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      Wild. Ferocious. Untamed. Vicious. And that’s just Kneecap in his human form. His savage grizzly bear on the other hand… watch out! Nothing and no one has been able to tame this half barbarian/half shifter in thirty years, but there’s a glimmer of hope when a curvy girl named Nora walks onto the ranch.

      

      Nora Marchesi has come to Montana to find her sister. What she didn’t come to find was a naked caveman stalking her through the forest, but that’s exactly what she gets. He has long hair to his shoulders, a long beard to his chest, and a long (you-know-what) to his knees. And for some reason, he seems to have a big crush on her.

      

      Redemption Creek’s most savage grizzly bear is in a constant battle with his human companion Kneecap. Will they be able to work together to charm the pretty girl who is running away from them screaming? And when old enemies come to visit, will Kneecap’s new civilized manner be enough to stop them?

      

      Find out in Book Three of The Grizzly Bear Shifters of Redemption Creek by Kim Fox!
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      For an adorable little town, the people sure aren’t very friendly. I haven’t been able to get one person to talk to me.

      I spot a young kid, maybe about fourteen, standing on the sidewalk by himself. He’s cute with dark black hair, bright green eyes, and an abundance of hard muscle. Maybe he’ll know who I’m looking for.

      I fluff up my curly blonde hair and pop open a button on my shirt to show a little cleavage as I walk over. Nothing gets teenage boys cooperating like showing a little boob.

      “Hi!” I say, giving him a big flirtatious smile.

      His eyes drop to my chest and then dart right back up to my eyes. “Hello.”

      “What’s your name?”

      He clears his throat as his cheeks redden. “Bryce.”

      “I’m Nora,” I say with a flick of my hair. Oh geez. I have a PhD in psychology and I’m acting like a brainless teenager.

      But I’m getting kind of desperate. I’ve been roaming the streets for two hours and I’ve gotten absolutely nowhere. I thought everyone in small towns knew everyone else. This is so frustrating!

      “I just arrived,” I say with a wide smile, “and I’m looking for a friend. Can you help me out? I’d really appreciate it.”

      Bryce grins. Ew. I don’t even want to think about where his hormone-filled brain is going right now.

      “Sure,” he says, looking eager to help. “What’s your friend’s name?”

      “Lachlan.”

      His eyes light up. Bingo.

      “I know Lachlan,” he says, looking thrilled to be able to help.

      “You do?” I ask, feeling my heart start to thump a little faster. “Where can I find him?”

      He’s about to tell me when the most massive man I’ve ever seen comes stomping toward us. I can feel the vibrations in the sidewalk. That’s how freaking big this guy is.

      “Who you talking to, twerp?” he asks in a deep voice that makes my pulse race. His hard, untrusting eyes quickly look me over.

      “She was just looking for a friend,” Bryce says, looking up at him with innocent eyes. “She knows Lachlan.”

      The man smacks the back of poor Bryce’s head and scowls. “When strangers come knocking, we don’t know nothing.” He turns back to me with a glare. “We don’t know no Lachlan.”

      I stare back at him. “But you do, though.”

      “We don’t.”

      “But you do.”

      He shakes his head with a grunt, grabs Bryce and pulls him away. Bryce glances over his shoulder at me with a look that says ‘sorry.’

      I feel my blood pressure go through the roof as they walk away. This place is beyond frustrating.

      If I find Lachlan, I can get closer to finding my sister Jessie. The last time I saw her was a few weeks ago at her wedding. As soon as the bridal march started, she marched her ass right out of the church and never looked back.

      Before she left, she told me that she was coming to this town to find an old flame, a man named Lachlan who she’d fallen in love with years ago.

      I haven’t heard a word from her since and have been sick with worry. I just need to see that she’s okay.

      I’m not the only one looking for her. My father, Emanuele Marchesi, Chicago’s most powerful mob boss, is desperate to find her as well.

      His main rival, Luca Capuano, has disappeared off the face of the earth and my father has taken over his territory, his crew, his businesses, everything. His power, influence, and notoriety have doubled in the past few weeks, but he still has a chip on his shoulder.

      He wants Jessie to pay for embarrassing him. He’s a man who doesn’t tolerate disobedience well, and Jessie all but spat in his face in the most public way possible. He was forcing her to marry Luca, and she took off at the aisle and ran.

      I just want to make sure that she’s safe. If he finds her, he’s going to hurt her, or worse. And if he knew that I knew where she was, I would be in as much trouble as her.

      I spend the next twenty minutes wandering the town, trying to talk to people who don’t want to talk to me. It’s strange how people are so wary of outsiders here, especially considering the town looks so warm and welcoming. Cute little shops line the cobblestone roads and the restaurants and bars have fun names like The Slurry Rabbit and Hungry Mountain Man Diner.

      It’s not at all what Jessie had described. First of all, the name of the town had been changed from Red Dead Creek to Redemption Creek. It took me forever to find that out. She had also told me that it was full of biker gangs and unsavory characters, but this place looks like the most serious crime would be someone sticking a wad of gum under a bench.

      The view of the mountains from every angle is utterly spectacular. I keep breathing in the clean air and moaning at the freshness of it. I’m not made for city life. I would love to live out here someday. Open up a small office in town and offer some therapy sessions—that would be a dream life.

      I approach another friendly face only to find that face harden up when I mention that I’m looking for someone. This is hopeless.

      A thought dawns on me when I see the bar across the street: maybe people will be more talkative in there. Especially after I buy a few rounds.

      I head into The Slurry Rabbit and smile to myself when I walk inside. It’s cute. The jukebox is playing an upbeat country song about riding horses on the beach and the bartender is pouring beers into mugs so big they should be in some Oktoberfest tent in Germany rather than in a bar. There are a few people sitting among the mostly empty tables, talking and drinking their dark beers.

      I look over the people, trying to find which one will be most likely to talk—aka who’s the drunkest—as I walk toward the booth by the far wall. I slip inside and look at an enormous man who’s sitting with a curvy woman on his lap, wondering if they’re the talkative type.

      I’m fidgeting with the wet coaster as I wait to be served, ripping the soggy corners off and tossing them into the ashtray. A sad thought makes my shoulders droop. Will I ever see Jessie again? What if she didn’t find Lachlan here and was forced to keep moving? She could be anywhere on the planet. And if my father with all of his connections can’t find her, then I definitely won’t be able to find her.

      The thought brings to tears to my eyes and I have to wipe them away as the waitress comes over to take my drink order.

      She looks like a cowgirl with tight blue jeans, tanned arms sticking out of her white tank top, and a matching white cowboy hat, which is blocking her face as she looks down while she reaches for her notepad.

      “What can I get you, hun?”

      My face drops when she looks up. It’s Jessie.

      She looks as stunned as me. “Nora?”

      “Jessie?”

      My heart is pounding as we stare at each other, both too dumbfounded to react.

      Something snaps and we’re both squealing and screaming and jumping into each other’s arms like we haven’t seen each other in years, which it feels like.

      By the time we’re done, everyone in the bar is staring at us.

      Jessie is gripping my arms like she’s afraid I’ll disappear if she lets go. “What are you doing here?” she asks, looking me up and down with her wide blue eyes.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing,” I say, looking her over. This is not the same girl who hugged me in her wedding dress a few weeks ago. She looks so… free. So at ease and happy.

      Her skin is tanned, her muscles toned, her eyes bright with life. She looks beautiful.

      “I’m working here,” she says proudly. “Four shifts a week.”

      I’m still staring at her in shock. “Tell me everything.”

      “Hold on.” She finally lets go and races off to the bar. She grabs two of the beer mugs from the bartender and tells him that she’s taking a break.

      She turns to everyone in the bar and gets their attention. “I haven’t seen my sister in a long time and we have some catching up to do, so if anyone needs a drink…” She points to the bar and grins. “Get off your lazy ass and get it yourself.”

      My mouth drops as I turn to the customers, expecting them to be outraged, but they just laugh and smile at me and raise their half-empty mugs to her before taking another sip. Wow, this is not like the city at all.

      Jessie sits across from me and slaps one of the beers onto my soggy coaster. We just stare at each other in shock for a minute before either one of us talks. Then the words come pouring out of both of us. She tells me all about Lachlan and how she’s fallen deeply in love with him. She tells me about the ranch she’s living on with six men and one other woman. She tells me about her job and how much she loves working. How she loves finally being independent and away from Dad’s suffocating shadow. She tells me about her horse named Posh and how she goes riding every day through the mountains and valleys on the ranch.

      I’m so happy for her. And even a little bit jealous—okay, a lot jealous—but in a good way.

      Jessie has always had it harder than me. We share the same father but have different mothers. My mother came to her senses soon after I was born and moved me away from my father in Chicago, the wicked Emanuele Marchesi, and brought me to Kansas City to raise me. My mother is a strong independent woman who protected me from the man and made sure she was always present when I saw him.

      Jessie wasn’t so lucky. My younger half-sister didn’t have a strong mother to keep her sheltered from the corruption. She only had Dad.

      Her mother had died when she was very young and she fell under my father’s control. She couldn’t take a breath without his approval. He controlled every aspect of her life—not even letting her get a job when she graduated from school and picking the man she was required to marry.

      I always wanted to help Jessie, but there was nothing I could do. My father has always been a very powerful man and what he wants, he gets.

      It broke my heart to see my little sister living such a hellish life when I was free. The guilt weighed on me and I didn’t realize how much until now. I’ve always wanted to see Jessie happy and living a life she loved, and now that I’m seeing it, it’s getting me all choked up.

      It makes what I have to tell her, all that much worse.

      “Was Dad pissed?” she asks, grinning as she takes a sip of her beer.

      My stomach hardens and my chest tightens as I watch her. “He’s looking for you.”

      She shrugs. “I’m not afraid of him. Not anymore.”

      It seems that her cowboy hat is on a little too tight. She can’t be that foolish.

      “Jessie,” I say in a serious tone. “He’s more powerful now than ever. Luca is… gone.”

      She grins, looking like she doesn’t have a care in the world. “Good riddance.”

      “Dad has taken over his territory,” I say. “He’s got senators in his pocket now. He’s looking for you everywhere and when he finds you…”

      I let the horrifying thought linger in the air, but Jessie just takes another sip of her beer, looking like she doesn’t give a fuck.

      “Tell me you didn’t use your real name on your employment papers,” I say, pleading with her. If she’s in the system, Dad will find her. “Jessie?”

      She shrugs. “It’s going to be fine. I’m not worried.”

      “You should be.”

      To my surprise, she smiles. “He’s not the only one with some muscle behind him. I’ve got a…”

      Her words fall away as she stares at me, seeming to think twice about what she’s saying. I’m reminded of all the people I encountered outside. None of them wanted to talk to me and here my sister is looking at me the same way. What the hell is the matter with this place?

      I lean forward. “A what?”

      She sits back and takes a deep breath. “A few words to say to him if he comes around here.”

      “You’re going to need more than a few words to stop Dad.”

      She shrugs. “We’ll see. Tell me about you. I’ve been blabbing the entire time. How’s Nick? How’s the job?”

      “Gone and over,” I say as my shoulders slouch down. I still can’t believe it.

      “What?” she asks, staring at me with a concerned look. “What happened?” My sister has the biggest heart. She has a powerful mob boss chasing her down and she’s worried about my insignificant problems.

      “It wasn’t going well,” I say. “Apparently, dating your boss isn’t the best idea in the world.”

      I was working as a psychologist in a company that specialized in corporate psychology and was dating my boss Nick. After only two months, it started to fall apart. I’ve never been good at relationships. This one, at only two months, was my longest. Actually, it was only seven weeks if you want to get technical.

      I can’t get intimate with anyone.

      My father might not have been a constant in my life, but he was there enough to fuck me up.

      “Did you two break up?” she asks.

      I nod. “Nick had latent abandonment issues from his parent’s divorce and that was causing him to subconsciously act out in passive-aggressive ways toward me. I concluded that this self-sabotage was due to a fear of commitment, probably deep rooted in his psychological pain of having his primary caregiver leave at such a crucial stage in his development. So, really it wasn’t my fault this time.”

      “Did you diagnose him like that?” she asks with a laugh.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re a psychologist,” Jessie explains. “You have a tendency to see your boyfriends as test cases and not men. Guys want a girlfriend, not a shrink.”

      I sigh as I take a sip of beer and contemplate her words. Maybe she has a point. I do tend to look at my relationships through a psychologist’s filter. But then…

      “How can I fix them if I don’t diagnose them?”

      She laughs. “You fix them through love. Through acceptance and a mutual respect.”

      I take a deep breath and exhale long and hard. “I think your cowboy hat is cutting off the blood circulation to your brain.”

      She laughs and then downs her beer. “So, you’re unemployed now?”

      I nod.

      “Great,” she says, slapping the table. “That means you can stay! You’re staying with us.”

      “Who’s us?”

      “Me, Lachlan,” she says, “Maximus, Abigail, Caleb, Tito, Ronin, and, um, Kneecap.”

      “Kneecap?” I ask, jerking my head back. “Is that a real name.”

      She takes a deep breath and sighs. “Yeah.”

      I grin. “I have to meet this guy.”

      Her eyes drop to the table. “Let’s hope for your sake that you don’t.”

      “What?”

      She just ignores me and bursts out of the booth. “Let’s get out of here,” she says. “I’m ditching work.”

      I’m looking up at her in shock. “How are you going to do that?”

      “Easy,” she says, turning to the bartender. “I’m taking the rest of the day off.”

      He shrugs his round shoulders and pours another beer. “All right. See you tomorrow.”

      Jessie turns back to me with an excited grin. “Let’s go!”
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      Shut the fuck up.

      I barely open my eyes before my infuriating bear is already terrorizing me. His vicious growls and snarls echo through my pounding head as he thunders around, charging and rushing to get out.

      The rock I’m lying on is cold, the relentless flies are buzzing around my head, and this asshole of a grizzly bear I’m forced to live with is already ruining my day, five seconds in.

      My head is pounding as I sit up in the cave. There’s a half-eaten deer beside me. Its carcass has leaked blood all over me while I slept, staining my skin red.

      I shake my head, disgusted. I’m more animal than man.

      The smell of blood has gotten my grizzly’s attention and he’s making me pay. By the time I get to my feet, he’s already charged forward three times, fighting to get out. I struggle to hold him back, pushing him back down, which just pisses him off more.

      I grin. There’s not a lot of things that make me happy in this world, but pissing off my annoying fucking bear is one of them.

      My belly is full. The bear eats enough for the both of us, but I could use some coffee.

      He’s in my ear as I walk outside, gnashing his teeth and snarling, furious that I’m caging him in.

      Let me have a fucking coffee first.

      He hates it when I’m out. I’m not a shifter. Shifters live in harmony with their animals.

      I’m a prisoner of a man living with a savage and murderous bear who would kill me if he ever had the chance.

      He has no interest in sharing a body. He fucking hates me.

      The feral grizzly wants to be out all the time. He’d be happy to keep me locked up for the rest of our lives. He’d be even happier to sink his teeth into my neck.

      Unfortunately for him, we never cross paths. When he’s out, I’m in, and when I’m out, he’s pissed.

      He bounds for the surface and this time he nearly slips through. I flex my body tight, gritting my teeth as I shove him back down. He’s tough. And relentless.

      One fucking coffee. Is that too much to ask?

      He snarls back at me. He hates it when I talk to him.

      He hates everything about me.

      This is why it’s best to be alone. He’s always provoking me. Always challenging me.

      Constantly growling in my ear. It’s hard to have a conversation when all you hear is hissing and howling. Hey, how’s it going? Roaring. Nice weather today. Snarling.

      It never stops. And it always puts me in a bad mood.

      The guys in the camp are always laughing, smiling, and joking around. I can’t join in. I just can’t.

      It’s hard to joke around when all of your concentration is focused on holding back a two-ton wild grizzly bear who would gladly slaughter all of them if I let up for half a second.

      It was easier in the past when I was the enforcer of the crew. Violence has always made my nasty bear tolerable. It’s the only thing that seems to make him shut the fuck up for a few breaths.

      And back when I was an enforcer, there was a constant stream of asses to kick. Now that it’s peacetime, it’s harder than ever.

      Fucking dragons. They came and took away the only thing that kept me sane.

      Now, it’s impossible to be around people. So, I stay away from the crew. I live in the forest like an animal. It’s better this way.

      Lonely, but better.

      I still try to help out the guys in any way I can. I bring them food. Survey the borders of the ranch. Scare away the wolves. Shit like that.

      My bear doesn’t give a shit about a crew though. He doesn’t care about anyone but himself.

      It kills me that he’s always picking fights with them. He chased after Lachlan’s new girl, whatever her name is. I was fighting him back the whole time, but luckily, Lachlan arrived just in time to help.

      And that poor kid, Caleb. My ferocious fucking grizzly sliced his chest open in the forest a few days ago. I don’t know much about the kid, but I know he didn’t deserve that.

      The guilt is as bad as the loneliness sometimes, but what can I do? I can’t control this feral monster. He does what he wants. And what he wants is violence.

      I just want to be left alone.

      That’s all I can hope for. That and a fucking cup of coffee once in a while.

      My shoulders slump in disappointment when I see the coffee pot by the fire pit. Or, what’s left of it.

      The intense growling stops in my ears for a second as I pick up the crushed tin pot. Coffee grounds are scattered all over the forest floor.

      “You did this on purpose,” I mutter. “Didn’t you?”

      My bear grumbles. Why does he hate me so much?

      Before I can think of an answer, he rips forward with the power of a stampeding herd of bison and I lose my grip.

      My body burns as the savage bear claws its way up and out to freedom.

      He explodes out of me with a violent roar as I get shoved down inside like a prisoner.

      I watch with a sense of hopelessness as he smashes through the forest about to start another murderous rampage.

      This psycho is public enemy number one for what’s left of the deer population.

      He skids to a stop, turns, and runs back to the cave. With a fiendish grumble, he stomps on my coffee pot a couple more times before leaving once again.

      Like I said, he’s a fucking asshole.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When my frustrating roommate has finally killed and eaten enough for the day, I’m able to slip back out. I catch him in a moment of distraction, and surge forward, pulling him back in.

      He fights me the whole way down.

      It’s late afternoon now and the summer air is cool. It feels good on my hot and sweaty skin.

      I’m filthy. Caked with dirt and dried blood. I have a horrible taste in my mouth and I don’t even want to think about what I must smell like.

      I head straight for the river with my aggravating bear complaining in my ear the entire time. It makes me so damn irritable.

      Without thinking, I punch a thick tree that I pass, leaving five deep dents in the trunk. It just encourages my bear. He steps up his torment, harassing me even louder.

      A few minutes later, I’m in the river, cleaning myself off. I have some soap I’ve stashed away between two rocks that I use to clean my hair and body. The clear river water doesn’t look so fresh after it passes by me.

      I brush my teeth with a new toothbrush that Maximus left for me. He’s the only one who understands. He’s the only person I’ve been able to be around for longer than five minutes.

      He’s my alpha, and as much as my bear hates to be around others, he still submits to Maximus’ grizzly. I don’t know why. Maybe even the most out of control creatures need some sort of grounding.

      I leave the river, feeling clean and invigorated. It’s such a beautiful night. The sun is up. Not a cloud in the sky. It’s the kind of summer night where barbecues roar and drinks flow.

      I’m better off alone—I know that, but that doesn’t mean I don’t get lonely.

      And on nights like these, the longing gets so intense that it aches.

      I take a deep breath of the cool air and hike to the mountain that overlooks the camp in the far distance. It doesn’t take me long to get there.

      The twins are cooking up a feast. I can almost smell it from here.

      The fire is going and Maximus is handing out beers. The two girls are there. Lachlan and Caleb’s girls. I don’t know their names.

      I sit down on the dirt and watch with a longing gaze. I can’t join them, but I can watch. It makes me feel a bit better. Like I’m a part of something.

      My breath quickens when I see a third girl. A new one.

      She has long blonde curls that bounce on her shoulders with every beautiful step that she takes. She looks like an angel. She is an angel.

      My chest hurts as I watch her. Who is she? What is she doing there?

      The twins are all over her, handing her drinks, pulling a chair out for her, touching her whenever they can. It makes me want to grab them and turn them into Siamese twins by smashing their heads together.

      Even my bear is growling as I watch. We finally agree on something.

      I’m mesmerized by her. It hurts to take my eyes off her, so I don’t.

      I’ve never felt anything like this for a girl before, but this is no ordinary girl. This is an angel.

      I want her. More than I want to be alone. More than I want anything else.

      The crushing realization of my hopeless situation comes crashing down on me like boulders. I can’t have pretty things like her. I can’t be around people.

      My cruel bear would just ruin it like he’s ruined everything else.

      So I watch.

      And I yearn.

      Because it’s all I can do.
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      “This is quite the life you have here,” I say, marveling at Jessie as her gorgeous man refills her wine glass. He refills mine next. I like him already.

      “I can’t complain,” she says with a grin. “Back home, I had every comfort imaginable. Brand new Audi every year, a beautiful suite overlooking Chicago, all the designer clothes that I wanted… and now look at me. A ratty old pickup truck that only plays baseball on the radio, a log cabin that could fit in my old bedroom, and dirty jeans and hiking boots.”

      She laughs. “This is way better,” she says with a big smile. “I wouldn’t trade this for a fleet of Lamborghinis.”

      “This place suits you,” I say, nodding as I look at the white cowboy hat on her head. “I’m so happy you’re happy.”

      She grins. “Me too.”

      “I’ve been so worried about you for the past few weeks,” I say, shaking my head. “If only I knew you were living your dream life up here. It might have saved me a few grey hairs.”

      The truth is, I’ve been worried about Jessie my whole life. I still am. If my father finds her here, her dream life will become a nightmare.

      We’re sitting by the fire, drinking wine as the boys clean up in the outdoor kitchen. The twins keep turning every few seconds to smile at me.

      “I think they like you,” Jessie says with a laugh. “I’ve never seen them like this before.”

      I giggle as I smile back at her. “I’m here to see my sister. That’s it.”

      I only say it loud enough for Jessie to hear, but for some reason, the twins both groan in disappointment. Maximus and Lachlan start laughing at them.

      “Looks like you’re going to have to jerk each other off again tonight, boys,” Lachlan says with a chuckle.

      “Just ignore them,” Jessie says with a roll of her eyes. “They’re still boys at heart.”

      Caleb and Abigail come walking over and sit down on two of the empty chairs. They went for a walk after dinner to watch the sunset. They still have that adorable look of new love on their faces whenever they look at each other. They’re so cute.

      “So, you’re a psychologist?” Abigail asks, trying to make some friendly conversation.

      “I am,” I answer. Wait. Can I still be a psychologist if I’m unemployed?

      “You should open up an office here,” Caleb says with a laugh. “I know a lot of tortured men around here who could use a therapist.”

      He glances at the forest and his eyes narrow. “I know someone who could really use a shrink.”

      I turn in the direction he’s looking in and immediately feel cold shivers snake up my back like there’s something or someone in there watching me.

      Abigail quickly changes the subject, telling me how she’s a lifeguard down at the lake. “You should come swimming,” she says. “It’s a gorgeous lake with a nice sandy beach.”

      Caleb slides his arm around her proudly. “With the world’s hottest lifeguard.”

      Her cheeks start to turn red as she looks up at him. God, they’re adorable.

      I want that.

      I chuckle to myself, picturing myself in her shoes. Instead of blushing, I would probably be analyzing the tone of his speech and wondering what his deep-rooted subconscious motivations for saying that would be. Maybe Jessie was right. Maybe I do have a tendency to see my boyfriends as test cases and not men.

      I try to be their shrink when I should just be their girlfriend.

      “Who would like dessert?” Ronin asks, rushing over.

      Tito hurries past him, elbowing him out of the way. “Nora, do you like chocolate?”

      “I do.”

      They both smile the exact same smile.

      “Well, you’re in luck,” Ronin says, pushing Tito to the side. “Because we have a chocolate cream pie.”

      Tito pushes back. “I made it myself.”

      “No, you didn’t!” Ronin snaps. “I was there when you bought it at the store.”

      Tito rears on him with his muscles flexed and his jaw tight. “Why did you tell her that, you jerk?”

      “Because you told her I farted during dinner.”

      “You did!”

      “But you didn’t have to tell her!”

      I lost track of who’s who. And when they start wrestling, forget it.

      Lachlan turns to me with a look of embarrassment as they knock over a chair while fighting on the ground. “We don’t get a lot of women coming around here.”

      I laugh. “I can see why.”

      The twins are wrestling on the ground, trying to shove dirt into each other’s mouths.

      Maximus tosses the dishtowel onto the counter and stomps over with a hard look on his face. I hold my breath as he grabs one twin in each hand and lifts them off the ground easily. Wow, that guy is strong.

      “We have a guest,” he says in a voice that gushes with authority. “Start acting like it.”

      The twins both look embarrassed as he lets them go. I watch with a grin on my face as they both casually walk over to two empty chairs and sit down. Both of their hair is a mess and they both have leaves stuck to their shirts. “So, Nora,” one of them says in a calm voice. “Do you come here often?”

      Jessie and I laugh while the guys roll their eyes.

      “You have to be kidding me?” Jessie says, staring at them with a look of disbelief. “Do you know anything about women?”

      “They know a little something,” I say, offering an olive branch. “They got the chocolate cream pie right.”

      They both smile.

      I smile back. “As long as they don’t try to hand feed it to me, we’ll be okay.”

      The rest of the night is a blast. We sit around the campfire as the stars come out overhead. The warm smell of burning wood mixed with the sweet smell of wine is making the perfect atmosphere. There’s a warm breeze swirling about and I’m laughing more than I have in years as we all sit around and talk.

      “I can’t believe you get to do this all the time,” I say to Jessie when we walk to her cabin to go to the bathroom. “I’d be watching some crappy reality TV show at home right now, and you’re having a party and getting spoiled by a gaggle of hot muscular men.”

      She looks up at the stars with a content look on her face. “It is pretty perfect.”

      It is perfect. But it can all come crashing down around her.

      She’s not the only one in danger. She’s putting her friends at risk too just by being here. And it’s driving me crazy how she’s so relaxed about it all. She’s in total denial.

      “Jessie,” I say, stopping her. “Did you use your real name and social security number on the forms when you got hired as a waitress?”

      She takes a deep breath and sighs. “I’m not hiding anymore,” she says with a firm resolve. “If Dad or any other goons want to come and get me, I’m right here. They’re more than welcome to try. The days of me cowering in front of him are over.”

      She’s truly not afraid. I’ve never been so proud of her, even though she is being a total idiot.

      “And what about your nice friends?” I ask, trying to make her see. “What about Lachlan? What are big muscles going to do against bullets? Are you going to be able to forgive yourself if they get hurt?”

      She takes a deep breath and stares at my feet. “I’m one of them now,” she finally says. “They’d die for me just like I’d die for them.”

      “You sound like you’re in a cult,” I say, staring at her in shock. My mind flashes back to the sign we passed on the way in. The Grisly Grizzlies. What kind of place is this?

      Jessie’s face softens and she laughs. “It’s not a cult,” she says with a smile. “It’s my new family.”

      My chest aches at hearing that. I thought I was her family. I know we’re only half sisters and we grew up apart, but I can’t help but feel left out. Then, I immediately feel guilty for the thought. Jessie deserves all the love in the world. She deserves more than what I can give her.

      “I know,” I say, feeling tense. “I just get so worried.”

      She takes the white cowboy hat off her head and plops it on mine. “You’re in Montana now,” she says with a grin. “Don’t worry so much. It’s against the law out here.”

      “Okay,” I say with a laugh. “I’ll try. A couple of more glasses of that delicious wine and I’ll be there.”

      She holds her stomach and winces. “Speaking of which… I have to go pee.”

      I laugh as she turns and runs to the cabin by the river. It’s such a beautiful night and I rarely get to see the stars, so I take my time, waltzing along and looking up at the gorgeous night sky. The warm breeze hits my face and I smile. How could you possibly worry when living in a place like this? It feels so secluded like you’re on another planet.

      Another cold shiver snakes down my back when I feel eyes on me once again. My eyes dart to the forest, but I can’t see anything. It’s too dark and the trees are—

      I gasp when I see an outline of a man standing there.

      No. Not a man. It’s way too big to be a man.

      It takes a step forward and my heart starts pounding when I see his eyes reflecting in the moonlight. They’re locked right on me.

      My body freezes. I can’t move.

      Adrenaline is surging through me—my heart feels like it’s going to explode—but I still can’t move a muscle.

      I glance back at the fire pit where the guys are laughing and then look at the cabin, trying to judge which one is closer. As soon as my legs start working, I’m running. I’m already taking deep raspy breaths and I haven’t even moved.

      I turn back to the monster in the forest and gasp when he starts walking forward. Is that Bigfoot? But then I see… It’s a man.

      He’s enormous with a huge chest that looks like it should belong in a Marvel movie and with arms that look like they could rip trees out of the ground. His hair is long and messy like he’s lived in the woods for years. A long shaggy beard covers the lower half of his face and descends onto his hairy chest. The shadows are covering the bottom half of him, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he was pants-less too.

      But none of that is what catches my attention. It’s his eyes. Bright grey like the moon but with the intensity of the sun.

      He’s staring at me like he’s never seen a woman before. He’s staring at me like he’s going to eat me, cowboy hat and all.

      I gulp as my mind races. Is he supposed to be here? Does he know Lachlan and the guys? Is he going to hurt me?

      But there’s something in that intense stare. I don’t know how I know, but I can feel that he means me no harm.

      Suddenly it hits me. When I was talking to Jessie at the bar. She mentioned something about another guy who lived on the ranch with a funny name. T-bone? Ankle?

      Kneecap! That was it.

      I said I had to meet this guy, and she said, ‘let’s hope for your sake that you don’t.’

      My voice feels like it’s a million miles away, but I clear my throat and try to talk. “Kneecap?” The name comes out low and squeaky, but those bright grey eyes widen at the sound of it.

      “Do you want to… come to the fire for a drink?”

      He turns and looks at the fire and then turns back to me with a longing in his eyes.

      Curiosity consumes me. I want to know everything about this strange wild man who lives naked in the forest. It’s the psychologist in me. I want to study him and learn all about him. The way he thinks, how he acts, why he lives in such a feral state.

      He doesn’t say a word and I wonder if he can even talk.

      The door of Jessie’s cabin slams shut, making me jump. “That was the best pee I’ve ever had,” she says with a deep moan as she stumbles down the stairs. “Can you orgasm from a pee? Because I think I just did.”

      I whip my head back to the forest and my stomach drops when I see that he’s no longer there.

      There’s no relief as there should be, only a sense of loss.

      I can’t stop thinking of him as I go to the bathroom, wondering what he’s doing right now. As we’re walking back to the fire pit, I try to pump some information out of Jessie.

      “So,” I say, trying to sound casual. “Didn’t you say there was someone else who lived here?”

      She’s a bit drunk and holding my arm for support as we walk in the dark. “Did I?”

      “Yeah. Kneecap? What’s his deal?”

      She laughs. “Nobody knows what his deal is,” she says. “And it’s best you don’t find out.”

      Those bright grey eyes are haunting me as we walk back. I have to find out. I have to know what the deal is with this guy.

      All of the warnings in the world won’t stop me from trying to figure it out. I’m the daughter of Emanuele Marchesi. I’ve been around trained killers, assassins, thugs, mob enforcers, and every kind of conceivable dangerous man there is. One feral mountain man won’t scare me.

      I’ve already decided. I’m going to study him.

      “But if I wanted to find him,” I ask. “Where would I go?”

      She glances at the dark forest and shivers. “In there.”

      I glance over, feeling a wave of frustration. “But how would I find him?”

      “You don’t,” she says as she turns to me with serious eyes. “He’ll find you.”
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      I didn’t sleep at all last night. And this time it wasn’t from the incessant whining of my bear, it was because I couldn’t get that girl out of my head.

      We were so close. I could smell her intoxicating scent. I could see the gorgeous shade of blue in her eyes.

      I was transfixed. Stunned and overpowered by her angelic presence.

      She talked to me. I couldn’t talk back.

      I had no voice. Even if I did, I had nothing to say.

      What do you say to an angel?

      She even stunned my bear. For once, there was silence in my head. No snarling. No growling. Just pure blissful silence as we watched with a tingling running through our body.

      This morning, however, he’s not so quiet.

      He’s raging again, charging to the surface and trying to escape. Trying to turn me into a fierce bloodthirsty grizzly bear. Not today.

      She’s still on the ranch and as long as she’s here, my savage bear is staying locked inside.

      I don’t care how pissed he gets. I’m not risking it. Not while she’s around.

      He’s too unpredictable. And I’m not letting anything unpredictable be around her if I can help it.

      With a fierce growl in my ear, he lunges forward, desperate to break out. I squeeze my muscles and grit my teeth as I hold him in, pushing him back down where he belongs.

      It infuriates him.

      Too bad. You’re not coming out.

      He snarls back at me.

      Yeah, fuck you too. I’m not letting you around her.

      It seems that my psychotic bear is as intrigued with the girl as I am. I can feel the want and need emanating from him. He wants to go see her. To be around her.

      To do what, I’m not sure. And I don’t want to find out.

      Maybe eat her? I wouldn’t put it past him.

      He’s in a viciously bad mood this morning, which makes me irritable as all hell.

      I stumble out of the cave and kick the smashed up tin coffee pot, cursing with frustration.

      “You really are a furry fuck,” I snarl at him. “You’ve taken everything from me. Can’t you leave me a goddamn cup of coffee?”

      He rushes forward, snarling like a rabid wolf, and he nearly breaks through. I grunt as I struggle to pull him back in. It’s like trying to stop a moving train by pulling on a leash.

      He gives up and settles back down, sulking and cursing me in bear noises.

      That one was for the coffee, asshole.

      I don’t know how long that girl is staying, but he’s not coming out until she leaves. It’s going to be hard. My nasty bear will take advantage of any moment of distraction. A single second of carelessness on my part and he’ll rip out of me, more furious than ever.

      I just hope she doesn’t come into the forest. If he smells her on his terrain, he’ll be damn near unstoppable.

      And she’ll be damn near toast.
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      Not even an hour later, I catch her scent.

      “Fuck.”

      My grizzly responds with a savage blitz. It’s an onslaught of slashing and clawing as he tries to maul his way out of me.

      I wince as I push him back down with everything I have. I’m already exhausted. The lack of sleep didn’t help, but what’s really exhausting is living with this furry maniac.

      And today he’s at his worst.

      Calm the fuck down.

      He doesn’t.

      He knows she’s in the forest. Why did she come in here? Didn’t Lachlan warn her what would happen?

      The cool breeze brings a burst of her delicious scent to my nose and my whole body floods with an unexpected warmth.

      It has another effect besides making me moan.

      It calms and settles my grizzly.

      For the first time today, he’s silent. At first, I think he might be dead, but I should be so lucky. I can feel him stirring within. I can feel the yearning to get closer.

      He’s not the only one feeling it.

      Just a peek.

      I won’t approach too close. I just want to see her again.

      Before I can tell myself that this is a horrible idea, I’m sprinting through the forest into the wind.

      I find her hiking by a fallen oak. She’s standing on a rock and bent over, looking at some mushrooms growing on the side of it. I groan when I see her curvy ass.

      Fuck.

      I’ve never wanted anything so bad.

      My bear is staring at her as well, completely silent. Completely mesmerized.

      For once, we’re on the same page.

      He’s almost tolerable. Almost.

      I shouldn’t get closer, but I can’t stop myself. I have to get closer.

      I’m staring at the curve of her sexy ass, feeling hot all over as I quietly step through the forest getting closer and closer.

      I’m only a few feet away when she suddenly springs up and whips her head around.

      It’s only when I see her shocked blue eyes that I remember that I’m naked. I’ve been living in the woods so long, changing from man to bear so often that I don’t even think about it anymore.

      Her eyes drop to my package and her mouth falls open in shock.

      I look down and swallow hard when I see my dick as hard as the rock she’s standing on.

      This is why I have to be left alone.

      I finally meet a girl and the first thing I do is creep up on her completely naked with an eleven-inch hard-on sticking out.

      A red flush creeps up her neck and takes over her face as she stares at me with her mouth hanging open.

      I try to cover it with my hands, but it’s too long. No matter how I put my splayed hands, it pops up, making itself known.

      “I was just…” she says, glancing back down at my cock, “…taking a quick hike.”

      I swallow hard, cursing myself to answer, but I don’t know what to say. It’s been so long since I’ve had any meaningful human interaction and I’m tragically unprepared. What do people normally talk about? Sports? The weather?

      I clear my throat as my heart pounds. “Did our team win the game last night?”

      Confusion outweighs her fear for a moment. “W-what team?”

      Oh, man. I’m so bad at this.

      At least my bear is quiet. Although, if he was growling in my ear I’d have an excuse for why this is going so poorly.

      “I don’t know,” I say, trying to recover. “The sports team?”

      She tilts her head. “What sports team?”

      “Umm.” I feel myself panic. “Nice day today.”

      I want to dig a hole and bury myself inside.

      “Uh, yeah,” she says, looking up at the sunny sky. Her eyes narrow back on me. “You’re Kneecap, right?”

      I nod.

      “Do you live in the forest?”

      I nod again.

      “How come?”

      She looks genuinely intrigued. But then, who wouldn’t be intrigued by a naked man who lives in the forest. Intrigued is not the same as interested—I have to remind myself of that.

      “I… it’s easier.”

      “Then living with humans?”

      I nod.

      The fear seems to be gone as she studies me with curious eyes. Perhaps she knows that I would never hurt her. Or perhaps it’s because my hard-on has finally disappeared.

      “I think you’re living with an extreme social anxiety disorder,” she says, more to herself than to me.

      I want to tell her that I’m living with an extreme anti-social grizzly bear disorder, but if she thinks I’m a freak now, I don’t want to know what she’ll think of me if she knows I have a grizzly bear living inside my body.

      She rubs her chin as she gets lost in thought, muttering to herself with psycho-babble. “Or it could be a rare case of ego-syntonic isolation,” she says, nodding to herself. “You seem to have a positive attitude toward your isolation so this theory would make sense. Kneecap, do you feel like your subjective mental world is separated from the real world and lacks any relative cohesion?”

      She’s staring at me, waiting for an answer like I just understood anything she just said. I have a fifty-fifty shot of guessing right.

      “Yes,” I say with a confident nod.

      “Interesting,” she says, studying me like I’m a puzzle to figure out. “That would mean your subjective mental world dominates your real world, which is why you don’t want to interact with others. The intrusion of people into your mental world can distort and even destroy the carefully constructed fantasies that you have erected.”

      I’m totally lost as she stares at me. “So fascinating,” she whispers.

      I don’t know what she’s getting on about, but I’m just happy she’s not terrified of me. The reality is much simpler: Me + an asshole bear = failed human interaction. It doesn’t take Sigmund Freud to figure that out.

      But she’s intrigued by me so I go with it.

      “Are you a doctor?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she says, nodding proudly. “Therapist actually. I do counseling and also cognitive behavioral therapy upon request.”

      What am I supposed to say to that? I live in a cave and eat raw fish?

      I can’t say that, so I go with a question that’s been on my mind for the last twelve or so hours.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Nora,” she says, smiling shyly.

      I offer my hand, careful to still hide my package with the other one, and she shakes it. I’m not sure if it’s just me, but it feels like warm electricity passes between us as our hands touch.

      Her cheeks turn pink once again as she looks up at me with the most gorgeous blue eyes imaginable.

      It’s not just me.

      She feels it too. I can tell by the way her breathing quickens and I can hear her heart racing a little faster.

      “I should get back,” she says, shyly tucking a blonde strand of hair behind her ear as she looks at me. “You should come join us for dinner.”

      “Me?” I ask, staring at her in shock.

      She nods. “I’d like to get to know you better. Maybe we can talk more about that ego-syntonic isolation you have going on.”

      I nod, but my stomach is churning. Dinner? With the guys? I feel like I’m going to be sick.

      This is not going to go well. I should just leave and stay in my cave until she returns home. I shouldn’t be doing any of this. I’m not meant to be around people. I’m more animal than man.

      But I can’t turn her down. It’s not possible.

      Especially with her smiling at me like that.

      “So, you’ll come?” she asks, looking hopeful.

      “Yeah,” I say, nodding even though I know this won’t go like she’s hoping it will. “I’ll come.”

      “Great,” she says with a big smile. “So, I’ll see you tonight.”

      I take a deep breath and sigh. “Tonight.”

      I’m a nervous wreck as I watch her walk away. She turns and scrunches her nose up. “Maybe wear some pants?”

      I nod. “Pants. Definitely.”

      She smiles and hurries off. I watch her until she disappears over the hill.

      Pants. Where the hell am I going to get those?
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      “What. The. Hell?” Caleb’s face turns white as he stares over my shoulder.

      “Uh oh.” Maximus looks like he’s seeing a ghost when he turns. He leaps up from his chair in a panic. “Nora. How about I show you my cabin? Quickly.”

      I turn to see what the commotion is and smile when I see Kneecap walking over from the forest. He’s shirtless but wearing what looks like a tarp wrapped around his waist. I guess that’s dressed up for him.

      “Is that a skirt?” Tito says, staring in shock.

      Ronin has the same stunned look on his face. “Did he comb his hair?”

      They’re all on edge. Abigail lets out a scared little whimper as she hides behind Caleb’s large frame and I notice Maximus’ jaw tighten as he watches.

      Lachlan and Jessie are feeding the horses and come running over in a panic when they see what’s going on.

      Maximus steps in front of me, blocking my view of the untamed mountain man. “Maybe it would be best if you go inside for a few minutes,” he says, glancing over his shoulder nervously. “He’s not used to strangers.”

      “Who, Kneecap?” I ask, looking around him. “I’m the one who invited him for dinner. I hope that’s okay.”

      They all look dumbfounded. I don’t think they would be more shocked if I pulled off my skin to reveal that I was an alien lizard underneath.

      I spring out of my chair and skip around Maximus’ large frame. “Kneecap,” I say with my arms out. “You came.”

      His heated eyes lock on me, making my chest flutter. He looks tense. Unsure. His jittery eyes dart from me to the guys to Maximus.

      I put my hand on his thick forearm to make him feel at ease. “Come,” I say, leading the way. “Want a beer?”

      He nods.

      Lachlan and Jessie arrive, sweating and staring in shock as Kneecap sits down by the fire. Everyone is standing up, not sure what to do.

      Tito is the first one to speak. “Why are you wearing a skirt?”

      Kneecap lets out a low growl as he turns to him. “All my pants are ripped.”

      “Yeah, but why are you wearing a skirt?” he asks again. “You’re usually naked.”

      Kneecap glares at him. “Which one are you? Ronnie or Tutu?”

      Tito nearly collapses under the huge man’s hard stare. “I’m just… going to…” Without another word, he sprints to his cabin and slams the door shut. I hear the lock click.

      “Do you know everyone?” I ask, trying to lighten the tense mood. I walk over and grab Jessie’s arm. She slips out of my grasp and hides behind Lachlan, but I grab her again and yank her out. “Have you met my sister, Jessie?”

      Kneecap nods. “Hello,” he grunts.

      “Hi,” Jessie says, looking like she’s being introduced to a hungry Bengal tiger. As soon as I let go she jumps behind Lachlan once again.

      “This is Abigail,” I say, pointing to the cowering girl behind Caleb.

      Only her hand comes out. She waves over Caleb’s round shoulder. “Hello,” she squeaks.

      Maximus is watching this whole thing with a bewildered look on his face. “Are you staying for dinner, Kneecap?”

      Kneecap grunts a yes.

      “Can I talk to you for a second?” he says, narrowing his eyes on him. “Now.”

      Kneecap reluctantly gets up and follows Maximus to the far cabin.

      As soon as they’re gone, everyone turns to me.

      “Explain,” Lachlan says in a tight voice.

      Jessie slaps his arm. “Don’t talk to her like that,” she snaps. She winces as she shakes out her hand then turns to me. “Explain,” she says in the same tight voice.

      “You invited him here?” Ronin asks. “Do you realize that when you invite Kneecap to dinner, you may become the dinner?”

      “Is he gone?” Tito shouts from his locked cabin. His head is sticking out the window.

      “No,” Ronin shouts. “He’s still here. And he’s still pissed about your dress comment.”

      With a gulp, Tito disappears inside the cabin and slams the window shut.

      “Why would you invite him here?” Caleb asks, looking equal parts confused and terrified. “How did this happen? Did you see a naked caveman wandering through the forest and think to yourself, he would be a good dinner companion?”

      I shake my head and roll my eyes. “I think you guys are overreacting. Kneecap has some sort of mental disorder and I want to help him out.”

      “He has a disorder all right,” Ronin says. “A big furry one that will rip your throa—”

      “Ronin!” Lachlan snaps, shutting the twin up.

      “I think he suffers from a severe form of social anxiety,” I explain. “The worst thing we can do is isolate him. I think that his years spent in isolation has helped foster a subjective mental world that is separated from the real world.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?” Caleb asks, staring at me with wide eyes. “Kneecap should be isolated from all worlds.”

      “You can’t be serious,” I say, horrified. “That’s barbaric.”

      “Nora,” Jessie says, looking uncomfortable. “There’s a lot going on here that you don’t know.”

      “I know more than you think,” I say with a little more force in my voice. “I’m a professional psychologist. I’ve seen this before.”

      “You’ve seen the inside of a bear’s digestive tract?” Ronin asks.

      “Huh?”

      “Ronin,” Lachlan warns.

      Ronin ignores him. He’s staring at me, waiting for an answer. “Have you?”

      “No,” I say with a roll of my eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Then you haven’t seen this before,” Ronin says. “Because if you had, then you’d be running in that cabin with my chicken shit of a brother to esc—”

      “He’s coming back!” Caleb interrupts.

      They all look around nervously, staring at the ground, at the treetops, at their hands as Kneecap and Maximus walk back.

      “Well,” Maximus says, taking a deep breath. “Kneecap is joining us for dinner.”

      All eyes slowly turn to the huge man wearing a tarp.

      “Great,” Lachlan says, looking like this is anything but great.

      Jessie is biting her lip as she stares at me with wide eyes. I don’t think she’s blinked in over five minutes.

      She’s not worried about our father and his goons, but she’s worried about this guy.

      Maybe I’m not judging him properly.

      No. Can’t be. I’m a professional.
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      Dinner is… awkward.

      The laughter and joking around that were here in abundance yesterday has flown away with the warm breeze, leaving a cold uncomfortable air around the table.

      I notice that everyone keeps shooting quick nervous glances at Kneecap like he’s a ticking time bomb that’s about to explode.

      His table manners are something to be desired, but he’s been living in the forest for so long that I’m not really surprised. Okay, maybe I’m a little surprised when he takes a massive gulp of the wine straight from the bottle.

      “No worries,” Ronin says, staring at the table. “We didn’t want any more wine anyway.”

      Yesterday, we took over two hours to eat. All of the talking and laughing and storytelling and joking took up a lot of time. Whereas tonight, with nothing but uncomfortable silence lingering about, we finish in record time. About twelve minutes.

      The boys leap up from the table to clear the dishes as soon as we’re done. They look so excited to leave.

      My body tenses as I watch them. This must be so hard for someone with a severe case of social anxiety like Kneecap to do, but instead of encouraging him, they treat him like he’s some kind of threat.

      I put my hand on his huge shoulder and smile at him. “Want to go for a walk?” I ask. “Watch the sunset?”

      His grey eyes are mesmerizing up close. “Okay,” he whispers. “I’d like that.”

      I step away from the table and toss my napkin onto my placemat. “I’m going to go for a walk with Kneecap,” I announce.

      The tension becomes so thick that you would need a chainsaw to cut through it.

      Jessie not-so-subtly elbows Lachlan. “Say something,” she whispers.

      Lachlan clears his throat. “Is that such a good idea?”

      I hook my arm around Kneecap’s forearm and nod. “Yes. It is.”

      “Maybe I should go with you,” Maximus says, stepping forward.

      I can’t believe these people. They’re treating this guy like he’s some kind of wild animal. Even my sister. I glare at her as I pull the big guy away.

      I can feel all of their eyes on us as we walk toward the valley. Even Tito is watching through the window of his cabin. When Kneecap turns to him he ducks down, disappearing out of sight.

      What is wrong with everyone? No wonder the poor guy feels like he has to live in the woods.

      “Are they always like this?” I ask, shooting an annoyed glance over my shoulder.

      He shrugs his massive shoulders. “No,” he says with a pensive look on his face. “They’re usually so happy. I think I’m ruining the night.”

      “You’re not,” I say, turning to him. That’s a classic characteristic of social anxiety. They think they’re always ruining the fun. “I’m having a great time with you.”

      I’m trying to make him feel at ease and it seems to be working. His somber expression becomes a little lighter.

      “They’re just being jerks,” I say, shaking my head in annoyance.

      “No,” he says after a deep breath. “They’re not jerks. I’m hard to be around. I know that much is true.”

      I don’t see it. He looks a little rough around the edges—okay, maybe like broken glass around the edges—but there’s a soothing aura emanating from within him. I can feel it and it’s anything but hard to be around. He seems like a big, gentle, misunderstood teddy bear.

      We walk in a comfortable silence, enjoying the gorgeous night as the sun starts to slowly set over the mountains. We pass the horses and they lazily look up at us with disinterest as they slowly chew their dinner. Kneecap walks over to the wire fence and a big spotted grey horse trots over to him.

      He smiles as the horse nuzzles his palm.

      “This guy is a tough one,” he says with a smile. “He’s the only one who’s not afraid of me.”

      He thinks the horses are afraid of him when it’s clearly the other way around. Must be a by-product of his social anxiety.

      “He’s gorgeous,” I say, reaching up to touch him. The horse turns his big head, checking my hand for food. I wish I had an apple on me to feed him. Tomorrow, I’ll bring him one.

      “What’s his name?”

      “I don’t know,” Kneecap says with a soft look on his face as he strokes the horse’s long neck. “I come to see him sometimes when I’m feeling lonely and he hangs out with me. I’ve asked his name but he won’t tell me.”

      I look up at him and see a faint smirk on his face. A joke. We’re making progress.

      I chuckle as I hook my arm back around his. His biceps are huge. “You should call him something that will piss him off until he tells you,” I say with a smile.

      “Good idea,” he says with a grin. “I’ll call him Cow.”

      I catch myself smiling as we walk away, heading toward the hill across the meadow. He’s the strong silent type and although he’s nothing like the PhDs and intellectual men I’m usually dating, I feel drawn to him.

      Maybe it’s the beautiful Montana evening or the wine from dinner, or the rock hard bicep I’m holding, but I’m really starting to enjoy myself.

      The tall grass in the meadow tickles my knees as we walk. It’s filled with purple wildflowers that make the warm air smell like an enchanted fairyland. Kneecap reaches down and plucks one from the earth and gently tucks it behind my ear.

      I smile as his big hand grazes my cheek. I’ve never had a guy put a flower behind my ear before and it makes my cheeks heat up in a good way.

      “Thanks,” I say shyly. “Let me get a matching one for you.”

      I reach down to pick one and a bee immediately stings my finger.

      “Ow!” I cry out, grabbing my finger as a stinging pain jets through my hand. I’m not good with pain. I hate bees.

      I start to feel lightheaded and suddenly my legs are having a hard time holding my weight up. I’m woozy and feeling sick.

      Luckily, Kneecap is there and he grabs my body, steadying me while my eyes tear up. It really hurts.

      He gently takes my hand and inspects my fingertip. When I see the bee’s stinger sticking out, I nearly collapse once again.

      “Don’t look at it,” he says in a soft reassuring voice. “Look at my face.”

      I take deep breaths as I stare at his face, trying hard not to cry. I concentrate on his bright grey eyes as they focus intensely on my finger. I seem to forget about all the pain as my eyes roam over his strong nose and the hard angular curve of his jaw. The chiseled lines of his mouth look so sensual through his thick beard and I can’t stop staring at his lips.

      I wonder what it would be like to kiss him. The thought just pops in my head out of nowhere, but once it’s there, there’s no taking it away.

      Am I attracted to him? It can’t be.

      I’m into intellectual men like professors and scientists, not to a rugged muscular mountain man who looks like he’s about to toss me over his shoulder at any moment and bring me back to his cave. Now, why is that image making me all hot and swirly?

      He’s so gentle as he works on my finger, careful not to hurt me. It’s strange seeing a man so rough and strong treating me so gently. Like I’m a delicate flower he doesn’t want to harm.

      The moment is over too fast. He pulls out the stinger and I’m forced to pry my eyes away from his face.

      “I guess that’s why guys don’t wear flowers in their ears,” he says with a subtle smile.

      I laugh as I straighten back up. “I think you’re right. It’s much too dangerous.”

      My breath catches in my throat as he reaches up and gently wipes the wetness from under my eyes.

      “Thanks,” I whisper.

      He smiles at me for the first time and it sends a warm shiver cascading through me. “You’re welcome.”

      We walk the rest of the way in silence, but this time I don’t hook my arm around his arm. This time it wouldn’t feel friendly. It would feel like… something else.

      He brings me to a gorgeous spot on the hill and we sit down on the soft moss and watch the sun slowly descend over the ranch. The horses are walking around, doing their thing. A few dozen cattle are grazing in the valley in the far distance. It’s spectacular. Truly breathtaking.

      “Do you come up here a lot?” I ask, looking up at him.

      He looks so peaceful in the soft light of the sun as he stares off into the distance. I can’t imagine how anyone could be afraid of him.

      “I do,” he says with a sadness to his voice. “But I’m always alone. I’ve never been up here with anyone before.”

      He turns to me and the intensity of his stare gives me a pang in my chest, making my heart beat a little faster.

      “Thanks for bringing me up here,” I say. And I mean it. I’ve never seen such a beautiful sunset.

      He smiles at me. There’s something about that smile…

      “Kneecap,” I say, inching a little closer to him. “Can I ask you… why do you isolate yourself like this?”

      I can see the pain in his eyes when he looks at the guys on the ranch, when he was touching the horse. When he touches me.

      He takes a deep breath as he stares into the distance. “I usually have such… turmoil inside,” he says softly. He turns to me with a gaze that makes the hair on my arms raise. “But with you. It’s quiet. Peaceful.”

      I swallow hard as I listen to him.

      “I’ve never had that before.”

      I’m not sure what to say to him so I just scoot a little closer and rest my head on his shoulder. We watch the rest of the sunset in silence.

      And in peace.
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      “Get up.”

      I wake up to a kick in the ribs.

      Who’s the dead man?

      My rage fades when I look up and see Maximus through squinting eyes.

      “Get up,” he repeats.

      He tries to kick me again, but this time I move out of the way.

      His face is hard. Tense. He’s looking around the cave with his hands on his hips.

      “You can’t keep living like this.” He’s staring at the half-eaten deer carcass against the wall. I really should have cleaned that up, but I wasn’t expecting company.

      I sigh as I get to my feet.

      “What do you expect me to do?” I ask. “I’m an animal. I have to live like one.”

      “Bullshit.”

      He’s trying to give me a pep talk. I appreciate the effort, but I’m too far gone.

      “I can’t be around people. You know that.”

      Maximus shakes his head. “I don’t know anymore,” he says, looking unsure. “I saw you with Nora last night. The way you were looking at her. How well you behaved. I’ve never seen you like that before.”

      Just the sound of her name gets my heart hammering in my chest.

      “Your human side wants more than this,” he says, glancing around the cave. “You can have more than this.”

      I sigh as my eyes drop down to my feet. Like my psychotic grizzly would ever allow that.

      “My bear…” is silent. I can’t believe it, but it’s true.

      It hits me like a knockout punch. He’s quiet.

      For the first time this morning, I realize it. He’s not in my ear growling. He’s not snarling at me or clawing his way out. It’s… a fucking miracle.

      Either that or he’s dead. Still would be a miracle.

      “Your bear is what?” he says, waiting for my answer.

      “I don’t know,” I say, looking around in confusion. I can feel him inside me, but he’s just not moving. He’s actually calm. “He’s not his usual self.”

      Maximus grins. “Sounds like he’s in love.”

      I nearly laugh in his face. In love? My bloodthirsty savage bear?

      The only thing my ferocious grizzly loves is killing. And tormenting me.

      “I don’t think so,” I say, shaking my head. It just doesn’t seem possible.

      Maximus tilts his head and grins. “I’m not so sure. Seems like she has the magic touch.”

      It’s a nice thought, but it can’t be true.

      He probably got sick from eating a rotting deer carcass or something. Serves the fucker right.

      “Are you going to eat dinner with us again tonight?” Maximus asks.

      I swallow hard. “Is Nora going to be there?”

      He laughs. “Yeah, she’s going to be there. Are you going to come?”

      I nod.

      He smiles as he slaps my shoulder. “Good. Then you’re coming with me today.”

      “Where are we going?” I ask, feeling nervous all of a sudden. My bear is fine here in the forest with his alpha but if we’re going anywhere that has people walking around, his old nasty self can reappear at any moment.

      Maximus points to the tarp that I stole from the barn. “You can’t wear that ugly thing again,” he says with a chuckle.

      “You’re right,” I say, grinning back at him. “I should wear my good tarp.”

      He laughs. “We’re getting you clothes. Real clothes.”

      My chest tightens.

      “And a haircut. And a beard trim.” He leans in and smells me. “Ugh,” he says, wincing. “And a shower.”

      I wait a few seconds for my bear to react with a vicious onslaught of aggression, but he doesn’t so much as whimper.

      “Okay,” I say with a nod. “Let’s do it.”

      He slaps my shoulder and grins. “Extreme bear shifter makeover here we come!”
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        * * *

      

      I grunt and wince as the cruel fabric squeezes my legs, cutting off my blood circulation like it’s trying to kill me.

      “Will you stop being so dramatic?” Maximus says with a roll of his eyes. “They’re just pants.”

      “I can’t walk in them,” I whine as I stumble around the back of the store. The changing rooms were much too small for me so the owner let me change back here. “How am I supposed to move?”

      “For Red Dead Creek’s most notorious enforcer,” Maximus says with a look of disbelief, “you’re a real pussy.”

      It’s easy for him to say. I haven’t worn clothes in years.

      “They’re too small,” I say, feeling like I’m suffocating. “Did you get these from the kids’ section?”

      “They’re fine,” he says, rolling his eyes again. “That’s the right size. You’re just not used to them.” He tosses me a shirt. “Try this on.”

      The fabric compresses around me like I’m being crushed by a boa constrictor.

      “Stop wiggling around,” Maximus says as he fixes it for me. “You ever see a dog try winter boots on for the first time? That’s how you look right now.”

      “Maybe I can wear a loincloth,” I suggest. Anything is better than this. “Is there a loincloth store?”

      He’s staring at me with a blank face. “A loincloth store? I knew you were wild, but have you forgotten everything about how society functions?”

      “I’m taking that as a no.”

      He laughs. “Yeah, unfortunately, all of the loincloth stores went out of business in the year 1218.”

      A pit forms in the bottom of my stomach as he dumps a few handfuls of clothes into my arms. “We’re getting these,” he says in a voice that’s final. “And I don’t want to hear any whining about it. How is your bear doing? Are you okay for another stop?”

      Shockingly, he’s still silent. Calm as a weed smoking cow.

      I still don’t get it.

      “He’s fine,” I say, barely believing my own words.

      “Good,” he says. “We’re getting that hair cut. Hopefully, the barber has a chainsaw on hand.”

      I toss the clothes on a chair and start to unbutton my pants.

      “No,” Maximus snaps. “You’re wearing that out.”

      My shoulders drop as an exhausted breath huffs out of me.

      He grins as he looks me up and down. “It’s no loincloth, but I guess it will have to do.”

      I look down at the uncomfortable clothes on my body and cringe.

      I just hope Nora will like it.
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        * * *

      

      The barber is a shifter.

      I’ve seen him around at the fight club. Every once in a while the boys take me there to show me off. Their secret killer grizzly they keep hidden away. Vicious. Ruthless. Undefeated.

      I don’t mind. It helps to get out some of my pent-up aggression.

      But now that this tiger shifter is seeing me out in public in broad daylight, he looks as panicked as my opponents after they feel the power of my first punch.

      His eyes dart from me to Maximus and back to me as he steps back and bumps into another customer.

      “It’s okay, Reggie,” Maximus says, raising a calming hand. “We just want a haircut.”

      “He’s going to be cool?” he asks, staring up at me with wide eyes.

      I sit down in the chair and stare at my rugged reflection in the mirror. “Just cut my damn hair.”

      Maximus tells him what to do as I stare at myself. It’s been so long since I’ve looked at myself in a mirror.

      I don’t move. I just stare into my eyes as Reggie nervously cuts my hair, working around me as fast as he can. Something tells me he wants me out of here as fast as he can get me out here.

      Long brown hair tumbles down in clumps as his scissors move in a blur around my head. He uses the shaver for the back and then tackles my beard, cutting and combing while I stare straight ahead. I just focus on my eyes, not seeing anything else.

      This is all for Nora.

      I still feel like an animal, but I want her to see me as a man.

      I want her to look at me the way I look at her.

      Reggie steps in front of me as he combs my hair and puts some kind of foam in it. He steps back and nods, admiring his work.

      “Wow,” Maximus says as he comes and stands beside him. “That’s a hell of a difference.”

      “He’s actually… handsome,” Reggie says, staring at me in shock. “Try giving us a smile.”

      Maximus gives him a warning look. “Let’s not push it too far.”

      They step away and I see my new look for the first time.

      I can’t look away.

      The ragged hair is gone. Replaced with a short cropped look that’s styled to the side. My long unruly beard is finally tamed. It’s short and crisp, outlining my jaw and making it look human.

      I stand up, staring at my reflection in awe. I’m wearing a black Polo, jeans, and a new pair of shoes.

      I wave my hand from side to side to make sure this is indeed a mirror. I’m unrecognizable. Even to myself.

      The man standing in front of me looks… human.

      It hits me. Hard.

      I’m rocked to my core. The longstanding assumptions I had for myself start to slip away. The foundation of how I viewed myself starts to crumble and splinter.

      Could I live with others? Do I have to be alone?

      My bear has given me a break today, but will his murderous attitude come raging back tomorrow with a newfound vengeance?

      Or is this my new normal? Will I be able to be around people?

      There are so many questions up in the air.

      But there’s only one thing I know for sure.

      I have to try.

      For Nora, I have to try.
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        * * *

      

      The guys look even more shocked when I appear tonight than they did last night.

      Maximus laughs when Caleb drops the ceramic bowl of mashed potatoes. The kid doesn’t even look down as it shatters at his feet.

      “Is that… Kneecap?” Abigail asks, staring in shock.

      They’re all staring at me, but my eyes are locked on Nora. She turns with a smile and then jerks her head back in shock when she sees me.

      A red flush creeps up her neck and into her cheeks as her sexy lips part. She’s looking at me in a way that makes my own cheeks heat up.

      All of this attention on me is making me a little self-conscious, but I can’t help but feel good. Looking at me in shock instead of looking at me in fear is a start I guess.

      I walk over to Caleb who’s staring at me with wide eyes. He hasn’t moved since he first saw me. The kid is still holding his arms out with blue oven-mitts covering his hands.

      “Let me help you with that,” I say, bending over and grabbing a few pieces of the broken ceramic bowl. He’s still standing—back straight, eyes wide, mouth open, oven-mitts on—when I stand back up.

      It’s like time has frozen still as I walk past Lachlan and Jessie into the kitchen to toss the ceramic shards into the garbage. Nobody moves. But their eyes follow me.

      “Is that Kneecap’s brother?” one of the twins asks. Toto? Ronnie? I can never tell which one is which.

      “I didn’t know he had a twin,” the other one says.

      “That’s Kneecap,” Maximus says, presenting me with his hand. “I took him into town to get cleaned up.”

      I shoot a quick self-conscious glance at Nora and the girl is fanning herself with her hand. I find it strange because it’s not that hot out.

      “Wow,” the first twin says. “Kneecap. You look…” I glare at him expecting an insult. “Hot. Wait. Does that make me gay?”

      “No,” the other twin says. “Blowing that homeless man in the bathroom made you gay. Kneecap does look pretty good.”

      The girls are all nodding in agreement. Nora is nodding the hardest.

      “Well,” Lachlan says, coming to his senses. “Dinner is ready.”

      We all head for the picnic tables and my mind is swirling with all of the stuff that Maximus taught me on the way back here. Eat with a fork. Don’t wipe my mouth with the tablecloth. The pitcher of water is for drinking, not for washing my hands.

      I take a seat and Nora quickly slides in beside me.

      “Nice outfit,” she says, looking up at me with a shy smile. “And I like your haircut.”

      She’s wearing a yellow summer dress and is still wearing the purple flower behind her ear that I gave her yesterday, but it’s a little bit wilted. I’ll get her a new one after we eat.

      “Thanks,” I say, smiling back at her. “You look beautiful as always.”

      She covers her mouth with her hand and lets out a goofy giggle as her cheeks turn pink.

      We start eating the delicious baby back ribs that Lachlan prepared and this time the conversation flows a lot easier. I guess my tarp slash skirt from yesterday had everyone on edge. They’re all starting to warm up to me now that I’m looking more like a person rather than a barbaric caveman from the Palaeolithic era.

      They even start including me in their conversation and asking me questions.

      “Kneecap,” one of the twins says. “Are all those stories about you true? Did you really throw a motorcycle at the alpha of the Bedlam Bears?”

      I look down at Nora and she’s staring up at me with interest.

      “He had it coming,” I say and everyone laughs, even Nora. “What else have you heard, Toto?”

      Lachlan, Caleb, and Maximus all burst out laughing.

      “Toto!” Caleb says, slapping the table as he bends over, howling in laughter. “He doesn’t even know your name!” His laughter suddenly stops and he whips his head toward me. “Wait. Do you know my name?”

      “You’re Abigail, right?” I say, scrunching my forehead in thought.

      Everyone laughs except Caleb.

      I turn back to Toto or whatever his name is. “Sorry,” I say. “You must be Ronnie.”

      Lachlan snorts out a laugh. “Ronnie! I love it!”

      “I’m Tito,” Toto says with an indignant look. “And that’s Ronin.”

      “Oh,” I say, jerking my head back. I could have sworn it was Toto and Ronnie.

      “What’s your real name?” Tito asks. “I can’t imagine that even your mother would be cruel enough to name you Kneecap.”

      I look down at Nora and she’s looking up at me with eager eyes. “What is your real name?” she asks.

      If it was anyone else, I wouldn’t tell them. But I can’t deny her anything, even something as simple as my name.

      “It’s Gary Halbert,” I say.

      The table erupts with laughter, and I can’t help but join in. The me from last week would have flipped the table and gave every guy here a sore jaw for laughing at me, but it doesn’t seem to be a big deal anymore. Not with Nora by my side.

      “Gary Halbert,” Tito says, clutching his ribs as he laughs. “You sound like an accountant.”

      “How much do you charge for income taxes?” Ronin asks.

      I’m laughing as Nora pours me some more wine. I’ve sat on that hill hundreds of times and watched these guys laugh and tease each other, wishing I could join in.

      Now that they’re teasing me, I finally feel like I belong for once. Like I’m a real part of the crew.

      But it’s over too soon.

      Six black cars come flying into the ranch, interrupting our dinner as they kick up a sinister cloud of dust.

      Nora gasps beside me as she throws a horrified look at her sister Jessie.

      The cars stop and one man gets out. A short Italian man with grey hair, big ears, and an ugly suit.

      He looks right at Jessie and then at Nora.

      My bear starts growling for the first time today. This time, I don’t mind. I’m practically growling myself at the way the man is looking at my girl.

      “Jessica,” he says in a tight irritated voice. “Nora. Come with me. We’re going home.”
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      The boys spring out of the picnic table so fast that my head gets dizzy.

      I dart my eyes around from one muscular man to the next and my pulse starts to race. Arms flexed, jaws clenched—they look ready to fight.

      My breath quickens as I turn back to the army of black cars that have just invaded our peaceful little ranch. Chicago’s most dangerous mob boss and my father, Emanuele Marchesi, is standing at the head of them, staring at me with a deadly glare as the goons start pouring out of the cars.

      There are so many of them. I feel sick to my stomach as they line up in front of my father. Some of them have six packs, some of them have big guts, but I know that they all have guns and knives hidden in their clothes.

      I try to count, but I’m too nervous and lose track around eighteen. Our new friends don’t stand a chance.

      “Jessica!” my father shouts out again. “Nora! I won’t ask you again.”

      I catch Jessie’s eye and she doesn’t look nearly as terrified as I feel. She looks pissed.

      She slams her palms down onto the table and jumps out of her seat. I’m staring in horror and awe as she charges past the guys, heading straight at my father, looking like an angry bull.

      Lachlan rushes after her, and then so does everyone else.

      Kneecap turns to me before leaving. “Go hide in my cabin,” he says in a deep voice that sends shivers racing through me. “They’re not taking you anywhere.”

      There’s a fierceness in his face and in his brighter-than-ever grey eyes, and for the first time since I arrived, I can see why everyone fears him. I wouldn’t want him on my bad side.

      I glance over my shoulder at his cabin and then shake out the cowardly thoughts that are telling me to flee.

      Jessie is my sister. I didn’t stand up for her when father was forcing her to get married, and I’m not going to make that mistake again. If she is going to finally confront father, then I want to be by her side.

      I rush over as fast as I can, catching up to her just in time. We’re flanked by a muscular wall of our new friends. Tito and Ronin are on my left. Maximus, Caleb, and Lachlan on my right. And of course, Kneecap is there too. He steps in front of me, looking ready to die before he lets anyone touch me.

      “You don’t control me anymore!” Jessie hisses, throwing her finger into my father’s smug face. “We’re done. Understand that? Done. I’m not your daughter and you’re not my father. So leave, and never come back.”

      Her chest is heaving as she glares at him with twenty years of pent-up anger and hate pouring out. In that moment, I hate him too.

      He may have knocked up my mother, but he’s not my father. Not anymore.

      “Leave her alone,” I shout as I step out from behind Kneecap’s enormous body. I charge right up to him, wanting to knock his head off of that shiny fucking suit. “She’s finally happy, no thanks to you. You’re not going to ruin this for her! I won’t allow it!”

      His blank face slowly turns to a look of amusement as he looks us each over.

      “My two lovely daughters,” he says in a condescending voice. “Both as faithful as their whore mothers.”

      “Get the fuck out of here!” Jessie screams in his face.

      This time Lachlan steps forward. “You heard the lady. You’re not welcome here. Ever. So I suggest you beat it.”

      The army of goons behind him start to fidget and look around. They can tell it’s about to go down. Neither side is backing down.

      If this escalates any further, everyone on my side is going to get gunned down. Including my sister who I desperately want to protect. I couldn’t help Jessie growing up, but I can help her now.

      “I’ll go with you,” I say in a soft voice as I step forward. Dad turns to me with a raised eyebrow. “Let Jessie stay. I’ll go back to Chicago with you. I’ll marry anyone you want. Just leave Jessie alone.”

      “No!” Jessie shouts, looking horrified. “Nora, don’t.”

      “It’s okay,” I whisper to her with a wink. “This place suits you. I’ll go.”

      “You’re not going anywhere.” The deep growly voice rolls past my ears like thunder. It’s Kneecap. He steps forward and pulls me back. “He’s not taking you anywhere,” he says as he stares down at my father with a vicious glare.

      I’ve never seen my father intimidated in his life, but he quivers under Kneecap’s intense stare. He dips down an inch as his knees wobble.

      His biggest goon, a thug of a man named Archie, steps forward, getting into Kneecap’s face. Actually, it’s more like he gets into Kneecap’s nipples. As big as he is, he’s still more than a few feet shorter than Kneecap.

      “If Mr. Marchesi wants the ladies to go,” he says, staring up at Kneecap with a challenging look. “Then they’re both going to go.”

      The tension is thick in the air as everyone stares at the two giants.

      Kneecap lunges down so fast he’s a blur. In a heartbeat, he snatches Archie’s ankles and yanks him off his feet. With a savage grunt, he whips the startled man over his head and slams him onto the hood of the car. His back crushes the metal hood, buckling it like tin foil and shattering the windshield.

      There’s an audible gasp through the crowd as Archie lays unmoving, staring up at the sky with glazed over eyes.

      He looks dead.

      His body looks like it must be melded to the car’s engine.

      A gun gets pulled and then chaos erupts.

      The boys charge through the goons like bowling balls crashing through pins. The guns are useless against the boys’ quick fists and charging bodies. They move so fast. It’s too hard to make sense of what’s going on. I get glimpses. Quick images.

      Maximus dropping a guy with a knee to the stomach. Tito smashing the head of a goon into another goon’s head. A guy screaming as Lachlan breaks his arm. Jessie kicking a thug in the balls.

      My father’s goons have the superior numbers, but it doesn’t matter. They’re losing. Quickly.

      Even my father seems to sense it. His eyes are darting around nervously. He’s sweating. My father never sweats.

      It’s over so fast.

      Anyone wearing alligator skin shoes and a cheap suit is groaning on the ground. One guy is holding his head crying. Another is throwing up.

      I finally understand why Jessie wasn’t afraid. These guys must be UFC fighters or something. Either that or they’re freaking superheroes.

      My father never stood a chance.

      Tito and Ronin are walking around, grabbing all the weapons from the beaten up goons. They toss each gun, brass knuckle, and knife into a growing pile, joking as they go.

      “What’s this for?” Tito asks with a chuckle as he pulls a small dagger out of a sheath that’s strapped to a guy’s leg. “Buttering your toast? Next time you come to fight us you better bring a Samurai sword.”

      He tosses it onto the pile of weapons and turns back to the cowering man. “Actually, there won’t be a next time, right?”

      The man doesn’t answer so Tito kicks him in the ribs.

      “R-r-right,” he says, stuttering. “We won’t come back.”

      Tito grins as he straightens up. “He’s smarter than he looks.”

      “That’s good,” Ronin says as he pulls a gun out of an unconscious man’s hand. “Because he looks pretty fucking dumb.”

      My father looks like he’s shrinking as Kneecap and Lachlan surround him. When Maximus and Caleb join them, he looks like he’s about to pee his five thousand dollar pants.

      “You threaten my mate?” Lachlan says as his hand shoots forward. My father’s eyes widen as he wraps strong fingers around his neck. Lachlan’s thick forearm is flexed. His eyes are tight. One squeeze and Chicago suddenly won’t have an organized crime problem anymore.

      “Wait, Lachlan,” Maximus says. “This is not up to you.”

      Lachlan turns to Jessie who turns to me. The anger is gone in her eyes. She’s a good person. Not one to murder a scared old man, no matter how pathetic he is.

      Jessie steps up to our dad and clenches her jaw as Lachlan holds him in place.

      “I’m not your property anymore,” she says in a firm confident voice. She’s so different from the fearful and immature sister I knew a few months ago. My chest swells with pride as I watch her.

      “My will is my own,” she says. “Chicago may be your city, but Montana is mine. You so much as cross the border again and I won’t hold these guys back. Got it?”

      Dad nods his head vigorously, staring at her with wide panicked eyes.

      “Take your goons and leave,” Lachlan says, still holding on tight. “If you even stop for a piss before you get to North Dakota, I’ll be waiting behind the tree ready to finish you off.”

      He finally releases my dad and the old man runs back to his car, slipping on the dirt as he goes. Without looking back, he jumps into the car that has Archie’s body still fused into the metal and reverses as fast as the car will allow. He spins in a half circle and then squeals out of the ranch, carrying Archie along for the ride.

      “What do we do with these guys?” Caleb asks, looking at the pathetic mess of dazed goons. Some of them are starting to wake up, looking around in pain and confusion.

      Maximus glances up at the sky, looking around nervously. “Let’s get them out of here,” he says. “I don’t feel like explaining this to the dragons.”

      “Dragons?” I say, looking at him funny.

      “It’s a… what we call the Sheriff’s department around here.”

      He’s a bad liar. But I’m not about to question him after he saved my ass.

      Kneecap walks over to me as the guys grab the most responsive guys and throw them behind the wheel. Anyone else gets tossed in the back seat, the passenger’s seat. One guy even gets thrown into the trunk.

      It’s not long before the last of the cars drive away, leaving us in peace once again.

      “Are you okay?” Kneecap asks, looking concerned as he looks down at me.

      I swallow hard and nod. Now that the action is over, my nerves are playing havoc inside me and I start to cry.

      He gently steps forward and wraps his thick arms around me in a warm hug. I hold him tight and cry into his new shirt, feeling comforted and protected. I don’t think there’s anything that can hurt me in these big arms.

      His shirt is wet when I pull away, but he doesn’t care. He smiles at me and wipes away my tears with a gentle touch. I’m feeling much better after a good cry.

      My chest is fluttering. My mouth is moist as I look up at him. He’s so gorgeous with his new look. The memory of him almost killing a man—maybe killing a man—probably killing a man—just to protect me and my sister is warming my insides with a heat that’s quickly settling between my legs.

      I’m starting to see him less as a test case—as a psychological study—and more as the strong capable man that he is.

      When he tucks a loose strand of my hair behind my ear, it’s settled.

      I have a crush on Kneecap.
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        * * *

      

      I’m quiet through the rest of dinner. The shock of my father appearing has worn off, and I’m not afraid of him returning. He’s not a stupid man and that would be incredibly stupid.

      I just can’t stop thinking of the way I felt in Kneecap’s arms. I want to feel it again. I want to be there again in that safe warm place where I felt so protected and cherished.

      This time, I made sure to sit across the table from him. I want to look at him. Watch him.

      I try to be subtle, but it’s hard. He’s so damn hot and my eyes are drawn to him like magnets.

      “What should we do with all of those guns?” Caleb asks. Abigail still looks shaken up as she sits beside him. The poor girl fled into the woods as soon as the guys came pouring out of the cars.

      “One of you can bury them on the mountain,” Maximus says.

      “Not me!” Caleb, Tito, Ronin, and Lachlan all shout at the same time.

      “I said it first,” Caleb says.

      “No, you didn’t,” Ronin shouts.

      “All four of you can do it,” Maximus says.

      Tito frowns. “One of us didn’t say ‘not me’” he says. He’s staring at his plate, not brave enough to look at Kneecap. “Shouldn’t he do it?”

      “That someone also re-engineered a car engine using a man’s spine,” Maximus says with a raised eyebrow. “Are you sure you want to be on his bad side?”

      “Good point,” Tito says. “The four of us will be pleased to do it.”

      “Perfect,” Maximus says with a smile.

      We joke around for the rest of dinner and as the boys start doing the dishes, Kneecap and I sneak away.

      It’s another spectacular night and I feel like I’m in paradise as we walk back up to his favorite spot on the hill. He picks me another purple wildflower and tucks it behind my ear. This time his hand lingers as he softly strokes my cheek. This time I want it to last longer.

      It’s a perfectly romantic night. Pink skies, warm breeze, and surrounded by a meadow of purple flowers. My heart is pounding as I look up at him, hoping he’ll kiss me.

      He takes my hand instead and we walk up the hill, enjoying each other’s company and the peacefulness of the beautiful surroundings. The last of the birds are chirping in the trees as they get ready to sleep in their nests. Their songs mix with the soft gurgling sound of the river somewhere off in the distance.

      I could stay here forever. Jessie is such a lucky girl.

      We sit down on the soft moss and instead of watching the setting sun, I turn to Kneecap and gaze into his mesmerizing grey eyes.

      “Thank you,” I say, licking my lips. “Jessie and I would be in the back of a car heading for Chicago right now if it wasn’t for you.”

      “It’s nothing,” he says, brushing it off.

      I touch his strong chin and turn his head until he’s looking at me again. “It’s not nothing,” I say. My hand moves onto his chest where I feel his heart beating. He smells so good. Like the forest mixed with the sun.

      “It meant everything to me,” I whisper as my lips part and my mouth gets closer to his.

      His chest starts to vibrate and rumble under my hand, but I’m too focused on his approaching lips to notice.

      Just as my eyes are closing and as his mouth is about to fall onto mine, he violently jerks his head away and screams.

      My eyes rip open as I yank my head back and gasp. What is happening?!?

      His body is thrashing around like he’s fighting an invisible demon. A vicious feral snarl rips from his throat as his jaw clenches and his neck strains.

      I stare in horror as his fingertips dig into the moss and gasp as he rips a chunk of it from the earth. I try to call to him—to ask what’s wrong, but my voice is gone. My mouth is open, but I can’t speak. I can’t breathe.

      The shaking gets harder. Rougher. More violent with every second that drags by.

      I reach out with a trembling hand to touch him—to let him know that I’m here. Whatever he’s going through I want him to know that I’m here with him.

      When my fingers graze his flexed forearm a horrible rip cuts through the night and I squeeze my eyes shut.

      The torturous sounds stop.

      But a new sound takes its place.

      Heavy breathing that causes the tiny hairs on my neck to stand up straight. It sounds like a hungry predator is inches from my face.

      With my heart thumping in my chest, I slowly open my eyes and see a monstrous grizzly bear standing in front of me.

      And he looks pissed.
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        Kneecap

      

      

      

      The exertion is excruciating. My body wrenches and tears as I grapple with my vicious bear, fighting him with everything I have.

      He’s slashing me. Hacking me. Clawing and scratching to stay out. I grit my teeth as I jerk and pull him back in, the pressure and aching are going to kill us both.

      It’s a tug of war. We’re in a constant battle, oscillating between furious bear and even more furious human.

      I don’t even want to think about what we must look like to poor Nora. Half skin, half fur, constantly morphing before her terrified eyes.

      Get the fuck back in!

      He hisses back at me, snarling so viciously that it makes me that much madder. He ruins everything. I’ve finally found a girl who doesn’t run away screaming and what the fuck does he do? Make her run away screaming!

      I can’t even look at Nora. Every ounce of concentration I have is focused on this battle with my tyrant of a bear. It’s taking everything I have to hold him, and even that’s not enough. We’re too evenly matched. We’re balancing on a fence between phasing into a human or into a bear.

      We fall to the ground, rolling around in the dirt as he lets out a savage roar. I scream back at him. I don’t know what’s in my head and what’s coming out. All I know is the gorgeous night with the beautiful sunset and the even more beautiful girl is over.

      My chances with Nora are over.

      And he’s going to fucking pay for that.

      I should jump off a cliff onto jagged rocks to rid the world of this feral beast. To rid myself of this hell. I would finally have peace.

      But at this moment I don’t want peace. I want to make him suffer like he makes me suffer.

      Years of torment and oppression come boiling over and I snarl back at him, wrestling him to submission with a new fiery intensity.

      He roars in fury as I grip him and yank him back in. He resists. He always resists. But this time I’m not playing around.

      With a fierce grunt, I grab his essence and yank him down again. He slips this time, but it’s still not enough. He rumbles back to the surface, snarling furiously.

      I snarl back at him. I’m an animal anyway, might as well embrace it fully and start acting like it.

      With one last jerk, I rip him from the surface, overpowering him completely as I stuff him back down into the depths of our being.

      We’re both exhausted. Utterly spent.

      He has no fight left in him and slinks back down where he fucking belongs, grumbling like a pissed off old man.

      I’m breathing heavily as I come to. Lying on the cold dirt with my head pounding.

      My new shirt is in shreds all around me. The soft moss ripped up in chunks.

      I’m too afraid to look at her. I don’t want to see her looking at me the way everyone looks at me.

      Even my cold heart can’t take that.

      How could you do this to me?

      My bear just grumbles back.

      I knew he hated me, I just… I didn’t think he would take away the only slice of joy in my life.

      “Kneecap?” Her voice is soft. Small.

      There’s no hint of fear in it. Only worry.

      “Are you okay?”

      My eyes are wet. My cheeks burning with shame.

      I turn around but I can’t meet her eyes.

      Instead, I look at the clothes. In pieces all around us. My jeans are shredded. My new shoes split down the middle.

      I’ve never felt more stupid. So naive and foolish.

      Did I really think this would work? Me? Living as a human?

      The clothes, the haircut—it was all a sham. A fantasy.

      This is who I really am. This is where I belong.

      Not at dinner tables and around campfires.

      I’m an animal through and through.

      Someone to be feared. Someone to be avoided.

      The guys come running up the hill. I don’t blame them. If I heard a pretty girl screaming when she was with a monster like me, I would come running too.

      They slow when they arrive, careful to only make cautious movements as they start to circle me. Their eyes are narrowed. Their expressions serious.

      They keep their bears alert and ready. I can smell them, hovering below the surface.

      I can’t blame them. They are approaching a monster after all.

      Maximus glances down at a piece of my new jeans that’s lying in the dirt. The disappointment is clear on his face. It feels like a knife in my heart.

      We had a good time picking them out. He shared how he hoped this was a turning point for me.

      Another fantasy. Another delusion.

      I’ll never be anything other than a disappointment. To myself. To Maximus. To Nora.

      I look at Lachlan then Tito. The smiles and joking are gone. The teasing is over.

      They’re circling me like I’m some sort of terrorist holding a hostage at gunpoint.

      It’s time to go.

      It’s time to disappear back into the wilderness where I belong. I’ve ruined their night enough already.

      But I can’t leave without seeing her one last time.

      Nora will be off soon and out of my life. The only thing I’ll have left of her is a few bittersweet memories that I’ll keep until I’m an old man or until my bear finally finds a way to finish me off.

      With a deep breath and a quiver in my stomach, I turn to the only girl I’ve ever loved.

      I know I haven’t known her long, but in this moment, I know that I love her.

      And always will.

      Her eyes are watering as she looks at me. She looks scared, confused, but there’s something else there. Affection? Sympathy? I don’t know.

      She raises her hand and offers it to me. “Come with me,” she says softly. “Let’s go back.”

      There’s nothing I want more than to take her hand and be with her.

      But it’s the selfish thing to do. I’d be putting her in danger. I’d be strapping a ticking time bomb to her body.

      Monsters like me don’t get to live in the real world. This is where we belong.

      The cave is where I belong.

      I love you.

      I don’t have the courage to say it out loud, but I say it with my eyes. I want her to know.

      Her chin quivers as I take a deep breath and turn away from her outstretched hand.

      There’s no other option. No other way.

      With my heart breaking, I walk away from her and disappear into the forest.

      This time, I’m not coming back out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It’s not long until we’re both raging at each other again.

      I’m stomping around the cave as my asshole bear throws a temper tantrum. He wants to go see her. He wants to be around her. I can feel it.

      “I can’t go back!” My screams echo off the cave. You fucking ruined it!

      He roars back at me, as frustrated and angry as I am.

      Well, that’s what happens when you try to fucking eat her!

      He bellows and rumbles as he paces around inside me. Indignation is pouring off him in waves.

      It’s only then that I consider…what were his intentions?

      I had been thrown into a panic as soon as he leapt forward that I didn’t stop to think what he had planned to do. I assumed he was going to try and hurt her like he tries to hurt everyone else, but the more I look back on it, the more I’m not so sure.

      There was no hate flowing through him when he came out. I was so frantic inside him that I didn’t notice at the time. His usual aggressive energy was absent. He was more curious than angry. More eager than enraged.

      What were you trying to do? Why did you come out?

      He rumbles in frustration. Waves of depression are rolling off him as he shuffles around.

      It was almost as if he just wanted to be close to her. Like he was jealous that I got to spend all of the time with her.

      He settles down with a depressed grunt. It’s all starting to make sense.

      Why he was so quiet and calm since Nora came into our lives. Why he let me stay out when I was with her.

      You fucking like her too.

      He doesn’t answer.

      I’d be less surprised to find out that he planned to eat her.

      “You stupid furry fuck,” I say, shaking my head with frustration. What did you think? She was going to fall in love with a savage grizzly bear?

      He grumbles back something that is probably the equivalent of ‘fuck you’ in bear language.

      You should have let me handle it. Why don’t you ever want to work with me? We could have had her if you weren’t so goddamn stubborn.

      He lets out a huff of breath. He fucking knows I’m right.

      Not that it matters.

      It’s over.

      Tomorrow morning, Nora will probably be driving back to Kansas City and I’ll be stuck here thinking about her. Tormenting myself with the bittersweet memories I have of her.

      I take a deep breath as I look around the messy cave. The deer carcass is still laying there, covered in flies. I may be more animal than man, but I don’t have to be a completely feral one.

      With a heavy sigh, I pick up the carcass and carry it into the forest. A bird watches me as I drop it onto the ground where the animals and bugs will happily finish it off.

      No more dead animals in the cave.

      My bear grumbles, but I can tell he agrees. I may not be mate material, but we can do better than what we’re doing.

      I make a quick torch to light the cave and clear the collection of bones scattered around the back wall. Next, I break off a branch of a tree, using it to sweep out the rest of the cave. It’s not much, but it’s better than it was before.

      After, I grab my crushed tin coffee pot and do my best to shape it back out with a rock.

      No more fucking with my coffee pot. Each morning, I’m having a cup before you come out. Got that?

      I can feel him sulking, but he doesn’t protest. We’ve done things his way for too long and look where it’s gotten us. Lonely and heartbroken. Nora-less.

      He knows he fucked up.

      It’s time we try to work together a little bit. No more enemies. It’s not helping either of us.

      I sense a shift in him as he listens. The hatred is gone. The attitude crushed. A broken heart will do that to you, and he’s as brokenhearted as me.

      When I’m finished cleaning the cave, I lie down on the cold rock and stare at the ceiling, unable to sleep.

      The loneliness hits hard now. Harder than ever.

      Now that I’ve had a taste of family, friends and… love. I don’t want to come back here. I don’t want this to be my life anymore.

      A warm tear slides down my temple as my chest aches.

      I’ll just have to get used to living like a wild animal again.

      Because, what else can I do?
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      I’m shaken on the walk back to the ranch. From the grizzly bear, from seeing Kneecap in so much pain, but mostly from watching him walk away from my outstretched hand.

      My heart broke as I watched him disappear into the forest.

      Of all the shitty things that happened tonight, that was the worst one.

      Lachlan pulls me to the side. “Are you okay?” he asks, looking worried.

      “From what?” I ask with a deep breath. “My dad wanting to kidnap me, seeing a man transform into a bear, or almost getting eaten?”

      He gives me a strained smile. “All of the above?”

      “What was that?” I ask, remembering the horrific image of Kneecap thrashing around on the ground. He was part bear, part human and neither of them at the same time. “Is he possessed by a demon?”

      “No demon,” Lachlan says with a sad look on his face. “Although Kneecap might tell you otherwise.”

      I stop and stare at him. “What does that mean? Explain this. Please.”

      Maximus, Caleb and the twins stop as well, watching us with an uneasy look on their faces.

      “It’s okay,” Lachlan says to them. “She’s my mate’s sister. She’s family and I can trust her.”

      They all look to Maximus who takes a deep breath and continues walking. The boys follow him, leaving the two of us alone.

      “Trust me for what?” I ask when it’s just me and Lachlan. “Is this some kind of black magic?”

      I don’t say a word for the next five or ten minutes as he explains all about shifters to me. Men who have animals living inside them? It would be unbelievable if I didn’t just see it with my own eyes.

      “Does Jessie know about this?” I ask when he’s done talking.

      “Of course,” he says. “She’s my mate.”

      “Your mate?” I repeat. “You’re telling me that my sister’s soul is melded with yours?” Of all the things he just told me, the concept of mates seems the hardest to believe. But when I think about my strong feelings for Kneecap, which all came about in such a short time, it doesn’t really seem so hard to believe.

      “We share a special bond that can’t be broken,” he says. I can tell from the look of love and pure happiness in his eyes that he’s not lying.

      “Has Kneecap… bonded with anyone else?” I don’t know how I’m going to feel if he says yes.

      “No,” Lachlan says. “I don’t know if Kneecap is going to have a mate. I don’t see it, but I hope I’m wrong.”

      He is wrong. I know it in my bones. There’s a lot of love inside that big man, he just doesn’t know how to let it out.

      “His bear,” I say, shivering when I think about him again. “He looked so angry.”

      “He’s always angry,” Lachlan says.

      “Was he going to eat me?”

      “No!” he says quickly. “Definitely not.”

      But he doesn’t look convinced.

      “Lachlan,” I say, narrowing my eyes on him.

      He looks uncomfortable. “Probably not. Maybe not. Better not go near him again. Just in case.”

      I laugh out of disbelief. This is all so crazy.

      The bear looked furious as he stood in front of me. Hard, fierce grey eyes. Long sharp teeth. Back ached.

      But he didn’t feel aggressive. He seemed more curious than threatening.

      He could have killed me easily in the three seconds he was out, but all he did was watch me, sniff me, and tilt his head.

      Then his head jerked back and he roared in pain as he started shaking. I was frozen as I watched him fall to the dirt, his fur turning to skin and then back again.

      “I want to go see him.”

      Lachlan jerks his head back in shock. “The bear?”

      “Kneecap.” I can’t get the image of his brokenhearted look out of my head. I want to give him a hug. I want to offer him another chance to come back to the campfire with me.

      I’d go off to find him by myself, but I’d get lost in the dark forest and probably end up in quicksand or surrounded by wolves.

      “Can you take me to see him?”

      Lachlan laughs nervously. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “I didn’t ask you if it was a good idea,” I say, giving him an intimidating stare. “I asked if you can take me to see him.”

      He runs his hand through his hair and holds his breath. “I can’t, Nora,” he says. “Let him cool off. If you still want to come back tomorrow, I’ll bring you. I promise.”

      I don’t want to see him tomorrow. I want to see him now.

      “I’m sure Jessie is really shaken up from having your father return,” he says. “I think we should both go back and see if she’s okay.”

      I glance over my shoulder in the direction that Kneecap walked off in. I can’t see anything but dark trees.

      He’s right. Jessie probably does need us. If not me, then her hot mate to wrap his big comforting arms around her. And I’m holding him up.

      “All right,” I reluctantly say. “Let’s go back.”

      “Thank you,” Lachlan says, looking relieved.

      “But tomorrow,” I say, sticking a warning finger in his face. “You promised.”

      He smiles nervously. “You sure? That doesn’t sound like something I’d promise.”

      “Lachlan!”

      “Okay, okay,” he says with a gulp. “Tomorrow it is.”
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        * * *

      

      “You kicked that guy right in the balls,” I say, laughing as Jessie takes a sip of her beer. She nearly spits it out laughing.

      We’re sitting crosslegged on her bed, having a drink and sharing a sister moment. We should have had a lot more of these growing up.

      “Did you see how big his eyes went?” she asks with a giggle. “It hurt! I thought my toe was broken.”

      “You’re such a badass!” I say, looking at her with admiration and pride. “I still can’t believe you stood up to Dad.”

      “I still can’t believe you offered to take my place,” she says.

      She gets choked up as she looks at me with watery eyes. Her lips pinch together as her chin quivers. “Thank you,” she says. “That was a real big sister thing to do.”

      Now I’m getting choked up. “Yeah, well,” I say with a sniff. “I haven’t always been the best big sister to you. I’m sorry I wasn’t there more.” This has been on my chest for a lifetime and I finally want to apologize for it. “I’m sorry I abandoned you.”

      “You didn’t abandon me,” she says, leaning forward. She reaches out and puts a comforting hand on my arm. “I’m glad you got out. I’m glad you had a mother to keep you away from him.”

      Tears start wetting my cheeks as I look at her. We look so different. If it weren’t for the same big ears that I have, you’d never know we were sisters.

      “I’ve always felt guilty,” I say, letting it all out. “I always felt like we should be facing him together. Like it would have been easier on you if I was there to share the burden of his wrath. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help.”

      “I’m glad you weren’t there,” she says, squeezing my arm. “I mean, it would have been comforting to have you there, but I would have hated having to watch him put you through all of that too. It would have broken my heart. I was always relieved to know that you were safe. That your mother had your back.”

      We hug and then share a cry, and I feel closer to her now than I’ve ever felt. I think she feels the same.

      “Do you think he’ll be back?” I ask when we’re done the sappy stuff.

      She wipes her eyes and laughs. “Are you kidding? He can’t pay those guys to return.”

      I laugh too. “Not with his daughter landing vicious kicks to their balls.”

      We laugh and drink our beers, getting comfortable on the soft bed.

      “Are you okay?” Jessie asks, looking at me carefully. “Lachlan told me what happened.”

      My heart feels like it’s getting crushed as I’m brought back to that moment.

      “I’m okay,” I say, staring at the label of my beer as I pick off the corner. “I just wish I could see him. I keep picturing him sleeping alone in the woods and it makes my heart hurt.”

      She tells me the story about the first time she met Kneecap. Her and Lachlan were relaxing on a beach when she spotted a naked man stalking a deer through the forest.

      “I didn’t know what the hell was going on,” she says, laughing. “I thought I was seeing Bigfoot.”

      “I thought the same thing!” I say, laughing.

      “When he saw us he came charging,” she says, shaking her head. “That’s when I found out that Lachlan was a bear. I still cringe every time I remember them fighting.”

      My shoulders drop and my happy smile fades into a sad one as I picture him all by himself. I can still see the shame on his face and it kills me. He thinks he did something wrong.

      I know his bear wasn’t going to hurt me. I was shocked to see it, but looking back there wasn’t anything to be afraid of.

      “You like him, don’t you?” Jessie asks.

      I nod.

      “You really like him.”

      I nod again.

      “He’s a complicated man,” she says. “You won’t be able to fix him.”

      I take a deep breath as I look down at the beer bottle in my hands. I’ve tried to fix every guy that I’ve ever dated. I’ve been the psychologist, therapist, and counselor, but never the girlfriend. But with Kneecap, I don’t want to fix him. I like him just how he is.

      For the first time, I want to be the girlfriend and only the girlfriend.

      “I know,” I say, nodding. “I realize my mistake. I think having a notorious Chicago mob boss as my father kind of fucked me up.”

      Jessie laughs. “I’ll drink to that.”

      “It was hard to get intimate, you know?”

      She nods. I’m sure she knows all about it.

      “So instead of putting myself out there and experiencing true intimacy,” I say, swallowing hard. “I sabotaged it before it could start. I only let myself have relationships through a psychologist’s filter.”

      “And with Kneecap?”

      I sigh as I take a sip of my warm beer. “Tonight I saw the true Kneecap. All sides of him were revealed in a raw display of vulnerability. What’s more intimate than that? For the first time, I didn’t feel the need to run from it. I was drawn to it. I wanted to explore that intimacy with him and make myself as vulnerable as he made himself.”

      She watches me as I sink into the pillows.

      “You want to see him tonight, don’t you?”

      I nod. “Can you get me to him?”

      “I would if I could,” she says with a disappointed look. “There’s only one person who knows where he is.”

      I sit up on the bed, back straight. “Who?”
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      “For fuck’s sake, stop knocking!” Maximus shouts as I slam my knuckles onto his door over and over again.

      It’s got to be at least three in the morning and I’m definitely waking him up. Not that I care. I’m getting what I want even if his REM sleep has to be a casualty.

      “What?” he snaps as he whips the door open wearing nothing but boxer briefs.

      He sighs when he sees me and Jessie standing arms crossed on the porch.

      “I want to go see Kneecap.”

      He rubs his eyes, looking like he’s trying to wake himself up from an annoying dream. Too bad for him we’re still here and not going anywhere until we get what we want.

      “It’s two in the morning,” he says, looking unmoved.

      “Three in the morning!” Jessie corrects. “And we’re not leaving from this porch until you agree to take Nora to see Kneecap. We’re stubborn, we’re impatient, and we’re a little drunk. So. What do you say?”

      He closes the door in our faces. “No.”

      “Hey!” Jessie says, pushing past me. She starts slamming her fist onto the door. “Open up! We’re not going anywhere!”

      She opens the door and barges into his cabin when he doesn’t answer.

      Maximus drops his head when he sees us charging into his living room. “This is what happens when you let girls onto the ranch,” he mutters to himself.

      “You know what else happens?” Jessie says, sticking her finger into his face. “Baked goods.”

      He raises an eyebrow.

      “Muffins. Cupcakes. Brownies. You name it. We’ll make it.”

      “And if you don’t take us,” I warn, “Jessie will kick you in the balls!”

      He laughs and shakes his head. “I have the feeling that you two won’t leave me alone until I agree.”

      We both hook our arms together and nod. “The Marchesi sisters always get what they want,” Jessie says.

      He laughs. “I can see that.”

      We wait with held breaths as he thinks it over.

      “You,” he says, pointing at me with a hard stare. “Get your hiking boots on.”

      The excitement builds in me until it feels like I’m going to burst. I’m going to see Kneecap tonight.

      “And you,” he says, pointing at Jessie. “Get started on those cupcakes.”
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      I spend the night dreaming of Nora. Her scent is swirling around my nose, making my insides stir.

      Upon waking, the crushing realization that I’m never going to see her again is like descending from a dream into a nightmare. That is, until I open my eyes.

      Big curly strands of blonde hair tickle my chest as Nora sleeps up against me. Her cheek is resting on my bicep, her warm drool leaking onto my skin.

      My other arm is tucked protectively around her, holding her close against my body.

      She was sleeping right beside me and I didn’t even know it.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and then slowly open them, expecting to see her drift away as I wake up from my dream for real, but she’s still there. Laying beside me peacefully with the soft gentle sound of her breathing in and out, in and out.

      I don’t understand. Why is she here? How is she here?

      Shouldn’t she be terrified of me? Shouldn’t she be driving back home right now, speeding down the highway to get away from the monster she saw yesterday?

      My mind scrambles to understand, but the only one who can explain it is sleeping. And I’m not about to wake her up.

      This could be a mistake. She might leave as soon as she wakes, and I’m not about to throw away any time I could be spending with her. This may be the last time I have her in my arms.

      So, I just hold her tight and breathe in the sweet smell of her skin as I look down at her curvy body, admiring every inch of it.

      She’s still wearing the summer dress from yesterday. Still looking absolutely gorgeous.

      Eventually, she stirs, and my heart starts pounding, terrified that she’ll leave.

      Instead, she wakes up with a satisfied moan and turns around, facing me with the most gorgeous smile I’ve ever seen.

      “Good morning,” she whispers.

      “What are you doing here?” It comes out rough. Accusing. Not at all how I meant it.

      Nora jerks her head back, looking upset. “I thought…” She goes to get up, but I hold her back down.

      “That’s not what I meant,” I say, wanting to kick myself. God, I’m so bad at this. “It’s just… what are you doing here?”

      Her face softens and she smiles when she sees the intent on my face. “I missed you.”

      “You did?” No words have ever surprised me more. “For real?”

      “Yeah,” she says, laughing. “Did you miss me too?”

      I nod, unable to talk. She’s so fucking perfect. How could I not miss her?

      “Kneecap,” she says as she sits up. She sees the drool she left on my forearm and laughs. “Oops,” she says, looking embarrassed as she wipes it away. “Sorry about that.”

      The sound of her soft laughter makes me lightheaded. It’s the sexiest sound I’ve ever heard.

      She takes a deep breath as she sits down and looks at me. “I just wanted to apologize for the way I acted last night,” she says.

      I nearly laugh. “You want to apologize for the way you acted? I’m the one who wants to apologize.”

      She tilts her head as she looks at me. “You did nothing wrong.”

      “I nearly attacked you with a two-ton grizzly bear.”

      “No, you didn’t,” she says. “Lachlan and Jessie told me about your bear. Maximus too. They said he has a bit of an anger issue.”

      “A bit?” I laugh. That’s an understatement.

      “He wasn’t angry,” she says. “At first I thought he was. But he wasn’t. He looked more curious than anything.”

      My heart pounds as I listen to her. She’s confirming my suspicions. He wasn’t trying to eat her, he was just trying to get a closer look. I can’t blame him there.

      He lets out a grumble inside me as if to say, ‘see? I told you so!’

      “Maybe,” I say, sitting up in front of her. “But I still have to have better control.”

      “I can help you work on that,” she says, putting a hand on mine.

      So this is where this was going. She’s looking for another customer. “As a shrink?” I wait for her answer with dread.

      “No,” she says with a shake of her head. Her cheeks redden. “I was thinking as your girlfriend.”

      My jaw drops as I lean forward. “My… girlfriend?” She is full of surprises this morning.

      “Yeah,” she says, smiling shyly. God, she’s adorable. “What do you think?”

      I can never find the right words so I gently cup her chin, lean in, and touch my lips to hers. She moans as I kiss her, soft and deep.

      My pulse is surging when I pull away.

      It’s not the only thing surging. We both glance down at my rock hard cock, standing straight up between us like a telephone pole.

      She swallows hard as she looks at it with wide eyes.

      “Sorry,” I say with a gulp. “I ripped my jeans up yesterday.”

      “Don’t apologize,” she says, leaning in for another kiss. “I like you better with no clothes anyway.”

      She slides her silky tongue against mine as she drags her hand from my cheek down to my chest. My cock rages as her hand doesn’t stop moving downward. Past my abs until it grips my thick shaft. She moans into my mouth as she wraps her fingers around it with a tight grip.

      The smell of her arousal is driving me crazy. Her hand is driving me crazy. Everything about this girl is driving me crazy.

      I drop my head back and groan as she slides her hand up and down my hard shaft. Nora gives me a sexy look before she drops her head and kisses the tip of my dick. I nearly come on her lips, it feels so damn good.

      I slide my fingers through her curly blonde hair and push it to the side so I can see her lips on me. She slides her tongue around the head of my cock twice before taking it in her mouth.

      My heart is pounding so fast. All I can focus on are those fucking lips moving up and down, up and down.

      “You like sucking on your boyfriend’s big cock?” I ask in a deep growly voice.

      She responds with a gasp, sucking me harder and faster with her eager little mouth. This feels so fucking good, but I want a taste of my new girl. Her smell is driving me crazy, and I want to see if she tastes as delicious as she smells.

      I take her thick legs in my big hands and lift her over me. She offers no resistance as I lay down and place her thighs straddling my head in the sixty-nine position.

      Her white panties are soaked through and I moan as I pull them to the side, revealing her beautiful wet pussy.

      With a long slow lick of my tongue, her whole body shakes.

      “Mmmm,” I moan. She tastes even sweeter than she smells.

      I lean back and take another look as she works my cock with her hands and mouth. Her pink lips are glistening in front of me, begging to be licked once again. I’ve never seen such a beautiful sight.

      She cries out as I lick her again, but this time, I don’t stop. I drag my tongue up her folds and suck on her clit, making her back bow and her hand move even faster.

      “Oh, Kneecap,” she moans as I lick her all over. She forgets all about my cock and just moans and whines as I taste her sweet nectar.

      She squeezes my cock, barely able to handle the intensity. This girl better get used to it. I’m going to treat my girlfriend like this every day.

      Just saying ‘girlfriend’ in my head is almost enough to make me come.

      Her body starts to shake and shudder and I can tell she’s close to coming. I grab her ass, digging my fingers into the soft flesh as I bury my face into her, making her scream.

      She tenses over me and then lets out a desperate cry as her orgasm rips through her.

      “Oh, fuck!” she screams, loud enough to wake up half the forest.

      Her legs are shaking on each side of my head as the heat consumes her. I smile to myself as I watch, knowing she’s screaming because of me in a good way. For once, someone is screaming because of me in a good way.

      I shift my body and pick her up as she recovers. Her eyes look glazed over as I lower her down on my cock. Her legs are straddling my waist as I grab my hard cock and slide it in.

      She squeezes her eyes shut and whines as my big dick stretches her wet pussy.

      I’ve never felt anything so tight. So warm.

      Nora grips my shoulders, digging her fingernails into my skin as she sinks all the way down. “Oh, fuck,” she groans, her face twisted in pleasured pain. “You feel so damn big.”

      I am so damn big. My cock is in perfect proportion to my massive frame.

      It’s going to take her a while to get used to it, but she will one day soon. Her pussy will get used to me eventually after we do this daily.

      Soon enough, her pussy relaxes and she’s able to move up and down without that pained look on her face. She bites her bottom lip as she looks at me with seductive eyes and I can barely hold it in.

      Her big tits are bouncing in my face and with a firm grip, I yank her dress down, spilling them out. She gasps as I lunge on them, gripping each breast as I slide my tongue over her beautiful hard nipples.

      After I’ve licked every inch of them, I pull away, but she slides her hand around my head and pulls me back.

      She rides my hard length until we’re both ready to come. She comes first, throwing her head back and crying out. When I feel her blonde hair tickle my balls and feel her pussy tighten around me, I come too, releasing with a carnal roar.

      She gasps as I squeeze her ass cheeks and thrust all the way inside her, filling her with my warm seed.

      When the waves of heat finally roll away, we’re both clutching onto each other, breathing hard and smiling. She presses her forehead to mine and looks into my grey eyes, her chest heaving with every breath. “I can get used to living in a cave if this is what it’s like,” she says with a smile.

      I kiss her sexy lips. “I’ll help you move in today.”

      “All I need is already inside me,” she says, grinding her hips as my cock softens inside her. She’s getting me going again, getting it harder.

      She bites her bottom as she feels my erection return with a vengeance.

      “I’ll move in later,” she says as she starts to move her hips up and down on my hard cock once again. “I’m not done testing out this cave.”

      I grin as I watch her big breasts jumping up and down in front of my face.

      “Take your time,” I say, feeling my heart start to race again. “We have all day.”
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, we’re washing off in the river. It took about five seconds of helping Nora wash her chest before we were having sex on the river bank.

      Now, we’re trying it again.

      “Don’t look,” she laughs as she lathers up her big tits. “We’ll never get out of here.”

      I can already feel my cock hardening at the gorgeous sight. “Would that be such a bad thing?”

      She grins. “I guess not. But I am kind of hungry.”

      “Don’t worry,” I say with a smile. “I’ll be a perfect gentleman. Until you eat. After that, I’m not making any promises.”

      “Good,” she says, giving me a sexy look. “I prefer the beast.”

      Normally, hearing that word would hurt, hitting a sensitive point in me, but coming from her lips it doesn’t.

      My bear has been a perfect companion today. Totally silent. Letting me enjoy the morning.

      Thank you. See how happy she is because of you?

      I can feel my bear watching her as she splashes around in the river, looking gorgeous in the nude.

      He rumbles back and I can get the gist of it. ‘Because of us.’

      A little while later, we’re lying on the rocks to dry off in the sun. She turns to me with a curious look. “How does it work? Can you change into your bear whenever you want?”

      “That’s how it works with most shifters,” I say. “I’m usually holding my bear back. I don’t let him out unless I have to, or unless he escapes.”

      “I’d like to see him again,” she says.

      I stare at her face, trying to see that she’s kidding. “You can’t be serious,” I say when I see no hint of sarcasm or derision.

      “I’m curious,” she says. “I think it’s going to be fine.”

      I can feel my blood pressure rising. She doesn’t know anything about it. It’s not going to be fine.

      One quiet morning doesn’t erase decades of violence and aggression. He’s not coming out. She’s not seeing him.

      Not now. Not ever.

      “Are you already sick of me?” I tease, trying to get her mind off it. “Do you need a break?”

      “I only need a break from your monster cock,” she says, laughing as she closes her eyes. The hot sun is beating down on her beautiful face. “How many times did we have sex? Five? Six?”

      “Seven I think. If you count the blowjob on the way here.”

      She laughs. “This has been the best day ever.”

      I smile as I close my eyes, letting the sun heat up my face. “I was thinking the same thing.”
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      A week and a half pass. The best ten days of my life.

      Nora hasn’t left my side.

      We spend the days exploring the ranch on foot or on horseback, swimming in the lakes and rivers, hiking up the mountains, and making love every place that we can.

      I still haven’t let her see my bear, even though she keeps asking. I’m not ready for that. I’m not sure if I’ll ever be ready for that.

      But to my bear’s credit, he’s been a perfect teddy bear. No growling, no snarling, no charging to get out. He’s letting me take the lead and it seems to be working.

      We’re falling in love.

      No, not falling. We’re in love. She told me two days ago while we were having a picnic and I couldn’t say it fast enough back. Then, we proceeded to crush the apple pie that Abigail made while we showed each other just how much we love one another.

      We’ve shared everything. Our bodies, our fears, and desires. I told her all about my hard past and she listened with tears in her beautiful blue eyes. How I first phased at the young age of seven and how my parents reacted. I told her about the small cage they stuffed my bear in and the metal rod my father constantly used to try and break him. It enraged him, unhinged him, but it never broke him. He was always too strong for that.

      I told her how my bear was so far gone when I was finally able to leave at the age of seventeen after ten long years of abuse. I told her how Maximus took a chance on me and was the only one who could help, but even that wasn’t enough for my damaged bear. I told her how hard it’s been, how lonely, how hopeless, and how much easier it is now, because of her.

      She told me about her life in Kansas City and how it never felt right. She talked about her mother and how strong she is, raising a child on her own while protecting her from a hard, powerful man who never made it easy for her.

      She talked about her father and how she wishes that he could be out of her and Jessie’s life for good. How there’s no love there and after seeing what he was capable of, she just wants him to die.

      We talk about deep stuff, silly stuff, serious stuff, funny stuff. We talk about everything. Sometimes my mind wanders and I just watch her talking, wondering if I’ll ever get tired of hearing her sweet voice.

      I don’t think I ever will.

      “You can take it off,” she says, laughing as she watches me from across the table.

      I squirm in the chair of the restaurant, adjusting my tie for the fiftieth time. It feels like it’s choking me. I can hardly breathe.

      “No,” I say, sucking it up. “I want to look nice.”

      This is a fancy restaurant and all of the other men are wearing ties. I’m leaving it on.

      She laughs. “Suit yourself. But you look good no matter what you wear. Or what you don’t wear.”

      I’m getting a lot better in public. My bear stays calm and with Nora by my side, it’s easier. But these clothes. Ugh. I’ll never get used to these fucking clothes.

      The waiter takes our order and brings us our drinks. We’re sitting in front of the fireplace at the most romantic table of the restaurant. There’s a singer in the corner, softly singing Elvis’ I Can’t Help Falling In Love and Nora has a beautiful sparkle in her eye as she looks at me in the soft candlelight.

      God, I love her.

      She looks down at her empty plate, suddenly looking nervous. “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      After a deep breath, she looks back up. “We haven’t talked about… the future.”

      She says it like it’s a dirty word.

      I want her to stay more than anything in the world, but I don’t want to pressure her or scare her off. She has a life back in Kansas City and it would be selfish of me to think that she would give all that up to live in a cave with me.

      “I was just wondering…” she says, not meeting my eyes, “what’s going to happen.”

      I’m not good with these kinds of situations. Should I tell her I want her to stay? That I would die inside if she left? Even for a day?

      She’s biting her bottom lip as she slowly turns her wine glass in a circle.

      It’s probably best to let her decide for herself. I don’t want to come on too strong or pressure her into anything.

      “I think you should do whatever you want,” I say with a shrug. Stay with me. Please.

      Her eyes dart up to me and her body stiffens. “That’s it?” she whispers with a bitter smile on her face. “Even if I decide to go back home to Kansas City?”

      Just the thought makes my heart feel like it’s shrinking.

      “If that’s what you want,” I say, feeling a heaviness in my body. “Then that’s fine with me.”

      “Oh,” she says, swallowing hard as she looks down at her lap. “Okay, then. Maybe I’ll go back.”

      I’m dying inside. How could she want to leave? I thought we were going to be together forever.

      I look down at my napkin and adjust it on my new pants. “If that’s what you want.”

      The rest of the dinner doesn’t go so well. Nora is quiet and feels distant. She’s looking more at the fireplace than at me.

      I don’t know what I’ve done. I thought I said what she wanted to hear, but years of living in a cave have not exactly sharpened my social skills. It’s dulled them to those of a Neanderthal.

      “Want some dessert?” I ask after the waiter takes our plates away. “Tito said they have an amazing chocolate mousse. He said we have to try it.”

      “Not tonight,” she says in a quiet voice. “Maybe we should just call it a night.”

      I nod, but my stomach is clenching with disappointment. This was supposed to be a romantic night together. I put on a tie and everything.

      I have no idea why she looks so upset. We were laughing when we first sat down, then out of the blue, she changed.

      I’m thinking that I’ll never understand women when I pay the check and we leave.

      We walk down the cobblestone sidewalk under the soft glowing lights of the street. Music and laughter from The Slurry Rabbit are wafting along on the wind, giving the street an energetic air, which only contrasts our sullen mood, making it feel even worse.

      Nora lowers her head and sighs as we walk past an empty office with glass outer walls. A few days ago, she was peeking into the window and saying how this would make a perfect office for a therapist. She was so excited and now… I don’t know what she is now.

      I reach down and take her hand in mine. She lets me but she doesn’t squeeze me back like she normally does.

      I don’t like how this is going. I keep thinking of her returning to Kansas City and it makes me want to be sick.

      It can’t end like this. She’s the one. I know she’s the one.

      “Nora,” I say, pulling her in front of me as I stop on the sidewalk. She looks up at me with surprised eyes. “Stay with me. Please stay with me.”

      Her frown starts to lighten as she looks up at me. Her lips, which have been pressed tight all night start to curl up into a smile.

      “I don’t want you to go back to Kansas City,” I say, putting it all on the line. “I don’t want to spend another day without you. I want you to live with me. I want to see your face every morning and every night. I want you to stay. Please stay.”

      Her skin is flushed and she can barely hide her smile. “You really want me to stay?”

      I nod like crazy. “I really want you to stay. Like really really.”

      She laughs shyly. “Good,” she says, looking up at me with a grin that can’t be contained. “I really want to stay too.”

      My heart drums in my chest as a rush of adrenaline surges through my veins. She wants to stay. With me. I can hardly believe it, but those sweet words just crossed her lips. It’s true.

      She reaches up on her tippy toes, but she still can’t reach. I smile as I lean down and kiss her.

      It’s the best feeling in the world, quickly followed by an… interesting one.

      My whole body seizes as I pull away from her lips. I can’t move anything as a strange force grips me, seizing and pulling at my core.

      Nora’s eyes widen as she looks up at me. “Kneecap?” she whispers in a panicked voice.

      I couldn’t answer her if I tried. My vision starts to fade. Everything is getting dark. The cobblestone street. The potted flowers. The plants. But not Nora. She’s looking brighter than ever in her gorgeous blue dress.

      Her eyes widen even more as she feels it too. Our spirits, our energy, our souls—they meld together, our very beings weaving into one as we stare at each other in awe.

      Warmth, love, devotion… they all come flooding in, taking over my psyche as my bear bonds with the dream girl standing in front of me.

      It’s over too fast—like all things with Nora. We’re both left stunned and wobbly on the sidewalk, staring at each other like the rest of our lives just flashed in front of us. A life filled with adoration, affection, passion, love. A life lived together as equals. As mates.

      I feel like the luckiest man in the world.

      “Was that?” she asks, unable to finish the sentence.

      I nod as I stare at her, seeing her beautiful energy in a new way. Feeling connected to it like never before. “That was us bonding together,” I say, still staring at her in disbelief. “You’re my mate.”

      She smiles and my heart nearly explodes. “I like the sound of that.”

      The roaring sound of motorcycles rips through the air, making my head turn. I inhale deeply as six bikers come racing forward. Wolves.

      I hate wolves.

      My body stiffens as they drive past us, revving their bikes and ruining the peaceful night. I glance at their backs as they pass and my jaw tightens when I see the biker gang name stitched onto their jackets. The Hell’s Howlers.

      I remember them from back in the day. They have an endless amount of wolf shifters. Knock down a dozen, and a dozen more take their place.

      Nothing ever good happens when those dogs are around.

      “Kneecap,” Nora whispers, looking worried as they turn the corner and disappear.

      I take a deep breath as I keep staring down the street. Why are they here? The dragons kicked them out years ago.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I look down at her beautiful face and force out a smile. “With you here, nothing.”

      She smiles back at me and squeezes my hand. “Let’s go get some dessert now,” she says. “Turns out I am in the mood after all.”

      “Okay,” I say with one eye still down the street. Why would those damn dogs return?

      It’s a gorgeous night, I have my mate, we’re getting dessert, and she’s going to stay. I should be flying right now. But instead, a feeling of dread has rooted deep down inside me.

      Didn’t Emanuele Marchesi work with those dogs once?

      I’m not sure. It was so long ago. I try to shake it off, but I can’t help but think that something bad is about to go down. Something really bad.

      “Ice cream?”

      “Huh?” I say, shaking the haze out of my head.

      Nora laughs. “You want to get some ice cream? There’s a Mr. Sprinkles up ahead.”

      “Sure,” I say, taking a deep breath as I try to come back to the moment. “Ice cream sounds great.”

      She pulls me ahead and I follow with a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.
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      Everyone is staring at us, waiting, expecting a big announcement.

      Kneecap holds me tight and grins.

      “We’re mated!” I say. I can hear the excitement in my high-pitched voice.

      The crew cheers and rushes in for hugs and slaps of congratulations like we just said we’re engaged. But this is bigger than being engaged. Marriage can end in divorce. Mating can only end in forever.

      “Does that mean you’re staying here?” Jessie asks as she hugs me. She holds me at arm’s length, excitedly waiting for my answer.

      “I’m staying!”

      She screams and squeals and jumps up and down. Finally, I’m going to be with my sister.

      “Wait a minute,” Tito says, looking at me funny. “Are you going to live in a cave?”

      I laugh. Kneecap and I have already talked about this. Staying in the cave has been fun, but if I’m staying for good then the cave has got to go.

      “We’ll be moving back into the cabin,” he says with a grin. It’s so hard to take my eyes off him. I laugh to myself when I think how far he’s come in such a short time. Two weeks ago, he was a crazy naked man stalking me through the forest. Now he has his hair combed to the side and is wearing a button-up shirt and jeans. He’s constantly squirming around in them, but still.

      “I can’t believe you’re staying,” Jessie says, hugging me again.

      We pull Abigail in to join our hug. “The three sisters,” I say smiling. She laughs when we don’t let her go.

      “I’ve always wanted a sister,” Abigail says with blushing cheeks.

      Jessie grins. “Well, now you have two.”

      I already feel so close to these people and I know that before long, they’ll start feeling even more like family.

      Even Maximus looks pleased as he gives me a warm welcoming hug. “You’re part of the crew now,” he says. “You’re a Grisly Grizzly.”

      “A grizzly?” I laugh. “I don’t feel like a fierce animal.”

      Maximus laughs back. “Believe me. Anyone who can hang with Kneecap and his crazy bear is a fierce animal.”

      I smile as I look at Kneecap, watching him as the twins tease him. He’s not an animal anymore.

      He’s a man. And a damn good one.

      We take our drinks and head to the picnic tables where Lachlan’s dinner is waiting for us. Roasted turkey with grilled veggies that were freshly picked from the garden by the barn. It looks delicious.

      I have my sister Jessie on one side of me and my man Kneecap on the other. “This is so perfect,” I say, looking at the beautiful table surrounded by people I love. “Nothing can ruin this moment.”

      But the sound of rumbling motorcycles on the horizon disagrees.

      It sounds like an invading force as they get closer. There must be dozens of them.

      Maximus’ back straightens as he stares at the trees covering the road. His eyes are hard. His jaw is tight. A cloud of dust is floating over the tree line, getting bigger and closer as they arrive.

      “What’s that?” Abigail asks, looking pale.

      “Trouble,” Lachlan says as he stares.

      “Line up!” Maximus shouts. The boys jump to attention, rushing past us to the dirt path that leads to the road.

      I watch, feeling my body shaky with anxiety as they stand shoulder to shoulder like a protective wall.

      The roaring gets louder as the dirt cloud arrives. Like an invading army, the bikers storm into the ranch, their motorcycles rumbling like thunder.

      There are so many of them. I see one grinning as he slows to a stop, his long black hair flapping in the wind. One huge man with a long nasty scar along his chin lets out a howl. My blood chills as the others howl too.

      They sound like a vicious pack of wolves. They don’t sound human.

      “Are they shifters?” Jessie asks as she rubs her hands together nervously.

      “They look like shifters to me,” Abigail says, staring in horror. “They’re huge.”

      I gulp when they start stepping off their motorcycles and I can see how big these guys actually are.

      “No,” Jessie says with a gasp. She sees him before I do.

      Our father, Emanuele Marchesi is in the middle of them. A huge shifter with a long grey beard steps off his motorcycle and we see our cruel father sitting behind him. He climbs off the bike and straightens his pinstripe suit.

      “I don’t believe this,” Jessie says, sounding outraged. “He came back!”

      We should have known. Of course, he came back. My father always comes back. He doesn’t stop until he wins.

      Jessie grabs a carving knife off the table and charges forward with murder in her eyes. I quickly follow as Abigail hides under the table. The poor girl. I’m sure she’s sick of getting in the crossfire of our family problems.

      “Jessie, wait!” I say, running to catch up to her. Her knuckles are white from squeezing the knife so hard. These are not my father’s two-bit thugs. These look like shifters and from what I can see, there are at least twenty of them. We have six.

      “We have to be smart here,” I say, grabbing her arm when I reach her. “This time everyone could get killed.”

      She huffs out a breath and then slows to a stop behind the muscular wall of grizzly bear shifters.

      “Let the guys handle this,” I whisper.

      Something tells me they’re better equipped to deal with twenty plus shifters than a hundred and twenty-pound chick with a carving knife.

      Maximus steps forward. “Mastiff,” he says, addressing the big guy with the grey beard. He must be their leader. Or alpha, or whatever these guys call each other.

      “I heard the dragons told you The Hell’s Howlers were no longer welcome in Redemption Creek,” Maximus says. His voice is hard, unflinching. He doesn’t look intimidated in the least even though they’re outnumbered about four to one.

      Mastiff strokes his long grey beard as he turns back to look at our dad. “Someone made us an offer we couldn’t refuse. One million dollars for two young girls. I’ll risk a little dragon fire for that any day.”

      “You’re risking more than a little dragon fire,” Maximus says, glaring at him. “The girls are with us.”

      Kneecap steps forward, his body shaking with anger. “And they’re not leaving!”

      Maximus places a hand on my mate’s chest and gently brings him back in line.

      Mastiff smiles as he turns to the huge shifter. “The famous Kneecap,” he says with a grin. He points to him and turns to his men. “I once saw this guy snap a telephone pole in two and use it to beat half of the Gory Gorillas. Tell me, Kneecap. Are you still a wild animal?”

      “No,” Kneecap says. “But I still fight like one.”

      Mastiff laughs. “Looks like you boys are in for a treat,” he says, laughing as he turns back to his men. “Who wants a new feather for their cap? The wolf who wrecks the famous Kneecap will be a legend. They’ll have fables and songs written for them.”

      “Yeah, but they might not have any ears left to hear it,” Kneecap growls.

      “Enough of this!” Dad says, stomping forward. “Girls. Come with me.”

      Nausea creeps up my throat when he looks right at me with those hard unflinching eyes. Jessie squeezes the knife even harder. “Come and get me!” she snaps back.

      “Your daughter already told you,” Lachlan says in a pissed-off tone. “She’s not yours to boss around anymore.”

      Dad looks at him with a look of disgust. “You think she’s yours?”

      “I think she’s free to do as she pleases,” he says. “And I think you better get the fuck out of here or I’ll do what I please. And guaranteed you’re not going to like that.”

      My father lets out an annoyed sigh and then turns to Mastiff. “Do it your way. Quickly.”

      The huge shifter’s shoulders start shaking as he tilts his head back and starts barking. My stomach rolls with nerves as the rest of them join in, growling and barking along with their alpha.

      I gasp when one of them explodes into a huge wolf. Then another. And another until they’re popping like fireworks and there are more wolves than men. Mastiff is the last one to phase. His grey wolf is the biggest of them all. I can see why he’s the top dog.

      My father looks more sinister than ever as he crosses his arms in triumph, surrounded by an army of snarling wolves.

      Jessie is breathing heavily beside me. “You’re not the only one with some big guns,” she says. “You brought a bunch of pathetic wolves to a bear fight.”

      The look on my father’s face is priceless as our boys start phasing into their grizzly bears.

      Six enormous bears stand between us, Kneecap being the biggest of them all. He towers over Caleb’s bear who’s beside him. I can’t help but feel lucky that he’s in my corner.

      The bear turns his massive head and I see the same bright grey eyes as Kneecap looking back at me. I want to go over to say hi and introduce myself. ‘Hi, Mr. Bear, I’m your mate.’ But now is not the time for that. Plus, it feels like we already know each other.

      “Go get him,” I whisper.

      His thick black lip curls up into a vicious snarl and then he whips his head back to face the huge pack of wolves. He’s the first to move.

      I can feel the thunderous vibrations in the ground as he charges forward with a bloodthirsty roar.

      The rest of the bears follow, attacking with the force of someone protecting their own. Protecting their friends, their fellow crew members, their mates.

      But the wolves are up to the challenge.

      They leap forward to meet the bears, smashing into them with barred teeth and extended claws. Maximus stomps on a wolf as another one jumps on his back. The twins fight together, back to back as the wolves surround them. Caleb and Lachlan are fighting hard too, colliding into the dogs with hard shoulders, but no one is fighting quite like Kneecap is.

      He’s vicious. A true warrior.

      The wolves are swarming him. At least a dozen are all over him, fighting for the bragging rights to be the one to take the great Kneecap down. But he’s not having any of it. Three wolves sail through the air as he shakes them off his powerful back. He grabs a hold of one in his strong jaws and throws him into the two that are charging forward. The flying wolf collides into the two others and the three of them somersault back in a chorus of whimpers and whines.

      My heart is pounding as I watch. There’s chaos everywhere.

      Lachlan lets out a violent roar as a wolf bites into his leg. His furious bear turns with a feral growl and rips a chunk out of the wolf’s back.

      They’re all fighting multiple wolves, except for Maximus who has his hands full with the big grey wolf. Mastiff is not the alpha for nothing, and the crafty old wolf is giving Maximus a hard time. He’s fast and agile, darting away from every one of Maximus’ strikes. Mastiff snaps back with his terrible jaws, but Maximus’ bear is fast too. Like Mastiff, he’s not the alpha for nothing either. The two battle it out in a chess match with the deadliest of consequences.

      “Nora!” Jessie says in a panicked voice.

      I gasp when I see what she’s looking at. My father is heading straight for us, flanked by two monstrous wolves. Their heads are tucked low, teeth out, the hair on their backs standing straight up. My mind is racing, but I can’t think properly. My heartbeat is thrashing in my ears and I’m practically hyperventilating as they approach.

      Jessie looks more confident than me. A lifetime of hardship has toughened her up.

      The two wolves growl as Dad stops in front of us.

      “What kind of daughters disobey their own father?” he asks, looking disgusted.

      “What kind of father sicks wolves on his own daughters?” Jessie shoots back, squeezing the knife by her side.

      I shoot a quick glance at Kneecap’s grizzly. He’s fighting hard but there’s too many of them. He rips a chunk out of a wolf’s throat, but four more jump on his back, trying to bite through his thick skin. We’re on our own.

      “The kind of father that expects obedience and loyalty,” he says. “The ruthless kind who punishes his spoiled ungrateful children.”

      “Ungrateful?!?” I shout, wanting to rip his head off. “You did nothing but torture Jessie and hold her back. I’m her big sister and anyone who tries to hurt her again is going to have to go through me.”

      My father takes a step forward and I let one rip, slamming my fist into his big ugly nose. He stumbles backward, holding his face as blood gushes from his nostrils. My heart is pounding and I’m feeling invincible as I hold my fists up, wanting to give him more.

      But he’s not alone.

      He looks at the wolves and then points to us both. “Maul them.”

      The wolf on his right leaps forward and snaps at Jessie. With a grunt, she shoves the knife into the dog’s shoulder all the way to the hilt. He lets out a high-pitched whimper and limps away with his tail between his legs and the knife sticking out of his shoulder.

      Shit. I should have grabbed a knife too.

      Unfortunately, I only have my fists and they’re not much use against a wolf that looks like he eats steroids instead of kibble.

      I throw a jab, but miss by a mile. He leaps up, bashing his big paws into my chest. He takes me down, slamming my back onto the ground with an oomph. My head bounces off the hard dirt, sending stars flashing behind my eyelids and sending a jolt of searing pain down my spine.

      The wolf lands on top of me—paws on my chest, growling in my face. He’s crushing my lungs as his hot breath washes down on my face. His white teeth are so big as he leans forward with strings of hot drool dripping from his black lips.

      I’ve never been so scared in my life. I’m about to be mauled by a wolf.

      Out of nowhere, Jessie leaps on him, punching and kicking the wolf like a wild animal. He’s too big and too strong, though. He just ignores her, shaking her strikes off like she’s trying to give him a massage.

      I turn my head and see Kneecap’s bear. He’s got wolves all over him. All around him. He looks exhausted like he’s drowning in wolves and can’t keep his head above water.

      He catches my eye, but I’m forced to turn away. Jessie has fallen on her ass and the wolf is turning back to me to finish the job.

      I gasp as he rips his head back and opens his terrible jaws. My body goes cold already as he lunges forward for the kill shot.

      His teeth are a breath away from my throat when a furry train collides into him, sending him flying through the air. I turn my head in shock, just in time to see the wolf crash into the campfire. He howls in pain as he leaps out, running away with his whole back in flames.

      I’m taking big raspy breaths as I turn my head and look up at the enormous grizzly bear standing over me. He lowers his big head and gives me a long sloppy lick up my cheek.

      Jessie rushes over and helps me up as Kneecap’s grizzly turns back to the wolves, growling protectively.

      The rest of the guys are still holding their own. A wolf with four bloody scratches on his ass runs away from Caleb’s bear as Maximus’ grizzly finally pins Mastiff’s grey wolf.

      A dozen or so wolves line up and approach Kneecap, fighting as a team. He’s the only thing between us and the wolves and he’s way outnumbered. Still, I like my odds.

      A loud ear-piercing shriek cuts through the sky and everyone freezes. My ears burn as I turn up to the sky along with everyone else.

      Is that a—No. Can’t be.

      A red dragon is soaring through the air, coasting on its giant red wings.

      “That’s a fucking dragon,” Jessie says. She looks as shocked as I feel.

      The wolves don’t stick around to watch it land. At the same moment, they all turn and flee, sprinting over the hill like their tails are on fire, which they might be soon if they don’t run fast enough.

      My father is still here, looking around in a panic as his cavalry abandons him.

      The red dragon circles overhead and then swoops down to land on the ranch. Every wolf is gone and if it weren’t for their shiny motorcycles still sitting on the grass, you’d never know they’d even been here.

      A heavy feeling settles in my stomach when the dragon’s scaly feet touch the ground. He’s not alone. I didn’t see him up high, but there’s a man riding on his back.

      Jessie and I both watch in stunned silence as he hops off and straightens his suit jacket. He’s wearing an expensive suit that’s tailored to his slim muscular frame. His brown hair is perfectly styled and he looks like he’s ready to walk down a runway, not scold a bunch of rowdy bears.

      He looks unworldly handsome, every feature is nothing short of perfection. He has dark aviator sunglasses on, but I can see his orange eyes glowing behind the dark lenses.

      The bears start shaking as they all phase back. Maximus reemerges first, then all the others. My father looks around nervously, not knowing what to do. He pulls a revolver out from his belt and holds it with both hands, ready to use it.

      I take a breath of relief when Kneecap is beside me once again in his human form. I always feel safe and protected whenever he’s nearby.

      But this time, he doesn’t look too confident as the strange man approaches with the red dragon waiting behind him.

      “Is it over?” I whisper.

      Kneecap looks at me with a heartbroken look on his face. “Far from it. If you thought we were in trouble before, just wait.”
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      I guess The Hell’s Howlers were causing too much of a racket with their bikes that it caught the ears of the dragons. Vesuvius is strutting over in a new suit as Kilauea hangs back, looking bored in his dragon form.

      Two of the three. This isn’t good. At least Galeras isn’t here. You know you fucked up when all three dragons show up.

      Still, this is pretty bad.

      Every crew in Redemption Creek knows not to disturb the peace or you risk the wrath of the dragons. And we just shattered the peace with our furry brawl.

      “Enough of this!” Nora’s father Emanuele shouts, swinging his gun around like a madman. “I don’t know who you are, or what the fuck that thing is,” he says, pointing the gun at the red dragon. Kilauea just stares back at him with a bored look on his face. “But I’m running this show. Now, I’m bringing my daughters back and that’s that!”

      Vesuvius walks toward him and stops two feet from him. “No one is going anywhere,” he says in his smooth voice.

      “We’ll see about that,” Emanuele hisses as he raises his revolver and points it at Vesuvius’ forehead. “You’re going straight to hell.”

      He grits his teeth and fires the gun over and over again until the smoking revolver clicks repeatedly.

      I shake my head as Vesuvius grins at him, completely untouched. The dragon shifter moved so fast that the bullets hit nothing but the hot air around him.

      Emanuele’s eyes grow comically large as he shrinks in front of the dragon shifter, staring at him in shock and horror.

      Vesuvius turns to Maximus with an amused look on his face. “Is he with you?”

      “No!” Nora and Jessie both shout at the same time.

      “Definitely not,” Jessie says, glaring at her dad.

      Vesuvius shrugs then shoots his arm out, grabbing Emanuele by his suit jacket. With the flick of his wrist, Nora’s father goes flying into the air behind him. He screams as he sails as high as the trees.

      “Kilauea,” Vesuvius casually says without looking back. “Would you mind?”

      The red dragon lifts his head, opens his huge jaws, and blows a jet of flame that consumes Emanuele and incinerates him instantly. When the rush of fire stops, a cloud of ash that was once Nora’s father slowly floats back down along the gentle breeze.

      Well, that takes care of that.

      No more father-in-law issues.

      “Finally,” Jessie whispers.

      I turn to Nora but the only look on her face is relief as she watches.

      “Vesuvius,” Maximus says, stepping forward. “Let me explain.”

      “Explain, explain,” Vesuvius says with a twirl of his hand. “That’s all you bear shifters do. Fight and explain.”

      Maximus lets out a huff of breath, looking discouraged. “This wasn’t like the last time.”

      “You’re right,” Vesuvius says, making a show as he looks at all of the motorcycles lined up. “The last time there was only this big fella and four tiger shifters.” I drop my eyes as he looks at me. “This time there were more than four. This time, a whole gang of bikers was riding through my town because of you Grisly Grizzlies.” He says our name with a sour face.

      “The rules are simple,” he says with a roll of his eyes. “No crew fights. Why is that so hard for you to get through your thick bear skulls?”

      Lachlan’s eyes drop to the floor as Vesuvius turns to him. Same with Caleb.

      When the dragon shifter looks at me, I stare right back at him. I’m not afraid of a little fire.

      “This reeks of the famous Kneecap,” he says as he takes off his sunglasses and narrows his fiery orange eyes on me. “I always knew you were too volatile to stay. Your alpha has too much confidence in you and your savage bear. He always has.”

      “Vesuvius,” Maximus says, stepping forward in a panic. “Things are different now.”

      “Things are different now,” Vesuvius repeats with an impatient breath. “Isn’t that what you told me the last time? Right before the great Kneecap burnt down a restaurant after he shoved a rhino shifter’s head in the oven?”

      This guy is really starting to piss me off. That rhino shifter deserved it.

      I grit my teeth, trying to control my temper. Nora is standing beside me and although I’m not afraid of being bathed in flames, I’m terrified of them touching her.

      Vesuvius tucks his sunglasses into the inside pocket of his expensive jacket as he stops in front of me. He takes a deep breath and sighs as he looks up into my eyes. I can feel the heat radiating off him in waves.

      “If your wild bear can’t play nice with others,” Vesuvius says, “then he doesn’t belong in Redemption Creek.”

      “Are you kicking me out?” I ask as I stare him down.

      He rubs his chin as he looks up at me. “It appears so.”

      My hands clench into fists. I’m about to clock him when I feel Nora’s soft hand cover mine.

      “It’s okay, Kneecap,” she says, looking up at me with the softest blue eyes. “I’ll follow you anywhere. As long as we’re together, we’ll be home.”

      The anger rushes out of me, replaced with a deep love for my girl. I release my fists and slide my fingers between hers as I smile down at her.

      “Who is this?” Vesuvius asks, looking at Nora with an amused smile.

      “His mate,” Nora says proudly.

      Vesuvius smiles. “His mate? You mean someone actually tamed the monstrous Kneecap? I didn’t think he had a heart to steal.”

      “He has a big heart,” she says, raising her chin as she stares back at the dragon shifter with a defiant look. “The biggest heart I’ve ever felt and I love him completely. Kick us out if you must, but he’s not a monster. Don’t ever call him that again.”

      Vesuvius leans back and grins. “Or?”

      Nora raises her fist. “Or, I’ll knock you the fuck out.”

      Vesuvius laughs and claps his hands in delight. “You two are perfect for each other!” he says, looking ecstatic. “I like her, Kneecap. You picked a fierce one.”

      “He’s changed,” Maximus says, pleading my case. “The bonding has calmed his grizzly bear. Nora has calmed his grizzly bear. She has a soothing effect on him. Please just give them another chance.”

      Vesuvius rubs his chin in thought as he looks around. “And the puppies?”

      “They won’t be back,” Maximus promises.

      “How can you be sure?” Vesuvius asks.

      Maximus sighs. “You just burnt the guy who was signing their paychecks.”

      My back straightens as he turns to Nora.

      “You,” he says.

      “Nora,” my girl answers, correcting him.

      “Nora,” he says with a smile. “You going to keep this big-hearted boy on a short leash?”

      “Yes, sir,” she says, nodding her head.

      Vesuvius studies her for a few seconds and then sighs. “One flash of fur in the wrong place and you’ll be spending your honeymoon in Siberia. Permanently. Understand?”

      She nods.

      Vesuvius turns to me. “Understand, Romeo?”

      I take a deep breath and nod as well. As much as I hate submitting to anyone other than Maximus—or Nora for that matter—I do it. These three brothers have been fucking up shifters tougher than me for centuries.

      “Well, then,” Vesuvius says as he pulls out his sunglasses. “I’m late for my dinner plans, so I’ll bid you adieu.”

      We all watch with held breath as he struts back to the bored red dragon and climbs onto his back.

      “That’s two strikes for you Grisly Grizzlies,” he says as he straddles his brother’s scaly back. “One more and you’re out.”

      Nora steps closer beside me as the red dragon stands up and starts flapping its massive wings. The wind hits our faces and blows our hair as he takes to the sky and flies away.

      “Dragons?” Jessie says, staring up at Vesuvius and Kilauea with a face that’s as white as a ghost. “You guys never told me there were freaking dragons living here!”

      Lachlan swallows hard. “Must have slipped my mind.”
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      Two days later, Nora and Jessie are standing at the top of a cliff with their father’s ashes stuffed into a Mason jar while me and Lachlan hang back behind them. They said they wanted to be better than he was and give him the proper respects so they collected his ashes and are ready to release them.

      I think it was more that they didn’t want his ashes scattered all over the ranch where he would constantly be around them. I can tell they want him as far away from them as possible, which I completely understand.

      “You weren’t the best dad,” Nora says, as she clutches the jar to her chest. “Or maybe even a good dad, but you were always…” She looks around, stumped for something nice to say. I feel for her. It’s hard to think up a nice thing to say to a father who tried to kill you. Twice.

      “You always had shiny shoes,” Jessie says, helping her out.

      Nora laughs. “The shiniest.”

      “You also…” Jessie pinches her lips into a line as she thinks about it. “You also always had gum. People who always have gum on them are so underrated in society.”

      Nora nods in agreement. “Gum people do rule. It doesn’t make up for the fact that you tried to have your own daughters mauled by wolves, but still. You always had gum.”

      “To the gum,” Jessie says as she puts her hand on the jar.

      They both hold it and turn it over, watching as the ashes float over the cliff in a grey cloud.

      That’s one in-law I won’t fucking miss.

      When their father disappears on the wind, they both turn around, looking ready to move on.

      “What should we do now?” Nora asks, watching me with a big smile on her face.

      “Let’s go horseback riding to the lake,” Jessie says as she bounces up and down.

      “Or, we could go kayaking in the river,” Nora adds.

      “Hold on, girls,” Lachlan says, looking disappointed. “Maximus wants us to get rid of the motorcycles today.”

      All twenty-six of them. When the dragons showed up, the Hell’s Howlers didn’t stick around to grab their bikes and now they’re still on the ranch.

      “What are you going to do with all those motorcycles?” Nora asks. “Sell them?”

      “I say we smash them into a big metal ball and mail it back to them,” I say with a grin.

      “Aw, that sucks,” Jessie says, pouting. “It’s so hot today. I wanted to go swimming.”

      “We can go hang out with Abigail at the beach,” Nora says with a smile. “She’s lifeguarding today.”

      The two girls look thrilled as they make their plans. I’m a little jealous. It is really hot today and swimming sounds much nicer than dealing with motorcycles.

      We’re all sweating by the time we hike back down the mountain and arrive in the camp. Just in time to see Mastiff, the alpha of The Hells Howlers, come strolling in from the road.

      “Hey, Kneecap!” he says, waving at me like we’re old friends.

      My bear hovers at my surface as my muscles tighten. If he’s looking for trouble, then he’s going to get it.

      Maximus bolts out of his cabin and charges over as Lachlan and I rush forward to join him.

      “You have a lot of audacity walking in here,” Maximus says, looking furious with his hands squeezed into fists by his side.

      Mastiff laughs. “Audacity is something I’ve never been short of, old friend.”

      “Old friend who tried to rip my throat out with his grey wolf only two days ago,” Maximus says. He’s grinding his teeth as he stands in front of the old wolf.

      I can smell Max’s grizzly bear and he smells ready to fight. Mastiff, on the other hand, looks as relaxed as a businessman at the end of happy hour on a Friday afternoon.

      Mastiff rolls his eyes and grins. “I didn’t realize the powerful alpha of the Grisly Grizzlies was so sensitive. It was only business. Don’t make it personal.”

      “Personal?” Maximus yells. “You tried to take our women. You tried to kill us.”

      Mastiff looks ready to yawn. “For a million dollars,” he says, staring at Maximus like he’s being daft. “The ruthless Grisly Grizzlies would have done the same.”

      “No, we wouldn’t have,” Maximus says, crossing his arms.

      “A decade ago, you would have,” he says, grinning. “Before the dragons burnt off all of your testicles.”

      Maximus has nothing to say to that. The Grisly Grizzlies would have done a lot of things for a million dollars a decade ago. I’m glad those days are over.

      “So, what the hell do you want?” Maximus asks impatiently. “Your motorcycles?”

      Mastiff shoots a longing glance at the row of chrome choppers. “That would be nice. My legs aren’t as strong as they used to be. It’s much easier to roll around on wheels.”

      “Too bad,” Maximus says. “You left them here. They’re ours now.”

      I want to let out a groan. Let him take them so we can go hang out at the beach.

      “I wouldn’t come empty-handed,” Mastiff says, opening his empty hands. “I have news.”

      Maximus looks skeptical. “Of?”

      “Bledsoe.”

      Maximus’ face pales as his whole body goes still. I haven’t heard that name in years. I would have been happy to never hear it again.

      Maximus explodes forward and grabs Mastiff’s jacket, lifting him off his feet. “Where is he?!?” he shouts in a vicious growl. “Tell me!”

      For the first time ever, Mastiff looks nervous. But this is Mastiff after all, and he quickly recovers. He clears his throat and smiles. “Put me down, give me my motorcycles, and I’ll be happy to fill you in all about your old number two.”

      My alpha is breathing hard as he drops Mastiff to his feet. “Take them,” he says, staring at him with cold eyes. “Now tell me!”

      “Bledsoe is still with Colton and Rigs,” he says with a grin. “Changed their name to The Beastly Bears.” Mastiff rolls his eyes. “Lame, I know. They should hire a PR agency or something.”

      All of these names, Bledsoe, Colton, Rigs—I haven’t heard them in years.

      Before the dragons came, there were eight of us in The Grisly Grizzlies. We were a biker crew of some of the toughest shifters in Red Dead Creek. Maximus was the alpha and Bledsoe was the second in command. After that, there was me, Lachlan, Carter, Skin, Rigs, and Colton.

      Eight bears were just too much for one crew, especially for a crew as tough as ours and eventually, the cracks in the foundation started to appear.

      Bledsoe always had a different idea on how to run the crew. He was a true outlaw and wanted to bring the crew into more dangerous roles like drugs, extortion, and selling weapons.

      Maximus thought differently and wanted to move the crew into more legitimate businesses. He was wild in his youth, but when he fell in love with Kennedy, it all changed. He wanted to be legit for her. He didn’t want anything dangerous around her or anything bad happening to her.

      The dragons arriving was the spark that ignited the underlying tensions in the crew. They gave us an ultimatum: One chance to clean up or you’ll be an enemy of the dragons.

      Maximus jumped on the chance to turn the crew around, to finally try and do some good in the world.

      Bledsoe didn’t like that at all. He resented the dragons telling them what to do, and then he resented Maximus telling him what to do.

      The crew split. Maximus, Lachlan, me, and Skin on one side. Bledsoe, Carter, Rigs, and Colton on the other.

      We became bitter rivals. Skin got killed in the fighting. Bledsoe killed him.

      All days back then were hard, but those days were especially hard.

      Carter was Lachlan’s cousin and he took his betrayal very hard. They had always been best friends as well as cousins, but Carter’s bear was always a wild one. There was no way he could be on the right side of the law. People could say the same about me, but I was always loyal to Maximus. I was following him no matter what.

      Maximus was worried that Bledsoe would hurt Kennedy, and he was right. Bledsoe always blamed her for Maximus’ mellowing out.

      The old second in command ordered Carter to kidnap Kennedy who was only a teenager at the time, but Lachlan and Maximus got wind of it and raced over. They confronted Carter who turned into his crazy bear and poor Kennedy got caught in the middle.

      A flying paw cut four deep gashes across her face. Maximus raced her to the hospital while Lachlan finished Carter off. He was forced to kill his cousin and best friend.

      That’s when it all fizzled. The heat from the dragons was getting so hot that Bledsoe, Colton, and Rigs were forced to take off. They haven’t been back.

      Kennedy survived but she was deeply scarred, inside and out. When her parents saw her, they took her away, moving in secret and disappearing completely.

      Maximus never said as much, but I know that he’s never forgiven himself. I think he believes that she’s better off without him, so he’s never tried to look for her.

      The years passed. When the town was cleaned up and changed to Redemption Creek, we settled on this ranch and put our outlaw days behind us. Caleb came a few years after that, then the twins. Our lives became more or less peaceful, but the turmoil in Maximus has only been simmering.

      Pain like that doesn’t dissolve. It can only be washed away in blood.

      “Where is he?” Maximus growls, stepping forward.

      “Around,” Mastiff says with a shrug. “One of my wolves found him in a bar in Colwood.”

      Maximus turns to leave, looking like he’s going to jump into the truck and drive right over.

      “Hold on,” Mastiff says, calling him back. “That was a month ago.”

      Maximus stops and looks over his shoulder. “He’s gone?”

      “Like a strip of rawhide in a pack of dogs.” He looks around with an expectant smile but then frowns when no one laughs. “That’s a little wolf shifter humor. I guess you have to have a tail to get it.”

      “So, you know nothing?” Lachlan asks, looking impatient.

      “Not nothing,” Mastiff says. “Bledsoe was looking for someone.”

      Maximus’ face pales.

      “He’s looking for your girl, Maximus. He’s looking for Kennedy.”

      Maximus looks sick as he shuffles into his cabin and slams the door.

      With the conversation over, Mastiff tilts his head back and lets out a loud howl. Like a few days ago, the ranch is suddenly swarmed with wolves, but this time they only have motorcycles on their minds.

      I watch, ready for action as they each phase back into their human forms and find their motorcycles. One by one, they start their bikes and roll off the ranch until there’s only Mastiff left.

      “Did you get paid the million at least?” Lachlan asks.

      “Nah,” Mastiff says, shaking his head. “The fucker stiffed us. So we’re headed on a little road trip over to Chicago to fuck up his crew.”

      “If you meet a burrito eating fucker named Alessandro,” Jessie says, squeezing her fists. “Give him one in the nose for me.”

      Mastiff grins. “Will do. Good luck with The Beastly Bears.” He rolls his eyes as he walks to the last remaining motorcycle. “I swear, that name… Sounds like a damn children’s book.”

      The four of us watch as he waves and drives off.

      Did I mention I fucking hate wolves?
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      “Do you even know how to sleep in a bed?” Tito asks with a grin on his face.

      “Have you ever been in a bed?” Ronin asks with a chuckle.

      “Have you ever seen a bed?” Caleb says, joining in the teasing.

      I just laugh as I carry the new mattress into my cabin while the guys watch. They’ve been teasing me a lot the past few days, ever since Mastiff and the dogs left, but for some reason, I don’t mind it. I laugh along, happy to feel like a real part of the crew.

      They follow me into the cabin as I haul the mattress to the bedroom. “Looking good,” I say, smiling at Nora as she paints the front room with Jessie.

      “Yeah?” she says, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. “You like it?”

      “I sure do,” I say with a grin. “And the paint looks pretty good too.”

      She laughs as I bring the mattress into the bedroom with the three clowns following me.

      “So, your feet go here,” Tito says with a grin. “Head on this big fluffy thing.”

      “We know it’s a little softer than you’re used to,” Ronin says. “But you can’t bring a rock into the bed to rest your head on. In the real world, we use pillows.”

      I grin as he throws it to me. “Sounds like the real world is full of a bunch of pussies,” I say, teasing back. “Real shifters use rocks as pillows.”

      “Maybe,” Caleb says as he hops up and sits on the dresser. “But I’m sure your mate doesn’t want a rock rolling over and crushing her head while she’s sleeping.”

      “I don’t!” Nora calls from the other room. “I definitely don’t!”

      “And what the hell is this thing?” I ask, playing along as I lift up a blanket.

      The boys don’t know if I’m serious or not.

      “Don’t worry about that,” Ronin says with a shake of his head. “Baby steps. Let’s just get you onto the mattress first.”

      The mattress creeks and whines as I lay my huge frame down onto it.

      “We’re going to need a bigger bed,” Caleb says, staring at me in shock.

      “Nora,” Ronin shouts. “I hope you don’t need more than a sliver of mattress to sleep on.”

      I smile as I rest my head on the pillow, staring up at the freshly painted ceiling. I can get used to this.

      My days of solitude are over. I’m ready to give up the animal life and rejoin society once and for all.

      And it’s all because of Nora. She’s calmed my bear in a way that I didn’t think was possible. He went from an aggressive bully to a total sweetheart. He loves her as much as I do, and he’s even starting to like me.

      We’ve made our peace at last, although I still haven’t brought him out to formally introduce him to Nora. I’m still not sure about that.

      “Oh. My. God,” Nora says when she walks into the room and sees me taking up ninety-five percent of the bed. “Do they make something bigger than a king-sized mattress?”

      “They do,” I say with a grin. “Shifter-sized.”

      She tilts her head. “What’s that?”

      “King-sized with another queen-sized pushed beside it.”

      She lets out her gorgeous laugh as she climbs onto the sliver of bed left and curls up to me. “I like it just like this.”

      “You say that now,” Tito says. “Wait until he starts snoring.”

      “You’re going to need noise-canceling headphones,” Caleb teases.

      “Not enough,” Ronin says. “You’re going to need your own cabin. On the other side of the mountain preferably.”

      I grin as I look at the three latest members of The Grisly Grizzlies who I now call my friends. “I think I have it from here, boys. Out!”

      They start laughing as they rush out of the room, elbowing each other into the walls as they go.

      Nora climbs on top of me, leans down and gives me a kiss. I let out a moan as her tongue slides against mine.

      “I’m still here!” Jessie shouts from the other room. “Ya know, painting… while you guys are slacking in there and getting your freak on!”

      Nora laughs as she sits back up, straddling my body. “Don’t worry, we’re not christening the mattress.” She grins as she turns to me with a whisper. “Not yet.”

      She kisses me one more time and then climbs off to go finish the painting.

      Nora has gone all in. With our relationship. With the move. With everything.

      She’s officially a resident of The Grisly Ranch in Redemption Creek, Montana. And I couldn’t be happier.

      She even has a meeting with the landlord who owns that nice little shop in town that she’s had her eye on for a therapist’s office. She’s been so excited about it, and tomorrow we’re going to find out if she gets it.

      Unsurprisingly, one of the conditions of her moving in with me was for me to ditch the cave. My cabin had been a little neglected over the years, so we’re fixing it up and moving in. Last night was the last night we spent in the cave and now we’re officially moving back in. It’s back to living like a human for me.

      I won’t miss it. I’m excited to be starting a new chapter, especially since that chapter is starting with Nora by my side.

      We spend the rest of the day fixing up the cabin and moving all of our new furniture in. Maximus has been a bit of a wreck emotionally since Mastiff dropped the bomb on him about Kennedy. He’s still not sure if it’s true or if the old dog was just tricking him to get his motorcycles back, but he’s barely come out of his room all week.

      So, I’m thrilled when he joins us for dinner, officially welcoming Nora to the crew. He’s got a big smile on his face as he pulls out a wrapped present. At first, I think it’s for Nora, but he places it in front of me.

      “I know you’re not big on clothes,” he says. I’m squirming in my jeans and t-shirt as he says it. “And I’m sure none of us want you walking around naked all of the time.”

      “No!” Lachlan shouts with a horrified look on his face.

      “We definitely don’t want that,” Caleb says, shaking his head.

      “I want that!” Nora says, raising her hand with a grin.

      “So, to compromise,” Maximus says. “I got you this.”

      I’m confused, not knowing what it is as I rip the paper and open the box. I grin as I pick up the beige fabric and spread it out.

      “A loincloth?!?” Tito says with a horrified look on his face. “He’s going to be walking around in that?!?”

      My heart starts pounding in my chest as I look at it with a huge smile on my face. The truth is, as much as I love society, I fucking hate clothes. They’re so tight and always feel like they’re trying to attack me.

      Everyone turns away with a “hey,” or a “don’t,” or a “next time a warning please,” as I pull my jeans and underwear down. I’m grinning like a kid on Christmas as I get completely naked and pull my loincloth on.

      It fits perfectly. I’m in heaven.

      “I like it!” Nora says, biting her lip with a seductive grin as she watches me.

      “Well, you’re the only one,” Lachlan says, shaking his head as he watches me strike a few poses.

      They can laugh all they want. No more clothes for me. I’m never taking this thing off.
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      A few hours later, my loincloth is off. This time, I’m glad to remove it.

      Nora and I came back to the cave one last time to say goodbye and before long, we were all over each other and the clothes came off.

      She’s lying on her back, breathing heavily as I grip my hard cock and come forward between her spread legs. I drag my thick tip up her folds and her back arches as a trembling moan rumbles out of her parted lips.

      Her hands wrap around my triceps, pulling me closer, pulling me into her. Without hesitation, I slide my cock into her wet waiting hole. She wraps her arms around my neck like she never wants to let me go as I slowly slide inside her.

      “I love you,” she whispers into my ear as I press all the way in, grinding my hard pelvis against her clit.

      “I love you too,” I say before giving her a deep kiss that has her moaning into my mouth.

      Our bodies feel like we’re made for each other. I truly think they were.

      Nora tightens her legs around my waist and tilts her hips up to get even more of me inside her.

      We stare into each other’s eyes as I thrust in and out of her until our orgasms hit and we’re trembling in each other’s arms. My heart is hammering in my chest as I release deep inside her, and I can only breathe again once I feel her coming along with me.

      Later, we’re back outside and ready to leave, but Nora doesn’t want to go.

      “I want to meet him,” she says, crossing her arms over her chest as she stares at me with a challenging look. “It’s time.”

      I take a deep breath and sigh. She’s been bugging me to meet my bear for days now. I know that he definitely wants to meet her, but I’m still not so sure. Years of torment and causing me all sorts of trouble have gotten me a little wary of him, but lately he’s changed so much. I know he won’t hurt her. I can tell.

      “It’s going to be fine,” she says, stepping forward. “I know he’s not going to hurt me and I really, really want to see him again. He saved my life when the wolf was on top of me. I just want to say thank you.”

      I take deep heavy breaths as I look at her.

      “Please,” she says, begging me. “Is it because you’re jealous?” Her face is so damn kissable with that sexy grin on it.

      “Fine,” I say, exhaling hard. “But if I feel a hint of aggression, I’m pulling him back in.”

      “Please do,” she says with a laugh. “But it’s going to be fine. He’s my friend.”

      I step back and slide my loincloth off, trying to search my bear for any signs of hostility. But there’s none. He’s just waiting patiently inside me, no growling, no anger. He’s like a completely different bear, just like I’m a completely different person.

      Nora’s eyes widen in excitement as I let my grizzly bear come forward. I feel it immediately as he rips through. Love. He’s gushing with love for this girl.

      I smile to myself as I get pulled down inside, watching through my bear’s eyes as he slowly steps forward, smelling her. Her sweet scent is magnified by a hundred through my bear’s nose.

      “Hi,” Nora says, smiling shyly at him. “I’ve been wanting to meet you.”

      He gently lowers his head and lets her pet him. Grumbles of contentment are rippling through him as she digs her fingers into his fur and scratches his skin.

      I can tell that he’s thrilled to finally be around her, which makes perfect sense. This is Nora after all. She is incredible to be around.

      My grizzly groans in delight as she wraps her arms around his big head and hugs him. “Thank you for saving me,” she whispers into his ear. “And thank you for being cool while I got to know Kneecap. It means a lot.”

      I’m drowning in waves of love and affection down here and loving every minute of it. So, this is what it feels like to be a shifter living in harmony with your bear. I could never understand how other shifters liked living with their animals. It never made sense to me. But seeing Nora through my bear’s eyes, feeling what he feels for her, experiencing this peace and love—It makes sense now.

      I can get used to this.

      “Now it’s our turn,” she whispers. “Let’s get to know each other.”

      I watch through my bear’s eyes as the two of them walk down to the river. Nora has her hand on his shoulder as they go, talking to him in a soft voice.

      They look so cute together. I’d be jealous if I wasn’t so damn happy.

      Just like my bear.
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      “Doctor Nora Marchesi,” I say as I read the letters stenciled onto my door. “Therapist.”

      I can’t contain my grin. This is so exciting!

      “This is amazing,” Kneecap says, looking around my new office with a proud look on his face. “You did amazing.”

      I want to kiss him. I want to kiss my new desk and my new chairs and my new plant tucked in the corner. Instead, I just jump up and down, barely able to contain my excitement.

      “I wonder what kind of crazy characters you’re going to get in here,” Kneecap says with a laugh.

      I take a deep breath. “I just hope I can handle them.”

      “If you can handle me and my bear,” he says with a laugh as he picks up my new stapler and examines it, “then you can handle just about anyone.”

      My excitement for my new therapist’s office turns to excitement for something else as I watch him walk around my office in his jeans and button-up shirt. The guy only wears his loincloth around the ranch, but when he comes into town, I make him wear real clothes. He looks like a delicious caveman when he’s strutting around the camp shirtless in his Tarzan loincloth, but he looks just as good all dressed up with the sleeves of his shirt rolled up tight on his thick forearms.

      I swallow hard as I watch him.

      “Want to christen the new office?” I ask with a sexy grin.

      His eyebrows fly up in shock as he turns to me, but they quickly narrow into a heated stare. “Definitely.”

      I walk over to the door and flip the OPEN sign to CLOSED.

      My grand opening is going to have to wait an hour.

      Maybe two.  ;)
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        Bonus Chapter 10.5: When Kneecap and Nora are still getting to know each other, they treat themselves to a couple’s massage, but it’s no treat for Kneecap when he finds out that Nora has a male masseuse. All the candles and soft music in the world won’t keep his anger from erupting when he sees the man’s hands on his girl’s body.
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