachelor’s in criminology. Became a cop. Just made detective a few weeks ago and that’s about it. No husband or family. The career has kept my busy, and it keeps me out of trouble when I stay busy.”

      “I’m sure you’re great at what you do. You would have been great at anything that you did.”

      She smiled and then told me that she wished other people felt that way.

      “Who doesn’t?”

      “Everybody at work that has a dick.”

      I was a bit thrown off by her comment, but I could see how that would be a problem. She was a cop, and they had a fraternity thing. I could see how it would be hard for a woman to walk into the lifestyle, especially someone like Kayla. She was pretty and had all the right parts, but she was also aggressive and was determined to get her way. If she put her mind to something or someone told her that she couldn’t do something, she would make sure that she proved them wrong. Kayla was a rare breed, and I was sure that she didn’t make it easy for the guys at work.

      “As someone that has seen your lady parts before, I wouldn’t begrudge it at all. Men would be nothing without women. That’s why they talk about you guys so much. We really just can’t help it. God made you guys look like that, and I wouldn’t know how to work with you. I would want to throw you down and slide inside of you every second of the day. I imagine it would be pretty distracting.”

      Kayla looked at me and had a bit of need in her sparkling depths that I hadn’t seen in a while, and it made me instantly hard. That was all it took from her. Just one look.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do with you, Baron. You’re being downright naughty at the moment. You have no idea what is going through my head that I can’t say. I wish things were as before. You would have already made me come by now.”

      Her observation was most likely true. If this had been before, I would have already made her scream out my name. and her body would be racked with orgasms. The very idea of it made me throb below the belt, and I had to grit my teeth from the thoughts. I really need to keep my mind out of the gutter.

      “You’re probably right, but it’s not how it used to be.”

      That wasn’t something that I wanted to harp on. I wanted it back to the way it was.

      “It can be if you want it, Kayla. You know that there is no one else for me but you. We made promises a long time ago, and I still feel the same way. I’m still in love with you, Kayla.”
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          Kayla

        

      

    

    
      I’d never heard him say those words out loud. Not really. He would say that he loved the way I felt, wanted to be with me forever, loved fucking me, but never had he said it like that. I don’t know why those three little words could change everything, but they did. I wanted to believe that we were destined to be together. It had been a long time since we’d been together, and the memories still hadn’t faded. Some were just as clear as the day we lived them, and it was hard for me to think of Baron without the surge of feelings that went through me. Most were sexual, but not all of them. I’d been head over heels in love with this guy before.

      “It’s been a long time, Baron.”

      “I know.”

      “Then why did you leave the way you did? You didn’t even say goodbye, Baron. You just left and never came back. Ten years is a long-ass time.”

      I was mad at him and part of it was because he didn’t even know the half of it. The things I had to go through when he left, what my father made me do… It was just too much and even though feelings of Baron always made me smile and heat up in my nether regions, it wasn’t all good. There had been a lot of bad as well, and Baron had just left me to take care of it. Even if he didn’t know, I still wish he would have fought for us and stayed. He shouldn’t have let my dad run him off.

      “I know, Kayla. I don’t know what to say. I wish I could explain it to you.”

      “I wish you could too. I think there are a lot of things that could be talked through, but neither one of us needs to, huh? You just left, and that’s what happened.”

      “It wasn’t that simple.”

      “I know, Dad made you leave, but that doesn’t mean you had to go.”

      “I really did, Kayla. If I had stayed… It would have been bad, let’s keep it at that.”

      “What happened that was so bad that you can’t tell me after all this time? It was ten years ago, Baron. Don’t you think that I at least have the right to know?”

      “I want to tell you, but then again, I don’t want you thinking ill of your father. He has done things that I think would shock you.”

      “You’d be surprised. I know what my dad is capable of.”

      He stopped, and I could tell that he was on the verge of telling me. Baron had always been straight forward, and I was convinced that it had to be pretty bad for him to be refusing to tell me. It didn’t make sense. What had my father done to him to make him act this way? He obviously wasn’t afraid of him, though. Baron just went to the precinct earlier to talk to him. There was something that I just wasn’t understanding, and I wanted to know what it was.

      “He tried to kill me. That night that he found us. He had a couple of his deputies with him, one close-lined me as I was getting out of the house, and I woke up strapped to a tree. They were going to kill me, Kayla, so I had to defend myself.”

      It didn’t make sense. I replayed it in my head and after the third time, it still didn’t make any sense. I didn’t know what he was talking about. Who did he have to defend himself against, my dad?

      “So, what happened?”

      “I got out of there and never looked back. Your dad didn’t chase me off, Kayla, he tried to kill me, and I wasn’t going to let him try again, no matter how much I loved you. I knew that if I pushed it, it was just going to make it harder on you, and I knew that he was going to be hard enough. He was always so harsh, but you weren’t ready to leave.”

      “I would have if you would have come back a week later. Like I said before, my dad is capable of many things. Which of the deputies was it?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t remember their names.”

      “Come on, you knew them all by first-name basis. They arrested you enough.”

      “Not these two. I don’t know who they were. They could have been new or from another county. I really don’t know. I didn’t stay around to find out all of the particulars. I was in the middle of something.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I knew that Dad was certainly capable of murder, but to think that it was the reason that Baron had left me all that time ago-- I didn’t know what to think about it all. It made me realize that Dad had destroyed all of my life back then. I knew he had done some things, horrible, unspeakable things that he forced me to do, but I would have never thought that he would do something like that to Baron.

      I took another shot and closed my eyes to the burn. I liked it at the moment. It reminded me that I was still alive, still here, no matter what had happened. His story was bringing up painful memories of the past that I didn’t want to have. There were some things that didn’t need to be drudged up again. It was bad enough the first time around.

      “I’m sorry that happened to you. I wish I would have known or you would have told me you were leaving. I would have gone with you. Dad changed after that night, and he really got a little crazy for a while. I wasn’t able to leave the house for almost a month. He wanted to make sure that you were really gone. He searched for you night after night once he was released from the hospital.”

      I should have told Baron the rest, but I didn’t want to think about it. That would be for another conversation, if ever.

      “It’s not your fault. You didn’t know Mike was like that. How would you have? Everyone thought he was such a great guy.”

      I wouldn’t have gone that far, but he was well liked in the community. I knew that it was because the community didn’t know who it actually was that ran the justice in their town.

      “Yeah, I know that everyone sees him as this great person. He really isn’t. He never was. He was mean to my mom before she died, and he was cheating on her before she killed herself. There are some things that he has done that are unforgivable.”

      “Then why do you stay here, Kayla? I don’t get why you are working for him. What would make you want to stay?”

      That was a good question, an even better one if he knew the whole story. There was a reason that I stayed, though it wasn’t hard facts, more that it was just a feeling that I had inside. I don’t know what kept me in Shady Way, but something did. Maybe I had been waiting for someone to come back.

      “I don’t know. I just did.” I was never going to tell him that I had waited all this time for him. I didn’t want to put myself out there like that.

      “Would you still leave?”

      I wasn’t expecting that question, and I didn’t have an answer right off the bat. I wanted to tell him that I would, but this job was all that I had. I had worked hard to get where I was, to prove myself to everyone that was around me. Would I be able to give it all up on a whim? This was my hometown, had been my whole life and though I’d said I would have left, possibly would have when I was younger, I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else but here now.

      “I don’t know. This place grows on ya. I like helping people. I like being a cop.”

      “But what about your dad?”

      “I don’t work with him all that much. He oversees it all. I don’t live with him, so he doesn’t affect me like he used to. He doesn’t have a say anymore.”

      “It seems like he did today.”

      I waved him off. “You just don’t get it, Baron. You never did. You have to know how to handle him and know when it isn’t worth it. He was right about some things. I was going down a path that was going to lead to nowhere. It was a good thing that I straightened up. People respect me now. I help people.”

      I felt like I had to justify why I stayed, even though it was a valid question that I would have asked myself as well. It was hard to see why I had stayed, but I had gotten some things out of it. I had gotten purpose when I didn’t have any. For the longest time, Baron was my purpose, and then he left. Everything didn’t seem the same, and I was looking for a way to make it right. Policing seemed the way to go, plus I was pushed in that direction. The town was short on deputies when a couple quit unexpectedly, and that’s when I came on board.

      “I always knew you would.”

      There was a silence as we stood on either side of a line. I wanted to believe that Baron understood, but he didn’t. I also knew that Baron could never stay here. No matter how much we cared about each other, it was impossible if I stayed and he left. It would be just like last time, though I wouldn’t be as crushed as I once was.

      “I always knew that you would come back one day, Baron.”

      “I didn’t. I didn’t think I would ever step foot in this place again. But if you’re never going to leave, then I guess I didn’t have a choice.”

      He moved closer, and I didn’t stop him when he leaned in for a kiss. I’d wanted this kiss for a long time. I knew that it was coming, but I was never really prepared for Baron. He was the sort of man that made everything feel so much better than it was supposed to. This was just a kiss, his lips on mine, and somehow, I was craving him in between my legs. It wasn’t something that I could stop from happening. All I could do was go with it, pushing my tongue into his mouth as he growled at me in a low tone.

      The sound alone made me flood the rest of the way, and I was already ready for him. It never took long before, but this was ridiculously fast. All he had to do was look at me in that way, and I was lost. I don’t know what I was supposed to do without him. I’d lived so long without his touch, but now I remembered far too clearly how good it felt. Baron always did have me over a barrel.

      The whimper was mine as he pulled me down onto the small couch that was in the room as we walked in. They were all connected. I looked over at the bed before his lips moved to my neck and started to nibble a little there. It was all I could do not to shake underneath him. My neck was craned up and a little uncomfortable, but what he was doing with his mouth made me not feel anything else.

      When I was in Baron’s arms, there was nothing else in the world but me and him. It had always been that way, and some things never changed. Some things never needed to change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Baron

        

      

    

    
      I’d thought about Kayla in my arms again, dreamed about it even, but the fact of the matter was, I hadn’t prepared myself for how good she was going to feel. I wanted to pretend like this was just how it was always supposed to end, but I didn’t know if that was true.

      “God, I needed you back in my arms, Kayla. You still feel the same as before, perfect.”

      She whimpered as my hands touched her chest and stomach, moving down to her hips and then her thighs. I had to open her legs up because she wasn’t paying attention to that. She was paying attention to my hands and what I wanted to do to her, but she wasn’t as in tuned as she used to be. Before she would have been raising up to meet my hand and get her pleasure started sooner. This time, it was like she was just taking what I gave her, not requesting another more or different. This wasn’t the woman that I was used to. Kayla wasn’t as eager.

      Her body shook as I covered her mound with my palm and squeezed a little. She gasped, and I loved the sound of it. She always sounded so damn good to me. Kayla responded like she was highly turned on or that she hadn’t done this for a while. She had the best reaction to my touch, and it only made me want to touch her even more. There was just something about her that was driving me insane, and I wasn’t sure what to do about it. I wanted her badly, and I knew that when I took off her clothes and really got to touch her, Kayla was going to be more than ready for me. She always had been in the past.

      “You’re so damn hot, Kayla. I can feel the heat coming off of you. Has it been a while?”

      A time flew through my head, an answer that I didn’t expect. It couldn’t be true. Had she waited all this time for me, never feeling another man’s touch? I really liked to think that it was true. The idea that I was the only one that had ever pleasured her made me even more ready to be back inside of her. It was going to feel like the first time again.

      “It’s been a while. Yeah, you can say that.”

      I chuckled because she didn’t know that I knew. She wasn’t going to admit it, not yet, but I felt like I was going to have to make her admit it soon. She needed to say out loud how much she missed me and what we meant to each other. Kayla was holding back, but I simply wasn’t going to let her.

      My hands went to the waistband of her slacks, and I tried to tug them down, but the button was still done up. I was becoming too hard and too horny. I jerked on the pants when they didn’t come undone as quickly as I would have liked them to. I needed her right fucking now, and I was close to ripping her pants to shreds. I could smell her need as well, permeating the air and driving me absolutely crazy. Kayla never did know how much I had to hold myself back with her. I had to try my best to hold in all of the desire that threatened to take over because I didn’t want to scare her. I knew that she wouldn’t be hard to convince, not really, so I didn’t worry about it all that much.

      When I finally got her pants and then her panties off, she was just as wet as I would have dreamed she would be. It was always a special part of her that I liked so much. She was always so ready for me, and I was so ready to bury myself inside of her. My pants were about to split wide open if I didn’t get out of them quickly.

      Surging a finger inside of her, she cried out, and I groaned from how tight she was. Her walls pressed against my digit, and I could only imagine how good she was going to feel when I got inside of her. My anticipation was getting too high. There was no way that I was going to be able to control myself right now. I had to have her, and if I didn’t get inside of her pretty quickly, I was going to lose it in a way that I would have never guessed possible.

      “So damn tight, Kayla. It feels like it has been a long damn time.”

      She pushed my hand away and tried to sit up. I kissed her before she could say anything, already knowing that she had defensive thoughts. Kayla was emotional, so was I, but those emotions were going to be made better by my sliding deep and slamming home. It wasn’t going to make me want to stop. She was indecisive, and I had to change her mind before I lost the perfect chance again.

      Picking her up while I kissed her, I carried her towards the bed and laid her down gently. She was naked from the bottom down and I removed her shirt and bra to see every inch of her. It was just how I remembered, with her hips a little rounder and a little more to the top of her. She looked like more of a woman now and my mouth went down to her jiggling tits that I’d always loved so much. They always felt so good rolling around in my mouth, and this time was no different. It was just like before, no matter how badly I wanted to end it, I knew that I had to prolong it and give her the pleasure that I’d given her before, no matter how badly my head was messed with this time.

      Moving down her body, it wasn’t long before she knew where I was going, and her hips rose up. “I don’t think I can, Baron. I don’t want your tongue. I want your dick inside of me when I come the first time.”

      Her pretty red lips forming the words was one of the hottest things I’d seen in a long time. It just sounded so naughty and dirty when she was saying it like that, and I shivered from the way it made me feel. This woman was driving me wild, and she wasn’t even trying to. I knew how Kayla felt and what she wanted. She’d always been so impatient when it came to fucking, especially the first time of the night. She always wanted it right now, and it was intense and soul-shattering. But I wasn’t going to be able to last long if we did it this way. I had to fight the whines and her whispered naughty words. I couldn’t let her take me from my mission, no matter how badly I wanted her to.

      I pried her legs apart. Kayla wasn’t going to help at all. She’d always fought it, claiming that it was too intense for her, but the taste of her coming in my mouth was all that I could think about at the moment, and I just had to have her. It was the only way that I was ever going to be able to think straight again. “I need to taste you first, Kayla. It’s been too long.

      No matter how much I wanted to pretend like all of this was just sex, it had always been more to me with her. This time though, I was going to convince Kayla to come with me, using the one weapon I knew that she was going to be unable to refuse. Her appetite had always been the easiest part of knowing Kayla. It was almost as voracious as mine.

      The sound of her calling my name as my head moved in between her thighs and my tongue slid between her lower lips was more than I could stand. My heart was pounding so loud that it drowned out the noise, and I was thankful for that. It was all I could do to hold her in place, the taste of her running through my system in a way that made the world fall apart.

      I started to move faster, knowing that every second I could lick and suck on her would bring her closer to pleasure and get me inside of her quicker. I had no intentions on stopping until I was balls deep, and she was coming around my cock. Problem was, I wanted her to come in my mouth first, before I was able to dive in.

      It didn’t take long, her legs fighting for freedom and my hands holding her in place without much effort on my part. She wanted to get free so badly, but when she came for the first time, she clung to my head with her thighs like she was going to pull it off. There was no denying to me or to herself that it felt good, really good from the sound of it.

      Her fluid was copious and as sweet as I remembered. I continued to flick and suck on her clit. Kayla acted like it was impossible for her to take it and pushed me back hard enough that I finally let her have her way. I watched her legs close up and move towards her stomach. I loved the way she looked, still writhing in a way because of the pleasure still coursing through her. How could there be a better scene than that, knowing that I had done it? I rushed to take my shirt off, forgetting why I was keeping it on to begin with. I was caught in the moment and I wasn’t thinking.

      Pulling her legs apart, I slid in deeply and listened to her moan in the sweetest way possible. I loved the way she sounded when I was inside of her, and the feel was enough to send me over the edge quickly. I had to have more. I had to be so deep inside of her that I wasn’t able to go any further. I just had to have all of her.

      Kayla cried out as I started to move quicker. I wasn’t going to last long, and I wanted to make sure she was given enough pleasure. I wouldn’t be done with just once, but pleasing her was my top priority, even as my balls ached to release in her.

      I was getting close, and her nails tore into my shoulders. I growled at her, but Kayla wasn’t listening to a thing I had to say. She was in her own little space, and I wasn’t a part of it. I wanted more, and she wasn’t going to be able to take it.

      More for me was quickly approaching, and I couldn’t help the feelings coming over me. I was so close to coming, but I bit my cheek, holding out to hear her scream my name just one more time. It was all I could hope for and when she finally started to tighten up around me, I couldn’t hold back anymore.

      Groaning loudly, I felt my seed push deep, and it was only then that her eyes popped open and she looked at me with terror on her face. I don’t know what that was all about, but she was not happy with me.

      Pushing me off of her, she ran towards the bathroom and I was left staring after her, trying to figure out what the hell had just happened. Had I done something wrong?

      “Are you okay?”

      She didn’t answer me, but when I tried the door, I could hear the water on in the sink. What was she doing in there? I was ready for to fuck some more, so I hoped that she didn’t take that long. I needed her now, and I had waited long enough. I didn’t want to wait anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Kayla

        

      

    

    
      He had just come in me and I was freaking out. After what Dad made me do when he found out that I was pregnant the last time, years ago, I couldn’t let it happen again. He’d made me have an abortion, something that I would never forgive him for, and I don’t know why, but all of those emotions were taking over. I didn’t have time to glow after how good it felt because I was too worried about getting it out of me. I wouldn’t let lightning strike the same place twice.  I couldn’t let this happen again.

      I was trying to think, and Baron was knocking on the door asking if I was okay. I was okay, I told him so, but I wasn’t when you considered how badly I was shaking inside. It was hard for me to feel this way and know that everything was going to be okay.

      It wasn’t going to be okay. It just wasn’t. What was I thinking?

      I looked at the woman in the reflection. Her eyes were wide, and they had changed to an almost golden color. My cheeks were flushed, and my hair was wild. I looked like I had just been fucked in all the right ways and I had, but there was fear in my gaze as well, wondering to myself what it was that I’d just done. I knew that I was going to have to figure something out, but it was hard to think about it. How could something that felt so right be so wrong in the end? It didn’t make sense and it was hard for me to feel that way about it. I wanted to feel bad for this, but I didn’t. I was just worried that it might stick, and I would be in a challenging situation again. I didn’t want to do that. I couldn’t.

      “Come on, Kayla, you’ve been in there for a while now. What are you doing? Are you okay?”

      He was worried and confused, and I could see how this would be hard for him to understand. He never knew I was pregnant, didn’t know about the abortion and I wasn’t of the heart to tell him about it. I didn’t have the heart to say anything out loud. It was still hard for me to think about it, let alone talk about it with Baron. He would have his own emotions and that would most likely be more anger that would lead to a confrontation I desperately didn’t want to happen.

      “I will be out in a minute. I’m just rinsing off.”

      “You ran in there like you were on fire. I don’t remember that from before.”

      “Yeah, well…” I stopped. I shouldn’t say what I wanted to say. Maybe I should have rinsed off before and saved myself a lot of pain and suffering. It was the worst mistake of my life, and the idea of reliving it was more than I could bear. I didn’t want to think about such things. I just didn’t. I didn’t want to think at all. I wanted to forget, so he really needed to stop asking questions.

      “Can you just give me a minute, please?”

      I tried to keep my tone level, but it was hard to. I was filled with too many emotions, and I was just embarrassed to all get out about it. I can’t believe that I had reacted that way. I didn’t know what I was going to say when I got out. He would want to know and wouldn’t leave it until he knew the truth. Baron always seemed to figure out the truth anyways, but this wasn’t something that he was going to be able to get the truth on. It was something that I bore, and I didn’t want anyone else to know about it, especially not him. There was nothing that could be done now and finding out would only make it worse. Nothing was going to make it better. Of that I was sure.

      When I got out of the bathroom, my face was still wet from splashing cold water on it and trying to calm myself down. My body was still shaking a little from the orgasms and pleasure he gave me. Baron had always been very good at that, and while I hadn’t had another boyfriend since him for all these years, I heard and saw enough to know that it wasn’t always like that. There was something special about him and what happened between us was unusual.

      His face was worried, and I didn’t want to meet his gaze. He looked at me like I was going to break or maybe that I already had. I can only imagine how I looked running in there like that. I wasn’t thinking when we started, but I sobered up and realized it when I felt the intense heat of his seed blasting inside of me. Then I knew that I had to get it out of me before it stuck again.

      “Yeah, I said I’m fine.”

      It was then that I really looked at Baron. I had been so caught up in what was going on and the pleasure that I didn’t notice the scratches that covered his chest and shoulders. I didn’t do that, did I? I had to think back, and I knew that he may have a couple of nail marks, but nothing like this. This was something else altogether.

      “What about you, Baron? What the hell happened to you?”

      He looked down at his chest and recognition crossed his face. He knew they were there, and he had been undoubtedly trying to keep them from me. What made those scratches on him? They looked rather strange and I moved closer so that I could get a better look. Not only were there many deep ones, they were fresh. Like really fresh. Less than twenty-four hours fresh. The detective in me was coming out, and I wanted to know what was going on with him. Baron was the one with all kinds of questions, but now I had a few of my own.

      “Oh, these.” He motioned to his chest. “Well, honestly, I don’t know.”

      I looked at him like he’d lost it. “How do you not know about this?”

      My hand moved out, and I touched one gash with my tips and he made a growling sound in the back of his throat. I was worried about many things, but it was more because they were not as clean as they should be. It looked like he’d just put his shirt on over them, and there was lint and fabric stuck in the scabs.

      “I don’t know. I’ve been having some crazy dreams, and I wake up in bed like this or in other places. I don’t know what happened last night, but something did.”

      “You’ve just been walking around like this?”

      I couldn’t believe that he hadn’t cleaned them. My curiosity was trumped by my need to help him. He needed these things clean, or they were going to get infected and become worse than they already were.

      “Yeah, what else am I supposed to do?”

      He tried to kiss me, but I wasn’t in the mood right now. I needed to get my mind off of everything and tending to his wounds seemed like a safe way to do it.

      “Let me take care of this. Do you have a first aid kit or anything?”

      He looked at me incredulously. “You want to do this now?”

      I nodded that I did, and he went into the bathroom. “I saw this under the sink. Will this do?”

      I opened up the small case, and it was bare essentials at best. “Yeah, I guess it will have to, but you need to clean it good. Get in the shower and I will help you with the ones on your back.”

      He agreed because he had to. I wasn’t going to take no for an answer and even though he was hard as a rock again still, I wasn’t going to let that sidetrack me. That was what had started my downward spiral to begin with.

      “You don’t have to do this, Kayla. They are fine. This isn’t the first time that this has happened.”

      I looked at the scars that were present as well, and I had to think that he was right about that. This wasn’t the first time that he’d been attacked or attacked someone else. I couldn’t tell if they were all defensive wounds.

      “Well, I don’t want to see it like this.”

      “I’ll put my shirt back on. Come on, Kayla. I need you, but not like this.”

      I ignored him and pulled him into the bathroom. I didn’t want his shirt back on. It would do no good because I knew that they were there.

      “We can’t do that when you’re like this. You’re just going to have to let me help you first before we do anything else.”

      He at some point realized that I wasn’t messing around. I made it clear that he was going to have to indulge me because I wasn’t going to do anything until I knew that he was going to be okay. The scratches were deep in some areas, and if he wasn’t going to let me take him to the hospital, the least he could do was let me help him here.

      We got into the bathroom and I watched him get into the shower. He turned the hot water on and then motioned for me to get in with him. I knew that I said I would help him, but I had a feeling that he wanted more than to take a shower with me. The help that I was going to give him didn’t include anything extras. I just wanted to help him with the scratches, that’s it. Sex was not on my mind at the minute, even if it was on his.

      “You really do have a lot of scars, Baron. Why do you have all of these scratch marks on you everywhere? Looks like you’ve been fighting with a pack of wolves.”

      He chuckled and told me that it was nothing as exciting as that. He didn’t add anything else on the subject, though. I wanted to know what was going on with him, but it was hard to think when he was looking at me like that. I told him to turn around so that I could wash his back. It was broad and covered in scars and other cuts that were in all stages of healing. What the hell was this guy doing? He used to be a fighter, but this was ridiculous.

      “Nothing like that, Kayla. You know how it is sometimes. Some guys want to feel like bad asses and for some reason they see me, and I become a target. I’m not sure what that is about, but I know that it’s because I’m bigger. Things happen, some have knives.”

      “I was hoping that you had grown out of all of that.”

      He shrugged, and I heard a slight wince as I cleaned a particularly deep cut that ran from his neck to mid-back. I didn’t believe his story about the fights;

      

      this was something else. If I didn’t know any better, I would say that this was some kind of ritual markings that were done over and over again.

      I dried him off and managed to get out of the shower without any more advances from him. I knew that it was going to be hard to figure out what was going on with him. Baron was always pretty quiet and mysterious, but now he had my curiosity piqued, and I was going to have to figure out what was going on. There had to be more to the story than he was telling me.

      But I was exhausted and when he pulled me into his arms, I fell asleep almost immediately. I didn’t know how badly I’d needed him until he was right here in front of me. God, I had missed Baron.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Kayla

        

      

    

    
      I woke up a little while later and it was the middle of the night. I hadn’t thought that I would stay the night, but there was nothing that I could do about it. I had passed out after getting out of the shower with him, but I was worried about what I saw. Those scratches didn’t make sense to me. None of this made sense to me, and it was much like the case I had going on lately. There were all of these clues and no answers.

      Having to know what the answer was about Baron was different. He was mine, always had been and I needed more clues. I needed to know what he was doing here. I don’t know what I was looking for, but I found myself checking out his things in the small room. It had quite a bit of stuff in here for a rented hotel room and that made me wonder what he was traveling around with. None of it made any sense, and when I started to go through some of his things, papers, boxes full of them, the mystery just got even bigger. I didn’t understand what was going on, and I was starting to wonder if I ever would.

      A lot of the paperwork, books and even newspaper clippings had to do with bears. I mean, it looked like he had an obsession with them, and I didn’t get why he would have so much lore on bear shifters and shifters in general. I took a couple of the books, as well as newspapers into the bathroom so that I could turn the light on and really see what it was that I’d found.

      The newspapers were on murders, the article that he was reading was circled and several of those articles were on bear mauling in places like this. Somehow bears got into the big city close to here. I hadn’t heard about that before, and now I wondered what the connection was. More than that, why did Baron have these things? It just made no sense, and when I went and laid back down with him, I was more confused than ever before.

      He moved when I laid down next to him, and his arms pulled me in like it was second nature. This is the way that we’d always laid, so long before, and it wasn’t long before I was falling asleep in his arms. It was one of the downsides to being with Baron. I felt so safe with him that I lost my head. I wasn’t supposed to be here. I was supposed to be working on my case, not lying around with my ex-lover. My ex-lover that was covered in scratches and had an unusual obsession with bears and shifters. But at the moment, in his arms, I somehow just didn’t care. It was crazy but true. Baron always made me lose myself when I was with him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Late again, Kayla. What is going on with you lately? That man is back in town for a couple of weeks and now you’re right back to the gutter with him, huh?”

      I had just walked into Dad’s office because he said that he wanted me. Freddy had given me the news and warned me that Dad was on the rampage. This wasn’t anything new. Not really. Dad had always had a temper, and I’d always been able to deal with it, but today and this subject were going to be challenging for me. I didn’t want to argue with him today. I had a headache, and he wasn’t going to ruin the high that I got when I was with Baron. He didn’t have to like it. Baron was right. What was I doing here?

      “Sorry, Sir. I didn’t set my alarm or something like that. I don’t really actually know what happened, just that it didn’t go off. I’ve been late twice in a year.”

      “And both times are since Baron came back into town.”

      I hadn’t told Dad when Baron got here, but he seemed to know. He had acted surprised yesterday when he found out that he was here, so why did he fake it if he already knew? Dad was perplexing, and I wasn’t sure what to say. I certainly wasn’t going to question him on it. My dad had always been above reproach. Something that he’d reminded me of when he was making short work of my life before. No one would believe me or anyone else that came forward about him. He was the sheriff after all.

      “It has nothing to do with Baron. You’re the one that is obsessed with him. You always have been.”

      “You don’t know what that man is capable of.”

      “Funny Dad, because he says the same thing about you.”

      “Did he tell you about that night?”

      I wondered then if he was talking about the night that he’d tried to kill my boyfriend. I wanted to tell him that he hadn’t won, and I knew now that Baron had beat him, but I didn’t say a word. I still wasn’t sure what happened that night. All I know was that Dad was getting red-faced and I should have gone with it, but I just couldn’t. I didn’t want to have this conversation, and I didn’t want to make it worse for Baron.

      “What night, Dad? Did you do something that I should know about?”

      He cocked his head and looked at me like he was trying to figure out what I knew. It wasn’t the first time that he’d looked at me like that, but this time there was a lot at stake, and I hoped that I could train my face to not show my emotions. Did he know that I hated him in this moment? Could he feel it? I really hoped that he could.

      “Nothing: never mind. I’ve warned you before about Baron, Kayla. I don’t know why you won’t listen. I only…”

      “Want what’s best for me. Yeah, I know. That is something you’ve said before, many times.”

      “And it’s true.”

      I didn’t know if it was. I think he loved me, but he loved his image and himself far more.

      “Well, I don’t know about that. If you really cared, you wouldn’t have made me make choices like you did. You don’t love me, Dad; you couldn’t. You took away the one man that ever loved me.”

      “If you knew what I know about him, you would be thankful that I’d done it.”

      I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, but Dad acted like he was so sure of that. What did he know that I didn’t know? It didn’t make any sense, and when I asked him about it, he just shrugged. He wasn’t going to tell me what was going on. I knew that there was something about that night that he caught us. Something had happened, but both men were determined to keep me in the dark. The detective in me wanted to know what that something was.

      “Then tell me so that I’ll be informed.”

      “There are some things that you need to just trust me on.”

      I didn’t know if that was possible. I hadn’t trusted my father in a long time. Not since he had chased Baron off, which he will never admit to, but after talking to Baron, I knew that it was the case. Baron wouldn’t have just left, so whatever happened between them was pretty bad. I just wish I knew what it was. I had Baron’s side, but I’d learned long ago that every story had two sides, and Baron hadn’t been exactly upfront about it all. There was a lot that was left out; I was sure of it. It would have made my life a whole lot easier if Dad would have just come out with it. That’s for sure. But neither man was going to tell me what was going on between the two of them, so I was going to have to poke around and ask questions until I figured it out.

      “Well in that case, since I don’t know what you want me to know, or that I should know about Baron, I have no way to change my opinion. If you want me to stay away from him, Dad, tell me why.”

      He just shook his head. “He’s a suspect in your case. How’s that for starters? You don’t know what he can do, and I know that you want to see the best in people, you’re like your mother that way, but some people don’t deserve your trust and faith, Kayla. I wish you could see that. He’s always been bad news from when he was a teenager, and I guarantee you that it hasn’t gotten any better. Just do me a favor and stay away from him, Kayla. The safest thing for you to do is to stay as far away from him as you possibly can. He is trying to drag you down to his level.”

      I wanted to tell him that he already had, and that I had a damn good time descending.

      Dad was just talking in circles, and I wanted more information before I did that. I knew Baron. I’d known Baron a very long time, and I knew that he would never hurt me. I knew that he would never hurt anyone, not like the mauling. I wondered how Dad knew that it was a person. The eyewitness had told me she’d saw a man leaving the scene of the crime about the time of death, which was in and of itself hard to imagine. But I hadn’t put that in report yet and I hadn’t told Dad about it, so how did he know that?

      Now I was supposed to believe that it was Baron? It made no sense whatsoever, and I couldn’t believe a word coming from my dad’s mouth. He had a motive to break us up. I never knew what it was though. I just knew that Dad had never liked Baron. I’d always thought that it was because we were dating, but now I was starting to see that it was far more personal. I just didn’t know what to do with that information yet.

      “I will stay away from him, Dad, but I just want to know why.”

      “How about the fact that he is a suspect in a triple murder trial? Isn’t that enough for you?”

      It should have been. It really should have been, and I nodded like it was. I wasn’t going to get any more information from Dad then I had gotten already, so there was no point in making him think that I wasn’t going to listen. He could think whatever he wanted to think, and I was going to do whatever it was that I wanted to do. This is how it worked with us. How it had always worked with us.

      “I guess so. I’ve got work to do, so if there is anything else…”

      “Just be safe. This is a dangerous case, and I don’t want anything happening to you. It’s becoming clear that it wasn’t a wild animal that did this. It was something else.”

      I left his office with his words on my mind. I was thinking about what I’d found the night before--the scratches on Baron’s body. Surely Dad wasn’t right. There had to be an explanation that made sense because none of this was right. What was Dad suggesting? It wasn’t a wild animal, but something else. What the hell did that mean? What else was there besides human and animal?

      When I left his office, I was far more confused than I had been before. I don’t know why, but there was something just not right with what was going on. Dad thought that it was Baron who had killed those people, but I knew better. I knew that there was no way that Baron could hurt someone like that. He was a fighter, but more that bar brawl-type, and that was when he was younger. This new Baron, the one that I stayed with last night, was different. He was so gentle and kind. There was no way that he would do something like that. There was just no way.

      I’d started this investigation thinking that I needed to catch the killer, but now I was far more focused on making sure that Baron wasn’t tagged with it. I knew that he was innocent, and if my father had his way, he would finally get him behind bars like he’d wanted to so many times before. I wasn’t going to let that happen. I just couldn’t. I loved Baron, and I wasn’t going to let my father ruin his life.

      There had to be another explanation for all of this and I was going to figure out what it was, if it’s the last thing that I did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Baron

        

      

    

    
      Things were getting complicated, and the fact that I’d woken up covered in scratches since I’d been back, told me that there was more going on than sleepwalking again. I used to have control over myself, had for a long time, but coming back here, bringing up all of those all memories was killing me. I don’t know what it was that was going on, but I knew that there was something that was making me like this. I hadn’t been this way since the first time I changed. I didn’t like being out of control.

      I didn’t know if I had killed those people. I had done something like that before, ten years ago, but I had memories of it. I dreamed about those two deputies most nights and though they weren’t the only ones that I’d killed since finding out what I was, they were the only ones that didn’t really deserve it. They were just following orders.

      The man who had made the orders was the one I had beef with, no one else. He was the one that had survived, and Mike was the only person that I really wish I had killed when I’d had a chance. He’d done some things to his daughter, shady memories in her mind that I knew I could have saved her from. I also knew that if I wanted the whole truth on what happened after I left, I was going to have to go to Mike. He wouldn’t shield it like Kayla did, most likely because he was proud of it. I would even guess that he was boastful. Men like him didn’t change.

      My plan was to go see him at his place that evening. I don’t know what I was going to say or how it was all going to go down, but part of me knew that something drastic was going to happen. All I had to do was get him to think about what he’d done. I didn’t care about revenge, one of the other reasons I was here. Now that I had Kayla back in my bed, the last thing that I wanted to do was mess that up. Killing her father would be a deal breaker. I’m pretty sure of that, no matter how much she was mad at him.

      As evening got closer, I started to think about that night more and more, and it made me realize that the sheriff knew more than he was letting on. The murders started when I came back into town. Was he trying to frame me? Or had I really gone back to a more primitive form of myself, like when I had first found out? I had to know, and that meant that I had to get inside of his head.

      I was getting dressed, straight out of the shower when I heard the doorbell. I liked to think that it was Mike coming to me, and now I wouldn’t have to go to him, but it was something even better. His beautiful daughter was standing at the door, and she smiled up at me. She had a couple of bags of take out from the Chinese place that we used to go to all the time.

      “Hope you’re hungry because I got one of everything that you used to like. I didn’t know if your taste buds had changed.”

      Her eyes were taking in my body, and I could almost feel the need sweep over her. It was hard to deny what it did to me and what the idea of it all was doing to me at this very second. I wanted her right then. My plans were now pushed onto the back burner. None of it matter, none of it. All that mattered was Kayla, and she was standing right in front of me, so what more could I have asked for?

      “No, they haven’t changed. I haven’t had Chinese in a while. Come in. How was work?”

      It was nice to be back to a place where we could talk about things that were normal. I wanted to be in that place where we were before. I would pick her up from school, and we’d talk about our day. It was normal. It was what I wanted back. I wanted Kayla back, and this was my chance. I wasn’t going to waste it on Mike. I would find out what I needed to find out later. Tonight was just for us.

      “Good, well are you going to let me in or are you going to stare at me all night?”

      I was staring, but I couldn’t help it. I felt so many emotions and just to see her again, smiling at me like she used to, pulled at my heart and made it impossible for me to do anything else. I finally moved out of the way after she told me I was acting like a door.

      “What’s gotten into you, Baron?”

      “I’m just really happy to see you, that’s all.”

      She grinned a little bigger and said that she was happy to see me too. “I wish you hadn’t left, Baron. I used to think about how life would have been with you there. It was always better than the one I was leading.”

      It was a confession that made me stop. I shouldn’t have left. I wish so much that things that night had been different. If I had been older, stronger, wiser, I wouldn’t have left like I did. But I was scared of what I was, what I had become. I was fearful that Mike would tell his daughter what I really was, and I would lose her anyway. At least if I left on my own accord, she would be none the wiser and wouldn’t hate me. That had seemed like the best choice at the time, but now I wasn’t so sure that I’d made the right decision. Now I wondered what would have happened if I would have told her the truth. I could still tell her the truth.

      “Are you going to come eat, or what?”

      She was standing in the kitchen by the counter, and I was still by the door. She giggled at me like I was off my rocker. Maybe I was. Thankfully she couldn’t read my thoughts like I could hers. She would have known a long time ago what the truth was.

      “Yeah, I’m coming. Sorry. I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

      “Well I can always come back when you’re more rested up…”

      I grabbed her around the waist and told her that she wasn’t going anywhere. Kayla tried to push me off of her when my kiss became more exuberant.

      “Stop, I thought we were having dinner. You know these Dan Dan noodles aren’t any good heated back up.”

      “I’ll just have to live with it because what I need now is not in those bags. I’m hungry for something else altogether.”

      She smiled up at me and kissed me back before I turned her around and ran my hand up the back of her thigh.

      “Oh yeah?”

      I pulled her skirt up and was rewarded with a sight that I was never going to get tired of. She had on these cute little pink panties underneath her skirt and pantyhose on top of that. I ripped the pantyhose to get to her sooner and then pushed her underwear to the side to slide a finger in. Kayla bent over the table as I pushed her down and now her ass was inches from my face.

      Tasting her sweetness on my finger when I pulled it back off, she moaned as I said her name out loud. I really needed her, and I really wanted her right this instant. I slid in quickly and heard her gasp as her hands grabbed the edge of the counter to get full control of herself. She was going to have to fight the rocking as her body moved forward in jerks. I always wanted to take her slow, but once I was inside of her, it was pretty much impossible. Kayla wasn’t made for long nights of lovemaking. She was made for bursts of passion that made a man lose his head, and I had sure the hell lost mine.
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        * * *

      

      The dreams were back, and they were again of the night that I changed for the first time. I could feel the pain going through my bones and then the feel of the chains and rope coming off of me. I had willed it off with a strength that I didn’t know I possessed. I didn’t know that I could do that, that I could change in such a way. I learned the hard way what happens when I work myself up too much.

      I could feel the fear that had taken over me and then the rage that replaced it. When I opened my eyes, becoming who I was supposed to always be, there were men in front of me that I wanted to kill. I had to kill them all. I knew that there was a part of me that would always feel this way. I would always have a monster waiting inside of me, dying to come out and cause destruction.

      The more I thought about the men I attacked that night, the more the dream played in my head, the more my heart rate went up. I wasn’t ready to feel this way again, but I couldn’t stop the change. I couldn’t stop the rage that built up, and the pain as my bones and skin changed to accommodate my other state.

      I woke up from my dream to Kayla screaming. I knew it was her as soon as I heard it, and it pulled me right back to the present. I was on the bed, now broken, and I was in a form that couldn’t talk to her. I was now a bear, and I wasn’t able to tell her that everything was going to be okay. It wasn’t, but I couldn’t even lie to her in that moment to negate the risks. She saw me as the monster that I knew I was.

      I tried to calm down, but the screaming was getting louder. I couldn’t have her leave like this, telling people what she saw in the room. I had to stop her, but I didn’t know how. She was backing towards the door and when I got up moving towards her, she started to run. Kayla didn’t realize who I was, but it didn’t matter. I had to stop her, tell her, explain to her. My worst nightmare was coming true. I never wanted Kayla to know what I truly was. I didn’t want to see the same fear I saw on her face now. I didn’t want it to end like this.

      “Stop, Ky, it’s me. I know how I look, but it’s me, Baron. You need to stop.”

      She must have finally heard my words over her own screaming in her head. Kayla looked at me shocked and said my name with a question on her lips. I know that she didn’t want to believe it was me, but she had to. I couldn’t have her running off and telling everyone what she’d seen. It wouldn’t work out well, and the more I tried to calm her down, the more she freaked out.

      “You can’t be Baron!”

      “I am. I’m sorry, Kayla. I’m sorry you have to find this out. I’m sorry you had to find out like this.”

      Kayla had made it to the door, and she wasn’t walking towards me, though she wasn’t running away from me either anymore. So I was going to see this as a good thing. I wanted her to know that she was safe, and I went back to the broken bed and tried to calm down. It was the only way I was going to be able to speak to her in my human form. My emotions were hard to deal with when I was sleeping, and I wasn’t able to control myself. I tried, but I was too upset that she’d seen me like this. I was afraid of what was going to happen. How she was going to take it all? It was a lot to put on anyone’s plate, and I wish I didn’t have to do it to her. I still had days that it was hard to deal with my new life and who I was.

      She finally moved towards me slowly. She was moving very slowly, and she had her hand out like she was warding me off or keeping me from attacking her. I wish she knew, I wish I could tell her that I would never want to hurt her. There was just no way. I loved her too much and no matter what form I was in, that wasn’t going to change.

      I was looking down at the claws and fur, disgusted with myself. I hated my true form because it made everything more difficult. I didn’t want to be this way, not sure why I was this way because no one knew. I’d never met another one like me. I felt alone and now the woman I loved was never going to look at me the same again.

      “Baron?”

      I looked up, and she was sitting next to me on the bed. I thought her eyes would be full of fear, but instead they were full of love. She put her arm around my neck and pulled me to her. Finally, I was able to relax, and I was able to calm myself down. I would be able to explain it all, no matter how hard it was going to be or how crazy it was all going to sound.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Kayla

        

      

    

    
      I was in shock. I think that was what this was. I’d woken up to the bed breaking and a huge brown bear next to me. I thought at first I was dreaming, but I was curled up against it, I could feel it was alive, the heat, the fur. I couldn’t believe what was going on. This couldn’t be.

      Then as I tried to run, the bear came at me, and I thought I was a goner. It was Baron’s voice though. He was the bear. He was talking to me without saying a word. It was all in my head, and I thought for sure that I’d lost my mind. I had to have. This isn’t really happening, is it?

      The bear, Baron, whatever, went to the bed and just sat down. I know that bears don’t have regular faces, and I know that they aren’t supposed to show expression, but all could say was that it was the saddest looking bear I’d ever seen.

      I knew that I had to go to him. Baron was confused, and he was so sad. I don’t know how this happened, how it was even possible, but I knew that he was still the man that I loved. No matter what he looked like at the moment.

      Sitting down next to him, all I could do was put my arms around him. It was clear that he needed it, and to be honest, so did I. I had so many questions and now I didn’t even know if I would find the answers. But what struck me the oddest was how I felt around him. This was still Baron and instead of being afraid like I should have been, all I could think about was how safe I felt. The beast was still the man I loved and after the last couple of nights we’d had, nothing was going to change that, not even this.

      He started to move away and before my very eyes, the bear went back to the man. He was just as sad looking as he was in animal form, and I felt horrible. There was obviously something going on with him, but I didn’t know what to say or how to fix it. I loved him, and I just wanted him to be okay.

      “Baron?”

      Finally meeting my gaze, his eyes were dark, and the depths were unfathomable. This was a side of Baron that I’d never seen before and it scared me a little bit because I’d never seen an expression like that from him.

      “Kayla, I’m sorry. I am so sorry.”

      “It’s okay Baron. It really is. It makes sense why you have all those books on shifters now. Though I don’t get why you have all those newspaper clippings.”

      “Would you believe that I am trying to find someone else like me, and I thought that maybe I could find them that way? I’ve tried for years to find another shifter, to get some answers. I still don’t even know why I am this way. I never wanted you to see me like this.”

      “Why did you hide this from me? How long have you known?”

      Those weren’t the questions that I wanted to ask. I wanted to, well I don’t know. What does one say when she finds out the man she loves turns into a bear? It seems problematic at best. I was still shocked, stunned and I wasn’t ready for his answers.

      “I’ve known about it since that night with your father, Kayla. The night I left.”

      “Am I going to finally find out what happened between the two of you?”

      “Like I said before, it wasn’t just us. He had two deputies there, Roger and Fischer.”

      “I thought you didn’t know who they were?”

      “I lied.”

      “Weren’t those the two deputies that came up missing and never came back?”

      He sighed and looked away. There was more to it, and I knew that if I waited patiently it would come out. It was hard to think about all of this at the moment, but I knew that I was going to have to find out. This was important. That was the night he left, two deputies disappeared, and Dad got injured. I’m starting to think that they are all related.

      “Yeah, those were the two. They’re dead. I killed them. They had me tied to a tree, and the beast came out in me. I didn’t even know that I could change like that and then I did. It’s tied to fear and stress. I haven’t changed in the middle of the night in years. I think it’s since I’ve been here. I’ve been on edge, and I can’t control it like I usually do.”

      “And the scratches?”

      He shrugged and told me that he really didn’t know what happened. “I just woke up like this. I don’t know how they got there and how there is no trace of where I’ve been. I usually break things when I change inside of a house.” He motioned to the bed, and I could see how that would be something that happened. His bear form was huge and wouldn’t fit in most spaces inside.

      “So, you just left that night, without saying goodbye?”

      “Your dad said he was going to tell you about this and turn you against me. I had killed the two deputies and I mauled him. He was the sheriff even back then and I knew if I didn’t leave, he was going to succeed in killing me as he had failed to before. Between that and you hating me, I just couldn’t do it. I had to leave.”

      I could understand more of it now. There was pain in his eyes, and I could only imagine what it would be like to hold that sort of secret. I didn’t want to tell anyone my own secret. It was locked tight in my memory where I tried to keep it buried. It was the best that I could do to not feel it. Is that how he felt about me? Did I bring him that sort of pain? I really didn’t like the idea of it. I also couldn’t believe that Dad knew and didn’t tell me, though it does make sense why he was so sure that he didn’t want me to have Baron’s baby. What would that have even looked like?

      “I knew that it was something that was keeping you away from me. I know that it’s hard to take it all in at once, but for the longest time, I thought you just got sick of me, moved on and didn’t want to tell me. You never were very confrontational.”

      He moved closer in the bed and pulled me to him. His arms and shoulders were strong enough for both of us, and I cried a little bit. It was from relief and a little fear. I knew that he hadn’t moved on and found someone better. I don’t know why, but it was comforting to know that, even though the real reason was far worse. It was better to know that he had to leave and not that he wanted to, though then there was my father and that was a whole other ballgame. I almost told Baron about what happened when he left, and I found out I was pregnant, but there is nothing that we could do about it now. It would only make relations between him and my father worse. I knew that they hated each other, and it didn’t seem wise to mess with either one of them.

      “You’re not afraid of me in my bear form?”

      “Well at first, it’s shocking, but you seem harmless. You were towards me; that’s when I knew that it was really you and that everything was going to be okay.”

      “Harmless? What about the scratches and all of that?”

      I didn’t have an answer for that yet, but by the way he’d acted, I had a feeling that he didn’t have it in him. Yes, he would do something like that to Dad and his deputies, but it sounded like self-defense to me and considering I knew how my father was, it made more sense that way than any other way. It made sense that Baron do that to save his own life, but killing random people didn’t seem like his MO.

      Then it occurred to me that whoever knew this secret about Baron would have been able to use his homecoming as a chance to off a few people. But I didn’t get what that meant and who it would be. It also stands to reason that the only way he was going to be blamed was for someone to oust him. I didn’t want to think that it was possible.

      “Are you sure no one else knows about you and how you are?”

      I didn’t know what to call it, so I skipped over the words, trying not to let it bother me too much.

      “I don’t know. I don’t think there was anyone else there that night who survived except your father. He could have told people, or someone could have seen something. I don’t know. I left. I don’t even know how or why I’m like this, so I don’t know what to say about the rest of it. I just know that I didn’t kill anyone. I really don’t think I did.”

      “So, you think that someone else is a shifter in town? How does someone become a shifter?”

      I knew that he’d read all of those books, but I thought he would have a more personal answer. I wanted to know how he became a bear shifter.

      “I don’t know honestly. I wish I knew because I would want to see if I could be changed back. The books that I’ve read suggest that it is hereditary, but I don’t know much about my family or if any of them have it. It’s only supposed to effect males of a shifter bloodline. Since I don’t even really know Dad or where he is now, there is not much I can do but try and track down bear attacks. Most of them are legit, but there have been several that showed signs of it being something more along the lines of someone like me.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say. This is crazy, but it looks like someone that knows what you are is trying to get you arrested. Do you have anyone here that wants to do that?”

      He looked at me like I was being silly and then it occurred to me that he was talking about Dad. Dad certainly had an alibi, and I was still thrown off by the fact that he knew it was a person we were looking for.

      “If it was my dad, which I wouldn’t put it past him, I just wonder how he did it? How would he kill those people like he did and why? And then how is he going to convince everyone that you did it without outing the fact that you’re…this?”

      I was stumped as well with my questions. I knew that Dad was capable of murder, but not murder for random kicks. It didn’t make sense. I hated my father, but I didn’t want to believe that he would hold a grudge and try to hurt Baron after all this time. But who am I kidding? It sounds exactly like something that my dad would do.

      “I don’t know, Kayla. I am still trying to figure out how I got scratches all over me, and I didn’t leave the hotel or break anything or be seen. None of this makes sense.”

      “No, it doesn’t, but I’m going to figure this out. There’s no way that I’m going to let Dad or anyone else do this to you. I would never forgive myself. You’ve gone through enough because of me.”

      “You know that you’re worth it though, Kayla. I would go through this and so much more. Anything to be with you. I wish I would have realized this sooner. It could have saved us both a lot of grief.”

      I kissed him and agreed, though he’d never know how much grief that had been. That was to just be my grief. I didn’t want to share that with anyone, not even the man I loved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Kayla

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t know how I was going into work Monday morning and see my father, talk to him and pretend that I didn’t know what was going on. I knew everything now or almost everything, and I wanted to know why. I had questions for him, but they were not questions that were meant to be asked. I wasn’t supposed to know, so I couldn’t ask about it. All I knew for sure was that Dad had ruined mine and Baron’s life enough. I wasn’t going to let someone, anyone, frame him for a crime that he didn’t commit. I just wasn’t going to let that happen.

      Freddy was early, and he wanted to know what we were doing today. Ever since I referred back to him a couple of times, he seemed eager to get my opinion. I was the better investigator, and that wasn’t just said in vain. It was said with the knowledge that I was. I care. Maybe too much and this case in particular had me wondering how I was going to make this work. I had to figure out who was behind this before whoever framed him made their move. I had a feeling that now that Dad had told me that he was a suspect, there was going to be evidence and testimony brought in soon enough. I had to find out the truth of that before it was too late, and it was pinned on Baron. I knew he was innocent, even if everything pointed to him being guilty. I knew that he wasn’t.

      “I was thinking that we would have a look at the scene of the second victim. I don’t know why, but I feel like we should do a once-over in the light of day and see if anything pops out at us. We need a lead.”

      He agreed, and it was nice not to have him questioning everything that I said and suggested. Something had happened in the last week, and we were getting along better than ever before. I wasn’t sure what it was that had changed, but I was just going to be thankful for it. I never wanted to fight with him. He was my partner, after all.

      Freddy drove because my mind was still trying to figure out a way to find out the real truth and catch the real killer. I was somehow thinking that this was related to the attack on my dad, but now I knew that it wasn’t the case. We weren’t looking for a bear either. I was now looking for a person, and there was a good chance that they could turn into a huge bear like Baron did. That didn’t put my mind at ease. I knew that much for sure. I was worried about running into that sort of person alone, and I was actually happy to have a partner today.

      “What do you think we’re going to find there?”

      I shrugged because I wasn’t really sure. First, I wanted to see if there was evidence of the first case, but I also wanted to corroborate another story that had taken place there. I wasn’t sure if I didn’t believe him, because I did believe Baron, but I wanted to see it for myself. I had to know that he wasn’t just in my head. I would never forgive myself if I let my feelings for him cloud my judgement in other ways. I just had to be sure before I moved forward on Dad. It wasn’t that I didn’t think Dad could do it, but what I was thinking was going to happen next was going to be big. I needed to fact check just this once before I turned my back on everything that I’d been working towards for the last ten years.

      When we got to the scene, memories came flooding back into my mind, and I tried one last time to find tracks leading out of the house. They moved into the building and then they disappeared. While Freddy was awestruck by those facts, I wasn’t. I knew what it meant. It meant that I wasn’t looking for a bear or a man. I was looking for a shifter. Walking around the woods around the house, I told Freddy that I was looking for any clues or something discarded, but I was really looking for a tree that wasn’t supposed to be too far from the house.

      I knew that I was looking at it when I saw it. There was part of a chain still attached to it, deep scratches high up in the tree and when I toed the leaves around the tree, it wasn’t long before I found a decaying rope, raveled and dark-colored in some spots. I would have bet anything that the dark spots were blood. Everything he said had been true and for some reason, that gutted me further.

      This was the tree where it had all happened, and now I knew for sure which side I was on. I believed Baron before, I really did, but there was something inside of me that had to be sure. I was not going to forsake my career and go against blood without being one hundred percent sure. What I was going to have to do next had to be done, and now I could do it without anything in the back of my head wondering. Dad was going to make excuses and deny it, but now I had all the proof that I needed.

      “Did you find what you were looking for?”

      I looked up at Freddy and smiled. “I think so.”

      “More tracks?”

      He didn’t know what I was looking for. “No, no tracks at all. This isn’t just an open and shut case. A bear doesn’t just disappear into thin air.”

      “So now what?”

      “We need to go to the last crime scene and look again. Talk to the witness again. Something.”

      I knew that I was grasping at straws, but I had to do this. I had to figure this out, and I was sure that if I just went over it all again, something would finally pop in my head, and it would make some sense. Both bodies were found at night and a daylight search was what I was hoping was needed to root out what was going on here. I just had to get Baron out of my father’s grasp. He wasn’t able to kill him, so he had to put him away. He must bescared or intimidated by Baron for Dad to be acting this way and trying to set him up.

      When we got to the third crime scene, everything looked different in the light of day and no dead body strewn in the yard. It was one of those times where I wished that I hadn’t got into police work at all. I wanted to help, but maybe I was just feeding into Dad’s plan, and now I was going to have to figure out how to unravel it. There were still a few things that I was unsure of, but the more I thought about it, the surer I was that it was the sheriff behind it all. The one that was supposed to stand for truth and justice was the worst one of them all.

      I was going through the yard, searching for something dropped in the heat of the moment or discarded. Freddy was looking on the other side of the fence in the back to see if something was thrown over, but I didn’t think that he was going to find anything. If my father had done it, he was going to be hard to catch. He knew how to not be caught.

      The witness from the night of the crime came up to me and asked if I knew who had done it.

      “I’ve been sleeping with one eye open, when I do sleep. We’d all feel much better when this horrible person is off the street.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      “Well, you told me to call you if I remembered anything. I lost your card though.”

      “Did you remember anything from the other night that might be pertinent to the investigation to help us get this guy off of the street any faster?”

      “He had cuts on his chest and arms.”

      “Cuts? You know, like scratches.”

      “The ME didn’t find anything under the victim’s nails. Are you sure that you saw that?”

      She agreed that she was sure, and I knew then that she was lying. I just didn’t understand why. What was she hiding or who was she covering for? It made no sense. How did she know about the scratches if Baron wasn’t actually there? Could he have actually done it? He said himself that sometimes he couldn’t control it.

      Now I was even more confused, and I didn’t know what to do. It was hard for me to do small talk with Freddy when we were on our way back. I was still trying to figure it all out, but there were some missing pieces.

      “Did we ever find out what the witness did? Did we do a background check on her? I don’t recognize her.”

      “I’m pretty sure she works at that small diner out by the highway. She has come to see your dad a couple of times at the precinct after her husband beat her, and one of the deputies had to shoot him. How do you not remember this?”

      “That wasn’t the story that I got, though I vaguely remember it now. Are you sure that’s her?”

      He nodded his head that he was sure and that gave me an idea, though there were still many missing pieces to find before I could put this story to rest in my head. I was getting closer though. Freddy was helping, whether he knew it or not.
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          Baron

        

      

    

    
      When Kayla left me this morning at the hotel, she promised me that she wasn’t going to do anything stupid. I don’t want her to fight my battles for me. I was more than capable of doing that myself.

      She had something against her father, of that I was sure, but I didn’t want her fighting him. Not when I was here for him, among other things. I was on the fence about Mike, because of who his daughter was. I still was. But now it was more to keep her safe from doing something stupid. She’d had that kamikaze look in her eyes that I knew well.

      After getting dressed, I was about to leave when I felt someone close. My shifter instinct was raising up hackles. I was worried that I was going to change again. I really needed to get ahold of my emotions but being around Kayla again was screwing me up big time. I just wanted her so badly, and I wanted this to work. If anyone was going to stand in the way, they wouldn’t be standing for long.

      Telling myself that I was just on edge, it was only when I put my hand on the knob that I saw the shadow behind the front door. It was a cheap one that came crashing in not long after I moved back because I knew something was going to happen. It was hard to figure out what was going on, but I immediately recognized one of the men from when I was at the police station. I don’t remember his name, but I knew his face, and the fact that he had a gun in his hand did not settle me. It appeared that I didn’t have to go to Mike. He was coming to me.

      There were three more men with him, and it occurred to me then that at least Mike didn’t come halfcocked. He had learned from the last time, and I was going to take that as a compliment.

      “Are you here to shoot and kill or kidnap?”

      The man I recognized smiled and moved closer.

      “We’re taking you to see the boss. I don’t know what you did to him, but he is pissed off at you. I would hate to be you right now. Boss has a way of breaking men like you.”

      The man was trying to taunt me, but I was pretty sure that Mike hadn’t told anyone what I was capable of. These men, no matter how many there were, were human, and I could have taken them. I knew that, but I wanted to see Mike. Now they were going to take me to some closed-off place that would have no witnesses. I knew that it was a trap, a poorly laid one at that, but it had been a decade since he’d fought me, and if he hadn’t gotten into his vehicle and run away, he would have been as dead as his deputies. He had been lucky before, but this time, I wanted to make sure that he wasn’t as lucky. The man needed a reckoning, and I was more than willing to be the one that gave it to him.

      “Come on, Baron. You can come with us the easy way or the hard way.”

      I kind of grinned and put my hands up like I wasn’t going to fight them. A bullet or two probably wouldn’t kill me, but there was always that chance, and I did not get Kayla back into my life to lose her again. That wasn’t the plan.

      I was pushed from behind, and the leader of the fivesome told me to follow him. There was an SUV out front, and they insisted that I get into the trunk. I didn’t like the idea of it, but it wouldn’t take much to get free if I had to. There was always my true form ready to come out, and I hoped that I could keep it in as long as I needed to. I was done hiding, and I was done living without Kayla. Getting rid of her father once and for all was the only way that I was going to be able to get my life back.

      The trunk was smaller than it looked because I was tall and cramped up into it. I don’t know why they did this, only that it would give them bigger kudos points when it came time to give me to Mike. It would look like they roughed me up a bit, though I had to think that Mike must not have cared too much for them. That, or he was underestimating me still. He thought five would be enough, but he really had no clue what I was capable of. He was capable of treachery and slyness that changed people’s lives, but I was capable of mass violence and destruction.

      It wasn’t a long drive, and by the way the tires sounded on the road, it was a dirt road that we had been riding down for so long. I knew where we were going before we got there. Mike was trying to be poetic, but it was just old. Of all the places he could have picked, of course, he was going to pick the old abandoned house. It seemed the fitting place because of how it had all started. It should end where it all began.

      The men pulled me out of the trunk as soon as it was opened, and the change in light blinded me for a moment. I tried to slow them down so that I could see something, but I had no choice. My face was in the ground, before I was yanked up and half-dragged by two men into the house. I didn’t put up a fight. I knew that my life wasn’t in danger, and the idea of seeing Mike soon made me feel like I should let it go. I had to wait it out, not change until I knew Mike was here and not close enough to a vehicle to run away. This time I had to make sure that he couldn’t run away, and I wanted them all to think that they had me.

      When I got in the house, I almost changed my mind. They were prepared for me in a big way. It looked like Mike had been planning this for a while. I don’t know why, but all of a sudden, I was a little nervous, and I had to fight the urge to change. I could have done it and maybe I should have while I was staring at the huge cage in front of me. It wasn’t very hard to figure out that I was the one that was going to be put in it.

      I resisted a little bit because that’s what someone does when they are forced into a huge steel cage, and I knew what was going to come next. It wasn’t going to be hard to think of it. I knew that this was going to hurt, but I was still focused. I needed Mike, not his henchman. They were just following orders, though I had a feeling that I was going to have to kill every single one of them if it went down the way it looked like it was going to go.

      It didn’t take but a couple of minutes inside of the cage for Mike to show his face.

      “I see that my friends found you.”

      “Friends? They are paid help. Get it right.”

      Mike grinned, and I could see that he liked the argument.

      “True enough. Friends are overrated anyway. I’m looking for loyalty and when a man’s livelihood is in my hands, they seem to be pretty damn loyal.”

      I couldn’t agree with him. None of the goons flinched so it must have been something that they had heard before. I should have expected Mike to treat them like shit as well. He treated his own daughter that way, and she was flesh and blood.

      “So, I see that you got me all caged up before you came out.”

      “I know better now. Now that I know what you are, and everyone is going to know soon enough.”

      “I let you live last time, though I do hope you liked my souvenir. It was all I could think to give you. I am more than willing to get the other side of your face this time to make it look even at least. I would hate for you to be lopsided.”

      The grin was gone, and it made mine even bigger because I knew that I had gotten to him. Mike said something to one of the men, a large one with black eyes and the look of death on his face. The man left and came back a few minutes later.

      “I see you have your own scratches to worry about. How did you get those, Baron?”

      He couldn’t see them because I had a long sleeve shirt on, and it made me wonder how he knew that they were even there to begin with.

      “How do you know about that?”

      “Where do you think you got them?”

      I shrugged. I didn’t know, and I wanted to stall, as well as get information. This was going to be my last chance because Mike was going to be gone from this earth soon enough.

      “You were drugged and then brought home. The scratches were done to help Kayla to see the truth. It won’t be long until she is here and then she is going to see what it is that you are. You came back for me. I owed you and I needed to get rid of a couple of people. This way, it all works out.”

      “I came back because my aunt died and left me her property.”

      “Yeah, she didn’t fight too much. I think she was just ready to go. You know how those people get when they’re that old.”

      “You killed her?”

      “I was practically doing her a favor, Baron. You should know that she didn’t suffer. Not like you’re going to.”

      I growled at him, and he told someone to set up the camera. “I don’t think this is going to take long.”

      I had no idea what he was talking about and I started to get nervous. What was the camera for?

      One of the men left the room and came back with a video camera set on a tripod. Whatever they were going to do, Mike was going to videotape it, and it didn’t seem like it was going to be good. How could it be?

      “Why don’t you just let me go, Mike? You took out my aunt. Isn’t that enough?”

      “That was just to get you here. I need you to perform like you did before. Turn into the beast, and I’m going to put it all on camera. My daughter will be here in a little while, and she will get to see you in all of your glory.”

      “I’m not going to change, Mike. You can’t make me, and if I do, that beast is going to kill you.”

      “You always did think way too highly of yourself, Baron. You always thought that you were unstoppable. I ran you off before, Baron, but this time, there is nowhere to go. Whatever you are needs to be put down like a rabid dog. After the town knows what you did to those poor people, they are going to agree that you had to die. I will be the hero for saving them all from the likes of you.”

      I didn’t like how sure he was of that.

      “Uh, Sheriff?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you want this recorded?”

      He waved the man off and told him that they could edit it later. “I don’t want that turned off. Just keep it rolling. We have a lot of work ahead of us, and we won’t have time to turn it back on later. Our attention needs to be on the cage.”

      Mike turned back to me, and I saw a cattle prod in his hand. It was long, and I knew before we even started where this was going. I also knew that I wasn’t going to be able to get out of the way of it. I just had to keep my head somehow and wait for my moment.
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          Kayla

        

      

    

    
      “What is going on, Freddy? We’re supposed to be going back to the station. I need to learn what I can about the witness. There is something going on, and I have to crack this case.”

      “You have cracked it, Kayla, and your father has finished it off. We found the guy, and we’re going to see him right now.”

      I looked over at Freddy, and he wasn’t looking at me. His knuckles were turning white from squeezing the wheel so hard, and I wasn’t sure what to think. We were talking about going to the station to get a few things and go back out. Then Freddy got a call on his phone and after listening for a minute, he did a U-turn and started to head out to the edge of town. His explanation didn’t make me feel any better.

      “So, who is it?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Said he didn’t want to say it over the phone.”

      “Who?”

      “Your dad, of course. Him and a few guys are out there right now. I’m supposed to bring you and go to the scene.”

      I don’t know why, but I had a sinking feeling in my chest that was quickly becoming a chasm that made it hard to breathe. Why was I reacting in such a way? I had already figured out that Dad was trying to blame Baron for the murders, but I just didn’t know how. Could I really watch him arrest Baron?

      The drive was taking longer than I thought, and the dread kept getting worse as I realized exactly where we were going. I had been here so many times before, and it hadn’t been a good visit here in over ten years. That record wasn’t going to change. I knew that for sure. I knew that there was going to be a reason that we were going out to the abandoned house, and I knew that I wasn’t going to like it.

      “We’re going to the second murder site?”

      Freddy still hadn’t looked at me the whole time I’d been asking questions, not once since he had gotten that call. Whatever was going on he was either not privy too or he felt guilty. Either way, he wasn’t going to be any help to me, and I wasn’t sure if I was going to have to watch my back or not.

      “Yeah, that’s the place they told me to go. That’s where our guy is.”

      I knew it was Baron, but I couldn’t manage to ask. Freddy knew who it was. Was he just being nice to me to let me get my guard down? Now I was hurtling towards a fate that I didn’t want to meet. I just knew that this was going to be far worse than I could have imagined. What was I going to do now? I had no time. I didn’t have the proof I needed, and Baron wasn’t going to make it in jail. He would rage out quickly and then everyone would know what he was. I didn’t think that the general public was going to be as understanding as I was about it. He scared the hell out of me in the beginning, and I’ve loved him for years. I was under no false assumptions of what would happen if his secret got out. We’d never be able to have a normal life together.

      When we got to the location, there was a couple of squad cars, my dad’s truck and an SUV. There were more people here than I would have thought, and for some reason, I couldn’t see that being a good thing. I couldn’t see any of this being a good thing at all. I didn’t want to go into the house suddenly, afraid of what I was going to find. What if they said that Baron resisted arrest, and he was already dead?

      “Are you okay, Kayla? You’ve been staring off for several minutes. We got to go inside and take a look. This is the guy we’ve been looking for. Don’t you want to know who it is?”

      “I already know.”

      I got out of the car slowly and took a couple of deep breaths as we walked to the door. The memories flooded back again, just like every time I came here, but the good memories were quickly getting overrun with the bad ones. I was still lost in thought when I heard the sound of electricity popping and then a sound that was obviously distress and pain. It didn’t take much to realize who it was. I was right all along. They had Baron and Dad was back to his sadistic ways.

      I started to rush towards it, but Freddy held me back.

      “Wait, let me check this out first.”

      “Don’t act like you don’t know what’s going on, Freddy. You know who they have in there.”

      He’d pulled his gun and by the expression on his face, he really didn’t know what was going on in there. I don’t know why, but that made me feel a second of relief before the circumstances started to escalate.

      Another popping sound and then another scream, though this time, it was short and then followed by a growl. Then there was chaos in the house. Several shots went off and there was a slew of screams, but I was happy to say that none of them sounded like Baron.

      In the commotion, Freddy let go of me, and I moved forward with my gun in hand while Freddy tried to get himself together. I wasn’t worried about him anymore, just making sure that none of those shots had made it into Baron. I really hoped that he had changed, and he was going to take them all out, including my father.

      Freddy was coming up behind me, but I was stunned in the doorway. I don’t know what I expected that I was going to see, but not this. I don’t think I was ever prepared to see something like this. It was like a scene from a horror show and in person it was far more to digest.

      “Stay back, Freddy.”

      There were several more shots, and he took my advice and got down. I was glad for that because I wasn’t sure if he was in on it and I didn’t want him to get caught in Baron’s rage if he didn’t have to. Baron was half in and half out of a huge cage. This was a set-up, but by the body count on the floor, they hadn’t known what to do with him.

      None of the bodies on the floor were of my dad and that made me nervous. That meant that he was still somewhere around me. I heard someone yell to watch out, but by the time it registered, it was too late. Baron had sent that into my head, and for some reason, I was unable to stop what happened next.

      The gun in my hand was knocked out, and someone grabbed me from behind, choking me. I started to cough and gag, my hands instantly going to my neck to stop it.

      “Stop, Baron, now or I will kill her. Let’s see how much you actually love Kayla.”

      I couldn’t believe that it was my dad behind me, though I did know. I knew that he was capable of this. He’d killed his own grandchild. How hard would it be to kill me? He let go enough that I could breathe, but I was unable to get away, my feet off the ground.

      “Dad, what is going on here? What is this?”

      I tried to act like I didn’t know what was going on, but it was quickly clear that he didn’t believe me.

      “You know what this is.”

      I watched Baron calm down and turn back into the man. His body was dwarfed in the cage now, and it didn’t feel right. I wanted to tell him that it was going to be okay, but I couldn’t get it out. I wanted him to take Dad out, no matter if he had to shoot through me to make that happen. All that mattered now was that Dad never get to walk away from this and cause more terror in the town.

      “Come on, Kayla. Why aren’t you having any fun? Now you can see what your little boyfriend is. What he truly is.”

      “You’re about as corrupt as they get. Look what you’re doing right now. Look what you’ve done. All these people.”

      He smiled, and agreed, though I could tell he was off-put by my response. Obviously, he wanted me to be devastated.

      “I am. All of these people were killed by his hand, not mine.”

      “You made him do it. Look what you’ve done.”

      Baron started to advance and the tightening on my neck was back.

      “Don’t come any closer, Baron. I could easily break her neck before you got to me. I will take her out with me. If that is the way it has to be, you will not like the ending.”

      “What do you want, Mike?”

      “I want more, Baron and you’re going to get it for me. After all of my plans, I still don’t have what I want. It was time to get creative, so when I thought about what I could do to change that, you came to mind. I just had to get you here, and then I knew that exposing you for the monster that you are would give me all that I needed and more.”

      Baron stopped moving, and his eyes said it all. My father was moving back with me, and I could hear him loudly in my ear as he tried to convince me that he wasn’t evil. That was a tall feat for him.

      “Imagine how famous the sheriff that takes down a shifter is going to be? I will be able to retire, and never work again chasing sleaze. I might even write a book, who knows? It’s on my bucket list. I am getting the hell out of here, and I’m going to make my fortune before I go. I wish you would reconsider not agreeing. It is in your best interest. You know that, right? You’re hitching a ride on his wagon, and it’s going straight down. You’re picking the wrong side, Kayla.”

      “Your best interest or mine? I’m picking the side that is right. Isn’t that what you always said?”

      “This is different. This is in both our interests; that’s what is so good about this plan. You’ll get some of the proceeds, and I will finally know that you’re loyal. And the world will have one less monster in its midst.”

      “I’ve always been loyooal, Dad, even when I shouldn’t have been. But look at this? What is this?”

      Seasoned cop or not, I couldn’t get the gore out of my mind.

      “This is my way of getting at the thing that scarred me and making some money in the meantime.”

      I sighed to myself. What the hell? “Why would you do this? Why kill anyone? Couldn’t you have found another way to get your revenge?”

      “You always think about the small picture. This is bigger than revenge. This is enough money to set me for life. I won’t have to do this anymore. You need to make some decisions, little girl. This is not time for your emotions to come into play. I’ve worked hard on this plan.” He waved his hand around. “This is not going to ruin it. You are going to say that Baron was caught as the killer and that I had to kill him. It is a tragedy, really it is, but it was the only way. Kyra will be happy to know that she was convincing.”

      This was happening and still I wanted to know why and how. The missing pieces in my head were driving me crazy, and I wanted to know how this came to be. Baron was telling me to move or duck. and I kept telling him no. Dad may shoot me, and I refused to let that happen before I knew the truth. It was gnawing at me, half of the reason I was a good cop.

      “Who is Kyra?”

      “Your witness. She did a lot for this plan and never knew why. She’s a gentle soul and about dumb as rocks. I had to remind her about the scratches.”

      “How do you know about them?”

      “Because I put them there. We drugged him and put them there. I wanted them to be seen, and the detectives on the case would figure it out. But you didn’t. Where is Freddy now?”

      I wasn’t worried about Freddy at the moment. He was still outside, and if I was him, I don’t know if I would have walked into the scene either. There was nothing that he could do, and I felt like if Baron and I were to kick the bucket, maybe Freddy would do something about it. Maybe he would go to the police and put my dad away for a very long time. I hated to think for a second that he was going to win.

      “He’s gone.”

      “Good, I don’t want to have to add another body to the floor. I think we got enough, don’t you?”

      “I couldn’t agree more. Leave him out of it. He knows nothing.”

      “Good, Kayla. It’s a good thing because I’m quickly running out of deputies again. Your boyfriend is hard on them.”

      “You’re hard on them.”

      “Well, I might have to bring in some of the detectives for a while. There won’t be many people thinking of crime once they see what this police force is capable of. It will be a grand show of resilience in the face of tragedy.”

      “You really have lost it, Dad. You know, that right? I will never help you. I went along with your plan before; I didn’t have a choice. I do now. You will not make me do anything that I don’t want to do ever again.”

      “Are you talking about that baby again? Let it go already. You’re losing sight of the main goal that was to keep you from having a monster’s baby. Do you really want me to apologize for that? After knowing what he is now, aren’t you glad you killed the man’s child that was growing inside of you.”

      “No, I wish he’d killed you that night at the abandoned house. That’s what I wish for every day, Dad. How is that for loyalty? I’ll never go with this plan of yours. I choose Baron.”

      He tightened the grip on my neck. “You don’t mean that, Kayla. You’re my daughter. You would really pick this monster over your own flesh and blood?”

      “Every single time.”
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          Baron

        

      

    

    
      “Fine, then you can go down with him. The story will change from me saving you to you already being dead when I got here, and I had to kill him in self-defense. Either way, I’m going to get what I want out of this. Say good-bye to your little whore, Baron.”

      The sheriff’s grip tightened on her neck as he pointed the gun towards her head. She was hurting, and this wasn’t going to go on anymore. I couldn’t hold back what was going to happen next. There was always something about Mike that made it hard not to turn. Hurting the woman that I loved was another surefire way to get me to snap. I was already on video changing and murdering. How could it get any worse?

      It wasn’t long at all before I could feel the change happening and for once since I’d been here, I welcomed it like an old friend that I hadn’t seen in a while. It was time that the beast got to come out. After hearing what he’d done to my child, all I saw was red. Nothing else mattered anymore except destroying the man in front of me.

      I didn’t even flinch as the bullet ripped through my chest. It wasn’t the first one, but it hurt the most. He was far more worried about pointing that gun at me than his daughter when I started to charge him.

      All I could think about was ending Mike so that he could never hurt his daughter again. I was going to make sure of it this time, and I now had more of a reason to hate him. He’d taken everything from me, and unlike Kayla, some of it couldn’t be taken back.

      I lunged at the man, and in his fear and the way that he was trying to get me away from him, I knew that he was mine. Kayla was pushed down to the ground, and she hit her head. The red was gone, and all I saw was black. I didn’t stop when I knew that Mike was stopped. He was on the ground, arm and leg broken, the gun skittered to the floor on the other side of the room, and I knew that he was done. But it wasn’t enough. In that moment I made the decision to take his life. The world would be a better place without him in it.

      Biting at his neck, the blood was hot as it came out, covering me and the walls, and floor underneath him. I couldn’t see past it all, and only when the last bit of his blood pumped out of him was I even close to ready to come down. I heard a noise behind me and saw a man standing there in a uniform. I didn’t recognize him as one of the men that had tortured me, but he had a gun pointed at me, and I snarled at him.

      My body tensed up as my muscles bunched underneath the fur. I was going to attack him too, not sure who he was, but sure that he worked with my enemy. I still wasn’t thinking clearly, my heart rate deafening to my ears. I was seconds from leaping when I heard her.

      “Don’t, Baron. Freddy isn’t part of this.”

      Her voice was like my kryptonite, and I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to carry on. She told me that he was safe, so I did as she asked. It was only a few moments before I was back to man and I turned to her, my back to the man with the gun. If she trusted him, so did I.

      Another gunshot ran through me and I heard her scream. “What are you doing Freddy? Stop!”

      That shot didn’t hurt at all and that made me nervous. “I love you, Kayla.”

      I fell onto the ground in a big heap. My eyes were closing for good and the last image was of Kayla. I couldn’t have asked for anything better. I thought that was the end for me.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up, sleepyhead. It’s about time.”

      Kayla was standing over me, and she had a smile on her face. I was in some sort of medical facility, but it wasn’t like anywhere I’d been before. This wasn’t a regular hospital by the looks of it.

      “Where am I?”

      “You’re at a clinic. I have a friend that is a veterinarian. No pun intended but I couldn’t take you to a hospital with all these bullets in you. There would be questions and at the minute, there is really no one here to even answer them. Then more questions. So, you can see why you’re here? Anyone else would have died.”

      I smiled at her. I didn’t think I was going to see her again. I’d come to terms with that, but now I was thankful that it wasn’t the case. I needed Kayla more than my next breath. Trying to sit up, I reeled with pain and laid back just as quickly as I’d tried to get up. It was obvious that something had happened to me. I remembered the shots, but I didn’t remember the pain.

      “You need to rest, Baron. It’s been a long week on you, and it’s time to rest.”

      “You’re okay?”

      She smiled and agreed that she was fine.

      “And what about…?” I didn’t even know how to say it out loud. I didn’t know if there was anyone listening. Mike had wanted to out me, and I knew that I could never let this happen. If it did come out what I was, I was going to have to leave before they came after me. I knew they would. There was a reason I’d left before, but this time I wasn’t going to go without Kayla.

      “Come with me, Kayla. We need to get out of here. Where are my clothes?”

      “They are covered in blood, and you’re not going anywhere.”

      “I heal fast.”

      “Not that fast. What is going on? You don’t have to leave, Baron. You’re safe here.”

      “I’m not safe anywhere in Shady Way.”

      “You are now. They are all gone. All of my dad’s goons.”

      “What about the one that shot me, Freddy?”

      “I had to shoot him. He wanted to kill you, and you know that I couldn’t let that happen.”

      “What about...”

      Kayla cut me off. “We will talk about it when you’re less drugged and feeling a little better. That horse tranquilizer is going to take you to neverland.”

      I tried to stop her, but she did something to the IV bag and line going to my arm. “I love you, Baron. Everything is finally going to be okay.”

      I went back out and remember thinking that I really hoped she was right. I wanted to think that it was all going to be okay. As long as Kayla was safe, it was going to be okay.
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        * * *

      

      I came to again a while later, though I had no sense of time. The place where I was had less lights on, and it felt like night. I don’t know how long I’d been here, and I wanted to talk to whoever it was that patched me up. I needed to know what to expect because I was ready to get out of here.

      When I tried to sit up, it was already easier than before. I had learned long ago that healing didn’t take as long for me as it did for others. Mike had made a comment about the scratches almost being gone. He was surprised, and I was surprised that he hadn’t done his research. It was well documented in a lot of the books that I’d read about shifters. I wanted to know what I was, and he should have learned his enemy a little better.

      “There you are.”

      “Are you going to drug me again?”

      “Possibly. You need to stay relaxed.”

      “I’m already feeling better. It’s time for you to tell me what happened.”

      Kayla didn’t want to, I could see it in her eyes, but she finally let out a huge sigh and sat down on the bed. She smiled at me and pushed some hair back from my face, tucking it behind my ears.

      “What do you really want to know? You were awake for most of it.”

      “Well, what happened after I got shot again and blacked out?”

      “I had to kill Freddy because he wanted to kill you, and I couldn’t let that happen. He’d seen too much, and he was going to go to the authorities. Since so many are dead from the precinct, I don’t know where he thought he was going to go.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She waved me off like it was no big deal, but I knew that it had to be. For a woman like Kayla, she would have taken the act of snuffing out a life seriously.

      “What about the rest of them?”

      “What about them? You know what happened. That was pretty much most of the police force.”

      She was saying it all like it had been so long ago.

      “How long have I been out for?”

      “Almost a week.”

      That got me sitting up, and I wasn’t sure what to say. I would have wanted to have been out of here by now. There was something going on, and I was sure that I was about to get hit with news that I didn’t much understand.

      “So, what happened?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, seven police officers and a sheriff don’t end up dead in the middle of the woods in an abandoned house with no one saying anything. When are they going to ask me questions? I need to know what’s going on so that we will have the same story. What am I supposed to tell people?”

      “You tell them nothing and there is no they. I’m the police force right now. Me and a couple of other people that weren’t in his loop. That’s all you need to worry about. I was hoping that maybe you would be able to help me out, maybe become a deputy.”

      I was shocked and confused, and she just smiled at me.

      “What are you grinning like that for?”

      “You don’t know how much I missed you, Baron. You had me worried for a while there, but I should have known that you’d pull through this. You’re so strong.”

      “I’m so confused right now. How are we both not in jail right now?”

      “No one knows what happened to them, though my dad did take off in the middle of the night, leaving a note that he was quitting his job. It turns out that he wanted to do some traveling.”

      “And the others?”

      “Well some of his victims were identified as people that were going to be testifying against him. So, it looks like he took out the witnesses that were going to be in court next month with some help from his deputy buddies and then took off with some of the money he’d embezzled from the station, as well as many of the people he arrested. All of his sins were laid bare when we went to go check on him the next day. He was really bad about leaving it all out. It was like he wanted it to be found or something.”

      My head was reeling, and I laid back, giving up on the idea that I was going to be able to get up yet. I didn’t know what to say, and if I had to be honest, Kayla was far scarier than I’d thought she was. She was downright diabolical, though I knew she came by it honestly.

      “So, no one knows?”

      “Nope. Your secret is safe and so are you. You don’t have to run anymore, Baron. You can stay here, and we can really start a life now.”

      She frowned. “I thought you’d be happier.”

      “I am, really, I just, I don’t know. I’m not sure what to say. I thought I was a goner, but now… I can’t believe you saved me. I was here to save you.”

      Kayla learned down on the bed and kissed me. “You did save me, Baron, in so many ways. I would have never been able to do this without you. I let Dad run things here for too long.”

      “And our baby?”

      Her face clouded over so quickly I wish I hadn’t said anything.

      “It happened a long time ago, and I don’t like to think about it.”

      “I don’t blame you. I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you.”

      “Just promise me you won’t leave me again. Life is so much better when you’re with me.”

      I couldn’t have agreed more, and I pulled her down on me. It was something else that I almost immediately regretted, even though her body on mine felt amazing. The feel of her sinking into my stomach where I’d been shot was not quite as magical.

      I winced, and she started to get up, but there was no way that I was going to let her. I held her down, and she made a sound that drove me absolutely crazy.

      “You’re not well enough.”

      “The hell I’m not. I’m feeling better already.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Kayla

        

      

    

    
      “Are you about ready to go?”

      “Yeah, just give me a minute. I don’t know how you get dressed and ready so fast.”

      “I don’t know why it takes you so long. Are you wanting breakfast?”

      He shook his head, and I smiled at him, taking a bite of toast.

      “What?”

      “I still can’t get over you in that uniform. It’s hot.”

      He looked down and shrugged. “I never thought I would be wearing one of these, unless I stole it from a cop.”

      “You look good, Baron. You were made to do this, and it shows.”

      Baron didn’t look so sure and I think that sometimes he wishes that things were different. That bad boy side still came out, but it was more now in the bedroom. He’d told me once that real wild animals are never really tamed. I hoped that was true, because the way he made me feel was more than I could handle most of the time, and I never wanted that to go away. I liked the raw passion inside of him.

      “You know that I can read your mind, right?”

      I gasped as his hand went under my shirt, cupping my breasts.

      “That’s really rude, you know.”

      “Even if I couldn’t, I can smell your arousal. That happened fast.”

      “It never does take long, and I’m telling you, it’s the uniform.”

      He frowned and then broke it with a grin. “Is that so?”

      My heart was racing faster as he held me to him. “Yeah, that’s so.”

      “Nothing to do with me?”

      I shook my head. “Nah, not that I can see.”

      He growled at me under his breath and sat me up on the counter. I almost knocked my coffee cup over, but neither one of us seemed to mind all that much, certainly not enough to stop anything.

      “We’re going to be late, Baron. I can’t be late for the anniversary.”

      “You’re the sheriff now, Kayla, remember? They can wait.”

      Baron might have thought that making all of those people wait wasn’t the worst thing ever and I would have agreed with him, but it was clear that he himself didn’t want to wait. I tried to get him to slow down, but his hands were already on my pants, then puling them down and off, whipping them across the floor. He was easier to get out, and he wrapped my legs around him as I wrapped my arms around his neck. Baron was pressing inside of me quickly, and each time he did, I cried out in pleasure. He always felt so damn good, and I loved the suddenness of his desires sometimes. They would come out of the blue, and his ability to read my mind really came in handy. Baron always seemed to know what I needed before I myself did.

      His tempo changed, and he was drilling in deep and slow. He knew that I liked it best; he knew everything. The wind-up was the best part and this way it took longer, and the release was so much more powerful. Each push in stretched my inner walls and made my heart skip a beat. He would enter slowly and then push in quickly about halfway. Each time I thought it would be my ending, and I craved more. I was clinging to him, desperate for the final wave of need. Every time I thought I was close, Baron would slow down and rub the head around my center.

      “Come on, Baron. Don’t do this to me.”

      He chuckled. “You’re always so impatient.”

      Baron was too, but just until he got inside of me. Once he was there, it was like he wasn’t worried about time at all. It stood still for him, but not for me. All I could think about was that final release and the more he made me wait for it, the harder it was to stop myself. I needed him, badly, the way that I knew he could be.

      I scratched him hard with my nails, and he hissed from the front of me. “Harder, Baron. Now!”

      He never could keep his cool when I did that and thankfully, he hadn’t learned how yet. Baron started to pump into me quick and proper, and I was lost with what to do. Baron felt so damn good, and it was hard for me to do much more than hold on for the ride. The pleasure washed over me repeatedly as he lost control. It was all too much, and before long I was coming again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The counter was a mess and I was putting my pants back on. We were going to be really late, and I told Baron we were going to have to wait on the shower. He didn’t like the idea of it, but I was the sheriff now, and we had to go to the ‘surprise’ party for me being named that title. It was still a strange day because of what else it signified, but I was ready to go.

      “Are you ready?”

      He nodded and then pulled me in for a kiss. It started to get heated, and I had to push him back.

      “We’re going to be late,”

      “We already are. Why do we have to go?”

      Baron didn’t think when he was horny, and it was obviously one of those times. He was the one that told me about it, and he was the one that was tasked to take me there.

      I pushed him back again as he advanced. “I’ll meet you out in the car. Maybe you do need that cold shower after all. It wasn’t enough to tide you over a little while at least?”

      I turned away, knowing that if I had to look into his lust-filled eyes any longer, I was going to say the hell with all of it, and ditch the whole thing. Eventually they would figure it out, right?
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        * * *

      

      The party was great, and it felt like it was the first time in a while that I didn’t have to hide my head. The town had turned around and all of my dad’s shady dealings were finally done. Seemed that he was getting payment from many places for protection and everyone seemed shocked when I didn’t follow in his footsteps. I didn’t want to make money off the community; I really just wanted to help.

      The community came out, and the small party that I thought was going to be for a few people was far bigger than I could have imagined. The day meant a lot not only to me, but to the people of Shady Way as well. It was the day of their liberation. No longer would businesses be bribed, and citizens wouldn’t have to live in fear any longer. Real justice ruled here now. I had Baron by my side, and it didn’t get any better than that.

      The party was mid-way through, and Baron and I were having a drink at the bar when an older man came up to us.

      “Baron, it is good to finally meet you.”

      Baron didn’t know who he was because of the expression on his face. I had never seen the man before either, but that feeling in my gut was back. Whoever this guy was, he was here for a reason, and I wasn’t sure what that was.

      “Yes, and you are?”

      “I’m your father, Baron, Nick Scotia. I’ve been looking for you for a while. I just found out about you a few months ago when I ran into your mom again. She told me everything, and I’ve been trying to find you ever since.”

      Baron was in shock, and I wasn’t far beyond that. I knew that Baron had been looking for years, and now he was standing in front of him.

      “How do I know if you’re really my dad or not?”

      He moved in close, and I could barely hear what he was saying to his son.

      “Well, let’s just say that we have something in common that’s hard to ignore. You have that ring around your eyes. You’ve gone through the change by now, haven’t you?”

      Baron made a sound in the back of his throat, and the two men hugged. The party was raging around us, but in this small moment, the two men were meeting for the first time. I was touched beyond words, so happy that he’d finally found someone to talk to about it. Baron was finally going to know where he came from. I had news of my own. We were about to start our own family, and now we’d both know what to expect. This time around, everything was going to work out. I wasn’t going to let it be any other way.

      And from my view, it didn’t get much better than this to start.

      

      
        
        The End

      

        

      
        Will you go DEEPER into the world of Paranormal with me?  What do you have to lose..?

      

        

      
        Click Here to sign up for Laura Wylde’s exclusive Romance Readers List.  You’ll have an opportunity to receive special pricing, free stories, exclusive previews and will be the first to know about new releases.

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
BY THE CLAWS

A MC BEAR SHIFTER ROMANCE

LAURA WYLDE





images/00002.jpeg
A

itorl

TO THE CLAWS

A MC Bear Shifter Romance

LAURA WYLDE

j \







