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      The new lifeguard in town has a body that is making Caleb want to dive right in, and although he is definitely trying, he’s swimming in circles and getting nowhere. This hot bear shifter has never met a girl he can’t have until now.

      

      Abigail is too preoccupied to focus on dating. She’s new in town and busy hiding her younger brother who has a pesky habit of turning into a wild uncontrollable lion. As interesting as the hot muscular guy who keeps hitting on her may be, she can’t get into a relationship and risk exposing her brother’s secret.

      

      But when Abigail’s brother gets her evicted from their home, they have only one place they can go, and they’ll all have to find out if lions can play nice with grizzly bears.

      

      Book Two in The Grisly Grizzlies Series by Kim Fox!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Caleb

      

      

      

      “Two hundred and ninety-nine. Three hundred.”

      I jump up and shake my arms out after my three hundred push-ups, smiling to myself as I look down at my jacked arms and chest. If this doesn’t get her going, I don’t know what will.

      Actually, I have no idea what will get her going.

      I’ve tried everything from love notes to my guitar to begging. Nothing has worked with this girl.

      But I won’t give up. Not with her.

      “You got this, Caleb,” I mutter to myself as I walk out from behind the huge cedar tree and step back onto the path that leads down to the lake. “Let’s go do some serious wooing.”

      Two girls are walking toward me in the opposite direction and I smile as I pass them. They both turn red, smiling goofy smiles as I walk by. Last month, I probably would have chatted them up, invited them to my show tonight, but ever since Abigail came into town, I haven’t been interested in any other girls.

      I can hear them whispering and giggling behind me as I continue down to the lake. It’s a short walk through the forest and as I follow the path around the bend, the gorgeous lake comes into view.

      It’s a big lake with a nice sandy beach, and the tourists love it. The water is fresh and clean, and there’s a tall rocky cliff on the other side that emerges out of the lake like a sea monster. The young shifters of the town sometimes scale the high cliff and then jump down into the water, freaking out the tourists on the beach.

      The beach gets packed with families and visitors on sunny summer days, but it’s cloudy and cold today so there’s hardly anyone here. Perfect weather for chatting up the hot lifeguard.

      My heart starts beating a little faster when I see her sitting in the tall chair.

      Abigail is stunning. Straight black hair with a sexy shine, eyes a mesmerizing shade of green you would only find in a secluded rainforest lagoon, a smile that will leave you so breathless you’ll be begging for CPR, and a body that will make you want to dive right in.

      My body starts tingling as I step onto the cold sand and walk over. She’s facing the lake, scanning the water even though there’s no one swimming right now, and I take the opportunity of her looking away to check her out.

      I’m so captivated that I almost step on a sandcastle, jumping out of the way just in time.

      “Hey!” a little girl says, staring up at me with an indignant look. “Watch where you’re putting those big feet.”

      I smile at the cute little girl and notice her mother a few feet away as she quickly fixes her hair and adjusts her bikini top.

      “Sorry,” I say to the girl. “I didn’t see it. It’s a really cool castle though.”

      “Let’s try to keep it that way,” the girl says, her voice thick with annoyance.

      “Lily,” the mother snaps. “That’s not a proper way to talk to a nice man.”

      The mother starts blushing when I turn to her. She’s beautiful with a captivating smile and nothing on her ring finger. I check out of habit, but I’m not interested today.

      “Cute kid,” I say with a smile as I keep walking.

      “Cute ass,” I hear her mumble under her breath when I’m out of a human’s earshot.

      I take a deep breath and run my hand through my dirty blonde hair as I arrive at the lifeguard chair that Abigail is perched on like a regal queen.

      “Hi, Abigail,” I say, trying to sound casual, but it comes out with a squeak.

      “Caleb,” she says, keeping her eyes on the empty lake. “Should have known I couldn’t get through a shift without you showing up.”

      “It’s such a beautiful day,” I say, cringing as I look up at the dark clouds looming overhead. “Perfect day to hang out at the beach.”

      “You mean, a perfect day to annoy the local lifeguard,” she corrects with a smirk on her sexy lips.

      “It’s a perfect day for that too,” I say, grinning at her.

      She finally looks at me and then shakes her head as she turns back to the lake. She has a smile on her face. Well, it’s more like a grimace, but still.

      My eye falls to her bare thigh and my breath starts to quicken when I see the sexy birthmark just above her knee. God, she’s hot.

      “Just please don’t try any more of those lame pickup lines on me,” she says with a laugh. “You’re going to make me be the first lifeguard in history to walk into the water and drown herself on purpose.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing you’re a lifeguard,” I say, unable to stop myself. “Because I’m drowning in your eyes.”

      She raises her eyebrows as she turns to me. “Where the hell did you get that line?”

      “The internet.”

      She laughs. “You should have kept it there.”

      This isn’t going as planned. With Abigail, it rarely does.

      I take a deep breath as I look down the beach. There’s only a handful of people here today. The mother and daughter I met on the way in, an older man sleeping in a chair, a couple reading together, and a girl walking her dog. It’s too cold for swimming and the lake is empty.

      “Not a lot of action today,” I say, trying to make conversation as I look at the still lake.

      “Kind of like your Friday nights,” she says with a chuckle.

      “Actually,” I say, grinning as I turn up to her. “It’s Friday and I have big plans for tonight.”

      “Staying home and masturbating to Baywatch does not constitute big plans,” she says with a grin.

      “Baywatch?” I ask with an incredulous stare.

      She shrugs. “You obviously have a thing for lifeguards.”

      Not lifeguards. You.

      “I was going to say that my band is playing at The Slurry Rabbit tonight.”

      She’s staring at the lake with disinterest. Not the reaction I was hoping for.

      I swallow hard. “Want to come and watch the show?”

      “No thanks.”

      It’s like the air is kicked out of me.

      “Why not?” I ask after I take a moment to recover. “I know you’re not working. There are no lifeguards on the beach past seven o’clock.”

      “I’m busy.”

      “Doing what?”

      She turns her head and narrows her eyes on me. “Is that any of your business?”

      “I think so,” I say with a nod. “We’re going to be dating one day and our whereabouts will be each other’s business.”

      She laughs and the sound of it makes me lightheaded even though she’s laughing at me.

      “You think we’re going to be dating?”

      I shrug. “Don’t you?”

      “No. In fact, I know we won’t be dating.”

      “That’s right,” I say, nodding as I rub my chin. “We’ll probably skip that and jump straight into marriage.”

      She laughs. “Now, why would I marry someone who’s delusional?”

      “Because I’m hot.”

      She snorts out a laugh. “Good answer, although unfortunately, you’re not my type.”

      “Why not?” I ask, feeling the familiar frustration that comes whenever I talk to this girl.

      She just ignores my question as she turns back to the water. The old man who was sleeping is now awake and walking into the lake. “Will you leave me alone?” she asks. “I’m trying to survey the lake.”

      We both watch as the man crouches down to his waist and stays like that.

      “You can’t watch the lake and talk to me at the same time?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “No. If someone drowns while swimming because you’re bothering me, it will be your fault.”

      “There’s no one swimming,” I say with a huff. “That guy is peeing.”

      “Ew,” she says, scrunching her nose up as she looks at him. “That guy is peeing.”

      “Good. Then you can talk to me. Where are you from, Abigail?”

      “None-of-your-business-ville,” she answers curtly.

      “Sounds made up.”

      “Nothing gets past you.”

      I swallow hard as I watch her. She appeared in the town of Redemption Creek about a month ago, and no one seems to know where she came from or anything about her. And believe me, I know. I asked everyone.

      “What was it about Redemption Creek that made you want to move here?” I ask.

      “Not sure, but I know what’s going to make me want to leave.”

      There’s a frustrated tightness in my chest as she looks over my head at the lake. I’ve never been this inept with a girl before. Usually, my smile and my muscles are enough to get their attention. After that, a little flirting and they eat out of the palm of my hand. Every time I try with Abigail, she nearly bites my fingers off instead.

      “Come see my band play tonight,” I say with a hint of desperation in my voice. “You’re new in town and I’m betting you haven’t been to any of the pubs yet. I’ll introduce you around so you can make some friends.”

      “What part of ‘no thanks’ do you not understand?”

      “The first part.”

      She shakes her head. “Will you stop bothering me and let me work?”

      I turn back to the old man. He’s back in his chair, sleeping once again. The lake is probably a bit warmer thanks to him.

      “Fine,” I say with a huff of breath. It’s time to pull out the big guns. “I have to do my yoga anyway.”

      I can feel her watching me as I spread out my towel a few feet in front of her.

      “Please tell me that’s not happening in front of me.”

      “Oh, it’s happening,” I say as I grab my shorts and yank them down my legs, revealing a tight Speedo. “Unless of course, you’re going to come to my show…”

      She raises her chin and looks away without saying a word.

      “All right,” I say, stepping out of my shorts. “Don’t mind me at all.”

      My eyes are locked on her as I start doing squats.

      She’s trying not to laugh.

      “You know, you’re only supposed to have shrinkage once you go into the water,” she says with a laugh.

      I know she’s kidding because I’m not lacking in that department. At all.

      “Oh, my God.” She giggles and turns away as I lift my leg up. I don’t know how to do yoga, I just like making her blush.

      “You can make it stop,” I say as I lift my leg up even higher. “Just say you’ll come to my show.”

      She crosses her arms as her jaw tightens. She’s trying to ignore me, but I’m being very difficult to ignore. It’s one of my many charms.

      “You don’t want it to stop, do you?” I ask with a grin. “You love the show.”

      I turn around and bend over, giving her a view of my ass.

      “I can do this all day.”

      She huffs out a laugh. “I can ignore you all day.”

      “Can you ignore this?”

      She watches as I face her with my feet spread apart and start dipping down. “I call it the T-bag,” I say with a grin as I dip up and down.

      “You should call it the d-bag,” she says, shaking her head as she tries not to laugh. “Because you’re a douchebag.”

      “I love the way we banter,” I say, smiling at her.

      “By banter, you mean how you harass me and I keep telling you I’m not interested?”

      I shrug. “Tomato, tomato.”

      “I wish I had a tomato to throw at you.”

      I’m about to do my patented downward doggystyle yoga move when her phone buzzes. She pulls it out and answers it. “Hello?”

      The smile drops from her face and her tanned skin turns pale as she listens. I don’t even know what’s going on but my pulse starts racing as I watch her.

      “Okay,” she says. “Please don’t. It… I… It won’t happen again.”

      Her eyes are squeezed shut and she’s rubbing her forehead as she listens. I lean forward, trying to hear what is being said on the other line, but even my enhanced shifter hearing can’t pick it up.

      “No,” she says, swallowing hard. “Definitely not. Okay. Okay. I’ll be right there.”

      She looks all panicked as she quickly turns the phone off and jumps down from the chair.

      “Shit,” she whispers under her breath as she grabs her purse. “Shit. Shit. Shit.”

      “Everything okay?” I ask as I step forward.

      Her bewildered eyes dart to my face like she had forgotten that I was even there.

      “You! Yoga boy,” she says, grabbing my arm and yanking me over. “I need your help.”

      “Are you okay?” I ask. She definitely doesn’t look okay.

      “No,” she says, squeezing her eyes shut. “I have to go.”

      “Abigail, what’s wrong?”

      She shakes her head. “Can you please sit here and make sure no one drowns until I get back?”

      “Yeah, but I can—”

      “Thanks!” she says as she yanks off the whistle that’s hanging around her neck. She shoves it into my chest and sprints away, kicking up sand behind her. “Don’t leave until seven o’clock no matter what!”

      “Well then,” I say once she disappears around the bend. “That didn’t go as planned.”

      But then again, nothing ever goes as planned with Abigail.

      With a groan, I climb up the lifeguard chair and sit on the hard wood. “What the hell am I supposed to do until seven?” I mutter as I look around the boring lake.

      After five minutes of sitting there, I’m already bored. Lily and her mother are gone, so is the reading couple and the girl with the dog. Only the sleeping old man is left, and I get sick of looking at him after about five seconds.

      All I wanted was to get to know her a little better, and now I’m stuck here for at least a few hours. This couldn’t possibly get any worse.

      Boom. Thunder explodes from the sky, echoing over the lake.

      I spoke too soon.

      The sky opens up and rain comes pouring down like an industrial pipe burst in heaven.

      By the time the old man wakes up and shuffles off the beach, I’m drenched.

      Great. Only five hours to go.
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      “This is going to be bad.” I’m biting my bottom lip so hard that it’s going to start bleeding as I drive my piece of crap car as fast as it will go, which isn’t fast at all.

      The dark clouds have opened up and it’s pouring rain, slamming into my windshield so hard that I can barely see.

      I think of poor Caleb sitting in the rain on my lifeguard chair and wince. I’ll owe him big time for this.

      My mind doesn’t stay on my cute admirer for long. I have bigger problems to worry about than Caleb getting a little wet.

      I hit the gas as I turn around the bend and gasp when the back of my car fishtails on the wet cement. Luckily, the worn-down tires catch before I skid off the road.

      My heart is pounding as I keep driving, a little more carefully this time.

      Frank sounded so upset on the phone. He already gave us lots of warnings, and I’m afraid we’re down to our last one. I might be sleeping in this car from now on if Frank has finally had enough.

      “Fuck, Bryce,” I shout, slamming the dashboard with my palm even though I know it’s not his fault. I know the poor kid is trying really hard, and there’s nothing he can do. It’s not like he can control the wild beast. He comes whenever he wants.

      There’s a fluttering in my stomach when I finally pull into the ranch. I park my old two hundred dollar car beside Frank’s pickup truck and run out into the rain.

      It’s the stinging kind that burns when it hits your skin.

      “Bryce!” I yell as I run around the house, slipping on the mud as I go.

      I’m drenched by the time I turn around the small house and see Frank standing on the back porch. My blood goes as cold as the rain when I see the shotgun slung over his shoulder.

      “Where’s Bryce?” I ask, breathing heavily as the rain hits me.

      Frank spits out a wad of chewing tobacco and motions to the dilapidated barn. “He scurried in there when the rain kicked off.”

      I gulp as I stare at the open door of the barn that’s swinging on rusty hinges. The beast is in there, and I have to go in.

      No. Not a beast. My brother.

      I take a deep breath and puff out my chest, psyching myself up as I narrow my eyes on the door. Go, Abby. He’s your brother. He won’t hurt you.

      “Wanna take this?” Frank asks, offering his shotgun.

      I grit my teeth and turn away from him with my chin in the air. “It’s my brother,” I say in a tight voice.

      Franks spits out another wad of tobacco. “Not right now he’s not.”

      “Yes, he is,” I whisper under my breath.

      With my stomach in knots, I hurry across the wet grass, shivering as the cold rain hits my back. A part of me wants to run back to the safety of my car—a big part of me—but I keep going. Bryce needs me. He needs his big sister.

      It’s dark and eerie inside the barn and every goosebump on my body rises when I feel eyes on me as I quietly step inside. The dry hay crackles under my feet as I shiver. It seems colder in here than outside in the rain. Or maybe it’s not the cold I’m trembling from.

      “Bryce,” I try to say, but it comes out as a whimper. I swallow hard as I look around the barn from the sleeping tractor in the corner to the circular saw that’s causing the smell of sawdust to linger in the air.

      Then I see him, crouched beside the stacks of hay, staring at me with his bright golden eyes.

      My heart is racing so fast that it feels like it’s going to explode in my chest as he stares me down.

      It’s Bryce in there. I have to remind myself of that.

      I shouldn’t feel fear, but it’s hard when a full-grown lion has his chilling eyes set upon you.

      “Bryce,” I whisper. My limbs are shaky and all I want to do is run out of here. A sudden image of the lion bounding forward and lunging at me flashes into my mind, making me gulp. I squeeze my eyes closed and swallow hard, pushing the unwelcome image away. That’s my brother.

      A gasp escapes my lips when the lion takes a step forward on his massive paws. His face comes out of the shadows and my stomach hardens when I see the crimson blood dripping from his jaws.

      “Bryce,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady, although it seems nearly impossible right now. “It’s me. Abigail.”

      The lion never takes its chilling eyes off me as it lowers its head, looking ready to pounce.

      “Bryce, I know you’re in there,” I say with my voice racing. “I need you to come out now. Come on out, Bryce.”

      The lion’s lips pull back, showing his deadly teeth as he lets out a low snarl that I feel in my bones. He’s only a young lion with a thin shaggy mane, but he’s absolutely terrifying.

      “Bryce!” I say with a little more force in my voice. “That’s enough!”

      The next few seconds are tense as we stare each other down. He’s trying to size me up. To see if the authority in my voice is real or just a bluff.

      It’s just a bluff, but I’m really trying to sell it with my chest puffed out and my chin in the air as I stare him down with a fierce glare.

      Relief floods through my body when the lion steps back and starts shaking. The cat hisses in pain as his body convulses violently. I hold my breath as I watch his head thrashing from side to side as the skin-crawling sounds of ripping and popping fill the quiet barn.

      It’s over fast. With a rip, the lion explodes into my baby brother.

      I rush forward and catch his naked body as he collapses onto the barn floor in exhaustion. He’s shaking just like I am.

      His eyes are squeezed shut. He’s trying to stop the tears from leaking out of his eyes, but he can’t stop them.

      “I’m so sorry,” he says, sobbing into my shoulder as he wraps his arms around me. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “It’s okay, Bryce,” I say, stroking the back of his head as I hold him. “I know. It’s not your fault.”

      He’s just a kid. A fourteen-year-old shouldn’t have to deal with heavy stuff like this.

      His trembling body crumples into me as he sobs. “He killed them,” he says with a quiver in his voice. “I had to watch. I could taste the blood.”

      I hold him tighter as he tries to pull away.

      “He liked it.”

      My heart breaks for him. He’s already been through so much with mom. He doesn’t need this on top of it.

      My mother has never been the most stable or dependable person, but even I didn’t expect this from her. She hops from one man to another, falling head over heels in love for a few months until the next love of her life comes along. I was a product of her first marriage, and Bryce was a product of her second. We have different fathers, but that doesn’t matter to me. He’s my brother through and through.

      I just wish my mother had the same level of commitment. She’s currently on her third marriage to a baseball player named Tom who was never good enough for the major leagues. So when he got an offer to play ball in Japan two months ago, he took it.

      I grit my teeth as I remember what happened. She showed up at my apartment in New York and dropped Bryce off, trying to play it up like this was a good thing for both of us.

      “Think of how close you two will get,” she said, smiling tightly as Tom scrolled through his phone by the door. “He’ll learn so much from his big sister, the businesswoman.”

      The next day, they were drinking champagne as they flew over the Pacific Ocean and I was looking for a school that would take my brother halfway through the school year.

      Bryce wipes the tears from his eyes and looks up at me. The shame is thick on his face.

      “Why is this happening to me?” he asks.

      I wish I had answers for him, but I don’t. What makes a full-grown lion explode out of a teenager’s body? I looked it up online but only found a bunch of weird conspiracy theory sites talking about men who turn into bears and dragons secretly running the world. It was no help.

      “Let’s go inside,” I say, holding him close. “Your skin is freezing.”

      He’s hiding his nakedness, not wanting to move. “He ripped my clothes again,” he says, unable to look into my eyes. “I’m sorry. I know we don’t have money for another pair of jeans.”

      “You let me worry about the money,” I say, feeling a tightness in my chest. There’s no money left in the budget for another pair of jeans. There was no money last month either for that matter.

      I grab a pair of dusty overalls that are draped over the tractor and hand them to him, turning away as he puts them on.

      This is bad. That was real blood on the lion’s face, and Frank is all out of patience.

      “Do you know how many?” I ask, trying to keep my voice from shaking.

      “No,” Bryce says in a soft voice. “I closed my eyes.”

      “More than one?”

      He sighs. “Yeah.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, forcing out a smile as I turn to him. “We’ll be okay.”

      “Abigail,” he says, looking pathetic with his hunched shoulders and burning cheeks. “I’m so sorr—”

      “Stop,” I say, stepping toward him. His eyes dart up to mine when I hold his chin and lift his head up high. “You’re doing your best and I’m proud of you. We’ll get this cured.”

      His bright eyes drop back down to my feet like he doesn’t believe me.

      “Hey,” I say, squeezing his chin. “Keep your head up. Always. This doesn’t define you, Bryce. You’re a good person. Stand proud and stay strong.”

      “But I screwed everything up,” he says, the tears streaming back down his cheeks. “You had such a good job and a great place in New York City and I ruined it all for you. Now we’re broke, and Frank is going to kick us out of here and we don’t even have—”

      “Hey,” I say, dipping my knees to lock eyes on him. “It’s going to turn around. It always does when you have a good heart.”

      He lets out a low sigh.

      “Go warm up inside,” I say as I steady myself. “I’ll go talk to Frank.”

      We step back into the cold rain and I cringe when I see two dead cows lying in the distance. The rain is running off their still bodies in a light red stream.

      Frank’s hard eyes never leave me as I walk onto the balcony while Bryce runs around to the front of the house. He shifts the shotgun from one shoulder to the other but doesn’t lower it as he stares at me.

      “I’ll pay for them,” I say, feeling my voice race. “I promise.”

      He spits out a wad of chewing tobacco and then wipes his chin with the back of his sleeve. “Y’all still owing me for the last time.”

      “I know,” I say, nodding my head vigorously. “And I’ll pay those too.”

      “That’s four thousand for them last time, and four thousand for dis time. I’m no mathmagician, but that is a lot of money.”

      “I’ll pay you back.”

      “When?”

      The rain is pounding behind me as we stare at each other. I wish I had an answer for him, but I have no idea when I’ll be able to afford a haircut, let alone eight thousand dollars for dead cattle.

      “Y’all have to leave.”

      The words cut through my shivering body like a Samurai sword. We have nowhere to go. We’re officially broke and homeless.

      I swallow hard as I nod, trying to fight back the tears that are burning my eyes. “Now?”

      He huffs out a breath and then spits onto the grass. “Y’all can stay the night if the boy can keep that cat locked down. But I want you out after breakfast ta’morrow.”
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        * * *

      

      The whole house is dark and silent but I can’t sleep. Bryce is curled up on the sofa beside my small bed, sleeping soundly as Frank fills the house with his deep snores.

      My life was going so smoothly before Mom showed up and unexpectedly dumped Bryce onto my lap. I had a decent job, working in a marketing firm in Manhattan. It didn’t pay much, but it was a start and was in the best city in the world. It was fun and exciting and every day seemed like an adventure. I had fun interesting friends and a beautiful rent-controlled apartment in Brooklyn.

      But the city wasn’t a good place for Bryce. It must have been the sounds or smells, but it woke the lion up. The second day after he arrived, I returned home to find my beloved apartment shredded to pieces. Bryce was on the bathroom floor, lying naked next to the broken toilet. I thought he was on drugs and didn’t believe his crazy story until a few days later when I saw the lion with my own eyes.

      Then, I thought I must have been on drugs.

      I locked myself onto the balcony and watched in horror through the glass doors as a young lion prowled around my apartment, knocking over plants and scratching up the grey sofa that I bought on Craigslist.

      When I looked it up after, I had found one sane voice among the flood of wacky conspiracy theorists. We started private messaging each other and he told me that the city was a bad place for shifters. He said it was too chaotic and made the animals crazy.

      I was skeptical at first, but when my landlord walked in after some noise complaints and saw the apartment in ruins, I didn’t have much of a choice. He kicked us out, and I was forced to quit my job to find a better place for Bryce.

      The man online recommended Redemption Creek, Montana, saying it was a sort of haven for people like Bryce, but so far I haven’t seen any other people that can turn into wild animals.

      I pull out my phone and turn on Facebook for a distraction. Anything to get my mind off this mess for a few minutes at least.

      My newsfeed is full of my friends from high school and college on exotic trips and having fun, partying and living it up. All I see is wide smiles and happy faces as they cheers me with their glasses of wine and martinis. I can’t smile back.

      I’m not having any fun.

      They all get to travel and meet people and dance all night without a care in the world, and I’m stuck in the middle of some shitty mountain town in a rainstorm while I plan out where I’m going to park the car that we’re now going to have to live in.

      My heart starts pounding when I see a post in a public group for Redemption Creek residents that I’m a part of. It’s for Caleb’s band that’s playing tonight at The Slurry Rabbit: Predatone playing tonight! Come see them in an intimate setting while you still can because soon they’ll be selling out Madison Square Garden!

      He is really cute. I have to admit that.

      In my old life, I wouldn’t have thought twice about going on a date with a hot funny guy like Caleb, but things are different now. I have Bryce to think about. My life is too complicated right now to focus on a relationship, and I really don’t want to drag him into this mess.

      We’re attracted to each other now, but he’s going to think I’m a freak if he ever found out what’s really going on with my brother. Not to mention that after breakfast tomorrow, I’ll be homeless.

      My life is about to get a lot worse. Just for one night, I want to be like all of these lucky twenty-year-olds in my newsfeed who get to cut loose and have fun.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see my red dress hanging in my closet and perk up. Could I?

      This might be my last chance for some fun and I definitely could use a drink. Or two.

      Before I can stop myself, I spring off the bed, grab the dress from my closet, and hold it against my body.

      Just one drink wouldn’t hurt. Would it?

      Bryce looks sound asleep on the couch and he probably won’t wake up again until the morning.

      I shouldn’t. I should save every dollar that we do have. I should be here in case he does wake up. I should save the gas in the car.

      I’m saying all of this as I’m climbing out of my clothes and slipping into my dress.

      I shouldn’t. But fuck it.

      I’m going.
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      “I have the perfect lifeguard pickup line for you,” Tito says with a grin. “But only use it if you’re ready to get married because it’s a killer.”

      I know it’s probably going to suck, but I perk up anyway just in case. Just the thought of marrying Abigail is getting my pulse racing.

      “What is it?”

      Tito smiles. “Tell her that you can’t swim very well. Then say: Can I hold onto your floaties?”

      The guys all laugh as I shake my head. “That will definitely get me kicked in the beach balls.”

      These grizzly bears are no help. I’m having a beer at the bar with Maximus, Lachlan, Tito, and Ronin before my show. Kneecap is the only one who didn’t come.

      Because I didn’t tell him about it.

      Last time he was in a bar, he nearly brought the dragons down from the tower when he threw a keg at Marcus from the Rescue Patrol. I don’t need that during my set.

      “My guys look thirsty,” Jessie says with a big smile as she pops out of the packed crowd and lowers her tray full of beers onto the table. She started working as a waitress here a week ago and absolutely loves it, although she’s sweating pretty hard under her white cowboy hat.

      Lachlan looks so proud as he takes a beer from his mate. “How are those arms holding up?” he asks.

      She slides up her shirtsleeve and flexes her bicep. “Fucking sore,” she says with a laugh. “These beers are so heavy, and the guys in this town really know how to drink.”

      “Everyone has to drink a lot tonight,” Ronin says with a smirk. “It’s the only way to get through Caleb’s show without jabbing pencils into your ears.”

      “Ha ha ha,” I say, staring at him with a blank stare. “I see you tapping your foot under the table every week. Don’t pretend that you don’t like it.”

      “Well, I enjoyed the show last time, and it looks like the whole town did too,” Jessie says as she looks around with a smile. “This place is packed.”

      “You picked a smart one,” I say with a grin to Lachlan. “I like her. Finally, someone around who appreciates my talent.”

      “I like you too,” she says with a smile. “Any luck with the lifeguard?”

      “Nope,” the twins say at the same time.

      “He’s still friend zoned,” Lachlan says with a laugh.

      “I wish,” I say with a huff of breath. “The friend zone would be an improvement. I’m in the nothing zone.”

      “Aww,” she says with a tilt of her head. “One day she’ll wake up and see what kind of man you really are.”

      Tito laughs. “Yeah, and then she’ll move across the country.”

      I throw my coaster at him like a ninja star and he laughs as it bounces off his chest.

      “How do you like working here?” Maximus asks her.

      She looks thrilled. “I was never allowed to have a job before,” she says with a grin. “It’s so hard. I’m constantly running, I’m covered in beer, and my arms are aching. I LOVE it!”

      I’m really happy for Jessie. She had a hard road growing up, and she’s finally heading in a good direction. Lachlan and she are perfect for each other. I know she still worries about her mob boss father coming to take her away, but we all have her back now. She doesn’t have to worry about a thing.

      “Caleb,” Logan says as he pops out of the crowd at our table. “Time to set up. We go on in ten.”

      “Oh, God,” Ronin says with a grimace. “Quick, Jessie. Get me ten more beers.”

      Logan narrows his eyes on him as the corner of his mouth curls up in a smile. “Why? So you can get white-girl wasted and dance on the table again?”

      Ronin shakes his head with a frown. “When have I ever done that except for that one time?”

      “Two times,” Tito says, holding up a peace sign.

      “You’re supposed to be on my side,” Ronin says, turning to his twin brother with a look of betrayal, “not on some one-star bounty hunter’s side.”

      “You’re a bounty hunter?” Jessie asks, looking at Logan in shock.

      “When there’s business,” Logan answers with a shrug. “The dragons are drying up all of my clientele with their strict rules. There’s hardly any crime anymore.”

      “That’s supposed to be a good thing,” Maximus says.

      “Not when your wallet depends on a constant stream of bad guys to catch, it isn’t,” Logan says.

      “Well, maybe Tito and Ronin will get arrested for public intoxication and you can bring them in,” Jessie says with a smile.

      Logan’s face lights up. “Now, that I would like.”

      I stand up and look around over the heads in the crowd for Abigail, hoping to see her gorgeous black hair and bright green eyes.

      “Crap,” I mumble under my breath when I don’t see her. She told me she wasn’t coming, but I was hoping anyway. I keep thinking of her and what that call was. I hope she’s okay. I would love to be by her side to help in any way I can, but she’s made it clear that she’s not interested.

      I put my arm on Logan’s shoulder and pull him away from the table. “Don’t get sucked into their rabbit hole of stupidity. It goes on forever.”

      “Have a good show,” Maximus says as I glance back at my crew. The others lift their beers and say the same.

      They love busting my balls, but I know they’re always hoping the best for me.

      Logan and I wind through the crowd to the stage where Jordy and Dane are setting up. Jordy is one of the firemen in the Redemption Creek Firehouse and Dane is one of the Forest Rangers.

      “Is she here tonight?” Logan whispers to me.

      He knows how much I like her. Mainly because I haven’t stopped talking about her for weeks. The whole town knows how much I like her.

      “Nah, man, she didn’t show.”

      He slaps my shoulder and sighs. “Well, there’s plenty of girls to choose from tonight. Look at those two blondes by the bar. They have our names written all over them.”

      I glance over at the bar and see two gorgeous girls that I’ve never seen before in town. They must be tourists on vacation for the weekend because they’re drinking pretty hard and looking like they’re in the mood to party.

      Too bad, I’m not.

      I’m bummed that Abigail is not going to show up, and even the embrace of a hot blonde with big tits isn’t sounding very comforting right now.

      “You can have them both,” I say with a shrug. “I’m just going to hang out with my friends tonight.”

      Logan jerks his head back. “Whoa. You really like this girl, don’t you? I mean really like this girl.”

      “Yeah, but she’s not interested. I’ve tried everything.”

      “I have to see this girl,” he says, shaking his head in disbelief. “I haven’t been down to the lake in forever. I’m going swimming tomorrow.”

      My grizzly bear lets out a low possessive growl that has Logan jumping back. His shocked face turns into a smile. “You really like this girl,” he says with a laugh. “And so does your bear.”

      He’s right. I do.

      “I think I know what’s happening here,” he says with a smirk. “You can get any girl easily, except her.”

      “Geez, rub it in why don’t you?”

      “The reason you like her so much is because you can’t have her.”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “That’s not it.” How can I explain to him the way her face looks so perfect when an adorable smile breaks through the wall of hardness she puts up? How she makes me laugh, or how quick and smart she is? How that red bathing suit makes my heart go crazy and how the sun shines on her gorgeous black hair?

      I don’t know why I’m so taken with her, but I am. It’s like my body is drawn to her on another level. I just don’t get why she can’t see that? These emotions are too strong to be one-sided. Aren’t they?

      Jordy rushes over, looking pissed. “We’re supposed to go on in three minutes,” he says, glaring at his watch. “Our band is going to sound pretty shitty if it’s just me singing over the drums.”

      “So, we start late,” Logan says with a shrug. “That’s what Rock and Roll bands do. Guns n Roses once started a concert three hours late.”

      Jordy grabs our guitars and shoves them into our chests. “When we’re selling out huge stadiums you clowns can loaf  around,” he says with a stern look. “But while we’re playing in places called The Slurry Fucking Rabbit, we start on time!”

      Logan laughs as our stressed-out singer storms away. “We have the most uncool singer in the history of Rock and Roll.”

      I look at him and grin. “That’s why we’re playing in places called The Slurry Fucking Rabbit.”

      We quickly set up and take our place on stage. The music stops and the place starts cheering as everyone turns to us. Even Tito and Ronin are clapping and hollering.

      There’s nothing I love more than standing on stage with a guitar in my hands. It feels like home.

      “We’re Predatone,” Jordy says, nodding to the crowd. “And this first song is called Hush.”

      Dane starts softly beating on the drums as I nod my head up and down, waiting for my cue. I’m scanning the room for the tenth time, looking between all the big shifters just in case she was hidden by all of the massive bodies and I missed her.

      My heart clenches when I don’t see her looking back at me.

      Jordy leans into the mic and starts singing in his raspy voice. “Hush, sexy baby, what have you heard?”

      He may be stressed-out, but that guy can sing.

      My eye darts to the door when it opens and my shoulders slump down when I see three girls racing in from the rain. The last one holds the door open and to my surprise, Abigail walks in.

      I’m standing on the stage and staring at her in awe, completely frozen.

      “Caleb,” Dane whispers from the drums behind me. “Caleb, what the fuck are you doing? Play!”

      Shit!

      I was so taken with her that I totally missed my cue. With a smile, I start playing along, keeping my eyes locked on her as she looks around with wide eyes. Her hair and rain-jacket are wet, and all I want to do is throw down my guitar, hop off the stage, and dry her off. But I think that Jordy would literally kill me if I did that.

      She slides her jacket off and I nearly collapse when I see the sexy red dress she’s wearing. It hugs her perfect body, showing off every delicious curve on her. Her cleavage is making me forget the song I’m playing, and I keep fucking up.

      Jordy turns to me with a confused glare before he turns back to the mic and starts the next verse. “Hush, pretty baby, I’ll always be true.”

      I know this song so well that I can play it in my sleep, but right now, I can’t focus on anything but that red dress.

      Abigail turns to the stage and her gorgeous green eyes lock on me. I’m not sure if I smile at her or if my mouth is just hanging open like a dope, but she gives me the most beautiful smile I’ve ever seen.

      She came.

      I can’t believe she came.

      All of a sudden, I feel ultra-awake as adrenaline and euphoria surge through me. I’m too excited to think straight as I watch her walk to the bar and order a drink.

      I want to quit the band and go talk to her. I want to grab the mic and serenade her.

      I want to live in this moment forever.

      She came!

      With a deep breath, I start playing the guitar again, this time playing better than I’ve ever played before. There are over a hundred people here, but I’m only playing for her.

      And for that sexy red dress.
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      I’m glad I came. They’re good. He’s good.

      And fucking gorgeous.

      I can’t keep my eyes off him as he moves around on stage like a predator, handling the guitar like he’s making love to it.

      I always thought that Caleb was sexy, but watching him up there on the stage, doing what he’s good at is making this bar feel even hotter than it is.

      He keeps looking at me, and every time he does, I can’t help but smile back at him.

      I take a sip of my cold beer, enjoying the song as I quickly look around. I’m overdressed. It’s all ranchers here in jeans and cowboy hats, and I’m all dressed up in a tight red dress. Even the waitress is wearing a white cowboy hat. She smiles at me as she passes.

      “We’re going to take a beer break now,” the singer says into the mic. He’s huge, just like Caleb and the other two band members on stage. Years of grueling physical work on ranches explains all of the muscles, but it doesn’t explain why most of the men in this town have to duck under the doorways whenever they walk into a room. “We’ll be back to play a few more songs in a bit.”

      My heart starts pounding nervously as Caleb puts down his guitar. I stand up straight, run my tongue over my teeth, and fix my dress as he jumps off the stage and rushes straight for me with an uncontrollable smile on his face.

      “You came,” he says, staring at me in disbelief.

      “I figured I owed you for leaving you out in the rain.”

      He laughs. “Yeah, I guess you did. What did you think?”

      “Pretty good, yoga boy,” I answer with a grin. “Pretty good.”

      His head jerks back like he suddenly remembered something. “Is everything okay at home?” he asks with a concerned face.

      “Yeah,” I lie as I nod my head a little too vigorously. “It was just a misunderstanding.”

      A misunderstanding that killed two of Frank’s cattle and got us kicked out of our home. But I don’t want to focus on any of that tonight. I just want to have some fun for a change.

      “Oh, that’s great,” he says, looking relieved. “I’ve been worried all day.”

      “You have?” I ask, looking at him curiously.

      “Of course.”

      We stare at each other for a long moment and my breath starts quickening under his smouldering gaze. I feel a flutter in my chest as he looks me up and down.

      “You look… incredible,” he says, making me blush.

      “I’m overdressed,” I answer, feeling self-conscious.

      He shakes his head. “No. You look perfect.”

      I have a strong urge to touch him, but I just squeeze my beer bottle instead.

      He’s looking pretty good himself with grey pants and a black t-shirt that make his muscular arms look huge. A little groan escapes from my throat as I glance at his wide chest and picture what it would feel like to rest my cheek on it.

      “It’s a fun bar,” I say, looking around. It’s the type of easy, relaxed place you come with friends for one drink, but then end up staying all night and stumbling home. The sound of cracking pool balls cut through the lively music that has some girls dancing by the stage, and I can’t help but move my head along to the beat. “I don’t know why I waited so long to come and get a drink.”

      “I’m glad you finally did,” he says, smiling at me. “I’ve been wanting to—”

      The guy who was playing bass in the band sneaks up behind Caleb and wraps his arm around his shoulder, cutting him off. He’s good looking with dark features and hair as black as mine.

      “So this must be the girl,” he says, smiling at me.

      My heart flutters at the way he said the girl. And it flutters even harder when I see how embarrassed Caleb looks.

      “This is Abigail,” Caleb answers, presenting me. “Abigail, this is my friend Logan.”

      “You must be the lifeguard,” Logan says, offering his hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “Really?” I say, tilting my head as I shake his hand.

      Caleb’s cheeks turn red as I look at him.

      “A lot!” Logan says with a grin. “The entire town has heard a lot about you.”

      “Not that much,” Caleb quickly says, looking uncomfortable.

      “I’ll let you two lovebirds talk,” Logan says with a smirk on his face. “Just don’t distract him too much when we’re playing our next set. He forgot how to play guitar when you walked in through the door.”

      “Really?” I ask, trying not to smile as I look at Caleb.

      “Oh, yeah,” Logan says. “He completely forgot how to use his fingers.”

      “Look,” Caleb says as he raises his hand. “I remember how to use my fingers now.” I laugh as he raises his middle finger at his bandmate.

      Logan laughs and then turns to me. “It was nice meeting you, lifeguard.”

      I smile back at him before he disappears into the crowd.

      “You’ve been talking about me?” I ask when it’s just the two of us again.

      It’s so adorable how he’s shifting around, looking all nervous and uncomfortable.

      “Not at all,” he says with a gulp. “I barely said a word.”

      “Hey, Caleb. Is this Abigail?” a guy asks as he pops out of the crowd. I jerk my head back when I see two of them. They’re identical twins.

      “Yeah,” the other one says, staring at me. “Are you the new lifeguard?”

      Caleb pushes them away with his thick arm and pulls me into a quiet corner of the bar.

      I lean against the wall and look up at him as I cross my arms. I’m trying to keep a hard look on my face, but it’s hard to hold back my smile with him squirming like this. He’s been talking about me to everyone. It’s so cute.

      “You’ve been talking about me?” I ask with a raised eyebrow.

      “Maybe I talked about you a little bit,” he says as he runs his hand through his dirty blonde hair.

      Fuck, he’s so hot.

      “What did you say?”

      He takes a deep breath and looks down at me as he exhales slowly. “That the new lifeguard was the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen, and that no matter how many times I asked her out, she would always say no. I also might have said that I can’t stop thinking about her. That’s she’s constantly on my mind day and night.”

      “Really?” I say, feeling my cheeks curl up into a smile. “What else did you say?”

      “That she’s so much fun to be around, even when she’s telling me to get lost,” he says with a soft laugh that makes me lightheaded. “And that I would gladly sit in the cold rain for five hours just to spend ten minutes with her.”

      Now, I’m really glad I came. This guy could get any girl he wanted, and he’s fixated on me. I saw the way the beautiful girls in the crowd were watching him, but he didn’t even give them so much as a glance.

      He wouldn’t be so into me if he knew the kind of mess that Bryce and I are in, but it’s fun to indulge in this for a night.

      “This girl sounds pretty awesome,” I say, smiling at him.

      He nods. “She is. I’d just like to get to know her better.”

      “Buy her a drink and she might tell you whatever you want to know.”

      He grins as he waves the waitress in the white cowboy hat over.

      “What can I get you, Caleb?” she asks with a smile. She leans in and tries to subtly whisper, but I hear everything. “Is this the lifeguard?”

      “Abigail, this is my friend, Jessie,” Caleb says, introducing us. “Jessie, whatever she wants tonight, put it on my tab.”

      I’m about to protest, but then realize I spent my last seven bucks on the empty beer in my hand.

      “Nice to meet you,” she says, smiling as I shake her hand. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

      Caleb clears his throat and Jessie catches herself. “Curse of a small town,” she says, saving herself. “Not because Caleb is in love with you. Obviously.”

      I turn to my hot blushing admirer with a smirk on my face. “Obviously.”

      Jessie is cringing, realizing what she’s done. “What can I get you two to drink?” she asks, trying to change the subject.

      Caleb orders two beers and she quickly disappears into the crowd to get away from the awkward situation she created. It’s only awkward for them, I’m loving watching them squirm.

      We chat for awhile about his band and he tells me all about the music they play. They are really good, and although I don’t want him to leave, I’m excited to hear the rest of their set.

      “Are you from here?” I ask, suddenly interested in everything about him.

      “Not too far from here,” he says. “I’m from a nearby town called Colwood. I grew up on a farm over there.”

      He tells me all about his hardworking parents and his three sisters. When he asks about my family, I change the subject without really answering.

      “So, does this mean we can be friends now?” Caleb asks after Jessie comes back with the beers.

      “Are you still going to stalk me at work and obsess about me with everyone in the town?”

      He thinks for a minute and then nods. “Probably.”

      I laugh. “At least you’re honest. All right, yoga boy. We can be friends.”

      His eyebrow raises. “More than friends?”

      The tiny hairs on my arms raise as I shake my head. “Don’t push your luck.”

      “Come,” he says, holding out his hand. I can’t resist and slap my hand into his. He holds it tight. “I want you to meet my friends.”

      He guides me through the crowd, holding on tight as I follow him, smiling the entire way.

      This is what I needed. A night of fun with a hot guy, pretending like I don’t have a care in the world. Pretending like my younger brother isn’t in a horrible situation that I have no idea how to handle. Pretending like I’m not in a horrible situation that I have no idea how to handle. Tomorrow we’ll have no money and no place to live.

      But tonight… I can enjoy myself tonight.

      Caleb stops at a table full of huge muscular men. They’re all grinning at me as he presents me with a look of pride on his face. “Guys,” he says with his chest puffed out. “This is my new friend, Abigail.”

      I step on my toes so I can whisper into his ear. My mouth barely reaches his shoulder. “Friends hold hands?” I ask.

      He grins. “Of course.”

      “You must be the lifeguard,” the guy with the tattooed arm says. “Nice to finally meet you. I’m Lachlan.”

      “Does everyone in the town know I’m the lifeguard?” I ask, looking up at Caleb in disbelief.

      One of the twins chuckles. “Everyone in the state.”

      We sit down and chat for a while and I can’t stop laughing at the way these guys tease each other. Caleb is getting it the worst since they’re trying to embarrass him in front of me, but it just makes me more interested in him. I can tell that it’s all out of love and that these guys have a brotherly relationship.

      The bassist Logan comes over when I’m on my third beer and grabs Caleb. “We’re starting our last set.”

      “Are you going to stay here?” he asks, turning to me.

      These guys already feel like old friends, but the table is too far away. I want to be nice and close so I can get a good view of the hot guitarist.

      “What kind of groupie would stay all the way in the back?” I ask with a laugh. “I’m coming to the front row.”

      He smiles. He’s so cute when he smiles. Did I not see it before or is it the three beers making it even cuter? Either way, I like it.

      My head starts swirling in a good way as he holds me close to his hard body and walks me through the packed crowd.

      A few minutes later, he’s on the stage smiling at me as they play a cover of Creep from Radiohead, one of my favorite songs. The music is just a bonus. His blue eyes, his sexy smile, the way his strong arms flex when he strums that guitar… Mmmm… this is the best show ever.
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      It’s after three am when we finally leave the bar. It’s almost empty, except for the staff who are cleaning up and a couple of people still talking quietly in the corners. The bright lights are on as the busboy mops the floor.

      “It was nice meeting you guys,” I say to Lachlan and the waitress Jessie. They’re sitting in a booth while she counts her cash.

      “I guess we’ll be seeing you around?” Jessie asks.

      I turn to Caleb who has a hopeful look on his face. “We’ll see what happens,” I say.

      I’d like to say yes—I had such a fun night hanging out with Caleb—but I don’t know what I’m going to do. If I can’t find an affordable place to live in tomorrow, I might have to leave the state. It’s my last resort, but I can always drive to Colorado and stay on my friend Lizzy’s couch for a few days. I know she would take me.

      A flyer in the doorway catches my eye on our way out. TWO BEDROOM CABIN TO RENT. $550 a Month.

      I rip the paper off the cork-board that’s overloaded with signs selling used couches and business cards from real estate agents and hairdressers.

      Caleb looks over my shoulder. “Are you looking for a place to live?”

      “Yeah,” I say as I quickly fold the paper and stuff it into my purse. “Something a little bigger.”

      “You can come live with me,” he says, looking a little too eager. “I mean… if you need help or if you’re stuck without a place to live.”

      “I thought we were just friends,” I say, trying to hide my smile.

      “Friends help each other out. I was just trying to say that I can sleep on the couch if you need a bed for a few days. And if you bring that red dress, I won’t even charge you rent.”

      I look at him and smile. I guess I have a new last resort.

      The rain is still coming down like crazy outside and there are puddles all over the sidewalks and road. Caleb lifts up his arm and tucks me close to his ribs, using his jacket as a makeshift umbrella. I nearly moan when I smell his cologne up close.

      He walks me to my car and a part of me wishes that I had parked on the other side of town so I can stay close to his hard body a little longer. “Thanks,” I say when we arrive.

      “What are you doing tomorrow?” he asks as I fumble with my keys. “I know you’re not working.”

      “How do you know that?” I ask.

      “I checked the lifeguard schedule.”

      “Stalker, much?”

      “Stalker a lot.”

      I laugh as he smiles at me.

      What am I doing tomorrow? Maybe driving across the country looking for a place to live. Maybe trying to tame an angry lion that may or may not want to eat me. Maybe trying to figure out how two people can comfortably sleep in a car along with all of our stuff. Maybe all of the above.

      “I have to help out my brother with something tomorrow,” I finally say.

      “Your brother?” he says. “I didn’t know you had a brother.”

      “There’s a lot you don’t know about me, yoga boy,” I say with a grin.

      “That’s why I want to make plans,” he answers. “So, I can find out everything.”

      Hopefully, that apartment on the flyer is still available and they won’t require a first and last month deposit. Then maybe I can stick around to find out everything about him too.

      “Let me take you out sometime,” he says, looking sexier than ever as the rain pours down his beautiful face. “You just said no to living with me, you can say yes to this.”

      “We’ll see.” I place a hand on his hard chest, step on my toes, and kiss him on the cheek. “Thanks for the fun night. I really needed it.”

      He looks stunned as I hurry into my car and close the door. I wave to him before driving off, taking one last look at him in the rearview mirror.

      That night was fun, but it’s back to reality.

      Back to the life that’s falling apart all around me. I should be sad, but no matter what I do, I can’t shake this smile off of my face.
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      “Wanna take this?” Frank asks, offering me his shotgun. “You might be needing it.”

      Despite the hot sunny day, a cold shiver rips through my body. I glance over my shoulder to where Bryce is packing the last of our things into the car.

      “He’s my brother,” I say, narrowing my eyes on Frank. “I’m not going to shoot him.”

      Frank shrugs. “No lion I ever seen had a human sister. You might think he’s your brother, but that cat sure as damn hell don’t think you’re his sister.”

      He offers me the shotgun one last time, but I just ignore it.

      “Thanks for your help, Frank,” I say. And I mean it. He really helped us out when we came into town. He also could have called the cops, shot Bryce’s lion, or kicked us out a long time ago. He has a ranch to run and the lion keeps killing his cattle. I don’t blame him for making us go. I probably would have kicked us out a long time ago.

      “Good luck,” he says with a nod. “I’ll miss your apple muffins.”

      “I’ll bring you some when I bring the money I owe you,” I say, not knowing when that’s going to be.

      He nods. “Take care of that boy,” he says, looking at Bryce. “But you take care of yourself first.”

      After an awkward hug, I take a deep breath and walk to the car.

      “Where are we going to go?” Bryce asks as he climbs into the passenger seat. “Are we homeless?”

      Technically yes, but I’m not about to tell him that. Especially with him looking so pathetic and riddled with guilt. “We’ll bounce back from this,” I tell him. “Everything is going to work out. I’m sure this is going to be a blessing in disguise.”

      He looks at me with a face that makes me laugh. “Okay, maybe not that far, but we’ll make the best of it anyway.”

      Bryce lowers his head and closes his eyes. “Abigail, I just want to say—”

      “No,” I say, cutting him off. “No sorrys. Not today.”

      His face is twisted in anguish. “But I screwed your whole life up.”

      “You didn’t screw anything up,” I lie. “Look at us. We’re in the gorgeous mountains on a beautiful sunny day. It can’t get any better than this. If you didn’t come to live with me, I’d be stuck in a stuffy office right now doing work.”

      He gives me a half smile.

      “It’s all good, Bryce,” I say. “Your big sister has a plan.”

      I reach over and find the paper that I grabbed yesterday out of my purse. There was no phone number on the flyer, just an address that seems like it’s in the middle of nowhere.

      A small two bedroom cabin somewhere in the mountains for five hundred and fifty dollars a month. I just hope that it was recent and hadn’t been pinned to that board for weeks or even years.

      “We’ll go check this place out,” I say, showing him the paper. “Hopefully, it’s still available.” There’s a grainy photo of a cabin that looks only slightly bigger than this car. I just hope it has running water.

      I put the address into Google maps and nothing comes up. Most of the backroads up here aren’t available. Google must have either thought that it was too remote or that all of the locals already knew where everything was.

      “Well,” I say as I toss my phone back into my purse. “We’ll just have to try and find it the old-fashioned way.”

      “Mapquest?” Bryce asks, looking confused.

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “A real map.”

      He’s staring at me blankly.

      “A paper map.”

      “Oh, like in those old movies that mom used to watch?”

      I shake my head, wondering how one generation can be so different from the next. “Let’s just go.”

      A few minutes later, I pull into a gas station and buy a map with the last ten dollars that I have left in my wallet. I buy eight dollars worth of gas with the change.

      “You’re going to be the navigator,” I say, tossing the map to Bryce as I climb back into the car. He’s staring at me like I’ve lost my mind.

      “Why don’t you just download the—”

      “We’re doing it this way,” I say, cutting him off. “It’s going to be an adventure.” Plus I have no data left on my phone for the month and I can’t afford to pay an overcharge on my bill.

      We drive for about an hour through back roads, forests and around mountains as we try to find the place.

      “I think we’re lost,” Bryce says, lowering the map in defeat. “No wonder people don’t use these things anymore. They’re impossible.”

      “You’re impossible,” I say with a laugh.

      “Don’t blame me,” he says, looking frustrated. “None of these streets even have names on them.”

      “This one does,” I say as we roll up to an intersection. The sign is nothing more than a spray-painted piece of wood nailed to a tree. “Grisly Road. Sounds welcoming.”

      Bryce shrugs. “Might as well try it.”

      I turn down Grisly Road and drive until I see a dirt road with a spray-painted sign that reads The Grisly Grizzlies. Keep Out!

      “Is that it?” Bryce asks.

      “I sure hope not,” I say, hitting the gas and hurrying away.

      About ten minutes later we’re on another unnamed road in the middle of nowhere when another sign comes into view.

      “What’s that?” Bryce asks, leaning forward to read it. “Clayton Rock Ranch.”

      I have one eye on my quickly emptying gas tank and one eye on the sign. “I think we’re lost.”

      “We were lost an hour ago,” Bryce complains.

      “Worst. Navigator. Ever,” I say, grinning as I shake my head. “Let’s go in there and ask for directions.”

      I pull into the ranch and gasp when I look around. It’s beautiful. Mountains surround the ranch like it’s in the bottom of a bowl. There are a few scattered cabins laying about with a nice lake in the distance. A herd of cattle is grazing in the field on the right.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Bryce asks, looking around nervously. He’s holding his stomach as his head darts from side to side.

      “We need directions,” I say, pulling up to the first cabin, which looks like a storefront or something. It’s a log cabin with a large porch and a blinking OPEN sign over the glass door, but the O is burnt out so it’s just blinking PEN. “I’ll be in and out.”

      I drive the car up to the entrance and turn off the engine. There’s a crooked sign nailed above the door that reads: Clayton Rock Bounty Hunters. It’s covered in dirt and what looks like dried blood. I gulp, wondering if this is a bad idea.

      Bryce starts shaking beside me.

      “Oh, shit,” I gasp, turning to him with my heart pounding.

      “I don’t feel so good,” he grunts as he rocks back and forth on the seat. His forehead is covered in a sheen of sweat and his face is scrunched up in pain. “Something is happening.”

      “The lion?” I ask, starting to panic.

      His eyes are squeezed shut as he shakes his head. “He doesn’t like the smell of this place.”

      I get an empty feeling in the pit of my stomach when I see his skin turning golden.

      “Hold him in, Bryce,” I gasp as I try to start the car. Of course, it’s sputtering.

      His face is twisted in agony. “I don’t know if I can.”

      “Oh, crap!” I shout when I see a flash of fur on his neck. I’m desperately trying to start the car, jerking the key back and forth in the engine, slamming my foot on the pedal over and over again as I keep an eye on my brother.

      He’s fighting it as hard as he can, straining and grunting, but he looks like he’s about to lose the battle.

      He turns to me and opens his eyes. They’re brighter than I’ve ever seen them. A gorgeous amber color that seems to be lit up from behind. “Get us out of here!”

      The front door of the cabin in front of us opens and an enormous shirtless man steps out. He’s looking at us curiously. “Shit,” I curse under my breath as I struggle to start this old piece of shit car that’s not cooperating.

      He’s staring at Bryce who’s shaking violently beside me. The man is wearing dusty jeans and nothing else. His chest is the size of boulders. His arms the size of tree trunks. He’s not someone I want to mess with.

      “Yes!” I say, gasping in relief when the engine roars to life. I throw it into reverse as fast as I can and slam on the gas. The car flies backward and I spin the wheel, trying to make a quick getaway.

      But I’m driving too recklessly and I slam my back bumper right into a rock. The back of my head slams into the seat as I let out a scream.

      “Bryce, are you okay?” I ask, quickly turning to my brother.

      He’s not there.

      A lion is sitting on the seat beside me instead.

      I feel like I’m going to be sick.

      “Okay,” I whisper as the lion turns to me. It has the same bright amber eyes that my brother had a few seconds ago. “Okay, just relax and I’ll get you out of here.”

      The man starts walking down the steps toward us, and the lion turns to him. His lip curls up over his sharp teeth and he lets out a low growl as he stares him down.

      “No,” I gasp as I try to shake the fog out of my head and put the car into drive. “Don’t jump out the win— Fuck!”

      His tail whips me across the cheek as he leaps out of the window and lands on the dusty ground without a sound.

      “Bryce!” I shout as I throw the car into park and rush out. “Stop!”

      There’s nothing I can do but watch in horror as the lion sprints at the huge man. The guy doesn’t run or even scream. All he does is watch with an amused look on his face as the snarling lion charges at him.

      Bryce’s lion leaps into the air, lunging at him like he’s going to have the huge man for breakfast. A horrified gasp rips from my throat when he chomps down on the man’s thick forearm and crashes into him.

      I can’t believe what I’m seeing. The man is so strong. He stays on his feet as the lion thrashes around furiously with his powerful jaw locked onto his forearm. Bryce is jerking his head from side to side, trying to yank the man off balance, but he’s as solid as an oak tree.

      His brow furrows and all of a sudden he looks even scarier than the lion.

      “You little twerp,” he says in a deep booming voice as he brings his free hand back. His hand is squeezed into a fist the size of my head.

      His fist moves so fast that it blurs as he punches Bryce’s lion in the head with a crack that makes me wince.

      The lion’s legs go wobbly and his jaw goes slack as the devastating punch stuns him. The man shakes him off easily and grunts as he looks at his bleeding forearm. “You got some nerve, twerp, coming to my house and starting up with me. Did I send your boyfriend to jail or something?”

      Bryce’s lion is still looking dazed as he tries to regain his balance on shaky legs.

      What the hell do I do? I can’t pick him up and drag him to the car.

      My stomach drops when Bryce’s lion looks up at the man and growls. Did he not learn his freaking lesson?

      “You got heart, twerp,” the man says with an amused grin on his face. “But that’s not necessarily a good thing around here.”

      With a grunt, the man kicks the lion in the ribs and Bryce goes flying. He lands with a thud and skids across the ground, picking up a cloud of dust as he goes.

      I finally find my voice. “Bryce!” I shout with my heart pounding. “Let’s go!”

      But the stubborn lion is not listening to me. He slowly gets up and starts circling the man, snarling at him as he lowers his head.

      “Some twerps never learn,” he says with a grin. For some reason, he pulls his pants down and steps out of them.

      I’m wondering why the hell he thought it was a good idea to get naked while fighting a lion when his body starts shaking.

      “Wha—”

      I gasp when an enormous lion rips out of his muscular body.  He’s pure thick muscle under his golden fur. His paws are the size of cinder blocks. His mane is long and flowing, unlike Bryce’s half-grown hair.

      A coldness hits my core when I see how big he is compared to Bryce. He looks three times bigger. At least.

      “Bryce!” I scream as panic sets in. He’s going to kill him.

      Bryce’s lion is even stupider than I thought. He doesn’t run back to the car or flee in terror. He holds his ground as they circle each other.

      My jaw clenches as I look back at my crashed car. Every cell in my body is telling me to leave. To escape. But I can’t leave Bryce. He’s only a kid.

      But there’s nothing I can do against a lion.

      The door to one of the cabins in the distance opens and then slams shut. The noise is like the firing of a gun before a race and the two lions take off, charging at one another.

      I can barely hear the roars and the snarls over my screaming.

      My tears block most of the terrifying view, but I still catch some of it. An enormous paw crashing into Bryce’s head. Bryce on his back.

      He’s getting manhandled by the much larger lion.

      I don’t even notice the other guys running over until they’re jumping into the action, joining the fight. It’s not like the lion needs any help from his buddies. He’s kicking Bryce’s ass easily.

      “Stop!” I scream as three shirtless men descend on them.

      One turns and I jerk my head back in recognition. It’s Logan. The bassist from Caleb’s band who I met last night.

      He tilts his head as he looks at me funny like he’s as surprised to see me as I’m surprised to see him.

      My eyes dart back to the action as a man with a shaved head crashes between the two lions. He looks like a superhero as he grabs each lion by the back of their necks and rips them apart. Bryce is bleeding from several gashes.

      The man holding him turns to the bigger lion with a fury in his eye. “Phase back. Now!”

      He releases the lion as it starts shaking and snarling in pain. It only lasts a second before the huge man explodes back out of him. His thick forearm is no longer bleeding. It looks as good as new.

      Bryce’s lion doesn’t know when to quit. He swipes a paw at the man who’s holding him up by his neck, but the man easily moves out of the way.

      The man stares into the lion’s eyes. His jaw is tight. He looks pissed. Authority and control are oozing out of him. He must be their leader. “Phase back,” he shouts in a steady voice that brings goosebumps up on my arm. “Now!”

      I stare in shock as Bryce’s lion starts shaking in the man’s grip. He lets him go and before the lion has time to limp away, my brother explodes out of him.

      “Bryce!” I scream as I rush toward him. He collapses to the floor in exhaustion as I arrive.

      “This little twerp jumped me,” the huge man says to the leader like a kid trying to explain to a teacher why it wasn’t his fault.

      “That’s enough, Mack,” he snaps.

      The huge man is bigger than him, but he immediately shuts his mouth.

      It’s time to get out of here.

      I hook my arm under Bryce’s and half pull him, half drag him toward the car.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, feeling my voice racing. “He didn’t mean it. It was all a terrible misunderstanding.”

      My eyes dart from one scary man to another until they fall on Logan, who’s still watching me curiously.

      “You’re Caleb’s friend, aren’t you?” he says like it’s no big deal. Like the worst thing in the world didn’t just happen about two seconds ago. Like everything I thought I knew about the world is crumbling down around me. “Abigail, right? Are you looking for Caleb? He lives at the ranch with the Grisly Grizzlies sign.”

      Caleb lives there?

      “No, I…” My words are stumbling out. I can’t form an intelligible sentence right now. It’s just not going to happen.

      “I’m so sorry,” I finally manage to repeat as I drag Bryce to the car. “It won’t happen again.”

      We finally arrive at my wrecked car. Hopefully, it will work long enough to escape from this place.

      “Get in,” I hiss under my breath.

      We jump in the car like we’ve just robbed a bank and we’re hearing sirens in the distance. I slam the door shut and pray as I shove the key into the ignition. For once, it starts on the first try.

      The three guys are staring at us with confused expressions as we skid out of there, sending a cloud of dust pouring over them.

      I can finally breathe again when we’re back on the road, driving back in the direction we came. We can’t stay in this town anymore. Especially after that.

      Next stop, Colorado to stay with Lizzy for a while. Just until we get back on our feet. Or paws in Bryce’s case.

      “What the hell was that?” I ask when we’re safe enough away. I glance into the rearview mirror and take a breath of relief when I don’t see anyone following us on the empty road.

      “I don’t know,” Bryce says, staring at his hands. He has a blanket pulled over his naked lower half. “My lion just attacked.”

      “That guy was huge.”

      “I know,” Bryce says with a gulp. “He was kicking my ass.”

      “Yup.”

      We both laugh.

      “When that guy came and grabbed me,” he says, his voice steading. “He told my lion to phase and I just… I couldn’t resist. It was like his voice was overriding my brain.”

      We drive in silence for a minute. Well, not exactly silence. The car is making some crazy clunking noises behind us. I hope it’s not too damaged from the crash.

      “That guy was a lion,” I say, shuddering as I remember how big his animal was. “Like you.”

      “Not like me,” Bryce says, shaking his head. “He was way more powerful than me. That strength…” He shudders. “He was holding back. I could feel it.”

      A minute later, the clunking gets even worse.

      “Oh, no,” I groan when I see thick grey smoke filling my rearview mirror. “Don’t do this.”

      The car starts to sputter. It coughs like a dying old man and then groans to a stop in the middle of the secluded mountain road.

      Bryce turns to me like I have all the answers. “What do we do now?”

      The Grisly Ranch is up ahead. Caleb might be there.

      I look at Bryce and sigh. “Our last resort.”
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      My feet are aching by the time we finally arrive at Caleb’s ranch. We both stare at the sign as second thoughts rush through me.

      Was he really inviting me to stay or was he just being nice? What are his friends going to think? Will they get upset if we just show up? What if Bryce has another one of his episodes and his lion destroys the place? Or worse, attacks one of them?

      “The Grisly Grizzlies,” Bryce says, reading the sign. “Keep Out. This is where we’re going?”

      He looks even more unsure than I’m feeling right now.

      I take a deep breath and look up and down the road. We don’t have a whole lot of options right now. There is no cellphone reception up here, not that it matters because my battery is dead, our car that’s full of everything we own is roadkill right now, and my feet are starting to blister. Not to mention that it’s late afternoon now and I’m starving.

      “Yes,” I say, “this is where we’re going.” I swallow my doubts and start walking down the dirt path with Bryce following close behind me.

      “Wow,” I mutter when we arrive on the ranch. It’s spectacular.

      It looks like a painting with gorgeous mountains all around painted in a million shades of green. There are horses wandering around, a river flowing through the property, and a thick forest to the left. Five cozy little log cabins are scattered around the ranch, each with a front porch and chimney. They’re so cute.

      I’m wondering which one is Caleb’s when I spot the twins in the distance in what looks like an outdoor kitchen. They’re cooking something that’s making my stomach growl.

      “Who are these guys?” Bryce asks. He looks so uncomfortable.

      “I met them… before,” I say, not wanting to tell him that I went out last night. “Let’s go see if they can call us a tow truck.”

      My stomach is fluttering with nerves as we walk over. What am I supposed to say to these guys? Hey, remember me from the bar last night? Well, I have nowhere to live and I would like to stay here rent free. Oh, and did I mention that I have a wild, unpredictable lion as a pet?

      We pass a wide-open pasture that is filled with beautiful wildflowers. It’s the kind of place that you want to roll in with the love of your life. But right now, I want to puke into it instead. I feel sick with nerves.

      The faint sound of laughter hits my ears and I turn in the direction of it. Jessie, the waitress from last night with the white cowboy hat, is laughing as she rides a chestnut colored horse on the other side of the meadow. Caleb’s friend Lachlan is on a horse too, chasing her. They look like they’re having so much fun.

      “Abigail!” one of the twins yells from the kitchen.

      I gulp as I turn to them. They’re both smiling as they wave us over.

      Maybe there’s nothing to be worried about.

      Oops. I spoke too soon.

      Bryce is starting to squirm like his own skin is too tight for him or something. His eyes start glowing that troubling shade of amber like they always do before he bursts into a lion.

      “Abigail,” Bryce whimpers in a strained voice. “Their smell…”

      “Hold it together!” I hiss through clenched teeth. I try to smile as I turn back to the approaching twins, but I must look like a crazy person. I’m too panicked to smile in a way that looks even remotely human.

      “Hi!” My voice is more high-pitched than a squirrel after a shot of helium. Oh, my God. I’m sweating so much!

      “You alright?” one of the twins asks, looking at me funny.

      “I’m cheerio!” I’m trying to act normal, but am acting anything but. I mean, who the heck says cheerio besides the Queen?

      “Caleb is around here somewhere,” the other one says. “We’re cooking some trout if you want to—”

      His words disintegrate when he sees Bryce.

      Shit!

      He’s having a hard time holding it together. His body is flexed and his face is twisted up in pain.

      That lion is about to come out any second now.

      “Actually,” I say, grabbing Bryce’s arm. “I forgot. We have to leave!”

      “Leave?” one of the twins says, looking at me funny.

      “Yeah!” I squeak as I pull Bryce away. “Umm… dentist appointment. That’s what it is. And we’re late, so we’re going to be leaving now.”

      “Did you drive here?” one of the twins asks as he looks around for a car.

      Panic is overriding my brain, and I’m not thinking clearly. “Umm, no,” I say, shaking my sweaty head. “We walked.”

      Bryce is trembling in my arms.

      “Can I give you a lift?” the other twin asks with a confused look on his face. “Since you’re at least ten miles from the closest dentist office.”

      “That’s okay,” I say, pulling Bryce back. “We need the exercise.”

      I gasp when I feel fur tickle my palm. It’s gone as fast as it came, but that was too close. It’s time to leave.

      I lean into Bryce’s ear. “We have to run,” I whisper.

      But my brother is in no condition to stand, let alone run.

      “Abigail?” a familiar voice says from the direction of the cabins.

      My nervous stomach settles for a second when I see Caleb’s smiling face. He runs over, looking sexy in a tight black t-shirt and dark green shorts. As bad as this situation that we’re in is, I still can’t help but check him out.

      “What are you doing here?” he asks, looking thrilled that I showed up. It makes me feel even worse. He has no idea the kind of problems that I’m bringing with me.

      “She’s just leaving,” one of the twins says with a hint of sarcasm in his voice. “She has a dentist appointment.”

      “And she’s walking,” the other one says.

      Caleb manages to take his excited eyes off me and turns to my brother. “Oh,” he says with an understanding nod. “I see. You guys don’t have to go anywhere. It’s safe to be yourself here.”

      It’s nice of him to say, even if I don’t understand what the hell he’s talking about.

      “Guys,” he says, turning to the twins. “Why don’t you prepare our guests something to eat and give me a minute alone with them?”

      The twins glance at each other, shrug, and then walk back to the outdoor kitchen.

      Bryce is still fighting it, but I don’t know how long he can hold the lion in.

      “We really have to go,” I say, swallowing hard.

      “Where is your car?” he asks.

      “It broke down about a mile back,” I say, feeling hopeless. What is my plan here? To walk all the way back to our broken car and then sleep in it? Hungry, cold, and miserable?

      Caleb turns to Bryce and locks eyes with him. “Take a deep breath,” he says in a calm voice. “Match my breathing.”

      I stare in awe as Bryce matches his slow deep breathing and manages to calm himself back down.

      “He has asthma,” I quickly say.

      “Right,” Caleb says with a nod. “I had asthma as a kid too.”

      Oh, thank God he fell for it. That was a close one.

      “You two look like you’ve been through a lot,” he says. He points to an adorable log cabin by the forest. “That’s my cabin over there. Go settle in and I’ll take care of your car.”

      “Thank you,” I say, feeling tears of relief well up behind my eyelids. “Thank you so much.”

      Bryce and I watch as he walks over to a pickup truck and jumps inside. The engine starts with a roar and he waves at us before driving down the dirt path toward the main road.

      “Okay,” I say as I turn to Bryce. “Let’s get inside. Quick!”

      The sound of hooves pounding the dirt catch up to us before we can get inside Caleb’s cabin.

      “Hey!” Jessie says from the top of the chestnut colored horse. “I was wondering when we’d see you again!”

      “Is this your brother?” Lachlan asks when he catches up to her side.

      “Yup,” I say, turning to Bryce. Oh, come on! Not again!

      I can’t take this kid anywhere! He’s shaking and holding his ribs, bent over and trembling like crazy.

      “Is he okay?” Jessie asks, looking horrified. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “He has asthma.” I only realize how stupid it sounds after I say it.

      “I’ve never seen asthma do that to someone before,” Jessie says. She’s staring at him with wide eyes. “Lachlan, do something.”

      “I think I’m the one causing it,” he says.

      Huh? My eyes dart to him. He looks so calm as he sits on the horse, watching Bryce struggling to hold it together.

      “He’ll be fine,” I say, desperately hoping I’m right. I grab my brother’s arm and start pulling him to the cabin. “He just needs to get inside.” Where you can’t see him. Or his lion.

      I’m dizzy with dread as I try to pull him. His legs aren’t moving and he’s doubled over, grunting and sweating like crazy.

      We must look like a bunch of maniacs right now. Jessie looks horrified as she watches us, but Lachlan looks perfectly calm. I wish they would just turn their horses and leave.

      “Let’s go, Bryce,” I hiss into his ear.

      I force out a crazed smile as I turn back to them. “It’s a rare condition,” I say in a panicky voice. “Shaky asthma the doctors call it. It looks worse than it is.”

      “Shaky asthma?” Jessie whispers under her breath.

      Bryce slips out of my grasp and falls to his knees. A low vicious growl rumbles out of his throat.

      “He he he,” I laugh nervously as I look up at Jessie and Lachlan. “That’s a common side effect of the condition.”

      “Growling?” Jessie asks, looking more and more unsure.

      “Yup,” I say, nervously nodding my head up and down like a jackhammer. “That’s completely—”

      I turn and gulp when I see Bryce’s lion standing behind me instead of my brother.

      “—normal.”

      The two horses jump back and start neighing nervously as Bryce’s lion snarls at them.

      Cold chills snake through my body and my heartbeat turns sluggish with dread.

      Bryce’s lion hisses at the horses, then turns and sprints away. He flies across the field and disappears into the thick forest without looking back.

      Lachlan and Jessie are both staring at me in shock. I hold their gaze until it gets too awkward and I have to drop my eyes.

      “That’s also a side effect of his… asthma.”

      This day can’t possibly get any worse.
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      “What the hell did she do?” I say in shock as I pull up to her smashed up car. The bumper of the car is literally in the trunk.

      I back the truck up in front of the car and turn the engine off, smiling to myself as I get out.

      Abigail is at my place right now. I can’t believe it.

      Heat is radiating through my chest. I feel breathless.

      I was happy last night when she came to my show, but now, I’m thrilled.

      And her brother is a shifter? More good news!

      Being a shifter is always worrying when you start dating a normal human. You never know how they’re going to react when you tell them that there are people living with wild predators inside of their bodies, and surprise, I’m one of them!

      This makes it so much easier. She’ll be familiar with the whole situation and won’t be freaked out like I was worried she might be.

      A feeling of weightlessness takes over my body as I hook the tow cable under Abigail’s car. I make sure that the car is in neutral and then get back in the truck to tow it home.

      I can’t get home fast enough. Just the thought of Abigail in my cabin is driving me crazy. I don’t know how long she’s staying and I don’t want to miss a second.

      My stomach drops when I finally arrive and see her. She’s crying.

      Maximus, Lachlan, Jessie, and the twins, Tito and Ronin, are hovered around her. What is going on?

      I throw the pickup truck into park and race over, trying to pick up bits of words as I go.

      “I’m so sorry,” she says as tears stream down her cheeks. “I’m trying to find a cure for him.”

      “A cure?” Tito says, looking offended. “He doesn’t need to be cured.”

      “I don’t think she meant it like that,” Maximus says as I hurry over. “Give her a break, she’s clearly been through a lot.”

      “What’s going on?” I ask when I arrive in the circle.

      Abigail’s wet eyes dart up to mine and my heart breaks when I see the pain in them. I would do anything to take that pain away from her gorgeous green eyes.

      “Bryce ran away,” she says. Her voice is all shaky. I just want to hold her in my arms and tell her that everything will be okay, but there are too many people around, and I don’t think we’re there yet.

      “We’ll find him,” I say with a nod.

      Abigail winces. “But he’s not…” She glances at Lachlan and Jessie.

      “He’s a lion,” I say. “I know.”

      Her eyes widen in shock as she turns to me. “You know? How?” She turns back to Lachlan and Jessie. “Did you call him? When? I was here the whole time.”

      “It’s okay,” I say as I walk up to her. I slide my arm around her shoulder and turn her away from the group. “We’ll find your brother.”

      I walk her into the forest and glance over my shoulder in time to see the others spreading out to search in different directions.

      Even a full-grown lion wouldn’t be safe in this forest. Kneecap’s psychotic bear lives in here and he doesn’t take kindly to intruders.

      Abigail will be safe with me. Kneecap won’t attack a member of his crew. Hopefully.

      “How did you know?” she asks, staring up at me in awe. “That Bryce turns into a lion?”

      I’m going to be a hundred percent honest with her from this moment forward.

      “I smelled him.”

      “You smelled him?” She looks so freaked out.

      Okay, maybe ninety-nine percent honest. I don’t want to scare her away too soon.

      “My cousin is a shifter,” I say, feeling uncomfortable lying to her. I’ll tell her the truth eventually, just, when she’s ready to hear it. “They have the same smell.”

      “Oh,” she says, scrunching her eyebrows up as she looks at the ground. “Does your cousin change into a lion at the worst possible times too?”

      “No,” I say, giving her a reassuring smile. “He learned to control his animal. He learned to live with him. Just like Bryce will do.”

      She looks so lost. “How is he going to learn that? The lion has complete control over the poor kid.”

      “With time,” I say, stepping a little closer to her. “And with some help.”

      “I’ve tried to help him,” she says, shaking her head. “Sometimes I think I’ve done more harm than good.”

      “You’ve done good.”

      Her shoulders droop down. “Right.”

      “It’s true. Is that why you moved here from the city?”

      “Yeah. I heard the country was better for shifters.”

      “It is. Bryce’s lion needs to roam around out here,” I say, waving my hands at all of the lush vegetation. The trees are thick and tall, providing a beautiful canopy of green over our heads. “They go crazy in the concrete jungle. They need real jungle.”

      I’m tracking his scent as we walk, smelling the air and working out which direction he’s in. It’s not hard. The distinctive smell of lion cuts through everything else.

      “We should pick up the pace,” I say when I get an old whiff of Kneecap’s grizzly. “I don’t want anything to happen to Bryce.”

      She looks up at me with a chuckle. “What’s in here that can hurt a lion?”

      I shrug even though my stomach hardens and I get a sour taste in my mouth. Kneecap can hurt a whole pride of lions.

      He’s always made me a little nervous. I’ve never met a bear as unpredictable as him.

      I swallow hard, regretting my decision to bring Abigail in here.

      It’s okay. Maximus and the boys are around. One call to them and they’ll be by my side almost instantly. I can hold off Kneecap for that long if I have to.

      Wait. Can I hold off Kneecap for that long?

      “There he is!” Abigail shouts as she points at Bryce. He’s kneeling beside a tree, naked and afraid. She’s by his side in an instant. “Bryce, it’s me.”

      “Abigail? I’m so sorry. You should stay here, and I’ll go,” Bryce says. He’s on the verge of tears. “You don’t deserve this.”

      “No,” Abigail says with a fierce protectiveness. “We’re staying together. Always.”

      I can tell these two have been through a lot. Bryce has no control over his lion. I can almost smell the chaos emanating from within. He needs some structure. Some guidance. He needs to be in a crew of lion shifters who can help him gain control of his animal so they can live in harmony.

      Abigail has tried to help him in every way that she could, but there’s nothing she can do about this. He needs experienced shifters to help him through this difficult time.

      They both have a red flush creeping across their cheeks as they look up at me.

      “Now you know our secret,” Abigail says in a weakened voice.

      Bryce’s chin is trembling. “I’m sorry,” he says to me. The embarrassment is thick in his voice.

      I drop to my knee beside them. “Hey,” I say with a forceful tone. “You’re a shifter. That’s nothing to be sorry about or to be embarrassed about.”

      I slap him on the chest and grin. “You’re a badass. You have a fucking lion—an apex predator—living inside you. Start acting like it.”

      The kid looks up at me with surprised eyes.

      “You’re strong. Powerful. Soon you’ll be able to lift up cars and punch down trees. You’re growing into a badass beast. This is a good thing.”

      He wipes his eyes and looks at me, already his back is a little straighter, his chin a little higher. “A good thing?” he asks, looking at me with an unsure expression on his face.

      “Fuck yeah,” I say, slapping his arm. He winces. “You can learn to talk to him. You two can learn to share the same body.”

      “But he doesn’t want to be controlled,” he says. “He won’t listen. He comes out whenever he wants to.”

      “You have to learn to work with him and not fight him,” I say, poking his chest. “If you do that, you’ll be unstoppable.”

      He’s quiet for a minute, thinking about what I just said.

      I glance over at Abigail. She’s staring at me in awe.

      “But how do I learn to work with him if he doesn’t want to work with me?” Bryce asks.

      “It’s not going to happen overnight,” I tell him. “It’s a long process and all part of growing up. You have to learn to trust each other, and that trust doesn’t happen in an hour. It takes years of working together.”

      He looks down at his chest as if he’s trying to see the animal lurking within.

      “Have you tried talking to him?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “No. I’m terrified of him.”

      “That’s the problem,” I say. “He can smell your fear. He’s taking control because you aren’t. Remember, he’s a lion. He’s not going to work with someone who’s trembling in fear. He’ll walk right over you every time.”

      Bryce sighs. “How can I talk to a lion?”

      I shrug. “You just do. You two will figure it out. He’s not going anywhere so it’s not like you have much of a choice.”

      “But he can live with him?” Abigail asks. “In peace? He doesn’t need to get cured?”

      “The cure is learning to live with him in peace,” I tell her. “It’s an amazing thing to be a shifter. It’s hard now, but one day you won’t trade it for the world.”

      Bryce chuckles. “I don’t know about that.”

      “It’s true,” I say. “And the day you bond with your mate you’ll see that I’m right.”

      “His mate?” Abigail asks.

      “Every shifter has one mate for them,” I tell her. I should be talking to Bryce, but I can’t take my eyes off her. “The girl he bonds to will be his forever. And he’ll be hers. It will feel like their souls have been entwined together because they have.”

      I’m staring into her gorgeous green eyes, wondering if it’s going to be her. I really hope it is.

      “I don’t need that,” Bryce says with a laugh. “I just want to get some control over this wild animal.”

      It takes some effort, but I pry my eyes from Abigail and turn back to him.

      “You’ll get it,” I say. “Every shifter manages to get some control over their animal.”

      Uh oh.

      That smell. I spoke too soon.

      Most shifters get some control over their animal.

      The scent of Kneecap’s lunatic bear comes traveling on the light breeze and my heart starts pounding. My bear lunges into alert mode, ready to phase at the drop of a grizzly bear. You never know what to expect when Kneecap comes to play.

      Bryce’s lion seems to smell him too. He starts shaking and convulsing.

      “It’s happening again,” Bryce says, his face straining.

      “Talk to him,” Abigail says, trying to keep her voice calm, but I can tell that inside she’s freaking out.

      “Maybe we can work on that later,” I say, grabbing each of them by their arm and pulling them up to their feet. “We better get out of here. Quickly.”

      I turn in the direction we came and stop short when I see the enormous grizzly bear blocking our path. Kneecap’s bear circled downwind to catch me by surprise. He’s as clever as he is psychotic.

      “Oh, boy,” Abigail says with a gasp when she sees him.

      The bear is a monster. Twice the size of mine with ten times the crazy.

      Bryce’s lion takes over and he phases beside me. This is going to make things even more precarious. Now I’m in the middle of two unpredictable animals with Abigail by my side.

      “Kneecap,” I say slowly as I raise my hand to the bear. “These are my friends. They’re welcome guests of our crew.”

      “He has a name?” Abigail whispers beside me.

      The hair on the bear’s back stands straight up as he growls. The lion doesn’t like that and snarls back.

      “Easy, Bryce,” I say, turning to the mangy lion. He’s barely an adolescent with a scruffy mane and small paws. Kneecap would use him as a toothpick if he was stupid enough to attack, but adolescent males, even in lion form, can rarely be relied upon to not do stupid things.

      “If you can hear me, Bryce,” I say to the lion. “Now would be a good time to start talking to your lion. Tell him to shut the fuck up and stop growling or he’s going to get a tour of a grizzly bear’s digestive tract.”

      If Bryce survives this encounter, he’ll be able to calm his lion down one day, but unfortunately, today is not that day. The stupid lion doubles down and roars.

      I shake my head and curse under my breath. He needs to work on his roar.

      “Kneecap,” I say, turning back to the more reasonable animal. Wow, you know you’re in a bad spot when Kneecap’s bear is the more reasonable animal. “These two are under our crew’s protection. They are under Maximus, your alpha’s, care. If you harm them, you’ll be in direct violation of our alpha’s orders!”

      I can feel my bear skimming my surface, itching to get out. I need this situation diffused. Not escalated.

      Kneecap’s grizzly huffs out a deep grunt and stands up on his hind legs. Jesus. He’s huge.

      My stomach drops as I look up at him.

      “Holy fuck,” Abigail says with a gasp.

      Bryce’s lion growls back at him. His body is crouched down, looking like it’s ready to pounce.

      “Don’t even thi—”

      In a golden blur, the lion takes off, charging at the psychotic bear.

      I react just in time, grabbing Bryce’s tail in my hand, stopping him with a whimper. “Get back there!” I shout as I yank him back with all of my strength. I launch the stubborn cat through the air and send him flying at least thirty yards behind us.

      That takes care of the easy one, but the harder one looks madder than ever.

      With a furious grunt, Kneecap drops to his four legs and charges at us on his thunderous paws.

      “Guys!” I yell so loud that the birds in the trees above us fly away. “A little help!”

      I throw a glance at Abigail over my shoulder. “Run!” I shout to her, but the fear has frozen her like a statue. Her wide eyes aren’t even blinking.

      I turn back just in time to see Kneecap’s huge paw come swiping at me. His long black claws slice through my chest like knives; carving my flesh, ripping my muscle, and leaving a wet bloody mess.

      Abigail screams as thick hot blood pours down my stomach from the searing wounds on my chest.

      “Goddamn,” I grunt, wincing in pain as I glance down at my hacked up chest. I hate this fucking bear.

      My legs start to lose their strength and the trees are going blurry. I shake out the daze in my head just in time to see Kneecap’s other paw come swiping at me.
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      There’s so much blood.

      It’s pouring down Caleb’s chest from the long thick gashes. I can’t move. I have to do something, but I literally can’t move. My heart is thrashing in my ears. My pulse is racing, and I’m practically hyperventilating as I watch the enormous grizzly bear glare at Caleb.

      Do something! I scream to myself, but myself doesn’t listen.

      “Goddamn,” Caleb grunts as he looks down at his shredded chest. It was shredded in the good way before, but now it’s shredded in the bad way. It’s a bloody mess of ripped up flesh.

      The grizzly bear launches his huge paw at him again, but this time Caleb is ready. He ducks out of the way, grunting in pain as the horrifying paw flies over his head harmlessly.

      My body snaps into action and I can finally move again. Caleb managed to move out of the way of that assault, but he won’t be able to keep up that pace for long. Especially with him losing so much blood.

      I scan the forest floor for a weapon, for anything, and find a rock the size of a baseball by my foot. I quickly grab it and throw it at the vicious bear as hard as I can. It bounces off his massive shoulder like it was made of styrofoam. He doesn’t even seem to notice.

      My mouth drops when Caleb takes a step toward the bear and shoves his finger into his face. “What the fuck?!?” he screams. “We’re on the same crew, you dick!”

      My heart is pounding as I watch him. That bear is going to bite not just his finger off, but his whole hand.

      But surprisingly, he doesn’t. He just stares at Caleb.

      “Kneecap,” he shouts as he clutches his chest like he’s trying to hold the blood in. “Can you not be a total hairy ball sack for like two freaking minutes?!? This is the girl I’m falling in love with!”

      He points right at me and even though we’re in a deadly situation, I can’t help but feel a jolt of… something.

      He’s falling in love with me? My heart starts beating faster, but in a different way.

      Caleb just said that he’s falling in love with me. Yeah, well, he’s also talking to a freaking attacking grizzly bear, so maybe he’s not totally with it right now.

      He’s calling him Kneecap and talking to him like they know each other. He must be delirious from the lack of blood. Or, maybe I’m delirious from the terror.

      The sound of movement behind me makes me jerk my head back. Oh no. Bryce’s lion is stalking forward, ready to make this horrible situation even worse. At least Caleb has got the bear to stop attacking even if it doesn’t make any sense why.

      “No, Bryce,” I say, but the words get caught under my breath.

      The grizzly turns from Caleb back to my brother. The momentary calm disappears from the bear and the fury comes back.

      The lion plants his paws and lets out a loud cracking roar that really gets the grizzly’s attention.

      The bear raises back up on his hind legs and lets out his own deep roar that I feel in my bones. My body is shaking when he’s done and every goosebump on my body is up in alarm.

      Bryce’s lion takes one look at that, turns on his paws, and flees. He disappears into the forest, sprinting away as fast as he can.

      The grizzly bear charges after him, leaving Caleb and me alone.

      “Oh, my God! Oh, my God!” I gasp over and over again as I rush over to him. “Are you okay?”

      He’s taking deep breaths as he looks over my head in the direction that the two animals ran in.

      “I have to go,” he says. I grab onto his thick bicep as he takes a step.

      “Wait!” I shout, trying to pull him back, but it’s like trying to stop a train with only your body. My feet drag along the dirt. “Your chest. You shouldn’t be walking.”

      He stops and places his hand on mine. “It’s okay,” he says softly as he turns to me. “I’m okay.”

      “But the blood?” How can he be okay? He should be dying right now, but instead, he’s about to chase down a bear and a lion. How strong is this guy?

      “I’ll meet you back at the cabin,” he says, locking eyes with me. “You see that mountaintop?”

      He points up at the top of the mountain peeking through the trees.

      “Walk in that direction and you’ll get back to the camp,” he says, prying my tight fingers off his arm. “Just follow that mountain and you won’t get lost.”

      “But…”

      My words fall away as he takes off running. Running!

      He’s acting like his chest is already healed. Is this guy Superman or something?

      I take a deep breath when he disappears into the trees, leaving me all alone.

      The forest is so quiet. My body starts tingling and my chest tightens.

      “Follow the mountain,” I whisper to myself as I look up at the mountaintop. There’s nowhere I’d rather go than in the opposite direction of that grizzly bear, but if there is something I can do to help Caleb and my brother, I have to try.

      With a deep breath, I say a little prayer and then run after them.
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      Two bears? Oh, great there are two bears now. And no sign of Caleb.

      My chest is burning and I’m out of breath when I finally catch up to them. It’s chaos as Bryce’s lion and the new grizzly bear fight with the huge grizzly bear who Caleb called Kneecap.

      I really wish Caleb was here. There’s nothing I can do about this.

      The new bear slams his shoulder into Kneecap as Bryce’s lion jumps on his back. Kneecap roars out in anger and frustration, launching the lion off with a shake of his shoulders like Bryce was a pesky toddler.

      I’m leaning against a tree, trying to catch my breath as more bears come charging over.

      What the hell?

      Three more grizzly bears come bursting through the forest and crash into the fight, sending bodies flying and trees snapping. I gasp as a tree falls in front of me, landing with a slap only a few feet away.

      It’s hard to tell what’s going on with all of the brown bears roaring and colliding with Kneecap, who is definitely the largest. He looks furious. Bryce is somewhere in the middle of it all, getting squished by the enormous bodies.

      All of a sudden, the five bears stop. Their heads lower as they all turn in the same direction. I look where they’re looking and hold my breath when I see a new bear walking over. He’s big—not as big as Kneecap, but bigger than the others—and authority just radiates off of him in waves.

      My stomach hardens as I watch him stride through the forest like he owns the place. He’s a brown grizzly bear like the rest of them, only he has a silver strip of fur over his right ear.

      The five bears are instantly submissive in his presence. Even Bryce’s lion has sensed a change in the air and he’s not as aggressive as he was before. He’s hunkered down, watching with curious eyes.

      He must be the alpha bear.

      I watch in wonder as he takes command of the situation, walking amongst the other bears like a general inspecting his troops.

      Something is happening, but I’m not sure what. The bears are communicating in grunts and groans and through their body language.

      I start to feel uneasy—not that something is wrong. More like I’m watching something intimate. Like I’m eavesdropping on a family fight or seeing something that I have no business watching. But it’s hard to turn away.

      The alpha bear struts up to Kneecap and the larger bear reluctantly submits. After a minute of grumbling, the terrifying bear turns and stumbles back into the woods.

      One by one the bears start shaking and I stare in shock as they begin bursting into humans. First, the two similar looking bears explode into the twins, Tito and Ronin. The bear with the silver strip bursts into Maximus. The next bear changes into Lachlan, and the last bear explodes into Caleb.

      My mouth is hanging so far open and I only realize when a bug flies into it.

      Caleb is a bear shifter? I can’t take my eyes off him. Partly because I’m so shocked, but mostly because he’s so naked.

      His muscular body is spectacular. His abs are ripped, his chest is jacked, and he has a long gorgeous cock hanging down below his thick thighs. I’m practically drooling while watching it until I remember about his wounds.

      His chest— It’s fine. His wounds have somehow healed into pink lines across his muscular chest, and even those are starting to fade. He is Superman.

      Bryce’s lion is the only animal left. He looks panicked as his eyes dart from naked guy to naked guy.

      Nerves start to hit me when I think he might attack, but thankfully he doesn’t. With a shake of his body, he turns back into my brother.

      Caleb points to him with a smile on his face. “This crazy kid attacked Kneecap!” he says with a laugh.

      “What?” Ronin says, looking shocked. “And he’s still alive?!?”

      “I saw one lion stand up to Kneecap before,” Tito says, shaking his head in disbelief. “Kneecap pooped him out three days later.”

      Bryce is standing a little taller with his chest puffed out with pride as the men marvel at him. I’m smiling so hard as I watch them.

      “Way to go, kid,” Lachlan says, slapping Bryce’s shoulders hard. Bryce winces but manages to hide the pain. “I hope you bit a chunk out of that grumpy bear’s ass.”

      Bryce’s cheeks go red as he laughs.

      “Kneecap was about to remove my head from my body when this guy came to the rescue,” Caleb says, propping my brother up. “He came launching through the air and jumped on his back.” The guys are laughing as Caleb acts it out. Bryce looks so proud.

      It’s so nice to finally see him filled with pride, rather than with embarrassment, guilt, and shame.

      I could kiss Caleb for putting that smile on Bryce’s face.

      “It looks like you saved the day, Bryce,” Maximus says with a grin. He’s leaning against the tree, watching with a smile on his face. “You’re a real fighter.”

      Bryce smiles shyly as the alpha praises him.

      “Oh, yeah,” Caleb says, putting an arm around his neck. “This guy is a badass now, but he’s going to be a real beast when he’s fully grown.”

      I haven’t seen Bryce this happy, well, ever.

      And it’s all thanks to Caleb. Technically, this situation was all Bryce’s fault, but they’re not blaming him for any of it. They’re helping to build his confidence, which he desperately needs.

      Caleb lets Bryce go and turns to him. “You just fought the scariest grizzly bear in Redemption Creek,” he says with a grin. “And you lived to tell about it. Do you feel like a badass now?”

      Bryce grins back at him. “A little bit.”

      “A little bit,” Tito says with a laugh. “Exactly what a badass would say.”

      There’s nothing more I would like to do than to rush over there, wrap my arms around Caleb’s muscular neck, and press my lips to his, but I can’t. I don’t want to ruin Bryce’s proud moment with the guys by having his big sister show up. He definitely earned some time in the spotlight after everything he’s been through so I sneak away in the opposite direction.

      I keep my eye on the mountaintop as I walk back, but the only thing that I’m seeing is the image of Caleb’s naked body.

      And imagining myself climbing it.
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      Somehow I get back to the camp before the guys do. Jessie has taken over the cooking and I walk over to help.

      It smells so freaking good. My stomach is moaning in hunger.

      “Hey!” she says with a big smile on her face. “I was wondering when you guys were going to get back. I don’t want to burn the trout.”

      I stare at her in shock as I drop down on the stool at the island in exhaustion. She just saw my brother turn into a lion and all she’s worried about is the trout? Things really are different in Montana.

      Jessie laughs when she sees my shell-shocked face. “Don’t worry, hun,” she says as she grabs an empty glass of wine. “You’ll get used to the weirdness around here.”

      My mouth waters as she places the glass in front of me and fills it with the open bottle of red wine.

      I down half of it in one gulp. God, I needed that.

      Jessie giggles as she fills it back up. “You look like me when I first showed up,” she says. “What did you see out there?”

      “Bears,” I say. “Lions. Naked guys.”

      It still seems so surreal. There are more people like Bryce? More people who can turn into wild animals?

      “Keep drinking,” she says, nodding to my glass. “It will make you feel better.”

      My mind is a jumbled mess of every crazy thing that’s happened today. I’m trying to put it all together but it’s like trying to do a puzzle with your eyes closed.

      I think back to the bounty hunters and the strangely large men at the bar, trying to make sense of it all.

      “So, is like every guy in this town a shifter?” I ask.

      Jessie smiles as she checks on the fish. It’s grilling slowly in foil paper on the large barbecue. I want it all in my mouth immediately.

      “Not everyone,” she says.

      “But most of them.”

      “Yeah,” she says with a shrug. “Most of them.”

      “Wow.” I still can’t believe it.

      “Hungry?” she asks with a chuckle when she sees me staring at the fish. Or, maybe she sees the drool dripping down my chin. She hands me a bowl of chips and I start attacking them with a ferocity that would scare those bear shifters back there.

      “They make great boyfriends,” she says with a sly smirk on her face.

      “Chips?” I say, smirking back at her. “I would make love to these chips.”

      “No,” she says with a laugh. “Bear shifters.” Her eyes go all dreamy as they float up to the thatched roof. “They’re incredible. Loving. Sweet. Attentive. They’re the perfect mates.”

      Mates?

      “Did you and Lachlan… bond?”

      Her smile widens as she nods up and down. “There’s nothing like it. Nothing can prepare you for that swell of emotions. It’s amazing.”

      “Well,” I say, looking down at the bowl. “The only thing I’m bonding to are these chips. They’re amazing.”

      She laughs as she tops off my glass of wine. “We’ll see.”

      The guys are back and I turn to the forest when I hear them laughing. They’re making fun of each other as they grab their jeans and shirts that are hanging on the branches. Bryce and Caleb are already dressed in their ripped up clothes.

      Bryce is looking up at him with a look of pure wonder on his face. He’s finally found a place where he can belong. He’s finally found people like him.

      I see how well he’s fitting in and I can’t help but feel a twinge of jealousy hoping that I’ll fit in here as well as he will.

      “I’m going to go see if they’re okay,” I say, never taking my eyes off Caleb.

      “Uh huh,” Jessie says with a knowing smirk. She turns back to the fish with a giggle.

      “Are you hurt?” I ask as I quickly check Bryce over.

      “I’m fine,” he says, squirming away from me. “Don’t worry so much. I can handle myself.”

      He follows the other guys into the outdoor kitchen.

      “Did he just blow me off?” I ask Caleb.

      He laughs. “Totally.”

      “Teenagers,” I say, shaking my head in disbelief.

      “He’s a good kid,” Caleb says.

      I turn to him and look at his chest through his shredded up t-shirt, pretending to inspect for wounds, but totally inspecting his muscles.

      “You’re healed,” I say, separating the ripped fabric. His skin underneath looks so soft. If my fingertips didn’t have Dorito crumbs all over them I would touch it. “Even the pink lines are gone.”

      He shrugs with a grin on his face. “One of my many talents.”

      That sexy grin is making my body tingle. It’s been so long since I’ve been with a man and I’ve been so worried about my brother that I haven’t even really thought about it.

      Until now.

      Dirty thoughts are penetrating my mind and they won’t go away. I want Caleb. And I want him now.

      He starts talking about Kneecap and then dinner, but I can’t focus on any of that. I’m just staring at his sexy lips as lust and arousal swirl through me, taking me over.

      I was attracted to him before, but seeing how sweet and patient he is with me and with Bryce, has made him irresistible.

      My mouth becomes moist when I put my hand on his thick forearm and look up at him with bedroom eyes. “Why don’t you show me your cabin?” I say, cutting off his rambling.

      His eyebrows raise as he looks down at me. I’m biting my bottom lip, my cheeks are flushed, and I’m looking up at him like I’m a hungry carnivore and he’s a piece of meat. I couldn’t be making it any more obvious that I want him unless I had a blinking neon sign on my forehead that said Fuck Me!

      He swallows hard and nods. “Okay.”

      I slide my hand down his forearm and grip his hand, pulling him toward the cabin. I’m not usually this forward, but I’m not usually in front of a sexy bear shifter either, who I want to fuck his brains out.

      “That one yours?” I ask, pointing at the cute log cabin by the woods.

      “Yeah,” he says, struggling to keep up.

      “Good,” I say, pulling him along.

      My body is craving him. I can’t get there fast enough.

      I charge right up the steps and yank open the door, not even waiting for him to open it for me or even to be invited in.

      “So, do you want a tour?” he asks after I pull him inside. “We can start in the—”

      I spin on my heels and crush my lips against his, kissing him like I’m drowning and he’s the air I need to breathe.

      My whole body shivers in a good way as he slides his big arms around me and holds me close as we kiss. His silky tongue slides over mine and I moan into his mouth at the deliciousness of it.

      He tastes so good and he feels even better.

      I slide my hands from his round shoulders to his hard biceps. I touch his ribs and run my fingers through his dirty blonde hair as we make out. My hands go to all the places that I’ve dreamt of touching in the past few days.

      We’re both breathless when we finally pull away from each other. He’s staring at me as intensely as I’m staring at him.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that for a long time,” he says, never taking his eyes off me.

      “And?”

      He leans down and kisses me again. Deep and slow and fucking perfect.

      My breasts are aching. My pussy is so wet. I press my body even closer to him and moan when I feel his hard cock press against my stomach.

      I let out a moan as I slide my hand down to it.

      He’s so hard and I’m so wet. I just want to skip all of this and get to the good part.

      More and more heat is rushing to my core with every passing second, filling me until it feels like I’m going to burst.

      “Abigail,” he says in a throaty voice as I slide my hand inside his shorts. He groans as I wrap my fingers around his thick shaft.

      “Caleb,” I say back to him when he can’t find the words to continue. His eyes are clouding over with lust as I stroke his dick. “I want you.”

      He swallows hard as he tries to compose himself, but it’s hard when my hand is moving up and down on him like this.

      “I want it to be…” his words fall away from his mouth when I swirl my thumb over the pre-cum oozing out of his dick. “…romantic.”

      There’s no way I’m stopping now. And I don’t know how strong he thinks he is, but he’s practically panting—he’s not stopping either.

      “Romance later,” I whisper in a low, gritty voice. “A hard fuck now.”

      Any self-restraint that he was clinging onto snaps, and he grabs my hips with a firm grip. I gasp as he spins me around roughly and pushes me down, bending me over the kitchen counter.

      My heart is pounding with excitement. This is exactly what I wanted.

      “Romance later,” he grunts and then yanks my shorts down my trembling legs. He rips my wet underwear off and tosses it to the ground like it’s a worthless piece of fabric. And maybe it is. I don’t think I’ll ever wear underwear around this guy again.

      My clit is aching as he spreads my legs apart and grabs an ass cheek with one hand.

      Faaaaacccckkkk. My head drops back as he slides the thick head of his big cock up my soaking folds.

      Without hesitation, he reaches my hole and slides it in, thrusting up with one perfect stroke.

      I cry out a little too loud as he pushes all the way in, slamming his hard pelvis against my ass cheeks. He’s so big. I’ve never felt so full in all of my life.

      My eyes drift closed as he starts thrusting in and out, hitting every craving that I have for him.

      I’m gripping the counter, focusing only on his cock as he fucks me with a beautiful urgency that is bringing me closer and closer to the edge.

      His thrusts become harder. His grunts become louder.

      I’m right there with him, my whole body tense with the need to orgasm.

      Without warning, he squeezes me tight, roots his cock in deep with one hard thrust and fills me with his warm seed.

      With a cry, I explode next with an intense orgasm that tears through me. I throw my head back and clutch the counter so hard that it feels like it’s going to snap as my body twists and shivers from the heated waves flowing through me.

      Dark spots dance in my vision when the most intense part is over. Caleb slides out of me and turns me around. He picks me up off my trembling legs and holds me close to his chest like he’s never going to let go.

      My body feels so good. So content. My pussy feels like it’s glowing with satisfaction.

      He holds me close for a few minutes until we’ve both recovered.

      “So,” I say with a grin when he finally puts me down. “This is the kitchen. It’s nice.”

      He laughs. “Are you ready for the tour now?”

      “One second.” I grab my shorts off the floor and put them on. “There. Now I’m ready.”

      Caleb laughs again and the beautiful sight of it makes me lightheaded. He puts on his shorts and smiles. “Come,” he says as he takes my hand. “I’ll show you the bedroom.”

      “Oooh,” I say with a mischievous grin as I follow him on my tippy toes. “I can’t wait for that!”
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      The soothing smell of smoke coming from the campfire mixed with Abigail’s warm scent next to me is making this the happiest night of my life.

      The fire is crackling and popping in front of us while the night takes over the sky overhead. Beer bottles are clinking together as Lachlan opens the cooler and hands them out.

      “Umm,” Abigail says when Lachlan hands a cold one to Bryce. “Are you twenty-one?”

      Bryce grins at her as he takes it. “Are you a cop?”

      “One,” she says as she shows him her index finger. “I mean it.”

      He looks thrilled as he opens the bottle and takes a sip. All of a sudden he doesn’t look so thrilled anymore.

      Abigail laughs. “What’s the matter? Don’t like it?”

      Bryce is choking it down. “It’s delicious,” he says, trying to keep a straight face.

      We had an amazing dinner and now we’re all gathering around the campfire for a relaxing night with a couple of cold beers.

      Abigail is snuggled up beside me, making my body tingle. I still can’t believe I had sex with her. She’s so incredible, and it was fun, but tonight we’re going to do it slowly and properly.

      “Thank you,” Abigail says as Lachlan hands us each a beer.

      We clink our bottles together in a cheers and smile. She looks spectacular in the orange glow of the fire. It’s lighting her green eyes up all warm and sexy. I just want to kick everyone out, pull her into my arms, and kiss her.

      Bryce coughs and spits out a cloud of beer, making everyone laugh.

      “First beer?” Maximus asks.

      “It better be,” Abigail answers.

      Tito laughs. “From the look on his face, it’s going to be his last.”

      Everyone, including Bryce, laughs. “I think I got a bad one,” he says, looking at the label with a furrowed brow.

      “The taste will grow on you,” Ronin promises. “Kind of like your lion will grow on you. It just takes some time.”

      Bryce takes a deep breath as he fidgets with the bottle in his hands. “Do you guys… like living with your bears?”

      “It’s always hard at first,” Maximus explains. “It’s like living with an unwanted roommate.”

      “Yeah,” Tito says. “A roommate that shreds everything up with their claws and sheds on the carpet.”

      “But it will get easier with time,” Maximus says. “Once you two learn to live together it will be hard to imagine any other way.”

      “So,” Bryce says, “we’ll be… friends?”

      “More like lovers,” Tito says, correcting him.

      We all turn to Tito with confused looks on our faces.

      “You and your animal will be like lovers,” Tito says with a serious look on his face. “It will be like a constant loving embrace between you and your adoring companion.”

      Tito looks shocked as everyone bursts out laughing.

      “No,” Lachlan says, shaking his head. “It’s definitely not like that.”

      Tito’s shocked eyes are darting from shifter to shifter. “It’s not?” he asks.

      “What else do you and your bear do?” Ronin asks with a laugh. “Actually, forget it. I don’t want to know.”

      Tito is shaking his head, looking embarrassed. “I was just playing,” he says. “It was a joke.”

      It clearly wasn’t a joke.

      “Do yourself a favor,” I say to Bryce. “Don’t take this guy’s advice. About anything.”

      Even Tito seems to agree. He turns to Bryce and nods. “That’s probably some good advice.”

      “You’ll be fine,” I say to him. “It just takes time. Almost every shifter figures out a way to live with their animals in a healthy way.”

      “But some don’t?” Bryce asks. He’s staring at me with the same big green eyes as his sister.

      I sigh, not wanting to lie to the kid. “Some don’t.”

      “Like Kneecap?” he says as his eyes dart to the dark forest in the distance.

      Maximus lets out a long breath. “Yeah,” he says as he leans back in his chair. “Like Kneecap.”

      “How did he get so crazy?” Bryce asks.

      “He didn’t get so crazy,” Maximus says. “He always was so crazy. This town wasn’t always as nice as it is now. There was a time when the sidewalks were filled with shifters like Kneecap.”

      Abigail shudders beside me. “Is that his real name?” she asks.

      Maximus sighs. “Nickname,” he says as he stares into the fire with a distant look on his face.

      Abigail is curious. So am I.

      “How did he get it?” she asks.

      Maximus doesn’t answer, but Lachlan does. He was with Maximus and Kneecap in the old days, when Redemption Creek was known as Red Dead Creek. That was before the dragons came and cleaned it all up.

      “He got the nickname from busting people’s kneecaps,” Lachlan says with a wince. “He was the best enforcer in the country and that was his calling card. First, he would break your jaw, then he would break your kneecaps.”

      “When in doubt, knock ‘em out,” Maximus mumbles under his breath. “That’s what he always said.”

      “Who’s crazier?” Bryce asks. “Kneecap or Mack?”

      My back straightens at the mention of that name.

      “Mack?” Maximus says, leaning forward and staring at him with interest. “How do you know Mack?”

      I feel Abigail tighten beside me.

      “I fought him,” Bryce says proudly. “Well… my lion did.”

      “And you’re still alive?” Lachlan says, staring at him in shock. “How?”

      “Your lion fought Mack?” I ask, stunned.

      “When?” Maximus says, looking concerned. “Start at the beginning.”

      My heart starts pounding as Abigail and Bryce tell us about driving into the Clayton Rock Ranch. That’s where our closest neighbors, the Clayton Rock Bounty Hunters live.

      “Oh crap,” I mutter when Bryce tells us how his lion leaped onto Mack’s forearm like it was a corn on the cob.

      Abigail tells us that their alpha Grant and my friend Logan arrived just in time to break it up.

      “That’s when we got the hell out of there,” she says, looking nervous. “Thankfully, the car started.”

      My pulse is racing as I listen to her. This isn’t over. Mack is not the kind of shifter who forgives and forgets. He’s the kind that gives a lot more than he gets.

      Bryce is like a kitten who picked a fight with the US army. He doesn’t know what he’s done.

      Maximus shoots me a worried look. I’ll have to go to the Clayton Rock Ranch tomorrow and try to smooth things out. Logan is a good friend of mine and he’ll help me make things right.

      Hopefully, he’ll have a way to calm that famous temper that Mack has.

      “Shit,” Tito says, staring at Bryce in awe. “This guy attacked the famous Mack and Kneecap in one day? He really is a badass.”

      “More like a dumbass,” Ronin whispers under his breath.

      Maximus can keep Kneecap in check. I’m just worried about Mack. He’s not likely to forget about this.

      As the night goes on, Maximus, Lachlan and Jessie all head to bed. Soon, it’s only the twins, Abigail, Bryce, and me left around the fire.

      I like Bryce, but I want some alone time with his sister tonight. So, when Tito gets up to pee, I get up as well and follow him to the tree.

      “Can I help you?” he asks as I walk up beside him. “I know it’s big, but I can handle it by myself.”

      “I need you to take Bryce for the night,” I say, ignoring him.

      “Why?” he asks with a knowing grin.

      “You know why,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Can you and Ronin to take him? Put him up on your couch.”

      Tito shivers as he finishes peeing. “The kid is gonna know it’s because you want to shag his sister.”

      “That’s why it’s up to you to convince him otherwise,” I say, poking him in the shoulder. “I’ll do anything.”

      He raises his eyebrow in interest. “Like what?”

      My mind races to think of something. “I’ll give you free tickets to my next show.”

      He snorts out a laugh.

      “And I’ll pay your beer tab.”

      He shakes his head. “That’s not enough to babysit a lion for the night.”

      “Come on,” I beg. “I really like this girl.”

      “That’s what you said about that blonde,” he says with a chuckle. “And that girl with the million tattoos, and that hot girl with the huge glasses, and the girl with that big ugly pink hat. I can go on.”

      “This is different,” I say with a sigh. How can I explain it in a way that he’ll understand? “You know how you love all kinds of alcohol but beer is your one true love?”

      His eyebrow is up as he watches me skeptically. “Yeah…”

      “Abigail is my beer,” I say, touching my chest. “The other girls were like the other bottles. Sure, they were fun, but they’re no beer. Abigail is the one for me.”

      “Fine,” he finally says with a frown. “I’ll take the kid off your hands for the night.”

      “Thanks, Tito!” I say as my chest hums with excitement.

      My eyes are locked on Abigail as we walk back to the campfire. She’s snuggled under a flannel blanket looking sexier than ever.

      “Hey, kid!” Tito says to Bryce. “Do you like video games?”

      Bryce looks up at him and nods. There’s a big smile on his face.

      “I have the new Bruise Locker. Want to play?”

      Bryce practically leaps out of his chair and the three of them walk to the twin’s cabin, leaving us alone.

      “Another beer?” I ask as I stop at the cooler.

      She grins. “Sure.”

      I can’t stop smiling as I grab two beers and walk back over to her. She smiles back as I hand her one of the bottles.

      “I can’t believe I’m alone with the guitarist of Predatone,” she says, fanning herself like an overzealous fangirl. “Are you going to bring me to the back of your tour bus for an exclusive tour?”

      “I’m all out of tour buses,” I say, looking around. “How about my bedroom?”

      She bites her lip and grins before taking a sip of her beer. Watching her sexy lips wrapped around that bottle is getting me going.

      “I’m not going anywhere until I get a song,” she says, staring at me with her gorgeous green eyes.

      “You want a song?”

      She nods. “I want a song.”

      “All right.” I hurry to my cabin and grab my guitar, lighting a couple of candles in the kitchen and bedroom before returning.

      “A private show just for me,” Abigail says, clapping with delight. She sits up in her chair with an excited look on her face.

      “What do you want to listen to?”

      “Something sexy.”

      I grin as I strum the guitar. I know just the song.

      She melts into her chair as I start singing Wicked Games by Chris Isaak to her in a deep raspy voice.

      Her eyes are locked on me as the soft strums of the guitar wrap around her like a warm blanket. The smiles are gone, and she’s watching me with a sensuous stare.

      The sexual tension builds with every passing second until need and hunger surround us completely, charging the air with arousal and lust.

      She immediately stands up once I’ve finished the song and reaches her hand out to me. I slide my big hand into her tiny one and she grins wickedly as she pulls me up to my feet. “It’s time for that tour of your bedroom you promised.”

      My heart starts pounding with need as we hurry to my cabin. We’re half making-out, half getting undressed as we trip and stumble on the way to my room, too focused on each other to even look where we’re going.

      By the time she drops onto my bed, she’s only wearing a bra and panties. God, she’s beautiful.

      Her long black hair is spread out on the bed, and she’s looking up at me with the sexiest green eyes imaginable. She makes my heart hurt.

      My shirt is somewhere in the kitchen and I only have a pair of jeans on. I slide them down and climb onto the bed, climbing over her as she slides her soft hands on me.

      Our mouths are only inches apart, and she lets out a little whine as she leans up to touch her lips to mine. Her tongue slides against mine and I groan as I deepen the kiss and show her that this pretty little mouth belongs to me now.

      She gasps when we finally break apart and drops her head back on the pillow. I’m about to lean down for another kiss when something seizes my core, grabbing my soul and freezing me in place. I can’t move. I can’t breathe.

      An intense feeling of warmth and love floods into my body as my vision starts to go dark. The white sheets on the bed, the headboard, the pillows—they’re all turning black. The only thing visible is Abigail as my soul melds itself to hers.

      I know immediately what’s going on. I’m bonding to her.

      Abigail is my mate. Deep down I always knew it was going to happen, but now it’s official.

      She looks just as stunned as me as our souls connect in the most perfect way.

      After a minute, the darkness fades, the hold on my body gets released, and we’re back to normal—just the two of us alone in the room once again.

      But it’s not the same. There’s a charge in the air. It’s different. I feel connected to her in a way that I didn’t think was possible.

      She seems to feel it too with the way she’s looking at me.

      “Wow,” she says with a gasp as she stares at me with wide eyes. “Was that?”

      I nod. “Yeah,” I whisper as I hold myself up over her body. “You’re my mate.”

      “I guess I don’t get a say in the matter,” she says with a grin.

      I shake my head and laugh. “I guess not.”

      “That’s okay,” she says with a smile. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      “Neither would I.”

      I give her a deep passionate kiss as I press my hard cock between her legs. She moans into my mouth as I slide her bra strap over her shoulder and grind against her pussy.

      She’s so perfect. And I can’t believe she’s mine.

      I don’t have to worry about her leaving or her not wanting to be with me anymore. She’s my mate and we’ll be together forever.

      Her body is writhing against me as I kiss a trail down her warm skin to her chest. I tug her bra down until her perfect little pink nipples pop out, taunting me. She moans as I cup her breasts in a firm grip and drag my tongue over each nipple one at a time.

      She slides her hands through my hair and pulls me closer as I tease and taunt her with my tongue, making her gasp with desire.

      I slowly move down, kissing her stomach as I slide her panties down her legs. She spreads her legs for me and I nearly die when I see her beautiful pussy glistening with arousal.

      I lower my head to it, and drag my tongue up, making her back arch. Once I taste how sweet she is, I can’t stop myself from diving in further, licking every inch of her. She moans and writhes on the bed louder and louder as I flick my tongue over her clit and then circle her wet entrance.

      I’m in heaven. She’s bucking against my face as I thrust my tongue in deeper and deeper. She’s almost screaming as she grabs a fistful of the sheets and yanks them off the mattress. I can’t get her close enough, even when I grip her ass cheeks and pull her against my mouth.

      She comes hard. Thrashing and crying out as I lodge my tongue firmly inside her. I’m holding her close and grinning to myself as her legs shake beside my ears. I hope she liked that because she’s going to get it every night from now on.

      She’s gasping for breath and her legs are still trembling when I pull away, wanting more. Her lust-clouded eyes drop down to my hard cock. I grip it in my hand and drop back down over her.

      “Caleb,” she moans as I push the head of my big cock right against her opening. She’s shivering with the need for more of it. “This is so crazy,” she says, licking her lips. “I can feel you in me. It feels like your soul is attached to mine.”

      I know what she’s trying to say. I can feel the same thing.

      “We’re mates now,” I say as I hover my lips over hers. “We’re going to be together forever.”

      She wraps her hand around my neck and looks into my eyes, nearly killing me. “I love you so much.”

      I kiss her hard. I kiss her like I’ve never kissed anyone. I kiss her like I’m never going to let go.

      She tilts her head back and moans as I slowly slide my cock into her wet opening, inch by delicious inch.

      Her arms tighten around me when I thrust all the way in, feeling her unbelievable tight warmth surrounding my dick. I never want to leave this bed. I never want to leave her arms.

      “I love you too,” I say softly as I begin to thrust in and out, slow at first, but picking up the pace as her moans start to get louder and deeper.

      I’ve been with a lot of girls before but there has never been anyone like this. I feel so connected to her on a level that I didn’t know was possible. I just can’t believe it’s real.

      Our bodies are already in tune, and we both come at the same time. It’s a slow steady build up until our bodies are tense, our limbs are shaking and we can’t take it anymore.

      We cling to each other tight as we crash over the edge, crying out as the thunderous waves of heat engulf us completely.

      When my head finally clears, I’m lying on the bed with Abigail’s head on my chest. She’s half asleep while she listens to my heartbeat.

      I wrap my arms around her and inhale her sweet scent. Fuck, she feels good.

      Normally, at this point, I would be thinking up excuses on why the girl had to leave, but I’m clinging to Abigail, terrified that she’ll leave. This is it.

      This is her.

      This is my mate.

      I can’t wait to bring her home to meet my parents. This is all happening so fast, yet it’s not fast enough. I don’t want to waste another second on this planet without her.

      It’s another hour before my excitement gives into exhaustion and I fall asleep with her wrapped in my arms and with a big goofy grin on my face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Caleb

      

      

      

      “Hey, Caleb,” Grant says as I step out of my truck into the Clayton Rock Ranch. “Logan is in his cabin. Are you guys practicing today?”

      I swallow hard as I look at the alpha of the famous Clayton Rock Bounty Hunters, trying to read his face to see what he knows. Does he know that Bryce is staying with us?

      He doesn’t seem too interested in anything but his newspaper. He’s sitting on the porch of the main cabin with a coffee while reading the local paper.

      “I just have to go over our set list with Logan before our next show,” I lie.

      Grant just grunts as he keeps his eyes focused on the paper.

      “Is Mack around?” I ask as I scratch my head nervously.

      His eyes dart up to mine. “Mack?”

      “Yeah,” I say, trying to sound and look casual. “You know. Big guy about this tall. Temper like a hurricane. Lives with an equally cranky lion.”

      Grant laughs. “Sounds like someone I know. He took off about half an hour ago.”

      My stomach drops. “Do you know where?”

      He shrugs. “With Mack, it’s usually better not to ask.” His brow furrows as he looks at me. “Why you interested in Mack? Your band need a tambourine player or something?”

      “No,” I say, laughing nervously. “I just—”

      “Caleb!” Logan says, smiling as he walks over. “Do we have practice today? Shit, I totally forgot.”

      “No, no,” I answer quickly. “I just stopped by to say hi.”

      “Okay, cool,” he says. “Your girlfriend was here yesterday. Her brother is quite the loose cannon.”

      “Oh,” Grant says with a grin. He lowers his paper and stares at me. “So, that’s why you’re here.”

      He’s right. I’m here to make sure that Mack doesn’t try to kill my future brother-in-law. Abigail went to work after breakfast and Bryce is still with the twins.

      “I just want to make sure there are no grudges between anyone,” I say with a hard swallow. “I know how Mack can be a little…”

      Logan laughs. “Crazy? Psychotic? Angry? Bad-tempered?”

      “All of the above,” I say, cringing. “He’s just a kid who let his lion get a little out of control.”

      “We’ve all been there,” Grant says with a nod.

      The four members of the Clayton Rock Bounty Hunters are all powerful lion shifters. They’re not a crew I would want on my bad side, especially if I was a young out of control lion like Bryce.

      “Is Mack still pissed?” I ask.

      Logan laughs. “Mack is always pissed.”

      “I know,” I say. “But at Bryce?”

      “Is he staying with you?” Grant asks.

      I turn to Logan’s alpha and wonder if I can trust him. Grant has always seemed like a good guy, but this is Abigail’s family.

      I choose my words carefully. “He’s under our protection.”

      “Good,” Grant says. “Just keep him and your girl away from Mack for about a week until he cools down.”

      “My girl?” I ask, feeling my stomach sink. “What do you mean? He’d go after Abigail?”

      My heart is racing as I turn to Logan.

      “He wouldn’t hurt her,” he says. “Well, probably not. If anything he’ll ask her where Bryce is. He probably won’t hurt her. Yeah, definitely not.” He doesn’t look so sure.

      My hands start shaking with dread and I’m feeling dizzy all of a sudden. Thoughts of an angry Mack confronting a terrified Abigail is making it hard to breathe.

      “Logan,” I say, feeling my voice crack. “Does he know… where she works?”

      He cringes. “I might have told him.”

      I sprint back to the truck as fast as I can and jump inside. Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Logan is running over as I start the truck and throw it into reverse.

      “Do you want me to come with you?” he’s asking with his arms out.

      There’s no time to answer. I peel away, leaving Logan in a big cloud of dust.

      I just hope I can get to Abigail before Mack does.
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      “Oh, no.” I close my eyes, barely able to watch from my lifeguard chair as another crazy guy jumps off the cliff across the lake. The tourists on the beach are freaking out as he somersaults a few times on the way down and then lands in the water with barely a splash.

      “He must be a shifter,” I mutter to myself. Only a shifter could survive an impact from that high.

      It’s a nice summer day and although I would rather be spending it in Caleb’s big muscular arms, this is a close second. The beach is buzzing with people and I can’t help but examine each one of them, wondering who is a shifter and who isn’t.

      I’ll never look at people the same way again. And I’ll definitely never look at Caleb the same way again.

      Last night was incredible. It wasn’t only the mind-blowing sex. It was the deep connection.

      Jessie was right. I wasn’t prepared for the rush of emotions that came with the bonding. It was overwhelming but in the best possible way. I still smile every time I think about it.

      Only twenty-four hours ago, I was broke, homeless and terrified that we were going to lose everything. I’m still broke, kinda homeless, but the fear is gone. I know that Caleb is always going to have my back now like I’m going to have his. It’s crazy how much can change in a day.

      Another shifter walks up to the edge of the cliff in the distance and raises his arms. My stomach flutters with nerves. I hate it when they do this.

      I’ve hated it ever since I saw one of them land with a bellyflop.

      But if Caleb can heal from a bear’s claw, then I guess a little water won’t hurt those guys too much.

      The people on the beach cheer as he does a backflip off the high rocky cliff and lands in the water with a splash.

      I blow my lifeguard whistle while I cheer along with them. Everyone is having a good time. This is what hot summer days are for.

      My stomach hardens when I see one guy who’s not having a good time. I stare at him, trying to place his angry face as he comes charging over.

      “No,” I mutter when it hits me. It’s Mack.

      Big-scary-lion-who-wants-to-eat-my-brother-Mack.

      My mind goes numb as he charges over, kicking up sand and squishing sandcastles.

      His heated eyes are locked on me. I want to flee, but there’s nowhere to run away to. This guy is probably as fast as he is strong.

      I swallow hard and pull out my phone to call Caleb. My fingers are shaking as I try to hit his name.

      “You,” Mack says in a deep growly voice when he arrives.

      I gulp as I look down at the phone. Calling…

      It doesn’t even ring before he grabs it in his powerful hand and crushes it easily. “Where’s the twerp?”

      I’m high up on the lifeguard chair, but our eyes are almost level. This guy is enormous.

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about.” My voice sounds so pathetically small.

      He tosses my iPhone that’s now in the shape of a tennis ball into the sand and narrows his eyes on me. “Do you think I’d let a twerp like him get away with attacking me?”

      “He’s just a kid,” I say, feeling my voice racing. “He doesn’t know any better, and he didn’t mean it. We’re so, so sorry. Can you please let him off the hook? It won’t happen again.”

      “It won’t happen again,” Mack says, his face hard and unforgiving. “I’ll make damn sure of that when he’s beaten to a bloody pulp. Now. Where. Is. He?”

      My heart is beating so fast. I’m so nervous. There’s no way I’m going to tell this guy where Bryce is. He’s going to kill the poor kid.

      “Please, sir,” I beg.

      He grabs my wooden lifeguard chair and squeezes. The wood cracks under his hard grip.

      “I’m not going to ask you again,” he grunts.

      I see someone running toward us over his head and I gasp in relief when I see that it’s Caleb.

      “Whoa, Mack,” he says when he arrives. He’s breathing heavily like he just ran across the state to save me. “What are you doing?”

      Mack takes his chilling eyes off me and turns to him. “She knows where the twerp is and she’s just about to tell me. Right?”

      I gulp when he turns back to me with a fierce stare.

      “He’s a kid, Mack,” Caleb says. “A good kid. It was an accident. We apologized. That should be the end of it.”

      “It will be the end of it when I pummel him half to death.”

      This guy is terrifying. He looks like if he wants someone pummelled to death, then they’re going to get pummelled to death.

      Mack reaches for me, but Caleb grabs his thick wrist just in time and yanks his hand away.

      “This is my girl, Mack,” he says in a firm voice. The goosebumps rise on my skin with the way he calls me his.

      “You’re not going to touch her or her brother,” Caleb says in a voice that’s thick with authority.

      Mack slowly looks down at Caleb’s hand wrapped around his wrist. He doesn’t look amused. His other hand suddenly springs forward, and he pushes Caleb in the chest, sending him flying backward. Caleb lands in a backward somersault and gets covered in sand.

      “Nobody tells me what to do,” Mack grunts. “Now I’m going to have a one on one fight with that twerp, and that’s the end of it.”

      Caleb springs back to his feet and races over. “How about me instead? I’ll take his place.”

      “Caleb, no!” I shout. I love Caleb and he’s fast and strong and tough, but this guy is going to kill him in a fight.

      “All right,” Mack says, raising his fists as he steps back. “Let’s go right now.”

      I swallow hard when I look at all of the tourists on the beach. They’re all watching and whispering. Some are even filming us on their phones since Caleb got pushed.

      “There are too many tourists here,” Caleb says. “The dragons will barbecue our ass.”

      Mack seems to catch himself with the mention of dragons and immediately drops his fists.

      Dragons? Are there freaking dragons in this town? I have so much to learn…

      “Fine,” Mack grunts. “Tonight. Our place at eight.”

      Caleb nods and a bunch of sand falls out of his hair.

      Oh God. Caleb is a lover, not a fighter, and that guy is definitely a fighter.

      Everyone jumps out of his way as he turns and charges back down the beach, looking more furious than ever.

      I must be staring at Caleb with a horrified look on my face because he goes white when he looks at me. “I fought Kneecap and survived, didn’t I?” he says with a nervous laugh.

      The gruesome image of deep bloody claw marks ripped across his chest pops into my mind and I think I’m going to be sick.

      Mack’s lion was huge. I know that Caleb has a grizzly bear hiding within him, but I don’t want anyone I love facing that vicious beast.

      “Let’s leave,” I say, feeling my voice race. “We can get Bryce and jump in the truck and head down to Colorado. I have a friend named Lizzy who will let us stay with her. Or we can go to—”

      “Abigail,” Caleb says, interrupting me. “We’re not going anywhere.”

      But he saw how big that guy was. How can he not want to run away?

      “But that—”

      “It’s okay,” he says softly. “I’ll be okay.”

      He’s trying to force out a reassuring smile while he’s covered in sand. I’m not so sure that he’ll be okay.

      I like my plan way better.
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      “Maybe you should sing him a lullaby and put him to sleep,” Tito says with a laugh as we pull into the Clayton Rock Ranch.

      “And if that doesn’t work, you can smash him over the head with the guitar,” Ronin adds.

      I ignore the two knuckleheads in the back of the pick-up and open the door to get out. Abigail grabs my wrist and holds on like she never wants to let go.

      Her beautiful green eyes are strained. Her jaw is tight. My mate is nervous about the upcoming fight with Mack. Hell, so am I.

      “You don’t have to do this,” she says, begging me with her eyes. “My friend Lizzy—”

      “I told you I’d be okay,” I say, forcing out a smile at her.

      “Then please don’t do this,” she says. Tears start winding their way down her soft face so I cup her cheek and wipe them away with my thumb. “I can’t watch you get hurt again.”

      “I won’t get hurt,” I tell her softly.

      The twins jump out of the back of the truck and bang on the hood, taunting me. “Let’s go, lover boy,” Ronin shouts with a big grin on his face. “Time to get hurt!”

      “Your face is gonna look like my grandmother’s meatloaf when Mack is through with you!” Tito shouts as he bangs the hood with his fist.

      Abigail looks horrified.

      “Look,” I say, taking her hand in mine. “We’re shifters. We do things a little differently around here. You’ll get used to it eventually.”

      She closes her eyes and shakes her head. “I’ll never get used to watching you get hurt.”

      I gently pull her face close and kiss her soft lips. They taste salty from her tears.

      “Trust me, these two wouldn’t be laughing if I could get killed,” I say, trying to reassure her. “As much as they like to bust my balls, they do have my back.”

      She still looks uneasy. It’s going to take her a while to get used to how we do things in Redemption Creek, Montana.

      I glance through the windshield and swallow hard when I see all of the Bounty Hunters coming out of their cabins. The alpha Grant is talking with Maximus and the twins are talking with Logan. Bryce and Lachlan are talking to one of the other bounty hunters named Ryder, and Mack is all alone. He has headphones on as he’s getting ready for the fight by shadow boxing. There’s a terrifying look on his face as he pounds the air with huge deadly fists.

      He’s so fast. Someone that big and strong shouldn’t be so fast. Everything about him seems to defy the laws of physics.

      “Oh, no,” Abigail says, squeezing her eyes shut in panic when she sees Mack. “You can’t fight that guy! He’s almost double your size! Caleb, this is crazy.”

      She’s right. I’m in for a bad beating, but it’s either going to be me or Bryce, and I can handle a lot more punishment than that scrawny kid can.

      “It’s time to go,” I say as I peel her clinging hand off of my arm. “You can stay here in the truck if you don’t want to watch.”

      She leaps forward and crushes her lips to mine in a desperate kiss. “Be careful,” she says when I have to pull away. “And thank you. I know you’re doing this for Bryce.”

      I give her a wink and step out of the truck.

      Mack locks his crazy eyes on me and starts hitting the air even harder. I gulp as I walk forward.

      I’ve never been into fighting too much. Some shifters can’t get enough of it. It helps release some of the pent-up aggression and rage that comes from being half apex predator, but I’ve never really had that. I’ve always preferred to spend my time making music or chasing girls.

      But watching Mack’s insanely fast moves is making me wish that I had spent a lot more time in the fighting ring. I’m seriously outmatched.

      I come to a stop beside Lachlan and Ryder. “Lachlan,” I say, suddenly feeling nauseous. “You fought Mack in a cage match once, didn’t you?”

      Lachlan shudders. “A long time ago.”

      I look at him with hopeful eyes. “Any advice for me?”

      His face is serious. “Run.”

      Ryder shakes his head. “I’ve never seen Mack so pissed off like this,” he says, shaking his head. “He’s been thundering around the ranch, biting everyone’s head off for the past two days.”

      I swallow hard as I look up at the bounty hunter. Ryder’s whole body is tattooed, even his neck.

      “After he beats your ass, we’ll finally get some peace and quiet around here,” he says.

      “Beats my ass?” I repeat. “Maybe I’ll win.”

      Lachlan and Ryder look at each other and then burst out laughing.

      Oh, shit. I know they’re right.

      “Let’s just get this over with,” I mumble as I walk over to the two alphas.

      Grant waves Mack over when I arrive.

      “All right,” Grant says, looking at Mack. “We’re going to have an old-fashioned shifter duel.”

      Grant and Maximus are standing between us like referees before a heavyweight boxing match. I’m trying to look intimidating but it’s hard with Mack’s dark eyes burning into me like that.

      He looks even bigger up close.

      “Human forms only,” Maximus says, looking from me to Mack. “And once one of us says the fight is over, then the fight is over. Got that?”

      We both nod.

      Grant turns to Mack. “And once the fight is over, then all grudges are over. Right?”

      Mack is standing there, breathing heavily, but he doesn’t answer.

      “There will be no grudge against Bryce,” Grant says in a firm voice, “or Caleb, or The Grisly Grizzlies crew. Right?”

      Mack grunts out a yes.

      An empty feeling forms in the pit of my stomach as Logan draws a large circle around us in the dirt, trapping us in.

      Abigail is sitting on the hood of the truck with her head in her hands. I’m glad she’s not watching what’s about to happen. I don’t think it’s going to turn out too good for me.

      Mack turns to Bryce who is watching on the sidelines. “This is because of you, twerp,” he grunts. “But it doesn’t make a difference to me what skinny punk I beat down. As long as I get to kick one skinny punk’s ass, I’ll be happy.”

      Thick bulging veins are snaking over his huge biceps as he lifts up his fists and glares at me.

      I glance at Bryce who’s staring at me with a look of guilt and horror on his face. He’s the reason I’m in this mess, but we’ll be family one day, so I’ll take a beating for him. Once.

      Next time, he’s on his own.

      Grant and Maximus step out of the circle as the fight is about to begin.

      Mack is shifting his weight from foot to foot, grinning like a madman as he stares me down. He’s in his element. I’ve never seen him so happy as when he’s about to beat someone up.

      “On my count of three,” Maximus says. “Three. Two. One. Fight.”

      I don’t even have time to put my hands up before Mack comes charging at me like a crazed rhino. He launches a strong jab at my face, but I’m able to move away just in time to feel it graze by my nose.

      I’m not so lucky with the next punch. Or the next one. Or the one after that.

      Sledgehammers slam into me over and over again, cracking ribs and bruising flesh. Spots dance in my vision when a hard fist blasts into my nose.

      My head is pounding. I can’t see. There’s warm blood pouring down my temple.

      I try to move away from his relentless fists, but my legs are woozy and I can barely stand up.

      Offensive, Caleb. Let’s go.

      I throw some blind punches but hit nothing but air.

      I’m breathing heavy. My body is burning. My lungs are on fire.

      Mack has laid off for a second and I wipe my watery eyes just in time to see his foot coming at my head with a devastating roundhouse kick. It connects right to my temple with a crack. My legs give out like a cheap piece of furniture and I collapse to the ground with my head pounding.

      Tito is shaking his head. “Not even one punch. I’m embarrassed.”

      I have to do better than this. My mate is watching.

      Mack is on the other side of the circle, pacing around with his fists raised in the air like the fight is over.

      The fight should be over. If I was smart it would be, but I have to get at least one punch in. Bryce and Abigail are watching.

      With a painful grunt, I push to my knees and shake out the haze from my head.

      “Want more?” Mack says with a grin. He pounds his fist into his palm and smiles. “Perfect. I got more for you right here.”

      Abigail is watching from the car, begging me to stay down with her watery eyes.

      Seeing her crying gives me the boost of adrenaline I need. My bear is itching to get out, but the alphas said no animals, so he’s got to stay locked inside.

      Mack comes flying forward, closing the distance between us in a blur. His fist flies forward, but this time, I’m ready. I jerk my head out of the way, and throw a punch back, connecting with a crack on his chin. It stuns him.

      “That a boy!” Tito shouts from the sidelines. “I knew he had at least one punch in him.”

      I leap to my feet and throw more punches, hitting Mack with everything I got. Jabs, roundhouses, uppercuts—I’m hitting him with them all as my crew cheers me on.

      The pain in my body is almost gone with the thrill of being on the brink of victory. I push forward, throwing combination after combination just like my father taught me when I was a kid.

      My lungs start burning and my fists go numb. I stand back, breathing heavy with exhaustion when I’m sure that he’s had enough. No. My stomach drops when he doesn’t collapse. He’s standing taller than ever. And he’s smiling.

      Fucking smiling!

      My muscles quiver as he turns to me with a grin on his face. “Is that all?” he asks with a smirk.

      He was toying with me all along.

      I don’t stand a chance against this guy.

      “Now he’s in for it,” I hear Ryder say from the sidelines. “Now the real show starts.”

      Mack grins at me and then pounces. His fists move in a blur, hitting me everywhere at once. I can tell he was holding back the last time, now he’s not.

      A grunt shoots out of my mouth as he blasts a fist into my stomach, and quickly follows it with a hard elbow to my face.

      I fight back, throwing punches but the few that do land, don’t do nearly as much damage as his do to me.

      His hand strikes out like a snake and he grabs my neck in a fierce grip. My head is pounding and I can’t breathe.

      Mack grins wickedly as he lifts me off my feet and pulls his other fist back. I’m holding onto his thick forearm and kicking my legs as he unloads a devastating punch, slamming it right into my face.

      The bright blue sky goes dark. The tight fingers are no longer on my neck. I crash onto the dirt, with my head spinning. I don’t know know what the hell is going on or where I am.

      My eyes are watering. My brain is burning. I pry my eyes open just in time to see Mack coming.

      He’s got murder in his eyes and he’s charging forward with the finishing blow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Abigail

      

      

      

      I can’t watch. Caleb is getting destroyed by this guy.

      This is all my fault. I brought my problems to Caleb’s door and now he’s paying the price for them. I should have gone to Colorado when I had the chance.

      Nausea creeps up my throat when Mack grabs Caleb by the neck. He’s squeezing so hard as he lifts him off the ground.

      I leap off the hood of the pickup truck and rush over to the circle to pry his hand off myself. But I’m too slow.

      Mack hits him with a crushing punch to the face that has his eyes rolling to the back of his head. He drops him and Caleb collapses to the ground.

      He’s almost out, but I can tell that Mack is the kind of guy who won’t let him off that easily. He wants to finish him completely.

      I scream as the huge lion shifter rushes forward for the final blow. His fist flies forward, but Caleb gets jerked out of the way and barely misses the fist in time.

      Bryce is standing in the circle with Caleb in his arms. He darted into the ring and pulled him away just in time.

      Mack’s eyes narrow on my little brother as Bryce steps in front of Caleb’s limp body with his fists in the air.

      My breath catches in my throat as I watch him. It’s so brave what’s he’s doing. But also so freaking stupid.

      “I’ve been waiting for you, twerp,” Mack says with a satisfied grin as he lifts his bloody knuckles up.

      “Wait’s over,” Bryce says, staring back at him.

      My mouth drops. When did my brother become so confident? Or so reckless?

      One night with the twins and this is what happens?

      Mack cocks back his fists and charges forward. If one of those punches hit my brother, he’s not going to need me to drive him to Colorado. He’ll fly all the way there.

      “That’s enough!” Grant shouts. “Fight is over!”

      Bryce’s eyes are closed and he’s wincing as Mack’s fist comes to a stop an inch in front of his nose.

      It’s only when the big guy drops his fists and storms off to the cooler that I realize I’m practically biting my fingers off with worry.

      Mack opens the cooler with a grunt, takes two beer cans, and chugs them both. He crushes each one on his chest and then grabs two more.

      The twins are holding up Caleb as I rush over. He’s woozy and incoherent.

      “Oh, no,” I whisper as I touch his swollen face. His eyes are both black and the left one is completely swollen shut. His lip is split and blood is dripping down onto his ripped shirt.

      His face is a mess. I can hardly recognize the man I love underneath.

      He tries to stand up on his own, but his legs give out and he falls back down into the twins’ arms. “Did I win?” he asks in a shaky voice as he looks up at Tito with a wobbly head.

      “You sure did, Buddy,” Tito answers. “He slipped on a puddle of your blood, fell down, and hit his head.”

      “Did you hear that, babe?” he says, showing me his red teeth as he smiles. “I won.”

      I lean forward and kiss his bloody lip. “You did good, yoga boy. Not too bad at all.”

      Tito and Ronin drag his limp body under the big maple tree and drop him into the shade. His body collapses onto the grass in an unmoving heap.

      “Are you just going to leave him like that?” I ask, staring at the twins in shock as they walk away.

      They look at each other and shrug. “Give him about thirty minutes,” Ronin says.

      Tito nods. “He’ll be as good as new.”

      I stare in disbelief as they leave their wounded friend to go and get some beers at the cooler. I have a lot to learn about this place.

      Caleb is groaning and moaning as I drop to my knees and take him in my arms. “I love you,” I whisper to him. I’m not even sure if he can hear me but his bloody lips do curl up into a faint smile.

      Maybe he will be okay. The cut on his lip is already healing. It’s no longer split.

      I look around for Bryce to make sure that he’s okay. He has a huge smile on his face as Grant talks to him about something. I try to hear what he’s saying, but they’re too far away.

      “Abigail,” Maximus says as he walks over. “Can we talk to you for a minute?”

      I look up at him and swallow hard. “What about Caleb? I don’t want to leave him.”

      Maximus glances down at Caleb’s bruised body and shrugs dismissively. “He’ll be fine. His healing power is kicking in. It’s about Bryce.”

      My heart stops when I hear my brother’s name. What’s going to happen to him now? Is he going to be okay?

      “Is everything okay?” I ask as he helps me to my feet.

      “Everything is just fine,” he says in a smooth controlled voice. “We all like Bryce’s spunk and heart and we all want what’s best for him.”

      I hold my tongue as we walk over.

      Bryce looks thrilled surrounded by Logan, Grant, and Ryder.

      Grant smiles at me when I arrive. “Abigail,” he says. “We’d like to welcome Bryce into our crew.”

      My mouth drops. “What?”

      Bryce jumps to my side. He’s radiating excitement. “They’re going to train me as a bounty hunter! Isn’t that cool?”

      “But… wha—” This is all happening so fast. One second they wanted to kill the kid, now they want him to join their crew?

      Maximus is watching me with a knowing look on his face. “This is going to be the best thing for Bryce,” he says.

      “Why can’t he stay with us?” I ask, feeling a panic start to rise. I’ve grown quite protective of my little brother.

      “Bryce has an overly aggressive lion,” Grant says.

      Like I didn’t already know that.

      “He won’t fit in with a crew of bears,” Maximus says. “His lion will always be on the offensive. He’ll never be able to calm down long enough for Bryce to be able to work with him.”

      Grant nods. “He needs a crew of lions to help him live in harmony with his animal. It’s going to be the best thing for him and his lion.”

      Bryce looks thrilled.

      “But,” I say, glancing around. “This is crazy.” I point to Mack who is walking over with a beer in his hand. “That guy wanted to kill him a few minutes ago and now you want him to move in? This is insane!”

      “Mack isn’t going to hold any grudges,” Grant says. “Are you, Mack?”

      Mack shrugs, looking completely disinterested. “I got no beef with the twerp anymore.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to process all of this.

      “Abigail,” Bryce whispers as he touches my arm. “This is what I want. These guys can help me live with my lion. Look at them. They’re incredible. They actually like living with their animals. If they can teach me how to do that, then I want to stay.”

      I take a deep breath and look around at all of the strong confident men. Bryce has a point. Only these shifters know what he’s going through. Only they can help him become the man he wants to be.

      “I’ll only be a quick drive down the road from you,” he pleads. “I’ll see you all the time. I promise.”

      My mind is racing as I glance back at Caleb. He’s sitting up and holding his battered head in his hand. Mack walks over, helps him up and hands him a beer. Caleb says something and they both laugh.

      This place really is different. The normal rules don’t apply.

      “All right,” I say, turning back to Bryce. “We can try it out.”

      “Yes!” Bryce shouts as he wraps his arms around me. He’s getting so muscular so fast. I never noticed until now.

      “But I’ll miss you,” I say, hugging him tightly. I really am going to miss him, but I know this is the best thing for him.

      “I’m going to miss you too, sis,” Bryce says, hugging me back. “But we’ll be neighbors and I’ll come see you all the time at the beach.”

      “Oh no you won’t,” Grant says, laughing as he wraps his strong arm around Bryce’s neck. “You think your training is going to be a relaxing beach vacation?”

      Bryce gulps as he gets pulled away.

      My chest tightens until Grant winks at me over Bryce’s head. “It’s going to be hell on earth. Twenty-two hours of grueling training a day, every day.”

      “Is he joking?” I ask Logan as panic bubbles up inside of me.

      “Yeah,” Logan says with a shrug. “Mostly. Don’t worry. The kid is in good hands. Grant trained all of us.”

      I glance over at Mack who is lighting a cigar from the campfire. “That’s what I’m worried about,” I mutter under my breath.

      Logan sees where I’m looking and laughs. “Mack is one in a million. Bryce won’t turn out like him. Hopefully.”

      Caleb has recovered enough to walk on his own wobbly legs so I run over to check on him.

      “Abigail,” he says with a smile. His teeth are no longer red with blood. That’s a good thing I guess.

      “You fought for my brother,” I say, feeling breathless as I say the words.

      “Of course,” he says. “I’ll always fight for you. You’re my mate.”

      I jump on top of him and pepper him with kisses until he winces.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, jumping off him. “Are you in pain?”

      He grabs me and pulls me back close to his hard body. “Totally worth it,” he says with a grin before kissing me again.
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      Caleb’s face is back to normal when we wake up in his bed the next morning. I don’t know how many times I kiss it in relief.

      “You’re going to bruise it back up again,” he says with a laugh as he squirms away from me.

      I feel so light as I lay back down on the bed, watching him as he walks around the room in only his boxer briefs. It feels like all of the weight on my shoulders has been lifted off. “Where are you going?”

      He grins as he grabs a t-shirt and pulls it on, depriving me of the beautiful view of his muscles. “I’m getting your stuff out of the car. You’re moving in.”

      “I am?”

      He nods as he walks over, staring at me with a smouldering look. “You’re my mate,” he says as he climbs back on the bed. He stops his mouth an inch from mine. “And you’re staying with me forever. Got a problem with that?”

      I shake my head and smile. “That sounds pretty good to me.”

      He kisses me long and hard, and although we had sex all night, and once this morning, I still feel a rush of heat between my legs.

      “What about the guys?” I ask. “Are they going to be okay with it?”

      “Of course,” he says, jerking his head back in surprise. “You’re my mate.”

      “I like it when you say that.”

      He kisses me again.

      I know I’m going to be really happy here. At first, I was disappointed to leave my job in New York City, but really… who needs that kind of stress? Life is different out here.

      Caleb sits up, pulls off his shirt and tosses it across the room. I grin as he comes back down on top of me.

      I can get used to different.
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        A few weeks later…

      

      

      

      “Don’t spend it all in one place,” my boss says as he hands me my paycheck.

      “I won’t,” I say, grinning as I hurry back to Caleb who’s waiting in his pickup truck. I stop at his door and give him a quick kiss before hurrying around the hood and climbing back inside.

      “Is it all there?” Caleb asks as I count the bills.

      “It’s all there,” I repeat. “And it’s about to be all gone.”

      He laughs as he starts the truck and pulls onto the quiet mountain road. It’s a gorgeous summer day and the wind is breezing in through the windows, tickling my hair. I try to play with the radio dial, but it only gets the station that plays baseball.

      “…and it’s hit high in the sky for an easy out. Daniels catches it and that’s two outs here in the bottom of the sixth inning…”

      The past few weeks have been amazing. I’ve fallen head over heels in love with Caleb, and I can’t imagine going back to life without him. He treats me so well, and we’re always laughing and having so much fun.

      Bryce is also doing well at the Clayton Rock Ranch. He’s actually training to be a bounty hunter like the rest of the crew. Mack has even taken him under his wing and is teaching him how to fight. The twins were teasing Caleb, saying that maybe Bryce can give him some lessons when he’s done.

      Bryce still has some slip-ups with his lion, but he says they’re starting to communicate better. He’s going to do well on that ranch with those guys. I’m glad he finally found a place where he could be himself.

      “Want to go hiking after this?” Caleb asks. “I know a beautiful trail that you’d like.”

      I squeeze his arm and smile. “You bet. I’ll race your ass to the top.”

      He looks down at me and grins. “I’ll let you win so I can enjoy the beautiful view of your gorgeous ass on the way up.”

      I giggle as I feel my cheeks heat up. “Fine,” I say with a grin. “If I can watch yours on the way down.”

      We sit in a comfortable silence, listening to the baseball game as we drive through the mountains roads, admiring the spectacular scenery. Montana really is a beautiful place. I love it here.

      A few minutes later, we pull into Frank’s ranch.

      “Want me to come with you?” Caleb asks.

      “You stay here, yoga boy,” I say, kissing him on the lips. “I’ll just be a minute.”

      The last time I was here was the worst day of my life. I feel so different now that it’s hard to even remember what that day felt like.

      I can hear Frank shuffling to the door after I knock.

      “Well,” he says as he opens the door. “Didn’t expectin’ to see you again.”

      He looks just the same as ever. Dirty overalls with his shotgun resting on his shoulder.

      “I owe you money,” I say, flashing him a smile.

      “That’s why I wasn’t expectin’ to see ya.”

      “Well,” I say as I stuff the money I owe him into the front pocket of his overalls. It’s my last few paychecks along with some extra money that Bryce earned helping Grant with a bounty. “This is my home now and I’m not going anywhere. I love it here.”

      Frank looks over my shoulder to where Caleb is waiting. “That yer boyfriend?”

      “Yup,” I say proudly.

      He sniffs the air and frowns. “Maybe you should take this,” he says, offering me his shotgun.

      I laugh as I push it away.

      “Don’t worry, Frank,” I say as I race down the steps to where my mate is waiting. “I’m all good.”

      I give Caleb a kiss on the lips through his window. “Mmmmmm.”

      Frank is watching with a frown as I hurry back to the passenger’s side.

      I smile and wave at him. “I’m really good.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Connect with me on Facebook:

        Kim Fox on FB

      

      

      Sign up to Kim Fox’s exclusive newsletter to hear about new releases, get exclusive content like bonus chapters (including one from this book!) and to get a free shifter book!

      
        
        Sign Up Here
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Do you read Contemporary Romance?

        Check out my Romantic Comedies written under Kimberly Fox

        Click here to see them on Amazon
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        * * *

      

      
        
        I love to hear from my readers. Please feel free to contact me at kim@authorkimfox.com

      

      

      
        
        www.AuthorKimFox.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More from Kim Fox

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Barbarians of Zandipor

        (Completed Series)

      

      

      
        
        Barbarian One

        Barbarian Two

        Barbarian Three

        Barbarian Box Set (Books 1-3)

      

      

      
        
        The Shifters of Colwood Firehouse

      

      

      
        
        Zane

        Gunner

        Axel

        Jax

        Draven

        Colwood Firehouse: Box Set

      

      

      
        
        Vega Brothers Series:

        (Completed Series)

      

        

      
        Julius

        Khan

        Alexander

        Hannibal

        Vega Brothers: Box Set

      

      

      

      
        
        The Clawed Squad Series:

        (Completed Series)

      

        

      
        Stetson

        Royal

        The Twins

        Tyler

        Thorn

        The Clawed Squad: Box Set

      

      

      
        
        The Wilde Crew Series

        (Completed Series)

      

      

      
        
        Rhett

        Cole

        Ashton

        Rory

        The Wilde Crew: Box Set

      

      

      

      
        
        Bare Knuckle Bears

        (Completed Series)

      

        

      
        Bare Knuckle Bear

        Bare Knuckle Grizzly

        Bare Knuckle Black Bear

        Bare Knuckle Kodiak

        Bare Knuckle Luke

        Bare Knuckle Box Set

      

      

      

      
        
        Werebears of New Hampshire

        (Completed Series)

      

      

      
        
        Bearly Breathing

        Bearly In Control

        Bearly Interested

        Bearly In Time

        Box Set

      

      

      
        
        Smokejumpers: Werebear

        (Completed Series)

      

      

      
        
        Ellis and Alexi

        Beckett and Amanda

        Finch and Jessica

        Matteo and Lani

        Keane and Chloe

        Quint and Lystra

        Sander and Morgan

        Smokejumpers Box Set (Books 1-5)

      

      

      
        
        Celebrity Bears

        (Completed Series)

      

      

      
        
        Starstruck Shifter

        Rockstar Shifter

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        NEED A LAUGH?

        Check out my steamy Romantic Comedies written under Kimberly Fox
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        What happens in Vegas doesn't always stay in Vegas. Especially when you wake up with a naked man in your bed and a ring on your finger.

      

      

      
        
        Some people just can't handle Vegas.

        My friend warned me that Vegas can turn the most straight-laced girl into a party-crazed slut.

        I didn't believe her.

        I've always been the straightest of the straight.

        Boy, was I wrong.

        I hate being wrong.

        My first morning in Vegas and I wake up in a hotel room with no memory of the night before.

        Oh, and there's a naked stranger lying next to me who gives a new meaning to the word hung-over.

        Things go from bad to worse when I find a wedding ring wrapped around my finger.

        Then things escalate from worse to catastrophic when I find out that the infuriating man who gave it to me is my new boss.

        When I find out he wants to stay married--all bets are off.

        My friend warned me that some people can't handle Vegas.

        I should have listened.

        Because I am definitely one of those people.

      

      

      

      
        
        A crazy Romantic Comedy that has Tyler and Dahlia butting heads as they run through Las Vegas trying to figure out what the hell happened on their wild night out on the Strip. A perfect mix between The Proposal and The Hangover told in Kimberly Fox's hilariously snarky writing style.

      

      

      
        
        83,000 word STANDALONE novel. No Cheating. HEA. No Cliffhanger.

      

      

      
        
        Get it on Amazon
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        My Cockpit. My Rules.

      

      

      
        
        Dex Jameson is an arrogant ass.

        It's my first day on the job as a stewardess working on a billionaire's private jet, and the cocky pilot is already trying to hit my landing strip.

        I've always had a thing for pilots, but this arrogant jerk is going to cure me of that.

        I can handle the looks. I can handle the comments. I can even handle the sexual invitation that he threw down between us.

        But when my boss makes us pretend that we're husband and wife during a business trip, my willpower starts to crumble away.

        I'm trying hard to stay professional.

        I'm trying my best to keep his tattooed biceps at arm's length.

        But this hot alpha pilot knows how to push all the right buttons and has all the right moves.

        Buckle up. It's going to be a bumpy ride.

      

      

      

      
        
        He's a Bad Boy Pilot with a filthy mouth

        She's an uptight Stewardess who plays by the rules

        Prepare for some Heavy Turbulence

      

      

      

      67,000 word STANDALONE novel. No Cheating. HEA. No Cliffhanger.

      
        
        Get it on Amazon

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Click Here to see the full Kimberly Fox collection
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        * * *
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