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      I’m not ready for this.

      Logan’s chest tightened as he looked at the three lions around him. His breaths began to come out fast and shallow. He was feeling claustrophobic. He was feeling like the world was suffocating him.

      He wiped his sweaty forehead with the only arm he had left. I can’t do this.

      His alpha’s lion looked back and must have been concerned by the look on his pale face because Grant phased back into his human form.

      “Are you okay, Logan?”

      Logan shook his head. He was pretty far from being okay. Ever since he lost his left arm about a week ago, he had felt like the world was closing in on him.

      “I know it’s hard,” Grant said as he walked over, putting a hand on his shoulder. “But you’re going to have to let your lion out eventually. It’s not healthy to keep him bottled up inside you.”

      Logan swallowed hard. He was terrified to let him out. He could handle losing an arm, but what about his lion?

      If he lost an arm in his human form, would his lion lose a leg as well? He was scared to phase and find out.

      His inner lion had been restless all week and was constantly begging to be released, especially since Logan did nothing all day, except sleep and sit around in a depressive cloud. He kept whining to get out, but Logan had no idea how the big cat would react if he found out that his front leg was gone forever.

      Logan had no idea how he would react either. What would he do if his lion was as useless as he was?

      “What if—” Logan couldn’t even say the words.

      Grant sighed as he gave him a look. That look.

      Ever since he had lost his arm, everyone was looking at him with pity and it always cut right to his heart. He hated it.

      “You’re going to have to find out eventually. A three-legged lion can still be powerful.”

      Logan would have laughed if it wasn’t so goddamn unfunny. How powerful could an awkwardly limping three-legged lion be? Sloth would be able to kick his ass in a fight.

      “Let him out,” Grant said softly. “It’s going to be okay.”

      The two other lions of the crew, Ryder and Mack, were waiting by the base of the mountain. Logan glared at the largest one. It was Mack’s lion who had done this to him.

      While they were trying to rescue Amélie’s family, a skin shifter named Caelum had tried to take over Mack’s lion and the crazy animal went berserk. As they fought for control of the cat, Mack’s lion thrashed around, violently attacking anything within reach. Unfortunately for Logan, he was within striking distance of the out of control lion. One second, he had a wolf shifter in a headlock and the next, he had the powerful jaws of Mack’s lion clamping down on his upper bicep. All he remembered after that was blinding pain as the lion who was supposed to be his friend ripped his arm right off.

      Logan gritted his teeth as Mack’s lion dropped his head in shame and turned away. Mack had tried to apologize, but Logan wasn’t hearing any of it. Mack had always been a hothead. He was always letting his anger get the best of him, and now Logan was missing an arm because of it.

      And it wasn’t just an arm missing from the crew now…

      Bryce was also gone because of that lion.

      “It wasn’t Mack’s fault.” Grant must have seen the hatred in Logan’s eyes and the tightness in his jaw as he glared at him. “If that skin shifter had managed to take him over, you might be missing more than an arm. We might all be dead.”

      “Maybe I would have been better off that way.”

      “Oh, come on,” Grant said, shaking his head. “You can’t believe that. People lose limbs all of the time and still go on to live meaningful lives.”

      “A meaningful life?” Logan said with a huff of breath. “How the hell am I supposed to live a meaningful life? I’m supposed to be a bounty hunter and I can’t even cut my own steak. The only thing I’ve ever loved is music and I can’t play my bass anymore. I’m useless. I’m useless to the crew, I’m useless to the band, I’m just plain useless.”

      Logan dropped his head, turned back to the ranch and started walking.

      “Logan, wait,” Grant called out. “You’re not useless. We’re going to need you to help us find Bryce.”

      They don’t need my help. All I’ll be is a burden to them. They’d be better off without me.

      He continued toward his cabin, wanting nothing more than to disappear and hide inside like he’d been doing all week.

      It was a cool summer morning in early September and Logan was barefoot and wearing nothing but a pair of shorts as he walked through the Montana ranch.

      He stared at his feet as he walked back to his cabin until some movement caught his eye. The latest member of the Bounty Hunter crew, a panther shifter named Amélie who was now his alpha’s mate, was sitting with her mother and younger sister outside of Bryce’s old cabin.

      They were watching him, but Amélie and her mother turned away when he looked over. Elodie didn’t. She locked eyes on him and gave him a warm smile.

      She was a pretty girl with green eyes and wavy blonde hair like her sister, but she had a little more meat on her bones with curvy hips that would drive any shifter crazy.

      Logan dropped his eyes back to the ground as he quickened his pace. He wasn’t wearing a shirt and he felt like a freakshow on display for them.

      He felt her eyes on him for the rest of the way.

      The delicious smell of bacon was wafting out of his cabin as he opened the door and escaped inside. Tempest was in his kitchen, cooking up a storm. Eggs, bacon, toast, and those little sausages that he adored. Unfortunately, she was also burning most of it.

      “What are you doing here?” Logan asked as he slumped down on the stool at the counter.

      Tempest poured him a cup of coffee and placed it in front of him. Mentally, he went to reach for it with his left hand, before he realized he no longer had one.

      “I thought a nice breakfast would cheer you up,” she said as she tried to flip an egg, but ended up breaking it in two.

      “Your mother was a witch, right?” he asked as he sipped his coffee.

      Tempest slowly looked up at him. “Yeah.”

      “Did she leave you any spells for… you know…”

      “Regrowing arms?”

      “Yeah.”

      She took a deep breath and shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. Even if I had a spell for you, I wouldn’t risk it. You might end up growing a chicken wing with me. I was never very good at the whole spell thing. My mother only trusted me with the wand and that only did one thing.”

      “Are you pissed?” Logan asked. “That you lost it?”

      Tempest let out a sigh as she turned back to the eggs. “You lost more than me,” she answered as she accidentally broke another yolk. “Dammit. I will miss it though. I’m not sure how good of a bounty hunter I’ll be without it.”

      “I know what you mean. I don’t know how good I’ll be either.”

      “Then maybe we should retire,” she said, turning around with a grin on her face. “We can start a new career. How about strawberry farmers?”

      “I’m not sure about strawberries, but I’ll have to try something else.” He stared at the coffee in his cup. “I can’t really catch any bad guys like this and I guess I’m out of the band. Predatone is going to have to find a new bassist for their gig next week.”

      It broke his heart to think about the band playing without him. He was the one who had started the all-shifter band with Jordy, Dane, and Caleb. They were a hit in the local pubs but hadn’t gone much farther than that.

      “I’m sorry about that,” Tempest said as she looked at him over her shoulder. “I know how much the band and playing music means to you. Have you tried to play yet?”

      Have I tried to play yet? When Logan’s stump had first healed, the first thing he did was pick up his bass guitar. He massacred about three chords before getting frustrated and smashing it over the kitchen counter. Tears had filled his eyes as it exploded into pieces.

      Normally, Logan used music to help him through the hard times, but now, in his hardest time, he didn’t even have that.

      “Maybe you can do something else for the band,” Tempest said, trying to help.

      “Like what?”

      She shrugged. “Tambourine. That only takes one hand.”

      “I don’t think they’re in need of a tambourine player.”

      “Maybe you can be the manager or be their agent or something?”

      Logan sighed. The band really needed a manager to take them to the next level, but being their manager wasn’t for him. Especially if they made it big one day. How could he watch from behind a desk while they were out there, fulfilling his dream?

      “I’m sorry,” Tempest said when she saw his somber face. “I’m not very good at this.”

      “At what? Making breakfast?”

      “Yeah,” she laughed, “that too. But I meant at cheering people up. I always seem to screw up most of the human interactions I find myself in.”

      “I know,” Logan said with a genuine smile on his face this time. “But it’s all part of your charm, and why you fit in.”

      Tempest loaded up two plates of burnt toast and broken eggs and soggy bacon and those little breakfast sausages that Logan loved (when they weren’t still frozen in the middle) and sat down at the counter with him.

      To his surprise, having company was cheering him up. Tempest was always so positive and that’s what he needed right now. A sliver of positivity to brighten up his dark dreary day.

      “Ew,” she said as she took a bite of a sausage. She tossed it back on her plate and shook her head. “I followed the directions exactly.”

      Logan smiled, feeling bad for her now. “They’re supposed to be like that,” he said, taking a big bite of his and choking it down. “They’re a special brand that I like. Cooked on the outside and raw in the inside.”

      “Phew,” she said, looking relieved. “I thought I had screwed them up.”

      Tempest refilled their coffee and then sat back down.

      “How did it go this morning? Did you take your lion out?”

      Logan shook his head. “I’m not ready for that yet,” he said, feeling his chest tighten with nerves. “How have you been?”

      It had been a tough couple of days on the Clayton Rock Ranch.

      “I’m hanging in there,” she said. It was then that Logan noticed her face. She looked exhausted, like she’d been up for days. “I’m just worried about Bryce. I just hope he’s okay.”

      Logan closed his eyes and took a deep breath. How could he be so upset over his arm when Bryce may very well be dead?

      It was during the vicious brawl where he had lost his arm that Bryce had possibly died. They were on a rooftop, fighting General Hunt’s shifters when the skin shifter took over Mack’s lion. The alpha cat was too much for a skin shifter to handle and Mack’s lion lost complete control. He was about to plow into a group of innocent civilians when Bryce jumped in and saved the day. He stopped Mack’s lion from hurting anyone, but was accidentally kicked off of the tall building by Mack. They couldn’t tell if the impact had killed him or not, and when they finally got down to his body to help him, he was gone.

      Grant thought he saw him in General Hunt’s helicopter, but they didn’t know where he was, what kind of condition he was in, or even if he was still alive.

      “He’s a tough kid,” Logan said, trying to stay positive. It didn’t look good for the teenager, but he’d seen shifters do amazing things in the past, so they couldn’t know for sure.

      Her shoulders slumped down. “I just wish we could know. It’s the not knowing that’s killing me.”

      “That’s what Grant is going to find out,” Logan said, placing his hand on her shoulder. “Grant is trying to locate a lead now. Once he finds one, you’ll all mount up and find the kid.”

      Tempest didn’t look too sure. “Trying to find a secret military base that could be anywhere in the country? What’re the chances of that?”

      “Finding people is what bounty hunters do,” Logan said. “And Grant is damn good at it.”

      “Isn’t his business about to go bankrupt?”

      Logan laughed. She had him there.

      “Maybe he’s not so good at the business part of it,” Logan said. “But the finding people, he’s world class.”

      Tempest took a deep breath as she looked down at the mug she was cradling in her hands. “I hope you’re right. I just want to get out there and do something. Anything.”

      Logan knew what she meant. Only now there wasn’t anything he could do. Not anymore.

      “You’re coming, right?” Her eyes were locked on him. “You said you’ll all mount up, not we’ll all mount up.”

      Logan dropped his eyes as he pushed a half-frozen sausage around on his plate with his fork. “I’m afraid I won’t be much use. And I don’t want to get in the way.”

      “You still have value to the crew, Logan,” she said with a fierceness in her voice. “What are you going to do? Just sit around here feeling sorry for yourself?”

      Exactly.

      “That’s bullshit,” she said when he didn’t answer. “You can still contribute. We need you more than ever, Logan. The ranch is $1.5 million in debt and is about to be taken away, Bryce is missing, and General Hunt and his army of psychotic shifters will return. You can’t just tap out on us now.”

      Logan took a deep breath as he placed his fork on the plate. He appreciated the effort that Tempest had made with breakfast and trying to make him feel better. It had worked, until she had to go ahead and get in his face, ruining it.

      “Thanks for breakfast,” he said as he stepped off the stool. “But I’m done talking now.”

      “Time to go sulk in your room?” she fired back. “We all lost something that day, Logan. We’re all hurting. But you’re the only one who has given up.”

      Logan stepped into his bedroom and closed the door.
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      “Logan!” Grant’s banging on the door woke him up in the middle of the afternoon. Logan groaned as he sat up in bed, rubbing his heavy eyes and trying to wake up from his depressive funk. He had been in his cabin since he chickened out of phasing into his lion two days ago.

      The front door creaked open when Logan didn’t answer it.

      “What the hell?” Grant whispered under his breath. Logan knew what he was seeing. The mess of dirty pots and pans from Tempest making him breakfast was still piled up in the kitchen, attracting flies and creating an ecosystem of funky mold. She had left without doing them after he had pissed her off.

      Logan ran a hand through his long black hair as his alpha appeared in the doorway of his bedroom. Grant looked disappointed as he leaned on the casing and crossed his arms.

      “We’re leaving.”

      Logan jerked his head back in surprise. “Leaving? Where?”

      “We’re going to try and find Bryce,” he answered. “You would have known that if you bothered to get out of bed in the past few days.”

      Logan dropped his eyes under his alpha’s scrutinizing gaze.

      “Where is he?”

      “We still don’t know that,” Grant answered with a sigh. “But we have to do something. Grease had told us about a secret facility up north where General Hunt experimented on shifters. It was where he was held and modified.”

      ‘Modified’ was definitely an understatement. General Hunt had turned Grease’s inner polar bear into a monster with huge hulking muscles and six long spikes along his spine that retracted in and out of his body. The crew had learned the hard way how powerful the General had made him when they had tried to bring him in.

      “You found out where the facility is?”

      Grant shook his head. “No. But we know where the nearby town is. It’s a small whaling town in northern Canada in the North West Territories, or at least it was a town before General Hunt annihilated everyone in it. We’re heading up there to check it out and see if we can find anything that leads to Bryce. It’s not much to go on, but it’s all we’ve got.”

      Logan’s stomach churned as he watched his alpha. He wasn’t up for getting out of bed, let alone traveling through Canada.

      “You’ll be staying here.”

      Logan felt his heart thundering in his chest with every beat.

      “It’s clear you’re not up for it,” Grant said with a hard look. “And we need you for something else.”

      “What?”

      “Amélie is coming with us,” he said, taking a deep breath as he turned away. He looked like he still wasn’t sure if what he was about to say was a good idea. “But her mother and her sister are staying here. They don’t have their passports anymore so they’re stuck here for the time being.”

      “What about Amélie? She doesn’t have her passport. How is she going to get into Canada?”

      “She’s going to phase into her panther and cross the border through the mountains. We’ll pick her up on the other side and continue north.” Grant swallowed hard before continuing. “Can you take care of Elodie and her mother, Louise?”

      “What if General Hunt and his shifters come back? I won’t be able to handle them like this?”

      “I talked to Maximus next door,” Grant answered. “He and the Grisly Grizzlies will be on full alert while we’re gone. Just give them a ring and they’ll be right over. There’s also the firehouse shifters, the forest rangers, and mountain rescue. Just call whoever you need. Hunt got the wand. I don’t think he’ll be back, but just in case…”

      Silence hung in the thick air as uneasiness filled Logan.

      “I need your help, Logan,” he continued. “I know you think you’re useless to the crew now, but I do need you.”

      “To babysit.”

      “To protect my mate’s family,” he snapped. “Will you do that for me?”

      Logan inhaled deep and then nodded.

      “Thank you.” Grant looked relieved.

      “Do they even speak English?” Logan hadn’t gotten around to talking to either of them yet.

      “Elodie speaks perfect English,” Grant answered. “She went to English school, and Louise is perfectly bilingual as well.” He hesitated for a moment before continuing. “There’s something else. The Governor, William Reyes.”

      Logan clenched his jaw at the mention of his name. The sleazy Governor of Montana was ruthless in his attempt to gain control of the Clayton Rock Ranch. He had thrown every estate tax, penalty, and fine in an effort to seize the land that had been in Grant’s family for hundreds of years. Reyes wanted to re-zone the land for a massive real estate project that would net him millions and would destroy the Clayton family heirloom.

      If Mr. Reyes ever got his greedy hands on this land it would be chopped up and sold to the highest bidders. Condo developers would tear down the gorgeous forests and mining companies would hollow out the breathtaking mountains.

      “He’s been putting more and more pressure on me,” Grant explained as he rubbed the back of his neck. “I spent the last of our money to help those people we freed from General Hunt escape. I had to max out our credit cards to pay for those bus tickets and the bank account is empty. Amélie and her family have a little bit of money that they’ve generously given us to make our way up north. Elodie has kept some for you guys. It’s enough for food, clothes, and some other stuff, but if William Reyes comes collecting, we’re screwed. I need you to try and hold him off until I get back. Tell him that I’m working on a big job or that I have some money coming in or something, anything. Make something up.”

      “I’ll do my best, Grant.”

      “I know you will. We’re driving so it’s going to take a while. We’ll be gone for a few days, maybe even a few weeks.”

      They both turned their heads toward the front door when they heard a truck pull into the ranch. Caleb’s muffled voice came through the walls.

      “Shit,” Grant said, rubbing his eyes. “It’s Caleb and Abigail.”

      Abigail was Bryce’s older sister and the mate of Caleb from the Grisly Grizzlies. She had been worried sick about her brother and all of the reassurances from Grant over the past week hadn’t stopped her from being an anxious wreck.

      “I better go.”

      Logan tossed the sheet off of his body and climbed out of bed. “I’ll come with you.”

      “Logan,” Abigail said, gasping as her hand flew to her mouth when she saw them walk out of the cabin. “Your arm. It’s true.”

      Caleb looked shaken as he stared at his fellow bandmate. Caleb was the guitarist in Predatone.

      Without a word, Caleb walked over and wrapped his strong arms around Logan, holding him in a tight hug. “I’m sorry, brother. Grant told us, but I didn’t want to believe it was true.”

      Tears burned Logan’s eyes as he fought to hold them back.

      Caleb released him and Abigail jumped in next, wrapping her arms around him. “I’m sorry about your brother,” he whispered. This time he couldn’t hold the tears in. They trickled down his cheeks onto her back.

      “I know you guys loved Bryce and did whatever you could to protect him,” she whispered in his ear as she held him tight. “And I know we’ll all work together to get him back.”

      A stab of guilt pierced Logan’s chest. They were all working together. He wasn’t doing much of anything these days.

      They pulled away from each other and Logan saw how bad Abigail actually looked. Dark bags hung below her bloodshot eyes and her black hair was a wild mess. She was slumped over, looking like she hadn’t slept in days, which she probably hadn’t, given the circumstances.

      “I want to go with you guys,” Caleb said, turning to Grant. “If Bryce is there, then I want to go.”

      “We don’t know if he’s there,” Grant answered, looking just as exhausted as Abigail. “We don’t even know if there’s anything there. We’re only looking. Once we find him, we’ll call you for help.”

      Caleb didn’t look ready to back off. It was his mate’s brother after all.

      “It could be nothing,” Grant continued. “I need you and your crew to stay here in case the General returns and Logan needs some backup.”

      Caleb reluctantly agreed.

      The crew began emerging from their cabins with their bags, ready for the trip up north. Ryder came first, holding his and Tempest’s bags. He tossed them into the back of the pickup truck and walked over.

      Both Caleb and Abigail’s bodies tightened as tension suddenly filled the air. Logan turned where they were looking and saw Mack leaving his cabin.

      Caleb and Mack had fought once the year before, and it was because of Bryce. The young lion had attacked Mack, and Caleb had to step in and fight Mack to protect his mate’s reckless brother.

      Abigail’s jaw tensed as she watched him walk to the truck.

      “You already tried to kill the kid once,” she shouted, unable to hold her tongue any longer. “You had to go and finish him off?”

      Mack’s head dropped, looking like he was going to crumble in on himself.

      “Abigail!” Caleb shouted as she charged at him. He raced after her.

      “First you try to kill my mate,” she screamed as she got in his face. “Now you kill my brother?”

      She slapped Mack as hard as she could and then grabbed her hand, wincing in pain. Mack just stood there like a broken man, the shame slowly consuming him.

      He couldn’t even look her in the eyes as Caleb pulled her away. Grant rushed over, trying to explain that it wasn’t Mack’s fault, but neither Abigail, or Mack for that matter, seemed to believe him.

      Mack continued to the truck with hunched shoulders and tossed his bag into the back. He climbed into the passenger’s side without saying a word.

      Abigail was sobbing by the time that Caleb put his arm around her and guided her back to their truck, helping her inside.

      “Good luck, guys,” he said to Grant and Ryder. “If you get any word you call me.”

      “We will.”

      “Immediately.”

      Grant nodded. “We will.”

      Caleb stared at them for an extra moment before turning to Logan. “I’ll come back in a few days with the band.”

      “You don’t have to…”

      “We’ll be here in a few days,” Caleb said in a firm voice, “and we’ll figure out how to move forward.”

      “I won’t be moving forward with Predatone.” Logan’s heart broke as he said the words. He could never imagine leaving the band that was like a second family to him, but what other choice did he have? With one arm, he was as useless as a guitar with no strings.

      Caleb locked eyes with him. “We’ll be here in a few days.”

      Logan’s stomach churned as he got into the truck and they left.

      Amélie came out next, followed by Elodie and her mother, Louise. Elodie was watching him the entire time. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other uncomfortably, wishing he had trimmed his beard or at least put on a clean shirt.

      He watched as Amélie said her tearful goodbyes to them both and then took her place beside Grant.

      “Who’s left?” Amélie asked.

      “Who do you think?” Ryder said with a shake of his head. “Tempest! Let’s go!”

      “I’ll be out in a second!” Tempest hollered from inside the cabin.

      “She’s worried how effective she’ll be as a bounty hunter without the wand,” Ryder whispered. “She told me she has a plan, so brace yourselves.”

      They all watched as Tempest emerged from her cabin in her new bounty hunter outfit.

      “Oh my god,” Ryder groaned as he shook his head.

      Tempest was covered in throwing axes. They were strapped to every inch of her body.

      “What the hell is that?” Grant asked as they watched her awkwardly walk toward them. The two throwing axes strapped to her inner thighs were making her walk bow-legged.

      “Pretty badass, right?” Tempest said as she carefully spun around. “Who needs a magic wand when I have nineteen throwing axes at my disposal?”

      “Yeah, but aren’t you extremely clumsy?” Amélie asked.

      “I wouldn’t say extremely,” Tempest said, looking offended. “Maybe a little bit.”

      “A lot,” Ryder corrected as he walked over to her. “Do you really think it’s safe to carry sharp blades all over you when you’re prone to falling?”

      “That’s why I have two band-aids in my back pocket in case of an emergency,” Tempest said, nodding proudly.

      “Not going to happen,” Ryder said as he began pulling the axes off of her. “What is this? Velcro?”

      He tossed them into a pile on the ground as she complained. “Here,” he said, holding up the last ax, a bright golden one. “You can carry one ax, if you promise to be extremely careful with it.”

      She wrapped her hand around the handle and nodded. “I promise.”

      Ryder reluctantly let go and she hooked it to her belt. “Ow,” she said, jerking her finger up as a drop of blood emerged from her skin. “I cut myself.”

      “Imagine that,” Ryder said, shaking his head as he wrapped his arm around her shoulder and guided her to the truck.

      Logan had been watching the entire event, feeling distant. Normally, he would have been laughing along with his crew, but now he just felt like an outsider. They were all going on a mission together and he was staying back. The coach had benched him, but who could blame him? Logan wasn’t the star player he once was, and he didn’t think he’d ever get there again.

      “Grant,” he called out as everyone climbed into the truck.

      Logan took a deep breath as his alpha walked over. “I want to leave the crew.”

      Grant let out a long sigh as he ran his hand over his shaved head. “I’ll be back in a few days,” he finally said. “Think about it and we’ll talk when I get back.”

      Logan lowered his head and nodded. “All right.”

      Grant hugged him and then took one last look at him. “Take care of the girls.”

      A minute later, they were in the truck and driving off the ranch.

      Logan turned to the girls who were standing together waving. Louise looked uncomfortable as their eyes met, and she quickly looked away.

      Once the truck was on the main road, driving away, Logan turned back to his cabin. He was halfway there when footsteps came racing up beside him.

      “Hi!” It was Elodie. She was walking alongside him.

      Logan didn’t answer.

      “We’re making my mother’s famous lasagna for lunch,” she said as she quickened her pace to keep up with him. “It’s her special recipe and it’s really good.”

      Logan kept walking, wondering why this girl was following him.

      “Would you like to come and join us?” she finally asked. “We haven’t gotten to know you at all and since we’re going to be staying together, I thought—”

      “No thanks,” Logan grunted as he arrived at the steps to his cabin.

      He wasn’t going to be in this crew for much longer so there wasn’t much of a point in getting to know the new members. Plus, all he really wanted to do was have a strong drink and go to sleep.

      “You sure?” Elodie asked as he opened the door. “It’s really good?”

      “I’m sure,” Logan said.

      He closed the door without turning around.
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      “Don’t hold out on me, Maman,” Elodie said as she held up her plate for more.

      Her mother smiled and dropped another heaping spoonful of lasagna onto her plate. The pasta was steaming hot and the cheese was refusing to break as her mother scooped a couple of spoonfuls for herself.

      “The worst part of captivity,” Elodie said as she held the plate up to her nose and inhaled deep, “was the lack of your famous lasagna.”

      “Remember that time I tried to make it out of Raman noodles and powdered cheese?”

      Elodie shook her head. She remembered too well. It was Christmas day and they had tried to make something special, but the taste was so bad that it only made everything worse.

      But now things were looking up. They were free and they were taking advantage of it. This was the third day in a row that Elodie’s mother had made lasagna and Elodie was beginning to seriously wonder if she could ever get sick of this delicious meal. So far, all signs pointed to no.

      “Did you ask Logan if he wanted to join us?”

      Elodie’s stomach tightened at the mention of his name. “Yeah. He won’t be joining us.” And he probably never will.

      “More for us,” her mother said as she raised her fork. The cheese was so thick that the noodles on her fork looked like they were still stuck to the plate with spiderwebs.

      “More for us,” Elodie repeated under her breath, although she kind of wished he took her up on her offer.

      Elodie loved her mother to death, but they had been locked in a cell for a year and a half together and she was craving some conversation with someone, anyone else.

      They sat in silence, savoring the food for a few bites until her mother finally talked first. “Did you have any nightmares last night?”

      “I don’t think so,” Elodie lied. They were there. They were always there, every night without fail. She had nightmares about being kidnapped again, about Bryce dying, and about men turning into vicious animals. She awoke deep in the night, still hearing the horrifying screams that echoed down the halls from the facility that she was held captive in. She heard the sad sounds of innocent men and women being experimented on as she clutched the blankets to her chest and cried.

      Last night she had heard wolves howling in the mountains and she woke up with a gasp, terrified that it was General Hunt’s evil shifters coming after her.

      “How about you?” Elodie asked. “Any nightmares?”

      Her mother shook her head, but her mouth was pulled into a tight line. “Not for me.” It was a clear lie. After a year and a half of being together every second of the day, Elodie could read her mother perfectly. She was still having nightmares too.

      “Are you worried? About Amélie?”

      Her mother lowered her fork as the energy seemed to rush out of her. “I’m always worried about Amélie. I’m always worried about you too. I’m a mother. That’s what we do.”

      Amélie was Elodie’s older sister and she was the strongest, toughest girl that she had ever met. Amélie was smart as hell and as fast and athletic as any shifter out there, but Elodie was still worried about her too. She really didn’t want Amélie to go along with Grant and his crew. The thought of her picking a fight with the General and all of his enhanced creatures was making her sick with worry.

      “I still don’t understand why she went,” Elodie said, no longer hungry for her lunch. “We just finally got back together and she leaves.”

      Her mother sighed as she pushed her plate away too. “Your sister is trying to do the right thing. If you think it was hard for us, you should realize that it was even harder for her. I think the General made her do some horrible things. I think she may want to atone for them, and to start she wants to help that kid.”

      “Bryce.”

      “Yeah, Bryce. They think he might be alive.”

      “There’s no way he’s still alive,” Elodie said, shaking her head. “He fell off that high building. There’s nothing that could have survived a fall like that.”

      “I don’t know. But I think Amélie has to know for sure.”

      “I still wish you would have ordered her to stay.”

      Her mother laughed. “Are you kidding me? You know how stubborn Amélie is. I couldn’t get her to do what I asked when she was seven years old. I’d have no hope in hell now.”

      “I just feel like the three of us should be together. We should be running.”

      “Running where? Home?”

      Elodie shook her head as she looked down at her lap. How could she tell her mother that she felt like she didn’t have a home anymore?

      Elodie didn’t want to go back to her old life in Quebec. How could she ever fit in that world again? How could she relate to her old friends?

      They had spent the last year and a half partying, going to school, worrying about clothes and boys, and her… well, she had more serious concerns than what to wear.

      Captivity had changed her. She knew she wasn’t the same girl anymore, and she didn’t want to return home to have that fact thrown in her face.

      “I don’t know if going back to Quebec is the answer,” Elodie finally said. “I want a life back, but I don’t know what that looks like. Sometimes I feel like I’ll never fit into the real world again.”

      Her mother reached across the table and took her hand. “I know what you mean, but give it some time. We’ll find where we belong. You have to believe that.”

      “I do,” Elodie lied. Deep down, she believed that she didn’t belong anywhere anymore.

      Elodie took a deep breath, a sip of water, and smiled. “Enough of the pity party. We’re free now. What do you want to do today?”

      Her mother smiled and Elodie could feel the air start to get a little lighter.

      “You mean besides eating that entire pan of lasagna?”

      Elodie grinned as she pulled her plate back in front of her. She grabbed her fork and stabbed the cheese-covered noodles.

      Her mother did the same and they clinked their forks together. “Cheers.”

      “Here’s to freedom,” her mother said.

      “And to lasagna.”

      They both laughed as they shoved the delicious pasta into their mouths, sighing contently as they chewed.
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        * * *

      

      “Come on,” Elodie said as she poked the fat orange fur ball in front of her. “Do something.”

      Sloth opened one eye and scowled at her as she pointed Grant’s video camera at him. “I’m videotaping you. Do something interesting.”

      The orange cat closed his eye and seemed to be sleeping already.

      “Are you going to wake up? You’ve been sleeping since I got here. You’re going to sleep your life away.”

      She sighed as she turned off the video camera, sat back on the pool chair next to him, and took a sip of her lemonade. “You’re missing out. It’s a gorgeous summer day.”

      Elodie smiled as she looked around the ranch. It was truly spectacular, especially after being locked in a small cell for so long. She felt so tiny in the vast ranch with the majestic mountains towering up all around her.

      She was lounging by the in-ground pool, working on her tan and just relaxing beside the cat.

      “I’m trying to be your friend, Sloth. You want to be my friend, right?”

      The fat cat didn’t open his eyes or even move his head. Elodie wondered what was going through his head, but realized that she probably didn’t want to know. She figured that any thoughts that Sloth was having about her right now weren’t pleasant ones.

      She smiled and shook her head as she turned back to the pool. “How come no one on this ranch wants to be my friend?”

      Her eyes darted up to Logan’s cabin and the smile vanished from her face. She wondered what he was doing right now.

      She had tried to talk to him several times, tried to be nice to him, tried to be his friend, but Logan just wasn’t interested.

      “He’s just a jerk,” she mumbled to herself. “Just forget about him.”

      But the more she tried to put him out of her mind, the more he seemed to sneak back in. There was no doubt that she was attracted to him. He was gorgeous with his medium-length black hair with the matching dark beard. His eyes were piercing with a dark brown color that always got Elodie’s heart beating a little faster.

      The missing arm didn’t bother her, it just added to his appeal. He was sexy and after the worst of the nightmares at night subsided, she often found herself thinking about him.

      It’s not him. It’s because you’ve barely seen another man in a year and a half. That’s why you’re into him.

      Elodie always told herself that, but she wasn’t convinced it was true. There was something about him that she was drawn to. Maybe it was his looks, or the fact that he kept pushing her away no matter how hard she tried, whatever it was, it had a hold on her.

      Amélie had told her that he was a lion shifter, they all were on the ranch, and that just made Elodie even more intrigued by him.

      What would it be like to be with a lion shifter? Would she and his lion be friends or would his lion be as interested in her as Sloth was? Would the lion protect her or try to eat her? The more she thought about it all, the more questions popped up.

      “Hey, Sloth,” she whispered. The cat didn’t move so she poked it in the ribs.

      Sloth didn’t seem to appreciate that given the look on his face as he lifted his head and turned around.

      “What can you tell me about your friend, Logan?”

      The cat was glaring at her with a look that seemed to say, “Are you kidding me? You woke me up for that?”

      “Why won’t he talk to me? Is it because he’s going through a hard time or is he just a jerk?”

      Elodie grabbed her lemonade and sat on the edge of the pool, letting her feet sink into the warm water. Sloth continued glaring at her, probably wishing that she’d fall into the deep end and drown.

      “Is he ever going to come out of there?” She took a sip of her lemonade and placed the glass beside her. “What do you think, Sloth. Sloth? Hey!”

      The cat’s head was back on the chair and his eyes were closed.

      “You’re supposed to be helping me!”

      She grabbed the chair that he was lying on and began to shake it back and forth. “Wake up! Come on! Yeah, that’s it.”

      The cat reluctantly got up and climbed down from the chair, looking as annoyed as a cat could.

      “I knew we would be friends,” Elodie said as he walked over with his head hunched down. His whole body waddled from side to side as the rolls of fat shook like waves with every step.

      But Sloth wasn’t interested in making friends, he was interested in getting even.

      He walked up beside her and swatted her glass of lemonade, sending it flying into the pool.

      “Hey!” Elodie said, laughing as the glass sunk to the bottom. “You really are the worst cat in the world.”

      Sloth looked back at her, only this time he looked happy, like she had given him a compliment. He probably thought that being the world’s worst cat was a badge of honor.

      She laughed as he walked away, probably looking for another place to sleep off the rest of the day.

      Once the cat was gone, Elodie’s attention returned to Logan’s cabin in the distance. Surely, he would come out eventually. He had to, didn’t he?

      The soft sound of singing came flowing on the warm breeze and it sent warm shivers trickling up Elodie’s spine. She looked around, wondering where it was coming from before she realized it was coming from Logan’s cabin. At first, she thought it might be the radio, but then she remembered that Amélie had told her Logan was a musician. He played the bass guitar in a band, at least he did before he lost his arm.

      It sounded good, but it was muffled. Elodie leapt to her wet feet, grabbed Grant’s video camera off of the chair, and ran over. She was careful to be quiet, tiptoeing when she got close to the cabin, and held her breath as she peeked into the window.

      Logan was sitting on his couch with a broken bass on his lap. Only one string remained attached and he was plucking it as he sang a gorgeous song that seemed to emanate from the depths of his soul.

      His eyes were closed and he seemed lost to the world as he sang out his sorrows in a beautiful song that had every hair on Elodie’s arms and neck standing straight up. He had no shirt on and his broken body looked more beautiful than ever. His dark hair was scruffy and hanging over his eyes like he was hiding from the world.

      Tears filled Elodie’s eyes as she watched. She had never seen such a beautiful scene before. She had never heard such a heart-breaking song. He was intensely vulnerable in the touching moment and she felt like she was eavesdropping in on someone’s most personal moment. But still, she couldn’t look away.

      Her hands seemed to move on their own as they lifted the video camera and started recording.

      She could tell that Logan was a very gifted musician. His ability went beyond talent, to the place where only the great masters of the world were able to reach. Here he was one-handed, playing a broken bass with only one string, and he was still able to bring tears to Elodie’s eyes.

      When the song was finished, Logan lowered the bass to the ground, laid back on the sofa and closed his eyes.

      Elodie was still shaken to the core as she turned off the video camera and backed away. She took a  deep breath, composed herself, and tiptoed back to the pool. Once there, she ran back into her cabin and closed the door to her room.

      She sat on the bed, plugged the video into Grant’s laptop and watched it over and over again. It was beautiful. Otherworldly.

      At first, she felt bad that she had captured such a private moment, but now she felt bad that she was keeping it all to herself.

      It had to be out in the world. Like the Mona Lisa or Michelangelo’s David or Picasso’s Guernica. Occasionally there were pieces of art so perfect that they couldn’t just belong to one person. They belonged to the human species. Elodie was convinced that this heart-stopping performance was one of them.

      The world has to see this.

      Before she could realize that it was a horrible idea, she was on YouTube and ready to upload it.

      She took a deep breath and hit enter.
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      “Logan!” Elodie shouted as she slammed her fist on the door. “Open up!”

      It had been four days since the crew left and he still hadn’t come out of his cabin. It had been four days since she had been moved to tears by the stolen song, but four days was a long time and she was no longer feeling awed by him. She was feeling annoyed.

      There was no more food in their fridge and if he wasn’t going to take care of this place, then she was.

      “Logan!” she shouted again as she banged on the door.

      Elodie’s mother didn’t want her to bother him.

      “He’s clearly going through some issues,” she had said. “And you don’t know what this man is capable of.”

      Elodie was certain that he was going through some serious issues, but she wasn’t worried that he would hurt her. For some reason, she was sure of that.

      “We need food!” Elodie shouted through the door. “We want to go into town.”

      She put her ear to the door and waited. No sound.

      “Ah! De la merde,” she whispered before grabbing the door handle and slowly turning it.

      She stepped inside the dark cabin and was immediately hit with a rank stench. “Oomph,” she said, wincing as she turned away. Dirty pots and pans littered the kitchen and the smell was dreadful.

      He wasn’t on the couch so she slowly walked to the bedroom. He was in his underwear, passed out on the bare mattress. The sheets were stripped and dumped in a pile beside the wall.

      She held her breath and knocked her knuckles against the doorframe three times.

      Logan grunted as he raised his head and looked at her with half-closed eyes.

      “It’s one o’clock in the afternoon,” she said, staring at him. “You’re worse than Sloth. At least he comes out for air.”

      His eyes narrowed on her. “What are you doing in here?”

      Elodie crossed her arms, glaring back at him. This guy was all muscles and had a vicious lion hiding inside of him, but she wasn’t intimidated in the least. “We’re going into town.”

      “Like hell you are.”

      Elodie’s body tensed as she clenched her jaw. “I didn’t come here to ask for permission. I came to tell you as a courtesy.”

      He let out a groan as he pushed himself up into a sitting position. “I’m in charge here, and I say you’re not going anywhere.”

      “Listen to me,” Elodie said, taking a step forward. “I was held captive for one and a half years. That part of my life is done. No person is ever going to tell me where I can and cannot go, understand?”

      Her hands were stinging until she realized she was squeezing her hands into fists so hard that her nails were digging into her palm.

      “We’re taking a car,” she said in a firm voice, “and we’re going into town. Are you coming or are you going to continue rotting away in this disgusting cabin?”

      They stared each other down until the hardness seemed to melt from Logan’s face. He probably realized that he wasn’t going to win with her when she was like this.

      “Fine,” he muttered as he ran his hand through his messy hair. “I’ll drive.”

      “Good,” Elodie said as she spun around to leave. “And take a shower first.”
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        * * *

      

      “Wow,” Elodie’s mother said as they waited by the cars. “He cleans up nice.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Elodie whispered under her breath. She couldn’t take her eyes off of Logan as he walked out of his cabin. A hot shower and a clean set of clothes seemed to do him good.

      His dark hair was the perfect length, just long enough to be sexy without passing into the threshold of being too much. It was combed back out of his eyes and he even trimmed his beard.

      She swallowed hard and straightened her back as he approached wearing some slip-on shoes, a pair of matching grey shorts, and a black Polo shirt. The sleeve hugged his large bicep on his right arm as the left sleeve hung free.

      Elodie’s nerve endings seemed to be tingling as he arrived. He gave a quick smile to her mother and then to her.

      “Ready to go?” he asked, looking a little awkward.

      Elodie gave him a wide smile, hoping to put him at ease. “Which car are we taking?”

      He bit his bottom lip as he looked over the fleet of old antique cars. “You pick.” He pointed to an ugly lime green one that must have been the length of two modern day cars. “That one has a hole in the floor, or we can take that one, but there’s a raccoon living inside it.”

      “What about the van?” Elodie asked as she turned back to the van that looked brand new. “Are there any animals living in that one?”

      “Not that I know of. It’s my friend Jordy’s. He lent it to me. Although, he might not be my friend after he sees the knick in the door.”

      Elodie remembered the van from when they rescued her from the military facility. Jordy was lucky that the van only suffered a knick after everything they went through.

      “He’ll be pissed if he sees me still driving it, but he’ll already be pissed so we might as well ride in comfort.”

      Elodie climbed into the passenger’s seat and her mother sat in the back. It was the first time she had been off the ranch in about a week, and she was excited for the trip.

      The scenery was spectacular around here and every turn of the road seemed to reveal a view that was even more breathtaking than the last. With the windows rolled down and the radio playing, they drove along the windy mountain roads and Elodie finally felt free. The wind was whipping her hair around as she nodded to the music with a constant smile on her face.

      Logan barely said a word the entire time but she saw his finger tapping on the steering wheel to the beat. She imagined that it was the first time he had driven since the accident, but he was doing great with only one arm.

      “This town is amazing,” she said with a gasp when they pulled onto the main road. Couples and families were walking along the cobblestone streets, enjoying the nice weather and the small Mom and Pop shops that decorated the adorable town. Elodie waved at a little girl who was massacring a dripping ice cream cone, or you could say that the ice cream was massacring her. Her arms and shirt were covered in it. She waved back as she buried her face into the melting ice cream.

      Elodie couldn’t help but envy her sister a little. Amélie had found herself a new home in this town with a new family and a new man. It was the perfect place to settle down and raise some ice cream covered children. Elodie hoped that she could be half as lucky as her sister one day.

      “Is that where your band plays?” Elodie asked as they passed a fun-looking pub called The Slurry Rabbit. There were couples and groups of friends drinking different color beers on the patio.

      “Used to play,” he answered, keeping his eyes on the road.

      “Have you lived here long?” Elodie wanted to know everything about him, but more than anything, she just wanted to get him talking.

      “About four years.”

      “How come you moved here?”

      Elodie pointed out a bakery to her Mom as they drove along the road. The smell was incredible.

      “We’re going back there after,” her mother said as she turned around to stare at it through the back window as they drove past.

      “What was it about this town that drew you here?” Elodie asked again.

      “Redemption Creek has always been nice to shifters,” Logan answered. “It wasn’t so much what drew me here, but what drove me away from my old town.”

      “What drove you away?” Elodie held her breath as she waited for an answer.

      “The trigger-happy Sheriff,” he said as he parked the van in an empty spot on the main road. “He didn’t want any of my kind in his town.”

      He threw the van into park and turned the key. “What about your parents? What did they do?”

      “My mother wasn’t in the picture.”

      “And your dad?”

      “The Sheriff was my dad.”

      Elodie’s mouth dropped open as he opened the door and stepped out. She turned back and looked at her mother who shrugged. “Let’s go.”

      They climbed out of the van and began walking down the street. Elodie whipped her head from side to side, trying to take it all in. The colorful flowers hanging from the old-fashioned street lights, the storefronts that each had their own unique charm, the interesting-looking people walking by—there was so much to look at.

      “The grocery store is just up here,” Logan said, leading the way.

      They turned the corner and nearly crashed into two women who were each pushing a baby stroller. Elodie’s heart swelled when she saw the babies inside, each probably about four months old.

      “Aww,” her mother gushed when she saw them too. “They’re so adorable.”

      “Thank you,” one of the women answered with a smile.

      Elodie was taken aback when she saw her face. Four long jagged scars ran down across her face from her forehead to her chin. But even with the scars, she was still beautiful. There was a confidence and peacefulness about her that Elodie could feel radiating off her.

      “This is Kennedy,” Logan said, introducing them, “and Nora.”

      “Hi,” Nora said as Logan introduced them back. She was pretty with big ears and an even bigger smile.

      Logan explained that these women were the mates of their neighbors. Kennedy was Maximus’ mate, and Nora was Kneecap’s.

      “And who are these little guys?” Elodie’s mother asked as she bent over to get a closer look at the smiling, drooling babies.

      “This tough guy is Marlin,” Nora said, pointing at Kennedy’s baby, “and this sweet girl is Jenna.”

      “Cute cubs,” Logan said with a grin.

      “Hold her, Logan,” Kennedy said as she reached over to pull the baby from the stroller.

      “It’s okay,” Logan said as he took a step back. “I’m good.”

      But the young mother was fast. “No, I insist.”

      Before Logan could refuse again, Kennedy had thrust the baby girl into his arm.

      He held her up and laughed as the baby swatted his nose and tugged on his beard.

      Wow. Could he be any hotter?

      Seeing him holding that cute baby was stirring up something deep inside of Elodie.

      He handed the baby back and they chatted for a bit before they were all on their way.

      “I knew you had it in you,” Elodie said to Logan once they were alone. The women and babies were gone, and her mother had stopped to look in the window of a cute bookstore that had some books on display.

      Logan turned to her with a curious look. “What?”

      “A smile. You can try to hold it in as much as you want, but an adorable baby will always draw it out of you.”

      He looked amused as he watched her. “Is that so?”

      She nodded. “Babies are like kryptonite to somber moods.”

      He smiled as he turned away. “I’m sorry if I’ve been a little…”

      “Rough around the edges?”

      “Yeah,” he said with a nod. “I’ve been going through a hard time.”

      “I know,” she said, taking a step closer to him as they walked. “But we’re beautiful people in a beautiful town on a beautiful day, so let’s have a beautiful time.”

      He nodded as his mouth curled up into a smile. “Sounds beautiful.”

      His step seemed a little lighter as they walked. Getting out and enjoying the fresh air seemed to have been doing him some good.

      “What do you need at the grocery store?”

      Elodie laughed. “Everything. I had a bowl of stale Graham crackers for breakfast.”

      “There’s a butcher up there that has the best steaks. Mack would kill me if I touched his barbecue, but I guess he owes me one so I can cook them up tonight if you’re interested.”

      “Definitely! My mom makes a killer Caesar salad and I can bake a potato like a motherfucker.”

      He laughed and the sound sent a flood of warmth trickling through her. “Sounds perfect.”

      They walked the rest of the way in a comfortable silence as Elodie’s mother bounced from one shop window to another, smudging the glass with her fingers as she peered inside. After they stopped for the groceries, they had to stop for some new clothes.

      “Oh no,” Logan muttered under his breath when he looked ahead.

      Elodie followed his gaze and saw two large men who were definitely shifters standing outside the grocery store. They were trying to hand out flyers to any large person who passed. They didn’t look too successful since there were a bunch of discarded flyers littering the sidewalk in both directions.

      “Who are those guys?”

      Logan sucked in a deep breath as his body tightened. “Two new grizzly bear shifters in town. Colton and Rigs. They were friends with our neighbors a long time ago, but now they’re trying to start their own crew.”

      “Logan,” the good-looking one said as they arrived. He immediately shoved a flyer into his hand. Elodie stepped on her toes and craned her neck to look at it.

      
        
        Are you a lonely shifter?

        Well, don’t be blue!

        Come and join the NEW Bedlam Bears Crew

      

      

      “We’re holding auditions in a few weeks for our new crew,” he said. “You should stop by.”

      “I don’t think so, Colton,” Logan said, looking at the good-looking one.

      “We heard what happened,” the other one who must have been Rigs said with a sigh. “If you want a new start, you can get one with us.”

      Logan glanced down at the flyer and quickly looked it over.

      “Bedlam Bears?” he asked. “No lions?”

      “We’ll take any animal,” Rigs said. “We’re kind of desperate. So far no one has applied.”

      “Will you stop?” Colton snapped. “No one will want to apply if you keep telling people that!”

      “But we expect the phone to start ringing off the hook any day now,” Rigs said, trying to recover.

      “I’m sure it will start ringing any second now,” Elodie said as she looked down the street at all of the flyers bouncing along the sidewalk.

      Rigs smiled at her.

      “I’m going to be the alpha,” Colton said proudly as he puffed out his chest.

      “We still haven’t worked that out,” Rigs said, elbowing him as he stepped forward.

      Colton nodded and silently mouthed “I’m alpha,” behind his back.

      “Well, good luck, guys,” Logan said as he pushed past them into the grocery store. Elodie expected him to crumple up the flyer and toss it on the sidewalk along with the others, but he carefully folded it and slipped it into the back pocket of his shorts.
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      “Tangerine? Why would it be tangerine?” Logan stared at the pretty girl beside him as the van rolled down the mountain road.

      “I don’t know,” she said with a shrug. “You’re the musician, you tell me.”

      “I am telling you,” he said. “It’s tambourine, not tangerine. Tangerine doesn’t make any sense.”

      “You don’t make any sense.”

      Logan rolled his eyes and laughed as Dancing Queen by Abba played over the speakers. He waited for the chorus and then turned up the radio. “Listen. Feel the beat of the…”

      “Tangerine,” she said, nodding. “I heard it again.”

      Logan laughed as he shook his head. “You’re messing with me, aren’t you?”

      Elodie turned around to look in the back. “What do you think, Maman? Tangerine or tambourine?”

      “I like French music,” Louise replied with a dismissive wave of her hand. “This all sounds the same to me.”

      “Thanks for the backup, Maman.”

      They listened to the rest of the song but still couldn’t agree on the lyrics.

      Logan took a deep breath, desperate to convince her. “The song is called Dancing Queen, correct?”

      “Correct. We can agree on something.”

      “It’s not about a fruit queen, correct?”

      “The song doesn’t specify.”

      “Oh, my God. You’re impossible. Feel the beat. The beat. There’s no beat from a freaking tangerine.”

      “There’s no beat from a tambourine either.”

      “Yes, there is!” Logan took a deep breath as she laughed at him. “Why am I getting so frustrated over this?”

      “That’s Elodie’s specialty,” Louise said from the back. “Try living in a tight cell with her for a year and a half. She does stuff like this for fun.”

      “I knew it!” Logan narrowed his eyes on her, but she suddenly saw something interesting out the window and turned her head.

      He shook his head as he flicked the radio off. “I hate that song anyway.”

      Elodie had a grin on her face. “Me too.”

      Logan drove the rest of the way back with a smile on his face. They got some raw steaks, a fresh sugar pie from the bakery, and a nice bottle of wine for dinner. It was going to be a good night.

      He stole a quick look at Elodie as they turned around a bend. Her blonde hair was whipping around with the open window, and she made no effort to tame it. She seemed to enjoy it wild.

      Logan smiled as he watched her. This was why you lost an arm. So this beautiful girl could be free.

      He still wasn’t sure if it was worth it or not, but he did know that she was really helping him get out of his funk.

      Keeping his lion caged inside for so long had been exhausting him and draining every last ounce of energy he had. He couldn’t seem to stay awake at all.

      Logan had been sleeping all of the days away and at first, it was nice to hide from the pain of losing his arm, of losing Bryce, of losing his dreams, or losing his place in the world, but he was starting to realize that this was nice too. Driving down a beautiful mountain road with an even more beautiful girl by his side wasn’t the worst way to spend a summer afternoon.

      “Who is that?” Elodie asked when they pulled into the ranch.

      Logan’s pulse started to race when he spotted three expensive looking cars parked in front of the Bounty Hunter storefront.

      His first thought was General Hunt, but that’s not how General Hunt usually rolled up. He liked to storm in with a helicopter.

      This was a whole other threat.

      “I hope it’s not who I think it is.”

      He swallowed hard as he parked Jordy’s van beside the cars and killed the engine.

      There were five surveyors on the west side of the ranch with their equipment out. Grant hadn’t even lost the property yet and they were already measuring the land and drawing up their plans.

      “Hey!” Logan shouted as he stormed over. He was going to make sure these guys wouldn’t be back.

      “Mr. Clayton?” a deep voice called out from his side. Logan spun around and then jerked his head back when he saw who had said it.

      The man looked to be about in his fifties with salt and pepper hair and an easy smile. But it wasn’t his smile that got Logan’s attention. The man was enormous with a chest so wide that you could land a plane on it. His arms were the size of boulders, his legs the size of tree trunks and he must have been a foot taller than Logan. At least.

      Logan’s lion perked up inside his chest and rumbled nervously. For the first time in days, he wasn’t trying to get out, he was trying to escape by hiding even deeper.

      This guy was definitely a shifter, but the smell emanating from him was unfamiliar. It wasn’t something that Logan had ever smelled before, but whatever it was, it was scaring the crap out of his lion.

      “Nice to finally meet you, Grant.” The man stuck out his strong hand. “William Reyes.”

      So, this was the sleazy Governor of Montana who had been trying to rip Grant’s land out from under him with every trick in the book.

      “Logan Barnes. I’m afraid Grant isn’t here.”

      Logan slapped his hand into his and Reyes nearly crushed it as they shook. He swallowed a wince as Reyes’ iron fingers clamped down on his hand.

      “This is private property, Governor,” Logan shot back. “I didn’t give you or your men permission to be here and I know Grant sure as hell didn’t.”

      “Private property,” he repeated with an amused laugh. “Yes, for the time being.”

      “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave. Now.”

      Reyes grinned as he looked down at Logan. That dark look was not only making Logan’s lion uneasy, it was making him a little nervous too. Maybe a month ago, Logan could have held his own against a shifter like him, but losing his arm had changed things.

      In the past, Logan would have taken his lion in a bet against any animal, but this shifter was something special. The mysterious animal had his lion cowering like Sloth at bath time and Logan still didn’t even know if his cat had four legs or three. Without his crew, he didn’t seem to stand much of a chance.

      “Of course,” Reyes said with a grin. “This is your land… For now. Although, I do have a gift for you.”

      He pulled a paper from his pocket and handed it to Logan.

      “What is it?” Logan asked as he unfolded it. “You’ve got to be kidding me? $92,000? For what?”

      “It’s a new tax, I’m afraid,” William Reyes answered. He had a fake look of sympathy on his face.

      Logan scanned the paper. “Soft water tax? What the hell is a soft water tax?”

      “It’s been revealed after testing, the water in your ranch has low concentrations of calcium and magnesium ions. I’m afraid there’s a tax for that, and it’s quite expensive.”

      “Is that even English?” Logan snapped back as he scanned the text. “What water? What are you even talking about?”

      “The rainfall on your ranch is below standard.”

      “You’re taxing us on the rain?” Logan wanted to knock this guy out, if he could.

      Reyes shrugged. “I don’t make the laws.”

      “Actually you do,” Logan shouted, throwing the paper back at him. It bounced harmlessly off his massive chest. “You keep making up these bullshit laws and implementing these phony taxes so you can take this ranch from Grant!”

      He just answered with a grin.

      “You need to get the hell out of here,” Logan said, barely able to control his anger.

      “And your alpha, Grant Clayton, needs to pay the state of Montana 1.6 million dollars by the end of the month or the ownership of this land gets transferred to the state.”

      All of the anger and rage just rushed out of Logan like someone pulled the drain. 1.6 million dollars? Grant would never have that kind of money. Especially considering he wasn’t working and spending all of his free time searching for Bryce.

      “The end of the month,” Reyes repeated before he walked back to the cars, whistling for his boys to follow him.

      Logan watched with a look of dread on his face as they got into the cars and drove away. His legs nearly buckled when it hit him. They were going to lose the ranch. Grant was going to lose his family’s legacy, and the Clayton Rock Bounty Hunters were going to be homeless.

      The three cars disappeared onto the main road and Logan’s lion only returned from hiding when the cars were out of sight.

      “What the hell was that?” he muttered to his lion. “What are you so afraid of?”

      He could still feel that his lion was shaken, and Logan’s lion was never shaken. What kind of animal was hiding inside that asshole?

      Logan walked back to the van with an empty feeling in the pit of his stomach. Grant was counting on him to protect the ranch, but there wasn’t a whole lot that he could do.

      “Are you okay?” Elodie asked, nearly dropping the bags when she saw him. “Your face. It’s so pale.”

      “I’m just not feeling well,” Logan said, wiping his forehead. He was surprised to find it all sweaty.

      “Who was that guy?” Elodie asked, looking back at the road.

      “That was the Governor of Montana,” Logan answered. “He’s trying to take the ranch from Grant.”

      Elodie looked confused. “Why would he do that?”

      “Probably because he’ll make a few million dollars.” Logan needed to sit down. He leaned against the hood of the van and then sat on the metal bumper. Elodie joined him. “Grant estimates that he’ll make at least twenty-five million dollars if he gets his hands on the ranch. There’s big money in chopping it up. He’ll be drowning in kickbacks from all of the developers that are just waiting to slice it up. With the view of the mountains, the river flowing through, and the forest over there… this is prime real estate and Reyes has had his greedy eye on it for years. He’s finally about to play his final hand and then, it will be checkmate for Grant’s family legacy.”

      “His legacy?”

      “This ranch has been in Grant’s family for hundreds of years. His ancestors were the first to settle here and they never left.”

      Elodie put a hand on his shoulders and started rubbing his back. Surprisingly, it made him feel a lot better. “I’m sorry, Logan. That sucks.”

      Logan dropped his head in his hand and sighed. It was going to kill Grant to lose this place, and it was going to kill Logan to watch him lose it.

      “Then we’ll have to save it.”

      He raised an eyebrow as he turned to Elodie. She was actually serious.

      “And how are we going to do that?”

      She perked up. “I think I may have something.”

      “1.6 million dollars in your back pocket?”

      She shook her head and then jumped up. “No, but it may be something. Wait here.”

      Logan couldn’t take his eyes off of her as she ran to her cabin. She came back out a few seconds later with a laptop.

      “Don’t be mad,” she said when she sat back down.

      “What?”

      She took a deep breath and then opened the laptop. Logan watched as she clicked over to YouTube.

      “You didn’t…”

      His stomach dropped as dread filled every inch of his body. He was on the screen.

      It took him a few seconds to recognize himself, but he was there. His hair was a mess over his eyes and he looked pathetic and broken as he plucked the smashed bass on his lap, singing a ridiculous song that his mother used to sing to him before she died.

      The embarrassment turned to anger, and Logan could barely spit out the next words. “You, filmed me?”

      “It’s a gorgeous song,” she said with her voice racing. “And you sing so beaut—”

      “You put it on the internet?!?”

      He rose to his feet as she quickly closed the laptop and backed up. “It’s got two million views in less than four days. Two million views!”

      Logan wasn’t impressed with that. He had seen lots of internet videos of people acting like idiots that went viral. And here was one more.

      “I can’t believe you did that!”

      His hard eyes narrowed on her as she took another step back.

      “I was so moved by the song.” It was clear that she was caught off guard by his reaction. Did she actually think he’d be happy to be embarrassed so publicly like that?

      It was his most vulnerable moment and not only had she filmed it, but she put it on the internet for the world to see.

      “Read the comments before you get mad,” she said as she desperately scrambled. “People love it.”

      “People always love a disaster,” Logan said as he squeezed his hand into a fist. “Don’t come near me again.”

      He stormed off and slammed the door of his cabin, cursing the girl, cursing the world, cursing himself.

      William Reyes could have this ranch for all he cared. He was done with it all.
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      “Ah, shit.”

      Logan let out a grimace when he looked out the window and saw the old blue pickup truck as it pulled into the ranch. The sound of a baseball game on the radio was leading the way.

      “…Matthews had luck with his curveball in the last inning, but now he can’t seem to…”

      It was Caleb in that old truck. The radio had been stuck for years on that one station that only played baseball games.

      Logan got a sour taste in his mouth as he watched Caleb and Dane climb out of the truck. He had been dreading this all week.

      It was time for band practice, for a band that he no longer wanted to be in. For a band that he could no longer be in.

      At least Jordy isn’t here yet. Thank God for small miracles.

      He took a deep breath and walked outside on heavy footsteps.

      “Hey, Logan,” Dane said with a nervous quiver in his voice. His eyes immediately darted to Logan’s missing arm.

      Without thinking, Logan subtly shifted his body so his stub was behind him and out of view.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t come earlier,” Dane said as he dropped his eyes to Logan’s feet. “It killed me when I heard, I just…”

      “It’s okay.” They met eyes and Logan nodded. “Don’t worry, it’s all good, buddy. I probably wouldn’t have answered the door anyway.”

      Dane let out a breath, looking relieved. “How are you holding up?”

      “Hanging in there. What are you guys doing here?”

      Caleb walked to the back of the pickup truck and pulled his guitar out. “Band practice. You know that.”

      Logan let out a frustrated sigh. When were these guys going to get it through their thick skulls that he wasn’t in the band anymore? Did he have to lose both arms for them to see that it was hopeless?

      “Where are we going to practice?” Dane asked as he lifted his drum kit out of the back. “In your cabin?”

      “I don’t think you want to go in there,” Logan said, reaching behind him and closing the door. His place was a disaster with dirty clothes, garbage, and dishes that seemed to be spawning a new species of mold that looked like it could become sentient any day now.

      “Then storefront it is.” Caleb turned and walked to the main storefront that was only slightly better than Logan’s cabin.

      “Wait, guys,” Logan said, racing after them. Caleb and Dane just ignored him as they walked up the creaky steps to the front door.

      “I thought I made it clear,” Logan said as Caleb opened the old screen door that was held up on only one hinge. “I’m not in the band anymore.”

      “I know,” Caleb answered as he walked inside, followed by Dane. “But we need a place to practice and we’re already here, so…”

      The cheap plastic table let out a screech as Dane kicked it to the wall and put down his drums in the middle of the room.

      Caleb strummed a few chords on his guitar as he began to tune it.

      This was always Logan’s favorite time of the week. He loved band practice and always got tingles up his body once he heard the tuning of instruments. It was definitely his happy place.

      But that was then, and now he wasn’t feeling anything but a cold sense of dread as the guys started to play.

      Didn’t they realize they were making it harder for him?

      Logan looked out the front door when the sound of another truck approaching hit his ears. It was Jordy. Cash, another of the town’s firemen, was driving him.

      Jordy hopped out of the truck and immediately went to his van, inspecting it closely as Cash drove away.

      “What the hell?”

      Caleb snorted out a laugh. “What’s his problem?”

      “Do you have two hours?” Dane asked as he shook his head. “I’ll tell you, although we might need more time.”

      Logan gulped. “I think he might have found the knick in the door.”

      “Why is there a fucking knick in the door?” Jordy hollered.

      The three of them walked out onto the porch as Jordy glared at them. “You promised you would bring it back in mint condition.”

      “What the fuck, Jordy?” Caleb said, looking disgusted. “The guy loses an arm and all you care about is your stupid van?”

      Jordy looked confused for a second then his eyes widened when he looked at Logan’s left arm, or lack of left arm.

      “Wha—? What the hell happened?”

      “You didn’t know?” Caleb asked, jerking his head back. “Dane, you didn’t tell him?”

      “I thought you did,” Dane answered.

      Jordy rushed over. “Logan, are you okay?”

      Logan swallowed hard, trying to respond, but he was afraid if he tried to say anything it would come out as a sob so he just stayed silent.

      “I’m so sorry,” Jordy said as he threw his arms around him and pulled him in for a hug. “I’m so sorry.”

      Logan let him hug it out and when Jordy finally released him, he gave a quick recap of what happened, leaving out Mack’s role in the incident.

      “What about your lion?” Jordy asked. “Is your lion missing a leg?”

      Logan’s whole body tightened. “I… I’m not sure.”

      “You haven’t let him out yet?” Caleb asked, looking both shocked and concerned.

      Logan shook his head.

      “It’s been too long,” Dane said, looking just as worried. “You need to let him out.”

      “I will,” Logan answered, although it wouldn’t be anytime soon. As restless as his lion had been, he wasn’t ready to let him out just yet.

      It was getting awkward under the spotlight, so Logan ushered them back into the storefront. “Let’s get this over with,” he said as they followed him inside.

      Dane walked over to the back window and whistled when he saw Elodie laying by the pool. “Who is that?”

      Logan rushed over as a flash of anger and jealousy surged through him. Elodie was in a black bikini that she had picked up in town and he didn’t want any of the guys looking at her in it.

      He grabbed the blinds, took one last look at her—swallowing hard when he saw her curvy ass—and then slammed them closed. He nearly ripped them off the wall.

      “Someone has a crush on her,” Jordy said as he tried to get a look over Logan’s shoulder. Logan pushed him away. “But who is she?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Logan snapped. “Let’s just start.”

      “Business first,” Jordy said, pulling a paper from his pocket. “I have a list of managers that we can approach.”

      “Managers?” Caleb said, looking exhausted. “Really, Jordy? Do you really think now is the time to look for a manager?”

      “Well, when?” Jordy snapped back. “It’s been two years with nothing but gigs at The Slurry Rabbit. This band has plateaued. We need to bring Predatone to the next level with a recording contract and that requires a manager.”

      Dane was shaking his head. “Logan just lost… I mean… We might have to restructure the band or figure out a way forward.”

      “A manager is the last thing we should be discussing,” Caleb said as he twisted a tuning peg on his guitar.

      “This band is at a crisis point,” Jordy said, raising his voice. “We haven’t come up with anything new in what? Six months? I had to beg The Slurry Rabbit to book us. The Slurry Rabbit!”

      “So then maybe we should take some time to figure things out,” Dane said as he stroked his drum stick.

      “We don’t need to slow down.” Jordy was turning red with frustration. “We need to take action. Trust me, I know these things.”

      “You know these things?” Dane said with a roll of his eyes. “Jordy, you’re a fireman. Stop acting like you’re Rick fucking Rubin.”

      “And you’re a forest ranger,” Jordy said with a dismissive wave. “Go arrest some chipmunks.”

      “I can’t listen to this shit anymore,” Caleb said, shaking his head.

      Logan had heard enough. “Guys. Guys! I’m out.”

      Jordy’s face dropped. “You’re what?”

      “I’m out. I mean it. I can’t play anything anymore.”

      “So, what does that mean?” Jordy asked as his face began to turn pale.

      “I think it means that Predatone is pretty much done.” Dane lowered his head like he couldn’t believe those words had just left his mouth.

      They all went silent, knowing that it was true. Their time as a band was up.

      A soft timid voice broke the silence.

      “Hi.”

      All four of them turned to the front door.

      Elodie was standing there, smiling. She had a colorful sarong around her waist with only her bikini top on. Logan swallowed hard when he took a quick glance at her breasts. She looked spectacular with her wavy blonde hair falling on her bare shoulders that were getting a little too red from the sun.

      “Can you guys play me something?” she asked with an excited smile on her face.

      Logan cleared his throat. “Elodie, I don’t think—”

      “Of course!” Jordy said, leaping for the microphone.

      Dane rushed to the seat behind the drums and grabbed the sticks. “What do you want to hear?”

      Even Caleb was strapping his guitar on, getting ready.

      Logan couldn’t believe these guys. They were a split-second away from breaking up, and one pretty girl shows up and now they were all ready to go? What the hell?

      “Anything, really,” Elodie said with her eyes sparkling. “I just can’t believe I get a private show!”

      “I can’t believe it either,” Logan muttered as he turned back to his bandmates. “I thought we were disbanding?”

      “That was before a smoking hot girl walked into the room,” Jordy whispered.

      Logan looked at Dane for support but the drummer just shrugged.

      “You too, Caleb?”

      Caleb shrugged. “We’re all here. Might as well play.”

      Logan shook his head as Elodie walked in and sat down on a folding chair. She clapped her hands and squealed in excitement as Jordy flicked the mic on.

      Logan was seething as he leaned against the wall with his fist pressed against his tight mouth. He was going to enjoy watching these guys embarrass themselves in front of his girl.

      Jordy turned back to Dane. “Hush on three. Two. Three.”

      The music started and Logan was silently satisfied that they didn’t sound nearly as good without his bass playing. The song sounded thinner without it. It sounded incomplete.

      “Hush, sexy baby, what have you heard?” Jordy was staring directly into Elodie’s eyes as he sung. An image of Logan grabbing the microphone wire and wrapping it around Jordy’s neck flashed into his mind for some reason.

      Elodie listened, bobbing her head as they massacred Predatone’s best song.

      “What do you think?” Jordy asked when they were done.

      Elodie straightened up in her chair. “It was good,” she said, nodding enthusiastically. Jordy puffed his chest out as a satisfied grin appeared on his face.

      “Can I hear another one?” she asked.

      “Anything,” Jordy said, looking pretty damn smug.

      Elodie’s eyes shot to Logan. She had a mischievous grin on her face and Logan’s stomach sunk with dread. He knew what was coming. “But this time I would like to hear Logan sing the song.”

      “Logan?” Jordy said with a snort. “I’m the lead singer.”

      “And you’re good,” she said slowly, “but Logan is great.”

      All of the smugness suddenly evaporated out of Jordy. His chest sunk in as he looked at her with devastation on his face.

      I think I’m in love with this girl.

      “What do you say, Logan?” she asked, looking at him with wide excited eyes. “Will you sing me a song?”

      Logan hesitated. He really didn’t want to, but how could he turn down this girl when she was looking at him like that?

      “Logan doesn’t sing!” Jordy said with a frantic edge to his voice.

      “He does,” Elodie said as she leaned forward and snatched Dane’s phone off of the table. “I’m sorry, Logan, but I have to show them. It has almost seven million views.”

      “What does?” Caleb leaned forward to look at the phone.

      She clicked around on the phone and then held it up with a big smile on her face. Logan closed his eyes as they all watched his most vulnerable moment playing on the screen.

      Finally, it was over.

      They all turned to him, looking shellshocked. They were speechless.

      “Seven million views,” Elodie said proudly. “In only a few days. He’s a viral hit.”

      “What is that song?” Caleb asked, looking amazed.

      Logan cleared his throat. “My mother used to sing it to me. I modified it a little bit.”

      “Sing it again.” Jordy was holding out the microphone to him.

      Logan nearly fainted in shock. Jordy never shared his microphone with anyone.

      “I don’t think so,” Logan said, shaking his head.

      “Logan,” Dane said, locking eyes with him. “Sing it again. Please.”

      He glanced at Elodie who was encouraging him with a look. “Fine.” He took a deep breath and grabbed the mic.

      “What is it like to have my heart?”

      He jerked his head to the side in surprise when Caleb joined in with a beautiful melody on his guitar that fit the song perfectly. Dane joined in next with the drums as Logan continued singing.

      “When everyone around us needs so much, but you only need me.”

      Jordy clicked on another mic and started singing background vocals. Logan could already tell that it sounded good.

      Elodie had the most gorgeous smile on her face as she stared into his eyes while he sang to her. He sang through the whole song without taking his eyes off her.

      “Yes!” Jordy shouted when they had finished. They all cheered and high-fived, thrilled that things were finally coming together.

      “That was amazing,” Caleb said, his voice racing in excitement. “We’re still missing a bass though, and Dane, you should pick up the beat during the chorus.”

      “Yeah,” Dane said, nodding as he thought about it. “Let’s try it again.”

      “Wait!” Jordy sprinted out of the place and ran to his van. He came back a few seconds later with a keyboard. “I can play a bass line on here.” He raced to set it up.

      “You guys really liked it?” Logan asked. The shock he had felt was quickly turning to excitement. He couldn’t help but feed off the energy in the room.

      “It was incredible,” Caleb answered. “I think that’s our first single.”

      Logan was beaming. “Jordy what if you start rapping after the first verse?”

      “Yes!” Dane said, pointing at him. “Like Linkin Park only softer.”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Logan said, nodding his head up and down like a jackhammer.

      “I could try that,” Jordy said as he rubbed his chin, deep in thought.

      They were vibing and bouncing ideas off of each other like they hadn’t done in years. It was like they had found their love for their music and their band once again.

      “Let’s go again,” Jordy said when everything was plugged in.

      Logan nodded his head to the beat as he waited for his cue. “What is it like to have my heart?”

      Elodie was watching him with a knowing smile on her face. This girl…

      He had underestimated this girl.

      They locked eyes as he sang. Once he finished the first verse, Jordy jumped in, rapping over the fast beat that Dane was laying out on the drums.

      Logan’s whole body was tingling as he listened and stared at Elodie.

      Thank you, he mouthed to her.

      She gave him a knowing smile and then bobbed her head to the phenomenal sound.
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      “We’re going to be friends whether you want to or not,” Elodie said, glaring at him.

      The frustrating male turned away, clearly not interested.

      Elodie crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes on him. “Fine. You want to play it like that? I’ll hit you where it hurts. Your food.”

      That got his attention. Sloth lifted his fat head off of the pool chair and opened one eye, watching as Elodie stormed away.

      “Ha!” she laughed as the obese cat begrudgingly got up to his feet and followed her to Mack’s cabin. Elodie had discovered where the cat’s food supply was located and now she finally had an upper hand on the feline. He was going to have to pay attention to her now.

      “I think you’re looking a little chubby, Sloth,” Elodie said to him as she watched him waddling after her. “It is bathing suit season after all.”

      The orange cat did not look amused as he followed her to Mack’s balcony.

      “I found your stash,” Elodie said in a sing-song voice as she walked up the steps. There was a mountain of dried cat food poured into the corner of the balcony. Mack must have dumped at least ten bags before he had left. Enough for six months for any normal cat, but for Sloth… six days maybe?

      “So, I was thinking,” Elodie said with an evil grin on her face, “that I’ll clean this up and you can go on a diet.”

      Sloth just stared back, looking like he was plotting to kill her.

      “I’ll give you a cup of dried food a day. How does that sound?”

      Elodie was lucky that Sloth didn’t have a gun because it would have been pointed at her forehead.

      “Great! I’m glad we got that settled. Now, where can I find a shovel to clean this up?”

      She looked around the balcony, but then got distracted when she heard some soft music wafting toward her on the evening breeze.

      Her pulse started racing as she left the fat cat and his obnoxiously large pile of food behind to check out the sound.

      This day had been going great. Logan looked thrilled that his band was back together and they sounded even better with Logan at the lead vocals and with Jordy providing backup along with some rapping. It was more of a modern sound that would fit great on the top forty.

      Elodie could tell they were destined for a bright future and she couldn’t help but take a little pride in knowing that she was the one who orchestrated it all.

      She walked barefoot on the crunchy grass in the direction of the music. It was a quiet kind of summer night with no wind, in the peaceful moments before the frogs and crickets took over from the singing birds. Elodie had her new jean shorts on with a loose tank top that flowed around her thick waist.

      Her breath caught in her throat when she walked around Mack’s cabin and saw Logan sitting with his feet in the pool. He had a notepad on his thigh and was scribbling onto it as he sang the same few words over and over again.

      “The sun kisses the mountains for all eternity. That’s how I want us to be.”

      Elodie could suddenly feel her heart beating in her chest as she watched him. He looked stunning in a low cut white shirt that showed off the top of his hard chest. He had a black leather bracelet on his wrist that matched his dark shorts, and his hair was messy in a way that looked perfectly disordered.

      Elodie held her breath as she watched him. He was completely focused and she didn’t want to break his concentration. She also didn’t want to get caught staring like a Peeping Tom.

      He’s gorgeous. Elodie was convinced she had never seen a man so striking. So utterly captivating.

      The pool lights were on, lighting his focused face up with a glowing turquoise color. The sun was slowly setting behind the mountains and as she stared, fireflies began flashing flecks of gold all around her.

      “I see you in the distance like the mountain of my life…”

      Elodie tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as she listened, wondering who he was thinking about while he was singing those beautiful words. She hoped it was her, but she doubted that it was.

      He stopped to write something down on the paper, and when he was done, he looked up and spotted her.

      Busted. She smiled as she walked over, watching as the fireflies lit up the way.

      “It sounds beautiful,” she said as she sat down beside him, letting her feet sink into the warm water. “Can I hear some of it?”

      “It’s not finished,” he said, looking down at his scribbles. “But I can sing a bit.”

      Elodie turned and faced him as he sung low and soft about a love that was as strong and long-lasting as mountains. She stroked her arm as she listened, watching his lips and wondering what it would be like to kiss him.

      “That’s all I have,” he said as he stopped with a nervous laugh.

      “It’s incredible. You’re incredible.”

      “You’re incredible,” he said, looking at her with those dark sexy eyes. “I’m sorry I got mad at you before. I was just embarrassed.”

      “I get it,” Elodie said with a nod. “And I’m sorry I put the video up without asking you. It was just… too beautiful. I couldn’t keep it to myself. It didn’t feel right.”

      He smiled as he turned his foot in a circle, making ripples in the glowing water. “All is forgiven.”

      They sat side by side for a while, enjoying the comfortable silence. Elodie looked up at the mountains in the distance, watching as the last slivers of the sun disappeared behind them.

      “I feel like I’ve been trapped in my own head for a while, and haven’t realized that there are others hurting around me,” Logan said softly. “I know you’ve been through a lot. How are you handling everything?”

      “I’m doing okay,” she answered, believing it this time. “I’m just trying to find my place in the world. Sometimes I worry that I won’t find it. Like there’s no place for me.”

      He looked at her with a sad, knowing look. “Like this horrible event has changed you to your core and you’re now this different person while everyone else gets to stay the same.”

      “Exactly. Like the new you doesn’t fit into the mold that your old personality left behind.”

      Logan turned back to the water and nodded. He knew all too well that feeling as well.

      Elodie dropped her hands in her lap as she looked up to the stars that were fighting through the waining light of the sun. “How can I go back to my old life and try to relate to friends and co-workers who couldn’t possibly understand what I’ve been through? They wouldn’t even recognize the person I am now.”

      “You can’t,” Logan whispered. “They’ll never understand what it’s like to be so vulnerable. To have your core identity ripped away from you.”

      They slowly turned toward one another and held each other’s gaze for what felt like an eternity. Elodie looked away first, staring down at the water as heat flushed through her.

      “I can’t stop having nightmares,” she whispered after a long moment.

      Logan didn’t press her. He didn’t ask questions. He just sat and listened, letting her go as slowly as she needed to.

      “Every night they come. I wake up gasping for breath. I’m always drenched in sweat and I wake up feeling like there’s no place I can hide.”

      She looked down at her hands as tears burned her eyes. “I hate them. I’m not the type of person who’s ever been afraid of anything. I don’t want to be afraid anymore.”

      Her hands were trembling in her lap until Logan reached over and placed a comforting hand on them. His hand was strong and warm and made her feel safe.

      It was a sweet, intimate gesture and it made her nerve endings come alive, stirring like the ripples in the pool.

      “I don’t think you’ll be scared for long,” he said in a raspy voice. “It’s not in you.”

      Their eyes locked. Elodie couldn’t get over how piercing his brown eyes were. She had never seen eyes like that before.

      “I can feel your strength. It emanates from within.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      “I do. You single-handedly pulled me out of my funk. Got my band back together. Got me smiling for the first time since all of this happened. It was all because of you.”

      Elodie smiled shyly. “I’m glad I could be of service.”

      “I’m glad too.”

      They both dropped their heads back and looked up at the stars. Elodie was thankful that the whole crew wasn’t here. She was enjoying some time alone with Logan.

      She only had Sloth and her mother to worry about, and neither of them would be interrupting anytime soon. Her mother was completely absorbed in a mystery novel that she had found in Grant’s room, and Sloth was probably still pissed and sulking about his diet that was starting tomorrow morning.

      “I still haven’t let my lion out. Not since the accident.”

      The words took Elodie by surprise and she jerked her head to the side, staring at his side profile as he gazed up at the stars that seemed to be getting brighter by the second.

      “How come?”

      He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I’m afraid.”

      This time it was Elodie’s turn to comfort and be there for him. She placed a hand on his, and he hooked his finger around hers.

      “I’m afraid of how he’s going to react if I pull him out and he…” He shook his head, unable to finish the thought. “If he’s missing an arm like me.”

      “I think he’s probably stronger than you think,” Elodie whispered. “Just like I think you’re stronger than you think.”

      “I hope you’re right,” he said as his finger clung onto hers. “Because I’m going to have to let him out eventually.”

      “I’d like to be there with you when you do.”

      He turned, gazing deep into her eyes. “I’d like that too.”

      Elodie leaned forward and Logan followed, and then, suddenly, they were kissing.

      His hand brushed through her hair as she placed a palm on his hard chest. His heart was beating as hard as hers was.

      It was a nice, long, soft kiss with only the gentle smacking of their lips filling the silence of the warm evening.

      They both smiled shyly as they pulled away.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that all day,” he admitted.

      Elodie grinned. “Do you tell all of your groupie chicks that?”

      “Yeah, because you’re the only one.”

      Their chuckles faded to a stare, which led to another round of kissing.

      This time when they finally pulled away, Elodie thought she might need to cool off in the pool.

      “How about some drinks?” he asked as he ran his hand through his scruffy hair, taking deep breaths to recover.

      “I’d love a drink,” Elodie said, excited that the evening wasn’t about to be over. She was having too good of a time for it to end now.

      The water splashed as Logan popped his legs out of the pool and jumped to his feet, dripping onto the concrete. “What do you want?”

      Elodie swallowed hard as she looked up at him. A tall drink of lion shifter.

      “Anything.”

      “We have some mint leaves growing beside Grant’s cabin. How about a mojito?”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      She licked her lips as she watched him jog over to Grant’s cabin and bend over to gather some of the mint leaves. Nice butt too!

      “What are you smiling at?” he asked as he made his way behind the bar to mix the drinks.

      “Oh, nothing,” she lied as she watched.

      Maybe she couldn’t fit in with her friends back at home, but she seemed to fit in nicely here. The thought gave her comfort and hope.

      She looked around, remembering what he had told her about the money Grant owed on the property and how that scary looking Governor was determined to seize every last inch of the ranch.

      She was sad that they were going to lose this place. Sad for them, and sad for her. It felt like she had finally found a slice of heaven after a year and a half in hell, and it was all going to be ripped away.

      Logan returned with the drinks a few minutes later and she pushed the depressing thoughts out of her mind so she could enjoy the rest of the night.

      “One mojito for the beautiful lady,” he said in a sexy voice as he handed her the cool drink.

      She took a sip as he sat back down on the other side of her where the concrete wasn’t wet.

      “Now,” he said as he dunked his feet back into the pool. “Where were we?”

      “Right here.” Elodie put down the drink and kissed him again.
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      Elodie woke up the next morning, alert and refreshed. She only had one nightmare, but when she woke up, she immediately started thinking of Logan and those warm soft kisses, and soon, she was sleeping soundly again.

      “Where are you off to?” her mother asked as Elodie practically choked down her breakfast. She lowered her mystery novel, narrowed her eyes, and gave Elodie a closer inspection, the kind that only a mother could give. “You look nice.”

      “Thanks,” Elodie said with a shrug. “I’m just going to go check on Sloth. His diet starts today.”

      “Sloth, eh?” her mother said as she raised her chin and gave her a knowing smile.

      “Yup!” Elodie answered with a voice that was higher pitched than normal. “Sloth.”

      “Have fun with… Sloth,” her mother said, shaking her head with a laugh as she turned back to her book.

      “I will!”

      Elodie bounded out the door and took a deep breath of the fresh mountain air as the sun warmed her face. She knew that she could live on this ranch for a hundred years and she would never take this feeling for granted. The feeling of the warm sun in the morning, the feeling of air so clean it tickled your nostrils, and the feeling of freedom. There was none of this when she was locked up in a cell. She could count the number of times the guards let them out on the roof for some fresh air with one hand.

      The sound of a vacuum cleaner was coming from Logan’s cabin. She hurried over, excited that he was up.

      Something was different. All of his windows were wide open as well as the door, and four full garbage bags were sitting at the bottom of his stairs.

      She smiled as she walked up the steps and knocked on the open door.

      “Good morning,” she called out as she stepped inside.

      “Hi!” Logan said as he popped his head out of the bedroom. “Come on in, there’s coffee in the pot. Help yourself.”

      “Wow,” Elodie said as she looked around on her way to the kitchen. Everything was spotless and it smelled great. “You’ve been busy.”

      “I was up early,” he shouted from the bedroom, “and I don’t know, I just, started cleaning.”

      Elodie was impressed as she ran her fingertip over the squeaky clean kitchen counters. The dishes were done and piled in the rack, and the floor was still damp from being washed.

      “I broke about a third of my plates and glasses trying to clean them with only one arm,” he said with a laugh, “but it’s all good. Those fuckers are slippery when they’re wet. I never noticed before.”

      Elodie pulled her hair back into a ponytail and tied it up with the elastic around her wrist. “What can I do to help?”

      “You can help me with the sheets.”

      Her breath quickened as she walked into his bedroom. It looked nice after a dusting and with all of his clothes hanging in the closet where they belonged and not piled up on the floor.

      A pile of fresh sheets was laying on the bare mattress. “Grab a corner,” he said as he shook the bottom sheet open.

      “I never know which corner goes where,” Elodie said with a laugh as she tried her luck. “They should make all mattresses into squares so no one will have this problem ever again. It should be a new law.”

      They laughed when they realized they had got it wrong with the long side of the sheets on the short side of the mattress.

      “It looks great,” she said when they were done. They both looked down at the freshly made bed and Elodie couldn’t help but wonder if she’d ever be between those sheets one day. “What else can I help you with?”

      “There is one thing,” he said, looking a little nervous.

      Elodie raised her eyebrow. Was he going to ask her to help mess up the sheets now?

      Logan took a deep breath and nodded. “I think I’m ready. To let out my lion.”

      “Oh,” Elodie said with her eyes widening. “Now?”

      “Yeah. Now.”

      “Great,” she said, smiling. “Then let’s go.”

      Now she was the nervous one as she followed him outside. She was about to be standing next to a full grown lion—one that might be a little unpredictable.

      I don’t know if I’m ready for this.

      But she was determined to be strong for Logan. He needed her support and her strength and she wasn’t about to let him down.

      They picked a nice spot in a field below the mountains. She made sure it was away from the eyes of her mother who would definitely freak out if she saw her daughter out here with a lion.

      “I’m sorry, I have to…” Logan grabbed the bottom of his shirt with his hand and pulled it over his head.

      You don’t have to be sorry about that.

      His body was gorgeous. He had a chiseled chest and abs that looked as hard as the mountains behind him. His right arm was perfectly sculpted with a killer shoulder, a big round bicep, and a nice thick forearm. He was missing his left arm, but that didn’t bother Elodie at all. His right arm was nice enough to make up for the missing one.

      “Am I going to be…” she stammered as he reached for his belt. “Is he gonna…”

      “He’s not going to hurt you.” Logan answered in such a reassuring voice as he stared at her with those dark steamy eyes that the nerves seemed to just flutter away from her.

      “Okay. I believe you.”

      He turned his back to her and unbuckled his shorts. Elodie’s heart started beating faster and she got a little lightheaded as his shorts and underwear came down. His ass was pure perfection above his thick muscular legs.

      “All right,” he whispered after taking a few deep breaths. “Here he comes.”

      Elodie barely blinked as she watched with astonishment. His muscular body began to tremble as long golden hairs began to grow out of his shoulders. His dark hair turned golden as his back arched and he fell to his hand and knees, only they weren’t a hand and knees anymore, they were molding into big powerful paws with long black claws. Time seemed to slow and warp as she watched, but it was all over in the blink of an eye as the lion suddenly exploded out of him.

      “Oh mon dieu,” she whispered, her mouth suddenly bone dry. She held her breath and stood as still as she could while the lion raised his huge head.

      He had his back to her and Elodie’s body was screaming at her to run. Her limbs were shaky and her heart was beating so hard in her chest that she could feel it echoing through her body.

      But when he turned his head and looked at her, the nerves seemed to melt away. They were Logan’s eyes and she could feel him in there, watching her.

      She still wasn’t brave enough to move, but at least she could breathe. He was as gorgeous in lion form as he was in his human form.

      Short strands of golden hair stood up on the top of his mane and then flowed out longer around his neck. The stunning mane made him look majestic and otherworldly as it blew in the breeze and Elodie felt a sudden fluttering in her chest.

      His face was long with a wide nose and cute whiskers above his powerful jaws. Elodie could understand now why lions were called the king of the jungle. He looked so proud and noble as he stood there, watching her closely. This was a moment she knew she would remember for the rest of her life.

      The lion’s tail swung lazily from side to side as he turned and surveyed the area. He took a step forward, stumbled, and then fell to the ground.

      Elodie’s hand flew up to her mouth. His leg! She had forgotten all about it with the excitement of seeing the lion up close.

      Logan’s lion struggled to get up as Elodie hurried to his side. He looked up at her with confusion in his eyes and she sighed when she saw that he was missing his front left leg.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered as she placed a hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay. You can do this.”

      The lion whimpered as he struggled to get up.

      “Yes,” Elodie said, encouraging him as he pushed up onto his three paws. He looked down at his missing leg and let out a soft moan, probably wondering where it went.

      With a groan, he sat down, looking wide-eyed and disoriented. Elodie swallowed her nerves and ran her hand down his soft back.

      “It’s going to be okay,” she said softly. “This is going to be no sweat. You still have more legs than us humans, right?”

      The lion took long deep breaths as he psyched himself up to try again. When he was ready, he pushed up to his three legs and looked wobbly, but he didn’t fall down.

      “Okay,” Elodie said as she walked backward. “Let’s practice some walking. Can you come to me?”

      He hesitated for a moment, then took a step, kind of half-walking, half-hopping forward.

      “Good!” Elodie cheered when he reached her. She smiled as he nuzzled his nose into her hand, wanting to be petted. This cat might have looked scary, but he seemed to be as harmless as Sloth. They were already quickly becoming friends.

      She dropped down to her knee and dug her hands into his thick mane, smiling as his warm breath tickled her neck.

      “Want to try again?”

      The lion purred as she stroked his cheek and then took a step, looking even steadier this time.

      “How about you try running?”

      The lion slowly walked away from her and then picked up his pace. He was at a jogging pace and doing well, but then got tripped up and crashed to the ground, kicking up a cloud of dust as he skidded along the dirt.

      “Oh, no,” Elodie said, cringing. The lion shook his head angrily, got back up, and tried again.

      It went on like that for about an hour until he finally got the hang of it and was able to move around without falling on his face. He was able to run without falling, but Elodie knew that he probably would never be as fast as he once was.

      He seemed to know it too, but rather than remaining frustrated, the lion seemed to be making the best of it and accepting his new reality.

      After running a few yards without stumbling, he stopped and turned to Elodie with a look of pride on his face. His powerful chin was thrust in the air with his gorgeous mane flowing around him as if to say, ‘look what I just did.’

      Elodie was about to yell out what a good job he did when something lurking toward him caught her eye. She gasped as it leapt out of the tall grass in attack mode.

      “Oh my God,” she muttered with a laugh when she saw Sloth’s fat body flying through the air. His arms and claws were out, his face was snarling, and his ripples of fat were rolling behind him as he lunged onto the lion’s back.

      The lion leapt up, roaring in surprise and anger as the cat did his best to attack, which wasn’t very good. Sloth slid off and landed on his back with a thud.

      Logan’s lion let out a booming roar that Elodie could feel in her bones and the fat cat took off like an obese rocket.

      A while later, once Logan’s lion was done his exercise, the lion laid down in the shade under a tree to rest. His tail with the cute little puff at the end was swinging from side to side.

      As Elodie walked over to meet him, his body began shaking and trembling. She stopped in her tracks and watched as he phased back into his human form.

      Logan was sitting on the ground, naked when she arrived. He smiled at her as she sat down beside him.

      “Thank you,” he said, looking touched.

      It was incredible. Those same dark eyes had been in the lion. It was both eerie and beautiful to see.

      “You’re the one that did it,” Elodie answered. She was glad that he was back.

      “With your help.” He picked up a pebble and rolled it between his thumb and index finger. “There’s one more thing I want to do today. We can’t lose this ranch. Grant always gives everything to everyone, I don’t want to let him down.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      He swallowed hard as he tossed the pebble away. “I have an idea, but it’s not very fun.”

      “You mean less fun than nearly being eaten by a lion?”

      “These are a different kinds of predators,” he said with a laugh. “Bankers.”

      Elodie grinned. “I’m in.”
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      “Well, that didn’t go so well,” Logan said with a sigh as they sat down in a booth.

      Elodie shook her head. “I’m sorry. I wish I had an old rich relative that was about to kick the bucket and leave me a fortune.”

      Logan laughed. “That would come in handy.”

      He smiled as his favorite horrible waitress approached the table. Phyllis. She was a staple at the only diner in Redemption Creek. The diner was officially called Pete’s Diner, named after a long-dead Pete, but everyone called it the Love Shack. Not because it sparked romantic love in its patrons, but because the jukebox was broken and Love Shack by The B-52’s played on repeat.

      The current owner Doug let it play on a loop, claiming that it was his favorite song, but the citizens of Redemption Creek had another theory: it kept the diners from staying too long and Doug never had to turn away new customers because his tables were full.

      “I love this song,” Elodie said, bopping her head to the beat. “It’s so fun.”

      “Just wait a bit,” Logan answered with a knowing grin. “You’ll be wanting to stick a fork in your ear before the bill comes.”

      Elodie tilted her head, looking confused. “Huh?”

      “Logan,” Phyllis said as she dropped two menus on the table with a slap. Poor Elodie nearly jumped out of her skin. “What’s with the tie?”

      Logan looked down and straightened it. “I was trying to get a bank loan.”

      “Was trying?” she said with a smirk. “I guess it didn’t work?”

      “Nope.”

      She grinned as she pulled out a wad of money, which was mostly fives. “I can lend you some. If you don’t pay me back with interest, I’ll break your limbs. Well, what’s left of them. How much do you need?”

      Logan chuckled. He always enjoyed Phyllis’ dark sense of humor. “1.6 million. You have it?”

      “Let me check my other pockets.” Elodie watched with her brow furrowed as the waitress patted herself down. “Sorry, fresh out.”

      He laughed. “That’s too bad.”

      Phyllis rubbed her chin as she narrowed her eyes on him. Her red hair was tied into a messy bun and she was wearing her usual bright red lipstick that was the same color as the benches at the bus stop. “Funny that the bankers wouldn’t give a one-armed amateur musician a 1.6 million dollar bank loan. That’s not like them.”

      Elodie looked horrified. Logan smiled at her and shrugged as if to say, “That’s just Phyllis. She’s always like this.”

      She slowly turned and looked down at Elodie for the first time as if she only just noticed that she was there. “Who are you?”

      Elodie straightened in the booth and cleared her throat. “I’m Elodie.”

      Phyllis didn’t look too impressed. “What kind of name is Elodie?”

      “It’s French.”

      “Well, whoop-dee-do for you. French toast it is. Logan, do you want the usual.”

      Logan shrugged. “Sure.”

      She left the table and Elodie turned around in a panic. “Actually I was going to order the…”

      But the waitress was already gone.

      Elodie looked shocked, but Logan just shrugged. “Welcome to Redemption Creek. It’s not all perfect.”

      “I’m beginning to see that,” she answered with a frown as Love Shack started playing over again on the jukebox. “Has she always been like that?”

      Logan grinned. “Only since birth.”

      Another younger waitress walked by, waving at him. It was Dallas, the nice waitress. “Hey, Logan. I heard about your arm. I’m sorry.”

      “I still have another one,” he said with a smile. “It’s all good.”

      “You guys playing this week?”

      “Friday at The Slurry Rabbit. You going to be there?”

      “Oh, yeah,” she said with a warm smile. “I finish before the dinner rush.”

      “We have some new songs to try out.”

      “They’re really good!” Elodie added enthusiastically. “You’re going to love it.”

      “Can’t wait!”

      Logan quietly waved Dallas over and asked her to switch the order from French toast to whatever Elodie wanted. His girl ordered a chicken salad sandwich with a soup, and Dallas went into the kitchen to switch it.

      “Sounds like you have some fans,” she said, looking impressed when they were alone once again. “I’m dining with a celebrity.”

      They were both leaning over the table as they looked each other in the eyes, smiling. “I didn’t want to say anything,” he said, faking modesty. “But I’m kind of a big deal around here.”

      Elodie laughed. “I can see that. You’re kind of a big deal online as well. Let’s check how many views you’re at.”

      Logan pulled out his cellphone and clicked to the YouTube page. He nearly had a heart attack when he saw the view count. Just over ten million views.

      “Let me check something,” Elodie said as she grabbed the phone. She opened up her email and gasped when she saw what was waiting for her.

      “What is it? Is a Nigerian prince offering to send you some money?”

      “Better,” she said, showing him the screen. “I’m getting emails from record producers.”

      “Get out,” he said, darting out of his seat. He rushed around the table and sat down beside her, grabbing her wrist as he looked at her phone. Sure enough, there were a bunch of emails enquiring about the video. Most were bullshit, but some came from legit email addresses: Sandstone Records, Beatum Recordings, Spinning Vinyl Productions. The guys were going to freak out when they heard about this.

      “I don’t understand,” Logan said, staring at Elodie in shock. “How did they get your email address?”

      “I put it in the description of my channel. What should I tell them?”

      Logan could barely sit still as his mind raced. “I don’t know.”

      She bit her lip and started typing. “I’ll invite them to the show on Friday.”

      Logan sat back in the booth with an excited grin on his face. Love Shack ended and then restarted as he stared out the window, wondering if any of them would actually show up.
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      “Brian Jones from Sandstone Records is coming to your show,” Elodie said as she hung up the phone with a grin.

      “Shut up,” Logan said, jerking up to a seated position so fast that he nearly fell off the pink flamingo floatie and into the pool. He grabbed onto its long neck and steadied himself as he stared at the gorgeous girl in the sexy bikini who was grinning proudly at him.

      “That’s six,” she said, holding up six fingers. Elodie had been answering emails and calling around, trying to get every record producer, executive, and assistant in the business to show up to his gig on Friday.

      So far it was working. The guys were going to freak out when they heard about this.

      “Who needs a manager when you have a girl like you on hand?” he asked, staring at her in awe.

      It was mid-afternoon on a Tuesday and they were enjoying the late-summer day, lounging in the pool with a couple of drinks.

      Logan’s lion had been back to his normal self and was acting calmer than ever. There was something about Elodie that he liked. Maybe it was her smell or her presence, but all he heard from his inner lion was a constant purr of contentment whenever she was around.

      “I don’t know how to repay you,” he said, shaking his head.

      Elodie climbed off the pool chair and crawled up to the edge of the pool on her hands and knees. Fuck, she’s sexy.

      He swallowed a gulp, trying not to get rock hard in his bathing suit as he watched her like that, bent over with her breasts hanging down in her bikini.

      He paddled over as fast as he could and laid a soft kiss on her warm lips. “Mmmm,” she moaned as their tongues said hello.

      As usual, his lion purred happily inside. Logan couldn’t believe the turn of events that occurred since his crew left.

      And it was all because of this amazing girl.

      His hand slid down her back and was heading toward her curvy ass when the sound of cars pulling into the ranch had them jerking apart.

      “Not this fucking guy again,” he grumbled as Elodie jumped up and grabbed a shawl to cover herself with.

      Logan climbed out of the pool and walked over to where the three cars were parking. He stood there in a wide stance with his chest puffed out as William Reyes stepped out of his car.

      “What did I tell you about trespassing?” Logan asked in a firm voice.

      Reyes grinned, clearly amused as he walked over like he owned the place.

      Logan’s stomach rolled as he approached. He had forgotten how damn big this guy was. Normally, he wouldn’t have been so intimidated, but he knew he wouldn’t be as good a fighter with only one arm, and his lion was back to cowering like a scared little kitten.

      The strange smell of the Governor’s inner animal was making his lion restless once again. After days of calm and serenity, Logan was noticing his cat’s fear more than ever.

      The rest of Reyes’ team began to emerge from their cars, bringing out all sorts of equipment. One girl had a camera with a long lens and began taking pictures of everything.

      “Are you Grant Clayton?” the Governor asked with a smirk.

      Logan huffed out a breath. “I thought we went over this already.”

      “Then this is not your land,” he answered. “Sounds to me like you’re the one trespassing.”

      “I live here!”

      “We’ll see what the District Attorney thinks about that,” Reyes said as he pulled out his phone. “I can call him if you’d like. He’s a close friend and is already on my speed dial.”

      Logan gritted his teeth together as Reyes waited for his answer. The threat was clear. He could have Logan behind bars for trespassing if he wanted to.

      “I thought so,” he answered with a smug laugh as he slipped his phone back into his pocket. He turned back to the workers and began shouting out orders in his booming voice.

      “I want the equipment here when we take possession on the first of October,” he shouted. “All of those cabins and that shitty storefront will be demolished. I want them flattened and taken out of here.”

      “We could move them and put them up for sale, Mr. Reyes,” one of the young men suggested. “They do have some value.”

      “No,” Reyes barked. “I want them destroyed.”

      He turned around and sneered at Logan when he said it. This was personal to the Governor. He had been trying unsuccessfully to get Grant off of this land for years, and now that he was about to be successful, he was going to make it hurt.

      “The condo complex will go up over there,” Reyes said, pointing to the sprawling forest near the base of the mountain. Logan sucked in a breath as he watched. That forest was home to a whole ecosystem of animals. He had smelled them daily while he prowled through the forest in his lion form.

      “Hey!” Logan snapped when his anger started to build beyond control. “You don’t have the right to be on this land. Get the hell out of here.”

      His crew of workers looked nervous as they turned to each other and then to Reyes for guidance.

      Reyes turned to him with a hard stare that had Logan gulping and involuntarily taking a step back. The huge shifter stormed over, getting right in his face.

      “This whole state is mine, boy,” he growled. Logan winced as Reyes’ hot breath washed down on him. “And anyone who doesn’t realize that just might find themselves buried under two dozen luxury condos.”

      Backup arrived right on time. Jordy’s black van came rolling into the ranch and Caleb, Jordy, and Dane hoped out.

      Logan had never been so relieved to see his bandmates.

      Sensing the tension, they hurried over, taking their place beside Logan.

      “Governor Reyes,” Jordy said as he crossed his arms over his chest. Jordy and Caleb didn’t look intimidated, but they did have powerful grizzly bears hiding within them. There wasn’t much that could intimidate those two.

      Dane on the other hand, looked as shaken as Logan felt. Dane was a lion shifter as well, and whatever beast Reyes had hidden inside appeared to be having the same effect on him.

      “Hello, Jordy,” the Governor answered. “How is Keaton?”

      Jordy raised his chin a little higher. The Governor might be willing to bully a lone one-armed lion shifter, but he wasn’t about to go against the powerful firehouse crew. Especially with the alpha Keaton, a ferocious polar bear shifter who would take Jordy’s side.

      “You know, the usual,” Jordy said as he glared at him. “Vicious. Angry. Hates bullies.”

      Reyes got the message loud and clear. “Nice to see you again. We were just leaving.”

      “That’s too bad,” Jordy said, taking a step forward as Reyes took a step back. “I’m assuming you won’t come back.”

      The Governor turned and locked eyes on Logan. “Not until October first when this land becomes mine.”

      Logan was taking deep heavy breaths as he watched him return to his car. The rest of Reyes’ team quickly returned to their cars and within seconds, they were pulling onto the main road.

      “What the hell was that guy?” Dane asked, looking shaken. He took a gulp of air as he watched the departing cars with wide eyes. “My lion was terrified.”

      “The Black Death,” Jordy answered in a low voice.

      “The what?” Dane asked, whipping his head around. “That sounds worse than I thought.”

      “He’s a shifter,” Jordy clarified. “Cape Buffalo. A big one too. Probably about twenty-five hundred pounds.”

      “Why is my lion scared of a Cape Buffalo?” Dane asked, looking confused. “Don’t lions eat buffalo?”

      Jordy chuckled. “Sometimes they try. And sometimes they get stabbed in the throat with their deadly horns. Your lion is afraid of him because Cape Buffalos are one of the most dangerous animals in all of Africa. And in a giant like William Reyes? Well, that there is a true monster. Cash saw him in animal form once and he said he was at least eight feet long and massive. It’s like a tank with horns on the tip. Hard black horns as long as Logan is tall. That’s why your lion is cowering in fear. Years of his ancestors getting stabbed to death on the plains of Africa has hardwired a natural sense of dread deep into his DNA.”

      “Your bear didn’t seem to be afraid,” Logan said as he nervously rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Yeah,” Jordy laughed, “because he didn’t know any better. If my grizzly saw that thing in the flesh, he wouldn’t have been so brave. Do you know what it feels like to get one of those watermelon-sized horns in your thigh and then get whipped around like a yellow towel at a Pittsburgh Steeler’s game? It ain’t pretty.”

      Logan gulped as he looked over at the empty road. How the hell was he supposed to protect the ranch if that monster ever came back?

      “The only thing that protects a lion from a beast like that,” Jordy continued, “is speed and being surrounded by a vicious pride. Otherwise, a lion is a sitting duck compared to a Cape Buffalo.”

      Logan began to sweat and his heart was pounding in his chest as Jordy abruptly changed the subject. “Who’s ready to practice?”

      He had a big smile on his face as they walked back to the van, leaving Logan trembling in his bathing suit as Jordy’s words replayed in his head.

      The only thing that protects a lion from a beast like that is speed and being surrounded by a vicious pride.

      The two things that his solo three-legged lion didn’t have.
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      Elodie couldn’t believe that she was more nervous than Logan. It was the night of their big performance and five record producers had shown up for the show.

      She had spent the last half hour biting her nails down to a stub as she waited in the hall, pacing from one end to the next. The boys were going on soon and they were backstage, pumping themselves up.

      “How can you not be nervous?” Elodie had asked Logan when she saw how calm he was.

      He shrugged with a sexy smirk on his face. “I’ll be singing to you the entire time,” he said as he leaned in, his hot breath tickling her cheek. “I’ll be singing from the heart.”

      His strong arm wrapped around her as she leaned against the wall, looking up into his mesmerizing eyes. She loved how he could make her feel like the most special girl in the world.

      “Wish me luck,” he said as his lips hovered a breath away from hers.

      She raised her chin and kissed him on the lips, moaning as he held her even tighter.

      “Logan!” Jordy had called out from somewhere in the distance. “It’s time.”

      He took his time to pull away, and Elodie cherished every second of his tongue sliding against hers until he finally did.

      “Good luck,” she whispered with her head spinning.

      He gave her a sexy smile and then walked away, leaving her with a heat swirling through her that was settling between her legs.

      “Mon dieu,” she moaned as she covered her eyes with her hand, trying to compose herself. Now wasn’t the time to get all worked up. There would be time for that later.

      It had been on her mind a lot lately. It had been about three years since she last had sex, but she was ready to break her cold streak with Logan.

      “Elodie,” her mother said when she found her pacing in the hallway. “You can’t see the show from here.”

      “You’re right,” Elodie said, hooking her arm around her mother’s. “Let’s go get some drinks.”

      They ordered two beers from the cute bartender and looked around at the packed bar. It seemed like everyone in Redemption Creek had come out to The Slurry Rabbit tonight.

      “How many of these guys do you think are shifters?” her mother whispered.

      “Looks like most of them,” Elodie whispered back. “If you come up to their shoulders, they’re probably a shifter.”

      She looked around and spotted one person who looked abnormally short. He was of regular size, but in this crowd, he practically looked like an elf. He was also dressed like a city boy with his slacks and expensive-looking shirt.

      “That’s Brian Jones from Sandstone Records,” she said to her mom as she tried to subtly point him out. “And over there with the phone is Matt Carter from Suncaste Productions. They’re both here to check out Logan’s band. If it goes well, we’re hoping they’ll get signed for a contract.”

      “Go schmooze them,” her mother said, elbowing her away.

      “I can’t do that,” Elodie said, biting her lip. Can I do that?

      “You got them here,” her mother said. “Go close the deal.”

      Elodie took a deep breath, trying to calm her nerves, and nodded. “I’ll be back.”

      She took a gulp of her beer and strutted over like she owned the place. If Logan can have the courage to go up there, be vulnerable, and sing, then I can talk to a couple of suits.

      Brian Jones looked up from his phone when she arrived. “Hello Mr. Jones,” she said, thrusting her hand in his direction. “I’m Elodie Fournier. Manager of Predatone.”
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        * * *

      

      Every inch of Elodie’s skin had goosebumps as Caleb played the opening chords of their new song. Her pulse was racing and her adrenaline surging as Logan stepped up to the mic. He looked like a Rock God as he took the mic in his hand and sang the soft lyrics in his beautiful voice.

      “The sun kisses the mountains for all eternity. That’s how I want us to be.”

      The crowd was silent. Everyone was as captivated as she was.

      He sang the rest of the verse, hypnotizing everyone with his killer voice and enchanting lyrics. Then like thunder on the horizon, Dane began hammering the drums as Caleb picked up the pace on his guitar. Jordy jumped in like a freight train, rapping over the catchy beat and everyone cheered.

      The guy next to Elodie spilled his beer on her shoulder as he jerked his glass up, but she didn’t care. They were killing it!

      She glanced over at the recording producers and let out a wide grin when she saw them smiling and bobbing their heads up and down. It was going better than she imagined it would, and they were just getting started.

      They still had six more new songs to go through. Elodie wondered if there would still be a roof on this place when they were done.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m going to hate myself for saying this,” Tito from The Grisly Grizzlies said as he shook his head, “but I actually really liked that.”

      Caleb’s face dropped. “Did he just say that he liked it?”

      Tito looked like he couldn’t believe the words that came out of his mouth. He was one of the twins who lived next door.

      Ronin, the other twin, was just as flabbergasted. “It feels like everything I’ve ever known has just come crumbling down. I can’t believe it, but I agree with Tito.”

      Caleb closed his eyes, savoring the moment. “Please tell me someone videotaped that.”

      Logan smiled as he leaned in to whisper to Elodie. “Those two twins are always shit-talking our band. If they like it, we’re onto something big.”

      They were onto something big all right. They had killed their set. The place was cheering for ten whole minutes when they had finished. It was like Beatlemania with shifters, Shiftermania.

      “It was incredible, honey,” Abigail said as she stood on her toes and kissed Caleb’s cheek. They looked so in love and it made Elodie smile as she stepped a little closer to Logan.

      “Beers on the house for the rockstars!” the waitress Jessie said as she pushed her way into their circle. The boys cheered as she lowered four jumbo mugs onto the table. “Great set, guys! Your best yet.”

      “What about us?” Tito asked, looking hopeful. “Free beers for us too?”

      “Let me check,” Jessie answered with a smirk as she looked around, over and under her empty tray. “Nope. Looks like you have to pay.” She stuck her tongue out at them and disappeared back into the crowd.

      “Brian Jones is coming over,” Elodie said quickly as she noticed him approaching. She had been keeping her eye on the different producers all night, but Brian Jones was the one that she was really interested in. Sandstone Records had the biggest stars and the deepest pockets.

      The boys all stiffened nervously when he arrived so Elodie stepped forward, loosening the tension with a warm smile.

      “Hi, Mr. Jones. Did you enjoy the show?”

      He nodded emphatically as he looked from Caleb to Dane to Jordy and then to Logan. “I did. I did. I’m sorry to interrupt your party here, but would you be available for a chat?”

      “Of course,” Elodie said with a nod. “I think I saw an empty booth in the back.”

      Jordy led the way and the rest of the boys followed. Elodie hung back and turned to the table of grizzly bear shifters. Her mother was sitting between the twins, drinking. Maybe a little too much.

      “I’ll be back in a bit, Maman.”

      “Take your time,” she said with a drunken smile as she rocked from side to side in her chair. The Slurry Rabbit had some strong beer and it was starting to hit her mother. Her mother let out a toothy grin as she looked from twin to twin. “I like my spot here just fine.”

      “We’ll take care of her,” Tito said with a grin as he put his arm around her.

      Elodie shook her head and laughed. “Switch her to water, please. I don’t want to have to drag her out of here.”

      She smiled at her mother and then hurried to meet the guys in the back booth. She was glad that her mother was having a good time and letting loose, but she had more important things to focus on right now. It was time to get her man paid.

      Matt Carter, the producer from Suncaste Productions grabbed her arm as she passed. “I’d love to meet with the band,” he said when she stopped. “I think you’ll like to hear what I have to say.”

      “Can you wait ten minutes?” she asked with a smile.

      He nodded. “Definitely.”

      This was going better than she had imagined it would. There were a couple of other producers hovering nearby as well, waiting for their turn.

      I’ll probably be able to get these guys in a bidding war.

      The guys were all huddled together in the back booth that was shaped like a giant horseshoe. Elodie had to stifle her giggle when she saw the four giant men squeezed together with Brian Jones on the end.

      They were waiting for her to start the meeting, and Brian Jones turned to her when she sat down on the opposite end. They were facing each other when he began speaking.

      “I like the band,” he said with a firm nod. “I think you have radio potential, and a couple of mainstream hits already.”

      Excited energy began to charge the air around her as the boys shifted in their seats, getting big smiles on their faces. These four shifters dreams were coming true in this moment. Elodie was feeling the excitement too, but she pushed it back down. She wanted to stay calm and give nothing away. Not until she helped negotiate them the best deal. She wasn’t going to celebrate until the ink was signed and the money was in their accounts.

      “I’ll cut to the chase,” Brian Jones said. “I would like to set you up with legendary audio engineer Lucas Ellis.”

      “You could get Lucas Ellis?!?” Jordy asked with a gasp. He leaned forward so fast that he nearly knocked over his beer. Dane caught it before it fell all over the table.

      “Get him?” Brian Jones said with a satisfied grin. “His office is two doors down from mine. I’m the one who hired him.”

      Jordy slowly returned back to an upright position. He was staring at Mr. Jones with wide unblinking eyes.

      “I’d like to bring Predatone into the Sandstone family,” he continued. “I’m willing to offer you a three-record recording contract.”

      There was a collective gasp among the boys, but Elodie kept her business face on. They couldn’t appear too eager or they would lose all of their bargaining power.

      She cleared her throat to get Jones’ attention off of the guys. They looked like they were ready to sign their rights away for a free round of beers. Actually, they looked like they would even be willing to pay for the beers.

      “You’re not the only one to express interest,” Elodie said as she glanced over at Matt Carter. He was watching the whole exchange from across the room. “And of course, we would like to hear from all interested parties.”

      “Of course,” Jones said, raising his head. “But please remember that signing with Sandstone Records comes with some perks.”

      “Such as?”

      “Well, working with Lucas Ellis for one,” Jones said, looking over at Jordy. This time Jordy was able to control himself a little better. “We are also willing to invest a considerable sum to get the band started. How would you like to promote your first album with a nineteen city tour?”

      The boys were practically salivating at the thought. Elodie furrowed her brow as she listened.

      “And what monetary perks is Sandstone prepared to offer?” she asked in a firm voice.

      Jones leaned back and took a deep breath. He pulled out a pen and wrote a number on his napkin. Before handing it over, he glanced at Matt Carter then crossed it out and wrote another number.

      “Miss Fournier is your manager?” he asked the band, confirming with them.

      All four of them nodded.

      “Yes she is,” Jordy said proudly.

      Her heart swelled with pride as Jones handed the napkin over.

      The original crossed-out number was one point five million, and the second number, the real offer, was for two million dollars.

      Elodie nearly had a heart attack when she saw it, but she hid it well and remained calm.

      “Is that your final offer?” she asked calmly as she folded the napkin.

      Jones gave her a long hard stare and she stared right back.

      He was the first to break when he swallowed nervously.

      “Any more than that and I’ll have to get final approval from the execs,” he answered. “This is the most that I have the authority to offer.”

      “Great,” Elodie said as she stood up and held out her hand. “Then we look forward to hearing your final offer after you speak with the executives.”

      Jones looked sick as he reluctantly stood up and shook her hand.

      “It was nice meeting you, Mr. Jones,” she said cordially. “If you’ll excuse us, Matt Carter from Suncaste Productions is waiting to speak to us.”

      Jones tightened his grip on her hand and leaned in close. “Don’t sign with anyone else,” he said in a low voice. “Especially with Suncaste Productions. Whatever they’re offering you, we’ll beat it. We’d really like to add Predatone to the Sandstone family.”

      Elodie nodded, promising nothing. “We look forward to hearing your final offer, tomorrow.”

      Jones said goodbye to the band and left, looking like he just got outmaneuvered by a chess master.

      “What was the offer?” Jordy asked once they were alone.

      Elodie grinned as she pulled out the napkin and tossed it on the table.

      “Wow,” Dane said, staring at it in disbelief. “That’s a lot of zeroes.”

      “Not enough,” Elodie answered as she sat back down. “We can get more. Let’s see what Mr. Carter has to say.”

      “With you negotiating for us,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “We’re going to be rich.”

      “We’re already rich,” Dane said, staring at the napkin.

      “You’re amazing at this,” Caleb said. “Will you be our manager? Officially?”

      A warmth began to creep into Elodie’s cheeks as she looked around the booth at their eager faces. They actually wanted her to be a part of Predatone. Her body tingled as she smiled, thrilled to have found a place in the band.

      “We’ll offer you five percent,” Jordy said.

      The other three glared at him. “Ten percent,” Caleb corrected.

      “Ten percent,” Dane said with a nod. “She deserves it.”

      “Okay, fine,” Jordy reluctantly said. “I’m in with ten.”

      Everybody turned to Logan. Elodie felt a quiver in her stomach as he stared at her.

      “I’m in too,” he said, smiling at her.

      Elodie shook each of their hands, making it official. Logan didn’t want to let go of her hand, but she yanked it away with a laugh when Matt Carter began to approach the booth.

      She jumped up and took charge of the meeting, greeting him with a professional smile. “Hello, Mr. Carter. I’m Elodie Fournier, manager of Predatone. Please take a seat.”
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      “How should we do this?” Elodie asked as she and Logan looked into the back seat of Grant’s antique Cadillac Convertible (the car wasn’t as nice as it sounded). Her mother was passed out on the cracked leather seats, snoring up a drunken storm. “Should we leave her here?”

      Logan grimaced. “It might rain.”

      “That might sober her up.”

      They both laughed. “I’ll bring her to her bed.”

      Elodie stepped forward to help him out, but the muscular lion shifter just bent over, gently scooped his arm around her body and lifted her onto his round shoulder. He placed his palm on her lower back and carried her into the cabin.

      “You’re going to hear about this tomorrow,” Elodie said with a giggle as she followed them to the cabin. Her mother’s arms were hanging straight down as she groaned and mumbled incoherently in French. “And for the rest of your life.”

      Logan carefully placed her down on the bed with her head on the pillow. He was so gentle and tender that Elodie couldn’t help but feel a little bit jealous. She knew it was ridiculous to feel that way, especially since it was her mother, but she was getting so infatuated with Logan that she couldn’t help it.

      “Thanks for your help,” she said, smiling shyly as he looked down at her. Her mother was already snoring loudly on the bed. “I’ll get her into her pajamas.”

      She walked him to the door and he lingered for a minute. “Sounds like she’s pretty asleep,” he said with a grin as he looked down the hall. “She probably won’t wake up all night.”

      Elodie felt her cheeks start to blush. “I think you’re right.”

      “Well,” he said with a sexy smirk. “You know where I am if you get lonely.”

      A million thoughts were racing through her head as she clutched onto the door and licked her lips. “I should get her into her pajamas.”

      “All right.” He leaned forward and gave her one of those toe-curling, body-tingling, moan-inducing kisses that she had been craving all night. “Goodnight.”

      Her head was spinning and she clutched onto the door for support as she watched him walk back to his cabin. Logan wasn’t like any of the guys she had known back at home. The guys back home were boys. Logan was a real man.

      Every cell in her body seemed to be tingling as she closed the door and took a deep breath to compose herself. “Wow,” she whispered to herself. “This guy has it all.”

      Should I go?

      Her mind continued racing as she went to help her hammered mother out. She was as limp as a sack of potatoes, and Elodie struggled to move her around.

      What if she went? Would it be so bad?

      Amélie and the rest of the Bounty Hunter crew could be back any minute and that would definitely complicate the sneaking around at nighttime. It was hard to creep from cabin to cabin with a whole crew of alert shifters around who could each hear a leaf dropping in the woods nearby.

      Tonight was the perfect night. The only two potential witnesses were her mother (who was out cold) and Sloth (who didn’t give AF about anything but food).

      She wondered what Logan was doing in his cabin. Was he lighting candles in anticipation of her arrival? Was he already heading to sleep, convinced that she wasn’t going to come?

      With her mother dressed in her pajamas and under the sheets, Elodie decided to go check it out.

      After freshening up, she ran over to Logan’s cabin. It was dark on the ranch, and she sprinted the entire way, feeling a little creeped out in the darkness.

      The light on Logan’s porch was still on and every bug on the ranch seemed to be buzzing by the lightbulb, having a huge party. Her breathing was still heavy from the run as she knocked on the door.

      A few footsteps from the other side and then the door swung open, and Logan was standing there looking sexy as all hell in only a pair of pajama pants.

      “Mon dieu,” Elodie whispered as she dragged her eyes up him from his bare feet, to his naked torso, to his sexy dark eyes that were saying everything that she was feeling.

      He reached out and she took his hand, and suddenly he pulled her into his embrace like they were about to dance. Her palms slid down onto his hard chest as they stared into each other’s eyes.

      She could barely breathe under that intense stare.

      They both leaned forward and then they were kissing in the doorway as the bugs buzzed against the lightbulb behind them on the porch.

      This kiss was different than all of the others. It was deeper, with a passion and desperation that increased with every second, every slide of their tongues, every movement of their fingertips.

      Logan slid his hand around her lower back and picked her up, gently spinning her away as he kicked the door closed. They never stopped kissing as they fumbled their way to the bedroom, banging into the stools by the kitchen counter and knocking over a framed picture in the hallway.

      “Did you come to tuck me in?” he asked when their mouths finally broke apart at the edge of his bedroom. Their foreheads were still touching and they were both breathing heavy, lust-filled breaths.

      She grinned back at him. “I came for more than that.”

      He smiled and then kissed her again as he guided her backward toward the bed. The back of her knees hit the mattress and she let herself fall back onto the soft sheets. Logan climbed down over her, moving his delicious lips to her neck, tickling her as he kissed under her ear.

      She moaned, enjoying every touch of his lips on her hot skin as she ran her hands through his hair. She wanted to touch every inch of him. She wanted to take days to explore every part of his body, to kiss every piece of his warm skin.

      He groaned as her fingers ran through his dark hair and then traveled down his neck to his round shoulders. He suddenly stiffened when she continued down his arms, feeling his hard delts that she had been admiring for days.

      Her left hand continued down his right arm, while her right hand slid over his stump. He tried to pull away from her, but she held him in place, kissing him deep as she writhed under him. His stump was a part of him and it didn’t bother her in the least. Everything about him was sexy, even the part that he was most self-conscious about.

      Logan had risked his life to save her. She was only out here and free, enjoying the weight of a gorgeous shifter on top of her because he had fought bravely and lost that arm in the first place. If anything, it was a reminder of what he gave up for her. And that was sexier to her than any regular old arm could be.

      After a few seconds, Logan’s body loosened and he began to relax. He continued kissing her neck, slowly inching his way down to the top of her chest. Elodie could feel her nipples hardening against the inside of her bra as she moaned.

      She was already so wet. Her hips were moving against him as if possessed, trying to get a touch of his hard cock.

      He simultaneously pressed his erection against her aching pussy as he slid his hand under her shirt and cupped a breast. She nearly came on the spot, moaning loud as her back arched.

      Their lips came back together rough and hard as they frantically pulled her clothes off. She ripped her mouth away from his for the second it took to yank her shirt off and throw it on the ground. Her jeans were next and soon, all of her clothes were on the floor and she was completely naked.

      Her eyes darted to Logan when he pulled off of her and stood up beside the bed. His cock was raging through his pajama pants and Elodie couldn’t take her eyes off of it.

      She began touching herself, sliding her fingers over her wet pussy as she watched him pull the white string of his pajama bottoms and let them fall down.

      His beautiful cock sprang out, thick and long.

      I’m glad I came over.

      Logan came back to the bed, turned her over, and began kissing her back as his hand slid down the side of her ribs. His hard cock was dragging up her bare ass cheeks, making her whole body tingle.

      This man was pure perfection. He was making her body react in ways that she didn’t realize were possible. Her breath was fast, her heart was pounding, but it also felt like time was slowing down. Every intense second felt like a lifetime as she waited for his cock.

      Elodie swallowed hard as his lips moved down her spine, leaving tingling spots with every kiss. She gasped when his strong hand gripped her ass causing her to involuntarily part her legs.

      Her pussy was burning. It was aching for Logan. She moaned as she imagined his lips and tongue down there, hoping he would kiss her like that.

      She had never let any of her other boyfriends go down on her before. Shyness had stopped her, but with Logan, there was none of that. She wanted him to see all of her, to taste all of her.

      He shifted his body between her legs as he kissed her lower back. Deep moans were emanating from within his chest as he kissed a trail over her cheek and then moved his mouth over her aching pussy. The feel of his hot breath brushing over her folds made her groan loudly and convulse on the bed.

      She knew he was grinning, but she didn’t care. It was torture waiting for it—for that moment when his lips and tongue would finally connect.

      She cried out when he finally touched her. It was sudden and excruciatingly as he dragged his flat tongue up her burning slit in one slow, soft lick. Her legs were already shaking and she was swallowing hard, trying to catch her breath as he buried his tongue deep inside her and then started kissing her folds.

      Oh, gaaawwd. The sensation was better than any kind of drug. The feeling was all-consuming. She loved the scratchy feel of his beard on her inner thighs, the warmth of his mouth on her most intimate place.

      A thrill rushed through her as his tongue flicked across her throbbing clit. She was his. Completely at his mercy.

      She was at his mercy and loving it. Aching. Throbbing. Wanting even more.

      Logan grabbed her hip and tilted her ass up, giving him more access.

      “Oh, shit,” she moaned as his tongue slid in deeper. What was he doing to her?

      She was drunk with lust and couldn’t think in anything but moans and gasps.

      The intense sensations started to build within her. The swirling waves of heat began to strengthen and tighten, until they were demanding to be released.

      Elodie grabbed onto the pillow and cried out as she came on Logan’s mouth. The orgasm tore through her, arching her back as she screamed out his name. He held onto her tight and gave her slow sensual licks as she writhed on the bed, twisting and shivering uncontrollably.

      He was back on top of her when she finally came floating back down to earth. The tip of his hard cock was pressed against her opening and she parted her legs and arched her back to let him in.

      She gasped and bit her bottom lip as he slowly slid his thick cock inside. He was so big, but it felt incredible.

      His breathing was heavy against her ear as he pushed all the way inside. Her tight body started to loosen once she started getting used to his size. No one had ever come close to filling her like that, and in that position with her stomach on the bed, it felt even bigger, even deeper.

      A shiver rippled through her as Logan slowly began to pull back out, stopping at the last possible second before thrusting back in.

      “Oh my God,” she moaned as she squeezed her eyes shut, focusing all of her attention on his big dick. It felt so damn good.

      Logan picked up the pace with every stroke and soon she was begging him to come. Begging him in cracked words and incoherent sentences and deep moans. Her body was trembling. She was already so close once again and she wanted him to come at the same time as her.

      With deep groans, he grabbed her hip and thrust into her—his pelvis slapping against her ass cheeks with every powerful thrust—and she cried out his name.

      Each grab of his hand, every thrust of his hips—everything was hard, fast, relentless.

      “Come in me, Logan,” she begged in a deep breathy moan. “Come with me. Please.”

      She stuck her ass up and he hit the spot that sent them both reeling. They both cried out as their orgasms devoured them.

      It hit Elodie intensely, trembling her limbs and ripping through her as Logan squeezed her hip tight while he released inside of her.

      She collapsed back onto the bed, spent and exhausted as he slowly pushed in and out of her a few more times, emptying himself fully inside of her.

      Elodie couldn’t believe what had just happened. It was even more perfect than she dreamed it would be.

      She was exhausted and out of it, not knowing what was happening until Logan slid out of her, and shifted her body until he was spooning her.

      “Mmmm,” he moaned as he kissed the back of her neck.

      Elodie wanted to tell him how amazing he was, how much she cared for him, how happy she was to be here. But her eyelids were so impossibly heavy and she couldn’t keep them open.

      Logan didn’t seem to mind. He just held her tight, breathing his warm breath on her neck as she gave up and fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Elodie opened her eyes in the morning just as the edge of the sun peeked over the mountains in the distance. It was quiet, except for the soothing sound of Logan sleeping beside her. She pulled the soft covers up to her chin and realized for the first time in a long time that she went through the entire night without having any nightmares.

      It was because of him.

      She turned and rested her head on the pillow as she studied his gentle face. The soft dark hairs of his beard, the sharp angle of his jaw, the strong slope of his nose.

      She felt safe in this bed. The fear and vulnerability were gone, replaced with a sense of security knowing that Logan would protect her.

      His eyes suddenly opened and his lips curled up into a groggy smile.

      “Good morning,” she whispered.

      He reached for her and pulled her even closer. Elodie touched the cheeks that she had been admiring and he closed his eyes, moaning as she ran her fingers over his beard.

      It wasn’t long before they were shifting their hips and he moved inside her.

      “Elodie,” he whispered as he rocked his hips slowly, sending waves of heat flowing through her. “I never thought I’d meet anyone like you.”

      “I know,” she whispered back as she cradled his face in her hands. She knew because she was feeling the same thing.

      She felt like she belonged here in his bed. She felt like she was home.

      “I don’t want you to leave,” he said as he made love to her slowly, tenderly. “I want you to stay here with me.”

      “You do?” She gasped as he rocked his hips, burying himself completely inside her.

      “I do. I’m in love with you, Elodie.” He gazed into her eyes and said it again, like he couldn’t keep those three delicious words bottled up any longer. “I love you.”

      He said the words as she was thinking them. “I love you too, Logan.”

      It was a beautiful, almost magical moment, and Elodie took it all in, trying to remember every detail from the soft light of the sun coming in through the window, the smell of the fresh sheets, the softness of his skin, and that wonderful look in his eyes as he watched her—that look that seemed to only confirm his words.

      He shifted on top of her, holding her close as his movements became urgent. They both came quickly and as Logan roared out in ecstasy, something else happened.

      His eyes began to cloud over with a darkness, swallowing his brown eyes in a haze of black. It should have been terrifying, but it was anything but.

      The warmest, most comforting feeling that Elodie had ever felt was circulating through her body as his black eyes were locked on her.

      It felt like the universe was shifting. Everything was changing.

      She could feel him inside of her. Not just in the physical way, but it was as if his soul was entering her body and merging with her own. Their essence, their energy, their very beings were locking together, entwining into one spirit.

      Elodie was speechless and breathing heavily when the darkness in his eyes began to fade.

      He was staring at her intensely. She could feel his heart pounding.

      Logan opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

      He didn’t have to say a word. She knew.

      They were mates now. His lion had bonded to her.

      And nothing would ever be the same again.
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      While Elodie was making coffee, she caught sight of something crumpled up in Logan’s recycling bin. It was the flyer that Colton and Rigs had handed him outside of the grocery store. Their offer to join a new crew. The one that he had inexplicably kept.

      She was relieved to see it in the recycling bin where it belonged. This was his home, and the way things were looking, it was going to be her home as well.

      That was, unless the Governor of Montana William Reyes had his way.

      She crumpled the paper back up, tossed it back into the bin, and finished setting up the coffee maker. While it brewed, she ran over to her cabin to check on her mom.

      It smelled like a brewery in the room so Elodie opened the windows, placed an empty garbage can next to her snoring mother’s head, and set her up with a couple of glasses of water on the nightstand. She was going to have a rough morning.

      Elodie on the other hand, was having a delightful one. She ran back over to Logan’s cabin, filled up two cups of coffee and brought them into the bedroom.

      Logan sat up on the bed with a tired smile on his face. “That’s a beautiful sight.”

      “Me or the coffee?”

      “All of it.”

      She handed him a cup and then sat cross-legged on the bed in front him, staring at him, amazed and excited that she was his mate.

      Elodie knew all about mates since her sister was a panther shifter, but knowing and feeling were two different things and she hadn’t been expecting to feel such all-encompassing love and affection so quickly.

      “So, where do we go from here?” she asked, wanting to know everything. About him, about their future, about all of it.

      “First, we drink our coffee,” he said, taking a sip as he smirked. “Then we’ll have breakfast. Then, whatever we want. We can do anything as long as we’re together.”

      As long as we’re together.

      Elodie liked the sound of that.

      Logan’s phone started buzzing and Elodie reached over to grab it off the dresser. “It’s Brian Jones,” she said with a gasp.

      “Answer it.”

      Logan leaned forward, perking up with interest as she dragged her thumb across the screen. “Mr. Jones,” she said in her most professional voice. “Elodie Fournier here.”

      He began talking fast, saying how much he enjoyed the show.

      “I spoke to my colleagues at Sandstone Records.” Elodie’s stomach did a little flip. Was this going to be good news or bad news?

      “Yes…”

      “And we see a really promising future for Predatone. We’d like Logan, Jordy, Dane, and Caleb to become a part of the Sandstone family.”

      “Great,” Elodie said, giving Logan a thumbs up. “Although, Matt Carter did feel the same way.”

      She heard Jones suck in a breath on the other line. “We’re confident that we can help Predatone grow into a household name and we’d like to be on the journey with the band. We’d like to offer Predatone a three-record contract for five million dollars.”

      Elodie felt like the wind was knocked out of her. She lurched forward, grabbing onto Logan for support.

      “What is it?” he whispered.

      She could barely talk, and Jones was waiting for her answer on the other end of the line.

      “I’ll have to speak with the band,” she said, already knowing their answer. “But I think that it’s going to be a yes.”

      “Great!” he said, sounding excited. “I’ll be at the bank in town at two o’clock with the contract and with a check for five million dollars. Do you think everyone can make it?”

      Elodie swallowed hard. “Yeah, I think they’ll be there.”

      “Perfect. I’ll see you then.”

      He hung up the phone and Elodie looked at Logan as the room started spinning. Five. Million. Dollars.

      “What did he say?” Logan asked.

      “He’s ready to sign Predatone for a three-record contract.”

      Logan’s face lit up. “For how much?”

      She said it slowly, dragging out each delicious word. “Five million dollars.”

      He lunged forward and wrapped his arm around her, squeezing her in a tight hug as he kissed her cheek a million times, thanking her over and over again.

      They worked out the math and screamed in excitement. Logan would be getting $1,125,000 and with Elodie’s 10% commission, she’d be getting $500,000.

      “You’re the one that created the music. I just set up the deal.”

      “You’re our manager,” Logan said, looking amazed as he pulled back and stared at her. “We’d still be a garage band if it wasn’t for you.”

      “What are you going to do with the money?” she asked. She already knew what she was going to do with hers.

      Logan ran a hand through his messy hair and grinned. “I’m going to put it toward the ranch. Hopefully one point one two five million dollars will be enough to hold William Reyes off for now, until we can make up the rest. I mean, it’s almost enough.”

      “We have enough.”

      He tilted his head, looking confused. “How do you figure?”

      “I’d like to contribute my share to help pay off the ranch.”

      He looked stunned. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I know,” she answered with a smile. “I want to.”

      These guys had given up so much for her. They had lost one of their own, and Logan had lost his arm while fighting to free her. She was more than happy to do it.

      Plus, she had grown to love this ranch with the gorgeous mountains and the amazing pool. She wanted to wake up here every morning and didn’t want to lose it either.

      It was the only place that felt like home anymore.

      Logan thanked her with a kiss, pulling her down onto him as their hands started to wander.
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        * * *

      

      The boys were all huddled around the bank manager, waiting eagerly as the money came through. Brian Jones had just left after the contract had been signed, and now they were waiting with bated breath as the manager refreshed Jordy’s bank account over and over again.

      Until…

      “Yes!” Jordy shouted, throwing his hands into the air. “I’m a millionaire!”

      Right there on the screen was $1,125,340.56. The $340.56 was what he had before.

      He immediately withdrew ten grand and started fanning himself with the thick stack of crisp one hundred dollar bills.

      “Check mine,” Caleb said, elbowing Jordy out of the way to get a better view of the computer screen.

      The bank manager clicked over to Caleb’s account and it said the same thing. The boys were making a huge scene with all of the hooting and hollering, but Elodie wasn’t embarrassed. It was a time to celebrate.

      Jordy pulled a bottle of champagne out of his bag, shook it, and then popped it open. The cork sounded like a gunshot and it must have fooled some of the patrons because they dropped to the floor like they were in the middle of a bank heist.

      “We’re rich!” Jordy shouted as he ran around the bank, pouring champagne into people’s mouths as he shoved hundred dollar bills into their pockets.

      “Sir!” the bank manager shouted. “You can’t do that in here!”

      “I can do whatever I want,” he shouted back. “I’m a Rock God!”

      Logan turned to Elodie and the boys with a grimace. “This is going to go to his head.”

      Caleb was already shaking his head. “You think?”

      A security guard came out of nowhere and grabbed his arm, twisting it behind his back. Jordy cried out in pain as the guard who was definitely a shifter yanked his arm up even higher. He dropped the bottle of champagne and it shattered on the floor.

      “Let’s go!” the guard said, dragging him to the door.

      “You can’t do this!” Jordy shouted at him as he was thrown onto the sidewalk. “Do you know who I am?”

      “We better go calm him down before he finds himself in jail,” Dane said with a laugh as he followed them out.

      “Celebration tonight?” Caleb asked as he turned to follow Jordy and Dane out.

      Logan grinned. “Come over and we’ll have some drinks by the pool.”

      “I’ll bring the Cuban cigars,” Caleb said, rubbing his hands together. “Are you guys coming?”

      “Not yet,” Logan said, shaking his head. “We have some business to take care of.”

      Caleb waved and left the building.

      “We need a certified check,” Logan said, turning back to the manager.

      Elodie grinned. “A big one.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m going from broke to millionaire and back to broke in a total of fifteen minutes.”

      Elodie laughed as Logan dropped his head.

      “That’s so depressing,” he said as they pulled into the parking lot of the Governor’s office. “Especially considering I have to give it to this asshole.”

      Elodie turned to him with a smile as he parked the car. “Just think of how happy your alpha will be when he finds out that his family legacy will be intact.”

      “I do love that ranch,” he answered as he stared out the window. “And it’s even better with you on it.”

      Elodie leaned over the parking brake and gave him a fat kiss on the cheek. “Let’s go spend all of our money!”

      They each took a deep breath and walked into the office building, heading to the second floor where the Governor’s office was.

      “Can I help you?” the secretary asked when they arrived.

      Logan’s back straightened. He looked uneasy. “We’re here to see William Reyes.”

      Reyes’ door was open and he walked out at the mention of his name. Elodie couldn’t help but gasp as she stepped a little closer to her mate. Reyes was enormous.

      She was used to being around big men now after a year and a half of being surrounded by all sorts of shifters, but this guy still gave her pause.

      His brow furrowed as he glared at Logan. “Did you come to hand over the deed to the ranch?”

      Logan shook his head as he pulled out the check. “I came to settle the score.” He dropped the certified check onto his secretary’s desk with a triumphant grin. “That’s what we owe you.”

      Reyes glanced down at his secretary who was bitting the end of her pen nervously. “Martha why don’t you go take a break.”

      The lady wasn’t about to argue with that. She bolted out of there.

      Instead of taking the check, Reyes crossed his arms over his massive chest and sneered at them.

      “Take it,” Logan said. “Today we’re settling all our debts.”

      “Nothing is getting settled today,” Reyes snapped back. “I have a nine-figure deal all set up. You think I’m going to throw that all way because you brought me peanuts?”

      “It’s what we owe,” Logan answered. He put his finger on the check and pushed it toward the Governor. “It’s finished.”

      Reyes’ eyes turned so cold that it sent a chill racing through Elodie’s body. “This isn’t finished.”

      He stormed back into his office and slammed the door.

      Elodie looked down at the untouched check on the desk with an uneasiness in her stomach.

      It’s not finished, she thought. It’s just the beginning.
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      “I guess he’s not much of a Rock God after all,” Dane said with a chuckle as he looked down at Jordy. The grizzly bear shifter was passed out in the back of Dane’s pickup truck, snoring loudly.

      “Not after guzzling a case of champagne, he’s not,” Caleb said, shaking his head.

      Their night of celebration was coming to an end. It was late and the girls were getting tired.

      “Goodnight, guys,” Abigail groaned as she leaned on Caleb’s arm. She was barely able to keep her eyes open. “Thanks for the party.”

      “Time to get you home,” Caleb said as he looked down at her with a warm loving smile. She didn’t resist as he leaned down, picked her up, and carried her off, holding her close to his chest. “I’ll see you guys soon!”

      Dane came over and hugged Elodie, thanking her again for making the deal happen.

      “You guys are the ones with the talent,” she said modestly.

      “Maybe, but we were about to self-destruct as a band until you walked in,” he answered. “And you have the kind of talent that we don’t. The kind that gets us paid.”

      Logan nodded as well, knowing that he was right. Predatone was signed to a record contract—he still couldn’t believe it—and it was all because of Elodie. They definitely lucked out in getting her as a manager, and they all knew it.

      “Your manager is ordering you to go home and get some sleep,” she said with a sly grin. “We’re going to have a lot of work to do in the coming weeks.”

      “Yes, boss,” he said, giving her a salute.

      He said bye to Logan and then hopped in the truck to drive Jordy home.

      Logan wrapped his arm around Elodie as she waved at the two departing trucks.

      “I like them.”

      Logan was grateful for that. It was always easier when your girlfriend liked your friends.

      “They like you too.”

      She turned to him with a hopeful look on her face. “Really?”

      Logan smiled as he leaned down and kissed her. “Really.”

      “Abigail is nice,” she said as she turned back to the truck’s lights that suddenly disappeared as Dane drove around the bend. “She’s a lifeguard at the lake?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is it a nice lake? Can you take me there tomorrow?”

      Logan grinned as he pulled her into his embrace, enjoying the fact that they were now alone. “Are you going to wear your sexy bikini? The black one?”

      He loved how her cute little cheeks always turned red when he talked to her like that.

      “Maybe, if you…”

      Lights coming down the road caught her attention. Logan huffed out a breath. Which one of his cock-blocking friends had forgotten something?

      They watched as the truck made its way onto the ranch, but Logan leaned forward, confused. It wasn’t Caleb or Dane’s truck.

      He stepped forward and gasped when the lights turned off and he saw who was behind the wheel.

      “Shit! Elodie get out of here!”

      William Reyes stepped out of the truck, looking bigger than ever and meaner than ever.

      Logan placed a protective hand across Elodie and gently pushed her back. “Go!”

      She looked too shocked and too scared to move.

      “What are you doing here?” Logan growled as he flexed his arm, getting ready for a fight.

      His inner lion was no longer cowering under the scent of the Black Death. His mate was here now and that meant everything had changed. Logan was relieved to feel him alert and ready to go.

      Reyes flexed his huge hands in and out of fists as he stormed over. “Do you really think I’m going to just let my sixty million dollar commission go?”

      “We paid the money we owe you!”

      “The money you owed the state,” Reyes snarled. “None of that goes to me! I’m getting my commission no matter who I have to go through. If you two die, the check disappears, and my deal will go through.”

      Logan’s stomach dropped. Reyes was even crazier than he thought.

      “That’s a big if,” Logan said as he narrowed his eyes on the enormous shifter. “You’ll have to get through my lion first.”

      “Your one-legged lion who is all alone?” Reyes laughed. “I’ll take my chances.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      Logan pulled off his shirt and circled the big man, wishing that Elodie would start running and never stop.

      Reyes raised his big hands and grinned as he threw a few warm-up punches into the air. His fists were the size of cannonballs and probably hit just as hard.

      He looked like the kind of shifter who could bring Mack to his knees and Logan had to face him all alone, with only one arm.

      “Come on,” he whispered to himself. “Mount up!”

      Grant wasn’t here to say it, so he said it to himself.

      They got closer and closer to the pool as they circled each other with their fists in the air. Logan threw the first punch—a straight right jab that Reyes easily batted away.

      He was at a clear disadvantage. Having only one arm meant that Logan couldn’t fake with the left and then strike with the right. He couldn’t throw any combinations. He couldn’t do much of anything.

      Logan lunged forward and unloaded with a heavy right hook that Reyes saw coming a mile away. His hand snapped out and grabbed Logan’s wrist.

      No!

      Logan tried to yank his arm free, but Reyes was much stronger and he held on with a firm hold. It felt like his arm was trapped in cement.

      His stomach dropped as Reyes yanked him forward—he knew it was going to be bad.

      There was nothing he could do as Reyes held Logan’s only arm with one hand and cocked his other hand back. The fist came hard and fast, slamming into Logan’s face with a ferocity that rocked and staggered him.

      His senses were gone. Blood poured out of his nose, black spots slashed through his vision, and a constant pounding boomed in his ears.

      The fist kept coming over and over again, slamming into his cheeks, his nose, his mouth. His legs buckled, but Reyes held him up, not finished with him yet.

      His lion growled and snarled, hating the threat to his mate, but Logan was too staggered to phase.

      The punches were relentless, smashing into him like violent ocean waves crashing onto rocks. He tried to yank his hand away, but Reyes held on tight, and Logan was losing strength by the second.

      But suddenly, Reyes’ grip loosened and Logan ripped his hand free. He tried to rush back, but his legs were like jelly and he stumbled backward, falling onto his ass.

      He shook his head, trying to clear the darkness spotting his vision and saw Reyes staring at Elodie with a pissed-off look.

      His face and shirt were wet, and it took Logan’s cloudy mind a few seconds to make sense of what he was seeing. Elodie was holding a broken champagne bottle in her hand as Reyes towered over her. It was only then that he realized she must have smashed it over his head.

      Logan watched in horror as Reyes palmed her face and pushed her away. His inner lion roared in fury as she went flying into the pool chairs, crashing over them and waking up Sloth.

      Reyes turned to finish her off, but seeing his mate in danger sent a surge of adrenaline rocketing through Logan’s battered body. He pushed himself back up to his feet, gritted his teeth, and charged.

      The Governor turned as Logan threw a punch and it landed hard on his thick chin. He grinned as Logan threw another, then another. They landed hard and clean—on his jaw, on his lips, on his nose. But they weren’t doing anything.

      Reyes was just grinning with amusement as he watched Logan throw everything he had at him. Blood was trickling down the Governor’s nose and from his split lip, but it was already healing and Logan was feeling sick with dread as his punches began to slow.

      Logan clenched his jaw and threw everything he had left into one more punch, but it hit nothing but air as Reyes leapt out of the way. He came flying forward, and grabbed Logan, putting him into a headlock.

      “I’ll kill your whole useless crew if it means keeping my deal,” Reyes hissed as he flexed his arm around Logan’s neck. He was squeezing so hard. Logan couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t move. The bright turquoise lights of the pool began to dim. The pile of crashed pool chairs began to spin.

      “I’ve been setting this up for years,” Reyes continued, but Logan wasn’t hearing any of it. The only thing he was hearing was a faint voice telling him to breathe, breathe, and that voice was getting fainter by the second as his air ran out.

      He grabbed onto Reyes’ thick forearm and pulled, but it was like trying to move a Redwood tree. Then out of nowhere, Reyes let go.

      Logan dropped to his knees, gulping and choking in deep breaths of air. He looked up as he wheezed and snorted, inhaling sweet air that couldn’t come in fast enough.

      Sloth was clinging onto the Governor’s face, snarling and growling as the fat cat slashed his cheeks in a rage. Logan wasn’t sure if he was pissed because Reyes was invading his home, because he was attacking his owner, or because he woke him up from his nap.

      Whatever the reason, Logan was thankful for the save.

      He stumbled back out of Reyes’ reach and let his angry lion come.
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      Elodie grunted in pain as she tried to climb out from the tangle of pool chairs all around her. Reyes had tossed her into them like she was nothing.

      She crashed into them hard and then scraped her arm and knees on the cement as she tried to break her fall. Poor Sloth had gotten a rude wake-up when she slammed into him.

      His orange face was close to hers, looking at her with a mix of shock and anger. “Help Logan,” she begged. She knew that her mate was in bad shape and Reyes was relentless. He was trying to kill him. “Please, Sloth. Please!”

      She knew they were in trouble when their fate rested in the obese paws of this lazy cat, but she was desperate and willing to try anything.

      Sloth disappeared and she struggled to push herself up to help her man.

      She gasped in horror when she got up and saw Reyes’ strong arm wrapped around Logan’s neck. His eyes were impossibly large and every thick vein was popping out on his blue forehead as he opened his mouth, desperately trying to take in air that couldn’t get through the giant shifter’s strong grip.

      He didn’t have much longer before he passed out, or worse…

      Elodie struggled to get up, but she was tangled in the broken chairs and she slipped back down.

      Then, like a furry superhero, Sloth leapt onto Reyes’ face, attacking the shifter with a ferocity that Elodie didn’t know was in him.

      Reyes let go of Logan and thrashed around, trying to get the fat cat off of him as Logan took some much-needed gulps of air.

      “Oh, Sloth,” Elodie gasped as Reyes finally got a hand on him. He grabbed the cat and threw him off with an angry grunt, and Elodie could only watch helplessly as the cat cartwheeled through the night sky and disappeared behind Ryder’s cabin.

      Hopefully, he’ll land on his paws.

      She turned back to the men and felt her spirits rise when she saw Logan’s lion standing proudly. He looked so majestic and powerful as he stood in the turquoise glow of the pool. His impressive mane was flowing all around him, making him look bold and fearless. Elodie was happy that the imposing lion was on her side.

      “You want to let our animals battle it out?” Reyes asked with a grin. “Fine. Let’s get wild.”

      Elodie couldn’t believe it, but Reyes was actually growing. His muscular back swelled out, tearing his shirt as his black hide ripped through. His nose extended out as two thick horns grew out the side of his forehead. In the time it took her to gasp, a monstrous Cape Buffalo had exploded out of the Governor.

      The bull dwarfed Logan’s lion. He was at least five times his size and looked ten times as deadly with his long gray horns that curled up to sharp deadly tips at the end. He lowered his head and let out a loud powerful grunt that Elodie felt resonating deep in her chest.

      Logan’s lion was snarling as he reared back with his teeth showing. He still looked a little unsteady on his three legs, but he wasn’t backing down from the hulking threat.

      Elodie’s mind raced as she watched in terror. If one of those horns dug into Logan’s body and struck the right place, her mate would be gone and she would be next. It was a new feeling to be more concerned about a man than about herself.

      She wanted to grab Logan and flee. She wanted them to hide and escape from the Governor. Let the other shifters deal with him. She didn’t want Logan anywhere near that vicious beast.

      But they weren’t going anywhere. The huge bull had Logan’s lion in his sights and he wasn’t backing down.

      Elodie’s heart was racing. Cold chills tingled down her back as the bull lowered his head and charged.

      The lion leapt out of the way, but the bull knew how to use his horns. The bull jerked his head in the lion’s direction and the cat roared in pain as the thick black horn thrust into his back leg.

      “No!” Elodie screamed as tears sprung to her eyes.

      The bull violently thrashed his head from side to side until her mate flew off and the sharp bloody horn slid out.

      Logan landed hard on the ground and rolled to a stop a few yards away. His lion whimpered as he struggled to stand up on his bloody back leg. He wasn’t ready to back down, snarling once again as he stumbled forward, but with his damaged leg and his missing leg, he wasn’t moving very fast.

      The Cape Buffalo sensed his chance, lowered his powerful head and charged once again.

      Elodie screamed as she sprang to her feet, desperate to do something, anything.

      The lion caught her eye and it seemed to give him the burst that he needed. He rolled out of the way as the bull tried to hit him with his horns. The sharp tips barely grazed the lion’s golden shoulder.

      Elodie watched with hope as the lion sprung back to his paws beside the bull. He winced in pain, but fought through it.

      Come on, Logan.

      The furious bull whipped his giant head around, looking frustrated as hell as the lion lunged onto his back leg.

      Yes!

      Logan’s lion chomped down on the bull’s thin back leg and pushed all of his weight into it.

      The skinny leg buckled and Reyes’ animal hollered in anger and frustration as Logan evened the score.

      A leg for a leg.

      The lion released the leg and leapt out of the way as the bull tried to turn around, nearly falling as he hobbled on it.

      Reyes let out a furious roar as he lowered his head once again, trying to strike the lion.

      Elodie’s heart was in her throat as she watched. Logan’s lion was fighting with everything he had.

      He leapt to the side once again, just missing the strike of the bull’s horns and then leapt onto the bull’s other back leg, sinking his strong jaws into the skinny leg.

      It was all happening so fast. The roaring of both animals, the blood, the limping bull, the thrashing of his horns.

      Reyes’ bull began bucking and kicking his back legs out, trying desperately to land a lucky hit. Unfortunately for Logan, he connected.

      All of the wind seemed to get knocked out of Logan as the bull’s hoof landed like a cannon into his ribs. He skidded out from under his legs with a whimper.

      Elodie wished there was something she could do. She wished that she was like her sister Amélie and could turn into a black panther to help out in the fight, she wished she was strong enough to do anything, she wished she was fast enough to get help. But all she could do was watch with an empty feeling in the pit of her stomach as her mate fought for both of their lives.

      The bull looked pissed. He lowered his head and grunted in anger. Logan’s lion winced as he pushed back up to his three paws. He stood up just as the bull lurched forward to charge.

      He wobbled on his injured legs and then stumbled backward, roaring in fury as his back legs buckled.

      The lion took off, not hesitating for a second, and then leapt into the air with his claws out and his jaws open. He landed on the bull’s thick hide and tried to dig his teeth in while Reyes thrashed around.

      They were getting closer and closer to the pool. Elodie gasped when they both tumbled over the edge and fell in. A huge tidal wave of a splash filled the air, wetting everything, including her.

      They both disappeared under the turbulent water and Elodie rushed forward trying to see through the choppy waves. She saw ripples of black and gold, and growing clouds of red, but the waves were raging and it was hard to make out anything.

      “Logan!” she screamed as long agonizing seconds passed without either of them emerging from the water. “Logan, get up!”

      She was in a panic, staring in anguish as she prayed that her mate was okay.

      Reyes was the first to emerge. He burst out of the water in his human form, gasping for air.

      “No,” Elodie gasped as she stepped back in horror. The lion was still under. He couldn’t drown. Not when she had finally found him. Not when her life with him had finally started.

      Reyes caught his breath and locked eyes on her as he swam to the edge. That cold terrifying stare seized her and locked her in place.

      He grabbed onto the side of the pool with his powerful hands and grinned as he pulled himself up.

      Elodie stared with bulging eyes as he began to emerge from the water. This is it. This is how I die.

      The water suddenly burst up behind him and Logan’s lion leapt into the air with a deadly roar. Reyes’ eyes widened as the lion’s claws landed in his back. He winced as his hands slipped from the edge of the pool as he was pulled back into the water.

      The lion snarled as Reyes turned around with terror on his face. Logan had him pinned in place and the lion’s jaws opened to reveal his deadly teeth.

      Elodie turned away as the lion lunged forward, biting Reyes’ neck. The sound was horrible as his teeth sunk in and the two shifters were dragged under the water.

      After a few seconds, Elodie couldn’t help but look. The pool water was a crimson red, eerily glowing with the pool lights.

      She couldn’t breathe as she waited, but then finally, the lion reappeared and swam to the shallow end. He stepped out of the pool and looked at her as Reyes’ dead body floated back up. She was glad he was chest down so she didn’t have to see that dreadful face again.

      The soaked lion hobbled out of the pool and began to shake and convulse as he phased. Logan emerged in his human form a few seconds later and Elodie had never been so happy to see someone in her life.

      She ran over and threw her arms around him, tackling him to the ground.

      “Ummm,” Logan said with a gulp as he looked behind her. “You might want to…”

      Elodie quickly turned in the direction that he was looking and saw her mother standing there, staring into the bloody pool with a stunned look on her face.

      It was a gruesome scene and Elodie immediately wondered how long she had been standing there. Her mother slowly turned from Reyes to Elodie who was hugging a naked bloody Logan.

      I wonder if this is a good time to tell her we’re together.

      “It’s okay, Maman,” she said as she got back up to her feet.

      Logan quickly grabbed a towel and wrapped it around his waist.

      “I heard a noise,” her mother said, turning back to the ghastly pool.

      The three of them turned to another noise, but it wasn’t anything to be worried about. Sloth was returning, looking grumpy and pissed off when he saw his broken pool chair.

      “Thanks for your help there, Sloth,” Logan said to the fat cat.

      “Yeah,” Elodie said with a laugh. “No more diet for you.”

      Sloth snarled at both of them and then waddled away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Logan

      

      

      

      It was a week later when Grant and the crew returned.

      It was a Wednesday afternoon and the band was just finishing up their practice. Jordy was taking his regular hissy fit, whining that Dane wasn’t playing the drums fast enough.

      “I’m on beat,” Dane said, shaking his head.

      “I can hear it!” Jordy complained. “It’s like needles in my ear.”

      Dane narrowed his eyes on him. “How would you like drumsticks in your ear?”

      “You guys are so unprofessional!” Jordy said as he stomped his foot on the ground. He turned to Logan looking for support. “Logan? Help me out here!”

      Logan just raised his hand and showed his palm. “I’m not getting involved.”

      It had already been a long practice, and he didn’t want to make any enemies. The guys had really helped him out after the night with the Governor and he still felt like he owed them all.

      Logan called them after the fight and they showed up about half an hour later to help clean up the mess. Jordy was still drunk but he sobered up really fast when he saw the giant body floating in the blood-red pool.

      By the time the sun rose the next morning, Reyes’ body was buried high in the mountains, his car was driven back to his office and parked in his usual spot, and the pool had been drained, cleaned, and was being refilled.

      The only visible difference on the ranch was the bent-up pool chairs that Logan couldn’t fully straighten no matter how many times he tried. It didn’t seem to bother Sloth in the least, the fat cat was back to his usual spot, sleeping twenty-three hours a day.

      The Sheriff’s office would be curious to know what happened to the Governor, but nothing would lead them back to the ranch. Even if something did, Grant was friends with Sheriff Austin and had a pretty good alibi. Everyone was out of the country, and no one would believe that a one-armed lion shifter could take out a giant Cape Buffalo shifter like Reyes all by himself.

      “You’re playing too slow,” Jordy repeated, not letting it drop. “We got paid five million dollars and you’re still playing like we’re getting paid five hundred!”

      Jordy had been a little stressed since the signing. He wanted to over-deliver to the record company, which Logan understood. They all did.

      “How about we try it again?” Elodie said with a sympathetic nod to Dane. “Maybe a little faster this time.”

      Dane took a deep breath and agreed.

      Logan smiled at Elodie as he stared at her in awe. Not only was she a great negotiator with the record company suits, but she was able to settle any argument between the band with only a few carefully chosen words. She was incredible.

      They were about to start their latest song from the top when the black pickup trucks came rolling in.

      Logan rushed out through the squeaky screen door of the storefront and could tell immediately that they didn’t find Bryce. His shoulders dropped as he cursed under his breath, walking down the steps to meet them.

      Grant was the first one out of the truck. He sighed as he looked at Logan. Disappointment, discouragement, guilt—it all hung in the air without so much as a word.

      “Nothing?” Logan’s voice caught as he spoke.

      Grant’s mouth was a tight line as he shook his head. “We got there and there was no facility anywhere in sight. We talked to people, we looked…”

      His chin started to quiver but the strength came back when Amélie stepped out of the truck and he saw her. She was his rock, like Elodie was his.

      Logan wanted to tell her everything that happened. Her sister was his mate and he had to hold his mouth closed before he word-vomited it all over her.

      Elodie burst out of the storefront and ran past Logan with a squeal. She lunged onto Amélie, nearly bringing her to the ground as they hugged.

      Ryder and Tempest stepped out of the second truck, followed by Mack.

      Mack shot Logan a quick glance and then dropped his eyes to the ground. He grabbed his bag out of the back of the truck and walked toward his cabin with his chin dipped low against his chest, looking destroyed.

      Logan’s heart broke for the big guy. He couldn’t imagine what he had been going through. Mack and Bryce had been best friends and Mack, through no fault of his own, was the one who caused his death. It must have been killing him.

      “Mack,” Logan called out as he ran over to meet him. He caught up to him and Mack couldn’t even look him in the eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      Mack’s dark green eyes sprung up in shock.

      “I’m really sorry, Mack,” Logan repeated in a soft voice. “I shouldn’t have blamed you for my arm. It wasn’t your fault.”

      Mack lowered his gaze once again, turning away in shame. “You weren’t wrong, Logan.” His voice was cracked, broken. “Everything was my fault. Your arm. Bryce.”

      “It wasn’t,” Logan said, shaking his head as he placed his hand on Mack’s big shoulder.

      “It was. I should have been stronger. I should have been able to kick that fucking skin shifter out of my head.”

      “I’ve never even heard of anyone who could fight a skin shifter like that,” Logan said in disbelief. “That’s how strong you are. If he would have tried that on any of us, we would have caved instantly. You resisted and you probably saved us all because of it. If he would have taken over your lion he might have killed every last one of us.”

      Mack didn’t look too comforted. He still looked devastated.

      “I was in charge of the little twerp,” he said with his chin quivering. “I was the one who was supposed to keep him safe. Grant put his trust in me, Bryce put his trust in me, and I let them both down. I killed the poor kid.”

      His huge shoulders started to shake and he lowered his head as tears filled his eyes. Logan stepped in and hugged him, holding him tight as the big guy sobbed.

      “Hey,” Logan whispered in his ear. “We can’t give up hope, okay? He’s still alive. I can feel it. He’s out there and we’re going to find him.”

      Mack choked back a sob and raised his head, looking at him with a determined look. “All right,” he said, wiping away his tears. “We’ll find him. And if we don’t, we’ll kill all the bastards who took him from us.”

      Logan cupped Mack’s cheek, wiping away the tears with his thumb as he locked eyes with him. “We’ll find him.”

      Mack nodded. “We’ll find him.”

      “Now come,” Logan said as he slid his arm around Mack’s shoulders and pulled him back to the group. “I have some good news for a change.”

      Jordy, Dane, and Caleb were on the porch of the storefront joking around with the guys. Jordy was busting Ryder’s balls. Ryder looked pissed.

      “You’re still mad because you had to settle for being a Bounty Hunter,” Jordy said with a smirk. “You couldn’t make it in the big leagues.”

      “Why didn’t you get hired at the firehouse?” Tempest asked her man. He flashed her a warning look.

      “He never told you?” Jordy asked with a smirk on his face. “Ryder, would you like to tell them or should I?”

      “How about you get the fuck off my ranch before I shove that microphone up your ass?” Ryder shot back. “I didn’t take the job because you guys are all a bunch of no-talent assholes.”

      Tempest was staring at Jordy, waiting with excitement to hear the story.

      “He walked in thinking he was a big hotshot,” Jordy said with a smile. “He grabbed one of the axes and started showing off, trying to hit a target in the distance. He missed by a mile and popped one of the tires on the firetruck.”

      Ryder frowned as everyone laughed, including Tempest.

      “You missed?” Tempest asked, staring at him in disbelief.

      “My hands were sweaty,” Ryder answered with a shrug. “I was nervous.”

      “We felt so sorry for him that we all chipped in and got him a golden ax as a gift,” Jordy said with a laugh.

      Tempest whipped her head around to her mate. The golden ax was hanging from her belt. “You told me the Fire Department gave this to you because you tracked down an arsonist!”

      Jordy let out a deep belly laugh. “He told you that? The only thing that was fired was him!”

      Tempest stared at Ryder expectantly, but he just shrugged. She shrugged to as she stroked the oak handle of the ax. “I still love it.”

      “Well, I have an announcement,” Logan said, getting the attention off of poor Ryder. Elodie walked over shyly and ducked under his arm as everyone turned to the new couple.

      “No!” Amélie gasped.

      Elodie had a big smile on her face as she nodded her head up and down. “We’re mates!”

      They all rushed forward, smothering them in hugs and congratulations and questions of how, where, and when.

      Logan told them all about it, grinning happily the entire time.

      “Tell them the good part,” Jordy said once his patience was wearing thin. “About the band.”

      “Did you break up?” Ryder asked, shooting Jordy a wicked glare.

      “No,” Jordy shot back. “We got ourselves a record contract for your information.”

      There were more cheers and congratulations as Logan and Elodie took turns finishing each other’s sentences as they recounted the story.

      “That’s not all,” Logan said, looking at Grant. “Your family legacy is going to be safe.”

      Grant looked confused. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s all paid off,” Logan said proudly. “The bills, the taxes, the fines, everything. It’s all gone and it’s not coming back.” Logan had met with the temporary Governor and the replacement wasn’t a fan of Reyes. Not only did he accept the check, but he also knocked off some of the bullshit taxes and fines, so they only had to pay one point one million after all. They had enough to fix up the storefront, get some proper trucks that didn’t belong to the US military, and pay off all of the credit cards that Grant had run up while saving all of the civilians they had freed.

      Their money problems were over.

      “Wow,” Grant said, looking like he didn’t know what to say. “But the Governor… when he finds out he’ll—”

      “He’s not going to find out,” Caleb interrupted with a grin. “Not unless he’s a zombie shifter.”

      Grant looked even more confused.

      Logan walked over and wrapped his arm around his alpha’s shoulders. “Let’s get some beers and I’ll tell you all about it.”

      “Great,” Jordy said, leaping over the railing onto the ground. “I could use a drink.”

      Ryder stopped him with a hand on his chest. “Bounty Hunters only.”

      Dane laughed as he grabbed Jordy’s arm, pulling him to the truck. “Come. I’ll buy you a beer at The Slurry Rabbit.”

      “Me too?” Caleb asked as he followed them out with his guitar.

      Dane shook his head. “You’re a millionaire. You can buy your own damn beer.”

      Elodie crept up to Logan’s side as he waved at the departing truck. His crew was looking like they all needed a drink as they shuffled toward the bar.

      “Well,” Elodie whispered as she watched them collapse onto the barstools. “They’re home.”

      Logan pulled her in close and gave her a deep kiss on the lips.

      “And so are you.”
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      “It should be Hush.” Jordy was starting to raise his voice. Elodie could sense the frustration in the recording studio, it was as thick as Jordy’s ego.

      “Hush should be a single,” Caleb shot back. “But it shouldn’t be our first.”

      “I agree,” Dane said, nodding. “It should be Bulletproof.”

      “Bulletproof is our worst song!” Logan huffed. “I think we should lead with Entangled Melody.”

      “You would,” Jordy said, rolling his eyes.

      Elodie took out the USB that had Predatone’s brand new album on it and stepped outside. She closed the door behind her and took a deep breath of the cool autumn air. The leaves were starting to change color on the ranch and it was absolutely spectacular.

      It all seemed much better now that their album was finally finished. A long month of being stuck in the recording studio with these bickering shifters was enough to drive anyone crazy.

      Even now, they were finally finished and instead of celebrating, they were arguing over which song should be the first single. Elodie didn’t have the heart to tell them that it wasn’t up to them. Brian Jones would be choosing their first single. It was in the contract.

      She grinned as she sat down on the steps, thinking of all that she had accomplished. The album was good, really good, and the boys were definitely going to be a hit. And she was the one who made it happen.

      Memories of being locked in the facility came drifting back and she exhaled deeply as she let them go. That was the past. It was over. She had a new life here in Redemption Creek, Montana and for once, she finally felt like she belonged.

      The door of their brand new studio opened behind her and Logan walked out, shaking his head. “Those guys are insane.”

      Elodie turned her neck and looked past him into the room where Dane was trying to hit Jordy with his drumsticks.

      “Nah,” she said with a chuckle. “You guys have just been cooped up together for too long. After a little break, you’ll be fine.”

      “I hope,” he said as he sat down beside her.

      Grant was so thrilled that the ranch debts had been paid off that he allowed them to convert the dilapidated storefront into a recording studio. It was perfect for what they needed. She just hoped that the boys wouldn’t destroy it before their next album.

      “Know what I would like to do now that we’re done?” Logan asked.

      Elodie grinned, hoping it involved a bed, candles, a locked door, and lasted at least a week.

      “What?”

      “Take you on a vacation,” he said as he slid his arm around her and pulled her a little closer. “Get away from here for the weekend.”

      Elodie dropped her head onto his shoulder and smiled. “Tell me more.”

      “I know a cute little inn that you would love,” he said. “The best part is, it’s away from all of this craziness.”

      “I’m out of the band!” Jordy shouted as he stormed out of the recording studio. Elodie and Logan quickly separated as he barreled down the steps between them. “I quit! I mean it. I quit!”

      “That’s what you said yesterday.” Logan shook his head as he came back together with Elodie.

      “This time I mean it!” he shouted.

      Elodie grinned. “Well, I guess that means you’ll have to give back all of the money. It says so in the contract.”

      Jordy’s face dropped. He stared at her for a second and then sighed. “I’ll see you guys tomorrow.”

      “Bye,” Logan said with a laugh as the firefighter got in his van and drove away. “Is that really in the contract?”

      Elodie shrugged as she laughed. “Who knows? You were saying… about escaping this place?”

      It really had been a busy month. Elodie had been keeping up with the investigation into the missing Governor. When the authorities began to look into it, they found that Reyes had been involved in some sketchy deals with some even sketchier people.

      It seemed that the police were assuming some of the organized crime members that he was associated with made him disappear. That had been a relief to hear. They were off the hook.

      Elodie loved the crew and she was getting along really well with Tempest and the boys. But the best part was being reunited with her sister. She had Amélie, her mother, and Logan all living together on a spectacular Montana ranch that she helped save. What could be better than that?

      It wasn’t all smiles though. Bryce was still missing and Grant was working tirelessly to try and find him. Logan kept up hope that he was alive and they would find him soon. Elodie hoped that her mate was right.

      “Does this place have a big bed?” Elodie asked as she closed her eyes, dreaming about a weekend alone with Logan.

      “Huge,” Logan said with a smile.

      “And a lock on the door?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      They looked at each other with a spark in their eyes.

      Elodie grinned. “How soon can we go?”

      “Five minutes?”

      “I’ll get the toothbrushes,” Elodie said as she jumped up. “You start the truck.”

      They gave each other a quick kiss and then darted away in opposite directions with smiles on their faces.
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