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			She didn’t notice Parker until they collided, hard. 

			His arms shot out to steady her and that was when she arrived at a very shocking conclusion.

			“You’re naked!”

			“Like what you see?” he asked arrogantly. She wanted to throw his cocky words right back in his face, but the problem was that as far as her eyes were concerned he had every right to be proud of his  body.

			His hands dipped lower until they were gripping the generous globes of her ass and she waited for him to say something insulting about her oversized derriere. But apparently he could find no fault with her rear end, because the next words out of his mouth were a compliment. “I certainly like what I see,” he murmured silkily.

			When he spoke he dipped his mouth down low, hovering just over her ear. Then without warning his tongue slipped out and caressed the bottom lobe. Her ears had always been so sensitive that she couldn’t hold back the soft sighs of pleasure that escaped past her lips. 

			His hands rose higher and encircled her waist. Deep down she knew she should pull away from his grasp, slap at him, scream angrily, or do whatever it took to make him stop. But her brain had departed from her body and couldn’t think of a single compelling reason as to why she should make him stop… not when his touch felt so good.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			 

			It was the ungodly hour of 4:30 AM when Michelle Delacourt’s alarm went off. She groaned in protest, as she did every day, wishing she could hit the snooze button and sleep in. But she was thirty-one, which meant she was a grownup and this was the real world, so that snooze time just wasn’t gonna happen. She liked to tell herself that she was suffering now so that she could have a comfortable future. This meant she was going to have a major meltdown someday if her future wasn’t as comfortable and secure as she was planning on.

			As she showered and dressed for work she tried to psyche herself up for the rest of the day. Feeling energized was infinitely preferable to being all stressed out, which she’d discovered through extensive trial and error was the only other option. She applied a minimal layer of makeup, just enough to make her blue eyes pop and keep her lips from drying out. There was no point adding any foundation, because she would have just sweat it all off by lunch time anyway.

			Michelle had long black hair, but you wouldn’t know it to look at her because she always wore it tucked up in a bun so that it wouldn’t get in her way. As always she struggled to wiggle into the tailored black pants that were part of her required uniform at the diner where she worked. Not for the first time in her life she bemoaned the cruel hand of fate that had landed her with such an exaggerated pear shape of a body.

			Her disproportionate lower half made finding pants pretty much impossible. She’d split more seams over the years than she’d ever have admitted to. Lately she’d even been considering learning how to sew so that she could make something to her exact measurement, but that would have required some spare time, which was a luxury she simply didn’t have. The problem was that she had a lovely little waist, but relatively speaking her hips, thighs, and rear end were about four sizes too big.

			She tugged the zipper up, groaning at her reflection in the mirror. From the knees down the pants looked horribly baggy, like someone’s tragically uncool attempt to recreate bellbottoms. The fabric bulged and strained past her generous curves, and then gaped awkwardly when it should have tapered in at her waist because her tummy was too small. She completed her unflattering ensemble with the equally hideous hunter green uniform shirt. Not only did her work shirt make her look like she weighed an extra fifty pounds, it also made her sweat like crazy due to the cheap polyester fiber blend.

			Thanks to the stupid “plastic” shirt she had taken to stashing deodorant everywhere from her purse to her locker at both of the places where she worked. She refused to smell like B.O. If she wore cotton she was fine, but lately it seemed as though she was always wearing a uniform.

			On impulse she tucked a small jersey knit dress into her backpack and made sure to include the shirt she’d need to wear at her second job. She worked the evening shift at the dry cleaners, which was pretty much her only chance to study for school. In an attempt to cater to working professionals they stayed open until ten at night.

			She tiptoed through the main living area area so that she wouldn’t disturb her room mate Grace. She decided to skip breakfast, not because she was dieting, she’d given up on that in her teen years. She’d learned the hard way that it didn’t matter what she ate... her butt wasn’t getting smaller… PERIOD. No, the reason she was passing up the most important meal of the day and sneaking soundlessly out the front door was a little more complicated.

			It was also a smidge unethical. She didn’t want to wake up Grace, because she needed to make it to work before her roommate did so that she could swipe Grace’s paycheck. She wasn’t going to take it all, just enough to cover Grace’s half of the rent, which was due the following day. She loved her friend, well she at least was loyal to her which was about as close as she allowed herself to get to anyone.

			They’d grown up together in the foster care system, so it wasn’t as if she could even blame her friend for her destructive tendencies. For better or worse they were foster sisters. They’d experienced some pretty messed up stuff when they were younger, the type of stuff that haunts you for the rest of your life. She understood why her friend so often turned to drugs for comfort, and she tried to be understanding about it most of the time and turn a blind eye. But today was different and she couldn’t afford to let Grace out of her half of the rent again, not this month anyway.

			The reason Michelle worked two crappy dead end jobs and never slept was so that she could put herself through school. She was training to be a nurse so that she’d be guaranteed a steady and comfortable income for the rest of her adult life. Grace may have been her best friend, actually she was her ONLY friend, but that didn’t change the fact that she was a drug addict, or that she could barely hold down a job. The only reason Grace was still employed at the diner was because Michelle covered for her all the time.

			Most months she just took on extra shifts so that she could cover the full rental amount on her own. But if she did that tomorrow she wouldn’t be able to make her next tuition payment, and then she’d get dropped from her classes. She felt weighted down as she willed the bus to come faster. There was never room for her on the stupid bench and her feet were killing her already, probably because she was always on them. She was already exhausted and her day was just beginning.

			Her Jiminy Cricket conscience was piling on the guilt, but she just ignored it. She was determined to do whatever was necessary in order to keep a roof over her head and pay her tuition. She knew what it was like to be homeless, and she never wanted to experience that again.

			It took her two buses and a fifteen minute walk to reach work, but at least she wasn’t late today. Public transportation could be a little unpredictable and her boss was less than forgiving when it came to employees who weren’t punctual.

			She stashed her bag in her locker and tied on her apron. Said apron was the only redeeming factor in her entire uniform, because it helped to at least give her some semblance of a waist. She clocked in and moved her time card to the holding space on the wall. It was an old fashioned punch clock because the owners were too cheap to swap out for a computer system. So long as the checks didn’t bounce Michelle didn’t care how they chose to handle their billing.

			Darting a quick glance over her shoulder she slipped into the office. She was relieved to see that her boss wasn’t in there, because it would make snagging Grace’s check that much easier. There was a large manilla envelope propped up on the edge of the desk with all the paychecks in it. Fort Knox it was not.

			She quickly thumbed through the checks but didn’t see Grace’s in the stack. What’s more, hers was also missing. Frantically she scurried back to the kitchen prep area. Her boss Rex was feeding carrots into a large food processor. The noise was unbearable and certainly far too loud to speak over, so she had to wait until he was finished before she could talk.

			“My check wasn’t in the envelope!” she blurted out hurriedly. She didn’t bother with any social niceties or polite greetings, choosing instead to get straight to the point.

			Rex spared her a passing glance before he moved on to prepping the heads of cabbage. “Grace was waiting by the door for me when I got here to start prepping. She said you wanted her to deposit both of your checks for the rent. You pick up hers all the time, so I figured it was fine.”

			Any further attempts at conversation were obliterated when  he began to feed cabbage wedges through the machine. Michelle entered into a place of panic and shock as she saw all of her hopes and dreams begin to crumble around her. How had her day taken such an unexpectedly awful turn? Things were shaping up worse than she could ever have imagined. If she didn’t track down Grace before she blew all their money she’d get dropped from her classes, and something far worse would happen, she’d be evicted.

			They were already two months behind thanks to Grace’s drug addiction. She felt like she was going to hyperventilate or possibly even pass out, but she couldn’t afford to do either of those things because Rex was giving her the evil eye that said “Get to work before I fire your big butt already.” Moving about like an automaton she began to turn over chairs and set out condiments. The other waitresses wouldn’t arrive until closer to opening so she was on her own for now. She snuck into the break room as soon as she could without arousing suspicion, praying Rex wouldn’t catch her as she shot off a frantic text message to Grace:

			Please bring back the checks. We will be homeless!!! I can’t do that again. Do you remember how bad it was? This is wrong and you know it.

			But Grace never replied. By the time her shift was over Michelle was residing in the land of “worst case scenarios.” As she stood waiting for the bus that would drop her off at the college she wondered if she was wasting her time showing up for class today. Without both paychecks she couldn’t afford the tuition let alone the necessary textbooks and supplies. She called Grace a dozen times over the course of the day, but the line always sent her directly to the voicemail.

			“She turned the phone off,” Michelle snarled. “Un-freaking-believable.”
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			CHAPTER TWO

			Straight after school she’d had to hustle in order to arrive in time for her shift at the dry cleaners. She was so stressed out about the money that she felt like she was going to burst out of her skin or something equally disgusting. By the time the clock struck ten o’clock Michelle was no longer just panicking, now she was a seething, boiling, mass of rage.

			She was so worked up that not even changing into the comfortable stretch knit dress made her feel better, although she tugged it on anyway. Her foster sister had effectively crapped all over her attempts to make a better life for herself, and now her feeble sense of security was shot to hell as well. All day she’d wanted to drop everything and hunt her down, but it was stunts like that that got you fired.

			“I’m gonna drag your butt to rehab!” she threatened the empty air. When logic reminded her that she couldn’t afford a fancy health clinic she came up with a new threat. “I’m gonna lock you in a room until you puke all the drugs out of your system and stop being such an idiot,” she tried next.

			A man walking up to wait for the bus gave her a weird look but he didn’t say anything about the fact that she was talking to herself. One of the cardinal rules of using public transportation was NOT to engage with the crazies. The fact that she was carrying on a solo conversation like a lunatic was not lost on her. It was times like these when she really wished that she had a car. There wouldn’t be anyone to gawk at her for yammering on like a psychopath. There would also have been the added bonus of having somewhere to sleep tomorrow when her grumpy landlord kicked her big butt to the curb.

			Her battery was getting low thanks to the excessive use, so she kept her phone tucked in her backpack as she stalked the less than savory streets of downtown Chicago. These were the parts of town that anyone in their right mind would know to avoid after dark. Too bad that she didn’t have the luxury of sanity at the moment. She knew for a fact that people bought drugs in this neighborhood. Now she just needed to find Grace before she blew all of their money. The fact that she was probably already too late wasn’t about to stop her from trying. The song wasn’t over until the fat lady sang.

			The temperature had dipped down to the point where she was shivering and wishing that she hadn’t stripped out of her hideous albeit warm work pants. She heard shouting as she turned the corner. Feeling uneasy, she pulled off her backpack and started digging around for her canister of mace. She couldn’t believe she’d been too scatterbrained to remember to unearth it earlier. She should have had her self-defense spray in hand before she even disembarked from the bus, this was just that type of neighborhood.

			As she was digging through her bag she realized that she’d forgotten to file one of the claims tickets from the dry cleaners when it slipped out of her pants pockets. She had no idea how it had wound up there, but given how birdbrained she’d been all day it wasn’t really all that surprising. At this rate she was going to be lucky if she didn’t lose both of her jobs in addition to her apartment and her chance at a college degree. She planned to make a quick stop by the dry cleaners to file the receipt properly before the angry customer could show up and complain, but first she needed to find Grace.

			She clutched the mace tightly and was about to close up her bag when a gust of wind sent the claims receipt sailing around the corner. She lurched desperately to grab it, rounding the corner just in time to witness a nightmarish sight. Two men were down on their knees in front of at least half a dozen others. They looked like gang members, although she didn’t recognize their colors. A man who she could only presume was their leader was pacing back and forth in front of them, yelling about something.

			Whatever his exact words were she couldn’t have said, but she was pretty darn sure that she’d just stumbled upon a drug deal gone wrong. She was planning on backing silently away, because this was the type of crap that got innocent bystanders killed, but suddenly the leader let loose an animalistic snarl. His flesh quivered as fur shot through his pores. She could hear the bones snapping even from a block away as the man’s body reformed into a new shape that she could only describe as a tiger.

			Her mouth dropped open in horror as the tiger lunged at one the men, biting down savagely on his throat and sending a geyser of red blood shooting into the air. Then the rest of the men started shifting as well, well everyone but the two guys who were kneeling anyway. The guy who still had his throat intact was too busy screaming his head off.

			When the entire pride of shifter tigers turned in unison to look at her she realized it wasn’t the man who was screaming, it had been her all along. “I’m so not making it out of here alive,” she wailed as she turned and started running without a backwards glance. “Shit. Shit. Shit.” She’d seen enough nature documentaries to know that the antelope never survives a nasty game of tiger tag.

			She spotted the lights of an approaching bus and practically flung herself through the open door in her eagerness to get the heck out of there. Only once she was seated did she dare risk a glance out the window. What she saw made her blood run cold. If it weren’t for the fact that she was already dehydrated she just might have peed her pants right there on the bus seat.

			A brutishly tall man with a thick mane of chestnut brown hair was staring at her. There was no ignoring those piercing yellow eyes, because they were staring straight at her, as if he was committing her face to memory.

			At first Michelle couldn’t understand why he wasn’t trying to get on the bus, but then she realized that he probably wouldn’t want any witnesses for what he had planned for her. She wondered if he’d be waiting to pounce whenever she got off. He wasn’t sitting on the bench, and he still hadn’t made any move to get on the bus. He raised his arm in a mock salute and she saw that he was holding a small scrap of paper. He held the paper up to his nose and took a deep wiff, and his eyes rolled back in his head as though he was overwhelmed with pleasure. Her spirits plummeted as she put two and two together. He was holding the claims receipt from the dry cleaners, the one that had blown down the alley from her bag.

			It would only be a matter of time before they tracked her from the dry cleaners back to where she lived. These weren’t the type of men who were afraid of a little breaking and entering. These weren’t the type of men whose questions people would dare to refuse. She quickly weighed her options.

			She wanted nothing more than to go running straight to the police, but deep down she knew that they would NEVER believe her if she told them that a gang of men had shifted into a snarling pack of furry orange and black tigers. Nope, that conversation was bound to get her locked up in an institution. She’d seen every single one of those Terminator movies, and she knew exactly where telling the truth had landed Sarah Connor, the nut house.

			It would have been great to go home and pack up her scant belongings, but she was afraid to risk it. There had been so many tigers. They could be waiting for her anywhere. Once again the fact that she couldn’t afford a car of her own seemed downright unfair.

			When the bus stopped a few yards away from a Greyhound bus terminal she assumed it was divine providence and scampered off right away. She only had ninety bucks to her name, so when she saw that going to Grayslake would only cost seventy dollars she knew it was too good of an opportunity to pass up.

			Even better, the bus was leaving in exactly ten minutes. She gazed longingly at the vending machines while she waited, trying to ignore the sickly growling sounds coming from her stomach. She’d missed the most important meal of the day… and every other meal that followed. It would have been so easy to blow a buck fifty on a bag of chips, but she only had twenty dollars to her name, and who knew what would be waiting for her when she arrived in Grayslake. “Stupid me for not having any freaking credit cards,” she muttered to herself.

			It was supposed to be a sixteen and a half hour drive so she looped her backpack around her arm and then laid down on it as if it was a pillow. Correction, it was the world’s hardest most uncomfortable pillow, but at least this way no one could try to steal her stuff while she was sleeping. As things played out comfort wasn’t her only problem. She was so worked up that she found sleep to be an unruly dragon. She just couldn’t fight her way in.

			How could she sleep when she was finding it impossible to shut off her brain? Said brain kept reminding her how she didn’t have any money. She doubted her landlord would wait so much as a week before he sent in a crew to move out all her crap and repaint. He’d no doubt send all of her worldly belongings to the local thrift store without even feeling conflicted about it.

			She couldn’t believe that after all her years of sacrifice she would be starting over again from scratch. She wanted to scream and rage at the injustice of it all. More specifically she wanted to tear Grace a new one. After all, her junkie roommate was the reason she’d been in that alley in the first place. 

			All of a sudden Michelle panicked and bolted upright in her seat. “When they go looking for me they will find Grace,” she whispered, horrified. She speedily shot off yet another desperate text to Grace, even though her foster sister hadn’t responded to any of her earlier attempts at communication.

			Grace. Don’t go home. People are trying to kill me. This isn’t a joke. I’m serious. It’s not safe there.

			She stared numbly at the screen long after it went black, feeling uneasy and more than a little worried. Grace was the closest thing she’d ever had to family, and she honestly didn’t know what she’d do if something happened to her foster sister.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			When the bus came to a sudden stop she was surprised, because as far as she could tell they were smack dab in the middle of nowhere. It didn’t even look like it was an official Greyhound bus stop. She was the only one getting off, so she asked the driver once more and he assured her that this was indeed her stop.

			She descended into rural USA and felt the immediate and overwhelming desire to run back to the bus driver and beg him to let her back on. But the bus had already sped off by the time she turned around. The afternoon heat was brutal which only exacerbated her thirst. Soon it would be night and she had nowhere to go. It would have been so easy to just roll up into a ball and give in to the pity party of the century, but that just wasn’t in her nature. It was time to find herself a new job.

			Over four hours later she was right back where she’d started, hungry, thirsty, and still unemployed. She hadn’t thought it would be this hard to land a job, yet apparently not a single business in town was hiring. “Stupid small towns,” she thought ungenerously.

			She plopped down on a bench and tried to find a passably comfortable position but she wasn’t having much luck in that department. It was dark out so she was hoping that no one could see her. She didn’t want to be the focus of anyone’s pity. What she needed was a job, not a handout.

			‘You can’t sleep there,” called a gruff voice from across the street. It seemed as though her run of bad luck was far from being over.

			Michelle turned her head to the side and snorted irritably. Of course the stranger would have to be hot, because somehow the fact that he was OOZING sexuality made her desperate situation seem ten times worse. Even in the fading light she could detect his strong chiseled male features. There was a faint stubble dotting his face, and his chin had a wickedly handsome cleft in it.

			The man’s hair was so thick that she wouldn’t have been surprised if a camera crew showed up and started shooting a Pantene shampoo commercial. It was a light brown with blond highlights, and as she was staring at him the breeze picked it up from where it rested at shoulder level and blew it out around him making him look even more like an underwear model.

			He looked to be in his mid to late thirties, which would have made him perfect for her. But that was assuming she was crazy enough to think that any man that gorgeous would ever bother to give her so much as a second glance, which she wasn’t. His tight white t-shirt could barely contain the bulging muscles of his deliciously ripped arms. If the man wasn’t at least six feet tall she needed to get her vision checked.

			“I said you can’t sleep there,” he repeated arrogantly.

			“And then he had to ruin it by speaking,” she whined as she turned away from him and pressed her palm over her eyes in frustration. She muttered softly to herself, “Stupid freaking men morphing into freaking tigers, and now I’ve lost everything and I’m stuck in the middle of nowhere and I’m probably going to die of starvation, or worse, be mauled by animals. And now I’m being rudely lectured by a dumb model with a God complex.”

			Trying in vain to keep her dress from riding up because she didn’t want to flash him her underwear she wiggled stiffly into an upright position. She stood suddenly, but didn’t manage more than two steps before she passed out. The summer heat combined with nothing to eat or drink in over twenty-four hours had finally caught up with her. If she’d still been conscious she’d been mortified about passing out, even if it was from heat stroke.

			***

			Parker Holmes lurched across the street, letting his inner animal lend him an extra dose of speed. He managed to snatch her just before she hit the ground, pulling her easily into his arms as though she were a small child and not a full figured woman. He gazed in wonder down at the beautiful creature in his arms, feeling as though she had materialized out of thin air. 

			When his parents had ordered him to come home he’d been less than thrilled about the visit, but he’d come all the same. Now he found himself in a bit of a pickle. Thanks to his extraordinary hearing, enhanced auditory function being just one of the many perks of being a bear shifter, he’d heard every single word she’d just muttered under her breath.

			While being labeled a dumb model was offensive he could easily have ignored the insult. But she’d said so much more when she’d thought he couldn’t hear her.

			His bear sniffed deeply, savoring the unique aroma that was hers and hers alone. He knew what he had to do now, the shifter law was abundantly clear on the subject. But that didn’t mean that he couldn’t feel conflicted about it!

			Humans weren’t allowed to know about shifters as that knowledge would threaten their whole way of life. For whatever reason she had learned of their kind, and now she would be faced with two drastic choices. She would have to mate with an unclaimed shifter or die a swift death.

			His bear snarled fiercely at him, violently opposed to the thought of anyone harming this lovely bundle of curves. It didn’t make any sense, but for whatever reason his bear kept roaring MINE inside his head. It didn’t matter that she was a total stranger, or that he didn’t even know her name. He’d learned a long time ago that it wasn’t wise to deny his inner beast, because the bear was generally right.

			Parker glanced around in order to ensure that no one was watching as he reached down to snag her backpack by a strap. Then he strode across the public green space until he reached where he’d parked his truck on the other side. He opened the door and reclined the seat, situating her carefully on the rich black leather as though she were a priceless and fragile collectible. Before he turned the key in the ignition he shot off a quick text message to his sister Sophia.

			Tell mom I’m bringing home a guest… and that she’ll be taking the room next to MINE.

			He didn’t even realize that he’d capitalized all the letters in mine. It was just his beast declaring it’s claim on the human. While he navigated the short distance to his parents’ home he studied her profile out of the corner of his eye. A few minutes ago he’d been dreading going home. He was sick of receiving lectures from his mother about her unendurable lack of grandchildren. 

			Over the years he’d heard enough about his parents’ fairy tale romance. He was sick to death of hearing about “fated mates” and “true love.” As a teenager he’d considered pouring bleach down his ears at one point to block out the sounds of just how “in love” they were, but his Uncle Isaac had managed to talk him out of that ill-formed plan. 

			He’d never doubted that his parents were deeply in love, but somehow he’d never expected to find such a love for himself. Before tonight he’d never met a woman who could please both him and his bear, but now he felt as though everything had changed. He’d never been one to back away from a difficult situation, which was a good thing. Because now he was about to face down the biggest challenge of his adult life. He was going to convince this woman that he was indeed the man for her. Because his bear would never willingly let her go.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Bacon… she smelled bacon. Before she could even get excited about the delicious aroma she remembered that she was flat broke. She opened her eyes slowly, preparing to psych herself up to face yet another crappy day. The moment she saw her surroundings she was instantly confused, because instead of the wide open sky above her there was a white plastered ceiling. Equally concerning was the fact that she was no longer on the hard park bench. No, she was in some stranger’s bed.

			She performed a careful scan of the room, attempting to absorb every detail from the Country Bear Jamboree bedspread to the extensive Lego collection on the table in the corner. This bedroom had all the marking of a child’s room, so where was the kid? A loud argument erupted somewhere else in the house so she decided that sneaking out before she had any awkward encounters was probably her best move.

			Spying her backpack and shoes near the door, she tried not to make a sound as she made her way over to them. She looped the pack over her shoulder, slipped on her sneakers, and carefully turned the knob. She winced when the unoiled hinges let out a little squeak as she opened the door, but thanks to the shouting no one seemed to notice.

			She was no dummy, so she headed in the opposite direction of all the yelling, which just so happened to be the area where all the heavenly breakfast smells were emanating from. She paused in the open doorway, noting straight away that the kitchen was already occupied. A trim elderly woman with white hair pulled back in a clip and an apron tied around her waist was leaning over a sink full of dirty dishes, sunk up to her elbows in soapy water.

			Just beyond the stooped elderly woman was a screened porch door, which meant that there were only ten steps standing between her and her freedom. She took small careful steps, praying that the floor wouldn’t squeak and betray her presence. She was halfway there when her stomach betrayed her by growling loudly. The woman didn’t so much as turn her head or pause in her scrubbing as she spoke.

			“Why don’t you have a seat and fix yourself a plate. They’ll be done arguing soon enough.”

			Michelle stood frozen like a deer caught in headlights, unable to move in either direction now that she’d been caught.

			“I’m Gigi by the way. I do the cookin’ round here.”

			The woman snorted amusedly when Michelle still hadn’t answered her, let alone moved towards the table. She dried her hands on a dishtowel and gave her a gentle nudge towards the table. Then Gigi heaped a plate full of bacon, eggs, and french toast and plopped it down on the table in front of her. She eyed the food warily. Granted, she was starving... but these people were strangers. If she didn’t eat her breakfast it would be the start of day three with no food.

			She briefly considered the fact that it could be drugged, but the old woman seemed harmless enough. She knew she wasn’t likely to get any other free meal offers while she was busy job hunting, and she somehow doubted that a town this size had a homeless shelter.

			“Thank you,” she finally murmured graciously. She seized a crispy piece of bacon and tried not to moan as the rich flavor danced across her taste buds. “How did I get here?” she asked in between bites.

			“I just do the cooking,” Gigi replied. “You’ll have to save your questions for the Itan.”

			“What’s an Itan?” Michelle asked, wanting to know more about the person who had taken her in.

			“The Itan’s the man in charge. He’s also my dad,” replied a husky voice from behind her, a voice that flipped a switch inside her and let all her hormones come out to play at the same time. She swiveled around in her chair and said the first thing that popped into her head.

			“You’re the dumb model who made me get off the bench,” she accused him, waving her hands about wildly as it all came flooding back. She found that she was angry and embarrassed all at once.

			“Well after you fainted…” he began.

			“I’ve never fainted in my life,” she argued standing up to face him and planting both hands firmly on her hips.

			“Call it what you will… you passed out and then I carried you here.”

			She stared him down as she tried to calculate whether or not he really was strong enough to have carried her ANYWHERE. “Whatever,” she muttered. “It doesn’t matter, because I’m leaving now and I doubt we’ll be seeing each other again anyhow.” When she tried to reach for her backpack he nudged it out of the way and she hissed angrily as she tried to get past him.

			“You can’t leave,” he said firmly.

			“You can’t tell me what to do,” she countered loudly.

			“But I can,” growled a big burly man in his sixties. “I’m Ty, and I’m the Itan. You need to pop a squat and start talking about those tigers you saw.”

			Her eyes widened in horror as she wondered if these men had somehow been sent by the tigers to find out what she knew. Had they managed to track her down already?

			“How do you know about the tigers?” she asked suspiciously.

			“I heard you muttering about men shifting into tigers after I said you couldn’t sleep on the park bench,” the dumb model reminded her.

			“So what? You thought that gave you the right to kidnap me?” she asked incredulously. “I’m sure none of this is real anyway. People can’t turn into animals,” she lied trying to sneak past the model and make a run for it, but her plan backfired when he snatched her up and planted her on top of his lap.

			“Unhand me!” she screeched loudly, trying to buck herself out of his hold. “Who do you think you are?”

			“For the record I know exactly who I am. My name’s Parker. Let me spell it out real simple for you. People can turn into animals, they’re called shifters. I know you were lying just now, I can smell it on you, so you might as well stick to the truth.”

			“Let’s cut to the chase,” Ty rumbled. “You won’t be leaving here period. What you saw was real… Parker’s right; we can smell lies, so I wouldn’t bother in the future. Humans who see shifters have two choices… mate with a shifter… or we have to kill you. Gigi, I’m hungry,” he whined holding out an empty plate.

			“Assuming I believe any of this nonsense, just who do you people expect me to marry?” she hissed.

			“Me,” Parker said, leaning in so close that his lips brushed the lobe of her ear.

			And this time when she swooned it had nothing to do with heatstroke.

				

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			She woke up once again in the Country Bear kid’s room, but this time she wasn’t alone. Parker was there, but he’d been pushed to the background by three anxious females. She recognized Gigi from the kitchen, but the other two faces were new to her. Both of the women were curvy brunettes, although one appeared to be in her early thirties while the other one was no doubt pushing sixty.

			“Hush! She’s awake,” ordered the younger woman. “I’m Sophia and this is my mom, Mia,” she gushed warmly. “And we’re here to make sure those grumpy bears stop scaring you.”

			“Does that mean I can leave now without having to update my single Facebook status?” Michelle asked hopefully.

			“Sorry, but that’s still a no go,” Sophia admitted wryly. “But we’re here to make sure that you at least have options… you know, if you don’t want the DUMB model.”

			Michelle couldn’t help but be drawn in by Sophia’s chipper attitude. The woman had spunk. Under different circumstances she would have wanted to pursue a friendship.

			“I’m right here,” Parker said defensively.

			“Oh, we noticed. That’s what makes it so fun,” Sophia retorted sarcastically. “Full disclosure… Parker’s my brother.”

			“Or you can just call him Fabio,” Mia added with a giggle.

			“Mom! You promised never to call me that again,” Parker whined.

			“Sorry dear. Couldn’t resist.”

			“The point is we wanted you to see ALL your options before you had to choose,” Sophia interjected, driving the conversation back to the point. “So we’re trying something new in honor of my favorite TV show… drum roll please…” Sophia waited expectantly, but when Michelle refused to play along and make drum sounds she sighed in frustration and continued speaking without sound effects. “We’re going to have to work on your enthusiasm,” she muttered. “We will be holding the world’s first SHIFTER BACHELORETTE!”

			“What on earth are you talking about?” Michelle asked warily.

			“We spread the word on the Were Web, it’s like Facebook but only for shifters, and all the single shifters are flooding in to try to win your heart. But first things first, we’re going shopping!”

			***

			And so began one of the best days of her life… so long as she didn’t dwell on the whole being held hostage aspect. It was pretty hard to reconcile the fact that yesterday she’d been starving, homeless, and jobless with the fact that she was experiencing her first ever shopping spree. She didn’t know how they’d done it, but the women had actually found a store with clothing that fit her ample curves.

			“With clothes like this I can almost believe that I look kind of pretty,” Michelle remarked as she modeled yet another dress for the women.

			“You are a knockout,” Sophia said. “So stop being modest already. It doesn’t suit you.”

			She’d made it very clear that she didn’t have any money, but Mia had insisted that this was her treat since her son had essentially forced her into the world of shifters. At some point she’d actually stopped looking at the price tags, which wasn’t easy for a woman used to scouring clearance racks and picked over goods at thrift stores.

			She wondered if these pretty clothes were just a sparkly distraction set to lure her in like a fly to a web. Too bad it wasn’t going to work. It seemed almost wrong to accept extravagant gifts like these when she had no intention of marrying anyone, ever. But it wasn’t her fault if they refused to be reasonable, and she certainly couldn’t walk around naked... or worse... wearing her work clothes.

			Regardless, her new wardrobe didn’t change anything. The first opportunity she saw she was out of here. However, she couldn’t help but wonder to herself if it would be so bad to be taken care of. She pushed down those dangerous thoughts fast, shelving them back in her subconscious where they belonged. 

			Michelle had learned the hard way that trust was dangerous, that people would ALWAYS let her down. Marriage was a risk she would never willingly take. But she’d recently hit rock bottom, and these people were offering her free food and shelter. Thanks to those murderous tiger shifters she was fresh out of viable alternatives. If she could just keep her mouth shut and pretend to play along, maybe even go on a few dates to keep everyone happy, she could buy herself some more time to find another job. As for right now, she wouldn’t have to worry about scraping together enough money to pay the rent.

			“Here, let me,” Parker offered, taking the bags from her as they exited the store. He’d started off inside the building, but the women had quickly shooed him outside, claiming that his hovering made them nervous.

			“Um, thanks,” Michelle replied. She relinquished the bags readily enough, but the whole interaction made her feel uncomfortable. She wasn’t used to people being nice to her. Yet, here was a family that had just blown hundreds of dollars on her. She felt conflicted about the whole situation.

			Deep down she felt like the women were being too nice. Paranoia began to set in and she kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. Was this some kind of freaky cult? Were they preparing some sort of Silence Of The Lambs skin slicing bit? If they really did have something horrible planned for her, she couldn’t for the life of her figure out what it was they were waiting for.

			“So are you a tiger too?” she asked Sophia as they drove back to the family’s house, or as they called it the “Clan Den.”

			“No way,” Sophia snorted. “Tiger’s are puny and weak.”

			“They didn’t look all that weak to me,” Michelle replied defensively.

			“We’re bears,” Parker interjected when he saw Michelle’s escalating frustration.

			And suddenly the decor in the room she was staying in made complete sense. It was a tacky tribute to their inner animals. She was surprised that the kitchen hadn’t been decked out with Fozzy Bear dishes or something equally as cheesy.

			“Is that why you’re so UNBEARABLE to be around?” she asked, knowing it was a terrible pun, but unable to resist the play on words.

			“Why don’t you like me?” Parker asked sounding wounded. His hand brushed her shoulder and she jerked away from his touch.

			“I don’t like anyone telling me what to do, which is all that you’ve done since the moment we met.”

			Michelle saw Mia’s disapproving frown and she wondered if she’d somehow gone too far. She wouldn’t have been able to defend her actions even if the older woman had offered some sort of verbal reprimand. Because she wasn’t about to admit that her body came alive when Parker stepped into a room. There was no way she wanted him to know just how gorgeous she thought he was, or how she suddenly felt empty and alone when he left the room.

			She wasn’t used to any of these new feelings, so she was going to stick to emotions that she understood… like anger. “You will not fall for the dumb model,” she ordered her heart silently. “He will only break your heart and leave you worse off than before.”

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			There were so many cars choking the entrance that they were barely able to make it into the driveway. And then there were the shifters who’d come to try for her hand. Basically, there were hot men everywhere. It was like a freaking model convention, all that was missing were the photographers. Apparently Sophia hadn’t been lying about giving her some more options. The problem was she didn’t have time for a man right now, period. She needed to get her life back, like immediately! She wondered if anyone would notice if she made a run for it, right this moment, before the “Shifter Bachelorette” had even begun.

			“Are you ready to fall in love?” Sophia gushed excitedly.

			“No, but it doesn’t look like I have a say in the matter,” she muttered as she climbed out of the car.

			She couldn’t take two steps without tripping over a man. She had more seductive moves thrown at her than she could have possibly remembered. Shifter’s pickup lines weren’t any better than human males’. One of the men elbowed his way through the competition, pulled her into his arms, and proceeded to “kiss” all the air out of her lungs.

			Parker roared insanely behind her as he lost control. Fur began sprouting instantly over him, and she couldn’t help but think that he looked like a big brown grumpy chia pet in the making. In mere seconds he’d shifted completely into a bear and the tattered shreds of his clothing wafted to the ground around him like leaves falling from a tree in fall. Instead of scaring her, the sight kind of turned her on.

			Something about the fact that he could shift into a hulking beast made her feel safe, like he’d be able to protect her from anything. More specifically, she bet he’d be able to take down a tiger or two if they ever managed to track her down. Before he could detect the dopey look of longing in her face she started yelling at him.

			“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she accused as she poked Parker in the chest. She was surprised at the softness of his fur.

			“Don’t swear,” Sophia warned her nervously, glancing swiftly over at her mother, Mia.

			“I’m going to take a shower,” she announced to the group at large. When several of the men began to move suggestively closer to her Parker the bear roared again and she added “ALONE!” to her statement. 

			The bachelor shifters finally got a clue, and they parted before her making a path into the house. She slipped into her room and deposited her new purchases on the bed. Then she opened the door to the adjoining bathroom, making sure to lock the door behind her. There was an identical door on the other end of the bathroom so she locked that one as well.

			She turned the shower up three-quarters of the way so that it could heat up before she stepped in. She stripped the new dress from her body, looping it over one of the hooks along the wall because it wasn’t really dirty yet. She sighed as the warm water sluiced over her skin. She loved the shampoo. It smelled like strawberries which had always been one of her favorite scents. She worked her hair into a rich lather, and was relieved to see that someone, no doubt Mia, had set out a new razor for her. She’d been self-conscious about her stubbly legs all day.

			Grabbing a clean towel she dried off her body, making nefarious plans to steal her host’s towel because it was the softest one she’d ever had the pleasure of using. Then she used the same towel to wrap up her hair. She looked around for another towel, but didn’t see any more. Choosing not to get worked up over it she shrugged her shoulders and grabbed her clothes from the hanging peg. She didn’t bother pulling them on because she wanted to put on some of her pretty new underwear.

			She stubbed her toe on an uneven floorboard as she was opening the door and because she was looking down she didn’t notice Parker until they collided, hard. His arms shot out to steady her and that was when she arrived at a very shocking conclusion.

			“You’re naked!”

			“Like what you see?” he asked arrogantly. She wanted to throw his cocky words right back in his face, but the problem was that as far as her eyes were concerned he had every right to be proud of his  body.

			His hands dipped lower until they were gripping the generous globes of her ass and she waited for him to say something insulting about her oversized derriere. But apparently he could find no fault with her rear end, because the next words out of his mouth were a compliment. “I certainly like what I see,” he murmured silkily.

			When he spoke he dipped his mouth down low, hovering just over her ear. Then without warning his tongue slipped out and caressed the bottom lobe. Her ears had always been so sensitive that she couldn’t hold back the soft sighs of pleasure that escaped past her lips. His mouth dropped down along her neck and he wet the curve where her neck met the slope of her shoulders with his hot tongue.

			His hands rose higher and encircled her slender waist. Deep down she knew she should pull away from his grasp, slap at him, scream angrily, or do whatever it took to make him stop. But her brain had departed from her body the moment his moist mouth latched onto her. At present she couldn’t think of a single compelling reason as to why she should make him stop… not when his touch felt so good.

			Why would she do anything to jeopardize this incredible feeling? Never before had she felt so wanton or so desireable. The way he touched her made her feel like she was a Greek goddess. Normally she just felt fat, she was uncomfortable in her own skin. He guided her legs up and locked them tight around his waist. His mouth pressed hungrily to her own and his chest was vibrating with something that sounded like a cross between a cat purring and a revving engine.

			His tongue darted inside her mouth and she sucked it even further inside of her. Parker backed her up against the wall so that his hands could explore the tempting expanse of her flesh. He gripped the plumb curves of her thighs and followed the bend all the way past her calves to the dainty arches of her feet. He wanted to rub his scent all over her, to mark her as his own so that everyone would know that she was his.

			But somehow he felt that even that wouldn’t be enough. The problem with smells was that they could easily be washed away. What he really wanted to was to bite her, thus claiming her permanently. He ran his tongue along the back of her neck as he imagined biting the soft flesh. His sharp bear teeth began to elongate, pushing through the presently human shape of his mouth.

			The air was filled with the incredible musk of her arousal, and without the protection of her panties he was able to feel the exact moment when she became wet with need. He ground even closer against her and she let loose a soft moan at the sensation his movement had elicited. Her jaw dropped open and she let loose a gentle sigh as his mouth dipped down to explore her breasts. He took one of her nipples eagerly into his mouth and she seized his hair tightly in her hands, drawing him closer.

			Who knows how far things would have progressed if Sophia hadn’t chosen that exact moment to knock on his door?

			“Are you hiding Michelle in there?” his sister accused shrilly. “Because she doesn’t need you forcing yourself on her before she gets a fair chance to meet everyone else and see what she really wants. This it the Bachelorette here… NOT the Bachelor!”

			“Put me down,” Michelle whispered angrily.

			She punched him repeatedly in the side until he finally relented. He watched despondently as she streaked shamefully from the room. She hadn’t even bothered to grab the towel or her clothes from where she’d dropped them. He couldn’t help but stare at her as she stomped angrily away, especially given the fact that she was bouncing in all the right places.

			Michelle slammed the door and he heard the lock click into place. He doubted she’d care if he told her that was supposed to be his bathroom too. He strode angrily to the door where Sophia was still hollering at him and ripped it open.

			“You are a menace and no longer my favorite sister,” he bellowed loudly.

			“I’m your only sister, and we both know you adore me,” she countered high handedly. “Why don’t you put some clothes on and learn what it takes to really woo a woman?” she replied disdainfully. Then she turned on her heel and walked away.

			Parker roared angrily at her retreating figure, but she just kept on moving. He felt as though his entire family was conspiring against him. Didn’t they want him to settle down happily with his mate? His mom had been nagging at him for almost a decade that she needed grandbabies. You’d think she would at least have tried to help him out when his bear had finally found its mate!

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			Michelle was shaking with rage when she strode into her room. She couldn’t believe that man with his hands and his lips and his criminally sexy body that he kept rubbing all over her. She honestly couldn’t have said which bothered her more, the fact that he’d had the nerve to touch her, or just how much her traitorous body had enjoyed it.

			She upended one of the new shopping bags, sending the contents spilling out over the bed. Then she grabbed the first pair of underwear she found and slid them on. She snapped on a strapless bra and tried to make up her mind about what she wanted to wear. A tentative knock sounded on her door from the hall and she responded with a disgruntled “WHAT!”

			“It’s me, can I please come in?” Sophia asked hesitantly, no doubt taken aback by her less than welcoming tone.

			“Just a sec,” she replied. She tugged on a halter top and shimmied her way into a pair of dark denim jeggings before opening the door.

			Sophia stepped inside after glancing both ways down the hallway, as though to ensure that no one had followed her. She perched on the edge of the bed and began nervously chewing on the tips of her nails. The act made her look all of twelve years old, but she was actually in her thirties, just like Michelle. Just as she was about to throw up her hands and ask her to spit it out already, Sophia spoke softly.

			“I need your help,” she whispered earnestly.

			“What could you possibly need from me? Are you sure this isn’t something you should be talking to your friends and family about?”

			“My family is why I’m in this mess in the first place,” Sophia muttered.

			Michelle quirked an eyebrow and pressed a hand to her hip as she waited for Sophia to explain herself.

			“I feel so guilty…” she admitted all in a rush. “Because I’m using what for you is a horrible situation… to meet guys.”

			“What?” Michelle asked, wondering if she was terribly dense or if Sophia was just REALLY bad at explaining things.

			“My dad has scared off every boy I’ve ever dated. He just can’t seem to believe that anyone is good enough for his precious baby girl. But I’m not a baby and I’m so sick of being alone. All I want is that special someone… and I can tell that you and my brother are totally into each other… so my evil plan is doomed before it’s even started.”

			“Excuse me,” Michelle interrupted angrily. “I am not ‘into’ Parker.”

			“Oh please, I can smell him all over you,” Sophia snorted. “Shifter’s nose,” she explained when she saw that Michelle was going to try to deny it. “We can also smell lies so I recommend you speak carefully around my family.”

			“Hmph,” she replied noncommittally.

			“All I’m asking is that you pretend to play along with my whole bachelorette idea. Don’t let Parker corner you right away. Let the other shifters feel like they stand a fighting chance. Go out on a few dates. Please give me time to see if any of the others could be my potential mate. If you do this I will owe you like forever,” Sophia ended all in a rush.

			At first Michelle didn’t know how to respond. On one hand she was insulted, because the woman’s behavior was underhanded, not to mention presumptuous. But when she tried to imagine what it must have been like for the woman to try to blossom under her father’s shadow she couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. Ty was one intimidating man, and the fact that he was also a shifter bear and the Itan had probably made dating unbearable for the girl.

			“I can’t believe I’m agreeing to do this,” she sighed, combing a hand through her wet hair.

			“YES! YES! YES! I knew you’d do it!” Sophia squealed, pulling her in for a big bear hug. “We’re going to be the best of friends,” she stated confidently.

			“So what exactly did you have in mind for today?” Michelle asked warily.

			***

			There were ten chairs lined up on the deck. Each of the chairs was occupied by a woman. Michelle was in the last seat, followed by Sophia, Mia, and Gigi. Sophia had also enlisted all of her aunts, whose names Michelle couldn’t begin to remember, and a few other clanswomen had volunteered to help as well. Each woman was armed with a small notebook and a pen. All of their feet were bare.

			Sophia stood and addressed the crowd. “You are all here because you’re interested in mating and settling down,” she began timidly, but gained more and more confidence as she continued her speech. “But because there are so many of you, you’re going to have to work hard to stand out from the crowd. This evening’s competition is highly recommended, but not mandatory. Those who want to compete will start rubbing feet at the end of the porch and work their way up to Michelle at the other end. We’ll all be judging you and the man with the best overall score will win a one on one date with Michelle.

			Her announcement was met with excited yips and a chorus of contented chuffing sounds as the single shifters began to line up at the edge of the stage. A few of the men removed their shirts as though they thought that might somehow improve their rankings. Someone started up some romantic music on the large built in deck sound system. Then the music ended abruptly as someone else switched it to heavy metal. All it took was one glare from Mia and the musical offender apologized and switched it back to the original album.

			Michelle was last because she was supposed to judge whether or not the men could still give a decent foot rub after they’d already delivered nine massages, or if they lacked stamina. The women tried to keep straight faces as they scribbled notes on their score cards, and Michelle couldn’t believe how much fun she was having. It was hard to feel like she was being held here against her will when she was having so much fun. She couldn’t stop giggling at the goings on.

			“Watch your hands on my wife,” Ty growled at the unfortunate candidate poised at Mia’s feet.

			“Oh calm your bear already,” Mia retorted. “It’s not even a good foot rub.”

			The candidate looked sick at her proclamation, and proceeded to rub harder and harder down the line. Unfortunately for him, and his barefoot victims, harder isn’t always better. Pretty soon Ty wasn’t the only one supervising his wife’s feet. All of Sophia’s uncles were lined up, forming a menacing wall of censorship. Michelle was starting to think that her new friend hadn’t been exaggerating about her family scaring off all of her potential boyfriends.

			Parker was the last shifter in line, but instead of going for her feet he rubbed her shoulders. She refused to admit how good his hands felt on her skin, especially with everyone watching them.

			“Did you get confused?” she asked cattily. “Or did you just forget that this is a foot rubbing competition? You know you’re never going to win if you can’t learn to follow the rules.”

			“Some rules are meant to be broken,” he whispered huskily in her ear.

			Just when she was starting to relax into the massage and enjoy it he broke away abruptly, leaving her wanting for more. She glared at him and in return he gave her a wicked grin. His playful smile let her know that he’d been baiting her intentionally. She wanted to knock that look right off his face.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			The women had retreated inside to compare notes and make a final ruling. Most of them were limping slightly and wincing as they walked.

			“I never really thought there was such a thing as a bad foot massage before today,” Mia whined.

			“It’s a good thing they’re all so good looking, because most of those boys couldn’t even finesse an old goat,” Gigi muttered.

			“How was that backrub?” Trista, one of Sophia’s nosy aunts asked.

			“Let’s just say he’s not getting that date,” Michelle said, managing to answer the question while still avoiding revealing any of her personal feelings.

			“Poor Parker,” Gigi tsked disappointedly.

			“He broke the rules,” Sophia said loudly in Michelle’s defense.

			“I’m voting for Jacob,” Sophia’s Aunt Kira interjected excitedly. “I don’t even have to be able to see to know that boy is fine.”

			“Since when does a thirty-five year old man qualify as a boy?” Sophia asked.

			“Honey, when you get to be our age you see everyone as children,” Kira laughed at her own joke and slapped her leg.

			Michelle grinned at Kira even though she was fairly certain that the woman couldn’t see her expression. Kira was a mole shifter and she was mostly blind, although according to Mia she could still see blurry shapes. She was married to Isaac, the clan’s doctor.

			If Michelle were planning on sticking around… which she wasn’t… she’d have loved to get to know Kira better. It would also have been nice to pick her husband’s brain and maybe glean some medical knowledge to help her with her classes.

			But deep down she knew that there was no point in getting attached to any of these women, because the moment she got back on her feet financially she was purchasing a one way ticket out of this crazy shifter town.

			“What do you think about Jacob?” Michelle asked Sophia. What she really wanted to say was, “Tell me which ones you’re interested in so I don’t accidentally choose one of them.” But if she’d done that Sophia’s whole family would have realized what the woman was up to.

			“I think Jacob’s a great choice. Although you might want to make sure your date is somewhere public. That man is a little too smooth for his own good,” Sophia winked conspiratorially, making Michelle feel like she’d understood what she’d really been asking, and that she had the “all clear” from mission control.

			“Wolves have all the best moves,” sighed Evelyn Bennett, the Itana of a neighboring clan.

			“You should know, you married one,” Mia teased.

			“Shall we go announce the winner then?” Sophia asked.

			They all responded eagerly with the affirmative and then shuffled and winced as they hobbled their way back out to the porch.

			***

			“I’ll pick you up at one,” said Jacob after he received the good news. He bowed over her hand and pressed a suave kiss to her palm. “You might want to dress up.”

			“Where are you taking me?” she asked suspiciously.

			“It’s a surprise,” he said revealing a sexy dimple in one of his cheeks when he smiled.

			Michelle wanted to tell him where he could shove his “surprise,” but that was when she saw the furious look painting Parker’s countenance. And then all of a sudden she wasn’t just playing along for Sophia’s sake.

			She wanted to prove once and for all that a certain cocky bear was NOT the master of HER destiny. No one could tell her what to do. She was in charge of her own life… even if she was being held under house arrest with threat of death if she didn’t pick one of the hunky shifters to mate with soon.

			As amusing as the day had turned out to be she still couldn’t stop worrying about Grace, but no matter who she’d tried asking today she’d been denied access to her cell phone or any phone for that matter. She hoped that her foster sister was okay, but there was little hope for that on even a good day. Her junkie roommate was always in trouble. “Just don’t go home,” she whispered under her breath as if her friend might somehow be able to hear her from hundreds of miles away.

			***

			She’d escaped to her own room as soon as possible after dinner. But sleep proved to be an elusive mistress. At one point she could have sworn that she heard the sound of him breathing on the other side of the wall. She’d seen him in the savage glory of his bear state, and she was sure that the flimsy door locks wouldn’t have even slowed him down if he decided to barge in on her.

			Too bad that she was a big hot mess who didn’t really know what she wanted him to do. While her mind was hell bent on resisting him, her sex deprived body secretly wanted him to step in through the shared bathroom. Her crazy hormones wanted him to climb right into bed with her so that they could pick back up with what he’d started after she’d accidentally entered the wrong room after her shower. “Maybe you should ‘accidentally’ go visit him again?” her naughty libido suggested in the silence of her thoughts.

			She moaned into the pillow in an effort to vent some of her frustration, but it did nothing to soothe the urges he’d stirred inside of her body. He was a complication she so didn’t need right now. She already had enough crap to overcome thanks to her druggie roommate. The last thing she needed was to let some hunky MANIMAL put the moves on her and ultimately break her heart.

			***

			Sophia kept her company while she got ready for her date, supplying her with some much needed distraction. Fortunately, the woman didn’t require much in the way of feedback as she continued on and on with her endless chattering. As for Michelle, she just couldn’t figure out why she was so nervous. It’s not like this was the first date she’d ever been on! Although it had been far longer than she cared to admit since she’d gone out on the town. She was too busy fighting to survive to scope out men.

			She checked her makeup for the umpteenth time and smoothed the dress down over her wide hips. The dress was all black and it was the type of thing she’d always wanted to buy but never had. What made it stand out was the sexy black lace train in the back that extended past where the short skirt tapered off.

			The neckline was almost up to her chin, which would almost have made the dress seem modest. But from the back view it told an entirely different story. The scooped cutout dipped all the way down her spine, stopping just short of the full curve of her ass. Thanks to the gravity defying stilettos she was wearing her rear end had never looked so good.

			She’d arranged her long hair in a curly updo, and she felt almost as though she was waiting for her prom date to arrive and take her to the dance. All of this made her feel even more silly, since she’d never even made it to her senior prom because she’d had to work in order to save up money for her college fund. When she thought of all the sacrifices she’d made to get a degree, a degree which she STILL didn’t have... well she felt as though someone had sucked all of the wind out of her sails.

			She flopped gracelessly down on the edge of the mattress. Sometimes she wondered if she’d ever get her nursing degree. She wasn’t even in her twenties anymore. Now that she was thirty-one she couldn’t help but wonder if she was simply too old to better herself. Would she be better off if she just stopped fighting the uphill battle and learned to enjoy waitressing more?

			Was she just kidding herself that she was college material? For the first time since she’d woken up in this strange bear’s den she wondered if she should throw in the towel. Would she be better off if she just stopped fighting it and married one of the shifters? At least then she wouldn’t have to worry about keeping a roof over her head.

			“Until he gets you pregnant and splits. Then you’d have one more mouth to take care of and no money to do it with,” she thought darkly. No, shacking up with a man was not the answer to ANY of her numerous problems. She’d learned over and over again not to trust people, because they’d always failed her in the past.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			Jacob had driven her to a fancy restaurant over an hour away. There’d been a long line of people waiting outside to get in, but he’d pulled a key out of his pocket and led her in through a side door.

				“If this date ends up with me getting arrested there will be no more dates for you,” she warned him sternly.

			He chuckled as he opened a door that said “Employees Only,” and then he leaned in so close that his lips brushed the back of her neck. “This is my restaurant. It’s the thing I’m most passionate about, so I wanted to share it with you.”

			When he said the word “passionate” it sounded like he was purring and she let loose a little giggle because all of his attempts at being sexy seemed to bypass her libido completely and go directly to her funny bone. He led her inside one of the biggest kitchens she’d ever seen and handed her an apron. It seriously made the kitchen in the diner where she’d worked look like a little kid’s play set or something.

			“So now I have to work for my dinner?” she joked playfully. “You know I’m a waitress, right? So I’d probably do better on the other side of that door. I’m actually looking for a job right now if you have any openings,” she suggested. “Perhaps this evening won’t wind up being a total waste after all,” she thought to herself.

			“If you were my mate we could run this business together,” he said earnestly. “I’d love that,” he admitted. “Having someone to share the restaurant with would be incredible. It’s a lot of work, but it’s what makes me tick. Does that make any sense at all to you… or am I just rambling here?”

			She didn’t know what to say so she just smiled at him and nodded. They both washed their hands at a large industrial sink station, and part of the reason she was so thorough was because she needed a moment to collect her thoughts before she answered him.

			“I don’t think that I’ve ever had a job that I’ve been that passionate about,” she finally admitted. The fact that it was the truth made her feel sad. “Work for me has always been about making ends meet. That’s why I want to get my nursing degree. Hospitals always need more nurses, and I feel like there would be job security in a field like that.”

			“So what you’re really passionate about is security,” Jacob said insightfully.

			His declaration made her feel uncomfortable, as though he’d gone poking about in her head. She hadn’t given him permission and she didn’t know if she had good feelings about what all he might find in there if he kept looking.

			“Maybe,” she stalled, trying to think of another topic to switch the conversation to.

			“Answer me this,” he said looking directly into her eyes. “What would you want to do if you didn’t have to worry about money? What do you love? What makes you tick? What’s your deepest darkest desire?”

			He practically purred the last word but her problem wasn’t with his overt sexuality, it was with the panic he was evoking in her. He’d just shot her life goals all to hell and she didn’t even begin to know how to deal with that. She wanted to steal the ostrich’s classic move and bury her head in the sand and pretend that this conversation had never happened.

			“I… I have no idea,” she finally admitted. And suddenly she felt almost paralyzed with the great unknown that her future had become. Suddenly she wasn’t quite so sure that she wanted to be a nurse, or that there’d be a guaranteed job waiting for her if and when she finally graduated. Was she chasing after all the wrong things?

			Jacob handed her a knife, and she hardly even noticed how forward he was being when he wrapped his arms around her and showed her how to properly chop an onion. When she started crying it wasn’t because the onion fumes were burning her eyes, it was because he’d just blown the top off of her mind. How does someone make it to thirty-one without ever having been asked what they want out of their life? How was it that this man was the first person to ever seem to care about what she wanted out of her future?

			How had she made it this long without amassing any real hopes and dreams? She had nothing to show for her life beyond a failed attempt to attain some financial security. Shouldn’t someone along the way, a teacher, a foster parent, a case worker, ANYONE, have asked her what the hell she wanted to be when she grew up?

			All of a sudden she felt overwhelmed by the busy environment of the kitchen with all the prep staff bustling about. She felt like she was suffocating and she had to get outside where the air was fresh so that she could breathe. She dropped the knife and it clattered as it hit the wooden butcher block. She darted towards the employees only entrance and rushed outside.

			Standing in the middle of the parking lot she gulped in a shaky lungful of fresh air as she sought to work through what she could only imagine must be a panic attack. Jacob followed her outside and he sighed as he wrapped his arms around her. He made gentle shushing noises in her ear as though she were an infant and she found it strangely comforting.

			“You don’t have to figure everything out tonight,” he assured her. “But I can tell from just one date that you’re a woman I’d love to get to know better. Your life could be so easy if you chose me. You’d never have to worry about things like making enough money to keep a roof over your head or put food on the table. I have plenty of money, and I’m not just talking about what comes in from the restaurant. You wouldn’t even have to work if you didn’t want to. I’d be honored if you wanted to just stay home and raise our pups.”

			“Pups?” she asked nervously.

			“Call them babies if that makes you feel more comfortable.”

			Michelle couldn’t say that talk of babies gave her any less anxiety, although it was better than imagining puppies. She couldn’t help but feel like he must not understand her as much as he’d seemed to. For him to bring up children so soon… well it was all just too much for her to handle. How could she ever trust someone else enough to agree to a lasting commitment, let alone build a family with them?

			Jacob was a smooth operator, and before she even realized how it had happened he’d turned her about in his arms and he was kissing her. His mouth was warm and his breath was pleasant, but his touch failed to ignite anything inside of her. It wasn’t like Parker’s kiss had been. And then suddenly, as though her very thoughts had conjured him, Parker was there, and his arms were tearing her out of Jacob’s grasp and pushing her out of the way.

			She couldn’t believe her eyes when she saw him cock back his arm and throw a powerful punch straight at Jacob’s face. The wolf shifter lurched to the side, narrowly avoiding Parker’s fist. They continued to parry back and forth, and as the fight continued to escalate the strapping men quickly drew an audience.

			When Michelle saw Parker’s skin begin quivering she knew she had to do something fast, or risk whatever consequences would play out if Parker lost control and shifted in front of a crowd of innocent humans. She doubted they could all be forced to marry shifters, and she was quite frankly horrified at the thought of somehow causing another person’s death. Common sense dictated that she flee in the opposite direction… but she wasn’t above being rash when she needed to be. She ignored her survival instinct and made her way towards the two fighting men.

			“Stop it now!” she shouted loudly. “People are watching you.”

			She reached a hand out and grabbed Parker’s arm. When he turned and roared at her she saw that he was even closer to the edge than she’d first realized. The moment he noted the look of anger and disappointment in her eyes he stopped fighting and tried to apologize. The words were trapped in his mouth when Jacob’s blow landed with a smack on the side of his cheek and knocked him to the ground.

			“I said stop it!” she screamed and her date backed away with his hands raised in surrender. “What do you have to say for yourself?” she asked kneeling over Parker.

			“He was trying to force himself on you,” the bear shifter began lamely.

			“I’ve never forced myself on a woman in my entire life!” Jacob spat out defensively.

			“You need to leave,” Michelle ordered firmly.

			Parker tried to argue, but she cut him off with an icy glare. He sighed and pulled himself up off of the ground. He began shuffling slowly towards his truck. Once he turned back and looked longingly at her but then he continued on his way. Then he drove off without another word.

			Michelle went back inside with Jacob, but the evening had been ruined for her. Jacob didn’t try to put the moves on her again. He’d seen something in her eyes, and now he understood things that he doubted she even realized about herself. The woman had a thing for the bear shifter, the type of thing he’d be a fool to try to get in the way of. The type of thing that lasted forever.

			He escorted her to a private dining alcove and insisted that she order anything on the menu that struck her fancy. Normally a five hundred dollar bottle of wine would have made her feel like a queen, but for some reason she felt morose and depressed. She felt lonely. It made no sense for her to feel this way, given how she was literally surrounded by other people.

			She couldn’t begin to put her finger on what exactly was bothering her, but for the rest of the evening she felt off. She spoke little and ate less. She mechanically chewed her food when Jacob asked if there was something wrong with it, but it might as well have been cardboard instead of steak. When they’d finished their dessert she asked him to take her back to the bear’s den. 

			Once there he gave her a chaste peck on the cheek and she thanked him again for a lovely evening before retreating back to her room so that she could be alone with her tumultuous thoughts.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			The next day played out very similarly to the previous one. This time Sophia had arranged a challenge which was like an amalgamation between a debate team and a beauty pageant. When the bachelor’s name was called he would strut up onto the stage from wherever he’d been standing and then he would answer one of the many questions that Sophia had prepared in advance.

			On the plus side, at least no one tried to manhandle her during this particular competition.Their only means of wooing her today were with their honeyed words. When the women gathered together once again in the living room to tally their scores she found she was distracted and unable to fully pay attention.

			When push came to shove it didn’t really matter who she went out on a date with… so long as it wasn’t Parker. If she had her way she’d never spend another second alone with that insufferable man. She agreed with the majority vote, and found herself being whisked away on an instant date to the movie theater with James, a very shy were-rabbit who looked like he’d rather hop away than try to say two words to her.

			The introverted mess didn’t even try to hold her hand in the movie theater, which was a trick most men mastered by junior high. It wasn’t like she wanted to be manhandled, but the man had no spine. She was fairly certain that Parker would have been all over her by this point if he’d had access to her in a darkened theater.

			The previews had just ended when a lone figure slid into the seat next to her. She didn’t have to turn to know who it was. Her whole body turned on as though someone had switched on a light switch… which made her resent her traitorous body like never before.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Michelle hissed angrily at Parker. “I’m here for a date with James, not you!”

			She turned and watched with mounting disgust as James fled down the crowded aisle, away from her, and away from Parker. She highly doubted that the pathetic rabbit would stop hopping until he reached the humble safety of his warren and disappeared inside.

			“James and I came to an understanding earlier,” Parker explained in his best movie theater whisper voice. He reached around her and snagged the popcorn bucket and began happily munching away. His presence was overwhelming, almost like he was taking up all the oxygen in the theater. The man simply took up too much space to be ignored.

			All too soon he was reaching past her for the candy and drinks that James had left behind. His leg brushed up against hers and she couldn’t even begin to focus on what was actually happening on the screen which meant she had no idea what was going on with the plot. She really hoped that two days had been enough time for Sophia to locate the love of her life, because as for herself she was done helping her perpetrate the great dating hoax. She just couldn’t do this anymore, not with Parker popping up every time she blinked.

			When Parker slid his arm around her shoulders and reached for her hand that was the final straw. It didn’t matter that ten minutes prior she’d been blaming James for not doing the very same thing. Quite  frankly it didn’t have to make sense. The man just made her furious no matter what he did. She lept to her feet in outrage and dumped her extra large Coke on his head. While he sat there sputtering in shock she ripped the popcorn bucket out of his hands and poured that over him as well.

			Someone started clapping. Apparently even in the darkened theater someone had witnessed her actions and approved. She glared down at him icily, but Parker didn’t say a word in his defense. He just sat there looking as though he’d been tarred and feathered with a ridiculous expression on his face. She’d known many men that wouldn’t have hesitated to hit her if she’d pulled something like that on them, but Parker didn’t even look mad at her.

			“You’re such an ass,” she whispered angrily before storming out of the theater in a huff. She eyed the ladies room as she stomped her way through the lobby. But she didn’t stop there, feeling fairly certain that he’d either follow her inside, or wait her out indefinitely.

			There was just no escaping the pesky bear. And that was the root of her problems. Did he really expect her to just leave her whole life behind? It may not have been great or anything, but at least she’d made her own choices before he’d forced her off of that park bench. She’d reached the edge of the parking lot but she didn’t slow down as she continued towards the highway.

			“Maybe I’ll just keep walking until I hit a new town,” she thought pitifully to herself.

			“My truck’s back there,” Parker mumbled around a mouth full of Twizzlers. He wasn’t more than two yards behind her, but he moved so softly that she hadn’t even noticed him until he’d spoken.

			“Why can’t you just let me go?” she asked hopelessly.

			“You know I can’t do that.”

			“But I promise I won’t tell anyone about shifters!”

			“Even without the law I couldn’t let you go. My bear would never allow it,” he said huskily. “Being without you is like being without oxygen.”

			“Sometimes I almost think you believe the crap that comes out of your mouth.”

			“I’m not trying to bullshit you. I… I can’t explain it. I’ve just known from the moment I first saw you that you’re MINE. It’s like you were made just for me.”

			“Stalker much? Are you always such a psycho with the ladies? Does your family understand just how unhinged you are?”

			“I know you have feelings for me too,” he pleaded, taking a small step in her direction.

			“You don’t know a damn thing about what I want.”

			“Please just get in my truck and I’ll take you back to my parents’ den. It’s not like you were enjoying yourself with the scaredy rabbit anyway. The man’s a total wet blanket.”

			“We were having a nice date until you showed up,” she lied out defensively.

			“The bunny could never protect you like I can. And he could never show you the passion that we share. Would you like me to remind you just how good it was between us?” he asked her.

			“No I wouldn’t,” she lied again, not caring if he could smell the falsehoods on her. “I want to go back to my own life. Do you have any idea how hard I’ve worked to get my nursing degree? I’ve missed so much class now that I’m sure they’ve dropped me. And now I’m out all that money… so I’ll just have to start over again. Do you have any idea how embarrassing it is to go to school with a bunch of teenagers when I’m thirty-one and I STILL don’t have a degree?”

			“So being a nurse is what you want out of life?” he asked softly.

			“I take it you’ve been talking to Jacob. Why is that so hard for you people to understand? What gives you the right to question my plans?” She knew even as she was speaking that she was being unfair, because it was really Jacob’s fault that she had no idea what she wanted from her future. He was the one who had shown her how feeble her “dreams” really were. “Do you think I’m too stupid to get a degree? Is that it?” And as she stood there screaming in his face she realized she’d just voiced aloud one of her deepest darkest fears… that she wasn’t smart enough to complete her college courses.

			He dropped the bag of Twizzlers to the ground and ate up the remaining distance between them in two strides. His hand slid up under her chin, lifting her face up until he could see into her eyes.

			“I think you may just be the smartest woman I’ve ever met,” he said softly. His eyes were like melted chocolate, and she wanted to throw herself in the dark pools and drown. Her lips parted in anticipation, waiting for his kiss. When he was touching her she didn’t have to think about how angry he made her, or how confused she was about the future. A loud horn sounded obnoxiously, and it effectively killed the moment before his lips had even touched hers.

			“Sophia told us to tell you to stop hogging the girl!” one of the bachelors shouted from the loaded truck bed.

			“You wanna go for a ride with us?” another one of the shifters asked.

			“I’m going to kill my sister,” Parker muttered darkly. “I’ve been considering it since she hit puberty… but I don’t think I can hold back any longer.”

			Michelle broke away from Parker and sprinted over to the back of the truck. She held up her arms and allowed the men to pull her up and guide her into the center. Parker glowered furiously at their retreating shapes as the truck peeled off down the highway. All he wanted to do was spend some time alone with his woman, but his high handed, interfering, busybody of a sister just had to invite half the world over to fight him for his mate. Damn WereWeb… everyone had been far too “connected” since his tech savvy uncle Keen had launched his shifter friendly version of Facebook.

			One way or another he was going to win Michelle over. He’d thought he stood a chance tonight; he’d seen the telltale spark of desire in her eyes before the truckload of idiots had shown up. He wasn’t about to throw in the towel now, not when the stakes were so high. He simply wasn’t going to stop until he won her heart. But he knew he had to move fast before someone else managed to succeed where he’d failed.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			Michelle had been planning on feigning illness in order to avoid whatever festivities Sophia had planned for the day, but she was about to discover that she’d been outmaneuvered once again.

			“Knock Knock,” Sophia called out in a loud sing-songy voice. Michelle groaned and pulled the blanket back up over her head. “I heard that,” Sophia sang.

			“Stupid shifters and their stupid super hearing,” Michelle muttered as she dragged herself out of bed and stomped over to the door like a petulant child. She didn’t invite the woman in, but Sophia pushed her way inside just the same. Michelle crawled back under the covers and turned so that her back was facing “Miss Chipper Sunshine.” None of this deterred Sophia for a moment. She just kept yammering away, even though it was obvious that her audience was less than captivated.

			“So this morning at breakfast I held a lottery… which means we already know who your next date is! His name is Eugene and he’ll be here in exactly fifteen minutes so you need to get those sexy buns of yours out of bed and dressed.”

			“I’m not going anywhere. I don’t feel well,” she lied lamely.

			“Oh, you poor thing. I guess I’ll just have to go fetch my brother so that he can spend the day nursing you back to health, alone…. in your room,” Sophia finished pointedly.

			“You don’t play fair,” Michelle complained.

			“Sorry, the stakes are too high for me to be nice.” Sophia leaned in close and whispered conspiratorially. “I have a date with one of the single shifters, and my dad’s been too busy breaking up fights and trying to keep all the men from tearing apart his house to notice what I’m up to.”

			Michelle sighed and pushed back the covers. “Who am I to stand in the way of you finding true love? One of us should get to be happy, and it obviously isn’t going to be me. Fine,” she muttered. “I’ll go on this stupid date so that you can sneak out on your top secret romantic escapade. Did this EUGENE say where he was taking me?” Michelle asked as she ran a brush through her long hair.

			“He’s taking you out on the lake with his canoe.”

			“Is this the lake that Grayslake was named for?” she asked betraying the first hint of interest.

			“It is indeed. It’s hot out so I’d recommend you keep it simple today.”

			“Booty shorts it is then,” Michelle said, stepping into the bathroom to change and brush her teeth. When she stepped out her friend whistled appreciatively.

			“You look incredible in those,” Sophia gushed enthusiastically.

			“You don’t have to lie to me. I know I have a huge caboose,” Michelle joked good naturedly.

			“In case you haven’t noticed, bears tend to like a little junk in the trunk. You are going to make their inner animals go crazy with desire… which means my dad is going to have a busy day breaking up fights. Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!” She hopped up and down excitedly and then she noticed what time it was. “Oh, I have to go get ready. Knock ‘em dead today.”

			Like a flash Sophia darted out of the room, closing the door softly behind her. As she applied her makeup she tried to process the mass of thoughts rolling about through her head. As she did every morning she wondered if Grace was ok, and wished that someone would let her near a freaking phone already so that she could call her friend. She wondered if Eugene would have his phone with him today when they went canoeing, and if he might let her use it.

			The lake sounded like a nice quiet, private type of place, which meant that no one would be around to stop her assuming her date said yes. Anticipation drummed in her heart. She was so excited by the prospect of checking in with her friend that she actually smiled warmly at Eugene when he knocked on her door to pick her up for their date.

			“So what kind of animal are you?” she asked conversationally.

			“I’m a sheep shifter,” he admitted shyly, and she couldn’t believe it when she saw a blush staining all the way out to the tips of his ears.

			“That sounds… nice,” she said graciously.

			“Oh it is,” he murmured excitedly.

			She tried to smile and sound interested as he led her out of the house. She saw several jaws drop when the other candidates caught sight of her booty shorts, and more than a few of them howled, grunted, or whistled in order to express their appreciation. She supposed she should have been expecting it when Parker stomped over angrily and grabbed her arm.

			“You can’t wear that. It isn’t decent,” he growled.

			“For your information your mother thought they were adorable. And more importantly YOU AREN’T THE BOSS OF ME!” she shrieked indignantly. The Itan was making his way over to them and she called out loudly in his direction. “Itan, do I still get to choose who I mate or is this all a farce?” she asked loudly.

			“You sure do,” Ty replied with a growl.

			“Then could you please tell your SON to keep his paws off of me?” she demanded shrilly.

			“Stand down Parker,” Ty ordered cooly.

			“But Dad…”

			“This is my territory which means I’m in charge. Let the woman go on her date with the sheep…. errr um, I mean Eugene.”

			Parker stormed off and it was all Michelle could do to keep from clicking her heels together as she gloated blissfully all the way down to the lake. At last she’d found a way to outsmart him. She should have called in the big guns days ago. She wondered what she could make him do if she got his “mommy” on her side.

			***

			Eugene had brought a huge picnic lunch with him, which would have been sweet if it weren’t for the fact that he’d brought nothing but a bunch of vegetables with him.

			“I thought all you shifters were big meat eaters,” she said disappointedly.

			“Oh no,” the sheep shifter replied. “I’m a strict vegetarian. Would you like some more hummus?” he asked excitedly.

			“Gee, I think I’m full already,” Michelle fibbed in order to spare his feelings. “I had a big breakfast,” she lied again. She only hoped that her stomach wouldn’t rumble too loudly and give her away because she had yet to eat today. Either Eugene wasn’t a very good shifter, or he was too much of a pansy to call her on it, because he didn’t call her out on her lies.

			She supposed she had no business being so picky about what she ate, especially given how she’d been about to starve to death before Parker had stumbled onto her. But there was no point in trying to rationalize with her tastebuds. They wanted a burger and that was all they had to say on the matter.

			“I’ve never been on a canoe before,” Michelle admitted nervously in an attempt to change the subject. She only hoped the sheep knew what he was doing, because she didn’t know how to swim. She supposed she could have just refused to get on the boat, but she was willing to risk a little water if it got her access to that phone! She waited until he’d rowed them out to the middle of the lake before she popped her question. The man really was trying to be romantic, which would have been cute if he hadn’t been so darned pathetic.

			“Do you know what time it is?” she asked innocently.

			Eugene tugged a phone out of his front right pants pocket and she was so glad that she’d been right and that it wasn’t a wallet. She knew she wasn’t likely to get a better opportunity. This was her only chance to call Grace. So she popped the question right after he told her the time and before he’d had a chance to put the phone away.

			“Do you mind if I use your phone for a second?” she asked, batting her eyelashes in what she hoped was an attractive manner. She’d never really tried to flirt before, so this was all new to her.

			“Uhh hmmmm, sure I guess,” he stammered awkwardly as he handed over the device.

			She raced to dial Grace’s number and pressed the plastic screen anxiously up to her ear. Then, unexpectedly the boat started rocking. When the canoe tipped over she started to scream, which was how she wound up with a lungful of lake water. She kicked out helplessly with her hands and feet, but almost instantly she began to sink to the bottom of the lake. The phone drifted uselessly out of her hands.

			Even if the call had managed to transmit past all the water, the circuits would have been fried by now. As she drowned she felt almost peaceful as the fight left her body. Although, as she began to lose consciousness she couldn’t help but think about how unfair it was that no one had ever taken the time to teach her how to swim. 

			Wasn’t that the type of thing that real parents did? But she’d never had anyone to care for her but a long line of disinterested foster families. She’d never experienced the unconditional love of a mother and father. So now she was going to die because she didn’t know how to swim.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			Parker’s heart sank right down to the bottom of the lake with her when he realized that Michelle was drowning. He’d have loved to sit around and beat on himself for what he’d just done, but first he had to rescue his mate. His bear was thundering to be released, but Parker knew he couldn’t let that happen. There was no denying the fact that his bear was the stronger swimmer, but he couldn’t risk scratching her or crushing her when his bear tried to snatch her up out of the water.

			He was afraid to even blink as he continued to kick and swim his way down to her. He wanted to cry out in horror when he saw her feet get tangled up in an old discarded fish net, but that would have been inadvisable given the fact that he was underwater. When he finally reached her he tried to tug her free, but the gnarled old net wrapped around her might as well have been a pair of handcuffs, because it refused to budge an inch.

			Focusing his inner beast on the fingers of his right hand, he called forth just enough of his animal to sharpen his blunt fingertips into a wick bear claw. He sliced through the net easily and pulled her into his arms. By this point his lungs were beginning to burn, but he knew on a primal level that he had a lot of work to do before he earned his next breath. Trying to swim with her in his arms proved difficult and he knew he was losing precious time. Just when he began to see white spots at the edge of his vision he managed to break through the surface of the lake.

			He gasped, sucking in a desperate lungful of air and he struggled to make sure that Michelle’s head was also above the surface. Her skin felt as cold as death and her body remained lifeless and limp, as though she no longer felt the need to breathe. His bear roared from within him, demanding that he save their woman. He rushed to paddle his way to the shore, and for the first time he was grateful that there were so many male shifters around. Half a dozen strong males dove into the lake and helped pull her out of the water.

			Eugene had followed behind him, standing nervously at the edge of the dock. He felt embarrassed because he’d frozen up in the moment when he should have tried to help rescue Michelle. He wanted to make sure that she was alright, but then he planned to go back home. There was no way that he stood a chance with her after a screw up like this. If he was honest with himself, he’d known from the get go that a sheep didn’t stand a chance in a fight against bears and wolves.

			Parker’s Uncle Isaac waited expectantly on the dock, and he wondered if someone had called for the doctor or if the man had just sensed that he was needed. Parker allowed the other shifters to drag her out of his arms and lay her flat on the wooden planks so that Isaac could administer CPR.

			If he were a wolf he would have howled out his anguish, but instead he just ground his teeth together as he watched the proceedings in wide eyed torment. He’d never expected to find love, and now because he was the world’s biggest idiot he was going to the lose the one person that meant more to him than life itself.

			Michelle painfully vomited up a good gallon of lake water. After she’d finished heaving she just lay there weakly, too tired to move or speak.

			“Take her back to the house and get her into dry clothes,” Isaac ordered. Parker started to lunge desperately for her, but Isaac stopped him cold. “Not you Parker.”

			A couple of other shifters rushed to comply and Parker decided that he didn’t care what animal he was and he let out a mournful moan that sounded an awful lot like a howl.

			***

			Michelle lay weakly on the living room sofa. The women had quickly taken over and ordered the men out of the room, so thankfully it was Mia and Gigi who had stripped her down and bundled her up in a baggy pair of sweats and a t-shirt. She’d never seen the clothes before, but they smelled like Parker, which she found oddly comforting.

			The women sat with her while she recovered, and when she complained hoarsely that her throat felt raw, Gigi gently coaxed a warm cup of tea with honey and lemon down her to sooth her throat. At some point she must have dozed off. She was surrounded by the faint buzzing of voices, and a louder agitated sounding voice in the distance. When she came to the next morning her female guards had been swapped out by Sophia and her Aunt Kira.

			“She’s awake!” Sophia bubbled excitedly when she noticed that Michelle’s eyes were open.

			Before she’d even had ten seconds to acclimate herself to the notion of being once again among the land of the living the sound of footsteps thundered in from the hallway. Parker pushed his way past the women’s feeble protests that he shouldn’t be there and dropped to the ground beside the couch. He pulled her gently into his arms, as though she were fragile porcelain and he was afraid he might break her. 

			“I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you couldn’t swim. I just wanted to stop the phone call,” he murmured over and over again.

			His eyes were bloodshot and swollen and she could tell that he probably hadn’t slept a wink the night before. For a brief moment she almost pitied him, but then she remembered who had tipped the boat in the first place.

			“What the hell were you even doing in the lake? Get your hands off me… you… you… BASTARD! Not all of us had fucking picture perfect childhoods where we learned how to do things like fucking swim!” Unfortunately she’d yelled every last word, and had virtually guaranteed that everyone in the house had heard her passionate words.

			“Language!” Mia chastised her as she bustled into the room. “I’m afraid that your potty mouth is going to cost you, dear.”

			“Well good luck with that, because I don’t have any money,” Michelle retorted rudely.

			“Oh I did away with the swear jar years ago,” Mia said breezily. “I’ve moved onto something far more satisfying than money… RESTITUTION.”

			***

			And that was how Michelle found herself being wheedled and pushed outside by the seemingly sweet Mia. “I need all these weeds pulled,” she said pointing down the long driveway. “I’ve been waiting weeks for someone to say something naughty enough to get it done, but over the years most of the clan has learned to watch their mouths in my house.”

			Mia plopped a big floppy summer hat on Michelle’s head and then she set a bucket on the ground next to her. There was a ratty pair of gardening gloves in the bucket, but they looked dirty and gross, so she opted to go without protections. Mia kicked open a portable lawn chair and sat down to stare at her recalcitrant laborer.

			“Are you going to watch over me like a hawk the whole time I’m out here pulling weeds?” she asked angrily.

			“Goodness no. It’ll get far too hot out here after noon. I just thought I’d keep you company for a little bit. As you know, I overheard what you said earlier and you were wrong on quite a few counts so I thought I’d do you a favor and set you straight.”

			“Oooh, so I get forced manual labor and a lecture?” Michelle asked sarcastically.

			“Save your sarcasm for my son. He seems to find it attractive. I don’t. As you might have noticed, the men in this family aren’t known for their fabulous communication skills. What exactly has my son told you about himself?”

			“He generally just grabs my arms and yells at me like a stalker as he barks MINE!”

			Mia winced visibly. “Sounds even worse than I imagined. It looks like my son and I will be having a talk today as well. That’s no way for a man to treat the woman he loves.”

			“He doesn’t love m…” Michelle began to argue but Mia cut her off.

			“We both know the boy’s mad about you,” she tsked. “I guarantee you he’s never acted this way about another woman, EVER. I suggest you get to work, it only gets harder the hotter it gets. Now, where to begin… First off, Parker’s not a bastard. His parents were very much married when he was born. I love my son very much, but just to be clear, he’s not my biological son.”

			“What?” she struggled to absorb that bit of news. Mia didn’t respond to her outburst, but instead chose to continue with her speech.

			“My husband and I have worked very hard to provide all of our children with a happy and secure environment, but Parker’s childhood didn’t start out that way. He entered my life unexpectedly when he was only four years old. His uncle had brutally murdered both of his parents and was trying to finish him off as well, because he was the only thing standing between him being the clan’s next Itan.”

			“I thought your husband was the Itan?” Michelle asked, beginning to feel overwhelmed by all the details.

			“Shifters have different territories, some are as small as a city or town, and some span whole states. Parker’s family had a much larger territory. His uncle was actually a distant relative of mine but I won’t bother getting into all of that now. Suffice it to say, his uncle was a very bad man who tried to kill Parker and a bunch of people I love dearly. That’s how Isaac got his scars.”

			“Oh…” Michelle murmured. She’d noticed the doctor’s scars, but had tried to pretend that she didn’t see them in order to spare the older man’s feelings.

			“Ty and I adopted Parker and he is our son in every possible way, except through birth. When he turned twenty-five and reached the age of majority he moved away to assume leadership of his rightful territory. He doesn’t visit much anymore, he’s too busy being Itan. He’s only here right now because I nagged him into coming to see me. I just couldn’t stand how he hadn’t settled down and found a mate and that’s exactly what I’d planned on discussing with him... but then he ran into you so it wasn’t necessary. He needed to know that as Itan it’s his responsibility to sire an heir… and more importantly, I want grandbabies. Thanks to menopause I don’t get to have any more cubs of my own,” she sighed wistfully.

			“I’m surprised you only had Sophia if you like babies so much,” Michelle commented.

			“Is… That...What… You… Think?” Mia gasped out a word at a time as she laughed uncontrollably.

			“I don’t get it.”

			“Honey, I have ten children. Why do you think this house is so big? Sophia is my only girl, but in addition to Parker I have eight more boys.”

			“What the…” Michelle wisely slammed her mouth shut before she earned herself any more “restitution.” “Where exactly have you been hiding eight children? Why haven’t I seen them around the house?”

			“They are currently traveling around the country with their grandparents.”

			“Oh!” It was all Michelle could do to keep from grabbing her own vagina in protest. Ten kids. What on earth had the woman been thinking? Ty couldn’t possibly be THAT good in the sack. She was surprised the woman could even walk straight after all the childbearing those poor hips had endured.

			“I’d settle for one or two grandbabies,” Mia said when she noted the look of horror on her face. “And marrying a shifter doesn’t mean you have to have a big family. That’s something every couple decides for themselves. Well I guess I should leave you alone with your thoughts for now. After all it’s a long way to the end of the driveway and you have your restitution to finish.”

			And just like that Mia folded up her chair and walked away. Michelle was left alone by herself to yank out weeds and to try to process the giant bombshell of intel that Mia had just dropped on her. It didn’t make any sense, but the thought that Parker had his own tragic past made her able to relate to him on a deeper level. They’d had more in common than she’d realized.

			Her mind inevitably retreated back to the shocking size of Mia’s family. If anyone thought they were going to knock her up ten times they were crazy! She honestly didn’t know if she would ever want to have kids. In order to do so she would have to know that she was bringing them into a safe environment, and from what she’d seen so far her world was far from secure.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			Mia was right, the later it got the more miserable the summer heat became. She’d run back into the house to swap out for her skimpy shorts and a tube top. She was hoping to at least get a nice tan out of all this suffering. She got a few appreciative catcalls from the single shifters as she headed back outside, but the glare she turned on the men kept any of them from approaching her. Before such attention might have made her feel desirable, now it just annoyed her.

			Her stupid body only seemed to care if Parker noticed how nice she looked, and she’d had it with the irrational feelings of desire that cropped up inside of her any time the insufferable man was near. Just thinking about him had her nipples tightening into hard peaks as though they longed for his touch. But she wasn’t interested in what her hormonal body wanted to do, because she knew she’d be the one who wound up being the victim here.

			Eventually the man would lose interest in her; she still didn’t understand what it was he saw in her in the first place. When the fire of his passion died out she knew exactly who would wind up burned and trying to sweep up the charred remains of her broken heart. All she had to do was avoid him long enough to scrape together some money to start over. Then she planned to sneak away.

			Thoughts of fleeing had her looking down the long weed choked driveway, and to the dirt road. She knew that the road would lead to the highway and from there on out was the path to freedom. She was strongly considering starting skipping out right now if only to see how far she would get before someone tried to stop her. It would be a bummer to leave behind all of her nice new clothes, but she was certain she could make a good go of it somewhere else. All she needed was a new job and then everything else would fall into place, right?

			“Need some help?” asked the last person on earth she’d willingly accept charity from.

			“You’re ruining my life! Why can’t you just leave me the fuck alone?” she screamed at him.

			“It’s language like that that earned you this restitution in the first place. You’d better keep your voice down or my mom will hear you,” Parker warned her as he squatted down, yanked out a few weeds, and added them to her bucket.

			She couldn’t have explained what came over her, but in that moment she snapped as a wave of fury shot through her body. She howled in rage as she ran and tackled him to the ground. He wrapped his arms protectively around her as they went rolling down the side of the driveway and then went spilling out into the nearby woods. She pummeled the unrelenting and firm expanse of his muscled chest. She scratched shallow furrows down his arms with her sharp nails and she yelled at him, but he never once made any move to hurt her.

			When it didn’t seem like she had any intention of ever stopping he rolled again so that she was trapped harmlessly beneath him. He straddled her with his powerful thighs and pinned her arms above her head. He pressed a hand over her mouth so that he could say his piece.

			“I never meant to hurt you. I didn’t know you couldn’t swim. I was just trying to stop your phone call before it went through. If the dumb sheep hadn’t given you the phone in the first place I never would have had to intervene.”

			“Sure, blame the sheep,” she hissed when he removed his hand briefly so that she could speak. He put his hand back over her mouth and continued.

			“I’m sorry you saw those tigers and that it put you in an impossible situation of having to leave your life behind. No, that’s a lie. I’m not really sorry about that because if you hadn’t had to run from those tigers we’d never have met.”

			Just when he thought he’d finally gotten through to her she bit his hand, hard. He sucked on his bleeding digit while she yelled at him. “Did it never even enter your mind to just take the phone?”

			Parker shook his head ruefully no.

			“And why were you even in the lake? Why do you keep ruining all my dates? Don’t you want me to be happy?”

			“Those men could never have made you happy. None of them understand you. All I want to do is to take care of you. Is it so hard to believe that I want to dedicate the rest of my life to making you happy? Eugene and James are afraid of their own shadows. How much help do you think they’d be if the tigers found you?”

			The man had a point there, but damned if she was going to tell him that. She could feel something hard and firm digging into her and it didn’t take her long to pinpoint exactly what it was. The man had a lot of nerve, or perhaps balls would have summed it up better. Here they were in the middle of an argument and he was aroused, so much so that his erection was digging into her. He must have taken her silence as a sign of like interest, because he dropped his head down as if her were preparing to kiss her.

			That was when she kneed him hard in the crotch and crawled out from under him while he was cupping himself and growling in agony. She ran past the bucket of weeds without bothering to pick up her tools. If Mia complained about her unfinished driveway she could take the matter up with her oldest son, the one who didn’t know how to keep his hands to himself.

			She slammed the door to her room shut and she briefly considered showering some of the sweat and dirt off. But she was just too upset to risk running into him in their shared bathroom so she just crawled into bed instead. She didn’t care if it was the middle of the day; sleep was the only place left where she could be alone with her thoughts. Now if only she could get her racing mind to shut off and power down. It took her a long time to conk out because her subconscious kept shouting at her to give the bear a chance already.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			She woke up to the feeling of a thousand fire ants biting her all at once. She threw off the comforter and lunged to her feet, itching madly over every part of her body that she could reach. She caught sight of herself in the mirror and screamed. She was covered in red spots and bleeding sores from where she’d scratched herself raw.

			Ty and Mia came bursting in when they heard her screaming. The Itan’s hands had already morphed into a wicked set of claws, but when he saw that she was alone and unharmed the talons receded back into his nail beds. When he got a closer look at her he started laughing uproariously.

			“You cut that out and get your brother to help the poor girl,” Mia ordered. “The doctor will be here soon, dear.”

			“What’s wrong with me?” Michelle asked, still scratching at her arms.

			“My best guess would be poison ivy. I guess you don’t run into that much in the city, huh?”

			“Oh… argh… it burns,” Parker roared from the other room.

			“Why don’t you head on out to the living room while I see what’s the matter with Parker,” Mia suggested.

			Michelle did as she was told, itching every step of the way.

			***

			Isaac checked in on Parker first, because he was closest. It didn’t take him more than two seconds to realize that his nephew was faking it big time.

			“Just slather some calamine lotion on me and make me look pitiful,” he begged shamelessly.

			“But bears can’t get poison ivy,” Isaac argued.

			“She doesn’t have to know that,” Parker pleaded. “This could be the perfect bonding opportunity for us,” he puckered out his bottom look and looked pathetic.

			“The puppy dog look hasn’t worked since you were five,” his uncle snorted. But, in the end Isaac relented. He even added a layer of gauze over the lotion to help disguise the fact that he didn’t actually have a rash. In the end his nephew looked like a pink tinged mummy. “Don’t forget to scratch and complain every few minutes,” Isaac advised him as he left for the living room to tend his real patient.

			When he had finished helping Michelle she looked just as ridiculous as Parker, although she made for a far cuter pink mummy. Isaac had given her strict orders to stay inside and watch TV all day. When Parker came lumbering into the room she couldn’t help but feel bad for him as he moaned and itched at his arms.

			“Not you too!” she said, and Parker could have sworn the look she gave him was almost apologetic.

			“I’m afraid so,” he sighed reluctantly. “It must have happened when you knocked me down in the woods. Do you mind if I watch TV with you? Uncle Isaac said I’m supposed to rest inside all day.”

			“Sure, but I’m not sharing the remote, so stay at your own risk.”

			“Now I’m frightened,” Parker joked.

			Ty had requested everyone’s help repairing some old sections on the edge of the property line and no one had dared to refuse him. After all, he was the Itan. Ty wasn’t about to pass up the opportunity to put this many able bodied men to work. The way he saw it he deserved it because the shifters had been eating him out of house and home for over a week now.

			The day passed pleasantly for Parker and Michelle and he couldn’t stop congratulating himself mentally on his brilliant plan. He probably would have pulled it off successfully if his grandparents hadn’t returned three days ahead of schedule with his brothers. When his twelve year old brother Zach burst into the room he tried to glare daggers at him, and then he tried to telepathically order him to leave. But, given the fact that Parker wasn’t a telepath and his brother wasn’t observant, none of his messages got through.

			“What’s wrong with you?” Zach asked as he plopped down on the couch next to him, digging into a big bag of chips. Parker wrenched the bag out of his grasp and tried to get his brother to look into his eyes.

			“We have poison ivy,” Michelle answered for both of them before Parker could think of a good plan to get his brother to leave.

			“No you don’t. Bears can’t get poison ivy,” Zach stated as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

			Michelle dropped the remote on the couch and strode over to Parker. She ripped the bag of chips out of his hands and exited the room without saying so much as a single word to him.

			Her silence let Parker know he was in serious trouble. Usually she would have been screaming at him, swearing, and throwing things. Her eerie silence was way scarier.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			The one good thing about her poison ivy was that it gave her a good excuse to hole up in her room for the next couple of days. It also gave her a reason to skip out on the big bonfire. Not even Sophia had it in her to force Michelle out of her room when she looked that pitiful. A few of the single shifters had tried to stop by and visit her but she’d sent them all packing.

			She waited a good twenty minutes for everyone to clear out of the house and then she started cramming clothes into her backpack. She wasn’t taking everything, because there’s no way she could have fit it all. She wished she could find where Parker had hidden her phone, because she would have preferred not to have to buy a new one. As she loaded in her lovely new clothes she couldn’t help but feel a little guilty, like she was stealing from Mia, but they really had put her in an impossible situation.

			The other day had been so relaxing and wonderful with Parker when they’d flipped channels in the living room… at least it had been right up until the point she’d discovered that he was a BIG FAT LIAR. Obviously her heart had blinders on when it came to that dumb bear. She did idiotic things when he was around.

			He repeatedly caused her to let down her guard when he was near, and to dream about things she knew weren’t safe. As much as she’d like to imagine a romantic happily ever after she knew better than to trust in such flights of fancy. Which was why she’d decided that it was time to leave before he managed to hurt more than her pride. It was obvious that they were never going to let her get a job and rebuild her finances in an honorable way, so she was forced to take drastic measures.

			She left her bag on the floor by the bed and stepped softly towards the bathroom. She reapplied a new layer of calamine lotion and was relieved to see that the rash was drying up nicely. She pressed her ear up against the door that connected her room to his, struggling to hear past the sound of her racing heart. When she was sure the room was empty she cautiously opened the door and snuck inside.

			It was dark out, but she was afraid to turn on the light in case someone happened to look over at the house and notice it. She allowed herself a few moments for her eyes to adjust to the dark gloom, and then she made her way over to his bedside table where she’d spied his keys. Fortune was smiling on her and she saw that in addition to his keys he’d also left behind his wallet. Her conscience was plaguing her big time as she slipped his wallet and keys into her own pockets, but she’d have plenty of time to process through her guilt later when she was safely out of reach.

			She propped up a note against his lamp and scurried back towards her own room. Looping the backpack over her arm she made her way cautiously outdoors, making sure to head in the opposite direction from the bonfire. Fortunately that also happened to be where Parker’s truck was parked.

			She turned the key in the ignition and backed up carefully. She didn’t turn on the headlights until she was already on the highway and safely out of sight. She couldn’t stop the tears from sliding out of her eyes, and deep down she felt like she just might be making the biggest mistake of her life. But there was no going back now, not even if she’d been able to work past her own commitment issues.

			Any minute now he’d discover her note. He’d know that she was missing, and that she’d stolen both his truck and his wallet. She stopped trying to hold it back and let loose the stream of tears, feeling broken even though she’d been the one to do the leaving this time. It didn’t matter that she’d left on her own terms, Parker had still managed to steal her heart. The thought of spending the rest of her life without his larger than life presence was like a blow to the stomach. She wondered if the pain would ever stop.

			***

			“Henry! What on earth are you doing here?” Parker exclaimed, wrapping his friend in a crushing bear hug. Henry was Parker’s second in command and he’d left him behind to make sure that his territory didn’t devolve into chaos while he dealt with the more important issue of trying to court his future mate. Henry had dark brown hair and like most shifters his body was so ripped that women couldn’t keep their hands off of him.

			“Is something wrong back home?” Parker asked worriedly. His was a large territory, and there had been multiple threats over the past decade where people had tried to take his clan from him.

			“Nope. Sounds like you’ve been having some serious problems here though. Your dad called me. He thought you might need some backup. Why don’t you tell me all about this woman of yours. If she’s as wonderful as you say maybe I’ll throw my name into the hat and make a run for her.” When Parker roared and started sprouting fur Henry held up his hands defensively. “I was just kidding. You know I’d never try to get between my Itan and his Itana!”

			Parker shook his head to clear it and the fur began to recede back beneath his pores as he found his calm center. They both loaded up on Gigi’s incredible potato salad and ate far more burgers than should have been humanly possible. Parker was several beers past what even a shifter should have downed when he shouted drunkenly, “Why don’t I take you back to the den and you can meet her? She’s mad at me… but maybe she’ll forgive me if you’re there.”

			Parker knocked tipsily on Michelle’s door, but she didn’t answer. The door was locked tight, so he went through his bedroom and tried the door from the shared bathroom instead. The knob turned easily in his hand, and he didn’t need his heightened shifter senses to tell him that the room was empty.

			“Itan, I think you should take a look at this,” Henry called from his bedroom. Parker stumbled his way back through the adjoining room and tore open the letter his second in commanded handed him.

			Parker,

			I hope you can forgive me someday. Please believe me when I say how bad I feel about all of this, but you backed me into a corner when you took my stuff and you’ve left me no choice but to steal from you. I’ll mail you back your keys when I get to where I’m going, and I’ll try to pay you back as soon as I can. I just can’t do this anymore. I could never marry… mate you… whatever. It’s not you, let’s just say I have commitment issues… you’re actually kind of incredible which is why I have to leave now before it’s too late.

			I know none of this probably makes any sense, but I just can’t bear to watch when you suddenly stop being wonderful. and betray me in some unthinkable way. I don’t know how long it would take, but I do know that eventually you would fail me, or perhaps I’d be the one to break your trust… I don’t know. As you well know I like to blame everything on the fact that I didn’t have parents. Call it a crutch if you want, it just makes things easier for me. Please tell your family not to look for me and that I’m sorry about letting everyone down. I promise I’ll take your shifter secret to my grave. And… Damn you for making me love you, Parker Holmes. You knew exactly what you were doing to me the whole time. Somehow I don’t believe I’ll ever really get over you.

									Michelle

			There were discolored spots on the paper from where she’d been crying as she penned her heartfelt goodbye. He could smell the salt of her tears on the letter and all of it fed his mounting agony as he crumpled the page in his hands and dropped to his knees. His clothing ripped to shreds as his bear burst free and when he roared it sounded as though he were dying one torturous breath at a time.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			When Michelle felt like she’d driven far enough away that Parker wouldn’t be able to track her she pulled over into a cheap motel. She felt bad enough about using the shifter’s money, so she was determined to spend as little as possible as she went about creating a new life for herself. She would of course pay him back as soon as she was capable of doing so.

			Fortunately the man at the front desk didn’t question her about the card or ask her to show a photo ID. She cringed when she stepped inside the old rundown motel room. This was not a classy establishment. The carpet was stained, the air conditioner sounded sickly, and the whole room reeked of stale cigarette smoke. When she flipped on the lights several insects slithered quickly out of sight. She doubted she’d be able to sleep as she imagined the creepy crawlers slither inside her mouth and nose while she was helpless and unconscious.

			She dropped down on the bed and reached for the old fashioned phone sitting on top of the bedside table. She hurriedly dialed Grace’s number from memory, fearing the worst even while she prayed that her friend would pick up and that everything would be all right.

			“Hello?” Grace asked in a drug laced haze.

			“You’re alive!” Michelle shouted thankfully. “I’m so glad you’re ok. I’ve been so worried.”

			“Where are you? I came home and you weren’t here. It’s been over a week,” Grace accused.

			“I’m somewhere safe. Listen, you need to find somewhere to hide out for awhile. Don’t go back to the apartment. There are people after me, bad people, and they might hurt you to get to me.”

			“Just tell me where you are and I’ll come stay with you,” Grace suggested.

			“I’m too far away. I’m in Alabama.”

			“Where in Alabama?” her roommate asked.

			“It doesn’t matter,” Michelle said, forcibly switching the subject. “Listen, I have to go. Please just promise me you’ll lie low and play it safe.”

			Michelle hung up the phone and lay down on her side. The king sized mattress seemed too big for one person and her thoughts immediately shifted to Parker. “There’s no going back,” she whispered to her broken heart. The worst part was that she had no one to blame for her current predicament but herself. “I’m so pathetic,” she cried brokenly into the pillow. “Why did I have to ruin everything? I had a man who loved me...  a good man… and I broke up with him in a letter.” Sleep was a long time coming. Before long her nose was puffy and her throat was raw from crying. She was so miserable that she hardly even noticed the poison ivy anymore.

			***

			Grace’s hands were shaking as she set down the phone. She turned to face the men in the corner, her voice quavering in fear.

			“You heard her. She wouldn’t tell me where she was. So can you guys please just let me go now?” She flinched when one of the men moved like he was going to strike her and then the tiger laughed at her pathetic cringing.

			“Call the number back,” ordered the group’s leader. One of the other men grabbed Grace’s phone and punched the little green dial icon. The phone began to ring instantly.

			“Murphy’s Travel Lodge,” answered the bored male on the other end. “The perfect place to spend the night at the end of a long day on the road. Would you like to make a reservation?”

			“Why yes I would. What’s your address there?”

			“No…” Grace mouthed silently as she watched the man write down the exact address of the motel her friend was currently staying in. She had assumed at first that Michelle must be dead. But over a week had passed and the tiger shifters still hadn’t let her go or put her out of her misery. She’d begun to believe that somehow her roommate had managed to escape the city with her life intact. So why did she have to go and ruin everything by calling now?

			As for herself she’d already made peace with the fact that they were going to kill her. She wasn’t even all that upset about it, because her life had never exactly been a bed of roses in the first place. But she just couldn’t stomach the thought of anything bad happening to Michelle. Her friend didn’t deserve to die. Michelle was the only person who had ever stuck by her, even though she was always screwing everything up. Her foster sister was the only family she had.

			***

			Michelle’s first thought when she heard the knocking was that Parker had somehow tracked her down and that he was willing to forgive her… and then reality set in. She was pretty sure that the only reason he would bother hunting her down would be to get his stuff back. She’d ruined any chance of a future relationship when she’d left him and she’d never forgive herself for ruining something so incredible.

			She pressed her eye to the peep hole and was surprised to see a very bedraggled and strung out looking Grace on the other end. Her friend’s hands were shaking, her eyes were bloodshot, and it was obvious that she was experiencing some massive withdrawal symptoms. Michelle hurriedly undid the bolt and chain. It wasn’t until she’d already thrown the door wide open that she saw the man with the gun trained on Grace’s head and his two cronies waiting in the shadows.

			“Well if it isn’t the bitch that got away,” snarled a man she recognized instantly.

			He’d been there the night she’d first seen the tigers. He’d held up her dry cleaning claims receipt to the window as she’d fled on the bus. The man with the gun pushed Grace roughly into the room ahead of him and ordered Michelle to sit down.

			“You have caused us a great deal of headache,” he hissed and for a moment she feared he’d shift into a tiger right then and there. But apparently the cat wanted to toy with its mouse a little longer before he killed it. “I just can’t wait to hear all about where you’ve been and who all you’ve been shooting off your big fat mouth to. Looks like whoever it was had money, because I saw your apartment and it certainly didn’t have nice things like this in it,” he accused fingering a pair of designer heels that Mia had bought her. “Tell me his name and I’ll kill you fast.”

			“NOT GONNA HAPPEN!” she spat out loudly, making sure to enunciate every syllable. She didn’t care what they did to her, she was never going to tell them where the bear’s den was. She owed Parker at least that much for all the kindness he’d shown her.

			One of the men had snuck up behind her without her noticing him. She didn’t even sense his presence until his hands were already wrapped around her throat, squeezing all the air out of her lungs with his iron grip.

			She could hear Grace screaming in the background. She saw one of the men kick her roommate savagely to the ground, but it was as though she was experiencing everything from outside of her own body. As she began to lose consciousness she couldn’t help but wonder how she had made such a monumental mess out of her own life. Perhaps her death would bring with it a happy release; at least that’s how they always pictured it in the movies.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			“I need a favor,” Parker said into his phone.

			“You do realize it’s after midnight and your aunt is ready to kill you for disrupting her rem cycle,” his uncle Keen stated bluntly.

			“She left me,” Parker said, his voice strained. “I need you to help me find her. Please,” he asked plaintively.

			“Stay on the line. I’m heading down to my office to see if I can still hack my way around the Internet like I used to. If you tell your young impressionable cousins I did this I will deny everything.”

			“She has his wallet if that helps,” Henry interjected loudly in the background.

			“Oh, that definitely helps,” Keen said wryly.

			It only took Keen Abrams twenty minutes to track her down because she’d used one of Parker’s credit cards. “It wouldn’t have taken much longer to track the truck,” his uncle bragged. “It’s funny how close she is to your territory,” he commented. “Does she know where you live?”

			“It never came up in conversation,” Parker said tersely, forcing himself not to yell at the man who’d just bent over backwards to help him.

			“Of course she could have just read his license… the one in his stolen WALLET,” Henry muttered.

			“Thanks for everything. I owe you,” Parker said, ignoring Henry’s comment.

			“Just promise me that you’ll take your second with you in case you run into anything unexpected. Oh, and your aunt is requesting that you mate the girl ASAP so that your mom will stop complaining to her about how she doesn’t have any grand-cubs yet.”

			“That’s the plan,” Parker laughed before ending the call. He turned to face Henry and said, “Listen, you don’t have to come.”

			“Good luck getting there without me,” Henry replied bluntly as he waved his car keys in Parker’s face. “Last I heard you don’t have any wheels.”

			“Fine, but I’m driving,” he growled, reaching for the keys.

			“Like hell you are. I just had the thing detailed. I will never understand how a man can get this worked up over a woman. It hardly seems worth it,” muttered the confirmed bachelor. When his Itan snarled at him and stomped outside irritably he added, “But I’m sure she’s lovely.”

			To make a difficult situation even more aggravating, Parker had no idea where Henry had parked and he was forced to wait for his second to lead the way. Even with Henry ignoring every speed ordinance in the state he still had Parker growling at him to go faster. Soon enough they passed the “Thanks for Visiting Georgia” sign, and then they were on to the welcome to Alabama billboard.

			“Don’t you dare ruin my upholstery,” Henry ordered when he noticed that Parker’s skin had begun to sprout fur. “We’re almost there. Just hold your SHIFT together for BEAR’S sake!”

			But Parker couldn’t calm down. Hours of driving had done nothing but fuel his anxiety. He knew something was wrong even before they pulled into the parking lot. He sensed his mate was in danger even before he heard the screaming. He hurled open the door before the vehicle had even rolled to a complete stop. As if the tell tale sounds of domestic violence hadn’t been enough of a giveaway, his truck was parked in the space directly outside of the room. They were in the right spot alright.

			Henry tried to pull back on his arm and to get him to “hold on a second,” but this was not a moment where cooler heads prevailed. His bear started running, picking up momentum as he went and then he slammed hard against the window, throwing up his paws in front of him to protect his face. Shattered glass flew everywhere as he spilled into the room and rolled to a stop by the bed. The man with his hands wrapped around Michelle’s neck sniffed appreciatively when he busted in.

			“Took you long enough, lover BEAR. We were beginning to think you didn’t care. Boys, take out the trash.”

			The two men shifted into their tiger forms and all too quickly he realized his mistake. The smaller tigers danced around him, darting in again and again to slice him with their razor sharp claws. Parker roared and attempted to strike, but he was seriously outnumbered and his bulky bear couldn’t function well in this cramped indoor space. The smaller more agile cats moved about with relative ease.

			Parker attempted a partial shift, keeping his claws and muzzle intact as he moved to transform the rest of his body back into it’s smaller human form. He roared and made a lunge for the door when he saw the first man dragging Michelle’s unconscious body towards the door. There was a woman crouched in the corner who was covered in a rainbow tapestry of bruises, all in various stages of healing. Henry came crashing through the window just as the man darted past with Michelle.

			His inner bear panicked when he heard the sound of tires squealing out of the parking lot and all too soon the smell of burning rubber followed, assaulting his nose with it’s acrid stench.

			Henry launched himself at one of the tigers and was dealt a vicious cut across one arm. Grace ran screaming through the open doorway the first moment she saw an opportunity. She didn’t slow down until she was a good ways down the highway. All she knew was that in a fight between bears and tigers she didn’t want to stick around long enough to find out who won. She was certain to lose anyway you looked at it.

			Now that Henry was there to help him, Parker was finally able to shift his focus from defensive measures to prepping his own offense. He knew the tiger was faster, and certainly more agile. The tiger lunged at him again, swiping wildly with his bared claws. Parker roared in outrage as the claws tore into his back, but instead of retreating he seized the tiger by the neck, and calling forth his bear once again he brought his paws together with all the available force in his massively powerful body. He crushed the tiger’s skull bones together and then jerked violently upwards, not letting go until he heard the eerie pop of the tiger’s vertebrae detaching from the spinal column. He dropped the lifeless body to the ground and shook off the tiger’s claws where they were still digging into his back.

			“Go get your mate,” Henry ordered through a muzzle of wickedly elongated teeth. “I got this one.” He tossed Parker his keys and went back to taunting the other shifter.

			“Eeny Meeny Miney Moe,” Henry chanted as he backed the shifter into a corner. “Catch a tiger by the TOE!” The last thing Parker heard before he pulled out of the lot was the tiger snarling in agony as Henry brought his bear paw down hard and shattered every bone in the tiger’s smaller foot.

			He rolled down the windows and chuffed loudly as he pulled deep draughts of air into his lungs and tried to scent the air. He smelled the strong odor of gasoline which didn’t make any sense because they were nowhere near a filling station. The smell was so strong that it overrode any other smells that might have led him towards Michelle.

			Focusing on his sight instead of his smell, he followed the trail of burned rubber and ignored the violent shaking of the vehicle beneath him as he pushed the car faster than it had ever been intended to be driven. He could buy Henry a new vehicle, but there would be no replacing Michelle. 

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			He found them five miles down the highway and he couldn’t help but laugh at his second’s ingenuity. Suddenly the smell of gasoline made sense, and he understood what had taken Henry so long to join the fight. Henry had been busy siphoning gas out of everyone’s vehicles but his own. He owed his friend big time, but thanking him would have to wait until later. First he had a tiger to kill.

			Parker pulled over to the side of the road, parking behind the tiger’s vehicle. He shifted back into his full bear form. His animal was hands down the superior tracker. He heard them almost as soon as he caught their scent in the woods.

			“I said move, bitch!” the tiger snarled, dealing Michelle a savage blow that sent her head reeling back and brought instant tears to her eyes.

			Parker took a running leap and roared so loudly that the sound went ricocheting for miles across the empty forest. He knocked the tiger to the ground and they went rolling tooth and claw down the hill.

			Michelle’s first instinct upon finding herself suddenly free was to run, but she’d hadn’t made it more than five steps before she stopped dead in her tracks. She’d stared down death tonight head on and in doing so she’d reached some important milestones.

			She’d come to realize that she loved Parker Holmes. She loved him like she’d never loved another living being in her whole life. She’d also realized that she was never going to leave him again, even if it meant she was going to get mauled by a tiger before the night was through.

			She began to search the forest floor for anything she might be able to use as a weapon, wishing that like her future in-laws she had the ability to shift into a powerful animal. It hardly seemed fair that she had to settle for a big ass stick when everyone else had razor sharp claws. It wasn’t that she was stupid; the way she saw it she had a zero percent chance of making it out of these woods alive. But what she’d come to realize since she’d run away was that some things were simply worth fighting for, even dying for. True love was just one of those things.

			It had hit her in a powerful “Eureka” moment as the tiger had attempted to choke the life out of her. She’d realized that she’d spent her whole life chasing after something that didn’t really exist. Security. It didn’t matter how much money she had in the bank, or how much education she managed to cobble together. She’d discovered tonight that all it takes is one instant to lose EVERYTHING you care about.

			So, she was gonna go into the lion’s den… errr tiger’s den anyway. She was going to come out with the man of her dreams or she wasn’t coming out at all. The tiger and the bear were locked together in a vicious hold of snapping teeth and slashing claws. She stepped carefully, afraid to so much as rustle a leaf as she made her way towards them.

			She brought the tree limb down hard on the back of the tiger’s head and it let out a loud “Oomph!” Parker seized his opportunity and brought his deadly sharp teeth down hard, jaws grinding together and he dug into the unprotected flesh of the tiger’s neck. The bear whipped his head back for good measure, separating a goodly portion of the shifter’s esophagus from his body. He spat the tiger’s flesh from his mouth and kicked its now lifeless body to the bottom of the gorge so that nature could dispose of the body for him.

			Michelle was crying hysterically as she wrapped her arms around him. He slowly began to relax his body, beginning the process of shifting back into his human shape so that he could speak.

			“Does this mean that I win the next date?” he joked weakly.

			“Oh you... you big dumb model,” she laughed, crying happily onto his chest. “You’ve won the whole competition… that is if you still want me. I’m sorry I stole your truck... and I used your credit card,” she admitted sheepishly.

			“Well I wouldn’t let you sleep on that park bench, so the way I figure it we’re even,” he teased.

			“Is it all the blood you’ve lost, or are your jokes always this bad?”

			“I’m afraid if I answer that question truthfully that you’ll never mate me,” he admitted weakly.

			“If you feel like you can walk I’ll happily go back and mate you right now.”

			“Did I hear you right? Or have I died and gone to heaven?”

			“You’re not dead, but I think we should get you to a hospital,” Michelle said tugging on his arm.

			“No hospital. Just help me to the truck. I promise I’ll be fine. We shifters heal fast.”

			***

			“You broke my heart when you left,” Parker said softly after he’d been driving for awhile.

			“I was afraid that you’d break mine, so I ran. I’m not proud of what I did.” There was a long pause before she spoke again. “How did you even find me?” she asked, but what she really wanted to understand was why he’d even bothered.

			“My Uncle Keen’s a whiz with computers,” he answered and then his tone turned serious. “In the forest, I… I thought you were running away again. What made you change your mind and come back? You know that tiger could have killed us both.

			“I realized that I wasn’t going to let anyone, not even my own stupid trust issues, stand between me and the man I love.” His eyes lit up when she said the L word and she snapped at him, “Don’t let it go to your head or anything. I still think you’re rude… and an idiot.”

			He just kept grinning widely as she spoke, treating every added insult as though it was a love word.

			“Where are you going? You passed the exit back to Georgia.”

			“I’m taking you home,” Parker replied mysteriously.

			***

			The sun was just coming up as they crossed over into his territory. Michelle held her breath and tried not to blink as she soaked up each and every detail of her new home. He pulled up outside of a gorgeous white plantation home with pristine white columns and everything.

			“This place is even bigger than your parents’ house,” she stated nervously. She started to freak out all over again as she began to wonder if she was indeed getting in way over her head here.

			“That’s because my territory is bigger. I have more responsibilities and I have to do a lot more entertaining,” he explained. “Did you mean what you said earlier about wanting to mate me?” he asked, giving her one last chance to back out if this wasn’t what she wanted. “Because if you don’t I can take you back to my parents’ and you can choose someone else.”

			“I choose you,” she murmured softly, and his enormous grin threatened to split his face in two. She smiled back at him, wondering if she’d ever be able to say no to this handsome bear of hers.

				“Wait here,” he ordered, jumping out of the car and darting out of sight inside the house.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			He ran from one room to the next, flipping on lights as he went, wanting everything to be perfect when she saw the house for the first time. He made a quick call to Henry and he was relieved to hear that his second in command was safe and uninjured.

			“I cleaned up the mess at the motel and I have Grace here with me,” Henry paused as if searching for the right words. “She knows what we are.”

			“Just take her back to your place for now and keep her safe,” he ordered ending the call. He had a feeling that Michelle wouldn’t be happy about the fact that her friend was getting dragged into his world as well, but it was too late to do anything about it now.

			He rushed back out to the truck, afraid that she’d change her mind if he left her alone much longer.

			“What are you doing?” she giggled as he pulled her into his arms and began walking up the manicured lawn. He’d left the large front door open on his way out so that he could carry her in hands free.

			“Isn’t it obvious? I’m carrying my bride over the threshold.”

			“Does that mean you plan on marrying me too? I thought you shifters just mated like animals.”

			“I’ll have you know my family is far more evolved than that. We can do the whole white wedding thing later if you want.”

			“Oh… I want…” she murmured as he led her inside. She stared in wide mouthed fascination at the lavish red carpeted staircase that loomed in front of her. The thing looked as though it had been plucked right out of the set from Gone With The Wind. He began to mount the stairs with her still in his arms and she couldn’t resist asking, “So money isn’t really an issue for you is it?”

			“I don’t want you to ever worry about finances again. I can only imagine how hard your life has been. But it doesn’t have to be like that anymore,” he assured her huskily.

			He carried her into the master suite, and when he set her on her feet she didn’t know what to focus on first. Every piece of furniture appeared to be an antique of the highest quality. The bed was like something out of a painting. Rich burgundy draperies framed the bed, ensuring that no pesky sunlight would ever interfere with her sleep again.

			The king sized bed was actually mounted on some sort of raised pedestal, which made the elaborate piece of furniture seem even more prominent in the room. Behind the bed was a floor-to-ceiling upholstered headboard that she wanted to run her hands over to see if it felt as soft as it looked.

			That was when she noticed the blood and dirt caking her fingernails. She remembered just how gross she was and the filth made her feel even more out of place in this pristine room. She felt as though they’d snuck behind the ropes of a museum exhibit and that the guards would be along any minute now to haul them away. As if he could read her mind, Parker wrapped his arms around her and pressed his lips to her forehead.

			“How would you like to come get cleaned up with me?”

			“I call dibs on the shower,” she squealed as she took off running for the bathroom. “I may never leave this room again,” she gushed when she saw that there was nothing at all antique about the master bath. Everything in here was state of the art and top of the line, from the oversized jacuzzi tub to the towel warmers positioned on either side of the marble topped double vanity sink.

			Parker started tugging off his clothes and as always she was riveted by the sight of his exquisite body. All of a sudden she began to feel self conscious. She still didn’t understand exactly what it was that he saw in her, but she didn’t think she could bear it if she happened to see disappointment in his eyes once she was stripped down to her birthday suit.

			She was dirty, sweaty, and in need of fifteen minutes alone with a razor, and there was the added insult that she was still covered in poison ivy thanks to their tumble in the woods. All of this added to the fact that she’d never been comfortable with her pear shaped body made her loath to remove her clothing.

			“What’s the matter?” he asked when he sensed her mounting unease.

			“You look like an underwear model… and I’m… well you just might not like what you see when I take off these pants,” she finished lamely.

			“You seem to have forgotten that I’ve already seen you naked.” Parker crossed the room and when he was standing directly before her he began to undo the buttons on her shirt one by one. “Your body is perfect. You are like the goddess Aphrodite. Each and every curve beckons me, demanding my touch.” He began to slide her pants down and his lips traced a path over her perkily rounded bottom and followed down along her thighs as he pushed the material down to pool at her feet.

			He lifted first one foot and then the other and he didn’t stop praising her body with his warm words and his soft lips until she stood radiantly naked before him. He genuinely believed that she was beautiful, and as he turned her so that she could see their joint reflection in the mirror she tried to see herself through his eyes.

			For the first time in her entire life she actually felt lovely, and completely at peace in her own skin. He’d started the shower in advance, so by the time he pulled her beneath the overhead stream the water was the perfect temperature.

			“Your shower has two sprayers,” she pointed out as if the fact might somehow have escaped his notice.”

			“I know,” he murmured as he began to soap her body with an expensive, hand crafted bar that smelled like jasmine.

			“Grace always talked about wanting a shower with two nozzles so that no one would ever have to be cold if they shared a shower… Grace!” Michelle shouted, backing away so fast that she almost slipped. Parker caught her arm before she could fall. “Where’s Grace? I can’t believe I forgot about her. I’m so selfish. I’m literally the worst friend on the planet. We have to go find her right away,” Michelle explained, trying to step past Parker and reach for a towel.

			“She’s fine,” Parker said.

			“No she isn’t. My foster sister is a mess. If I’m not there to take care of her I honestly don’t know what will happen to her.”

			“I said she’d fine and I meant it. She’s with Henry.”

			“Who the hell is Henry?” she asked, exasperated.

			“Henry is my second in command and he was with me tonight at the hotel. We’d both be dead if he hadn’t insisted on coming with me. I wasn’t exactly expecting to fight a streak of tigers tonight.”

			“Oh,” she said, feeling both relieved and deflated now that the sense of urgency was gone.

			“I told Henry to take care of her. I promise she’ll be fine. Now can you please come back into the shower before all the hot water is gone?” When she still hadn’t returned to him he asked softly. “Do you trust me?

		

	
		
		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			And those were the best words he could possibly have chosen, because she’d finally found someone worthy of her trust.

			“I do trust you,” she said. She became overwhelmed by the truth of her declaration and she couldn’t stop the happy tears that started falling.

			“Shsh… it’s okay,” he murmured as he pulled her into his arms and pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead. “It’s okay to trust. I will NEVER leave you. You have my word as Itan.”

			He lifted her into his arms and she gasped when he pressed her back against the cool marble and guided her legs around his waist so that his hands would be free to explore her slick wet body. She would have happily let him claim her right then and there, but apparently he had another destination in mind. Sophia had explained the ritual to her days ago, so she knew what to expect. She knew he had to bite her while they were joined, and she knew it was going to hurt. But after that he’d be hers forever.

			Parker wrapped a warm towel loosely around her, but he didn’t bother with one for himself. He laid her down reverently on the bed, and when he knelt beside her and took her sensitive earlobe between his teeth she thought she’d melt right through the bed to the floor.

			“I remembered that you liked that from before.” His warm breath brushed against her as he sighed into her ear. “I don’t know if I’ll ever forgive my sister for interrupting us the day you accidently stumbled naked into my room.”

			“Mmm hmmm,” she replied groggily even though he hadn’t asked her a question.

			“I’ve been dying to do this since we first met and you fainted into my arms.”

			“That is so not the story we’re telling our children,” she muttered. “And for the record I don’t go about fainting like a damsel.”

			He wisely refrained from arguing with her as he continued his delighted quest across her body. He felt like a kid in a candy store and he honestly didn’t know what he wanted to try next. His hands cupped the sloping curves of her breasts and he drew her taut nipple into his mouth with a contented sigh.

			She arched blissfully beneath him, wanting more of his sweet touch. She trailed her fingers across the smooth expanse of his back. “You’re already healing,” she said in shock when she noticed how quickly he was recovering from the attack.

			“It’s a shifter thing,” he bragged. “I’ve never even bought Band-Aids before.”

			When his hands began to explore the lower regions of her body she couldn’t help her body’s reflexive move to slam her legs together. He trailed his fingers back and forth over the dark bunch of curls growing at the juncture between her thighs. His fingers teased the hair and then he slid his body down to where he was kneeling at the foot of the bed. Suddenly she understood what the platform was for as she felt him teasing apart her lower lips.

			He slid his tongue tantalizingly along her slit and his bear let loose a satisfied grunting sound when he smelled the heady musk of her arousal being released. He gave into his inner animal and let his bear savor her unique flavors with his tongue. His bear chuffed greedily as it licked her, probing ever deeper until he located her sensitive nub.

			She gasped excitedly when she felt first his tongue and then his fingers sliding in and out of her tight channel. He kept up his sweet torture until she was near the brink of release and then he backed away abruptly making her feel almost hysterical with need as she waited for the evasive fireworks to shoot through her body. He climbed up over her, straddling her silky hips with his own, and when he entered her the sensation was so incredible that she fell to pieces around him.

			She’d already experienced a powerful orgasm, but he was a relentless lover and he was far from through with her. He kept teasing her body until he brought her to the throes of release for a second time. Only when her body started to jerk with the spasms that were so intense that she cried out did he allow his mouth to shift into a muzzle. His teeth lengthened and sharpened into his bear’s form and he leaned over her and bit her hard on the back of her neck. She cried out briefly in pain, but by then she could feel his hot seed spurting inside of her and she sighed contentedly, the positive sensations far outnumbering the brief moment of pain.

			His tongue lapped over the edges of her torn flesh, smoothing them back down as he relished what for him was an entirely new sensation. She was his now. At last she was his mate. No longer would he have to worry about another shifter trying to take her away. All it would take was one look for them to know that she was his. Mating marks were far more sacred to shifters than wedding rings.

			She pulled his head down, laying it across her breast as she savored the after effects of their love making. The old Michelle would have been totally freaking out about now, wondering about whether or not she’d made a huge mistake, or panicking about the possibility that she could already be pregnant. But she simply wasn’t that person anymore.

			 Lately she’d come to realize how foolish her old plans had been. She’d sought safety and security above all else, and because of that she’d been painfully alone, not to mention  broke most of her life. Only in opening up herself to potential heartbreak had she been able to at last find happiness.

			Did she have ironclad assurances that he’d never leave her? Nope. But there were no guarantees when it came to being a grown up. Life was messy. Shit happened and there was no telling what the future had in store for her. All she knew was that she wasn’t about to miss out on a second of the present worrying about what may or may not happen someday.

			“So this is what it feels like to be happy,” she sighed as she stroked his back.

			“You know if you keep doing that I’m going to have to make love to you all over again,” he warned her.

			“I don’t think you have it in you,” she egged him on, secretly hoping she was wrong.

			“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” he murmured as he began to move within her once more.

			“Oh,” she murmured. “Ohhh.”

			His lips covered her own, but that didn’t silence her moans. If she could go back in time she’d tell herself to stop pushing Parker away. She had no idea what she’d been thinking at the time. They could have been making love all week if she hadn’t been so damned stubborn.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Jessica flipped the sign over to the “closed” side and groaned, banging her head softly on the door. It had been a brutally long day due to the fact that it had been surprisingly busy. She worked part time at “Flicks & Fun.” Of course, part time was 36 hours, because the penny pinching owners refused to offer her health insurance. She was only 21 and healthy enough to thwart the law and live dangerously without the insurance she couldn’t begin to afford.

			“Flicks & Fun” was a small mom and pop shop sporting several racks of DVDs, a few arcade games, and a depressingly small array of snack foods. She was the only employee on duty, although the owners dropped in whenever they felt like it to spy on her.

			Having recently moved from the big bad city, living in rural southern nowhere was certainly a change of pace, one she was having a hard time adapting to. But she was sick to death of trying to make ends meet on a minimum wage salary. Her new apartment may be ugly, but it was twice the size of the one she’d had in the city and she didn’t have to worry about being shot on her walk home from work anymore.

			She’d been raised in the modern world where cable TV and Redbox rentals reigned supreme, so she still couldn’t believe that such an archaic business model could survive. It wasn’t exactly her dream job, but they’d had a “We’re hiring” sign in the window when she’d first pulled into town and that had been enough for her.

			“Anything is better than flipping burgers!” she reminded herself vehemently.

			Jessica flipped the deadbolt to the side and dimmed the lights in the store. Her thick long blonde hair weighed a ton, especially since she was dripping sweat by this point. She pulled a hair tie from her pocket and wrapped it up high in a messy bun. Her neck felt instantly cooler even if the rest of her didn’t.

			She could still feel rivulets of sweat dripping down her back and she grimaced in distaste pulling the uncomfortable polyester garment away from her trim little body. The owners were cheap and had a timer programmed so that the air shut off a full hour before close each night. This meant that by the time Jessica finished closing out her register and cleaning up she was soaked with perspiration.

			“Gotta love the summer heat of the deep south,” Jessica muttered. She briefly contemplated stripping down to her lacy black bra and thong, but with her luck the owners would show up for a surprise visit. And then she wouldn’t be able to afford to keep her crappy window air conditioner going in her apartment.

			She walked back to her register, hips swaying saucily like the runway models on her favorite reality show. Too bad she was far too short to ever be a model. High heels can only help so much when you’re only five foot two inches tall. The old model cash register dinged as she opened it. Her employers were so cheap that she’d been forced to bring her own pen and paper. She wasn’t supposed to have her phone out when she was working, but she pulled it out now to use the calculator.

			When she’d finished closing out her register she sealed up the money bag with her receipt inside. Not for the first time she grumbled about how little they were paying her. “One day I’ll own my own store,” she promised herself.

			The door rattled and she looked up startled. She figured it was probably just her boss coming to make sure she’d scrubbed the toilet just so, but she couldn’t shake the feeling of uneasiness. She was a city girl, so her first instinct was to run and hide, but that’s the type of thing that will get you laughed at in the country so she stayed put. Seconds later when the rock came crashing through the glass doors she wished she’d adhered to her city girl impulses. They might have kept her alive.

			She turned to bolt, but she was too late. They’d already seen her. Of course it would have to be the Schmidt boys. The three brothers ranged from early to late thirties. They were all tall and had fought to retain the muscled bodies of their football glory days. And she could tell they were drunk even before she smelled the beer fumes rolling off of them.

			It wasn’t that she really cared about her employers getting stiffed, but something made her tuck her hand behind her back. Her fingers gripped the money bag nervously, hoping they wouldn’t notice.

			“OOOOOOH EYYYY! What have we here?” Ethan Schmidt hollered drunkenly.

			His drunken leer made her wonder what aspects of her body he could possibly be appreciating given the unflattering polo shirt and khaki pants she was wearing. She’d never been more grateful for the unbecoming dress code.

			She began slowly shuffling backwards towards the rear exit, hoping they wouldn’t notice.

			“I don’t want any trouble,” she said softly with her head down, inching another foot back.

			“I don’t want any trouble!” Leroy Schmidt mocked in a high pitched girly impression.

			She knew better than to defend herself. Those boys were looking for a fight. She just wished they’d gone somewhere else to find it. There were only two police officers in the small rural town, and she wasn’t going to hold her breath that they’d miraculously patrol by and save her. From what she’d seen they didn’t leave the office unless someone called them to get a cat out of a tree.

			Nathan was the oldest Schmidt boy and he still hadn’t spoken yet, but he was the one that made her the most uneasy. Since she’d first met him she’d instantly sensed there was something wrong with him… like he liked to torture small animals in the woods and belonged on the set of Criminal Minds or something. He gave her the major creeps and obviously her radar hadn’t been wrong.

			“Where you goin’ Goldilocks?” Leroy taunted. He strode forward, closing the gap between them.

			“Listen, my shift is over. So why don’t I just go and you guys have fun with the store?” she offered in a demure tone. Riling these boys up further was the last thing she wanted to do.

			“But who we gonna play with if you leave?” Leroy asked.

			“Pretty Bird,” Ethan chimed in as he moved to block her way to the rear exit.

			Jessica started shaking when Nathan slipped behind the counter and opened the register. He wasn’t impressed by the fifty bucks in change she’d left behind to be able to make change when she opened in the morning.

			Nathan didn’t speak, just dumped the measly pile of bills on the counter. Then he savagely ripped the plug from the wall and hurled the register angrily at the popcorn display to her right. Jessica screamed hysterically as she dodged to the left, narrowly avoiding being clocked by the heavy machine.

			Leroy guffawed loudly, clapping his hands and stamping his feet like it was the best show in town. It didn’t matter that there was literally sweat dripping down her back, Jessica instantly felt cold. Had she really left the crime-filled city to die in the supposedly safe south? Her hand reached for the pocket she kept her cell phone in, but it was empty. Her heart thudded erratically in her chest. She’d left her phone on the counter. There would be no calling for help, and odds were she was about the be murdered, or worse.

			Get your copy of Panther’s Mate today!

			https://www.amazon.com/Southern-Shifters-Panthers-Paranormal-Shapeshifter-ebook/dp/B01AGU71K0?ie

		

		
		

	
		
			Author’s Note:

			Thanks for taking the time to read PAWS & Surrender. If you liked this book please take a moment to leave a review. 

			Good reviews make my heart beat faster than a were-bear in mid shift :-)

			Josie Walker
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