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      In the space of a few moments I went from kissing Ian to being held in rough arms as I was carried up toward the sky.

      Disoriented and petrified, I watched Ian’s ranch disappear below. I tried to scream, but I was breathless from the shock. Instead I held onto the creature carrying me, both hoping he’d release me and terrified he would let go and send me falling to my death.

      Less than forty-eight hours before I was a normal law student. Now I was falling for a bear shifter and kidnapped by a guy with wings.

      It turned out my summer in small town Montana wasn’t going to be so quiet after all.
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      No one should be laid to rest alone. Even if you’ve been forced to walk the road of life with no one by your side, you deserve to have someone present at your burial. At least that’s what my grandfather taught me when I was a kid. Somehow even at twenty-three I couldn’t shake the lesson, which is why I was standing in the pouring rain without an umbrella.

      The weather report hadn’t called for rain. I’d checked twice before leaving the house dressed in the black cotton dress I saved for these sorts of occasions. The material was too thin for the cool Montana morning, but I didn’t have any other options in my closet.

      I’d made the slow drive over to the old cemetery just outside of town for the first time since arriving in Crestview six days before. I’d witnessed far more burials in the same time period when I lived in Philadelphia, but it seemed most people in this small town had someone around to bury them.  I hoped people would be able to say the same thing about me when the time came.

      The rain had started innocently enough. A few drops landed on my wavy brown hair while I watched the gravedigger work. I ignored the water, watching the surprisingly upscale wooden coffin sit beside the hole in the ground that would become its new home. I’d been to plenty of these burials before, but this one felt different. Usually it was older people who had money but no family. This man was in his thirties. Had the dead man bought himself a high-end coffin before he died? Most thirty-year-olds I knew weren’t preparing for their own death.

      The small drops of rain became larger, but I refused to run back to my truck. It couldn’t take that much longer. These burials never did. There was no one around to make speeches or to play music. There was something beautiful about the simplicity even though the reason for it was depressing.

      The worker turned the crank and lowered the coffin into the hole. I walked closer, still keeping enough of a distance that he might not notice me. Explaining my presence was the most awkward part of these things.

      I looked up at the sky, letting large droplets of rain splash down my face. Was my Grandfather watching me? He’d never told me much about his belief in the afterlife. He’d always been more concerned about his life while on earth.

      “Miss?”

      I startled at the sound of a voice. The gravedigger paused with the coffin midway into the hole. He was older than I expected. At least seventy something with a weathered face that suggested he spent a lot of his time outside in the sun.

      “Yes?” I brushed my wet hair way from my face.

      “You should get on out of this rain.” The man squeezed water from his soaking wet t-shirt.

      “So should you.”

      He frowned. “This is my job.” Then his expression softened. “Unless. Are you a friend of his?” He pointed to the coffin.

      “No.” I shook my head. “I’ve never met him.” And I’d been unable to find out anything about him. Some might call it stalking, but I called it honoring. I always researched the deceased in an attempt to know them in some small way. Even if you are alone at the end of your life, you still did something, and someone should acknowledge, even if silently, the imprint you left on the world.

      “Then why are you here?” He tilted his head slightly.

      “Because someone should be.” That’s what my grandfather used to say. Of course it sounded better coming from him. More sage.

      “Well, I’m here already, so why don’t you go ahead home.” He gestured with his hand for me to leave as if shooing a fly away.

      “Ok.” I accepted his logic half to be polite and half because the rain had picked up even more. “You do an important job.”

      His body stiffened. “No one has ever said that to me.”

      “Now someone has.”

      “Get out of this rain before you catch a cold.” His expression was serious.

      “That’s not possible.” I shook my head. “It’s an old wives’ tale.”

      “I believe the old wives. There was a reason for every story they told.”

      “There’s also a reason for science.” I may not have gone into the sciences, but I had a lot of respect for people who did.

      “Is that why you’re here?” His brow furrowed. “Standing in the rain at the burial of a man you never met?”

      “Maybe.” I shrugged before walking back toward my truck.

      And that’s when I saw him standing underneath the trees only a few feet away from me. Tall, dark, and with intense emerald green eyes so bright they almost gleamed. The intensity of his eyes was only matched by his scowl that seemed born more out of sadness than anger.

      I looked away, despite my desire to study his handsome face. Handsome faces brought heartache with them.

      I resisted the urge to look back as I made my way across the parking lot to my truck. I’d chosen to park in the furthest spot in the lot. Given the rain, it wasn't my best decision.  I manually unlocked the door and stepped up into the Chevy S-10 truck that had been my grandfather’s only months before. It was nice to have my own vehicle, but I’d had far preferred his company. I’d learned to drive in this truck, but somehow now that the title bared my name it felt different, less like mine.

      Choosing to spend my summer break working in a small town in Montana probably didn’t help matters, but it sounded good at the time. I needed to get out of the city. There is something soothing and healing about silent, dark nights. They are the kind of nights that only exist in the country, and even though I hadn’t lived in the country since I was eighteen, it still called to me in a way the city never would.

      Besides, it gave me the opportunity to spend more time with Connor—also known as Professor Daniels, the one person who knew my Grandfather almost as well as I did. And even if all my law school classmates were convinced I was sleeping with Connor, I didn’t care. I wasn’t, and I had no plans to ever change that.

      I pulled out of the freshly paved lot and onto the bumpy road. I was glad I had a truck with good clearance. I’d have bottomed out a regular car at least a dozen times already. I took a quick glance back out toward the rainy cemetery. I was too far away to see the grave, but I assumed it was being covered up. The attractive guy was gone, and a small voice in my head wondered if I’d completely imagined him. It wouldn’t have been the first time.
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      She didn’t look like a bitch. Nothing about her suggested she’d been involved with Jonovan or his death, but she had to have had something to do with him. Otherwise, why was she even at his burial? No one was even supposed to know about it. Normal people don’t show up at a stranger’s burial—especially not people who looked like her.

      I wanted to forget about the way her wet black dress hugged her body. And how her damp hair fell in her face hiding one of her eyes. None of that mattered. What mattered was finding out how involved she was with Jonovan and whether he’d planned to make her his mate.

      The old pickup truck didn’t fit her. It was as though she’d borrowed it from her father. Maybe she had. I wasn’t sure when she’d gotten to town, but it had to have been after I left a month before. I’d hoped my brothers would keep things under control while I was away, but as usual as soon as I left everything fell apart.

      I walked into the trees and shifted, waiting for the familiar feel of my bear to take over. He was stronger and more instinctual than my human form, and he was the only chance I had of catching up with her truck now that it had already disappeared around the curve of the road. My vision tunneled as I adjusted to my second form.

      I didn’t have any time to waste, so I took off through the trees that ran parallel to the worn road that led back into town.

      I caught up to the old truck quickly. She was driving slower than people normally would. Either she was being especially careful because of the rain, or she wasn’t used to driving these roads.

      I caught a glimpse of her through the window. She’d pulled her long brown hair back into a bun on the top of her head exposing her neck.

      My bear growled, and I became even more certain of her significance and her involvement with Jonovan. An image of him touching her came to my mind, and I wasn’t sure if my bear or human side growled louder. It didn’t matter. There would be others. I didn’t have to claim her as mine even if every part of me knew I should.

      She pulled into Mrs. Peterson’s long driveway, taking out a row of dark pink hollyhocks with her sharp turn. For someone who drove well under the speed limit she wasn’t cautious with her turns.

      She slowed down as if to assess the damage she’d caused before continuing up the driveway and over to the gravel extension that led to the guesthouse.  Mrs. Peterson had been renting out the place sporadically for years, but the girl’s presence there could only mean one thing: she wasn’t staying in town long. If she were she’d have rented a place far away from the watchful eyes of Mrs. Peterson. But it also meant something else. Mrs. Peterson would be able to tell me everything about the girl. Starting with her name.

      I stayed hidden in the thick woods that ran all around the back and side of the property. She sat in her truck longer than I expected. She could have been waiting on the rain to slow, but she was already soaked. She’d seemed unperturbed by the water at the cemetery. I didn’t imagine a little bit more water would change anything. But what did I know? I was as clueless about women as the next guy.

      She opened her door slowly and stepped out. She clutched a cream-colored envelope and held it against her chest as she dashed toward the front door of the small blue cottage.

      I couldn’t make out any writing on the envelope, but by the way she clutched it, I could see it was important to her.

      She closed the door to the house, cutting out my view. I had no clue who the girl was, but she was someone special. I’d find out who she was and get my answers. After that I’d either never let her go or pretend I didn’t want her. I already knew the latter would be almost impossible to do.
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      I’d have to pay Mrs. Peterson back for the flowers I destroyed. Hopefully they weren’t expensive. Otherwise I’d be using every cent I made from the measly salary Connor was supposed to be paying me.

      It was fair pay I guess. It was the standard work study rate I’d have gotten if I worked for him on campus, but considering how well he knew my family, I’d hoped he’d wrangle a way to pay me more. But he didn’t, and by the time I realized that, it was too late to find another summer position. There was no way my student loans from the past semester would hold me over until the fall. If law school didn’t kill me first, then the loans I had to pay back would.

      I stripped off my wet dress, tossing the black fabric onto the linoleum floor before my bra and underwear followed. That’s how you knew it was heavy rain. When it soaked through to your underwear. I set an envelope down on the bathroom counter before stepping into the tiny combination bathtub/shower. I wasn’t sure who other than young children or dogs could actually use the bath. It didn’t matter. The water pressure was fine, and the water heater did its job. I closed my eyes and washed away the rain. Maybe it was counter intuitive to shower to get rid of the water, but I was chilled as well as looking for a way to put off the inevitable necessity of opening the envelope.

      Maybe it was luck that I finally noticed the cream paper sticking up from underneath the passenger side floor mat, but I didn’t believe in luck; I believed in fate. It was both far more dangerous and far more believable.

      I turned off the water and reached out for my towel. I met air. I opened the curtain to find my towel on the floor.

      "Terrific." I picked the towel off the ground with a wince. I had a thing about floors no matter how well cleaned they were.

      I dried off, careful to only use the side that hadn't touched the ground.

      Only after I was dressed in a pair of athletic shorts and a tank top and drinking a fresh cup of hot cocoa, did I dare open the envelope that bore my name.

      I settled into the one worn out couch in the living room of my rented space.

      Mara- my grandfather’s perfect penmanship stared back at me. I’d always envied his ability to make words look like art. My handwriting more closely resembled that of a child.

      Mara. He repeated my name as though we were having a conversation. Tears welled in my eyes as I prepared to read the rest of the letter.

      When life gives you lemons you make lemonade. I've taught you that.

      I nodded. It was yet another lesson he'd pressed upon me.

      But sometimes lemons go bad and the only lemonade they are going to make is sour and undrinkable.

      I froze. Now that was never part of his lesson.

      I'm afraid I've left you with sour lemons. And for that I am sorry, but there was no other way. I ran out of time and chickened out.

      Your father didn't die. He left you. When your mother died he couldn't handle raising you so he put you in my care. As I said. Sour lemons. You may be asking why I'm telling you now, and the answer is simple. He's going to find you one day. He couldn't handle you as a child, but now he needs something from you, and I know sometime soon I won't be there to protect you anymore.

      Take these sour lemons and throw them far away. Don't let him pull you into the world that destroyed your mother. Connor knows everything, and he will protect you as best he can.

      He owes me and he will repay that debt by making sure you are safe. Or as safe as you could ever be.

      On a positive note, I do have some good lemons. If you sell the farm you can pay for the rest of law school.

      With endless love and support,

      Grandpa

      I dropped the note on the ground and tried to wrap my head around what I’d just read. My grandfather had always been open with me, or so I thought. But he’d kept a major secret, and I wasn’t sure how to feel or respond. There was only one thing to do. I stripped off my clothes and got back into the tiny shower. Hopefully the water would give me some sort of epiphany.
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      I made sure to pick up flowers before heading back over to Mrs. Peterson’s. I had learned at an early age that a small gesture can go a long way. In other words, it could help you, especially with a woman like Mrs. Peterson.

      I parked my truck in front of her house and double checked that my collared shirt looked ok. I spent most of my time without any shirt, so it always felt a little bit off to be dressed up. But like picking up the flowers, it would be worth it in the end.

      I got out of the truck and walked up the porch steps. The second step felt off. I’d have to come by and fix it for her.

      I knocked on the front door. I heard a chair move and waited as patiently as I could while taking a quick glance back at the guesthouse. There was nothing there to see.

      I tore my eyes away from the guesthouse when the front door opened.

      “Ian. What a nice surprise.” Mrs. Peterson craned her neck to look up at me.

      “Hi, Mrs. Peterson. How are you today?” I held out the flowers.

      “Oh, what a sweet boy.” She accepted the flowers and opened the door wider. “Come on in.”

      I walked inside after taking one last glance over at the cottage.

      “What brings you over here today?” Mrs. Peterson pulled down a vase and walked over to the sink. “Not that I mind this surprise visit.”

      “I noticed the damage to your flowers out front. I wanted to see if you needed me to fix that up for you.”

      “Damage?” She set aside the vase and walked to the window. “Where?”

      “Right down at the road. Since you don’t know I assume you weren’t the one who did it.”

      “Ian Grizzly.” Mrs. Peterson put a hand on her hip. “I may be old, but I’m not senile. I can drive.”

      I held my hands up in front of me in defense. “I know that. But I wasn’t sure how much other company you had coming into the driveway.”

      “It must have been the girl.” She took a seat at the worn wooden kitchen table. “It surely just happened because I am sure she’d have told me. She is the honest type. She’s a good girl.”

      “What girl?” I took a seat across from her.

      Mrs. Peterson grinned. “Ah, that got your attention, huh? Maybe you’re ready to settle down? Your poor mama has six of you boys to worry about still.”

      I didn’t correct her. She hadn’t heard the news about Jonovan, and that had been completely intentional. “I don’t know what girl you mean.”

      “The one renting the guesthouse. Didn’t you hear?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I’ve been away for a month. I got back into town late last night.”

      “Where were you?” She folded her hands in her lap.

      “Visiting some distant relatives out east.” Distant was putting it lightly, but technically we were related.

      “How was that?” She leaned forward toward me.

      “Fine.”

      She smiled. “But you really just want me to tell you about the girl.”

      “Only because I now know she’s a reckless driver. I  need to keep an eye on those sorts of things.”

      “Are you thinking of joining the Sheriff’s department?” Mrs. Peterson raised an eyebrow.

      “Ah, no.”

      “I didn’t think so.” She laughed. “Having one Grizzly brother in the department is probably enough.”

      I shrugged. “Hey, Noah isn’t doing too bad.”

      “No he isn’t. I’ve heard he’s doing just fine.” Mrs. Peterson had a soft spot for my second youngest brother.

      “But that’s not what you want to do.”

      I shook my head. “No, but I still want to keep our town safe.”

      She laughed. “If that’s the yarn you’re spinning today.”

      “It is.”

      “She’s real pretty. And no ring on her finger.”

      “I’m not looking for a girlfriend, Mrs. P.”

      “Mrs. P? You haven’t called me that since you were this high.” She measured to the table height with her hand.

      I shrugged. “I guess I’m falling back into old habits.”

      “Don’t fall back into too many old habits.” She wagged her finger. She was referring to the past I’d never live down. I wasn’t the worst of my brothers. That prize was Jonovan’s. Or it had been his. Now that he was gone, I had it. I was also now the oldest. The Alpha.

      “I won’t.” I nodded. “You said she has no ring, but are you sure she’s not dating anyone?” There had to be a tie to Jonovan. Either him or another one of my brothers. I was sure they would have noticed the same thing I did the moment they got near her.

      “I haven’t seen her talk to any man but the lawyer she’s here with. He’s her professor though so I don’t think she’s dating him.”

      “You never know. Some girls like that sort of thing. The authority figure.” And those were the kind of girls I always stayed away from.

      “She’s spent every night alone if that’s what you’re really asking.” Mrs. Peterson straightened up in her chair.

      “I don’t care.”

      “Then why are you asking?” She bit back a smile.

      “Just concern for you.”

      “For me?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “Didn’t want anyone who was bad news staying on your property.”

      “Do you believe I’d allow her to have an overnight guest she was unmarried to?” Mrs. Peterson shook her head.

      “It’s the twenty-first century, Mrs. Peterson, and she’s a paying tenant. You couldn’t stop her.”

      “Sure I could. It’s my right. I’m not working for a fancy business.”

      “Did you actually lay down rules like that?” I’d known Mrs. Peterson my whole life, and it wouldn’t have surprised me one bit.

      She smiled. “Yes. Mara looked horrified I’d even suggest she’d do that sort of thing. Like I told you. She’s a good girl. I’m hoping she decides to stay past the summer.” Mrs. Peterson leaned forward again. “Maybe she would if she had a reason to.”

      By Mrs. Peterson’s look I knew exactly what she was implying. “I don’t even know her. Mara, did you say?”

      “Yes. She spells it unusually. M-A-R-A. Not like Mrs. Anderson’s Marah with the H at the end.”

      I pretended to care about how the girl spelled her name. I smiled. “Interesting.”

      “I suppose I should go check out the damage myself.” She started to push back her chair.

      “Oh no. You don’t have to.”

      “Yes I do. It’s my property. I need to know what’s happening on it.”

      “I already told you I’d fix it for you.”

      “Let me see how bad it is.”

      A knock on the door ended our argument. I walked over and opened it, coming face to face with the girl. Mara. Her hair was still wet, but she’d changed into a tank top and gym shorts that made me even more curious about what they hid underneath.

      She stared at me as if in shock for a second before composing herself. “Uh, is Mrs. Peterson home?”

      I smiled, enjoying her discomfort if only because the red blush that crossed her cheeks revealed freckles I’d missed before. “Yes. Come on in.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          5

        

        
          Mara

        

      

    
    
      What was he doing here? I’d have forgotten about the guy except I was half convinced I’d made him up. It wouldn’t have been my first phantom man. I’d seen several over the past months, and I assumed it was some post traumatic thing from my grandfather’s death. I was lonely and inventing hot guys. But this one was real. And dressed up and standing in Mrs. Peterson’s house.

      I walked into the cramped kitchen and found Mrs. Peterson seated at the table. “Hi, if you have a moment I need to speak with you.”

      “Hi, Mara. Ian must have forgotten his manners, he didn’t introduce himself.” She smiled at me before throwing a frown at the guy. Ian. The name fit.

      “Hi, I’m Ian.” He held out a large hand. My hand nearly disappeared inside of his when I accepted the handshake. His skin was warm, almost hot, and considering the chill in the air, part of me wanted to hold his hand longer. But I couldn’t continue to hold onto it. I let go and stepped back only belatedly realizing I’d forgotten my end of the conversation. “I’m Mara.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mara.” He smiled in a way that lit up his face. “What brings you to town?”

      “Work.” I thought over my words. I still didn’t know who this guy was. “For the summer.”

      “Have you been here long?” He studied my face.

      “Almost a week.”

      “Ok. I’ve been away.” His eyes didn’t leave mine.

      “Maybe Ian can show you around. He knows the land better than just about anyone. He is from one of the founding families of Crestview.” Mrs. Peterson beamed. “Just like my late husband’s family.”

      “Oh. No, I wouldn’t want to put him out.” I hoped she would drop the issue. I didn’t need to make anything more awkward with him.

      “It wouldn’t be a bother. I always enjoy welcoming newcomers to town.” His eyes were just as bright as I’d thought. It was a brighter shade than anything I’d ever seen before. “So what do you say?”

      I stared at his eyes, marveling at the green color.

      “Mara?” Mrs. Peterson said my name, snapping me out my daze. “Are you going to answer him?”

      “Oh, sure,” I stammered, “but first I need to apologize to you.”

      “Apologize for what?” Mrs. Peterson smiled, which seemed odd.

      “I was distracted and ran over a row of your flowers. I will absolutely pay for the replacements, and I’ll plant them myself. I really am sorry.”

      “I’ve already offered to take care of them.” Ian smiled. “How about I run you over to the nursery, and we can do it together?”

      “What a lovely idea.” Mrs. Peterson grinned “And they were just hollyhock. Nothing fancy. Give my name and Miss Nelson will put it under my account.”

      “I’ll pay.” There was no way I was letting her cover my mistake. “I insist. It was my fault.”

      “If you insist.” She nodded.

      “How about we tie in the sightseeing? Kill two birds with one stone?” Ian asked.

      “I hate that saying.” The words slipped out on their own volition.

      “Why?” Ian narrowed his eyes.

      “Sorry. My grandfather used to say it all the time and it always bothered me. No one should be killing any birds, let alone two with a stone.”

      “Not much of a hunter?” Ian crossed his arms.

      “No.”

      “Let me guess, you’re from New York or something like that?” He frowned. It wasn’t like the one at the graveyard. This frown was all about disapproval. I was good at reading frowns. I’d seen far too many of them in my life.

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “Philadelphia,” Mrs. Peterson interjected.

      “Same thing.” Ian nodded.

      “It’s not the same thing, and I’m not from there.”

      “Ok.” Ian nodded toward the door. “Are you ready to go?”

      “I should probably change first.” I glanced down at my gym clothes and flip flops. “I’m a little underdressed.” At least it had stopped raining, so I wasn’t soaked again.

      “It’s fine. Perfect clothes for gardening.” He smiled.

      “Then what about you?” I gestured to his slacks and collared shirt. “You going to garden in that?”

      “We can stop by my place so I can change.”

      “Uh…” I struggled to come up with words.

      “You can wait in the truck.” He laughed as if at some unsaid joke.

      “All right you two, have a fun afternoon.” Mrs. Peterson stood, and the motion seemed to be a mandate that we leave. “Thanks for the beautiful flowers, Ian.” She nodded toward a vase full of brightly colored tulips.

      “Of course.” Ian nodded. “And we will have those flowers fixed out front for you in no time.”

      “Don’t rush. Make sure you show Mara all the sights. I’m suspicious she hasn’t seen much of town.”

      “I’ve been busy settling in and getting ready for work,” I quickly jumped in to defend myself.

      “It’s Sunday. Today isn’t a day to work. Which reminds me. I want you both over for supper tonight. No excuses.” Mrs. Peterson put a hand on her hip.

      “Oh, that’s not nece—”

      “I said no excuses.” Mrs. Peterson narrowed her eyes.

      I nodded.

      “Ladies first.” Ian gestured for me to start out the door.

      My day had gone from crazy to crazier, and somehow it didn’t surprise me in the slightest.
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      She’d told Mrs. Peterson the truth. Once again the girl didn’t fit Jonovan’s type. He’d never gone near a good girl. Not the real good girls. Sure he dated plenty of the church-going type, but they were still all bad girls pretending to be good. She dressed in gym clothes when she wasn’t at the gym. None of this was adding up. The only thing I was sure of was the jolt I’d felt when I shook her hand. It had been electric, and both of my forms had felt it.

      “I have to grab my wallet and phone. I’ll be right back.” She started toward the guesthouse.

      “Why? I’ve got both.” I wasn’t in a rush, but I wasn’t interested in having her walk away.

      “You’re not paying for the flowers. I still don’t know why you’re helping me.”

      “Maybe things work differently in Philadelphia, but around here men are gentleman.” Or we wanted girls to think we were.

      She laughed. “Seriously? Did you really say that?”

      “What?” I feigned offense. “You don’t believe me?”

      “Men are men no matter where they live.”

      “Oh boy, who burned you?” My brother was a likely candidate. He burned everyone he touched, but if it had been him, Mara would also know who I was. Although neither Mrs. Peterson nor I had mentioned my last name.

      “No one.”  She started toward the guest cottage again.

      “I wasn’t kidding. I got this.”

      “I don’t go anywhere without my wallet.”

      “Why?”

      She glanced at me over her shoulder. “You shouldn’t go anywhere without an ID.”

      “Why? Planning to pick up a pint on your way home?” I laughed.

      “No, but I don’t want to end up as a Jane Doe in the morgue.” She walked up the front steps of her house.

      “Are you implying I might kill you?” I followed behind her.

      “Not necessarily you. Just that it happens.” She walked inside, and I forced myself to wait right outside the door. A woman’s space was private, even if I was curious to see what she had inside.

      She appeared a moment later with a canvas purse.

      “Is there a problem?” She noticed my eyes on her bag.

      “No Prada?”

      She laughed. “Yeah, not on my budget. Not that I’d pay for a designer bag anyway.” She stepped around me and pulled the door closed. She held the knob tight and inserted her key. It wouldn’t turn so she pulled the door harder.

      “Here.” I covered her hand with mine and turned the key. Just as I’d felt when I shook her hand in the kitchen earlier an electric shock flew through me, setting my whole body on fire and awakening my bear. “And I’ll come by and fix this for you later.”

      “What are you, a handyman?” There was nothing insulting in her words. She wasn’t suggesting it as anything bad.

      “Who are you?”

      “Mara. I thought we were already introduced.”

      “I mean really?” I studied her face, searching for a sign that she was more than what she appeared.

      “Just Mara.” She skirted around me and headed down the steps. “Are you driving?”

      “Yeah, that way you can watch all the scenery.”

      “You don’t actually have to show me the sights. I get it now. You were trying to be polite to Mrs. Peterson.”

      “No, I wasn’t.” That wasn’t a lie. I was trying to buy myself some alone time with Mara. I needed to know more about her.

      “But you never answered my question.”

      “Which one?” I was too busy studying every inch of her to remember.

      “Are you a handy-man?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Meaning?” She ran her teeth over her bottom lip.

      “I have a construction company.”

      “Oh.” She nodded. “Wow.”

      “I can build and fix things.”

      “I guess your big hands help.” She put a hand in front of her mouth. “Yeah, sorry for that.”

      I laughed and looked down at my hands. “They are kind of big.”

      “Normal for your size though. You’re what, six-four?”

      “That’s exactly right.” I narrowed my eyes. “You know heights?”

      “I am usually pretty good at it.”

      “And you’re what, five-six?” I guessed.

      “Five-five.”

      “Pretty close.”

      “But not perfect.”

      “Nope, little Ms. Perfect, that’s just for you.”

      She put a hand on her hip. “I never said I was perfect.”

      “No. You didn’t.” I looked at her hazel eyes. I’d originally thought they were brown, but when I looked closer I could see some green in there peeking out.

      “So are we going?” Her demeanor changed. She was less relaxed.

      “I was just kidding.” Somehow I cared. I didn’t like the change. She wouldn’t open up as much if she were uptight, and I needed her to trust me.

      “Whatever.” She headed toward the main driveway where my two-year-old Ford waited. I’d hated to say goodbye to my old Ram, but it had died on me.

      She reached for the door handle, but I blocked her hand. “I can do that.”

      “Is this more of the whole ‘we’re gentleman out here’ stuff?”

      “It’s not stuff.”

      “I am more than capable of getting myself into a truck.”

      “But I am also capable of helping you in.” As well as helping her with a host of other more enjoyable things. More of my thoughts were moving to a place they shouldn’t  be. I needed to keep it cool. This was my brother’s death I was searching for information on.

      “Not a chance.” She stepped up, and I took a moment to admire the back view. Every single angle of her was easy on the eyes.

      I closed her door and walked around to my side. “You ready for your tour?”

      “Sure.” She buckled her seatbelt.

      “What have you seen?”

      “I’ve gone into the downtown.” She rested her hand on the bench between us.

      “But not the outskirts?”

      “No. There’s been no reason to head out there.”

      “There’s always a reason to head out there.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s where the sunset is the most perfect, and where I live. Pick your reason.” I backed out of the drive.

      “You live outside of town?” She asked with genuine surprise. I couldn’t imagine Jonovan wouldn’t have brought that up. He liked to brag about our land.

      “Focusing on that one, eh?” I teased.

      “It’s the only one I have a question about.”

      “Yes. I have a place a few miles out with some land.” I left out the word ranch. She’d figure that out herself.

      “Do you live there alone?”

      I wondered where her question was going. “I share the land with my family, but we don’t all live in the same house.”

      “Gotcha.” She looked out the window.

      “You have a big family back home?” This was about her and not me.

      She turned back to look at me. “No.”

      “That’s it?”

      “What?” She touched her neck.

      “Just going to say no? How many siblings? Your parents still together?”

      “No siblings. My parents are dea—” She stopped and stared at her hands.

      “Dead?” I finished the word for her.

      “Uh, my mom is. My dad is out there somewhere I guess.” She chewed her bottom lip.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I had a grandfather who gave me everything.”

      “Had?” I asked carefully.

      “He died a few months ago.”

      “Is that why you’re here?” I asked.

      “I’m here for work.”

      “What kind of work?” I knew about the attorney, but I wondered how open she’d be with me.

      “Why does it matter?” She tensed. “How is it important to this at all?”

      I drove through the downtown slowly. “You should be used to the questions. You’ve been here nearly a week.”

      “I’ve mostly kept to myself.”

      “Aside from the professor.”

      “Excuse me?”

      I’d blown it. I shouldn’t have known that. “Mrs. Peterson mentioned it.”

      “He’s an old family friend.” She stretched out her legs and crossed them at the ankles. “And he was my Torts professor.”

      “Torts?” I was going to either sound stupid or smart. “You in law school?”

      “Yeah. Just finished my first year.”

      “Cool. I hear that’s the hardest year.”

      “They say that.” She looked out the window again.

      “So why are you working out here?” I tried to pull her attention back. I wanted her attention on me.

      “It’s a case Professor Daniels was brought in on. I’m here as a research assistant.”

      “Ok. What case?”

      “Can we stop talking?” Her shoulders were tense. I wanted to ease that tension.

      “Did I do something wrong?”

      “I want to enjoy this.” She pointed out the window.

      I smiled despite myself. “Absolutely. Enjoy.” I reached over and turned on the radio.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled before turning her complete attention to the window. If there was ever a reason to have a girl tell me to stop talking, taking in the scenery was the one. Mara was turning out to be far more interesting than I originally thought.
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      I watched the distant mountains as Ian drove away from town. I’d packed my hiking gear in the hopes I’d have some time to get out to the mountains, but so far the chance hadn’t come up. Or I’d chickened out. I’d never done it on my own, and it definitely wasn’t something  Connor was going to do with me.

      I’d known Connor my entire life. We’d grown up as neighbors. His family had helped run my grandfather’s farm, and he’d spent more time in my house than his own. I never really understood why.

      He’d been much happier about leaving the rural life than I had been. He was ten years older, and I was only eight when he left for college, but the message had been clear. He never intended to come back. He did occasionally. Holidays, a few spring breaks, but as the years wore on those visits were even less. I hadn’t spoken to him in two years before I walked into his class that past fall. He hadn’t been surprised to see me, and he never once called me by my first name. I played along as well. It was hard to get used to calling him anything but professor now. It was almost as if those early years had been wiped away. Still, we had a shared past, and my classmates picked up on it, confusing what we shared as meaning I was spending time in his bed.

      None of it mattered until I saw my grandfather’s note. Connor was the only one who was going to give me any answers, but I wasn’t looking forward to bringing it up. We never talked about anything other than law now.

      “It’s beautiful out here.” I broke the silence that permeated the truck.

      “I know.” Ian’s voice sounded far off.

      I tore my eyes away from the window. “So you’ve always lived here?”

      “Yeah. Never saw a reason to leave. It’s in my blood.”

      “I can see the appeal.”

      “You’ll miss it when you leave. This town gets under your skin. I’ve seen many people leave and come back.”

      “I miss being out in the country in general.”

      “You’re really not from the city?”

      “I grew up on a dairy farm.”

      “A dairy farm?” Ian laughed.

      “What? You guys have cows out here.” I was used to the laughter from my peers in school, but I expected a different response from this small-town guy.

      “We do. And we have nearly a thousand cattle, but that’s not a dairy farm. It’s a ranch.”

      “Our cows produce milk. Still cows.”

      “Did you milk them?” He took his eyes off the road for a moment to look at me.

      “The cows?”

      “What else would you be milking?” He shook his head.

      “We also have goats.”

      He laughed harder.

      “What?” I crossed my arms over my chest. “There’s nothing wrong with where I come from.”

      “No.” He composed himself. “It’s just picturing you milking goats.”

      “Have you tried fresh goat milk?” I asked. “There’s nothing else like it.”

      “Can’t say I’ve tried it.”

      “See, you’re missing out.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it.”

      “Well, thanks for the scenic drive.” I assumed he’d be turning around soon.

      “We’re not done yet.”

      “Oh.”

      “Did you forget, I have to change?”

      “Oh.” For the first time I considered the intelligence of my decision to drive all the way out of town with a man I didn’t know, but Mrs. Peterson seemed to know him, and considering she’d made me sign a full page document of all the things I couldn’t do as her tenant, at least half of which related to male visitors, I couldn’t imagine she’d have recommended I go off with some psychopath, but still, I didn’t really know her either. But there was nothing I could do about it now. Too little, too late.

      “You lost in thought again?”

      “Again?” I calmed my nerves. He was most likely exactly what he seemed. A guy being nice to make an old woman happy.

      “I’ve tried to talk to you a few times, but you’re zoned out.”

      “Sorry. I’m a little tired.”

      “Long day?”

      “Ok, I’m just going to get this part over with.” I let out a deep breath.

      “What part?”

      “You were at the cemetery this morning, right?” I watched him out of the corner of my eye.

      “That was me.” His face remained expressionless.

      “Ok. Good.” I sighed with relief.

      “Good?” He looked over at me.

      “I wanted to make sure you were really there.”

      “Because you thought you imagined me?” He narrowed his eyes.

      “Possibly.” I stared down at my hands.

      “Is that something you do a lot?”

      “Not a lot.” I couldn’t believe I’d admitted that out loud, but I had. There was no pretending I hadn’t  let those words slip out.

      Surprisingly, he didn’t look at me like I was crazy. “Ok, well I was there.”

      “Why were you there?” I assumed it wasn’t the same reason as me.

      “You tell me first.”

      “Why? I asked first.”

      “Because I answered your question and reassured you that you weren’t imagining things. It’s my turn.” He smiled.

      “Fine. But this is going to make me sound crazy.”

      “Crazier than imagining people when they aren’t really there?”

      He had a point. I’d already said too much. “I didn’t want that man to be buried alone.”

      “What do you mean?” He slowed down the truck.

      “Wherever I live, I contact the coroner and local religious leaders. I ask to be notified if someone is going to be buried alone.”

      “And someone called you about the man this morning?”

      “Yes. They said he had no family in the area or elsewhere.”

      He tightened his hands on the wheel. “Oh.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” He shook his head.

      “Why were you there?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” He sped up again. “Wait.”

      “Yes?”

      “Why don’t you want them buried alone? They’re dead. They don’t know.”

      “No one deserves to be buried alone.” I felt tears well in my eyes as I heard the explanation in my grandfather’s voice. He’d been insistent it was worth doing even though the person would never know we were present. I missed my grandfather so much it hurt. He’d been sick for a while, but his death still took me by surprise. He was the only family I had, and I wasn’t ready to accept I was now completely alone.

      “You okay?” Ian asked with concern.

      “Fine. Sorry, so your turn. Why were you there?”

      “I was out for a walk.” He looked straight ahead.

      “A walk?”

      “Yup.” He opened the driver side window.

      “In the rain?”

      “It wasn’t raining when I left. It’s probably why you didn’t have an umbrella either.” He put his hand out the window and moved it around in the wind.

      “True.” Technically what he was saying made sense, yet something about it didn’t sit right. “Is that the truth?”

      “What’s the alternative? I also like to watch strangers get buried?”

      “No.” I felt blood rush to my face. “Forget it.”

      “Good.” He tightened his hands on the wheel.

      “All right, how far are we from your house?”

      “We’re almost there.” He pointed out the windshield. “Right up there.  See that building?”

      “Yeah.”  I squinted and saw something in the distance.

      “That’s the first building on our land.”

      “Cool.”

      “You okay walking around in those?” He gestured to my flip flops.

      “I guess so.”

      “Then I’ll have to show you around. If you liked the view from the truck, you’re going to love this.”

      “Great.” I grabbed on to the change of subject. I couldn’t handle any more conversations about death. It was so much more difficult now that I knew how hard it was to lose someone you loved.
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      She didn’t know him. I was positive now. Her story about not wanting people to be buried alone was true. It was clear in her eyes and her voice. She cared about people she didn’t know, and that was both completely foreign yet refreshing.

      I wasn’t sure why Jozef called her. It had to have been him. He’d arranged everything for us. Maybe his conscience got to him because he knew the rest of us couldn’t show up. It was the way of things. Jozef made his own decision to break the rules by calling Mara, and there would be consequences. But I’d broken the rules too. I’d shown up when it was the last place I should have been. And she’d seen me. And I’d seen her. And now we were in a situation that had no rules. At least not when it came to me.

      “Hey, do me a favor?” I pulled in through the wooden gate that served as the entrance to my family’s ranch. Although weathered from years of sun and snow, the gate would last many more years to come.

      “What is it?” She rested her chin in her hand.

      “If we run into my family, don’t mention you saw me this morning.”

      “Uh, we’re seeing your family?” Her whole body tensed.

      “Maybe.” I pretended to ignore her evident discomfort. “But if we do.”

      “Wait a second.” She held a finger up.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You live out here.”

      “Yes.” I nodded. I thought that much was obvious.

      “Then why did you walk all the way to the cemetery?” Her brows furrowed.

      Damn. I’d messed up again. I couldn’t think straight around this girl. “I drove into town and parked. I got my coffee and walked. It’s my thing on Sundays.”

      “Yet you don’t want your family to know?” She eyed me warily.

      “I skipped church.”

      Understanding crossed her face. “Got it. I won’t say a word. If you do the same for me.”

      “You don’t want people knowing about your creepy hobby?” I teased.

      “It’s not a hobby.” Her face fell. Maybe she was more sensitive than she looked.

      “I know, sorry. That was stupid to say. I think it’s good you do what you do.”

      “It’s something my grandfather always did. So I do too now. But let’s drop it. This is your place?”

      I wasn’t going to push the subject any further. It wouldn’t help either of us. “Our ranch.”

      “How big is it?”

      “1500 acres.” I was proud of our land, and I cared more than I should have about whether it impressed her.

      “That’s huge.” She was impressed, and I liked it.

      “Yup.”

      “Makes my old farm seem dinky.”

      “But we don’t have goat’s milk here. You have that.”

      She laughed. “Goat’s and cow’s milk.”

      “A milk lover’s dream.”

      She relaxed again. Thankfully. I didn’t like watching her upset. It hurt me in a way it shouldn’t have. I should have turned around and taken her home. I didn’t need any information from her about my brother. She had none to give. But I still had one other excuse beyond the jolt and her connection. She was in town for a legal case. And I needed to know everything possible about her involvement.

      The case was my reason for giving her a tour. Well, that and her getting pissed and telling Mrs. Peterson on me. That wouldn’t help me out either. So I had two perfectly good reasons that had nothing to do with her body or the jolt from physical contact with her. Nor her pretty face. None of them. Because I could resist her and let fate lead her in another direction.

      I pulled up in front of my log-cabin style house. My brothers mostly lived in more modern homes, but I wanted rustic. Nothing beat a roaring fire in the winter, so I saw no need for heat. And the cool summer evenings made air conditioning entirely unnecessary.

      Mara pushed open her door as soon as I turned off the truck. I met her around on her side when she jumped down. “Don’t say a word. I wasn’t going to wait for you to open the door for me.”

      I laughed. “How do you know I was going to say anything?”

      “That frown on your face.”

      “Was I frowning?” I was too busy watching her hair blow in the breeze to notice. I needed to snap out of it. And fast.

      “Yes. You’re good at that.”

      “I’m good at frowning?” What was that supposed to mean?

      “Yes.” She glanced over her shoulder. “The first time I saw you. You didn’t exactly look happy.”

      “I was trying to figure out who you were.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I didn’t recognize you.” I was careful this time. I couldn’t let her know who the burial was really for.

      “Do you always scowl at strangers?”

      “You didn’t act very friendly either.” She’d moved on so fast I’d barely had a chance to see her. “You ran away.”

      “It was raining.”

      “Maybe that’s why I was frowning.”

      “You just said it was because you didn’t recognize me.” She put a hand on her hip. “Get your story straight.”

      “That and the rain.”

      “The rain you were walking in?” She rolled her eyes.

      “The rain you were standing in.”

      “So this is your house.” She nodded toward my cabin.

      “Nice conversation change.”

      “I don’t want to talk about that anymore.”

      “Ok. Then yes, this is my house.”

      “I like it.” She walked closer to it.

      “It does the job.” It was a single story cabin only about a thousand square feet. It was more than enough space for me.

      “It does the job?” She turned back to look at me. “That’s a funny way to describe your home.”

      “How would you describe yours?”

      She froze. “Right now home is a crappy apartment in Philadelphia.”

      “What happened to the dairy farm?”

      “It’s still there being rented out.”

      “Can’t you go back then?” The last thing I wanted was for her to run back to her farm,  but I wanted to know more about her.

      “No. I can’t go home.” She walked off in the opposite direction of my house.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Can I walk around while you change?”

      “You can wait inside.” I wanted her inside. She belonged there whether she knew it or not. Whether I was willing to accept it or not.

      “I don’t know you. I can’t go inside your house.”

      “What are you worried about?” I ached to reach out and touch her.

      She seemed to mull over my question. “It’s not that I’m afraid of anything in particular, but I know I shouldn’t.”

      “Or you think that you shouldn’t.”

      “What does it matter?”

      “It doesn’t, but it’s not living if you don’t live.” I threw out the saying haphazardly, but it was one I’d had spoken to me more than once.

      “Great words of wisdom.”

      “You can stay out here if you want.” I wasn’t going to force the girl inside. Even if my body and my bear was begging me to do that. What better way to get to know her than bringing her to my bed? I went hard thinking about it. Not what I was hoping for.

      “Ok. I’ll be here.”

      “I’ll be right back.” I took one long glance at her before heading inside.

      I was losing it. Mara wasn’t the type of girl I could fuck around with. There was no question about that. Someone had done a number on her, and I wasn’t going to add to the mess. At least I shouldn’t have.

      I unbuttoned my shirt and pulled a white t-shirt from my drawer. If I were staying on the ranch I wouldn’t have bothered with a shirt, but we were eventually heading back into town. Unfortunately. I’d have much rather spent more time with her on my land. The ride in the truck had been enough to make things crystal clear. I wasn’t giving her up. Mara would be mine.

      After stepping into jeans and putting my boots back on I hurried outside. The front of the house was empty. Mara was gone. I was inside five minutes and she’d already wandered off?

      Then I heard her voice. I followed it around the back of the house.

      “What are you doing here?” I greeted my brother Tyler.

      “And nice to see you too, brother.” Tyler hopped down from the fence he’d been sitting on. He was dressed in his usual attire of jeans and a cowboy hat. He was barefoot and shirtless.

      “I see you met Mara.” I walked to her side.

      “Yes. I’m a little bit disappointed you didn’t tell me about her, but I understand why.”

      Mara wrinkled her brow. “He just met me, so he couldn’t have told you about me.”

      Tyler chuckled. “Moving fast, big brother.”

      “Oh no.” Mara shook her head. “We’re not. I’m not—”

      Wow. She was quick to shoot down the suggestion. Was it really that bad of an image to her? It wasn’t to me. “Mara is renting out Mrs. Peterson’s guest cottage for the summer.”

      “You’re the legal secretary?” Tyler stepped toward her.

      “I’m not a secretary. I’m a research assistant.” Her response was calm. She wasn’t insulted, just setting the record straight. I liked that. I liked that she didn’t view herself as better than others.

      “What’s the difference?” Tyler put a hand in his pocket.

      “I’m in law school. It’s a summer job.”

      “A law student, eh?” Tyler grinned.

      “Yes.” Mara wrapped her arms around herself.

      “I was going to give Mara a quick tour and then we’re heading back into town.” I took a step closer to her.

      “What brought you two out here?” Tyler’s tone said more than his words did. He was already sizing up the situation to see whether I’d made a claim on her.

      “He’s being nice by helping me out, and he needed to change,” Mara answered for me.

      “Is that the story he gave you?” Tyler raised an eyebrow. “Usually he just tells the girl he wants to get her in his bed.”

      Mara looked down at the ground. “So, we should probably go.”

      I glared at Tyler. “Absolutely. I’ll show you around another time.”

      “Aw, come on. I was only playing,” Tyler whined. Sometimes he sounded so much like a little kid, but he knew he was in trouble, and I wasn’t the sort to want trouble with. It wasn’t going to end well for him.

      “We really do need to go. We’re having dinner with Mrs. Peterson, and we still have some errands to run.” I put a hand on Mara’s back.

      She gave a smile. “Nice meeting you, Tyler.”

      “A pleasure meeting you, Mara.” He stepped toward her. “I look forward to seeing you again.”

      She glanced up. “Same to you.” She hurried back toward my truck, and Tyler laughed.

      If Mara wasn’t waiting on me I would have taught my brother a lesson then and there, but that would ruin everything. She’d run away scared, and it would destroy any chance for getting information about the case brought her to Crestview and into my life.

      “Don’t be a stranger, Mara!” Tyler yelled after.

      There was another reason to keep her close. If I made it clear she was off limits, she’d be safe from the most dangerous men in Crestview: my brothers.
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      I normally didn’t get embarrassed. I could handle guys and any of their stupid games, but Tyler unnerved me. There was something about the way he looked at me and joked with Ian that made me feel like there was something going on I wasn’t aware of.

      I was glad to get back into Ian’s truck headed toward town.

      “How many brothers do you have?” I asked as soon as Ian turned onto the road.

      He opened his mouth and then closed it. After a pause he finally answered. “Five.” He hesitated with his answer which seemed odd.

      “Wow. Six boys? Any sisters?”

      “Just us six boys. My mother had her hands full.”

      “I bet.” I didn’t ask about his father. I’d learned to hate questions about my family.

      “I’m sorry about Tyler. He can be a little bit intense.” Ian rested his hand on the seat between us.

      “A little bit?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes.”

      “I didn’t tell him about the graveyard even though I can’t imagine he’d worry about you missing church.”

      Ian laughed. “He doesn’t look like a church-goer to you?”

      “Church goers come in all sorts of shapes and sizes, but he didn’t sound like one.”

      “He isn’t. I’d been more worried about my mom.”

      “And you thought your brothers might tell her?” I struggled to understand the family dynamics at play there. My family situation had been so simple—Grandpa and me.

      “Pretty much.”

      “Sorry to make us leave so fast.” I played with a loose string on my gym shorts. They were the oldest and rattiest pair I had. Of course they were the ones I’d chosen to wear.

      “I understand. You weren’t comfortable.”

      “I wasn’t,” I admitted.

      “But you’re comfortable around me?” There was a hopefulness in his voice that surprised me. He shouldn’t have cared.

      “Comfortable enough.”

      “Well, to ride in my car. Not to step into my home.”

      “Maybe next time.”

      “Next time?” He raised an eyebrow.

      I felt blood rushing to my face. Was I blushing again? “You told me you’d give me a tour next time.”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “I’m not actually holding you to it. I still don’t really understand why you’re showing me around today.”

      “I already told you.”

      “Yes. Being nice and welcoming.”

      He laughed. “Something like that.”

      He rolled the windows down as we made the drive toward town. It was easier to relax now that we were headed back. I may have been stupid to drive out to his ranch, but it was going to be okay. We’d get the flowers, fix Mrs. Peterson’s lawn, and then I’d probably never see the guy again. I wouldn’t go into town more than I absolutely had to.

      The downtown of Crestview was only a few blocks long, but it packed a lot in those few blocks. Three restaurants, a coffee shop, an ice cream parlor, a small grocery store, and a feed store made up the most central part of the strip. Across the street was a dance studio, a bar, and the nursery. A few other stores lined the streets one block further in each direction.

      Ian effortlessly pulled into a parking spot right out front of the nursery. One nice thing about Crestview was there was always parking. It was very different from my neighborhood in Philadelphia. I’d given up on parallel parking my truck into the tiny spots available around my apartment after only a few tries. It wasn’t going to happen.

      I watched a group of kids running around in the grassy area beside the store. They were singing a nursery rhyme I hadn’t heard since I was a kid. I was so distracted that I was still sitting there when Ian came around and opened my door.

      “And they say you can’t teach old dog new tricks.”

      “Are you calling me a dog?” I stepped down, refusing the help of his hands. It’s not that I minded the help, but it seemed too much like giving in to do it.

      “Of course not.” He paled.

      I laughed. “Ok, let’s find these hollyhocks.”

      “Ian, when did you get back into town?” An older man wearing a pinched front cowboy hat walked over.

      “Hi Mr. Hamilton. I’ve been back about a day now,” Ian explained.

      “And you brought a girl home?” Mr. Hamilton sized me up.

      “No. I found Mara here.” Ian grinned. “She’s staying in Mrs. Peterson’s guesthouse.”

      “So, you’re the law student?” Mr. Hamilton took off his glasses and put them back on. “Where have you been hiding out this whole time?”

      “I’ve come downtown before.” I had been to the grocery store once. “But I’ve only been here a week.”

      “Well then, I guess it’s lucky you have Ian showing you around. Maybe it will get you out and about more.”

      “Maybe.” I smiled, hoping it would end the conversation even though I highly doubted it would. I’d grown up in a small town, and I was quickly realizing this one wasn’t any different. I’d probably started a whole lot of gossip by showing up with Ian.

      “Are you two going to go to the Beet festival together?” As expected Mr. Hamilton wasn’t ready to drop the conversation.

      “You know, I hadn’t asked her yet, but that’s a very good question.” Ian’s eyes twinkled. “So what will it be?”

      “The Beet Festival?” I vaguely remembered Mrs. Peterson talking about it when I first arrived. I wasn’t a big fan of beets, but evidently they were grown all over town.

      “Yes. The highlight of the summer here.”

      “Uh, sure.” I didn’t have a real excuse not to go. Any I could have used in private wasn’t going to work in front of a crowd. And there was a crowd developing around us. I didn’t realize that many people even lived in Crestview.

      “Ian’s brought home a girlfriend?” An older woman asked.

      “No, she’s the law student here with those suits,” Mr. Hamilton explained.

      “Funny, Mary never mentioned her tenant was looking to date. I could have introduced her to my son when he was in town on Wednesday.”

      “Oh. I’m not looking to date.” That was exactly what I didn’t need. No matchmaking.

      “But you told Ian you’d go to the Beet Festival with him.” Mr. Hamilton stared me down, daring me to contradict him.

      “Quick work, Ian. Your Ma said you just got back into town last night,” another man I didn’t recognize said, although I didn’t recognize any of these people, so that wasn’t a particularly good description.

      “Well, you know what they say about those who procrastinate.” Ian put a hand on the small of my back. “Speaking of which we have shopping to do. We will see you all later.” He led me inside the shop.

      “What happens to those who procrastinate?” I raised an eyebrow.

      He chuckled. “I don’t know. It sounded like a good line.”

      “Were you purposely implying that we’re somehow involved?” It should have bothered me more than it did, but it didn’t. If I was going to be gossiped about, it was better with him than many other men.

      “Would you have preferred to have had everyone setting you up with their sons and grandsons?” Ian walked further into the store.

      “No.” I mulled over his words. “Thanks, I think. And of course I get why you asked me about the festival. That was to help me out, so feel free to go with whoever you want.”

      Ian stopped in his tracks. “Whoever I want?”

      “Yeah.” I wondered who he usually dated. Everyone in this town knew him, and I assumed the young women were no exception.

      “I guess it’s good I already asked.” He winked.

      “Be real.”

      “I am. I’m looking forward to it. You’re going to be the talk of the town now that you’ve ventured outside.”

      “I’ve only been here a week. You people make it sound like I’ve been holed up for months.” I glanced around at the rows of flowers and other plants.

      “A week is a long time here.”

      “Hello, Ian.” A woman in her mid-thirties appeared from one of the aisles. She wore her salt and pepper hair in a long ponytail down her back.

      Ian smiled. “Hi, Miss Nelson.”

      “Can I help y’all with anything?” Miss Nelson spoke with a southern accent that sounded almost jarring compared to everyone else in town.“I’m not from around here either, honey.” She held out a hand. “I’m Lauren. And you must be Mara?”

      I accepted her outstretched hand. “Pleasure to meet you, but how did you know who I was?”

      “How many newcomers do you think we get here?”

      “Oh. I just assumed because no one outside knew—”

      “And I heard Ian say your name from outside. The glass isn’t as thick as it looks.”

      I smiled. “Oh. Ok.”

      “How’s Crestview treating you so far?”

      “It’s been friendly.” That seemed like a safe way to describe it. Ian had certainly been friendly enough. Had I known Connor was going to jet off the second I arrived I would have held off on coming here, but he’d given me no warning. Kind of like how he gave me no warning on the salary.

      “Well, if you ever need a break from that friendliness find me here.” Lauren grinned. “I happen to have a different breed of friendliness.”

      “Oh. Thanks.”

      “She’s trying to tell you she won’t judge you, and she has booze.” Ian grinned.

      Lauren laughed. “Did you have to tell on me, Ian?”

      “Oh.” I’d had absolutely no idea what she’d meant.

      “Ok, you two must be here for a reason.” Lauren put a hand in the pockets of her light-blue jeans.

      “Yes. I ran over Mrs. Peterson’s pink hollyhocks with my truck, and I need to replace them.”

      “We need to replace them,” Ian added. “Don’t waste your time going into your ‘treat a lady right’ speech, Lauren. I’m not leaving her on her own with this task.”

      “Did you help her drive over them?” Lauren turned to him.

      “No, but I’d already offered my help to Mrs. Peterson before she fessed up.”

      “I didn’t wait that long.” The way Ian made it sound I’d waited days.

      Lauren smiled. “Don’t let Ian get to you. He does this to everyone.”

      I smiled back. “Good to know.”

      “Don’t listen to her.” Ian leaned in. “You’re special.” There was something behind his eyes that made me wonder if he was trying to compliment me rather than joke.

      “We’ve got plenty of hollyhock. What color? Pink?”

      “Purply pink if that makes sense.”

      “How many do you need?”

      “A dozen would do,” Ian supplied.

      “Great. I can get those sent over for you. You didn’t need to come all the way in for that.”

      “I know.” Ian smiled

      “You did?” I whirled around to look at him. “Then why are we here?”

      “I thought you might want to see more of the downtown.”

      “Make sure to take her over to Davie’s. He’s selling double scoops for the price of one today.” Lauren jumped in before I could respond.

      “What’s the occasion?” Ian asked.

      “He’s a Daddy. Maggie delivered late last night.”

      “His wife had a baby last night and he’s working?” I assumed we were talking scoops of ice cream, but whatever scoops it meant working a job.

      “Of course. I’m surprised he even left long enough to go to the hospital for it.” Lauren rolled her eyes. “Davie the third is a hard worker. Just like his dad and his grandpa.”

      “Davie the third?”

      “Originality in names isn’t his family’s specialty.” Lauren adjusted a table display of seeds. “You’ll understand what I mean when you see the different ice cream flavors.”

      “If we head over there I’ll check it out.”

      “There’s no if about it. You don’t give up two for one scoops. It doesn’t happen often.” Ian looked out the front window.

      I followed his gaze. The crowd had left. “Is it good ice cream?” I was picky. Nothing could beat the stuff we had in my hometown.

      “The best.” Lauren rubbed her stomach. “Can’t beat it.”

      “She’s from a dairy farm.” Ian pointed to me.

      “I thought you were a law student?” Lauren wrinkled her brow.

      “I am. I moved to Philadelphia for college, but I grew up on a farm.”

      “Well then there’s a small chance you’ve had better, but Davie’s is the best I’ve ever had.”

      “I’ll have to let you know what I think.” I liked Lauren, and I had a feeling I’d be taking up her offer for her brand of friendliness.
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      Mara licked her ice cream. She used her tongue to taste each bite the way a little kid would. It was cute and nothing like the giant bites I took of mine.

      Ice cream wasn’t my thing. Nothing but meat was, but I could blend in, and I figured I’d weird her out if I didn’t have any. But by the way she focused on making sure not a single drop of her ice cream dripped from the cone, I wasn’t sure if she’d even notice.

      “How is it?” I tossed the wrapper of my now disappeared cone in the garbage.

      “Delicious.” She licked around the cone again.

      I watched her tongue and couldn’t help but imagine what other things that tongue could do. “Better than what you’ve had back home?”

      She glanced over at the counter as if to make sure Davie wasn’t listening. “Not as good, but close.”

      I laughed. “I guess that’s saying a lot.”

      “It is. I have high standards.”

      “Are those high standards only about ice cream?” I still knew nothing about her past relationships, and I wanted to know. I wanted to know who else had gotten close to the girl who would be mine. I’d fully made up my mind back at my place. No one else would ever have her.

      “No.” She smiled coyly before returning her attention to some ice cream about to drip off the cone. “By the way, Lauren wasn’t kidding about the names.”

      “You mean you don’t think Chocolatey Chocolate and Minty Mint Chip are original names?” I teased.

      “Oh they’re original all right.”

      “Not everyone can be Ben & Jerry’s.”

      “I’m not concerned about the name. It’s the taste that matters.” She licked around her cone again.

      “Isn’t that always the truth?”

      She blushed. It was that sexy blush that made me want to close the distance between us.

      “Ok. No more talking. You need to finish that cone so we can get back to Mrs. Peterson’s before the flowers are delivered.”

      She took another long lick before tossing her half-done cone. She stared into the trash can longingly.

      “I didn’t mean you had to toss it out.”

      “You’re right though. We have to get going.” Her voice was sad. The girl was legitimately upset that she didn’t get to finish her treat, yet she tossed it so she wouldn’t let an old lady down. Mara was something else.

      I held open the door, and we headed out to my truck. The drive back to Mrs. Peterson’s was a silent one, but it was a comfortable silence I didn’t mind. We made it back, pulled out Mrs. Peterson’s garden tools, and got to work on the flower bed.

      She set to work immediately, careful to divide up the new flowers evenly between the two of us. Before long we were planting the last two.

      I reached over and wiped a streak of dirt off her face.

      She smiled. “Oh. Thanks.”

      “I’m impressed.”

      “Impressed that I managed to get dirty planting a few flowers?” She wiped her brow.

      “No.” I shook my head. “Impressed that you didn’t mind getting dirty.”

      “I don’t mind dirty things.” She blushed again. Man, I was going to have to keep making that happen. It lit up her whole face, including her eyes. “And obviously I’m only talking about this kind of dirt.”

      “Gotcha.” I winked. “I wouldn’t assume anything else.”

      “Weren’t you supposed to be the gentleman?”

      “I am. We’re talking about gardening, right?”

      “Right.” She smiled and looked away.

      “I have a favor to ask of you.”

      “Another?” She looked up.

      “Another?” Then I remembered. “Oh, this one isn’t about my family.”

      “Ok. What is it?”

      I pressed the dirt down around my final plant. “Mind if I use your shower?”

      “My shower?” She put a hand to her chest.

      “I have a change of clothes in the truck, but I can’t exactly go to Mrs. Peterson’s for Sunday supper with dirt on me.”

      “There’s no dirt on you.” Mara frowned.

      “Not as much as is on you.”

      “Nope.” She looked down at her clothes.

      “I still should shower.”

      “Then, uh sure. No problem.”

      “Thanks. I would go home to do it, but as you saw earlier it’s a bit of a drive.”

      “Oh, I know.” She stared up at the sky. She seemed to do that a lot.

      I probably could have skipped the shower, but Mrs. Peterson would have gotten annoyed, besides, this might be my one chance to get inside that cottage.

      “I can’t promise you’re going to like what I have.”

      “What you have?” I tried to catch what she was talking about.

      “Yeah, my bath products and stuff.”

      I laughed. “All I need to do is rinse off, Mara. I’m not asking for anything more.” At least not yet, and what I was going to ask for would have nothing to do with bath products.

      “Ok. Well, let me find you a towel then.” She stood up and dusted the dirt off her shorts and legs.

      “You probably need a shower too.” I reached out to wipe some dirt off her arm but thought better of it.

      “I already had two today.” She shrugged. “I can wait.”

      “Two?”

      “Yeah.” She glanced over her shoulder. “One to warm up after getting stuck in the rain. And another.” She hesitated as if deciding whether to trust me with some sort of information.

      “What was the other shower for?”

      “Nothing like you’re thinking.” She wrinkled her nose.

      “And what am I thinking?”

      “I don’t know, but nothing good.”

      “If you don’t know, then how can you decide whether it’s wrong or right?” I gave in and wiped the dirt off her arm.

      She glanced at the spot where I’d touched her. Had she felt the jolt? She hadn’t seemed to the other times. “I can make a pretty good guess by the look on your face.”

      “What kind of look do I have on my face?” I ran my hand over my chin.

      “It’s gone now, but it was there.”

      “All right, why don’t you find me that towel you promised me?”

      “Sure.” She piled up the trowels and hand fork we were using.

      I helped and carried them back toward the shed where we’d found them.

      “Thanks for the help.” Mara tugged down on her tank top. “You really didn’t need to.”

      “You’re going to pay me back.”

      “How? By letting you use my shower?”

      “No. I thought that was part of the deal of helping.”

      “Then what do you mean?” There was a nervous edge to her voice.

      “The Beet festival,” I reminded her. “Or did you forget you promised to go with me?”

      “People usually go to this festival with someone?” She narrowed her eyes.

      “Yes. Well, past being kids.”

      “And you’re absolutely sure there’s going to be no angry girls after me as a result?”

      “Well, I can’t promise that completely.” I grinned.

      “I bet you’ve broken a lot of hearts.”

      “Are you worried about me breaking yours?” Any answer she’d give me would be an interesting one. I wouldn’t break her heart, but I was going to take it.

      “No, because you’re not going near it.” She turned her back and headed toward her house.

      “Ouch. That’s cold.” Colder than she would have thought. And all it did was cement the decision I’d already made.

      “Not cold. You only asked me to be nice. You’re saying this is paying you back, but you’re really still trying to help me. I get it. And I appreciate the help.” She pushed opened the door.

      “Is that what you think?” I followed her inside and closed the door behind us.

      “Yes. And it’s not that I don’t appreciate the friendly attention, but it’s really unnecessary.”

      “Friendly attention?” I asked.

      “Yes. It’s very friendly.”

      “It’s not friendly.” It wasn’t friendly at all. I stepped toward her slowly until her back was pressed against the door I’d just closed. “There is nothing friendly about the attention I’m trying to pay to you.” I leaned in with my lips inches from hers. If I moved a fraction of an inch I’d be able to claim the lips I’d been waiting to taste from the moment I met her. “And the attention I’m going to be paying you in the future will leave no room for that confusion. I can promise you that.”

      She moistened her lips, and that undid me. I pressed my lips against hers, hungrily taking in the taste. I pushed for access to her mouth, and she opened up to me. I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her against me. She tasted and felt even better than I’d expected.

      She pushed against my chest gently, and I snapped out of my daze. I released her and took a step back.

      She stared at me with wide eyes. “Uh, the towels are in the hall closest by the bathroom. This place is small, I’m sure you can find them.” She hurried outside, and I wondered if I’d screwed everything up.  I started to follow her out, but I stopped myself. I needed a cold shower before I faced her again.

      Mara was right. The cottage was small. I found the linen closet on my first guess and grabbed the top towel. I passed by her small bedroom and peeked in. Her bed was perfectly made, and the purple comforter seemed like exactly the sort of thing she’d pick. I stared at her bed longer than necessary. It was impossible not to imagine slipping into that bed with her. I shook myself from those thoughts. I’d already let my bear side get me in trouble once with her.

      I reached the small bathroom and turned on the cold water in the shower. It was the only thing that was going to get me through the rest of the evening. Every moment I spent with Mara made it harder to keep my hands to myself. She called to me like a drug, and I knew the feeling wasn’t one sided.

      She’d feared me a few moments before, and I hated that. I never wanted her to be afraid of me—even if she should have been.

      I let the cold water flow over me until I’d calmed down. Then I got out, dried off, and realized one important thing. I’d forgotten to grab my change of clothes from the truck. I prepared to put back on my dirty clothes when I noticed a piece of paper under the door.

      I realized you forgot your clothes, but I heard the water on already. Your truck was unlocked, so I got your clothes. They are outside the door.

      -M

      I opened the door, hoping she was still around, but the hall was empty. My clothes were neatly folded in a pile.

      “Mara?” I called out her name.

      No answer. I closed the door to the bathroom, very much disappointed she hadn’t delivered the clothes in person.
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      His intentions weren’t friendly. At least that’s what he said when he backed me back against the door and kissed me like no man had ever kissed me before. Normally I’d have kicked a guy for cornering me like that, but strangely I didn’t with Ian. I’d just stared before running off like some scared little animal. I’d enjoyed the kiss. I’d opened up to him eagerly, and it had taken effort to make myself break the kiss. He may have started it, but I’d been a very willing participant.

      I still couldn’t quite believe he was using my shower. Sure he had some dirt and sweat, but he could have washed his face and changed. But if I’d been in his position I’d have wanted to rinse off. That’s all it was. It’s not like he’d tried to get me to join him. An image of doing just that flooded me. My whole body warmed, and I tried to surface from the vivid daydream that was so out of character for me. I didn’t understand it. Handsome faces equaled heartache I reminded myself. And those kinds of lips equaled even more.

      I paced around outside until I remembered he’d wanted to change, and he’d never gone to his truck to get his clothes. I walked down to where he’d left his truck and opened the door. Evidently people didn’t lock their doors in Crestview. I’d grown out of that habit years ago.

      I pulled out the crisp navy shirt and khakis and carried them back up to the cottage I was staying in.

      I caught a glimpse of Mrs. Peterson and hurried over to the cottage to drop off the clothes before she could make any misinterpretations about the situation. I jotted down a quick note and slid it under the door before running out of the house. The last thing I needed was to bump into Ian in a towel. The images were vivid enough already without having more details filled in.

      I still needed to get myself ready. I’d readily let him shower first because I was so surprised by his question. Hopefully he wouldn’t be too long.

      “Mara!” Mrs. Peterson walked up the drive.

      “Hi Mrs. Peterson.” I walked down the gravel part of drive quickly to meet up with her.

      “Is Ian still here?” She looked over at his truck.

      “Yes. He wanted to take a shower before dinner.”

      “Oh, ok.” She eyed my cottage. “He should have used my guest bath.”

      “Maybe he didn’t want to put you out.”

      “But where will you wash up?”

      “I’m waiting. He can’t take too long.”

      “Did you two have a nice afternoon?” Her expression was blank, but I got the sense her interest went beyond being polite.

      “It was nice. And we finished with your flowers.”

      She smiled. “I heard you’re going to the Beet Festival together.”

      “Oh.” I’d been right about small town gossip. “That news traveled fast.”

      She opened her mouth and then closed it. “I want to talk to you about that.”

      “Ok.” I waited anxiously. She’d been the one to suggest Ian and I spend time together, so surely she couldn’t be upset I’d agreed.

      “Ian is a good boy.” She took both of my hands in hers. “Our families go back a long way.”

      “Yes, you mentioned that.” Evidently the length of a family’s roots in Crestview mattered to her.

      “But others will argue that he’s no good.”

      “Oh.” I hid my surprise. So far everyone seemed to be big fans of his. “Yeah, you can’t make everyone a fan.”

      She looked right into my eyes. “Listen to your heart and not the gossip.”

      My heart? Yeah, I wasn’t worried about that. “He’s just being friendly. There is nothing to worry about either way.” The kiss had been intense, but it was only a kiss. It wouldn’t happen again.

      “I may be old, but I’m not stupid, honey.”

      “Oh, I never said—”

      “The man’s interested. He thinks he can pull one over on me, but my guess is he came over here just to see you in the first place. He probably caught a glimpse of you in town earlier. The men of his family subscribe to the love at first sight philosophy.”

      “It certainly wasn’t love at first sight.” I remembered his frown.

      “Love can come in a lot of different packages.”

      “Different packages?”

      “Yes.” She nodded solemnly. “It isn’t always the way they make it seem in the movies and books.”

      “You read romance books?” I asked with genuine surprise.

      “Does that surprise you?” Mrs. Peterson winked.

      “No.” I kept putting my foot in my mouth.

      “One doesn’t lose their interests just because they are older.”

      “I wasn’t suggesting that. It’s just—”

      “Just what?”

      I wasn’t going to get out of it. I’d said too many wrong words already. “With all your rules about male guests, I assumed it.”

      “You assumed what exactly?”

      I threw up my hands. “Nothing. I have no idea how to talk my way out of this one.”

      She laughed. “Those rules are for your protection as well as mine.”

      “I don’t believe I violated any by letting him shower, right? That doesn’t count as a male guest?” I really didn’t want to have to look for another place to stay after getting thrown out of her place. I’d probably be blacklisted and end up at some seedy hotel on the outskirts of town. If those kinds of places even existed in Crestview.

      “No.” She shook her head. “Ian is a good man. Remember that.”

      “Ok.” I nodded. “I will.”

      “I’ll see you for dinner.” She smiled at something over my shoulder, and I watched Ian descend the porch steps.

      He was grinning and carrying his dirty clothes. “I got your note.”

      “I see.” I pointed to the paper he clutched in his hand while trying to ignore his wet hair and thoughts of the kiss.

      “Ian,” Mrs. Peterson interjected. “Finish thanking Mara and then come on inside. I need your help.”

      “Ok.” He waved as she disappeared back toward her house. He leaned in. “She’s making sure I don’t bother you while you shower. By the way, sorry for going first. I know you told me to, but that was rude.”

      “No it’s fine.”

      “Is everything fine?” His eyes searched my eyes for something.

      He had startled me. But he’d also thrilled me, and at the moment the thrill was what was winning. “What was that?”

      “The reason you probably should stay away from me, but why I’m not going to let that happen.”

      “Do you realize that makes you sound scary?”

      He grinned. “I bet.”

      “Yet, you said it anyway.”

      “There’s a lot more to Crestview than meets the eye.”

      “I know what small towns are like.” I’d spent the first eighteen years of my life in one.

      “Not all small towns are the same.”

      They were. Of course the people were different and the names of the stores, but underneath it all, they were the same. “If you say so.”

      “Why are you here?” He adjusted the clothes in his hands.

      “For work.”

      “Yes, but why? Was it the only job you could get?”

      I felt my temperature rise. “No. I could have had others, but I wanted to get away, and I know Connor, I mean Professor Daniels, well. I already told you.”

      “And you’re into land dispute cases?”

      “Not necessarily, but it’s interesting enough.” Had I told him what case I was there for? Maybe there weren’t too many other ones that would bring in attorneys from out of town.

      “I’d be careful.” He leaned in. “Ok?”

      “Careful of what exactly?”

      “Everything.” He stepped back.

      “Ok?”

      “All right. I better get inside before Mrs. Peterson gets suspicious. Have a nice shower.” He smiled before walking away.
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      “She’s not the kind of girl who’s going to fall to her knees for you, Ian.” Mrs. Peterson rested her hand on the kitchen counter top.

      I choked on the sip of lemonade I’d just taken.

      “Oh no, don’t you dare. You knew exactly what I meant.” She brought over a pitcher of water to the table.

      Somehow Mrs. Peterson explaining herself made it worse. I coughed a few times before I cleared out the tart drink.

      “And there’s a history there. A dark one.” Mrs. Peterson frowned. “I can’t put my finger on what it is.”

      “Have you met the professor?” I needed any information on the guy I could get.

      “I saw him for the briefest of moments. He came by to tell her he was leaving.”

      “And when was that?” I set down three fresh glasses on the table cloth covered table. She hadn’t had to ask me to help her set the table for dinner.

      “A few hours after Mara arrived.” She opened a cabinet and directed me toward the plates she wanted me to select.

      “And he hasn’t been over here again since?” I set the plates on the table and returned to Mrs. Peterson to get the silverware.

      “Not that I’ve heard.” She handed me the napkins.

      “I don’t like it.” Mara had described him as a family friend. What kind of family friend invited a girl across the country for a job and then took off? Wasn’t he at all worried about her security or well-being? I knew I already was, but then again we had a connection she couldn’t possibly have with this professor.

      “You don’t like the idea of a man in her life, or that he left her here?”

      “Both.” I saw no reason to hide my intentions from Mrs. Peterson. She’d figure them out anyway, and she was already helping me out. Hopefully she’d continue to help me.

      She smiled. “Good.”

      “Good?” Was she even more invested than I thought?

      “It means you care for all the right reasons.”

      “But why would he hire her to come out here and leave? Not to mention why is he here? He’s a professor, not a practicing attorney.” There were so many parts of this situation that didn’t make any sense at all.

      “He’s been called in for some sort of council. That’s all I know.”

      “Where did he go?” Mrs. Peterson knew everything that was going on. It’s why I knew our Jonovan secret was safe. If she didn’t know, it was unlikely anyone in town would figure it out.

      “I don’t know. And I don’t think she does either.” Mrs. Peterson took a seat in her usual seat at the table. “She doesn’t seem particularly happy about her situation here.”

      “I don’t like it. I don’t like that he left her here.”

      “Me neither. Good thing she’s got you now.” She grinned.

      “If she decides to let me stick around.” I’d messed up in the cottage. I’d seen a flicker of fear in her eyes, and I hoped that was something I could get rid of.

      “Uh oh.” Mrs. Peterson shook her head. “What did you do?”

      “Let her know my intentions weren’t friendly.” Once again I went with honesty. Mrs. Peterson generally gave very good advice.

      “You let her know with your words?”

      “I may have cornered her against the wall. And kissed her.” Or door, but I didn’t need to emphasize the whole being in Mara’s house thing.

      “Ian.” Mrs. Peterson frowned.

      “I know. I didn’t hurt her, but she was so big on me only hanging around to be friendly. And that’s not the case.”

      Mrs. Peterson leaned back in her chair. “No. I can’t imagine it is.” “How was it?” She grinned.

      “The kiss?” I was completely unused to discussing this sort of thing with her.

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “Better than I could have hoped.”

      “Does that mean incredible?”

      “Perfect.” There was no reason to hold back the honest truth from her. “But ended too soon.”

      “All the best kind of kisses end too soon.” She winked. “It leaves both parties wanting more.”

      “Let’s hope you’re right.” I was ready to drop the awkward conversation. “Try to put in a good word for me?”

      “I already have. I think you two will make a good match.”

      “Any particular reason why?” I already had my reasons, but I wouldn’t mind hearing hers.

      “You will balance one another out. You’re alike just enough to make the flames fly but keep them from burning down the house.”

      “Interesting description.”

      “I know these things.” Mrs. Peterson leaned in. “Take my word for it.”

      I nodded. “You don’t need to convince me. I’m interested. And tell me if you hear anything about the professor.” I needed all the information I could get. I barely knew anything about the guy, but I knew I couldn’t trust him.

      “I will. You do the same.”

      I felt Mara approach before I heard her tentative knock. The fact that I felt her wasn’t a good thing—well, not a good thing for her. It was a perfectly good thing for me.

      I headed for the door, but Mrs. Peterson stopped me. She gestured for me to step back and opened the door herself. “Hi, honey.”

      Mara was dressed in a pale pink dress that hugged each and every one of her curves. Technically it covered everything it should have, but that only made it harder. She was torturing me pure and simple, especially since the heeled sandals she was wearing made her legs that much more tempting.

      “Hi, sorry I took a while.” Her voice was sweet yet nervous. That nervousness hadn’t been there before.

      “You’re right on time,” Mrs. Peterson reassured her.  I watched Mara, letting my eyes roam over every inch of her body.

      “Ian, aren’t you going to say hello?”

      I’d sunken into my thoughts of how I’d like to remove the dress—either slowly or by ripping it off of her, but Mrs. Peterson’s voice brought me back to reality. We most definitely weren’t alone.  I belatedly composed myself.  “Hi, Mara. You look lovely.”

      “Thanks.” Mara blushed, making everything worse for me.

      Mrs. Peterson smiled. “Oh, darn it.”

      “What? What’s wrong?” Mara asked with alarm.

      “I forgot I have my bridge club tonight. Glad I have enough food to feed them, but you two are going to have to find your own meal.” She beamed and all but winked at me.

      “Oh.” Mara nodded. “That’s fine. I can make my own dinner.”

      “Not unless you’re also going to cook for Ian.” Mrs. Peterson shook her head. “I can’t leave that poor boy to eat alone.”

      Mara wrinkled her nose. “I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

      “But we’ve both cleaned up nice.” I had to think of something. If Mrs. Peterson was giving me this opportunity, I wasn’t going to waste it. “Why not go out to eat?”

      Mara looked away. “You won’t waste it if you go into town. I am sure you can find someone to join you for dinner.”

      I felt a growl rise in me. There was only one woman I planned to have dinner with. I knew what game Mrs. Peterson was playing, but it was about to backfire.

      “My bridge club gets loud, honey. You’re going to want to be scarce for a few hours.”

      “I think I can handle the noise.” Mara frowned. “But thank you for the warning.”

      “Does my company displease you that much?” I reached for any tools I could. It was a low blow, but I’d do whatever I needed to do. “Because it’s hard to read your reaction right now as anything but you trying to get out of spending time with me.”

      “No. But you’ve helped me out enough already today.” She clasped her hands in front of her.

      “No, I haven’t.” I held out my arm to her. “What kind of food are you in the mood for?”

      “Take her to Anderson’s steakhouse.” Mrs. Peterson chimed in. “You can’t beat the steaks.”

      It was where I’d already been planning to take her once I made sure she ate meat.

      “Oh, anything is fine with me.” Mara looked away. “I’m not picky at all.”

      “Perfect. Get going then you two. I have to get ready.” Mrs. Peterson pushed us out the door.

      “She did that on purpose,” Mara mumbled under her breath as she descended the front porch steps.

      “Of course she did.” I tried to keep the glee from my voice, but I didn’t try all that hard.

      “And you don’t seem surprised.”

      I opened her side of the truck, and she let me help her up. I didn’t bother trying to keep my eyes off of her ass as she stepped into the cab. I only had so much willpower, and I was going to save it for when we were in public. I closed the door and walked around to my side. “She seems interested in playing matchmaker.”

      “You don’t seem like the type to let someone else dictate your life.” She buckled her seatbelt.

      “I don’t mind it this time.” I started the truck.

      “Why?” Her eyes seemed innocent as if she actually didn’t know.

      I backed out of the driveway before replying. I didn’t want to give her a chance to run off. “Because I want exactly what she wants.”

      Mara shifted in her seat. “Why?”

      “Why what?” I couldn’t ignore that her shifting had revealed more of her legs.

      “Why are you interested in me?”

      “How could I not be?” It would have been impossible.

      “I saw the way you looked at me this morning. That wasn’t interest.”

      I pulled over to the side of the road and put the car in park. I turned to look right at her. “I was surprised you were at that burial. If you looked at me a few seconds later you would have seen a different expression.”

      “Did you know I lived at Mrs. Peterson’s?”

      “Before today?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “No. I just got back into town last night.”

      “Ok.” She nodded as if to herself. “Now I feel stupid.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I pretty much accused you of stalking me or something, which you obviously weren’t doing.” She looked away.

      I captured her chin with my hand and turned her face toward me. “I’m not stalking you. I don’t stalk. But I do go after what I want.”

      “Even if what you want doesn’t want you back?”

      “Is that what you think?” I stroked her cheek with my finger. “That this is one-sided?”

      “I don’t know you.” She returned my eye contact. There was more than a little bit of hesitation and doubt in her eyes. I needed to wipe all of that away.

      “But you want me. I know it as well as you do.” I took her hand in mine, wanting more contact. “You want me, and eventually you’re going to admit it to yourself.”

      “Eventually?” She shook her head. “You act as though we’ve know each other for years. We met this morning.”

      “And now it’s evening.” I stroked her hand with my fingers. “What’s your point?”

      She laughed. It was a gorgeous laugh that made me want her even more. “You’re crazy.”

      “Will you at least admit you’re attracted to me?”

      She blushed. “Why do you care? Are you on some sort of ego trip?”

      “I’m happy to admit I’m attracted to you.” I rested our joined hands on her leg. “Incredibly attracted to you.”

      “And that was the reason for the kiss?”

      “Maybe we should do it again.”

      “Kiss?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes. I think you’ve forgotten how it made you feel.”

      “Are you always this arrogant?” She shook her head. “Maybe we should go back.”

      “Why?” I released her chin, but she didn’t turn her head.

      “Because I’m not looking for whatever it is you’re expecting.”

      “What am I expecting?” I waited eagerly for her answer. It would give me a better sense of what thoughts were actually going through her mind.

      “Sex. What else do men ever want?”

      “It’s going to be more than sex.” But sex would be part of it. I’d be making sure of that.

      “Going to be? Isn’t that a little over confident?” She  tried to pull her hand away, but I squeezed it in mine and she quickly stopped.

      I bit back a smile. “You stopped asking me to take you home.”

      “I could say it again.”

      “But you don’t want to.” She didn’t. I could tell. She was also more relaxed, which said more than her words were saying.

      She shrugged. “I’m hungry.”

      “Are you sure that’s for food?” I put the car back in drive even though I didn’t want to. I wanted to pull her onto my lap and remind her of our connection.

      “What happened to you being a gentleman?” She slumped down slightly in her seat.

      “I tried. It didn’t work.” I smiled. I was barely keeping my hands to myself. She wanted me, and that made it harder to resist her.

      “So you’re giving up on it?”

      “Not entirely.” I was being as much of a gentleman as I could be, but my bear wasn’t good at playing that game. It knew what it wanted.

      “Just to make this clear, the only thing we’re doing tonight is having dinner.”

      “No.” I shook my head.

      “Uh, then turn around.”

      “I don’t mean sex. Ok? Why don’t we just establish that so you can relax? But we’re doing something other than dinner.”

      “What?” She shifted in her seat again. This time she tugged down on her dress.

      “It’s a surprise.”

      “What if I don’t like surprises?” she challenged.

      “You’re going to learn.” I planned to surprise her over and over again.

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m going to be surprising you a lot.”

      “You won’t even remember me in a few months when I leave.” She didn’t sound particularly excited about that.

      “I can promise you that I’ll remember you.” And she wasn’t leaving at the end of a few months. I’d make sure of it. “And a few months is a long time.”

      “I might not even make it a few months. If Connor doesn’t get back soon, there’s no point in me being here.” She turned to the window.

      “Sure there’s a point.”

      “What?” She turned back to me.

      “Getting to know me, and if you’re bored I can find you plenty of jobs to do.”

      “That had better not mean what it sounds like.”

      “Hey, I run a ranch. I can always use extra hands.”

      “I’m a law student, not a ranch hand.”

      “A law student that grew up on a dairy farm. You’ve already told me, you know all you need to know about cattle.” I wondered how well that would translate to life on my land.

      “Connor will be back. I’m going to call him tonight.”

      “Tonight?” I wasn’t planning on giving her much time to make phone calls.

      “Whenever I get home.”

      “That might be late.”

      “But it will be sometime.”

      I laughed. “Sometime is a broad window of time.”

      “Not as broad as you think.”
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      I waited impatiently while the hostess gathered our menus. The impatience had nothing to do with my being hungry. It had everything to do with wanting to sit down so people would stop staring at us.

      I checked my dress half-a dozen times to make sure there was nothing on it until I realized they weren’t staring at me exactly; they were staring at me with Ian.

      Unfortunately the staring didn’t stop once we reached our table. All eyes were on us as Ian pulled out my chair, and they remained there once we were seated across from each other.

      I’d only just opened a menu when a couple walked over. The woman smiled at us. “Hello, Ian, is this your Mara everyone’s been talking about?”

      His Mara? I waited for him to explain we were only friends.

      He didn’t.  “Yes, this is Mara. Mara, this is Mr. and Mrs. Caldwell.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I muttered. I tried to come up with a way to politely explain that I wasn’t really with Ian, but they walked away before I could.

      “Your Mara?” I narrowed my eyes at him as soon as the couple walked off.

      He grinned. “I don’t mind the sound of that.”

      “I’m not your Mara. You know that.”

      “Come on, they were only making conversation.”

      I managed to read one section of the menu before a woman walked over. “Hi you two!”

      “Hello, Ms. Tanner. How are you this evening?” Ian laid on all the charm.

      “I am just fine. I wanted to make sure I had the opportunity to introduce myself to Mara.” She held out a hand to me. “I’m Evelyn. Welcome to Crestview.”

      “Thank you.”

      “It didn’t take you long to settle on Ian, did it?” Her voice lost a little bit of its chirpiness, and I thought about what Mrs. Peterson had said about not everyone liking Ian.

      “I haven’t settled on anything. I am in town for the summer, and Ian has been nice enough to show me around.”

      “I have a son who wouldn’t mind showing you around.” She opened her purse. “Would you like me to have Mitch call you?”

      “Oh no. That won’t be necessary.” Maybe I should have gone along with the charade after all.

      “Mara and I have a packed schedule.” Ian’s face was hard. “Nice of you to come over, Evelyn.”

      She nodded tersely and walked away.

      “So that was weird.”

      “Weird isn’t the word I’d use.” He picked up his menu.

      I dropped the subject. I wasn’t sure why it bothered Ian so much. He wasn’t that into me. Yes there had been the intense moment at my house, but that was it. Otherwise we’d been like friends hanging out. Nothing more.

      The staring didn’t get any better, and I blindly ordered a steak while trying to avoid everyone.

      Ian didn’t seem as fazed by it as I was. He’d relaxed once Evelyn had returned to her table across the room.

      We sat in a comfortable enough silence while we waited for our food. He dug right into his plate, but I wasn’t very interested in mine.

      “Is the food okay?” He pointed to my barely touched steak. There was nothing wrong with the food, but the attention made it impossible to eat.

      “Yes, it’s great.”

      “How would you know?” He set aside his fork. “You haven’t eaten.”

      “It’s hard to eat with everyone looking at us.”

      “Well, that’s your fault you know.” He sipped his water. I’d expected him to order beer, but he’d stuck to the same beverage I was having.

      “How is it my fault?”

      “If you’d shown your face around here before this they wouldn’t be staring.” He set his water back down.

      “Nuh uh.” I shook my head.” This isn’t my fault. It’s yours.”

      “How is it mine?” He pointed to his chest.

      “It was your idea to come out.”

      “Actually it was Mrs. Peterson’s.” He smiled.

      “But you agreed. Readily. I did not.”

      “It’s still your presence that has them staring. If I was alone they wouldn’t do more than smile and wave.”

      “It might also have something to do with the way you keep leading them to believe this is a date.”

      “It is a date.” He took another bite of his steak.

      “No it’s not.”

      “How is it not a date?”

      “We’re eating dinner together because of Mrs. Peterson. That’s it.”

      “No. We’re eating dinner together because it’s a socially acceptable way for me to spend time with you.” He leaned toward me over the table. “If it were up to me we would be spending time together in other ways, and it wouldn’t involve having half the town staring at us.”

      “And you’re going to pretend that doesn’t have anything to do with sex?” I crossed my arms.

      “No. I’m not going to pretend, because pretending is getting me nowhere.” He pulled his shirt away from his body as if to cool off. “I’m going to start laying it out there for you.”

      “Lay what out?” I pushed my plate away a little.

      “I want you. I want you for many reasons. Some of those reasons involve sex.” His eyes heated. “Let me rephrase that. Many of those reasons involve sex, but others have nothing to do with sex. And tonight we’re focusing on all those non-sex reasons. Got it?”

      I was in shock. There was no other explanation for why I was nodding.

      “Good.” He smiled. “Glad we’re on the same page now. If people stop staring, will you eat?”

      I nodded absently, too shocked over his burst of honesty.

      “Good.” He slowly stood up. “Excuse me, everyone. This is Mara.” Ian pointed to me. “Yes, she’s new in town, and yes she’s beautiful. But we’d appreciate if you’d stop staring. Could you please do us a favor and enjoy your meal without watching us?”

      A few people nodded, a few laughed. And another few clapped. I slunk down in my seat. Dinner was turning out to be one of the most embarrassing situations of my life. I was mortified. Had he seriously just done that?

      “Oh, and she’s completely unavailable in case any of that staring relates to that question.” He pointed his gaze right at Evelyn. She turned red and looked away.

      “Is she unavailable because of you?” An older man called out.

      “What do you think?” Ian grinned.

      A few people clapped again, and I wanted to sink into the floor.

      Ian sat down, and I dared to look around. No one was looking at us anymore.

      “They aren’t staring. You can eat.” He gestured to my plate.

      “I can’t believe you did that,” I whispered.

      “Sure you can. And it worked.”

      “Did you have to add that unavailable part?”

      “You don’t like attention. That will get you less attention.”

      “But that’s not why you said it.” Motivations mattered.

      “No, I said it for my own reasons, but it helped you.”

      “Do girls usually find you charming, or is it just the sex appeal?” I watched him. He was even more handsome than I’d originally thought. Either that or my attraction to him was growing, and I really hoped that wasn’t the case.

      “Now who’s the one talking about sex?”

      “I’m just asking. Is it just that?” I gestured to him.

      “That?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “Your face and body.” They were hard to ignore.

      He grinned, and I regretted my words.  “You tell me.”

      “How can I tell you? I don’t know how you are around other women.”

      “What makes you think I’m around a lot of other woman?” He leaned forward again.

      “I’m not going to repeat my whole face and body comment.”

      “Only you did.” He grinned.

      I groaned. “Ok, finish eating so we can get out of here.”

      “I am finished.” He pointed to his empty plate.

      “Ok, then we can go.”

      “You haven’t eaten more than two bites.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “No one is staring, you can eat.” He pointed to my plate.

      “I’d rather leave.”

      “But then you’ll be hungry, and I can’t allow that. Mrs. Peterson would eat me alive.”

      “I think you’ll manage.”

      “Come on, eat something. Then we can move on to our next stop of the evening.” He picked up my fork and tried to hand it to me.

      “There are no other stops.”

      “There’s a great one. Afterwards I’ll get you home by sometime.”

      I laughed despite myself. “Fine.” I waited until he set the fork down. Then I picked it up and took a few bites of the steak. I could at least enjoy the meal.

      A different waitress from the one who’d been serving us walked over. “Hey, Ian.”

      “Hi, Amy.” He smiled tersely.

      “I thought you were away.”

      “I was, but now I’m back.”

      “Have you seen Jonovan yet?” She stepped closer to Ian’s chair.

      “No.” Ian shook his head. “But I just got back.”

      “He stood me up two nights ago, and I called to tell him it was okay but he didn’t pick up.”

      “Call him again.” Ian fidgeted in his seat.

      “I called like fifty times. And with the things I promised, there’s no way he’d have ignored all those calls.”

      I looked down at my plate, but I had completely lost my appetite. The things she was promising?

      “Listen, Amy.” Ian eyed me warily before turning back to the waitress. “I don’t think this is the best time to be talking about this.”

      “Oh, sorry. I didn't mean to interrupt your date, but could you tell him to call me if you see him? I’m not mad. I just need to see him.” The young woman’s voice was full of such hope.

      “You can do better than him.” Ian’s expression darkened.

      “I don’t want to do better than him.” She stalked off.

      “Who’s Jonovan?” I repeated the unfamiliar name.

      “My brother.”

      “Oh.” He’d mentioned having lots of brothers. I wondered if this one was like Tyler.

      “Before you start getting any ideas, we’re different people. And no I’ve never slept with that waitress.”

      “I didn’t ask you any of those questions.” I’d thought some of them.

      “But you were thinking them. All of them.” He read me. He knew where my thoughts would have gone.

      “Maybe.” Especially when he told her she could do better.

      “And by doing better I didn’t mean me.”

      I froze. Had he read my mind?

      “I could tell you were heading down that line of thinking. She’s not my type.”

      “Then what is your type?” The waitress had been pretty enough, and she had a bust most women would envy. Including me.

      “You.” His eyes locked on mine with an intensity that shook me.

      “I’m done eating.” I set my napkin on the table.

      “I don’t blame you. I’m sorry you heard that.”

      “I’ve heard worse.”

      “You shouldn’t have.” His eyes darkened.

      “How do you know?” I leaned forward. “How do you know I don’t promise the same things?”

      He shifted in his seat. “Because if you did, you wouldn’t have lost your appetite when she came over. Unless you lost it for another reason?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “No. no other reason.”

      “Exactly.”

      We fell into an uncomfortable silence as we waited for the bill.

      When the waitress set it down, we both reached for it.

      “I’ve got this.” Ian pulled it away before I could.

      “Let’s split it.”

      “Not a chance. I’m treating you.”

      “That’s not fair. I can pay my half.”

      “This isn’t about what you can or cannot do. It’s about what we’re doing.”

      I groaned. “You are very pushy.”

      “So are you. I’m paying for it.” He signaled the waitress and handed over a credit card with the bill.

      I let it go in order to avoid making a scene and getting more attention, but I’d find an ATM and pay him back eventually.
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      I should have gone home. I should have dropped Mara off and headed home to deal with the Jonovan mess, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t let Mara out of my sight. The more time I spent with her, the more I craved her. It went beyond any of my expectations. The pull was intense, and it felt like there was an electricity in the air pulling me toward her. I longed to touch her and taste her. To explore each and every inch of her body, as well as to learn everything about her. I wanted to know what she liked, and what she didn’t. I needed to know how to drive her wild, and how to make her feel safe.

      Sitting beside her in my truck was harder now. She was so close yet so far away, because I’d promised our evening would be sex free. And that meant I needed to keep my hands to myself. That didn’t mean I couldn’t put us in a situation where she might want to put her hands on me.

      “Thanks for dinner.” She broke the silence that filled the cab of my truck. It wasn’t an awkward silence exactly, but it had gone on for far too long.

      “You’re welcome.” I turned and drove out of town in the opposite direction of Mrs. Peterson’s.

      “You’re going the wrong way.” She pointed out the windshield. “I think.”

      I laughed. “I am going the right way.”

      “The right way to where?” she asked warily.

      “The right way to our next stop.” I kept my eyes on the road. I didn’t want to give the surprise away.

      “Will this one involve people staring?”

      “Nope. It’s only us.”

      “I don’t think we have to take it that far.” She frowned.

      “It’s going to be fun.” I put my arm behind her. She stiffened slightly before relaxing back against my arm. She was going to have to get used to my touch on a lot more than her shoulders.

      “Sleep is fun too.”

      “Yes, but since you are not inviting me to sleep with you this evening, we’ll have to do this instead.” Even saying the words brought my thoughts back where they couldn’t be.

      “I meant actually sl—”

      “And I knew that. Wait, unless you were inviting me to do another kind of sleeping with you?” I winked. “Then we can do that instead.”

      “Not a chance.” She paused. “For any kind of sleeping together.”

      “What, you worried I’ll bite you in your sleep?” There was more truth to that statement than she knew.

      “Biting wasn’t the first worry I had.”

      “Was your worry about me, or you?”

      “Both of us.” She looked out the window.

      “You’re a hard girl to read.”

      “No I’m not.”

      “Sure you are.”

      “How so?” She turned back to look at me.

      “You want me, yet you’re fighting it.”

      She sighed. “I don’t want you, but believe what you want. What is hard to read?”

      “Why you’re fighting it. I can’t tell if it’s a moral thing, a social thing, or a game thing.”

      “A game thing?” Her voice had an edge to it.

      “Yeah, like you want to play chase or something.”

      “Uh, yeah. I’m not a dog. We’ve been over this.”

      “I’m well aware of your species, babe.”

      “Babe?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “Does that term bother you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?” It wasn’t one I ever used much before, but it had felt natural with her.

      “Because it’s short for baby. And I’m not a baby.”

      “Would you prefer I called you honey? Love? How about darling?”

      “None of the above. Mara is sufficient.”

      “You can call me whatever you want.”

      “Great. I’ll stick with Ian.” She looked toward the window.

      “I’m just letting you know.”  I stopped short of also letting her know she could do anything she wanted to me. Well, anything other than walk away. I wasn’t going to allow that.

      “Ok.”

      “So if it’s not a game, which is it? Are you morally opposed to wanting a guy you just met? Or are you more concerned with what people think?”

      “Neither.”

      “It has to be something.” And I would figure it out.

      “It could be because I don’t want you.” She crossed her legs at the ankles.

      “You do.”

      She sighed. “You can stop it.”

      “Stop what?”

      “Playing this macho thing with me. It’s not working.”

      “I’m not playing any game with you.” The only games I’d be playing with her would be ones she enjoyed. “Although I’d be happy to play any games you want.”

      “How about the take me home game.”

      “Who hurt you?” Someone had. And now I was going to be the one paying the price for the scars. Although it would be worth it in the end, and I’d make the guy pay.

      “No one.”

      “Is it this Connor guy?”

      “He’s my professor and old friend.”

      “Old friend can be code for ex.”

      “He’s ten years older than me,” she said as though that changed anything.

      “So? I’m probably a few years older than you.”

      “We were never involved.”

      Something about the way she said involved bothered me. It wasn’t as clean as it should have been. “Then who was it?”

      “No one. Ok? Drop it.”

      “All right. If you drop asking me to take you home.”

      “Home. Now that would be a nice place to be.”

      “Missing your farm or your city?” I wondered if she was homesick. Maybe there was a guy back home. The thought made my blood boil.

      “I’m not sure. Maybe just the concept of it.”

      “When did you last have a boyfriend?”

      “What part of drop it don’t you understand?”

      “This is a different question. Besides, I’d tell you whatever you want to know about my past relationships.”

      “I don’t want to know about them.” She rolled her eyes.

      “Nope, you just wanted to know if I’d slept with the waitress.”

      “No I didn’t.” She closed her eyes for a moment and then opened them. “It doesn’t matter what you tell me, because there’s nothing for me to tell you.”

      “You expect me to believe you’ve never had a boyfriend?”

      “Oh, I’ve had them.” She laughed dryly.

      “And?” I waited impatiently for details I both wanted and didn’t want to hear.

      “And just as things seem to be going well they leave. Or run is more like it.” She rested her head back against the seat and closed her eyes.

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      “Why?” She opened her eyes.

      “Because I can’t imagine any guy running from you.” After driving a few miles west of town, I turned into an empty field and parked the truck. I wanted to ask her more questions, but I refused to ruin our evening with thoughts of other men who’d burned her in the past. She wouldn’t have to worry about that anymore.  I turned off the truck and sent us into near darkness.

      “Why are we stopping?” She sat forward and looked around.

      “Because this is our stop.” I pulled out the blanket I always kept in my truck and hopped out. I walked around to her side.

      She just sat there when I opened the door. “Where are we?”

      “A field.”

      “I can see that.” She peered into the darkness. The only light came from the moon and stars above.

      “Trust me. This is fun.” Maybe I was asking a lot of her, but eventually she’d relax enough to enjoy a surprise.

      I took her hand, and she hopped down after a moment of hesitation. I led her around to the back of my truck and opened the tailgate.

      “Uh, I’m not getting in the bed of your truck.” She crossed one arm over her chest and clasped her other elbow.

      “Why not?”

      “Been there, done that.”

      I felt a mounting growl, not liking what she suggested. “This is different.” I hopped up and held out my hand.

      She hesitated and shook her head.

      “Come on,” I pleaded with her. “I promise I’ll be on my best behavior.”

      “How do I know that’s good behavior?”

      “Fine, I’ll ruin the surprise if you insist.” I was willing to do whatever it took to get her to relax. “We’re here to stargaze.”

      “To stargaze?” Her eyes lightened.

      “Yes. So does that mean you’ll come up now?”

      She shook her head. “I’ll flash you.”

      “Huh?”

      “If I try to step up there. This dress is short.” She tugged down on her dress to demonstrate her point.

      “Oh.” I studied those gorgeous long legs of hers, grateful for my night vision. I hopped back down and swept her up in my arms. I jumped back up into the truck.

      “Put me down!” she yelled.

      I gently placed her down on her feet before laying out the blanket. I lay down and gestured for her to join me. “You can use me as a pillow. I wasn’t planning this when I left my house so I don’t have one.”

      “I’m fine up here.” She wrapped her arms around herself.

      “You know I can see up your dress from here, right?” I waggled an eyebrow.

      She groaned before sitting down beside me.

      “Come on, I won’t hurt you.”

      She lay down beside me, leaning on her arms.

      “My chest is more comfortable.”

      “I’m fine over here.”

      “If you insist.” I resisted the urge to pull her closer.

      “You could have told me we were going stargazing from the beginning.”

      “It’s gorgeous isn’t it?” I pointed up to the star-filled sky.

      “It is. It always is.”

      “But this is different. The sky is different here.” I scooted over closer to her. “Isn’t it?”

      She stared up at the sky. “You do see a lot of stars here.”

      “It’s more than that.”

      “You sell this town hard.” She kept her eyes fixed on the sky.

      “I do.”

      “Is there a reason for that?” She turned to me.

      “I want you to enjoy your stay here.”

      “Why?”

      “You know why.” I was done resisting. I pulled her closer, laying her head down on my chest.

      She pulled her head up for a moment before setting it back down, and I said nothing. There was no reason to risk having her move away. I would never get enough of the feel of her so close to me. Kissing her had been my undoing. It would be impossible to resist her now. “Growing up I used to sleep outside almost every summer night.”

      “Yeah?” I asked with genuine interest. I wanted to know everything about her, even the things she thought were mundane.

      “I always felt more comfortable under the stars.”

      “You can do that here.”

      “I’m not sleeping in your truck.”

      “I only mean there’s some good spots. And you’re welcome to use my land. Although tell me in advance so I keep my brothers away.”

      “I’m not planning on doing it here. I might go camping though.”

      “You like to camp?” I asked with some surprise even though I shouldn’t have been.

      “Yes. I don’t get much of a chance to anymore though.”

      “We should go.” I could already picture the fun we’d have in a sleeping bag. My body reacted, and I hoped she didn’t notice.

      “Getting me in the back of your truck isn’t enough?”

      I smiled. “Were you planning to go alone or with the professor?”

      “Alone.”

      “We can go together. We can even take two tents if it makes you feel better.”

      “We’ll see. I might get so busy I can’t.”

      “There’s always time.” We had a lifetime whether she knew it or not.

      “Not always.”

      She closed her eyes, and I did the same. She shivered.

      I opened my eyes. “You cold?

      “Yeah. I’m not used to these cold nights yet.”

      I wrapped my arms around her. “You know body heat works better without clothes.”

      She chortled. “I’m not sure whether to laugh or run away.”

      “Laugh.”

      “If I wasn’t so tired I might run away.”

      “It’s true though.” I used the free part of the blanket to wrap us up. “Body heat does work better that way.”

      “Does that line usually work for you?” She kept her eyes closed.

      “I’ve never tried it before.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “I already told you. You’re special.” I kissed her forehead.

      She tensed, but then her body relaxed once again. We fell into silence, and I closed my eyes again. I listened to her breathing, and eventually it evened out. I realized she’d fallen asleep. I felt a surge of pure joy. She’d been comfortable enough to fall asleep with me. I was making progress.
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      I woke up with a start. I was sleeping on a hard surface that most definitely was not my bed.

      “Hey, sleepyhead.” Ian’s voice came from right next to my ear.

      Then it all came back to me. The hardness underneath me was his truck. “Hey. Sorry I fell asleep.”

      “No need to apologize. I didn’t mind.” His voice was low and incredibly sexy, and it brought back a reminder of the dream I’d been having. It wasn’t the sort of dream I should have been having in the back of a pick-up truck. My arm was draped over him. I went to move it, but he placed a hand over my arm. “I like your arm there.”

      “But I don’t.” I wondered if he’d known what I was dreaming of. Impossible. I never talked in my sleep.

      “You seemed comfortable before.”

      “I was sleeping.” I felt blood rush to my face.

      “What does that matter?” He seemed to be able to see me blush even though it was dark.

      He let go of my arm, and I left it there. “It’s dark out here.”

      “Pitch black if it weren’t for the moon and stars.” He ran a finger down my hand, and it elicited goosebumps.

      “I love that. It’s too bright in the city.” Although the light offered a sense of security, it also took away a sense of freedom and relaxation I’d been longing for.

      “I agree.”

      “And too loud.”

      “I agree again.” He continued to run his fingers up and down my arm, and I was enjoying it entirely too much.

      “We should go.”

      “Already?” His voice was half-disappointment and half surprise.

      “Isn’t it really late?”

      “Or early. Depends how you look at it.”

      “What time is it?” I’d forgotten to wear my watch and my phone was in my purse in the cab of the truck.

      “Two. Not too bad.”

      “Ok, well we should still go.”

      He sat up. “We should make a habit of this.”

      “Of what?” Bits and pieces of my dream still swirled around my head.

      “Talking at two a.m.”

      “Are you usually up this late or early or whatever?” I stretched. I was the one who suggested we leave, but now that we were doing it I lacked the motivation.

      “Almost always, but I usually don’t have such lovely company.”

      “I pretty much never sleep.” I’d gotten used to my quasi-insomnia and had learned to cope, but that didn’t mean I enjoyed it.

      “You slept with me.”

      “Which is weird.” Very weird.

      “Or a sign.”

      “A sign of what?” I forced myself to stand up.

      “That you belong with me.” He stood beside me.

      “And on that creepy note, it’s time to go.” I took a few tentative steps toward the tailgate, trying to ignore the tightening in my chest. His words should have terrified me, but they thrilled me.

      “There’s nothing creepy about it. You only met me yesterday, yet you fell asleep in my arms. That’s saying something.” He came up behind me.

      “It’s saying I need more sleep.”

      “It’s saying you’re comfortable with me.”

      “So?” I braced myself and slowly turned around to face him. “Maybe I am.”

      “Which means you should agree to see me again.” He stood only inches from me.

      “Or it means the exact opposite.”

      He jumped off the truck and reached up. He put his hands on my hips and helped me down. My entire body warmed at his touch.

      He kept his hands on my hips even when I reached the ground.

      “You can let go now.”

      “I don’t want to.” His eyes locked on mine. “I don’t want to ever let go of you.”

      “It’s going to be kind of hard to drive home if you don’t.”

      “Maybe I just need to do this again first.” He leaned in and pressed his lips against mine.

      I froze, unable to pull away, but unwilling to give him the access to my mouth he was already pushing for.

      His hands moved from my hips to around my waist, and he pulled me against him. I lost all resolve. I opened up to him, letting him explore every corner of my mouth, while I greedily soaked up his taste. I wrapped my arms around his neck, allowing him to pull me even closer against him. The evidence of his arousal pressed against me, but instead of scaring me it made me hold on tighter.

      His tongue tangled with mine, but his hands didn’t wander. They remained wrapped around my body.

      I couldn’t keep my hands to myself. I slipped one of my hands between us, sliding it up under his shirt. He groaned, as my fingers ran across the muscular planes of his chest.

      “Mara,” he moaned my name without breaking the kiss, and that just made it hotter.

      My body was on fire and alive in a way it had never been before. He released my waist with one hand and covered my hand with it, moving our joined hands to his heart as if he wanted me to feel the frantic beating. I could feel mine beating just as quickly.

      I could have stayed in that kiss forever, but he broke it, gently lowering our hands back down, but keeping one hand around my waist.

      We stared at each other for a full minute before he broke the silence. “Forget talking. I want to do that at two a.m. all the time.”

      His humor didn’t break the magic, but it made it real in a way that was both exciting and disappointing. This was real life, which meant whatever it was between us would fizzle out leaving me in a worse place than I was when it started.

      He released my waist and took my hand. "I did promise to get you home before sometime."

      "And it's almost sometime." I was still in a daze. A half happy and half upsetting daze.

      "I guess it is." He walked me around to my side of the truck, and I didn't argue when he helped me in.

      He went around to his side and started the truck. "I told you it would be fun."

      "It was." I wasn't sure if he was talking about the stargazing or the kiss, but both were good.

      "Eventful." He took my hand in his.

      My first impulse was to pull it away, but I didn't. I'd put the brakes on things after this, but for now I was going to enjoy the warmth spreading through me from his touch.

      "Eventful describes it."

      "Lunch or dinner?"

      "Hmm?" I asked only half paying attention. I was still replaying the kiss over and over in my mind, savoring the details so I could return to them when I needed a reminder that my life did have its ups—before it had its downs.

      "Would you rather do lunch or dinner tomorrow? Or both? I can swing that."

      "Oh. I." So much for enjoying the time I had. "I'm not sure."

      "We can start with lunch then." He smiled.

      "I mean I don't know about either."

      "Nope. You aren't going there." He pulled our joined hands toward him.

      "It's just—"

      "Save your excuses. You were part of the same kiss I was."

      "And it was a great kiss, but—”

      "No buts. Lunch tomorrow."

      "I'll probably be working." Connor had to get back eventually. Maybe he’d have good timing for once.

      "I thought you don't have work until the professor is back."

      "He's got to be back." I pulled my phone from my purse. There were no missed calls. He said it wouldn't take long.

      "Has he checked in with you at all?" Ian glanced over.

      "Only to say it was taking longer than expected."

      "The case?" There was more than casual interest in his voice, and I didn’t know what that meant.

      "Yeah." I wasn't sure what his interest was, but I'd keep the explanation simple.

      "If you are working I'll just swing back for dinner."

      "Fine." I pulled my hand from his. It was too warm and comfortable, and I'd end up missing it later. I already had enough to miss. His lips. The feel of his hands wrapped around me.

      He took my hand back and continued to drive.

      I glanced at him as we neared Mrs. Peterson's. "Thanks for tonight."

      "Thanks for tomorrow."

      I tried to ignore the guilt. There would be no tomorrow. Well, not for us.

      He pulled into the drive and stopped in front of my house. He got out and met me by my door. He walked me up the steps. "I have one other suggestion."

      "And what is that?"

      "Breakfast."

      "Isn't that pushing your luck?" I tried to make my response sound cool and casual, but I wasn’t sure if it came out that way.

      "I hope it isn’t." He gave me the best set of puppy dog eyes I’d ever seen on a man. As if the rest of him wasn’t already hard enough to say no to.

      "Good night."

      "Not without a good night kiss." He stepped closer.

      "We already had one."

      "Nope that was a hello kiss." He leaned in. "This is a good night kiss."

      His lips met mine, and he didn’t waste any time deepening the kiss. I didn’t hesitate. I opened up to him, out of willpower to stop myself from enjoying one more taste of Ian.

      Just as it got to its hottest point, he broke the kiss.

      I tried to catch my breath.

      "Now you better get inside before I ask for another hello kiss."

      I opened the door and walked inside. I already knew I was going to miss him, but that didn’t change a thing. It would be easier to say goodbye now than later.
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      The taste of her lips and mouth was branded on my soul. I could never forget them. I knew it would happen now. I knew I was sealing both of our fates, but I also knew we had no other choice. Despite what I’d tried to convince myself, from the moment I first saw her the choice was made, and there was no turning back.

      I sat outside her house for a full five minutes before I could make myself leave. Saying goodnight was hard when I knew neither of us wanted it. And that last kiss. It was a mistake. It made leaving her presence that much harder.

      The drive home was a long one, and it had nothing to do with the distance. The further away from her I got, the worse I felt. She belonged with me. We both knew it, yet social expectations were in the way. Not mine. Hers. As well as a past I still didn’t quite understand.

      I was tempted to turn around, but even then I knew it wouldn’t satisfy me. Sitting outside wouldn’t be close enough, and it would only make the longing worse.

      I drove through the familiar gate of the ranch and made the slow drive up to my house.

      Tyler was sitting outside when I got home. The only reason I locked my doors was to keep my brothers out, not that a lock would stop them if they were really determined to get in.

      I walked up the front steps of the cabin, wishing Mara were inside sleeping in my bed instead of her own. Soon enough that would be the case. I stopped in front of Tyler. “Did you get lost on your way home? Last time I checked you didn’t live here.”

      He didn’t move from his spot on the rocking chair. "Who is she?"

      "Who?" I wasn’t going to make anything easy on him. I was irritated about leaving Mara behind, and I wasn’t in the mood to deal with anyone.

      "Don't play stupid."

      "Her name is Mara, and she's a law student. You two met." I still didn’t like how uncomfortable he made her. I hoped she would feel more at ease around my other brothers—once she was my mate.

      "Who is she really?" He still hadn’t moved from the chair.

      "Mara."

      "If you don't claim her, I will." He made complete eye contact.

      I felt a growl build inside me. "She's mine."

      "She doesn't have to be.” He stood.

      “She is.” My blood boiled.

      "I thought you didn't want a mate." Tyler stepped toward me. “All that talk about avoiding the complications that came with it and living your life.”

      "Things have changed."

      "You mean Jonovan is dead and you're Alpha." He crossed his arms. “Is that what’s changed?”

      "And it would be good for you to remember that.”

      "Where is she?" He clenched his jaw.

      "That's not your problem."

      "We are all connected, Ian. We are all going to feel the pull." There was a warning in his words, a warning I needed to heed, but I was Alpha. She was mine.

      "Ignore it, she's mine. You can all duke it out over the next one."

      "She was meant for Jonovan. She arrived late."

      "She was always meant for me." The thought of my brother touching Mara made me see red.

      “She was never meant for you. She was supposed to be his.”

      My vision tunneled as my bear took over. I felt a surge of strength, and I leapt at Tyler who shifted right at the last moment.

      Anger gushed through me as I wrestled him to the ground. He slashed at my face, and my human side awakened. I jumped away from him and shifted back to my human form.

      I stood there naked trying to calm my erratically beating heart. Mara was driving me mad. I’d attacked my brother.

      Tyler shifted back and held up his hands in front of him. "Chill out, man."

      I still struggled with my rage at the thought of anyone toughing Mara, and at what happened to Jonovan. My brother did many bad things, but his death would have to be avenged.

      “So you’re really going to claim her then?” Tyler easily regained his composure. He was usually the level-headed one.

      I walked inside to find a new pair of pants. I tossed a second pair to Tyler.

      “She’s mine. That’s all you need to know.”

      “The others are going to want her too. It’s not just me.”

      “It’s a good thing I’m Alpha then.”

      “Don’t you think the timing of all of this is strange?” He changed into the pants as he followed me into the kitchen. “The girl shows up and the Alpha dies?”

      “I know where you’re headed with this, and I’ll save you the energy. I was away.”

      “I’m not saying you did it.”

      “Then what are you saying?” I pulled two beers from the fridge and tossed a bottle to Tyler.

      He caught the bottle and opened the top with his hand. “I’m saying the timing is funny.”

      “When is timing ever what you expect?” I opened the top and took a long sip of the cold liquid.

      “What do you know about her?” He took a long swig of his beer. “Aside from the obvious?”

      I headed back out onto the porch. Mara wasn’t the only one who preferred to spend her time outside. “She grew up on a farm and moved to Philadelphia for school. She has a non-existent family now that her grandpa died.”

      “She’s not the only outsider in town. There’s an attorney here.” Tyler followed me out and took the same seat as before.

      I sat down on the other rocking chair. “He’s her boss, but he took off as soon as she got here.”

      “Which makes him a prime suspect.” Tyler looked out into the distance. “Does she have a reason for all of that? For why the guy left?”

      “He didn’t tell her why. She’s not happy about it.”

      “She involved with him?” Tyler watched me careful. “Be honest.”

      “Not from what I can tell. He’s her professor and an old family friend.”

      “Which makes this all even stranger. Why drag her out here and leave when she shows up?”

      “I don’t like it. Something is going on, and I get the sense she knows nothing about it.”

      “Who’s watching her now?” Tyler finished his beer and set the empty bottle beside him.

      “No one.” And that was dumb. Really dumb.

      “Want me to head over?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “I’m not going to touch her, idiot.”

      “I know.” I’d made my position loud and clear. If any of my brothers touched her there would be a price to pay.

      “Get some sleep. You look like crap. I’ll call you if anything changes.”

      “Don’t let her or anyone see you.” I wanted to go back myself, but I hadn’t slept in over twenty-four hours. I needed to, or I would collapse at a worse time.

      “You keep talking to me like this, and I’m going to think you really believe I’m dumb.”

      “That’s to be determined.” I finished off my beer and stood up.

      Tyler punched my arm. “You could say thank you.”

      “I hope I can.”

      “I’m not going to touch her.” He repeated himself.

      “Good.”

      “But try not to be as much of an ass as Jonovan. We’ve lived through one bad Alpha already.” Tyler didn’t need to remind me. There was a time when we’d all have had our own land and our own packs to run, but that time had come and gone. We were stuck together, and that meant we had to find a way to deal with it.

      “I’ll try.” I hoped I was making the right decision sending Tyler over there, but if I couldn’t trust my brothers, I couldn’t trust anyone.
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      I couldn’t let things go any further with Ian. The kiss, or rather kisses, had been intense. Perfect in so many ways, but they were only going to make it harder when inevitably things fell apart. I wouldn’t let that happen. It should be easy since I barely knew the guy. At least I hadn’t made the mistake of getting involved with my best friend this time. I’d already been there and done that.

      I paced around the house after he left trying to find an excuse for letting things go as far as they did. It had been the ambiance, the big star filled sky. Or maybe it was my loneliness. It had finally pushed me to do something crazy. Either way, it couldn’t happen again. I’d make sure of it.

      After an hour of pacing I knew sleep wasn’t going to happen. I’d gotten more sleep in Ian’s truck than I normally did in a night, so there was no reason to even try to fall back asleep. I’d lay awake overthinking every detail of what happened, and as enjoyable as reliving the kisses might be in the future, it was dangerous with him so nearby. I might want to act on the feelings the images elicited.

      Instead of sleeping I packed up my backpack. It was still a few hours before sunrise, but that only made it more important to hurry. If Ian was serious about breakfast he might come by early.

      I stared at my phone for a moment. There had been no calls in days. Part of it was my fault. I’d pushed away all my friends when my grandfather died, but Connor should have called. If nothing else he should have sent me an email with a list of things I needed to research for him, but my email was empty aside from the handful of advertisements from clothing stores I barely shopped at anymore.

      I’d give Connor a few more days. If I didn’t hear from him by then I was going back to the farm. I sublet my apartment for the summer to make some extra cash, so that wasn’t an option. I was beginning to regret that decision.

      I pulled off another sheet of paper from the pad in the kitchen.

      Dear Mrs. Peterson,

      I’m going camping for a few days. I’m not sure if my phone will work, so please don’t worry if you don’t hear from me. Hope your bridge night went well.

      Sincerely,

      Mara.

      I cringed at my sloppy handwriting. It looked even worse than usual.

      I slipped the note under her door and got into my truck. Hopefully the note would put her at ease and avoid her filing any missing person’s report. Like dating my best friend, that was another item on my been there done that list.

      I eyed my bag in the passenger seat. I’d tried to keep it light, but I needed to get in some food and extra clothes. It was my sleeping bag and tent that were the heavy things. No matter how light a version you buy, they still have weight, and I wasn’t in the same shape I used to be.

      Hopefully getting out into nature would help me forget about Ian, and my annoyance at Connor for dragging me out to Montana only to ditch me. Maybe not dragging as much as luring out. I could have found a job in Philly. I could have interviewed for more research assistant positions, or even kept my work-study job at the library, but no. I’d been an idiot and trusted the guy who hadn’t as much as called or written me a letter in years. Maybe that was my problem. I always trusted the wrong people.

      I drove out in the same direction Ian had taken me, which meant I was heading toward his ranch. That sent a thrill through me, and it shouldn’t have. Nothing about him should have thrilled me or had any effect. One of these days I’d learn to harden myself, or at least stay away from a handsome face. Once again I was right. They always meant trouble.

      The road was empty, and there was something blissfully relaxing about having the road to myself. No matter how early I left my house in Philly, there were always people driving. It wasn’t that I was anti-social, but I craved alone time even if for just short periods.

      I rolled down my window and enjoyed the brisk early morning. It had cooled down even further, and it bordered on cold. I was glad I’d decided to wear a heavy sweatshirt because it wasn’t going to warm up until the sun rose.

      I drove faster than usual, the open road made it impossible to go slow, and I threw caution to the wind.

      Eventually I reached the trailhead I’d marked on my map. I parked my truck, grabbed my gear, and headed down the path into the wilderness.

      The dark woods both beckoned and almost stopped me short. I was excited to get away from the small town I wasn’t part of, but something about this kind of darkness frightened me. The trees were thick enough to block out the moonlight, and I had to rely on my flashlight to see even a few inches in front of me.

      Frightened or not, there was no way I was turning around. I wasn’t giving up. The sun would be up in a few short hours, and I’d probably laugh at myself in the light of day.

      The trail started off easy enough to follow, and I focused on the sound of my hiking boots crunching and insects chirping. There was no music, no horns blaring, no motors running. This was the soundtrack I preferred the most.  I tried to clear my mind, but it kept going back to Ian. Memories of the night before swirled through my head on repeat, and before long I gave up trying to stop them. I let them continue while I enjoyed the nature surrounding me.

      Before long the sun started to rise. I pocketed my flashlight, and  found a clearing to watch as  the vibrant red, yellow, and oranges swept across the mountains that seemed tall enough to touch the sky.  This place was different from anywhere I’d been before. I felt strangely at home, and I knew Ian had been right about one thing: leaving Crestview wouldn’t be easy.
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      I knocked on her door again. Tyler hadn’t seen her leave, which meant she had to be in there.

      “Mara?” No answer.

      Maybe she was ignoring me and trying to pretend the chemistry that was clearly between us didn’t actually exist.

      I knocked again. “Hey, can I talk to you for a minute?”

      I heard the sound of footsteps behind me and turned.

      Mrs. Peterson stood at the bottom of the small porch. “She’s not here.”

      I tried to rein in my frustration. “Do you know where she is?” Tyler hadn’t left until I showed up, and he’d gotten there only a few hours after I dropped her off. I couldn’t imagine she’d have gone somewhere in that small window of time considering it had been the middle of the night.

      Mrs. Peterson held out a small piece of paper just like the note that was slipped under the bathroom door to me.

      I read over the handwritten note. “Camping? She went out camping by herself?”

      “It seems she did. She didn’t ask me first. I would have told her the woods are too dangerous around here.” Mrs. Peterson wrapped her long pink robe around herself.

      “I told her I’d go with her.” I thought over my conversation with her. She hadn’t explicitly agreed, but she hadn’t seemed all that anxious to go alone.

      “What are you going to do about it?” Mrs. Peterson gave me a long look. “Because you are going to do something about it.”

      “How do you know? I could simply wait for her to return.” There wasn’t a chance of it, but I wanted to act calm even if I didn’t feel that way.

      Mrs. Peterson narrowed her eyes. “Are you truly going to pretend with me?”

      “No.” There was no reason to. I couldn’t.

      “Then what are you doing still standing here?”

      “Nothing. Nothing at all. Thanks for the information.” I turned and headed out to my truck.

      There was only one main trailhead outsiders seemed to know. Unless she’d been asking locals, it was the only place she would try, so I headed out there first.

      I felt a flood of relief when I found her truck parked exactly where I hoped it would be. At least something was going my way. I parked right next to her truck and jumped out.

      I headed into the woods a little ways off the path before stripping down and shifting into my bear. I could cover way more ground that way.

      After continuing through the woods parallel to the path, I saw her, standing on the edge of a cliff staring out at a mountain range in the distance. She looked so sad and lonely it took all my resistance to stay back. I wanted to get rid of both her sadness and loneliness, and I could if she’d give me the chance.

      I moved closer, and she glanced in my direction. I was hidden in the trees, but I felt as if she was looking directly at me. The morning sun cast a yellow and orange glow behind her and gave her an ethereal look that enhanced her beauty even more. She was truly the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen.

      I waited until she turned away and started to walk toward the trail before shifting back to my human form. I hurriedly got dressed and followed after her.

      She stopped and turned around slowly.

      She gasped in surprise. “You scared me to death.”

      “It’s just me.”

      “How was I supposed to know that?” She put a hand to her chest. “I thought I heard someone in the bushes before and then I heard someone following me. Was it you back there too? Were you spying on me?”

      “I wasn’t spying on you. I did follow you though.” I couldn’t deny that. She wasn’t going to buy a story about me happening to be on the same hike she was.

      “Then why are you here?” She crossed her arms.

      “Because you ran off to hike on your own. That’s not safe.” Although the sun was on it’s way up now, it would have been completely dark when she set off on her hike. That made what she did even more dangerous.

      “Why do you even care?”

      “Why do I care?” I felt anger surging through me. “How could you even ask me that question?”

      “You don’t have to play the hero or whatever it is you’re doing.” Her words were harsh, but her eyes were still so damn sad.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” Something was different. She hadn’t been this sad the day before. “Did something happen?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Nothing happened.”

      “Then why are you out here?” That seemed like the most important question to be asking. “Did you forget we were going to go together?”

      “Don’t you have work? You know building things or taking care of cattle.”

      “Yes, but finding you was my priority.” My number one priority. I’d never wanted to find a mate because I dreaded the distraction, but I didn’t mind it now. I’d do anything to make her mine.

      “I didn’t need to be found.”

      “Yes you did.” And she was found. She was safe and with me, where she belonged.

      “I wasn’t lost.”

      “You were to me.” I wasn’t sure why those words slipped out, but they did. She brought out a different side in me.

      “Sorry I didn’t leave you your own note, but evidently Mrs. Peterson passed on the message.” She frowned.

      “Don’t get annoyed with her. What did you expect her to do? You went off by yourself.” I left out the part about having been over there anyway.

      “I’m not used to being checked up on.”

      “Get used to it.”

      “Excuse me?” She put a hand on her hip.

      “You look so damn adorable when you’re mad.”

      “Ugh!”

      I had to fight back the smile that wanted to come out. It was almost too much to take.

      “I’m out here because I wanted to be alone.”

      “Not because you were avoiding me?” That possibility had occurred to me the second Mrs. Peterson showed me the note.

      She fidgeted. “Not entirely.”

      “Why would you want to avoid me?”

      “Because of last night.”

      “You mean because last night was enjoyable? I’m not getting the connection here.” Personally I was ready  to explore that connection a whole lot more.

      “I’m not interested in getting involved.” She dug her boot into the dirt. “Okay?”

      “No. Not okay. We are involved. Can’t change that now.”

      “Sure we can.” She straightened her back as if to appear taller. “Kissing does not equal involved.”

      “Yes it does. At least in this case. And I hope you have enough food packed for two.” I smiled.

      “Why would that matter?”

      “Because you have company on this camping trip.” Now that I’d found her I was glad she’d gone off into the woods. It gave me a chance to spend some time alone with her.

      “No I don’t. You see I’m fine. You can leave.” She gestured with her hand.

      “Nope. You agreed to have a meal with me today. I’m picking dinner, which means I have to stay with you through lunch to get there. And by dinner it’s going to be too late to go home, so I’ll just have to stay over.” I smiled. “Lucky for you I’ve got time today.”

      “My tent only sleeps one.” She jutted out her chin. “Unlucky for you.”

      Or very lucky. “I guess we’ll be getting really close then.”

      “You won’t be sleeping in it.”

      “You’d never leave me out in the elements alone.” I stepped toward her.

      “You want to bet?” She leaned forward.

      “I’m sorry. I have to do this.”

      “What?” She looked around nervously.

      “This.” I closed the space between us, smashing my lips into hers while I pulled her into my arms.

      The kiss was rough and demanding, full of the emotions flooding my system. She may have run off once, but I wasn’t losing her. I wasn’t saying goodbye to those soft lips and sweet taste I’d never get enough of. She responded immediately and wrapped her arms around my neck, opening up to me in a way she hadn’t the night before. I wanted our clothes gone. I wanted her completely naked in my arms. I settled for slipping a hand underneath her sweatshirt and t-shirt while keeping my other hand on her waist so I could feel her pressed against me.

      Her skin was soft and smooth, and she moaned as I let my hand run over her stomach. I kept moving my hand higher, stopping just below the breasts I was desperate to explore.

      She moaned again, louder this time, and I slipped my hand under the cup of her bra. She moaned again, and I pulled her body tighter against mine.

      I broke the kiss, needing to see her face, to make sure her expression matched her noises of contentment.

      Her eyes were bright, and her cheeks were flushed from the intensity of our kiss. Looking at her face was a mistake. Her eyes said it all. She wanted me just as bad as I wanted her, and that meant taking it slow was out of the question.

      I released her breast, prepared to remove the t-shirt that was blocking my view.

      I started to pull up on her shirt when she stopped me. “Ian. No.”

      I dropped the shirt immediately. “Why?”

      “Because this can’t happen.”

      “What exactly?”

      “This.” She gestured between us. “Us. This can’t happen.”

      “Were you lying about the professor? Is there something going on there?” I felt rage flood me. She was mine. There was no question about that.

      “No.” She sighed. “This has nothing to do with another guy.”

      “Then what?” I kept my voice even. “Because I know it has nothing to do with a lack of attraction. You want me. Don’t waste your time pretending otherwise.”

      “I’m not wasting any of our time. That’s the point. This can’t work.” She turned away.

      I pulled her back as gently as I could. There was a fragility to her I hadn’t noticed at first. It may not have been physical, but it made me want to handle her more carefully. “This will work.”

      “Why? I mean if you just wanted some you could have pushed harder for it last night.”

      “And I already told you, my desires extend beyond sex when they come to you.” They included sex, but it also went further. I wanted her in every possible way.

      “I don’t want a relationship.”

      “Too bad.” I put a hand on her hip. “You’re already in one.”

      “Kissing a few times doesn’t make a relationship.” She sighed. “I sound like a broken record.”

      “It’s more than the kissing.” I took a risk. “Think about something for me. Okay? And answer my question only after giving it serious thought.”

      “Okay.” She tilted her head to the side.

      “Close your eyes and picture yourself with another man.” I hated to even say the words, but it would prove my point. It would prove to her that now that she’d been touched by me, she could never be happy with another.

      She closed her eyes, squeezed them shut and then opened them. “I can’t.”

      I grinned. “Keep trying. Picture anyone. Anywhere. Anytime.”

      She closed her eyes again. “I can’t.” She made a frustrated groan. “It’s always you.” She opened her eyes.

      “Perfect.” I couldn’t contain my excitement. I knew it would be the case, but there was a small part of me that worried I was wrong.

      “There’s nothing perfect about it!” Tears streamed from her eyes.

      “Why are you crying?”

      “Because I don’t want to be stuck on you. I want to hope that one day I can be happy.”

      “But you can be happy.” I ached from watching her tears. “You will be happy with me.”

      She shook her head. “I could, theoretically, until you decide to leave. And then I’ll hurt even worse this time.”

      Was that what she was upset about? “I’m not leaving. I’m in the same boat you are.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning I can’t think of another woman. You are the only one I want now.”

      “That’s impossible,” she huffed.

      “Nothing’s impossible.”

      “Plenty of things are.” She put a hand on her forehead. “And I want to know what you did to me.”

      I ignored her question. I hadn’t actually done anything to her, but I had let it happen.  Kissing her had set off a chain reaction I had absolutely no intention of stopping. “You came out here to hike. Let’s do it. It’s early, and we have the whole day ahead of us, but I know of the perfect place to camp for the night.”

      “We should go home.”

      “Do you really want that?” I asked. “Be honest. Think about the answer.”

      She sighed. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “I like it out here better.”

      “Good.” I held out my hand to her.

      “I don’t need your hand.”

      “But I need yours.” I wrapped my hand around her much smaller one.

      “I should hate you.”

      “Should?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes. You’re pushy and arrogant. I usually hate guys like you.”

      “But you don’t hate me?”

      “Nope. I want you.” Her eyes met mine. “This sucks.”

      “It doesn’t suck. It’s a good thing.” I started walking deeper into the woods away from the trail. We weren’t camping anywhere that anyone would run into us. I was only going to be satisfied with complete privacy for our first night together.
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      I was crazy. Completely crazy. Either that or I was on a drug I hadn’t realized I’d taken. Or stuck in a particularly vivid dream. I couldn’t stay away from him. I couldn’t turn around. And I couldn’t think of any other guys—not in that way at least. I’d really gone off the deep end.

      The kiss had been even more intense this time, and as the others it hadn’t been one sided. And the touch. The feel of his hand on my breast. It had been pure pleasure. If he’d gotten that reaction out of me from such a small touch I couldn’t imagine what other things would feel like. A chill ran through me as I pictured all the things I wanted him to do.

      I should have been watching where we were going. I should have kept an eye on the path he was blazing through the woods. That would have been the smart thing to do. Instead I was picturing his hands roaming over my body and the sensation of sleeping in his arms— without clothes this time.  But that couldn’t happen. I might have been in some daze, but that didn’t mean I was going to sleep with the guy. I’d share my camping trip with him, but I wouldn’t be sharing my tent. Or at least I wouldn’t be sharing my sleeping bag. It would be mean to make him sleep outside, at least that’s how I rationalized it to myself.

      I shook away thoughts of Ian and focused instead on the gorgeous scenery all around us. Everything was so vivid here. The sky was the bluest I’d ever seen, and we were surrounded by thick foliage on every side. The trees appeared both impossibly tall and impossibly green.

      “Are you getting tired?” He asked two hours into our way more intense hike. I’d been taking a slow and gradual climb, but his route went straight up the mountain.

      My knees screamed at me, but I wasn’t going to let him know that. “I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure?” He stopped. “I don’t mind carrying you.”

      “I don’t need to be carried.”

      “What about want? I get that you can technically keep going, but would you like to be carried?”

      “No,” I answered immediately. “Not a chance.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m not weak.”

      “What does weakness have to do with letting me carry you?” His brow furrowed.

      “Everything. Strong people don’t need to be carried.”

      “Yes they do.”

      “When’s the last time someone carried you?” I figured that question would stump him.

      “It’s happened.”

      “I doubt that, but I am doing just fine.”

      “You’d be really annoyed at me if I picked you up right now, huh?” He grinned.

      “Very.”

      “Real annoyed, or your hot and sexy annoyed?”

      “I don’t have a hot and sexy annoyed.”

      “Oh, yes you do.” He grinned even bigger.

      “No.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “You have it right now.”

      “No.” I scowled.

      “And there you go begging me to kiss you again.”

      “I am not!” I stepped away from him. “Where do you come up with this stuff?”

      “You want me to kiss you.”

      “Nope.” I shook my head.

      “Yes.” He stepped closer. And it was as if I were frozen in place. “You want my lips on yours.”

      “Dream on.”

      “So if I kissed you right now you’d push me away? Stop me?”

      “Probably.” I tried to sound confident about my answer.

      “Probably?” He laughed. “That doesn’t sound so convincing.”

      “It’s meant to be convincing.”

      “I want to get something straight. I’m never going to push anything on you. Anything. Well, unless it involves your safety or you running away from me again. If you tell me you don’t want me to kiss you or touch you, I’ll take your words for what they are. But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to ask you what you want enough times that I get the answer that will make us both happy.” He stepped closer again, his lips mere inches away from mine.

      “And what answer is that?” My head spun from his closeness.

      “Do you want me to kiss you?”

      I nodded without knowing what I was doing.

      “Is that a yes?” His lips brushed against mine in a tease.

      “Yes,” I whispered the word while I fisted my hand to avoid reaching out for him.

      “That’s what you really want? You want me to kiss you?” He brushed his lips against mine again.

      “Yes.” This time my hands reached out for him on their own accord, pulling him close to me.

      “Then why didn’t you just ask me to?” He smiled before pressing his lips against mine.

      I opened up to him, taking in his taste as if it were oxygen. He backed me up against a large tree, trapping me between the rough bark of the tree and a different kind of hardness pressed against me.

      He broke the kiss. “Do you want me to step away? Give you space?” He ran his lips over my neck.

      I closed my eyes, searching for a way out of the daze, but I didn’t want to leave the bliss, and I gave up easily. “No. Stay.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      “This.” I slipped my finger through his belt loop and pulled him closer.

      “What else?”

      “This.” I pulled off his t-shirt, determined to let my eyes see the bare chest I’d already had the pleasure of feeling.

      He didn’t disappoint. I ran my hand down his chest.

      “And then the question is whether we’re playing fair.” His eyes twinkled.

      “Playing fair?” I continued to explore his exposed skin. I was positive he didn’t mind.

      “Do I get to do the same thing to you?”

      “Yes.” I surprised myself with the swiftness of my response. I glanced over my shoulder even though I knew there was no one else around for miles. Even the trail had been empty. A stray thought flitted through my mind of whether that was his reason for choosing the new path, but I found I didn’t care. I felt completely safe with Ian, and I didn’t want to leave.

      “Now that’s a great answer to hear.” He pulled off my t-shirt and tossed it to the ground on top of his shirt.

      I removed my hand from his chest so I could cover myself. He watched me with such an intensity I felt exposed.

      “Mara?” He said my name gently.

      “Yes?”

      “Is there a reason you’re blocking my view?”

      I thought about it. “Not really.”

      “Then would you mind giving it back to me?” His words were light, but his eyes were heated.

      I did something crazy. Something I’d normally never do. I always let the guy set the pace. To undress me. To make all the decisions when it came to intimacy. But not this time. I reached around and unclasped my bra. I let it hang for a second while Ian met my eyes. They were filled with an excitement and curiosity. I dropped my bra onto the pile of shirts and closed my eyes. I may have been brave enough to shed my bra, but that didn’t mean I was brave enough to watch his response.

      He didn’t keep me waiting. He simultaneously took one of my breasts in his mouth while he took the other in his hand.

      I kept my eyes clenched shut while I enjoyed the pleasure his mouth and hand were giving me.

      He removed his mouth. “Open your eyes.”

      I listened and found his face inches from mine. “I didn’t know such beauty existed.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. I just stared back.

      “I want to see all of you.” He rubbed my back gently. His arm was separating my bare back from the rough bark of the tree.

      “Here?”

      “Now.”

      I considered saying no and continuing on with the hike, but I didn’t want to. Instead my hands went to my boots. If I was getting naked, I was taking them off. I wasn’t giving him a weird first image of me without my clothes on. Once my boots were off I moved to the button of my jeans. Then I stopped. “Wait. You first.”

      “Me first? Are you giving me a test?”

      It took me a moment to catch the meaning in his words. “Not a test.”

      “I have no problem going first.” He unbuttoned his jeans and stepped out of them revealing himself before I had the chance to chicken out and change my mind.

      I made myself look. “You’re not wearing underwear.”

      “I’m not.” He grinned.

      “I am.”

      “I figured as much.” His words were light and casual as if he weren’t standing there buck naked in front of me.

      If I didn’t already know he was aroused I knew it now. I also knew he was huge. “I’m not having sex with you right now.”

      “Right now?” He smiled. “That implies you plan to have it with me at a later time, so I’m going to take that as a very good thing.”

      “I guess it’s my turn.”

      “I’d like that, but totally your choice. You’ve been more than fair already.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

      “This is silly. We’re not kids playing I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

      “What’s silly about it?” He took a small step toward me. “We’re getting to know each other.”

      “Getting to know each other by stripping in the woods?”

      “Is there a better place to be doing it? I happen to prefer the outdoors to a bedroom.”

      A thrill spread through me. “Just remember my doing this doesn’t mean sex.”

      “I got it.” He smiled.

      I slipped out of my jeans and underwear and waited  a full ten seconds before I could meet his eyes.

      “You’ve made your feelings on sex loud and clear, but does that also apply to touching you?” There was a struggle in his eyes, and I purposely kept my gaze at his eye level. Looking down would get me in a lot of trouble.

      “No. No rules there.”

      “Good.” He slipped his hand between my legs.

      I tensed up.

      “Do I make you nervous?” He left his hand where it was.

      “Standing naked in the middle of the woods makes me nervous.”

      “It’s just us here.” He took my hand in his free one. “Just you and me.”

      I relaxed. “Just you and me.”

      “Exactly.” He ran his lips over my neck while he slipped a few fingers inside of me.

      I moaned and reached out to take him in my hand.

      “You’re killing me, Mara.” His voice was husky.

      “You stopped calling me babe and the other nicknames.” I surprised myself by managing to get words out.

      “Because you asked me to.”

      “Thank you.” I started to lose my balance, but he caught me, pulling my body flush against his.

      “Thank you.” He grazed his teeth over my neck.

      I moaned louder as he continued to run his lips up and down my neck.

      “Am I allowed to change my mind?”

      He removed his hand. “Yes.”

      “I didn’t mean that.” I pushed his hand back to where it was to emphasize my next words. “I mean about not having sex.”

      “Normally yes, but not this time.”

      “Why not?” I dropped my hand from around him.

      He groaned. “Because you seemed really big on that decision.” He kissed my breast lightly before picking up my underwear. “I did promise I’d try to be a gentleman.”

      “You promise this isn’t because you don’t want me?” I hadn’t meant to speak my fear out loud, but I did. I’d gained weight since starting law school, and I wondered if it made me less desirable.

      “Are you kidding me?’ He gestured down between his own legs. “Can you ask me that question with a straight face?”

      “I never said you were pressuring me.”

      “But I was using some unfair tools of influence.” He took the underwear from my hands and moved down to his knees. He lifted one of my legs to put my leg through the hole before moving on to the other. He slowly slipped them up my body. Getting dressed by a guy wasn’t supposed to be that sexy.

      “Everything about you is an unfair tool of influence.” I allowed him to slip my bra back on.

      He moved behind me and clasped it. “I feel the exact same way about you.”

      “Is it bad that I don’t want to get you dressed?”

      “I am perfectly capable of doing it myself.” He was still behind me, even though that part of the dressing process was done. He put his hands on my hips.

      As much as I wanted to push back against him I didn’t. That would have been teasing. “I meant I enjoyed seeing you naked.”

      “If you asked me to finish this hike naked I would.”

      “Yeah, no.”

      “Why not?”

      “First it’s not going to be fun for you, and second it won’t be fun for me.” Not fun in the slightest.

      “Why won’t it be fun for you?”

      “Because it will just remind me of what I want and can’t have.”

      “Oh, Mara.” He turned me around in his arms. “You can have exactly what you want, and you’re going to have it soon enough. I promise. And I can also promise it’s something you will be experiencing over and over again.” His words were velvety as they slipped off his tongue.

      I kissed him. He responded for a moment, letting my tongue tangle with his before he abruptly stopped. “There’s a stream right near here. I’m going to need it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because otherwise I’m never getting these jeans on.”

      I laughed. “Ok. Got it.”
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      I wasn’t my brother. Jonovan would have had her against a tree four times already. He wouldn’t have been trying to clear his head while dunking in cold water.

      I wasn’t Jonovan, and I refused to ever be. Becoming Alpha didn’t mean I had to accept everything that came with it. I could fight off that part of my nature. I had Mara. She would be mine, and she’d let me have so much already. I could wait for the rest. It would be so much better for the waiting. I wanted to have her when she needed me. When she was unable to resist the pull. Until then I could hold myself back, but it wasn’t going to be easy.

      I nearly undid all the good the cold water did as I started to think about her body. The swell of her breasts and the curve of her hips. We were going to fit perfectly together. I could hardly wait to experience the pleasure she had waiting for me. But I could wait. I was going to savor every moment and make sure she did the same.

      “Ian?” She called out my name tentatively.

      “Yes?” I turned around. Finally ready to see her again.

      She was fully dressed, but now that I had seen her naked body, it was only that gorgeous view I was going to see anymore. “You got a text message. I know I probably shouldn’t have looked, but I heard it vibrate in your pants pocket.” She pointed to where my pants lay on a rock while keeping her eyes well above my waist.

      “You did nothing wrong,” I assured her even though I worried about what kind of message she’d seen. Hopefully it wasn’t Tyler making a joke.

      I walked out of the water and dried off as best I could before getting dressed. I needed to get my jeans on before I lost it again. I pulled out my phone. It was a text from a number that wasn’t in my phone anymore, but I knew exactly who’d sent it. Meet me tonight at 8, old friend. You’ll get your answers.

      “Don’t worry, we can go home anytime.” Mara waited a few feet away from me.

      “No. It’s probably a wrong number.” I was positive it wasn’t, but I wasn’t giving up my chance to spend the night with Mara. She was more herself in the woods. She wasn’t fighting the pull. This could be my best chance to make her mine.

      “It’s not a wrong number.”

      “Why would anyone want to meet me?” I pulled on my t-shirt.

      “I don’t know, but I think you’re hiding something.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You are. You’re hiding something, and I don’t like it. Let’s turn back.” She nodded in the direction we’d come from.

      “Really? Now?” I stepped toward her.

      “Nope.” She held up a hand in front of her. “None of that.”

      “None of what?”

      “Kissing, touching. That makes it impossible to say no, and I need to.”

      “You’re not staying out here without me. I’m pulling the safety card.”

      “Still?”

      “Still. There are a lot of wild animals out here.”

      “And your presence would protect me from wild animals?” She narrowed her eyes.

      “I know a few tricks on how to handle them.” I couldn’t wait to tell her the truth about my second form, but I couldn’t yet.

      “Then I’m fine going home.”

      “But you wanted to camp.” She’d made that clear when she ran off in the middle of the night.

      “There’s always next time.”

      I knew she was right, and the meeting was important. I knew exactly who the text was from and what information she was providing. This was about Jonovan. “It’s happening. We are making this up another night.”

      “Sure.” She reached for her backpack.

      “Nope. I’ve got it again. And don’t start in. This has nothing to do with you being weak. Blame it on me being a gentleman.”

      “Gentlemen don’t strip women naked in the woods.”

      “If I recall you are the one who stripped yourself naked.”

      “You took off my shirt.”

      “I did. But you did the rest.” And it had been both incredible and completely unexpected.

      She sighed. “Don’t remind me.”

      “Are you okay?” I reached out for her.

      “I can’t believe I did that.”

      “We did that. I was only teasing.” I’d have to be careful with my teasing.

      “Still.” She brushed her hair away from her neck.

      “Do you actually regret it?” I hoped my gut was right and she didn’t.

      “No.” She shook her head.

      “Good.”

      “Why is it good?”

      “Because I never want you to have regrets with me.”

      “I already have plenty.”

      My anger flared. “What kind of regrets?”

      “Ever meeting you.” She looked down.

      “You wish you never met me?” I closed the space between us, pulling her into my arms. “You can’t mean that.”

      She glanced back up. “Not for the reason you think.”

      “Then what reason?” I demanded.

      “Because now I know it’s going to be impossible to say goodbye.” The sadness returned to her eyes, and I was even more determined to discover who’d hurt her. They were going to regret it.

      “It’s a good thing you’re not going to say goodbye then.” I brushed my lips against hers, leaving her with the slightest and sweetest kiss I could. It took all my resistance not to make it more. “Ready?”

      “I’m ready.” She sighed, and I knew she was as disappointed by the change of plans as I was.
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      I was lucky Mrs. Peterson wasn’t making me foot my own water bill. Otherwise I’d have been broke. I took a long cool shower. I couldn’t quite handle a completely cold one, but I was determined to find a way to push off thoughts of Ian. The further away I was from him the easier it was to see things were moving way too fast. What had I been doing with him? Being in the woods didn’t give me the excuse to lose my mind. If anyone ever found out what I’d done. Well, they wouldn’t. I’d make sure of it.

      By the time I finished my shower I was determined to keep my distance. I wouldn’t run off into the woods this time. Clearly that didn’t work. Instead I’d just have to make it a point to shoot down his advances no matter how much I wanted him. Eventually he’d get tired of me like all the others, and the only thing I’d be left with was regret and hurt.

      I got dressed and made myself a sandwich for dinner. It wasn’t the most satisfying dinner, but it was easy to make and didn’t require a trip to the store. I wasn’t up for facing anyone.

      I brought my plate over to the sink and started planning out my quiet evening at home. My options were limited. Either I could read a book or find something on the three channels of TV I got in the cottage.

      My heart about jumped out of my chest when there was a knock on the door. Ian had his mystery meeting, which meant it couldn’t have been him. I pushed aside the curtains by the door and peeked out.

      I smiled at the sight of Lauren, the woman with the southern accent from the garden store, and I hastily opened the door.  “Hey.”

      “Hi, Mara. You busy?” She looked around me into the small cottage.

      “No. Not at all. I just finished dinner.” I didn’t mention that dinner was a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. “Can I help you with something?”

      “The only help I’m looking for is some company. I was going to head over to Green Acres for a few hours. You interested?”

      “Green Acres? Any particular reason why?” I hadn’t heard much talk about the nearest town to Crestview.

      “Sometimes I need a break from this town.”

      I understood how she felt, and I figured getting out might be good for me too considering I’d already lost my mind with Ian. “Sure. Let me get changed.” I hurried to my room and changed into a sundress. I assumed my gym clothes weren’t going to cut it no matter what we were doing. My hair was a mess, so I threw it up in a ponytail and put on some lip gloss. That was the most effort I was putting forth.

      Five minutes later I was in the passenger seat of Lauren’s truck heading away from town.

      “I’m glad you could make it.” Lauren smiled.

      “I don’t exactly have much going on.” I didn’t mind having the free time, but I didn’t want her to worry about me getting back in time for anything.

      “Are you sure about that?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “What? Ian?” My heart rate accelerated just saying his name.

      “Yes, Ian.” She smiled. “Didn’t take you long to figure out what I meant.”

      I shrugged. “He’s the only one you could mean, and I’m just seeing what happens.”

      Lauren glanced over before returning her eyes to the road.

      “What?”

      “I— forget it.” She reached for the dial as if to turn on the radio, but then stopped.

      “No. Tell me.” I hated when people did that. It was impossible to pretend they hadn’t started to tell you something.

      “That’s one of the reasons I asked you to join me.”

      “What do you mean?” I fidgeted in my seat. “What is?”

      “I wanted to talk to you about Ian.” She kept her eyes fixed on the road.

      “And you couldn’t do that in town?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “There are eyes and ears everywhere.”

      “Uh… why would anyone care about what you have to say to me?”

      She adjusted her hands on the wheel. “There’s something weird about Crestview.”

      “Weird? Then why are you there?” She’d never explained her presence in the small town.

      “Because it’s off the beaten track. I can lay low.” Her voice was soft and distant.

      “Is there a reason why you’re lying low?” For the second time in two days I was driving off with someone I barely knew. I was being far more reckless than usual.

      She rolled her shoulders back. “My ex.”

      “Oh.” I was at a loss for words.

      “I won’t go into the gritty details, but they’re gritty.”

      “I’m sorry.” I wasn’t sure what else to say.

      “Don’t be. And it’s why I’m torn to even be saying the things to you tonight I am. I feel like a backstabber.”

      “Backstabber?” My stomach turned. I already knew I wasn’t going to like what she said next.

      “Ian and his brothers are protecting me. I have finally stopped looking over my shoulder.”

      “That’s nice of them.” So I was right about Ian liking to play the hero. Then I was hit by a wave of guilt. He was helping a woman being hounded by her ex. That was hardly something to berate the guy about.

      “But that doesn’t mean I’d want to date one of them.”

      I wasn’t expecting that line. “Meaning?”

      “You haven’t met Jonovan.”

      And there was the mention of that brother again. “No. But I heard a waitress at Anderson’s Steakhouse talking about him, and Ian makes him sound like a piece of work.”

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      “Meaning?”

      “He’s real trouble. The kind of guy you should hide from.”

      “And Ian’s like him?” I struggled to come to terms with what Lauren was saying and the guy I’d gotten to know.

      “No. I don’t think so, but that doesn’t mean he’s not dangerous. I have an odd feeling about that family.”

      “Yet you allow them to protect you?” I wanted to make sure I was really understanding her. If I was scared of someone, I wouldn’t want them around me. But then again I’d never dealt with an abusive ex. Maybe I couldn’t relate to her situation. I refused to judge people for their decisions.

      “I know how this may sound, but I’ve been debating this since I met you yesterday. I wanted you to know.”

      “You haven’t really told me anything concrete. His brother is bad. I got that, but that doesn’t mean Ian is. Not that it matters. I’m not planning on seriously seeing him.” No, only fooling around in the woods. I still couldn’t believe I’d done that. “But why is Crestview weird?”

      “You haven’t been in town much.”

      “No.” That had been a specific choice. I hadn’t wanted to deal with all the things that came from being a new face in a small town. “What am I missing?”

      “I won’t bore you with all the details…”

      “It’s the details I need.”

      “Have you noticed that people here are fixated on the past?” Lauren asked.

      “On the past how?” I hadn’t interacted enough with anyone in town to notice anything.

      “I guess what I really mean is that they are big on how long your family has been here.”

      “Isn’t that how most small towns work?” It was definitely how the one I grew up in worked. The longer your family had owned your farm or store the better.

      “Yes and no.” Lauren leaned her arm on the driver’s side door.

      “What are you getting at?”

      “Certain families here are held at almost a reverence, as if they are better than the rest of us.”

      “Like Ian’s family.” I remembered Mrs. Peterson’s words about how his family was one of the original founders, like her husband’s.

      “Yes.” Lauren nodded.

      “Ok. But like I said, aren’t most small towns that way?”

      “There’s more at play. Fear somehow.”

      “People are afraid of Ian’s family?” I thought about his brother Tyler. He’d made me uncomfortable, but he didn’t scare me exactly.

      “Yes. And I think that when that’s the case, there is usually a reason.”

      “But there is nothing more?” I wanted to believe her, but I needed something concrete. “No real experience with Ian that makes you think I should stay away from him?”

      “First, I don’t think you should stay away from him.”

      “Then what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying you should ask the right questions before you do.”

      “And what are the right questions?”

      “I’d tell you if I knew.”

      “Right.” I wasn’t sure what to make of Lauren’s thoughts. I already planned to stay away from Ian, but it wasn’t going to be because of someone else’s strange feelings. I was staying away from Ian because it was the best thing for me.
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      I waited for the woman I both wanted and dreaded to see. I wanted the information she could provide, but I didn’t want to deal with her. When Claire showed up, she always brought trouble.

      She didn’t need to tell me where to meet her just as she hadn’t had to use her name. Claire never found the need to explain things because she was a creature of habit, and she wanted everyone to know and expect that.

      I’d know she’d want to meet at the creek that served as the line between her familiy’s land and my own. I was down by the creek right on time. She’d have wanted me to show up early, but that didn’t mean I was going to give her what she wanted.

      I heard her before I saw her. There was a faint rustling in the brush before she stepped out in her spotted and long-legged animal form. I watched as the cheetah walked toward me. She circled around me over and over. It was annoying, and I was impatient, but I let her. Sometimes giving a little could get you a lot.

      Finally she tired of the circling and shifted into her human form. She stood before me completely naked, but I kept my eyes off of her.

      “Afraid to see me naked, Ian?” Claire taunted. “It’s not like it’s the first time.”

      “And the last time was the final time.” I’d learned the hard way what getting involved with Claire could do to a man. Even before Mara showed up in town I knew I’d never go down that road again.

      “Who’s the girl?” Claire walked toward me. Her brown eyes fixed on mine.

      “Who said anything about a girl?” I looked off into the distant plains toward the mountains. “I’m done playing your games.”

      “Yet you’re here.” Her voice came from right next to me, but I didn’t look at her.

      “Because you have information I need.”

      “That’s not the only reason you’re here.” She ran her hand down my arm, stopping at my bicep.

      I shook off her hand. “Put some clothes on.”

      “Not until you tell me who the girl is.”

      “It’s none of your business.” Even thinking of Mara in the presence of Claire felt wrong. Mara needed to be protected from women like Claire who would tear her apart at any opportunity.

      “Everything involving you is my business.” She pulled down on my arm.

      I turned to her but kept my eyes level with hers. I had no interest in looking at her nude body. “Nothing involving me is your business.”

      “Then maybe I should go.” Her eyes twinkled. She had my attention, and she knew it.

      “Tell me what you know.”

      “You aren’t being very nice to me.” She tilted her head to the side.

      “You don’t deserve for me to be nice.” I pushed her head back up. I didn’t want her exposing her neck. I didn’t want to deal with her any more than I had to.

      “Are you still mad at me, Ian?” She reached a hand out to me. She used my name entirely too much, and I knew it was an effort to prove that we were close. But we weren’t.

      “Get dressed.”

      Claire sighed. “I already told you I would when you told me who the girl was.”

      “And I already told you it’s none of your business.”

      “I thought you wanted to know who murdered your brother.” Her voice was light and at odds with her words. She was playing with me like she always did, but she had information. I was sure of it.

      I fought to keep my anger in line. “Get dressed.”

      “Ask nicely.”

      “Please, get dressed,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “You’re a bear, Ian. You can handle nudity.”

      “I can handle anything.” I struggled to keep my patience. “But that doesn’t mean I want to see it.”

      “Does the girl know?”

      “Stop messing around. I asked nicely.”

      “I would get dressed, but you see I don’t have any clothes.” She spread out her arms. “Maybe you should follow me back home, and I can get some.”

      I pulled off my t-shirt. “Put this on.”

      She accepted the t-shirt. “Aw, Ian. One of your shirts. You shouldn’t have.”

      “Don’t get excited, it’s the only one you’re getting.”

      “So you are still mad.” She slipped on the shirt slowly.

      “I would have to care to be mad, and I don’t care. At all.” I let my eyes drop from her eyes to ensure she was actually dressed. I relaxed slightly.

      “Sure you do, but that’s not why we’re here.”

      “Exactly. We are here because you promised me answers.”

      She sighed again. “What are you going to pay me?”

      “How much do you want?”

      “If you’d give it in sex I’d cut you a deal.” She grinned revealing two rows of white teeth that were a heck of a lot sharper than they looked.

      “Claire,” I warned.

      “Fine then, 10k will do.”

      “10k?” My eyes widened. “This better be good info.”

      “It’s more important than you think.”

      “Tell me,” I ordered. I was done wasting time.

      “Someone is suing for the land your dad left you.”

      “Yes. I am well aware. Tell me something that I don’t know.” I knew all about that law suit, and I still needed to figure out how Connor got pulled into it. I no longer believed it was a coincidence.

      She took a step toward me. “They aren’t human.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying, you aren’t the only bears laying claim to that land.”

      My body tensed. This information changed things. If we were dealing with rival bears, this dispute would extend far beyond the court case. “Where did you get the info?”

      “From a friend of a friend.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning I’m not giving names.” She smiled. She was enjoying herself entirely too much.

      “Then your information isn’t worth 10K.”

      “Sure it is.” She ran her teeth over her bottom lip. “Because they killed Jonovan. They were sending you a warning.”

      My heart rate accelerated. I knew my brother was dead, but to discover his death was over land infuriated me. “Sending me a warning? Why not threaten him? Why kill him? That screams of something personal.”

      “Maybe it was personal.” She shrugged. “We all know Jonovan had a lot of enemies.”

      “But not like these.” He fought with nearly everyone, but he was feared more than he was hated. Claire’s information made sense. I hadn’t been able to wrap my head around how anyone had gotten to Jonovan, but a rival pack of bears would have been able to.

      “He had a lot of enemies you knew nothing about.”

      “Are you suggesting Jonovan knew about this pack before?” And if so, what else had he been keeping from me?

      She shrugged. “I don’t know, what do you think I’m suggesting?”

      “Play it straight, Claire. If we go down, so do you.”

      “Not necessarily.” She shook out her long brown hair. “I’m very good at making friends. So are my sisters.”

      “You’re already in bed with them?” I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was. Despite our differences, her pack and mine had always been aligned.

      “Would you care? I thought you were done playing with me.” She laughed.

      “I don’t care who you’re sleeping with as long as you’re not double crossing me.”

      “Relax, Ian. My family and yours go way back. So do the two of us, but you like to forget that.”

      “How could I?” As much as I wanted to forget it all, I couldn’t. I’d been an idiot to get involved with her.

      “I shouldn’t have played around with Noah. I get it.”

      “This has nothing to do with Noah.”

      “It doesn’t?”  She rested her chin in her hand. “That’s news to me.”

      “Am I mad you messed with my brother? Yes. But he’s a big boy. He can make his own decisions.” Even when they were idiotic ones.

      “Ok, then why are you angry at me?”

      “I’m not angry. I’m done.”

      “Because of the girl? We’re back to her, aren’t we?”

      “I don’t want you near her.”

      “When are you going to claim her?”

      “None of your—”

      Claire interrupted. “Maybe it’s none of my business, but it’s the business of your brothers and family.  And you know they don’t keep their hands off your things.”

      “She’s not my thing.”

      “But she’s going to be your mate?”

      “She is.” I was positive about that.

      “I hope she’s worthy of you.”

      “She’s more than worthy.” Mara was perfect.
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      I thought back on my time with Ian over and over as we continued our drive toward Green Acres. I should have been annoyed at myself, and Ian, yet I wasn’t. At least not completely. More than anything I wanted to see him again, and I knew that wasn’t a good thing.

      Ian was everything I didn’t need in my life. To be fair, I didn’t need a guy in my life at all. I especially didn’t need one that excited me the way Ian did. He’d awakened a side of me I wanted to keep dormant. I had more important things to focus on such as getting through law school and securing a good job. I was all alone in the world now, and I was going to have to be able to support myself.

      Lauren slowed down and pulled into a gravel parking lot.

      “Where are we?” I looked at the windowless cinderblock building with a bright blue door. My first thought when I looked at the place was adult video store, but those places usually had signs describing what they were. The only signage on this building was a metal sign that said ‘Lonny’s’.

      “A bar. It’s only been open a few months, but it’s a nice change of pace from the other options around here.”

      “This is a bar?” I pointed toward the blue door. I kept my adult video store thought to myself. “It has a different look than I’d expect.”

      “Yes. It doesn’t look like much on the outside, but it’s rather nice on the inside.”

      “I guess looks can be deceiving.” I shrugged. I’d learned the hard way it was the same way with people.

      “They can be.” She opened her door but paused before getting out. “You are twenty-one, aren’t you?”

      “Twenty-three.” I smiled. Being legal to drink was still new enough that it was exciting.

      “Good.” Lauren opened her door. “Although I can guarantee they aren’t carding in there.”

      “I take it you’ve been here a lot?”

      “More than I’d like to admit.” She jumped down from the truck, and I walked around to meet her.

      Lauren led the way toward the building. She glanced over her shoulder at least half a dozen times before we reached the door. She took one last glance back before she pushed open the door.

      We were immediately hit by a wave of smoke as we made our way inside. Evidently there was no smoking ban in this town, or if there was one, it wasn’t being followed. The latter thought seemed more likely since the large room appeared to have absolutely no windows. I really hoped there was a good ventilation system; however, I couldn’t imagine anything about this place was up to code. By the dense crowd filling the place, they also weren’t concerned about a capacity limit.

      Lauren pressed through the crowd, and I reluctantly followed her. My eyes were already burning from the smoke, and if it had been up to me I would have hightailed it back to her truck. And back to Ian. That second thought was enough to get me to follow her further inside.

      The crowd was older than the ones I usually encountered in bars in Philadelphia, but aside from that and the abundance of cowboy hats, it didn’t seem all that different.

      Lauren stopped.  “I’m going to get a beer, you want anything?”

      “Sure. Get me whatever you’re having.” I didn’t know much about beers aside from Yuengling and Victory.

      She eyed the crowd. “If I lose you, meet me on the far side of the bar.” She pointed in the direction we were already heading.

      “Ok.” I tried to follow her, but as soon as she moved forward the crowd seemed to swallow her up. I looked for a spot to slip through without being rude. I’d never been in such a crowded room before, and I wasn’t a fan of crowds. Or bars. I’d never been the type to feel particularly comfortable in bars. I didn’t have the social ease most of my peers had, and unless I was out celebrating a friend’s birthday or something, I usually found an excuse to leave as soon as possible. I probably should have thought through all that before blindly agreeing to go with Lauren. I guess I hadn’t expected to end up in a bar.

      I finally made my way through the most densely packed part of the crowd and reached the far side of the bar. The crowd around the bar was so heavy I couldn’t see Lauren. I hoped she’d find me.

      I waited along the back wall, wishing there was an exit. Coming with Lauren had been a mistake.

      “Where’s Connor?” a low scratchy voice asked from right next to my ear.

      I jumped, taking in the guy standing next to me. He appeared to be in his mid to late twenties and wore a cowboy hat that partially obscured his face.

      “Uh, do I know you?” I wrapped my arms around myself.

      His expression was hard. “Just answer the question.”

      “Easy there, Henderson.” A second and slightly younger looking man walked over. “Talk to her nicely. She may be innocent in all this.”

      “Innocent in all what?” If they hadn’t asked about Connor I’d have thought it was mistaken identity, and maybe it still was. Connor was a fairly common name. “And I’m not sure if I’m who you think I am.”

      “You are exactly who we think you are.” The man named Henderson narrowed his eyes. “Tell us where Connor is.”

      “He’s somewhere.” I wasn’t sure if telling them he was out of town was a good idea. I scanned the room for Lauren. “And if you’ll excuse me.” I started to walk away but the second man grabbed my wrist.

      “He wouldn’t have left you by yourself, Mara.”

      I froze. He knew my name. Then I came to my senses and tried to pull away, but the guy had an iron clad grip on my wrist. “Let go of me.”

      “Where is he?” The man’s scratchy, low voice sent chills through me.

      “I don’t know where he is, and I don’t have any clue who you are.” I gazed around looking for my best means of escape.

      “You don’t need to know anything about me, but you will need to know Willem. You’ll meet him very soon.” He grinned.

      “Yeah, no thanks.” I had no interest in meeting anyone connected to these guys.  I pulled my wrist away from the guy who became distracted as Lauren headed toward us.

      “Hey…” Lauren walked over warily holding a beer in each hand. “Sorry about that, I ran into someone I know.”

      I nodded. “Ok, but we need to go.”

      “What’s going on?” She asked eyeing the two men.

      “We need to go.” I repeated myself hoping she picked up on the urgency this time.

      Lauren nodded. “Gotcha.”

      Henderson turned to Lauren. “We’re going to need to take your friend with us.”

      “Like hell you are.” Lauren scowled.

      Henderson smiled. “You don’t want trouble, do you?”

      “We don’t want trouble.” She held out the beers. “So take these as a peace offering, and forget you saw us.”

      The guy accepted the beers and threw them down on the wooden floors. The glass shattered and the brown liquid splattered all over. A few people glanced in our direction, but just as quickly they turned away. “We don’t need a peace offering. We need your friend. You saved us a trip by delivering her to us.”

      A few people around us glanced over to see what the commotion was about, but no one seemed particularly concerned. What was wrong with these people?

      “I didn’t deliver her to you.” Lauren scowled. “And I’ll be taking her with me right now.”

      The second guy grabbed me from behind, and I yelled out. Lauren lunged for Henderson, and I kicked the guy holding me in the balls.

      While he was distracted Lauren throat punched the second guy. He gasped for air, and she grabbed my hand, pulling me into the crowd. She held onto my hand as we rushed toward the doorway,  and she pulled me toward the truck.

      I buckled my seatbelt as she peeled out of the parking lot. “What just happened in there?”

      “You found trouble.”

      “I think trouble found me.”

      “No matter how you put it, there is only one thing you can do.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Call Ian.”

      “Call Ian? Why?”

      “Just do it.” Lauren stepped on the gas, easily going twenty over the speed limit. She glanced in the rearview mirror every few moments.

      I looked over my shoulder, but I didn’t see any cars behind us. Maybe we’d lost them, or they hadn’t bothered to follow. I still didn’t understand what they wanted with me.  “I don’t have his number.” I’d gotten naked in front of the guy, yet I didn’t have his number. I was acting so out of character it wasn’t funny.

      She sighed. “How is that even possible? Take my phone.” She handed me the phone while she drove in the direction of Crestview.
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      I was done wasting my time with Claire. She wasn’t giving up any other information, which meant it was time to get as far away from her as possible. Now that she knew I was interested in someone, I was going to have to be even more careful. I couldn’t let her screw things up with Mara, and I knew that was exactly what she was going to try to do.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out. I was hoping to see Mara’s name before I realized I didn’t even have her number. I was going to have to remedy that soon.

      Instead I saw Lauren’s name on the screen. She wasn’t one to call me unless it was important, so after a quick glance at Claire’s pout I picked up. “Hi, what’s going on?”

      “Ian?” Mara’s voice came through the phone. It was shaky, and I knew instantly something was wrong.

      “Mara, where are you?” My heartbeat accelerated. I was an idiot. I should have had one of my brother’s watch her. She’d have never known, and she would have been better off. “And why do you have Lauren’s phone?” That second question came to me only at the last moment.

      “I’m on Lauren’s phone because I didn’t have your number in mine. We’re on our way back to Crestview.”

      “Back to Crestview? Where were you?” She’d left town? I hadn’t even considered that possibility.

      “It’s a long story. But Lauren says we need to talk to you.” Her voice sounded stronger, and I hoped some of that had to do with the fact that she was talking to me.

      “I’ll meet you at your place then. I’ll be there before you are.” I’d make sure of it, but first I had to get rid of Claire.

      “Ok. Thanks.” Mara hung up.

      I looked at Claire. “We’re going to have to cut this short.”

      “Mara?” Claire’s eyes twinkled. “That’s the girl’s name?”

      “I already told you she is none of your business.”

      “This again? I’m merely asking out of curiosity. I assume I’ll be seeing a lot of her if she’s going to be your mate.” Claire sighed. “And we both know that’s what she’s going to be.”

      “There is no reason for you to see her.”

      “You can stop fucking me, Ian, but you can’t completely cut me out of your life.” There was a threat in Claire’s voice I didn’t like.

      I stepped toward her. “I can do whatever I want to.”

      “No you can’t. Our packs have a truce. We have to stay on good terms.”

      “Yet you’re sleeping with the enemy.”

      “I never said I was.” She crossed her arms.

      “You said you and your sisters were friendly with them. That might as well be the same thing.”

      “Is that jealousy I hear?” She dropped her arms to the side.

      “No. It’s called protecting my family.”

      “So let’s go see this Mara and make sure she’s okay.”

      I shook my head. “You aren’t coming with me.”

      “Is that the way you treat me after I gave you all that information? You can at least pretend to appreciate it.”

      “Your appreciation is going to come in the form of the ten grand I’ll wire  you tonight.”

      “Money can’t buy everything.” She batted her eyes.

      “No, but it can buy you.” My words were mean, but it was the only way things  worked with this cheetah. She was cold, and the only types of overtures she responded to were ones that matched her own.

      “I’m going to write this attitude off to you needing some. The girl is driving you wild, and until you claim her you’re going to be off your rocker.”

      “You make it sound like you want me to claim her.” I stepped back.

      “Ian, honey. I like you. We both know I like you, but there are plenty of other men out there for the needs you used to fill for me. More importantly, your pack needs to survive in order for mine to stay here, and that means you need to do your job. You’re not going to do that acting like a horney school boy.”

      “I am not acting like that.”

      “Stop while you’re ahead. Go see the girl, but know that I’m going to be meeting with her. Who knows, maybe we’ll be good friends.”

      “She’s not going to be your friend.”

      Claire sighed dramatically. “We’ll have to wait and see.” She pulled off the borrowed t-shirt and dropped in into the dirt. “I’ll see you around, Ian.” The air shimmered and she shifted back into her cheetah form.

      I waited until she’d disappeared into the brush before stripping down and shifting back into my bear. I’d get to Mara much faster that way.

      I felt stronger and sharper as I ran toward Mrs. Peterson’s. I could sense Mara now. She was close, and that only pushed me to run faster. I had to reach her. I had to make sure she was okay.

      I couldn’t help but think about Claire’s words. About me needing to claim Mara in order to do my job.  I knew Claire was right. I was distracted, and if a rival pack was trying to take our land, I couldn’t afford to be.

      But I also couldn’t afford to rush things. Mara would agree to be my mate. She knew the connection was real. She could feel it, maybe not as much as I could, but enough. I didn’t want anything to be forced. I wanted her to want to be mine. I wanted no regrets. They would only cause problems later on. Being my mate wouldn’t be an easy road, but I’d make it a good one for her. I’d protect her at all costs and make sure she wanted for nothing. Unfortunately, no matter how much I gave her, she still had to accept she was going to be mated to a bear.

      I arrived at Mrs. Peterson’s in time to shift back and change. If Mara was already upset, now wasn’t the time to reveal any of my secrets.

      I paced the area in front of her porch. What was taking so long? I fought the urge to call Lauren’s phone back. I didn’t want to distract them and cause further problems. Although if they didn’t show up soon, I was going to have to.

      I heard the sound of a truck and hurried over to the start of the gravel drive. Lauren’s truck had barely stopped before I wrenched open the passenger side door. “Mara.”

      “Hey.” Her face was calm as she accepted my outstretched hand.

      She wobbled slightly when she reached the ground, so I pulled her into my arms.

      “It’s okay.” I didn’t know what happened, but I would fix everything.  I tried to keep my voice light, but it wasn’t how I felt.

      “I’m sorry. It’s all my fault.” Lauren came around to where we waited on the other side of the truck.

      “How is it your fault?” I caught Lauren’s eye, but I didn’t let go of Mara. I had no plans to let go of her.

      “I was the one who took her to Green Acres.”

      “You took her to Lonny’s, didn’t you?” I could hear the anger in my voice. It was the last place my future mate should have been.

      “I didn’t think it would be a problem.” Lauren clasped her hands in front of her. “I thought she could use a break from Crestview, and I knew I could use the company.”

      I let out a deep breath. “It’s not your fault, but I still need to know everything.”

      Mara stepped back from my arms. “There were some men there who seemed to think they knew me.”

      “What do you mean by seemed to think?” I put my hands on her hips.

      “They knew my name. They knew Connor.” She grazed her teeth over her bottom lip. “But I had no clue who they were.”

      “And what did they say or do?” I kept my voice level, even though I was anything but calm.

      “They tried to get me to leave with them.”

      “What?” Rage surged through me. “Did they touch you?”

      Mara wrapped her arms over her chest. “Lauren saved me. She’s pretty kick-ass.”

      I forced a smile despite my anger. “That she is.”

      “I know a thing or two about self-defense.” Lauren shrugged.

      “Who were the men?” I looked to Lauren. She’d been in the area long enough to know almost everyone.

      “I didn’t recognize them.” She kicked the gravel with her boot. “Honest.”

      “I don’t doubt you.” She had no reason to lie. I was annoyed she’d put Mara in a dangerous situation, but she wasn’t the one worthy of my anger.

      Mara dropped her hands to her sides. “There’s no way they should have known me. It makes no sense.”

      “They asked about Connor?” I double checked to make sure I was following right.

      “Yes. And when I said I didn’t know where he was they got angry.”

      “They know who you are because of him, and that makes his disappearance even more suspicious.”

      “He didn’t disappear.” Mara stiffened. “He left town.”

      “He left town for a few days. It’s been over a week. He’s missing.” I went with blunt, because Mara needed to accept the truth.

      “But why would he have told anyone about me?” Mara leaned her head back and looked up at the dark, stormy sky before returning her gaze to me. There was more rain on the way. “And he’s not from here anymore than I am. How would he even know these guys?”

      “Are you sure he hasn’t been out here before?” Lauren asked gently. “How did he explain his reasoning for coming out here for the summer? Is it normal for him to spend months out of the area to work on a case?”

      Mara seemed to mull it over. “He’s an expert on real property litigation.”

      “Is the case out here big enough to warrant an expert?” Lauren was good. She was able to ask the questions I wanted to but make them less pointed.

      Mara bit her lip. “Now that you say that…”

      “What?” Lauren touched Mara’s shoulder gently. “Did you remember something?”

      “Kind of.”

      “What did you remember?” I asked.

      “He said something about doing an old friend a favor.” Mara closed her eyes for a moment. Then she opened them. “He didn’t elaborate on it, but he definitely said that.”

      “Bingo.” I’d known Connor was bad news.

      “Bingo?” Mara raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes. Maybe not everyone is happy about the favor he is doing.” I certainly wasn’t since he was working with the bears trying to steal my land.

      “But what do I have to do with any of it?” She wrapped her arms around herself again.

      This time I couldn’t sit back.  I wrapped my arms around her half expecting her to move away, but she didn’t. Either she was cold and enjoyed the body heat, or she liked having me close. Maybe it was a combination of both.

      “Something.” I mulled over it and made a decision.  “And until we get to the bottom of it, you are coming to stay with me.” There was no question about it. She wasn't safe on her own. Any guys that would threaten to take a girl in public wouldn’t think twice about going after her in private.

      "Are you kidding me?" Mara’s eyes widened.

      "No." I met her gaze. “Not in the slightest.”

      "A guy gets me mixed up with someone else and you think I’m going to stay with you?” Mara stepped back out of my arms.

      "He didn’t mix you up. How many Maras with connections to Connors do you think there are out here? Plus, even if it is mistaken identity, what will stop them from coming after you anyway?” I put my hands on her arms. She needed to understand this was serious.

      "Still, I'm not coming." She shook her head.

      "You are." There was no way I was budging on that.

      "Why would I listen to you?" She put a hand on her hip. “You can’t tell me what to do.”

      "Because you don't have a death wish." I needed her to understand this wasn’t a joke. She’d unwittingly stepped into a mess way bigger than she knew.

      "How do you know?" she mumbled.

      I grabbed her and pulled her into my arms. “Tell me that’s a joke."

      "It is, but I'm willing to face any risks that come my way." She lifted her chin.

      "I realize that. But I'm not. You don't know what these guys are capable of."

      "And you do?” She shook her head. “Who are they?"

      "Not the kind of people you want anywhere near you.” Lauren’s expression darkened. “You know that as well as I do, Mara. There was nothing friendly about them.”

      "Why would they want me?" She looked down at the ground. “I’m just Connor’s research assistant.”

      “This has nothing to do with you being his assistant. There’s more than that.” I needed to find out what. “You said you’re old family friends.”

      “Yes.” Mara nodded.

      “There’s got to be something there. Some answers.”

      "There’s no answers there. We grew up on a farm together hundreds of miles from here.”

      “But he brought you out here.”

      “We’re going around in circles.” Mara sighed.

      “Have you changed your mind?” I asked.

      “About what?”

      “Staying with me.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I’m fine staying here.”

      “Not a chance.”

      “We already established that you can’t tell me what to do.”

      “It’s not telling you what to do, it’s protecting you.” And I would always protect her.

      “I don’t need or want your protection.” She gritted her teeth.

      She was far more stubborn than I’d originally thought. That was fine for some things, but not when it came to her safety. “But I am going to give it anyway.”

      She stepped up toward me. “Do you realize you sound like a brute?”

      "Brute?" My jaw clenched.

      "Hey guys,” Lauren called slowly.

      I ignored her. "Is that really how you see me?"

      Mara put a hand on her hip. "It's how you are acting right now."

      "But not how I was acting in the woods?" I reminded her of what had happened only hours before.

      "Guys, seriously." Lauren’s voice rose an octave. “We have company.”

      “What?” I whirled around, shocked that I hadn’t noticed a man approaching. I’d been so focused on Mara that I’d missed a potential threat.

      I jumped in front of both Mara and Lauren and stared down the man in a suit that was currently walking up the driveway toward us.
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      "You can step out of the way." The man dressed in a black suit walked toward where I stood behind Ian.

      I was usually one for being brave, but after dealing with the guys in the bar, I wasn’t feeling particularly courageous. I may have played it tough with Ian, but I was nervous. Maybe not nervous enough to stay at his place, but nervous enough that I had no interest in dealing with another stranger. I stood far enough back that I could see around Ian’s broad shoulders, but I hoped I was still hidden.

      "Who the hell are you?" Ian snapped.

      "Is that how you greet visitors around here?" The man smiled. "Where is that small town charm I heard you guys have?"

      "It only applies to those who are welcome.” Ian’s voice was hard.

      "And I'm not welcome?"

      "Not until you tell me why you’re here.” Ian crossed his arms. The action accentuated his muscles.

      “I’ll tell Mara who I am.”

      At the sound of my name, I stepped around Ian.

      The man’s lips twisted into a smile as he looked me over. "My, you've grown up."

      I studied the man. He was clean shaven, with a thick head of jet black hair. I couldn’t see much else of him in the growing darkness. "Do I know you?"

      "Not really. But that's not your fault." He grinned as if his words were some sort of inside-joke I was supposed to understand.

      "I'll repeat my first question." Ian moved closer to me. "Who the hell are you?"

      "Did Connor tell you why you’re here?" The man ignored Ian and addressed me. "I'm starting to doubt it."

      "You know Connor?" I asked.

      "Yes." He smiled. "Where is he? I'm surprised he let you out of his sight."

      "I wish I knew," I mumbled.

      "Is he in town?" The man took a step toward me, and Ian growled. As in actually growled. I’d never heard a guy do that before. The man smiled even bigger.

      "He was," I answered honestly.

      "And he left you here?" The man’s forehead furrowed. “With these sorts around?” He pointed at Ian.

      "He left me here.” I ignored his comment about Ian.

      "Which means you'll come with me."

      "Not a chance in hell." Ian stepped in front of me again.

      "And who are you?" The man finally turned his attention to Ian. “I know you’re Ursus, so save that part of the speech.”

      “Ursus?” I asked.

      The man in the suit laughed. “Your friend has been keeping you in the dark.”

      “Get off this property.” Ian glowered. "I am the only one Mara is going anywhere with."

      "Mara, who's this clown?" The man in the suit asked.

      "Stop talking to me like you know me." I must have been dreaming. Nothing about the evening made any sense.

      The man laughed. "Fiery one. Willem is going to have fun with you."

      "Willem?" I recognized the name from the bar.

      "So you have heard of him. At least you know something."

      "'Mara, you can wait inside." Ian nodded toward my house.

      "No. He's going to tell me who he is and why people keep referring to me by name." I wasn’t sure where the sudden burst of confidence came from, but maybe it was because I was no longer convinced any of this was real.

      "I do wish Connor was here. It would make this all a lot easier." The man stepped toward us.

      "Easier for you and me both," I said under my breath.

      “Mara, please go inside.” Ian’s words were softer this time, but they didn’t hide a warning.

      “I think going inside might be a good idea,” Lauren took my arm.

      I nodded absently, letting her lead me toward my house. Whatever this guy wanted from me, I had to assume it wasn’t good. Lauren’s touch was normal, and that in itself made me wonder if I wasn’t dreaming after all.

      As soon as the door closed behind us, Lauren leaned in to whisper. “Pack a bag.”

      “A bag?” I whispered back.

      “We have to get you out of here.”

      “If this is about going to Ian’s, I don’t want to hear it.”

      “You should hear it. Forget your feelings for him for a moment. Be smart.”

      “Are you coming too?” Maybe I shouldn’t have been so comfortable with the woman who had led me into danger

      “If it means you’ll go.”

      “Please come.” Leading me into danger or not, she at least seemed to be a nice person, and I had no one else to trust.

      She nodded. “Then pack a bag.”

      I listened. I selected my smallest duffel bag and stuffed in some of my clothes and toiletries. I wasn’t thrilled about staying at Ian’s, but Lauren was right. My feelings for him aside, getting out of this house was a good idea.

      But then I thought of something. “What about Mrs. Peterson?” I couldn’t leave an innocent woman to deal with a mess that seemed to revolve around me.

      “I guarantee she’ll be safe. Ian won’t let anything happen.”

      “I’m so confused. You trust him yet tell me to stay away.” And that made things even worse. I wasn’t sure who to trust and who to run from. All I wanted to do was jump in my truck and drive back to the farm, but I wasn’t sure if that was the answer. If Ian was right, and it wasn’t mistaken identity, what if they followed me there? I refused to tarnish the one real home I had.

      “I already explained my feelings about him. He might not be who I’d recommend as a boyfriend, but there is no one around who could possibly keep you any safer.”

      I put my bag over my shoulder. “How are we getting out of here?”

      The walls of the house were thin, and I could still hear Ian and the suit guy arguing outside.

      “Ian is distracting him.” Lauren gestured to the front.

      “How do you know that?”

      “I just do. Which means we need to move. Now.”

      I considered what I was about to do. I was going to trust a woman I didn’t really know to help me run to the house of a guy I also didn’t really know. “What’s an Ursus?” I remembered the term.

      “I’ll let Ian tell you. We need to go.”

      I nodded absently. “So how are we getting out of here?” I repeated myself.

      “Out the back door.”

      “Oh. I forgot about that.” I walked through the living area and had Lauren help me push aside the couch that was currently blocking the second entrance. I paused. “How’d you know there was a back door?”

      “I stayed here when I first came to town.” Lauren pushed open the back door, and I followed her out into the night.

      We wove through the quiet woods quickly all while I clutched my duffel bag. I’d never run away from home as a child, but I had a feeling it might feel similar to this.

      I hoped Lauren knew what she was doing. After ten minutes, she stopped, pulled out her phone, typed something, and returned it to the back pocket of her jeans. “We need to head to the road.”

      “Were you texting someone?”

      “Yes.” She nodded. “Our ride.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Ian’s brother, Noah.”

      “Noah?” I hadn’t met that brother yet.

      “Yes.”

      We hurried toward the road, and even from a distance I noticed a car parked.

      “Why are the police here?” I pointed to the police car.

      “I told you, I called Noah.”

      “Ian’s brother is a cop?”

      We reached the edge of the woods and an attractive guy dressed in a police uniform walked over. “Hello, Lauren.” He tipped his hat at her. “And you must be, Mara.” His eyes locked with mine.

      “Guilty as charged.”I grimaced at my stupid line.

      He laughed. “I heard you needed a lift.”

      Lauren glanced over her shoulder. “Yes. And fast. I don’t think Ian’s going to be able to hold things back any longer.”

      “Hold what back?” I asked.

      Lauren looked back toward the woods. “The guy in the suit.”

      “There’s a guy in a suit?” Noah opened the passenger and back seat doors.

      “Yes.” Lauren slipped into the back.

      “You can fill me in later.”

      I glanced back at the woods one more time before sliding into the passenger seat. It was my first ride in a police car.
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      Either this guy was dumb or very smart. He seemed completely oblivious to the fact that Mara had run off, but maybe it was all part of some bigger plan. There was no way of knowing, and at the moment all I cared about was making sure Mara was safe.

      “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself involved in here.” The man eyed the house and then set his eyes on me.

      “I’m afraid you have it all backwards.”  I tried to stay calm; I’d get more information that way.

      He smiled. “What exactly do you think I have backward?”

      “You’ve walked into trouble. I’d suggest you walk right back out of it.”

      “Walk back out of it?” He laughed. “You have no idea who she is.”

      “I know exactly who she is.” She was Mara, and she was mine.

      “If you did, you wouldn’t be handling the situation the way you are.”

      “Maybe you don’t realize who I am?” I hadn’t volunteered my name.

      “I don’t, but I can’t say I care unless you don’t heed my warning.”

      “Heed your warning?” It was my warning that he needed to concern himself with.

      “Stay away from the girl. She isn’t yours, nor will she ever be.”

      “Who are you to decide who Mara should be with?” She’d be with me. There was no question about that. It was where she belonged.

      “You really don’t know, do you?” He stepped toward me.

      “You keep saying that, but you’re the one who doesn’t understand the situation.”

      He took off his suit jacket. “I understand the situation completely. Be glad I’m not killing you right now. The girl was promised to someone else long ago.”

      “Killing me?” I stiffened. “Is that how you want to play this?”

      “I’m not playing anything, bear. I could do it in the blink of an eye, but we may need you later.”

      “Who the hell are you?” There were few people who would ever talk to me that way, and he would regret it.

      “Your worst nightmare.” In a flash giant black feathery wings ripped through his shirt. “Until we meet again, bear.” He grinned before taking off into the night sky.

      I watched him fly away into the night, in shock that one of his kind had entered Crestview.
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      I sat on the edge of Ian’s couch. I couldn’t allow myself to get comfortable because that might mean I’d stay, and staying was out of the question. I needed to get back to my truck and out of this crazy town. Now that I was away from the guy in the suit I felt more confident. All I needed to do was wait until everyone was distracted and then I could disappear and hope this mess would blow over.

      Lauren had run off with the promise she’d return, and now I was stuck sitting with two of Ian’s brothers: Noah and Jasper. I wasn’t sure which one intimidated me more.

      It was strange. Ian was bigger than either of them, but they scared me in a way he didn’t. Sure, they were attractive. They each had the tall, dark, and handsome thing working for them just like Ian, but whereas the sight of Ian thrilled me, the sight of these guys made me feel like a small rabbit running from a fox.

      “Do you want anything to eat?” Jasper asked.

      “No thanks.” Eating was the last thing on my mind.

      “He’ll be here soon.” Noah rose from his seat on a chair across from me. “I’m surprised he’s not here already.”

      “That’s fine. I just have to decide what I’m going to do tonight.”

      “What do you mean?” Noah ran a hand through his brown hair.

      “I’m not sure if I should go home.” I looked down at my hands.

      “Of course you’re not going home.” Noah’s harsh tone got my attention. “It’s not safe.”

      “But we don’t even know who these guys are to know if it’s safe or not.” We didn’t know much of anything, which made the situation worse.

      “We know enough.” Jasper pulled out his phone, glanced at it, and then pocketed it again. “Tyler is coming.”

      “Great,” I mumbled.

      Jasper laughed. “That much of a fan of his?”

      “Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean anything by that.” He was no worse than the others, but I didn’t need a third babysitter.

      “Sure you did.” Noah took his seat again. “You meant something.”

      “I’m a bit overwhelmed, ok?” I wanted to be left alone, but I knew that wasn’t going to happen.

      “Are you afraid of us?” Noah leaned forward slightly.

      “No.” I wasn’t about to admit the truth to them. It would only make me appear more vulnerable, and what I wanted to be was strong. “Why would I be?”

      “You seem uptight. You should feel safe.”

      “You are the one who just pointed out my home wasn’t safe.”

      “Safe with us. We should make you comfortable, not the opposite.” Noah and Jasper exchanged glances.

      “Why?” I asked. “No offense, but you’re giant men I don’t know. What part of you would make me feel safe?”

      The two brothers exchanged looks again.

      “What?” I hated feeling out of the loop. It brought me back to the middle-school mentality of always feeling like you missed some huge party everyone else was invited to.

      “But you feel safe with Ian, don’t you?” Jasper removed his cowboy hat and spun it around on his hand.

      “I know him better.” I felt like I’d known Ian for months, or at least weeks. It was hard to believe it had only been two days.

      “He’ll be here soon.” Noah stood again.

      “You already told me that.”

      “And you’re sure you’re not hungry?” Jasper looked out the front window.

      “Not at all.” I leaned back against the couch.

      “Thirsty?” he pressed.

      “Nope. I’m fine.” I let out a slow breath.

      “When’s the last time you drank water?” Jasper sat down beside me.

      “Why would that matter?” I scooted away from him a tiny bit. He’d left a socially appropriate amount of space, but I wanted more.

      “Dehydration is dangerous.” Noah walked over to where I sat.

      “You’re a police officer and you are concerned about my hydration?” Were they kidding me? Nothing about these guys matched their outer bad boy cowboy exterior. At least not the side they showed me.

      “If you’re tired, I’m sure Ian wouldn’t mind if you napped in his room.” Noah pointed down the hallway.

      “I don’t need to nap.” They were crazy if they thought I could fall asleep with everything going on. “Do you think Lauren is coming back soon?”

      The two looked at each other. “Probably not.”

      “Um, why not?” I froze. That wasn’t the answer I’d been expecting.

      “Because she had to deliver a message somewhere far off.”

      “Then why did she tell me she’d be right back?” My heart rate accelerated. What was going on? Had I been wrong to trust Lauren? Had she ditched me?

      “Because she didn’t want to worry you.” Jasper put his hand between us on the couch.

      “Worry me?” I jumped to my feet. “Yes, knowing I was being abandoned with a bunch of random guys would worry me just a bit.”

      “We’re not random guys.” Jasper stood.

      “To me you are.” I put my face in my hands. What kind of mess did I get myself in now?

      “We’re Ian’s brothers.” Jasper patted my arm.

      I forced myself not to wrench my arm away. He was trying to be nice. “And you say that like it changes anything. I barely know Ian.” Yet I’d been ready to have sex with him in the woods. I really needed to get out of Crestview.

      The door burst open and my chest nearly beat out of my chest. Tyler walked through the doorway. “Sorry I’m late for the party.”

      I was hit by disappointment. I wanted it to be Ian. The disappointment and my annoyance were too much. I stormed past all three guys out of the house.

      “You need to wait inside.” Noah followed me out.

      “No thank you.” I continued out until I reached a fence.

      “It’s safer in there,” Tyler called behind me.

      “I’m fine out here.”

      “So it’s not just me?” Tyler met me by the fence. “Good.”

      “Nope, she’s afraid of all of us.” Noah came to stand on my other side.

      I spun around and came face to face with Jasper. They had me surrounded. “Why wouldn’t I be afraid? What kind of girl wouldn’t be?”

      “She’s not afraid of Ian.” Tyler appeared less perturbed than his brothers at my discomfort. “She’s different with him.”

      “He’s lucky.” Noah tugged on the collar of his shirt.

      “You are all crazy.” I wrapped my arms around myself. “This place is crazy.”

      “It’s okay.” Tyler’s voice came from right by my ear, and I jumped. “Everything is going to be okay. Ian is going to be back—”

      “Don’t even say it. I get that Ian is going to be back soon, but that doesn’t change anything. You can stop saying it.”

      Tyler shrugged. “Ok. I thought you would want to see him.”

      “I do want to see him.” I groaned. “I want to see him so I can get some questions answered.”

      “Are you hungry? Thirsty?” Tyler asked.

      “Ugh!” I hurried back inside the house and slammed the door.

      I sat back in my spot on the couch hoping Ian’s brothers would take the less than subtle hint and leave me alone.

      They did. I heard mumbled voices from outside, but the door remained closed. I let out a sigh of relief. At least I could relax a little if I was alone.

      I stood up and paced around the room. I stared at the clock in the kitchen. Forty-five minutes had passed already. Where the heck was Ian? I was almost ready to find one of his brothers to inquire when the door opened slowly.

      I prepared myself for whatever brother it was, but relief flooded me when I realized it was Ian. A completely disheveled Ian wearing absolutely no clothing. He had only a cowboy hat covering his lower region.

      He smiled when he saw me. “You’re a nice sight to come home to.”

      “What happened to you?” I gestured to his naked form.

      “It’s a long story.”

      “A long story about being naked?”

      “It’s not what you think.” He changed which hand was holding the hat.

      I didn’t want to have noticed the hand change, but my eyes kept going down that way on their own accord. “What would I think?”

      “I wasn’t with a girl or anything like that.”

      “Yes, because my biggest concern right now is whether you were fucking a girl.”

      Ian’s eyes widened. “I didn’t think you cursed.” He walked toward me.

      “Well I’m angry, and tired, and—”

      He cut off my next statement by connecting his lips with mine. The kiss was hard and demanding, and before I knew it I was opening up to him. His arms wrapped around me, and I reached up and wrapped my arms around his neck, forgetting he was naked and still hadn’t explained his lack of clothes.

      He continued the kiss, exploring every corner of my mouth while holding me flush against him. The hat had fallen away, and I could feel the evidence of his arousal. I liked it. I liked the feeling of having him pressed against me.

      He broke the kiss, but held me close. He ran his lips over my ear. “The only girl I want is you.”

      I moaned, loving the feel of his lips on me. I wanted them everywhere. I wanted them to erase the fear and panic welling through me. But I snapped myself out of it. “So why are you naked?”

      “Because I got dirty.”

      “And how did that happen?” I tried to force my eyes to stay at eye level. I didn’t need to see him naked again.

      “I went through some mud on my way home.”

      “And instead of staying in your muddy clothes you stripped naked?”

      I allowed myself to look down. I’d been right about the arousal. I quickly looked up again and found him grinning.

      “No grinning. You still haven’t explained yourself.”

      “Yes I did. I got muddy and didn’t want to get mud in the house.”

      “You care that much about keeping your house clean?” I narrowed my eyes.

      “Does my home look dirty to you?”

      I glanced around. “Not at all.”

      “Exactly.”

      “You can go get dressed.”

      He shrugged. “I could, but I figured you’d want to know about that guy first.”

      “I can’t think straight at the moment.”

      He seemed to mull over my words and then smiled. “Am I bringing back memories or is it that you want to make new ones?”

      “Neither.”  I tried to hold myself together. It was completely normal to be talking to a naked guy in his house. Right?  “You should shower.” He needed it, and I needed space. That kiss had been intense, just like all the others, and it shouldn’t have been. I shouldn’t have been making out with a naked Ian with everything else going on.

      “Are you going to join me?” His eyes twinkled.

      “I don’t need one.” I ignored the fact that my own jeans were dirty from the run through the woods.

      “Is that the only thing stopping you?”

      A thrill ran through me. A thrill I shouldn’t have felt. “I’m not showering with you.”

      “Yet.” He walked off, dropping his shirt in the process.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I called after.

      He turned around. “You know exactly what that means.”
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      Mara wasn’t the only one who couldn’t think straight. My world had been turned upside down, yet all I could think about was getting her into my bed. I needed her. My body ached for her touch, and I wasn’t going to be able to make it much longer.

      I took yet another cold shower. I wasn’t going to be switching back to hot ones until she was joining me in the water. Then I could enjoy the way the hot water felt on both of our bodies.

      She’d wanted to join me. I saw it in her eyes, but she was holding back because she thought she should and because she was scared. She was playing it tough, but the situation had rocked her.

      I finished my shower and toweled off. I stepped into a pair of jeans but didn’t bother with a shirt.

      Mara would have to learn to get used to seeing me that way. Clothes in general felt unnatural to me; she was lucky I was even wearing pants.

      I found her standing in my kitchen drinking a glass of water. She was staring out the small window seemingly lost in thought.

      “I can get you something stronger to drink.”

      She jumped and spun around. “You scared me.”

      “Sorry.”

      “You’re not sorry.” She rolled her shoulder.

      “What makes you say that?”  I walked toward her.

      “Your eyes.”

      “What are my eyes saying?”

      “You’re amused.”

      “I like seeing you in my kitchen.” I stepped closer. “In my house.”

      “I’m ready to hear the story now. What was up with that guy?”

      “You like to change the subject.”

      “That guy is the reason I’m here.”

      I stepped closer, backing her up against the kitchen island. "You are safe here."

      "Safe? You guys keep saying that like it fixes everything."

      I reached out and ran a hand down her cheek. “It fixes a lot. It gives us time to figure out what’s going on.”

      “I thought you knew what was going on.” She put a hand in the pocket of her jeans.

      “I know this is bigger than I thought, and that you need to stay close.”

      “The staying close thing is only for my safety?” She moistened her lips.

      “No.” I cupped her chin. “It’s also because close is where I want you to be.”

      She met my eyes. “I should hate you. I should be pushing you away and leaving this town.”

      “But you’re not.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?” I slipped my free hand underneath her t-shirt, running my hand over the warm skin of her stomach.

      “Because it might not be safe.”

      “Is that really the only reason?” I gently ran my lips over her ear. “Is that the only reason you’re not pushing me away?”

      “No.” Her body relaxed. “It’s because despite all this craziness, I want you. I’ve officially lost my mind.”

      I met her eyes. “You haven’t lost your mind.”

      “Yes I have.”

      “No you haven’t.” I brushed my lips against hers. “You found me.”

      “Stop.” She crossed her arms. “None of that until you tell me what you found out.”

      I pulled my lips back slightly. “As I said, it’s bigger than I thought.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything to me.”

      “He was trying to take you away and give you to someone.”

      “Um, no one can give me to anyone.”

      “Of course not.” I pulled her against me. “You’re safe.”

      “Why does he want me? It makes no sense.”

      “My guess is Connor has the answers.”

      "I wish Connor would pick up his phone," she grumbled.

      “We’re tracking him down.”

      “How?”  She looped a finger through my belt loop, and I wondered if she even knew she was doing it.

      “We have ways.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “Yes it is.” I moved my hand a few inches up her shirt.

      "Who are you?"

      "Ian."

      "No." She sighed. "Who are you really?"

      "Ian Grizzly."

      "I need to know who you are. I saw you back there. That wasn't just a friendly guy..."

      "I'm not ‘just a friendly guy’ when it comes to you. I thought our time in the woods made that loud and clear." I pulled her body flush against mine. “I will always protect you."

      "Why? Is this a hero thing?"

      "No.” I shook my head. “This is a ‘you mean everything to me’ thing."

      "That should freak me out. We barely know each other." She shivered.

      "But it doesn't?"

      “No. Not at all.”  She looked away. “And I can’t believe I just admitted that.”

      "Maybe your feelings should tell you something.”

      "They do. I’m crazy.”

      “We’ve been over this.” I slipped my hand up slightly higher. “You’re not crazy.”

      “Then explain it.” She pushed my hand away. “Why can I only picture you when I close my eyes? Why don’t I want anyone else?”

      “I’d rather show you.”

      “Show me?”

      “Uh huh.” I ran my lips down her neck.

      “It’s not going to work out.”

      “What isn’t?” I removed my lips.

      “This. Us.”

      “Of course it is.” I stared into her eyes.  “We’re meant to be, so we will be.” There was so much more to explain. I could tell her how technically she could be with one of my brothers instead, but I was Alpha. I had the first choice to claim her, and that was exactly what I planned to do.

      She closed her eyes.  "You believe in fate?"

      "I believe two people can be fated to be together."

      "I'm fated to be alone."She opened her eyes.

      "I'm going to have to disagree with you there." I returned my lips to her neck.

      "It never works. Ever."

      "It didn't work because they weren’t the right men for you."

      "And you think you are the right one?” Her eyes challenged me.

      "No." I shook my head. "I know I'm the one for you."

      “You do?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “And it’s about time I made you believe it.” I kissed her, claiming the lips that I couldn’t get enough of.

      She pushed me off. "We can't do this now."

      “Why not?” I put my hand on her hip. “What’s to stop us?”

      “There are crazy people trying to get me.”

      “But you’re safe here.” I pulled her toward me. “With me.”

      "And that makes everything ok?"

      "It means we are free to do anything we want.”

      “And you’re so sure we want the same thing?”

      “Positive.” I could feel it. The connection was real, and it went both ways.

      “I hate to admit it, but I think you’re right.”

      “I know I’m right.” I claimed her lips again and immediately pushed my way into her mouth. She kissed me back, wrapping her arms around my neck.

      I slipped my hand underneath her shirt, this time wasting no time reaching her bra. I slipped my hand underneath her bra and squeezed her breast.

      She moaned into my mouth turning me on more. I picked her up and placed her on the counter.  I reached around and unhooked her bra to give myself better access. Reluctantly I broke the kiss, but only long enough to remove her shirt and pull her bra all the way off.

      I took a breast in my mouth.

      She pushed me away. “What if your brothers come in?”

      “Are you worried about that?”

      She nodded.

      I picked her up and carried her down the hall and into my bedroom.

      I pulled back the covers and lay her down on the sheets before slowing pulling her jeans off of her. She reached up and unbuttoned my jeans. I took the hint and moved away from her long enough to slip them off. I returned to her and slowly slipped her panties down her long legs.

      I looked at her lying there naked in my bed. In the place I’d wanted her all along. Her eyes were wide with excitement. The fear and hesitation from earlier was gone.

      “You’re so beautiful.”  I lay down beside her while I re-memorized every inch of her body.

      “You really think so?” There was doubt in her voice.

      “Of course.” I moved over her. “I’ve never seen such beauty in my life.”

      She closed her eyes.

      I brushed my lips against hers, and she opened her eyes. “I’m going to tell you that over and over until you get rid of that doubt.”

      “Why does it matter?”

      “Because you need to know how beautiful you are.” And because she was mine. It was my job to make sure she knew exactly how amazing she was.

      She tilted her head to the side, revealing her neck. Her skin called for me, begging for me to bite, but I couldn’t yet. Still, that didn’t mean I couldn’t have something else I wanted.

      I slipped my hand between her legs. She opened up to me, letting me slip my fingers inside. I let my mouth return to her breast.

      She moaned and took me in her hand.

      I groaned, loving the feel of her hand wrapped around me, but wanting her wrapped around me instead. I wanted to take things slowly, but I couldn’t any longer.

      Her eyes got even wider as I opened a condom, and I knew she wanted me nearly as much as I wanted her.

      I positioned myself over her and thrust inside.

      She took in a sharp breath as I entered her, and I knew she hadn’t been with anyone for a while. That knowledge only turned me on further as I filled her with more and more of me. I moved  in and out of her careful not to hurt her. She wrapped her legs around me, and I sped up my movements until my entire length was inside of her.

      She closed her eyes, holding on to me with her arms and legs as I continued to thrust into her over and over.

      “Ian,” she mumbled my name.

      “Mara.” I lowered my head to her breast.

      Her nails raked down my back. “Ian.” She called out my name this time, and I knew I was close to pushing her over the edge. That didn’t mean I was stopping. I would treat her to more pleasure than she’d ever experienced before.

      I continued to move inside her, and she held on tighter. She kept her eyes open, watching me intently until I reached my own release.

      I remained inside her afterward, unable and unwilling to move.

      Neither of us said anything. There was nothing else to say. Our bodies had said enough already.

      Finally I moved to her side. I held her in my arms, unsure if I would ever be able to let go. I was going to have to tell her the truth. I couldn’t make her my mate until I did. I’d have to do it carefully so she didn’t completely freak out.

      We lay there in the darkness unmoving. Her breathing leveled out, and I knew she’d fallen asleep. This was the second time she’d fallen asleep in my arms, and it was far more satisfying without clothes between us.

      Everything had been so natural. So perfect. Not that it came as a surprise. But I needed more of it. I needed more of her, and I hoped she realized she’d be spending all her nights in my bed now.

      "Ian?" She lifted her head.

      "Hi there." I ran a hand down her bare back.

      "So I didn't just dream that." She settled her head back down on my chest.

      "No. Thankfully it was real."

      "All of it?" She ran her hand over my chest.

      "Yes. If you need a refresher let me know."

      She groaned and rolled away from me.

      I rolled her right back over. "Is there something wrong?"

      "We had sex."

      "I'm well aware, but last time I checked that was a very good thing."

      "Except I've made it twenty-three years without doing this."

      "Doing what exactly?" I knew she hadn’t been a virgin. I was connected enough with her to know.

      "Having sex with someone I wasn't in a committed relationship with."

      “Is that what you’re worried about?” I brushed a few stray hairs away from her face. “That this is some kind of one night stand?”

      “I wouldn’t say worried. More like shocked with myself.”

      “You can be shocked, but forget the worry. This wasn’t a one-time thing.”

      “We’re still not in a committed relationship.”

      I laughed. If she only knew how committed she was going to be to me. “I can assure this isn’t a temporary arrangement.”

      “You can’t know that.”

      “Yes I can.” I brushed my lips against her.

      “Wait.”

      “Yes?” I lifted my head.

      “You said you’d show me why I can only think of you.”

      “And I didn’t?” I ran a hand down her arm.

      “No.” She shifted under the sheets.

      “Then I guess we’re going to have to try this again.”

      “Try what again?”

      “This.” I moved over her, more than happy for an excuse to have my Mara again.
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      Every inch of my body buzzed with an electricity. It was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. I felt amazing. I felt  both alive and exhausted at the same time.

      Ian seemed unsurprised by the connection. He only smiled as if to say ‘I told you so.’ Maybe that’s what he meant by showing me.

      With everything else going on, I shouldn’t have been happily rolling around in his bed, but it was much easier to pretend nothing else was happening. I was in bed with an incredibly attractive man who’d made me feel things I’d never felt before.

      I probably could have stayed there forever if it hadn’t been for the sound of footsteps  and talking outside the door.

      Ian bolted up. “What’s going on?”

      “We have some company,” one of his brother’s said through the door.

      “Company for me or Mara?”

      There was silence.

      “Tyler, who is it?” Ian demanded.

      Tyler replied right away. “It’s the professor.”

      “Connor is here?” I sat up and held the sheets against me. Knowing Connor was close was like having a cold bucket of water poured over my head. He was part of my real life. I couldn’t stay in this day dream any longer.

      “Yes. He wants to talk to you,” Noah sounded less than happy about being the messenger.

      “Ok. I want to talk to him.” I looked around at the floor for my clothes, but I only found my pants and underwear.

      “Are you decent in there?” The voice called.

      I covered myself with the sheets.

      “She is now,” Ian answered.

      The door opened and Tyler stood there holding my shirt and swinging my bra around his finger. “I figured you’d need this.”

      “Drop it, Tyler,” Ian demanded.

      Tyler tossed my clothes on the bed. “Sure thing.” He winked at me before closing the door.

      “Would you like me to talk to Connor first?” Ian asked.

      I put on my bra. “Why would I want you to do that?”

      “Because we don’t know what role he has with those guys.”

      “He’s still Connor.” And no matter what anyone said, I had to trust him. My grandfather put his faith in him, and that had to have meant something.

      “I’m staying nearby.” Ian got out of bed and stepped into his pants.

      “I can talk with him alone.”

      Ian closed his eyes as if trying to calm himself down. “You’re staying within eyesight.”

      “Fine.” I didn’t really mind if he followed. Ian’s protectiveness didn’t bother me nearly as much as I’d have expected it to. Normally it would annoy me, but it didn’t seem forced or grown out of jealousy like it did with most guys. It was real with him. He seemed to genuinely care about my well-being. Even if I didn’t quite understand his concern, I liked it.

      I walked down the stairs of the front porch and outside into the drizzling rain. I looked up at the dark sky, hoping that in the morning the bright blue skies I’d quickly come accustomed to out there would return.

      Connor was waiting for me a good thirty yards from the house.  He stared at me as I made a slow walk over. I kept looking over my shoulder to see if Ian was following. He did at first, but as promised he stopped a little ways off before I reached Connor.

      “Hi.” I gave Connor a small wave as I got closer.

      He didn’t return the wave. “I left you alone for a few days and you manage to get yourself in trouble.”

      I coughed. “No way. No turning this on me. Where were you? I wouldn’t have gotten in trouble if you hadn’t ditched me. Ever think of that?”

      “I was away trying to help you.” He gritted his teeth.

      “Yeah I bet.”

      “It’s not as if I could have predicted the trouble you’d find yourself in.” He put his hands into the back pockets of his worn in khakis.

      “So you don’t know those jerks at the bar? Because they seemed to know you. Same with your friend in the suit. He was a real winner.”

      “I wasn’t talking about them. Although I have no idea who the suit guy is.”

      “If you didn’t mean the crazy guys trying to kidnap me, then what did you mean?”

      “The trouble you’re sleeping with.”

      I felt blood rush to my face. “Who I sleep with is none of your business.”

      “So you admit it.” He scowled.

      “I’ll repeat what I just said. Who I sleep with is none of your business.”

      “I wish that were true,” he grumbled.

      “It is true.” I glanced over my shoulder. Ian was staring at us, and I got this weird feeling he could hear us.

      “He didn’t bite you, did he?” Connor looked me over.

      “Um, what?”

      “Bite you. On your neck?” He pointed to me. “Did he?” He stepped toward me and reached out for my neck.

      Ian started over.

      I shrugged away from Connor. “I’m fine!” I yelled to Ian.

      Ian stopped but made no move to return to his previous spot.

      “He didn’t.” Connor nodded. “We’re still good.”

      “Still good?”

      “He hasn’t told you anything, has he?”

      “What was he supposed to have told me?” I frowned. But I wasn’t sure who I was most annoyed at.

      “I can explain everything later. We need to go. You look like a mess, which is going to work to our advantage tonight.”

      “Uh, what?” My mouth fell open.

      “You’re not put together. That’s a good thing. Willem goes for sophisticated.”

      “First of all, who is Willem and why does everyone keep mentioning him to me? And secondly, why would he care if I looked good?”

      “You look good.” Connor sighed. “You always look good. But you’re not dressed up or anything. You have no makeup on.”

      “Do you know what kind of day I’ve had?” I struggled to keep my voice even.

      “I’m not commenting on your makeup.” He groaned. “I told you, this is a good thing. It will be easier to negotiate if Willem isn’t interested in you that way. He’ll be willing to take something in return.”

      “Ok. Back up.” I put a hand in front of me. “In return for what?”

      “I’m not sure I should tell you.”

      “Why not?” My voice crept up an octave.

      “Because you’re going to get mad, slap me, and then refuse to come with me, and that’s going to be a problem.”

      “You might as well tell me, because I’m not going with you unless you do.” My whole body tensed. “And just so you know, we already have a problem here.”

      He seemed to mull it over. “Your dad was never good with money.”

      “You knew him?” I’d never met the man, so how had Connor? It made no sense.

      “Yes.” Connor nodded. “Unfortunately I got to know him pretty well.”

      “He’s alive.” I was still getting used to that little piece of information, and it looked like I was about to learn a whole lot more.

      Connor’s eyes widened. “How did you find out?”

      “My grandpa left me a letter.” And if things weren’t so crazy at the moment I would reread it. He had said to trust Connor. But what if Connor had gone crazy or wasn’t who my grandpa thought he was?

      “You never told me that.”

      “I just found it.”

      “What did he say about your dad?” Connor stepped toward me.

      I thought over how much to reveal. Then I realized it probably couldn’t hurt. “He warned me to stay away from him.”

      “That’s a smart idea. I’d advise it too.”

      “Great.” As if I wanted to see the man who abandoned me and who supposedly destroyed my mom.

      “He’s not a great guy.”

      “I believed my grandfather.” Even if he’d hidden way too much from me. “But what do my father’s money issues have to do with me?”

      “He sometimes borrows money from the wrong people.”

      “Okay.” The picture of my dad forming in my mind was getting worse and worse.

      “And when he can’t pay he barters things to pay his debt.”

      “What did he barter?” I didn’t even want to know the answer, but I knew I had to hear it. “He couldn’t have offered the farm. That’s mine.”

      “It wasn’t the farm.” Connor looked down at the ground.

      “Then how could it have anything to do with me?” I didn’t like that he was avoiding my eyes. That couldn’t be a good thing.

      “It is you.”

      “What do you mean?” Every time I thought things couldn’t get worse, they did.

      “He bartered you, Mara.”

      “Um, that’s impossible. First of all, you can’t sell people in the U.S., it’s illegal. Which you know. And second, I’m not his in the first place.” My head spun, and I was close to passing out. Who the hell was my father?

      “You are his by the law our people follow.” Connor continued to avoid my gaze.

      “Our people?” I raised an eyebrow.

      He sighed. “I wish I wasn’t the one who had to tell you all this.”

      “Who else should have told me?” I was done playing nice. “My parents? Oh wait, I don’t even remember having known them. My grandpa? Well, that would have been great, but he’s dead, so we’re out of luck. Who else could have told me anything?”

      “I don’t know.” Connor finally looked up. “This whole thing is screwed up.”

      “Why did you bring me out here?” That part of the equation still didn’t make sense, and he was the only one who could answer it.

      “Because we can’t run from it anymore. You’re twenty-three.”

      “And my age means what?”

      “You are five years past eighteen. The grace period is over.”

      “The grace period?” The only grace period I knew about was the one on paying loans.

      “You’re a smart girl, Mara. Don’t play stupid with me.” He talked down to me like I was a kid. Like he always did now, and it annoyed me.

      “I’m not playing stupid, but so far you haven’t said anything resembling reality. I’d accuse you of being drunk, but you don’t drink.”

      “I drink.”

      “No you don’t.” I’d never seen him drink before.

      “I don’t drink around you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I never wanted to say anything stupid around you.” He gazed up at the sky and then back at me.

      “Well, you are saying plenty of stupid things now.”

      “Your dad bartered you away. He got a five year grace period to deliver you to Willem. That five years is up.”

      “Grandpa said you were going to protect me.” I felt tears threatening to spill. If my grandfather was wrong about Connor, what else was he wrong about?

      “That’s what I’m trying to do. Like I said, you look perfect. All we need to do is let him see you aren’t as great of a prize as your dad pretended you were, and then I’ll negotiate a new deal.”

      “Negotiate a new deal?” I ignored all of the insults in his statement even though they stung. “I’m well aware I’m not a great prize, but why are you making all this up?”

      “I’m not making anything up.”

      “Yes you are. My dad did not promise me to some thug. Ok? What’s really going on?” I hoped the real story wasn’t as bad as this one.

      “Willem isn’t a thug… exactly.”

      “Not exactly?” That wasn’t reassuring.

      Connor looked at something over my shoulder. I turned and found Ian glaring in Connor’s direction. When he caught me looking his expression softened. I turned back toward Connor.

      “I can get you out of this. Then I will have upheld my promise to your grandfather. You can go on with your life, and I can go on with mine.”

      “When did you start to hate me?” I hadn’t realized it until that moment, but it made sense. When he’d left the farm he’d left me, and he wasn’t happy when I showed up at his law school. But it had been the closest school that also offered me a partial scholarship.

      “I don’t hate you.”

      “You do.” My hand fisted at my side. I was filled with a more intense anger than I’d ever felt before. “And I care even though I shouldn’t.”

      “Why would you think I’d hate you?”

      “Because you can’t even meet my eyes. You’re all excited to get rid of me.” I forced myself to keep eye contact even though all I wanted to do was look, or better yet, run away. “But don’t worry, I won’t be in any of your classes next year, so you’ll never have to deal with me again.”

      “I don’t hate you. I’m sorry if I’ve made you feel like I do. Although if you truly believed that, why would you even be here?”

      “You’re the closest thing to family I have.” A tear slipped down my face. I didn’t have the energy to stop it.

      Connor sighed. “Why do you have to say stuff like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like that. Are you trying to make me feel bad?”

      “No. It doesn’t matter. Don’t worry about me. I’ll head back home and find a job for the summer.”

      “You can do anything you want once we get you out of the Willem mess. I can also give you money if you need it.”

      “I don’t want your money.”

      “Go get your stuff.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.” The tears stopped as the anger replaced the hurt.

      “Why not?”

      Was he seriously asking me that question? “This is insane. Even if what you were saying is true, why in the world would I go meet Willem? Isn’t it in my best interest to stay far away? I still can’t believe you’d bring me this close to him.”

      “He’d find you anywhere. And he has the right to. Even the highest councils and chiefs would agree, even if they don’t condone our methods anymore.”

      “The highest councils and chiefs?” What was he even talking about?

      “There is so much for you to learn.”

      “And I am sure I’ll learn it all on my own.” I didn’t dial back the sarcasm.

      “I didn’t mean I’d never see you again.” There was a sadness in his voice that didn’t fit anything else he’d said or done.

      “Whatever. Bye, Connor.” I prepared myself to walk away.

      “You have to come with me.”

      “I don’t have to go anywhere with you.”

      He reached out and grabbed my wrist.

      I tried to move from his grip, but he held harder. “This is for your own good, you don’t want him to come for you on his own. It’s bad enough his men found you at that bar.”

      Ian was next to me in a blur. My wrist was out of Connor’s grasp, and Ian pushed me behind him. “Do not touch her.”

      “Mara will be leaving with me now.” Connor remained calm.

      “She’s not going anywhere.” Ian glowered.

      “It’s for her own good, and it’s in both of your interests that your little fling doesn’t become public knowledge.”

      “There’s no little fling. Mara is with me. You will leave my property.”

      “I’m not going anywhere without Mara.”

      “Sure you are.” Tyler walked over. “You are going to drive off just the way you came. Otherwise we can make you leave, and you’re not going to like that.”

      “Just leave, Connor. Please.” I was exhausted and freaked out enough already. I didn’t need them to get into an all-out fight. I may have only recently met Ian, but at least he wasn’t talking about turning me over to someone who supposedly owned me. Connor had lost his mind, and I wasn’t going anywhere with him.

      “I’m not leaving you here.” Connor stepped closer. “Come with me.”

      “You’ve got to be crazy.”

      “I’m not crazy. I’m looking out for your best interests. You are only going to make things worse if you don’t come.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.” Somehow having Ian next to me made me feel more confident. Not that I would have gone with Connor anyway.

      “You have to. What part of the situation don’t you understand?”

      “Is there a problem here?” Noah walked over.

      “No problem. Just waiting for this pinhead to step away from Mara so we can leave.” Connor clenched his jaw.

      “Tyler, please walk Mara back up to the house.” Ian’s eyes darkened.

      Tyler nodded and walked to my side.

      “Just leave, Connor. Don’t make this a bigger deal than it has to be,” I pleaded with him. “I’m not sure why you’re doing this, and I don’t even care. Just go.”

      “It’s going to be disastrous if you don’t come,” He pleaded right back.

      “Get off my property now.” Ian boomed. “This is your last warning.”

      “I’m not leaving without her.” Connor reached out for me again.

      “Tyler, get her out of here.” Ian gritted his teeth. His whole body started to shake.

      Tyler picked me up and started running toward the house.

      “Put me down!” I yelled. I may have wanted to avoid leaving with Connor, but that didn’t mean I wanted to be carried off like a sack of potatoes either.

      “Not yet.” Tyler held onto me tightly, holding down my hands and legs so I couldn’t hit or kick him.

      I looked back toward the spot we’d just left, and I blinked over and over. Ian and Connor were nowhere to be seen, and in their place stood two enormous bears.
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      I hoped Tyler ran fast. I didn’t want Mara to see my bear form until I had a chance to explain, but I couldn’t hold off the change any longer. Connor had crossed the line, and my bear wasn’t going to hold back.

      My vision tunneled before normalizing, and I watched without surprise as Connor shifted into a bear beside me. I’d known what he was from the moment I met him.

      He lunged for me, but I saw it coming. I dodged him and slashed my claws across his face as I sprang for him, pinning him to the ground. Before he could retaliate, I had my jaws around his neck, poised to rip his flesh.

      He turned his head to the side, giving me the sign of his submission. He wasn’t stupid after all.

      We shifted back to our human forms, and Noah and Jasper grabbed him off the ground.

      There were so many questions to ask him, but I needed to see Mara first. I had to find out how much she’d seen.

      My brothers could be pains, but they could also be helpful. While Noah and Jasper handled Connor, Tyler walked out with yet another pair of my jeans. “I figured you might prefer to have this conversation dressed.”

      “You mean she’d prefer it.”

      “I wish Grady was here. He’d love to listen to this conversation.” Tyler looked wistful, and I knew he wasn’t only thinking about our brother who was out of town. He was also thinking of Jonovan.

      I didn’t call him on it. There was no point. “I need to get this over with.” I nodded at Tyler and walked into my house.

      “What?" Mara met me by the front door with wild eyes. I took it as a good sign that she wasn’t hiding from me. "Why are there bears on your property? Those were bears, weren't they?”

      I considered the possible responses I could give. I might as well get it over with. "Yes. They were bears."

      "Why? Why were there bears?" Mara sat down on the couch and pulled her knees up to her chin.

      I kneeled down in front of her. "This might be a little hard for you to accept."

      "Hard for me to accept?"

      "Yes." I took a deep breath. “And you may think I’m lying to you, but I’m not.”

      “Uh…” She stared at me. “I don’t even know what I’m supposed to say in response to that.”

      “Just spit it out, man.” Tyler walked in. So much for giving me space. “Dragging it out isn’t going to help things.”

      “I’m, or rather we’re,” I gestured to my brother. “We’re not human.”

      “Umm… what?” She sat forward on the couch.

      “Those bears. Well, one of them. The big one was me.”  I had to add in the big part. I didn’t get the sense she was interested in Connor, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t emphasize who made the better bear.

      Mara’s jaw dropped.

      “Yeah, I told you it would sound crazy.”

      “And I thought I’d finally met a good one.” She put her hands over her face.

      “I am a good one. Not a human, but a good guy.” And the right guy for her. She’d eventually understand. She had to.

      “Wait, and who was the other bear?” Mara pulled her knees even tighter against her. “I bet that was Connor, huh?” She laughed.

      “It was.”

      She stopped laughing. “Ok. Joke’s over.”

      “This isn’t a joke.”

      “You expect me to believe you can turn into a bear?” She lowered her knees.

      “Yes.”

      “You’re crazy.” She leaned back on the couch.

      “You saw two bears right where Connor and I were standing, didn’t you?” I couldn’t be completely sure what she saw, but she’d seen bears.

      “Yes.” She nodded. “But those were real bears.”

      “I am a real bear. I just happen to have a human form as well.” Explaining my shifter existence was hard to do. My two forms were separate, yet they were also combined.

      “And you just switch between them?” She flailed with her arm. “Like someone changes clothes?”

      “It’s a bit more complicated than that, but yes, that’s the general concept.” It was far more complicated than that, but I wanted to keep the conversation moving.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “Doing what?”

      “Making this up? Is this all a joke? Convince me to sleep with you and then make me feel like an idiot?”

      “What?” I took both her hands in mine. “First of all, you wanted to sleep with me. It had nothing to do with me convincing you. And second, you’re not an idiot. This isn’t a joke. It’s real. And you’re somehow part of this world too, you just don’t know it.”

      “Now that’s impossible.” She pulled her hands away.

      “Why?”

      “Don’t you think I’d know if I could change into another animal?”

      “I never said you were a shifter, but someone in your family is. Didn’t you hear Connor? He said part of ‘our world.’ That implies you have some tie to it.”

      “Where is Connor?” She glanced around. “I want to see him.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “You seemed pretty angry at him.”

      “I’m angry at you too.”

      “Angry at me?” I rose from my knees and sat beside her. “Why would you be angry at me?”

      “Because.. argh. Forget it. Get Connor.”

      “I can have him brought in,” Tyler offered. He was so quick to offer to help her, and I understood why.

      “Fine. But keep him away from her. I don’t trust him.”

      “Connor wouldn’t hurt me.” She lifted her chin. “I know he wouldn’t.”

      “Are you sure?” I tried to keep my voice nonchalant. “Are you sure you really know him?”

      “Yes.” She let out a slow breath. “At least I think I do.”

      “If he says anything to upset you, he’s leaving.” I wasn’t letting him bother her, especially not in my home.

      Tyler headed outside and reappeared a few minutes later with Jasper and Noah. They dragged Connor in. His hands and legs were bound, and he was thankfully wearing pants.

      Mara stood and walked right over to him. I forced myself to hang back. “Are you human?”

      “Did he tell you?” Connor glared at me.

      “You tell me. What are you?” She straightened her shoulders.

      “She wants to make sure I wasn’t lying to her.” It was going to take me awhile to regain her trust. I hadn’t had enough time to prepare her.

      “Well in that case, I’m completely human.” Connor smirked.

      Noah kicked him.

      “Be real with me, Connor. I’m tired of being lied to. What the hell is going on? Beyond all that crazy Willem talk you were telling me earlier.”

      “You saw what I am. At least I think you did.” His eyes searched hers.

      “I saw something.”

      “This is hard for me, Mara. I’ve kept it from you for so long. But it wasn’t by choice.”

      “Kept what from me?” She put a hand on her hip.

      “That I’m a bear shifter.”

      Mara wobbled ever so slightly, and I tried to steady her.

      “I’m fine.” She shrugged me off. “Let’s say I believe you, why didn’t you tell me?”

      Connor shrugged. “Because I couldn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Your grandfather would have killed me.”

      “And you were afraid of him? You can turn into a bear, and you were afraid of my grandfather?” Her voice oozed with skepticism.

      “You would have been too if you knew what he was. It’s what you’re supposed to be.”

      “What he was? And what do you mean what I’m supposed to be?” She shook, and I reached out for her again. This time she didn’t push me off.

      “Ok, I’ll start with the easy part.” Connor nodded.

      “Is there any part of this that’s easy?” Mara leaned back into me.

      Noah laughed. Mara glared at him, and he stopped.

      I waited impatiently, as eager as Mara to hear what Connor had to say.

      Connor closed his eyes and then opened them after a moment. “Your father is a bear shifter.”

      “What?” I hadn’t been expecting those words to come out of his mouth. “But she’s not an Ursus. I can tell.”

      “Ursus? Again with that?” Mara turned in my arms to look at me.

      “It’s the name of our people, but that isn’t the point,” Connor explained before I could.

      Mara turned back toward him. “Then what’s the point?”

      “Your dominant side should be what your mom was. That’s your grandfather’s line.”

      “I know which parent he’s related to.” Mara shook her head.

      “I know, but your friends here might not know that.”

      “And you care if they do?” Mara straightened up but didn’t move away.

      “Yes, because they need to understand what they’ve walked into.”

      “Spit it out. What aren’t you saying?” My patience was wearing thin.

      Connor looked right at me. “A Séancer.”

      “A what?” Mara asked.

      “A Séancer.” Connor repeated the word.

      I let the word soak in. My brothers exchanged looks; they were thinking the same thing I was. It was impossible. “You can’t be serious. There are only a few lines of Séancers left.”

      “What the hell is a Séancer?” Mara pulled herself from my arms. She moved so she could see both Connor and me.

      Connor stretched his wrists inside the rope. “Have you ever heard of a necromancer?”

      “Someone who communicates with dead people?” Mara raised an eyebrow.

      “Yup. Think of that and add in some other weird abilities.”

      Mara laughed so hard her body shook. “Good one, Connor. Good one.”

      “I’m not joking. It’s important you get that. Willem expects you to be one, and we have to hope that when he finds out your abilities never showed up he will let you go. That’s what I’m banking on.” His eyes were wild. “That’s what we should all be banking on.”

      “So what was with all that how I look talk?’ She wrapped her arms around herself.

      “You couldn’t look unappealing if you tried.” Connor’s expression softened.

      I felt a growl. I didn’t want him talking about her appearance. He was interested in her even if she didn’t see it.

      “I was only saying that because I wasn’t ready to tell you the rest. Willem won’t want you if he realizes you have no abilities, but we have to make sure he believes us.”

      “Talking to the dead is a desirable ability for a girl?” She stepped away.

      “A Séancer can communicate with the dead. They can sometimes bring them back. That’s power anyone would want.” Jasper voiced exactly what I was thinking.

      I watched Mara. Nothing about her suggested she was anything but human, but maybe that side of her was lying dormant.

      “And you actually want me to believe my grandfather had that ability?” Mara pursed her lips.

      “Your grandfather, your mom. And theoretically you should have it,” Connor explained.

      “But her abilities would have manifested by now.” At least I assumed they would have. It’s not as though I’d personally known a lot of Séancers.

      “One would think.” Connor kept his eyes fixed on Mara.

      “Ok. Let’s back up a second.” Mara looked at Connor. “Why were you living on our farm? I don’t get it.”

      “Bears and Séancers have traditionally always aligned. Ian is right, there aren’t too many Séancer lines left, which is why you are so valuable. As to why I was there. Haven’t you guessed that yet?” He looked toward the window.

      “No.” She shook her head.

      “The plan was for us to end up together.” His words didn’t come as a surprise to me.

      Her forehead furrowed. “You’re so much older than me.”

      “I’m ten years older than you, which was huge when we were kids. Trust me I know that.”

      “Then why’d you leave?” Mara asked with some sadness in her voice. “You left the first second you could.”

      “Because you were so much younger than me. Then your dad went and did his stupid thing, and well here we are.”

      “Am I dreaming?” Mara looked to me for confirmation. I was glad she was looking to me for answers, but I also wanted her to look to me for support.

      “No. You’re not dreaming.” I understood why she thought so. All of this must have been a huge shock. Some of it was a shock to me.

      “Well, at least you have an easy way out now, Mara.” Tyler smiled. “That’s good news.”

      “Easy way out?” Mara raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes.” Tyler nodded. “Mate with Ian. All agreements are off if you two mate.”

      “Mate?” She wrinkled her nose. “What are you talking about?

      This was not how I’d envisioned this conversation going. It was supposed to be done in private. Ideally with candlelight and a bottle wine. Not with other bears in the room. “We can talk about that later.”

      “Talk about what later?” She narrowed her eyes. “I’m not mating with anyone.” She buried her face in her hands.

      I reached out and pulled her into my arms. She pulled back, so I reluctantly let go.

      “I can’t do this. Any of this. Either you are all crazy or I’m crazy, and I’m not sure what’s worse.”

      “You don’t have a choice.” Connor’s voice had an edge to it. “That’s what I was trying to tell you.”

      “So you agree with this whole mating thing too?” She removed her hands from her face.

      “No. It won’t change anything. You think we didn’t hash out that possibility?”

      “We?” Mara asked.

      “Your grandfather and me.”

      “He knew about this thing with Willem?” Mara put a hand to her chest. “Well, if it’s real.”

      “He knew some of it.”

      “Some of it?” She looked pained.

      Connor nodded. “I couldn’t tell him all of it.”

      “Why not? If he was so powerful, couldn’t he have helped?”

      “Because he would have gone to war with your father, and it would have created an even bigger mess.”

      “I need some air.” She headed to the front door.

      “I’m coming with you.” I followed behind her. I wasn’t letting her out of my sight until we figured things out.

      “I want to be alone.”

      “Then I’ll stay a few steps behind you and keep my mouth shut. You wouldn’t even notice me.”

      “I’ll always notice you.” She smiled lightly and my heart soared.

      “Well, that’s more your problem than mine.” I wasn’t letting her out of my sight.
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      My head spun. I wasn’t sure what to believe. I was dizzy from all the crazy information and my ridiculously intense feelings for Ian, which were now a hundred fold worse. Having sex with him had been amazing—but now I was paying the price. The attraction I’d had before had amplified, and now it was going to be nearly impossible to walk away. Although I’d have to. As soon as he started talking about mating and bear shifters I didn’t have a choice.

      “I know what you’re thinking about.” Ian’s voice came from right behind where I stood by the fence.

      “I thought you were supposed to keep your mouth shut so I can pretend I’m alone.” I looked out further at Ian’s land. It seemed to go on forever.

      “You said yourself you’d notice me anyway.”

      “That wasn’t an invitation for you to talk.”

      “Mara.” His fingers brushed against the back of my neck.

      I spun around. His eyes were large and full of worry, and some of my anger melted. I was truly losing it.

      “You were part of what happened earlier. You know how intense this thing is between us.”

      “Good sex doesn’t make up for everything else.”

      “It was more than good sex.”

      “Ok, great sex.” The best I’d ever had.

      “Amazing sex, but that’s beside the point.” Ian’s lips twisted into a smile.

      “Then what’s the point?”

      “We’re meant for each other.”

      “Oh yes, fate.” I tried to make my words sound nonchalant. I wanted to convince him I didn’t care. It would make everything easier.

      “You believe in fate.”

      “So? That doesn’t mean this is fate.”

      “What’s upsetting you right now?”

      “What’s upsetting me?” I put a hand to my chest. “Hmm, maybe that there is supposedly a psycho guy who thinks he owns me or something, I just slept with a guy who may be able to turn into a bear, oh and I’m supposed to be able to communicate with the dead. Am I missing anything?”

      He smiled.

      “Why are you smiling?” I crossed my arms.

      “Because you’re adorable.”

      “I’m not adorable!”

      “You are.” He closed the space between us. “Completely and utterly.”

      “Can’t we just turn back the clock to when we were in bed and erase all this crazy stuff? Things were better then.”

      “Things are exactly the same between us.”

      “Ok, assuming you really turn into a bear, doesn’t the whole I should be able to communicate with the dead thing freak you out?”

      “No. And I’m surprised you haven’t asked me the obvious. That’s a good sign.”

      “The obvious?”

      “Aren’t you worried it’s why I picked you to begin with?” He stood only a few inches from me. “The whole power thing Connor eluded to.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.” Because I wasn’t powerful.

      “It’s not true, of course. I had no idea you were anything but human.”

      “But it would have been a turn on?”

      He laughed. “A turn on? I don’t know if I’d call it that, but we’ve been hunting for new Séancers for years. It’s what makes our breed of bear shifters different. Some bears are on their own and have their own magic. Some live without magic, and some align with Séancers. We’ve always aligned with Séancers until this generation. We’ve lost a lot of our strength. And now we’re also losing our land.”

      “Your land?”

      “The case Connor brought you here for is over our land. It’s been ours for generations, and now a party is disputing our rights to some of it. My guess is Willem is behind the group trying to claim our land as their own. It shouldn’t even be a case, but they forged some papers and hired some fancy lawyers.”

      “I don’t see why Connor would involve himself in something like that.”

      “Well, he claims he’s doing it to protect you, but I don’t necessarily believe it. He’s trying to help himself.”

      “Why wouldn’t my grandfather have told me any of this?” That part bothered me. He’d always been so open with me. Or so I thought. It turned out he’d been hiding more from me than I ever could have imagined.

      “I don’t know. But usually when someone withholds information it’s for one of two reasons.”

      “What reasons?” I couldn’t think of a single good one.

      “They are worried about their own interests or they are protecting you.”

      “My grandfather loved me.” I refused to believe anything else. Maybe most of my life was a lie but one person had cared for me. Tears spilled down my cheeks. I couldn’t let go of that truth.

      Ian wiped a tear off my cheek. “Of course he did, which is why my bet is on the second reason. Maybe he didn’t want you to be hunted.”

      “Hunted?” I hated that word.

      “Yes. As I am sure you’re starting to understand, Séancers are valuable. Bears aren’t the only ones who want you.”

      The rain started again. Small droplets that I knew would only get larger. I should have walked back to the covered porch, but I didn’t. The water was cold and it fit my mood.

      I pulled out the folded note from my grandfather and read it again.

      Mara-

      Mara.

      When life gives you lemons you make lemonade. I've taught you that.

      But sometimes lemons go bad and the only lemonade they are going to make is sour and undrinkable.

      I'm afraid I've left you with sour lemons. And for that I am sorry, but there was no other way. I ran out of time and chickened out.

      Your father didn't die. He left you. When your mother died he couldn't handle raising you so he put you in my care. As I said. Sour lemons. You may be asking why I'm telling you now, and the answer is simple. He's going to find you one day. He couldn't handle you as a child, but now he needs something from you, and I know sometime soon I won't be there to protect you anymore.

      Take these sour lemons and throw them far away. Don't let him pull you into the world that destroyed your mother. Connor knows everything, and he will protect you as best he can.

      He owes me and he will repay that debt by making sure you are safe. Or as safe as you could ever be.

      On a positive note, I do have some good lemons. If you sell the farm you can pay for the rest of law school.

      With endless love and support,

      Grandpa

      I stared at the note, making sense of the words now that I knew more. Large droplets of rain fell on the paper, smearing the ink in a way that I could never fix. Just like I could never fix the hole he’d left behind in my life.

      “May I see that?” Ian asked gently.

      I nodded and handed him the paper.

      “Connor isn’t telling us everything. What kind of debt does he owe your grandfather?”

      “And why didn’t he tell my grandfather everything? I mean clearly my grandpa didn’t realize the extent of the mess my father already created.”

      Ian handed back the letter. “I don’t know, but he’s going to have to start talking.”

      “No one has to do anything.” I stuffed the note back in my pocket.

      “He will. And you’ll be safe here.”

      “I’m sure they know where I am.”

      “Willem?” Ian nodded. “Yes. And they aren’t working alone. But we won’t let them hurt you.”

      “What if they hurt you? Or your family? Or Mrs. Peterson?” I couldn’t forget about the sweet older woman.

      “Mrs. Peterson is safe. We took care of that.”

      “How?”

      “She’s been moved to a safer place. I might as well put it out there. Her husband was the chief of the last mountain lion pack that was out here.”

      “The last mountain lion pack?”

      “Yes. So she knows everything about this world. None of this will surprise her. Well, aside from what you are.”

      “What my family supposedly is. I don’t have these abilities.”

      “I guess you now know why your grandfather had such an affinity for funerals.”

      I hadn’t even thought of that. “Do you think that’s why? I mean it makes sense, but it’s still kind of crazy.”

      “Maybe he thought it would help with your abilities. I have no clue.”

      I sighed. “Now what? What do we do?”

      “You have a couple of different choices.”

      “Meaning?”

      “You sit back and relax while my brothers and I figure this out.”

      “But it’s not your problem.” I crossed my arms over my chest again. My shirt was wet, and I was starting to get really cold.

      “Of course it is.” Ian put a hand on my arm. “You’re going to be my mate, Mara. It’s as much my problem as yours.”

      “Who said I’m going to be your mate?” I was too focused on everything else to even address that issue with him again.

      “You don’t have to say it. It’s in your eyes. It’s in the way your body responds to mine. You were meant to be with me. To spend your days by my side and your nights in my bed. We will fulfill each other. Our connection will only strengthen.”

      “I don’t want to be anyone’s mate.” At least I didn’t think I wanted to be. It wasn’t exactly something I’d had to consider before.

      “I didn’t think I wanted one either. I wanted to stay focused on running my pack and—”

      “Running your pack?”

      “I’m Alpha now.”

      “Now?”

      He nodded. “Ok. Confession time.”

      “Uh oh.” More confessions? How could there be more?

      “It’s not any worse than anything else you’ve heard today.”

      “I hope not. But then why are you so nervous?”

      “Because this wasn’t an omission, it was a lie, and I don’t want you to think I’m going to lie to you.”

      I froze. This wasn’t going to be good. “Tell me.”

      “Promise not to run away and hate me?”

      “I didn’t run away when I found out you were a bear and wanted me to be your mate.”

      “You ran outside.”

      “I let you follow.” I’d wanted him near me even if I couldn’t admit that out loud.

      “I would have followed anyway.”

      “See that’s the kind of stuff you don’t have to tell me.”

      “Fine. I’m getting this over with.” He looked down at the ground and then back at me. “It’s about that burial.”

      “What about it?”

      “I wasn’t out for a walk.”

      “I kind of assumed that.” I’d let it slide because it didn’t seem worth an argument at the time.

      “That was my brother being buried.”

      “What?” I shook my head. “No, he had no family.”

      “He did have a family. Us. But we had to keep it secret until we found out who did it.”

      “Who did it?” Was he implying it wasn’t a car accident?

      “He was murdered.”

      A chill ran through me.

      “My brother had far more enemies than friends, but he was a force to be reckoned with. Whoever did it had strength.”

      “And you really don’t know who it was?”

      “We have some ideas.” Ian’s eyes darkened.

      A creeping sensation set in. “It ties back to me, right? Willem this whole land thing?”

      “Yes.”

      “I had nothing to do with it.”

      “I know. But I thought maybe you did. When I first saw you.”

      “Which is why you frowned.”

      “Part of it.” He ran his fingers over my neck.

      “But why did you change your mind?”

      “About you?”

      “About taking a mate.” That had been what started this discussion to begin with.

      “Because I met you.”

      “And that changed things?”

      “It changed everything. I knew no matter what you had to be mine.”
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      “Why do you have to make it sound so possessive?” She watched me while a few loose strands of her hair blew around her face in the wind.

      “It’s not possessive. It’s protective.”

      “Calling someone yours goes beyond protection.” She looked up at the sky. The rain had tapered off, but the cloud cover suggested it was going to start up again.

      “It’s how we view choosing a mate. If it makes you feel better, I’ll be yours too.” And I wanted to be hers. I’d never thought I’d meet someone I could say that about. Mara was making me change my mind on so many things.

      She smiled. “Why am I even still talking to you?”

      “Because of our connection. You don’t want to walk away.”

      She sighed. “You don’t always have to be right.”

      I brushed some hair away from her face. “No, I don’t. But I’m right on this.”

      “I’m not agreeing with you yet.” She tried to hide it, but I caught a glimpse of a smile.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m not wholly convinced. Maybe this is all a side effect of the craziness.”

      “But you felt the connection before the craziness started.” She’d felt it from the beginning, just as I had.

      She shrugged. “Maybe.”

      Maybe wasn’t going to be enough. I pulled her into my arms and crushed my lips into hers. She responded immediately, and I soaked in the taste of her lips. I needed her, and I needed to remind her of what we shared. She was right, things were crazy, but that had nothing to do with whether she belonged with me.

      She wrapped her arms around my neck, and I pulled her tighter against me. I’d never get her close enough. I allowed myself to get lost in the kiss, to pretend it was a normal night, not one full of violence and the unknown.

      Finally, I made myself break the kiss. We stood there only inches apart, out of breath and staring at each other.

      Suddenly, I heard a whoosh and out of the corner of my eye saw a blur of black feathers. Then she was gone.

      The space she’d been in was empty, and I watched as she ascended into the sky wrapped in arms that had no right to touch her. Only a large black feather fell on the ground where she has once stood.

      I roared, letting my bear take over. The sound echoed off the mountains in the distance, and quickly the Pteron and Mara were out of sight.

      Running after her was pointless, without wings I could never catch up. But I would get her back. And after I did, I’d make the Pteron pay with his life if he’d hurt her. He’d learn he had messed with the wrong bear. I’d only known Mara for a few days, but the connection was real. She was made to be my mate, and no one was going to get between us.
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      In the space of a few moments I went from kissing Ian to being held in rough arms as I was carried up toward the sky.

      Disoriented and petrified, I watched Ian’s ranch disappear below. I tried to scream, but I was breathless from the shock. Instead I held onto the creature carrying me, both hoping he’d release me and terrified he would let go and send me falling to my death.

      We flew higher and higher. The air grew colder, and I struggled to breathe. I forced my eyes to stay open despite the intensity of the wind, but all I could see were clouds. I couldn’t move my head around to see who held me.

      The coldness grew, as did the ache in my chest, until finally the creature started to rapidly descend. He eventually landed on the rooftop of an old brick building. He held onto me, carrying me through a large window inside what appeared to be an opulent bedroom. The walls were painted a dark dramatic blue, and sconces were hung on either side of the double doors.

      While still holding onto me with one hand, he used his other hand to quickly bind my hands and feet  before I could even react. I was in serious trouble, and I had no clue how I was going to get out of it.

      He picked me up and tossed me onto a king sized, four poster bed that felt twice as tall as a normal one would be. He pulled out more rope and tied my bound hands to the headboard.

      I got my first good look at him and my mouth dropped open. It was the man in the suit, only it wasn’t. A pair of huge black feathered wings stretched out from his back.

      I screamed.

      He laughed.

      I screamed louder.

      He seemed amused. “Keep screaming all you want, no one is going to hear you.”

      I blinked, hoping if I blinked enough this nightmare would disappear.

      “I’ll give you a few minutes to acclimate to your new home.” He walked through a double doorway and closed the door behind him.

      I gazed around at my surroundings, both terrified and confused. All of my senses were heightened as I waited for the winged stranger to reappear. Surely he wouldn’t leave me by myself for long. Who was he? What did he want with me? And if he wanted me why did he wait? Why not simply take me when we were at Mrs. Peterson’s?

      My heart nearly jumped out of my chest as the door slowly opened, and the man walked in again. His wings were now gone, but he was still shirtless.

      “Making yourself at home yet?” He strolled into the room and over to where I lay on the bed.

      “This isn’t my home.” I wasn’t sure where my home was anymore, but I knew who I wanted with me. Ian had seeped under my skin. I craved him in a way I’d never wanted anyone before, and the craving went beyond the physical. He wasn’t exaggerating the connection, and it was only growing stronger.

      “It’s going to be for a while.”

      “So this is Willem’s house?” I threw out a question, hoping to get some idea of where I was.

      The man laughed. “No. I decided to take you myself first. I’m keeping you here with me until you do what Willem promised. After that I’ll decide if I’m going to uphold my part of the bargain.”

      “What bargain?” I knew it wouldn’t be a bargain that benefited me.

      “It’s a long story.”

      “Who are you?”

      He walked closer. “We met once.”

      “Uh…”

      “A long time ago. Your father did my father a favor. You starting to see a pattern here?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “You were tiny though. And I was young myself.”

      “Oh…” I had no memory of meeting him, but I also had no memory of my parents.

      “But now neither of us are all that young anymore.”

      “Why am I here?”

      “No one’s told you yet?”

      “Told me what?” I asked with dread.

      “What you are.” He leaned over the bed, pressing his hands onto the mattress beside me.

      “I’m not actually a Séancer.” I decided to clear the air. Maybe Connor was right, and that knowledge would help me out.

      “Yes, you are.” He smiled.

      “How would you know?”

      “We’ve been watching you for a long time.” His eyes ran over me.

      “I can’t talk to dead people.” That wasn’t exactly something one would forget they had the ability to do.

      “You can.”

      “I can’t.” I glared at him. “I know better than you do.”

      “You haven’t tried hard enough, or someone used a spell to block your abilities. Either way we’ll fix that for you.” He straightened up. “That’s my part of the bargain I made with Willem. He knew I was looking for a Séancer to bring someone back, and he had one that needed some assistance.  I get your abilities to work, and then I get to use you.”

      “I don’t want it fixed. I’d prefer to only communicate with the living.” I also had no interest in being used in any way. Especially not by this guy. Even if he hadn’t kidnapped me, I’d have never trusted him. Everything from his smirk to his eyes screamed untrustworthy.

      “Are you sure?” He ran a hand through his black hair that fell nearly to his shoulders. “What about your grandfather? I’m sure you have lots of questions for him.”

      I remembered the letter in my pocket. “How do you know about him?”

      He sighed. “Mara, come on. Follow along. I know everything about you.”

      “That’s not true.” Real fear swelled through me. This wasn’t a case of mistaken identity, or a joke Connor was playing. I needed to find an escape.

      “Not everything, but everything relevant to me.”

      “Who are you?” He hadn’t told me anything.

      “I suppose I should introduce myself.” He held out his hand. “Oh wait, I forget. Your hands are bound. Silly me.” He ran his hand down my cheek. “I’m Bryant. Bryant Florence.”

      “Should that name mean anything to me?” I’d never met a Bryant before, and neither Ian nor Connor had mentioned him.

      “Not from your past, but moving forward it will.”

      “What do you want from me?” I asked fearful of any response he had.

      “I need your help with something.”

      “What kind of something?” I shivered.

      “How much do you know about bear politics?”

      “Nothing.”  Up until a few hours before I hadn’t even known that bear shifters existed.

      He laughed. “I love the honesty. So refreshing. I think I may just have to keep you around.”

      “What about bear politics should I know?”

      “There are lots of packs and clans. Depends who you talk to. Some are rogue, but most answer to one higher clan: the bears of Norco.”

      “Norco?”

      “It’s a small Island up north, but it doesn’t matter.”

      “So what does matter?” I was tired of everyone brushing off my questions.

      “What matters is their leader made a really bad decision.” He ran his fingers over my lips.

      I considered biting him, but I figured the fall out could put me in an even worse position. I’d watched enough movies to know it was better to wait for the perfect opportunity to escape, or to convince my captor to let me go. “What kind of decision?”

      “A misinformed one. One she’ll regret for the rest of her life.”

      She? A female leader? That was kind of a relief; except that she was obviously in trouble. “What did she do?”

      “She took my brother for a mate.”

      “And that was bad? Wouldn’t that be good for you?” I tried to follow his logic.

      He laughed. “Good? Wait. You don’t know what I am, do you?”

      “I know you have wings. So maybe a fallen angel? Maybe those stories are true since everything else I never believed seems to be.”

      “Not a fallen angel. Something much stronger.” He stepped back from the bed.

      “What?” I shuddered.

      In a whoosh he released his long black feathery wings again. Even in the giant room, they seemed to dominate. “I’m a Pteron.”

      “And that is?”

      “We’re highly evolved bird shifters. There is no one stronger or more powerful than us.” His hands balled into fists at his sides.

      “So why exactly am I here?”

      He retracted his wings. “Remember that leader I told you about?”

      “Yes, the one who’s with your brother.”

      He sat down beside me on the bed. “They have a very powerful group on their side.”

      “I thought you were the most powerful.” I rolled my eyes.

      He smiled. “You do listen.” He patted my head patronizingly. “But this other group is full of powerful Pterons. I want to take them down too, but we’ll start with the bears. It will be more fun that way.”

      “But you’ll hurt your brother.” Even bad people protected their family. Didn’t they?

      “That’s the point.”

      “You’re crazy.” He was even crazier than the others I’d met so far. He exuded this frightening level of confidence and amusement that made him seem completely off-balance.

      “Who isn’t, honey?”

      “I can’t help you. I’m not a Séancer.” I had few useful skills outside of being particularly good at writing legal memos and briefs.

      “I’ve already assured you we’ll take care of your little problem.”

      “I still won’t help you.” I gritted my teeth.

      “Yes you will.”

      “Why?”

      “Because your life will be hell if you don’t.” He put a hand around my throat and squeezed it until I nearly blacked out. Then he removed his hand. “Got it?”

      I took a few deep breaths. “My life kind of sucks anyway.” I had lost my grandfather months before, but the loss felt ten times worse now that I knew how much he’d been keeping from me. Connor had been lying to me too.

      “Then I’ll go after everyone else in your life.”

      “There’s no one left.”

      “No?” He watched me. “What about Connor?”

      “He betrayed me.” He was the reason I was even in Montana.

      “Fair enough. But what of the other bear? Ian, is it? You appear rather attached to that bear.” Bryant’s eyes twinkled. “I seemed to have caught you in the middle of something.”

      “Wasn’t that a weak way to kidnap me? You couldn’t fight like a man?” Maybe insulting my captor was a mistake, but I was angry.

      “I may be strong, but I didn’t feel like fighting a giant grizzly when I could easily grab you.”

      “I just met Ian. You can’t use him to make me do anything.”

      “Are you sure about that?” He leaned over me.

      I nodded.

      “You wouldn’t mind if something happened to him? And don't think your Séancer abilities could save him, because as any good Séancer would know, someone brought back from death is never ever the same.”

      I shivered.

      He grinned. “See, I got you there, didn’t I?”

      “He can protect himself.”

      “Do you want to test that theory out and take the chance of losing your little lover boy?” He put his hands behind his head.

      “No.” I shook my head. “Leave him alone.”

      “Good. I knew you’d come around.” He laughed and rose from the bed. “I’ll be back soon and we can start work.”

      I closed my eyes and waited for the sound of his laughter to disappear. I thought of Ian, and the intense connection between us. He made me feel alive and strong in a way I’d never imagined possible. A rush of confidence and anger swelled through me.

      I’d never help Bryant. Even if it were possible that I was a Séancer or whatever they thought I was, I wouldn’t help this winged creature who’d taken me from the man I’d already fallen head over heels for. I’d find a way to escape and return to Ian, and then I would unravel exactly who and what I was.
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          Dire: The Dire Wolves Chronicles

        

        Alyssa Rose Ivy

      

    
    
      Gage was the first guy I ever wanted. He was my first crush and my first fantasy, but he wasn't my first in any other way because he never saw me as anything more than a friend— at least not until the night that changed everything.

      It was all Gage's fault. He insisted we drive through the storm and take the back roads. By the time the storm hit full force we had no chance. One night of snowbound sex changed our relationship forever. The problem was at the same time I caught another guy’s attention. This other guy happened to be the alpha of a pack of shifter wolves. I thought the wolves were the worst of my problems, but I was wrong. When things went from bad to worse I had to make a lifelong sacrifice to save Gage, but what price is too much to save the one you love?

    

  


  
    
      A single howl made me stop short. “The wolves!”

      “Let’s hope they are farther away than they sound.” Gage tightened his hold on my hand and pulled me forward.

      Three more howls filled the night. “They sound closer.”

      We picked up the pace, and I chanced a glance behind me. That was a mistake. Several large grey wolves came into view. “Run!”

      Gage didn’t need to be told twice. He broke into a run without letting go of my hand.

      I ran as fast as possible over the frozen snow, but we didn’t get far before the wolves started circling around us. “Oh my god.” Could things get any worse?

      “You have to make a run for it.” Gage’s voice quivered. “They’re going to kill us.”

      “I’m not leaving you.” I tried to stay strong, and I kept my eyes locked on the wolves. There were five of them. All of them were massive, much larger than any wolf I’d seen before, but one of them was even bigger and had a large silver streak running down its back. That wolf seemed to be staring right at me.

      “I’ll distract them. You run. I’ll catch up.”

      I spotted an opening next to one of the smaller of the wolves and went for it. I didn’t make it far before one of the wolves stepped in front of me. I froze, paralyzed with fear, before my legs were knocked from under me. Suddenly, I was lying in the snow with a giant wolf hovering over me.

      “We’re fucked.” Gage voiced exactly what I was thinking.

      The silver streaked wolf stared down at me. It’s almost glowing eyes bored into mine. Was I really going to die as half-frozen food for a giant wild animal?

      Then things got hazy and the air seemed to buzz. Moments later it wasn’t a wolf on top of me—it was a man. A completely naked man with a faint scar across his face.

      “What the heck?” I tried to scurry back, but Hunter didn’t move. His very exposed parts nearly touched me. I didn’t want to notice his size, but I did. He was huge. He also didn’t look remotely concerned with the cold.

      His lips brushed against my ear. “Were you going somewhere?”
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      He wore black athletic shorts that sat low on his hips and gave me a fantastic view of his perfectly sculpted abs. I had a strong desire to touch those abs with my hands and quite possibly my tongue. His bare chest was equally as alluring, all muscle with just a little bit of sweat sliding down.

      “Thanks for waiting up for me.” He walked into his room and closed the door. “I was worried you’d have fallen asleep already.” He slipped off those black shorts and walked toward his bed that amazingly enough I was already tucked into. He pulled back the blanket. “And you’re wearing the lingerie I like best.” He grinned wickedly as he slipped in beside me.

      “Isn’t the best part taking it off me?” I bit my lip, knowing that it would only turn him on more.

      “You remembered.” He slipped the strap down off my right shoulder.

      “I remember everything about you. I always have.”

      “How’d I get so lucky?” He slipped off the other strap as he left tiny kisses from my shoulder up toward my neck.

      “You know you’re the only one I’ve ever wanted.”

      “I know.” He pushed my top down and out of the way. “I feel exactly the same way.” His mouth closed around my breast.

      “Mary Anne!”

      My eyes flew open as someone pounded on the door to my dorm room. I blinked a few times, trying to hold on to the remnants of my dream.

      “Mary Anne!” The voice yelled louder.

      I grudgingly dragged myself across the room and opened the door. I wasn’t surprised to see Genevieve standing there.

      “Finally!” She pushed into the room. I closed the door and cut her off before she could sit on my bed. I needed to make it first. I pulled back my jersey knit lime green sheets and navy blue comforter. As soon as I smoothed out the comforter, she took a seat.

      I sat in my desk chair and watched her. “As lovely as it is to see you, I’m guessing there’s a reason you’re here?”

      “Aren’t you a little grouchy this morning?” Suddenly her glossy lips twisted up into a smile. “Wait….you were dreaming about him again.”

      “Why do you have to say it like it’s a bad thing? Most women have some sort of sexual dreams. It isn’t at all abnormal.” I ran my fingers through my long red hair to get out the tangles.

      “Mary Anne, I’m only saying this because I’m a friend and I care about you, but you’re obsessed.” She crossed her legs. “Most women may have sex dreams, but they’re about celebrities, not a guy they actually know. Plus, the frequency is the crazy part.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with dreaming about Gage.”

      “There is. If you want him so bad, just get with him. It’s not like he’d say no. He’s gotten with half the girls on this campus already.”

      I groaned. “That’s not entirely true. I admit he has a reputation, but he doesn’t actually sleep with everyone. Plus, I can’t just sleep with him. We have a history. We’re from the same town.” Maybe claiming we had a history was a bit of an overstatement, but I had known him practically my entire life.

      “Is he still driving you home for break?” She leaned back on her hands.

      “Of course. Why would that change?”

      “I thought you might have considered taking Roy up on his offer to drop you off on his way home.” She raised an eyebrow.

      “Gage and I are going to the same place. It makes sense to have him drive me. Plus, my parents know him.”

      “Mary Anne.” Genevieve was in the habit of saying my name far more often than necessary. She was the best friend I had at Eastern U, so I didn’t remind her of how annoying the practice was. “You know what you’re doing, right?”

      “Are we still discussing my plans to get a ride home with Gage?”

      “More specifically we’re discussing your decision to say no to Roy’s offer. You’re chicken. You’re afraid of accepting an overture from a guy who you actually have a chance with. A guy who is really interested in you.”

      “I wonder why you want me to give Roy another shot?” I bit back the smile that was ready to come out. “This would have nothing to do with his best friend, would it?” I’d gone out on one date with Roy, and although there was nothing particularly wrong with it, I had no intention of seeing him again.

      “What?” She put a hand on her chest. “Of course not.”

      “Oh? It wouldn’t be convenient for you if I were dating Roy?”

      “Sure, it would be convenient to have an excuse to spend time with Tony, but that’s not why I want you to give Roy another chance. He’s a nice guy.”

      “He is nice. He’s also intelligent and cute, but that doesn’t mean I want to spend four hours in a car with him.”

      “Not when you can spend the same amount of time in a car with Gage.”

      “Gage drives a truck.”

      Genevieve sighed. “Same thing. My point is that you have no excuse to be sitting around pining over a guy when you have real, good options knocking down your door.”

      I didn’t take the bait. I was too stressed out to get into a fight about my love life. “I’m taking a shower.” I walked over to my closet and pulled down my favorite pair of worn in jeans. I took a purple thermal shirt from my dresser. December in Boston was cold.

      “I’m sure it’s going to be a cold shower.” Genevieve made no move to leave my room.

      “I hadn’t even gotten to the good part in my dream, so a hot shower will be perfectly fine.”

      “I’ll wait here.” She lay back on my bed. “We can walk over to the exam together.”

      I hesitated with my hand on the door knob. “That sounds great, but please no more overanalyzing my choice of men. I need to keep my mind focused on the test.”

      “You’re going to ace it. You know this stuff inside and out.”

      “Let’s hope. I refuse to become the first member of my family not to get the Youngston Fellowship, and I need to ace calculus to get it.”

      “You’ll ace it, but so what if you don’t get the fellowship? You’ll still get into grad school, and you’ll be able to do exactly what you want anyway.”

      “You don’t know my parents.”

      She sat up. “I’ve met them.”

      “Meeting them is different than knowing them.”

      “Yeah, but you said they wouldn’t mind you getting a ride home with Gage. That makes me question their sanity.” She laughed. “Ok, take that shower. We don’t have much time.”

      “I wonder why not.”

      “Don’t start. Your alarm would just be going off.”

      As if to prove her point, the dinging of my alarm started. Genevieve turned it off, and I headed down the hall to the bathroom. Four hours in the car with Gage. I could hardly wait.

      Dire is available now!

      Want to stay up to date on Alyssa Rose Ivy’s releases? Join her mailing list: http://eepurl.com/ktlSj

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Hope(less)

        

        A riveting sweet romance by Melissa Haag

      

    
    
      
        It's lonely being different, but Gabby's adapted. Really. Until she meets werewolf Clay.

        

        Clay is everything she doesn't want.  Unkempt and quiet, he watches her too closely. And yet, if he's everything she doesn't want, why does she need him so much?

      

      Excerpt from Hope(less):

      “Gabby, wait,” Sam called.

      Hearing him stand and follow me caused my stomach to dip.  My steps slowed for a heartbeat.  Stepping through the door could compromise my wellbeing...but staying inside wouldn’t get me answers.  The door beckoned.  I stepped through onto a packed dirt path and looked around.

      The light that spilled from the door illuminated a small area.  The trees that crowded the building left only a small gap of about twenty feet between the treeline and the roofline, which cast the area in an early dusk.  In the cleared space near the back door, twenty men waited quietly.  I frowned, puzzled.  Something still felt off.  I’d expected to see many more given the rushed Introductions.

      Closing my eyes, I breathed deep and focused.  Tiny sparks flashed around me in the darkness.  Sam, I saw, stood to my right.  His spark glowed steadily, not blinking at all.  The group of twenty was different.

      Some of the werewolves’ lights blinked like strobes.  Some faster, some slower.  Some so slow, I at first thought they might have left.  As I studied them, it began to make sense.  I wasn’t seeing werewolves quickly running all over the place, rather an arrhythmic indication of a werewolf’s location.  I focused beyond the twenty.  Lights too numerous to count stood out in the darkness.  It would take hours to meet them all.

      Had all the prior Introductions been a farce, a game to keep me from running until Sam could arrange the real thing?  How strongly were the Elders determined to see me Mated?  Would they let me leave unMated?  Had my thoughts of college been a dream?  I struggled with my growing frustration and panic.  No.  Not a dream.  I wouldn’t give up.

      I opened my eyes already knowing that the group of twenty had doubled.  I studied their faces and noted more bruising and blood.  Some men dressed in jeans and shirts while others wore clothes too filthy from fighting to identify.  Seeing the filth and blood, I understood why they wanted to rush the Introductions.  Too many werewolves had arrived for this; and the Mating challenges the Elders feared, had begun.

      I didn’t say anything.  I couldn’t.  Anger churned in my stomach at Sam for not telling me.  I felt tricked and yet sad for the men waiting.

      “Sam,” I said, turning my gaze on him.  There was nothing playful in my look.  I wanted to tell him that I would never forgive him for this but knew the werewolves listening would take my words as a rejection.  It would take away what little hope they had facing these numbers.  Instead, I let my look convey everything I felt.

      He lowered his gaze and broke eye contact, something he never did first.  Good.  He knew.

      I turned away and studied the growing crowd.  I’d lived among them enough to know not to show intimidation.  They respected strength.  With their hearing, I didn’t need to raise my voice.  Even those still hidden within the trees would hear me.

      “No more fighting.  There’s no need to wait and fight for your place in tonight’s Introduction.  I will meet you all.  Start a line here, and I’ll walk it.  If I am not right for you, there is no need for you to remain after I’ve passed you.  You may leave and know that I am honored by your presence here tonight.”

      Men silently stepped from the trees and moved to create a line as I’d asked.  They continued to emerge from the woods even as the line extended around the corner.  Because of that, new rows started behind the first line.  The shuffling continued until roughly five hundred gathered.  So many men focused on me, all at the same time, made my stomach churn.  If they were human...I suppressed a shudder at the thought.

      Ignoring the vast number, I moved toward the first man, nodded stoically, then turned to start the slow walk down the line.  The Elders kept pace with me.  I didn’t bother pausing to meet anyone’s eyes.  Only my scent mattered.

      As I’d asked, those without a strong interest stepped out of the line and walked back into the woods.  It allowed those behind them to move forward and take their place.  When I reached the end, I turned around to walk it again.  I paced the line several times in silence so all would get their fair chance.  As the number remaining decreased, my mood lightened.  Sam made note of names as needed.  Soon only a handful of men remained.

      While my future loomed brighter, theirs dimmed.  I nodded solemnly to those remaining and watched them melt back into the trees.  I truly felt for them, but I’d experienced no attraction to any of them—no pull that Sam and other Elders and werewolves had assured me I would feel when—not if—I met the one.  A triumphant smile wanted to break free, but I contained it, not wanting to offend anyone.  Finally, my duty was complete.  I breathed deeply of freedom, ready to go back to my room.

      Behind me, the Elders moved, reminding me of their presence.  My mood shifted.  The anger and betrayal from their lack of warning resurfaced.  With a stiff back and tight mouth, I made my way toward the door and the waiting Elders.  I didn’t meet any of their eyes.

      Sam had hours during the drive to say something but hadn’t, and now all of his secrecy had been for nothing.  I hadn’t found a mate.  Did he realize the pointlessness of his gesture?  I seriously doubted telling me in advance would have changed the outcome other than to make me nervous during the drive up.  That, however, would mean I shouldn’t be mad at him so I quickly disregarded the thought.  Honesty was honesty.  He should have told me.

      Walking the dirt path, which I realized I’d tread over several times in my socks, I saw a peculiar shadow on the ground melding with the shadow of the still open door.

      I looked up at the space behind the door and saw the flash of eyes just before a man stepped into view.  I froze.  My stomach dropped, and my heart did a strange little flip.  Before I could take my next breath, a shiver ran up my spine and gooseflesh rose on my arms.  My anger spiked, uncontrolled.

      “You have got to be kidding,” I whispered to myself without thinking.  I’d been so close to escaping.

      His filthy long, dark hair trailed in front of his eyes and shadowed his face into obscurity.  An old, dull-green army jacket, just as filthy as his hair, hung from his frame while his bare feet shone pale against the black sweats he wore.  I couldn’t tell his age, the color of his hair, or the color of his eyes—because of the tangle of hair—but I could see the glint of them as he moved away from the door.

      He stalked toward me.  I remained frozen and tried to deny the significance of the encounter as my stomach continued to do crazy little flips.  Just before he reached me, he turned away and walked around the corner of the building, heading not into the woods as the rest had, but to the front of the building.

      I stared after him, momentarily confused.  He’d recognized me.  Just as I had him.  Why had he turned away?  Did it matter?  Move!  Escape before he changed his mind!

      Finally, my feet obeyed, and I lurched toward the door.

      “Sam, I’ve more than fulfilled any obligation I had to you or the pack.  I’d like to leave tonight.”  The Elders stepped aside before I bowled them over.

      I rushed past them, through the Introduction room and into the interior hall.  There I paused to pull off my dirt-caked socks.  Charlene would have me cleaning floors if I walked through the halls in my filthy socks.

      Maneuvering through the fortuitously quiet and empty halls, I struggled to control my emotions.  Over the years,  I’d learned control, knowing those around me would be able to smell things like fear, anger, lust, or even sadness.  But tonight all that control evaporated.  Anger and fear swamped me.  Anger at Sam for arranging the whole damn thing, and fear that the Elders knew what had just happened.

      I’d been so close to freedom.  Sam had set me up, stacking the odds against me with the sheer number of werewolves in attendance.  Why would it have to be the very last one I saw that sent a bolt of lightning right into my stomach?  Was it too much to ask for just one break in my life?
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