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  Skin Shifter, Rhett Jones, is the new shifter cop in Colwood, Montana. His first day on the job has him going toe to paw with a truly dominant grizzly bear shifter and the beautiful girl who is desperately trying to keep the fierce animal under control. He thought the bear was tough but she was nothing compared to the feisty girl hiding inside.


   


  Bear shifter, Joan Heller, is just trying to find a new home but her out of control grizzly bear is ruining everything once again. She’s one phase away from being kicked out of town until she meets up with the sexy cop with the entourage of ravens who offers his help and his home to her.


   


  Things get wild when the Wilde Crew get thrown into the mix and threaten to make the unstable situation explode. Will the new boys in town be the new family that Rhett and Joan need? Or will they be the detonator that blows everything to pieces?


  one


   


   


  “Where are all of these fucking birds coming from?” Mitchell asked, looking around the used car lot with his hands on his hips and a frown on his face.


  “I don’t know, boss,” Rhett said, rubbing his black goatee as he cringed. There were dozens of ravens sitting on the roofs, fenders, hoods and trunks of the cars for sale.


  “They’re everywhere!” he said, running at a car and throwing his hands in the air like a crazy person. The three black ravens sitting on the roof of a used Mazda Six burst into the sky, flapping their wings and cawing angrily at him.


  Mitchell grunted in frustration as he pulled out his handkerchief and wiped away a streak of shit that one of the birds left on the windshield.


  Rhett just watched with his heart pounding. He could not afford to lose this job, but what had he been thinking when he applied for a job as a salesman in a used car shop? Of course his feathered friends would have followed him here every day and made his life a living hell. They had been doing it for over a decade.


  “And you don’t know anything about this?” Mitchell asked, turning back to Rhett. His boss crossed his arms over his cheap five dollar tie as he narrowed his eyes at him. “Because we never had this problem before you started working here.”


  Rhett just shrugged.


  “And they seem to come to my shop when you arrive for work,” Mitchell said, eying him. “And they always seem to leave when you do.”


  “That’s strange,” Rhett said, running his hand through his dark black hair. “I’ve never noticed.”


  “Oh, really?” Mitchell said, stepping closer with heated eyes.


  Rhett swallowed hard as he dropped his eyes to the pavement. There was bird shit on Mitchell’s shiny shoe. Maybe now wasn’t the best time to bring it up.


  “Something is going on with you,” he said, leaning in close. Rhett cringed at the stale smell of his coffee breath. “And I’m going to find out what it is.”


  No, you won’t. Because I’ll never tell.


  Rhett knew exactly why the birds were following him. It was the same reason why his entourage of fifty or so birds followed him everywhere.


  He was a skin shifter.


  “We open in ten minutes,” Mitchell said, looking exasperated. “Wash them again.”


  “Yes, sir,” Rhett said as his boss stormed inside. He sighed as he got the hose and bucket for the twentieth time this week. He squirted some of the soap into the bucket and shook his head as he filled it with water.


  It was hard starting back at the bottom after where he had come from. Rhett was second in charge back in the skin shifter community of Creston Falls. He was someone important, someone that people looked up to and listened to. That was until Jacob went on a power trip and fucked it all up.


  “Oh, how the mighty have fallen,” he muttered to himself as he dunked his rag into the soapy bucket. He carried it over to the cars on display that he had cleaned over and over again.


  “It would really help me out if you guys hang out across the street,” he said to the dozens of ravens watching him. They were standing on every car that was for sale in the lot, tilting their infuriating heads as they watched him, always cawing, never leaving him alone.


  Rhett was a skin shifter. Rarer and more powerful than regular shifters, skin shifters had no animals living inside them. What made them special was that they could slide their energy into other animals and control them, in a process that they called channeling.


  But if a skin shifter spent too much time in the skin of an animal, as Rhett knew painfully well, their energy patterns would become synced and the animal would become so attached to the skin shifter that they would link-up, and follow them around for the rest of their days.


  It was very common to see skin shifters walking around with a linked-up animal. Even his cousin Tyler, the skin shifter in the Clawed Squad, had a wolf that he linked-up to. She was never far from his side.


  “Fucking birds,” Rhett said as he sprayed the hose, aiming for the birds who tormented him every day. They exploded into the air in a fury of angry caws. He grinned as he pointed the hose into the sky, soaking them in a watery vengeance.


  Rhett would have given anything to trade these annoying birds in for a cool wolf like Tyler had but he was stuck with them. When a skin shifter spent too long in the skin of an animal who was in a flock or a herd, it wasn’t just the animal that the skin shifter was channeling who would link-up to them, it would be the whole flock.


  Those animals’ energies were linked and if a skin shifter linked-up to one, they would link-up to the entire group of animals.


  That’s what happened to Rhett. He was channeling a raven as a teenager and accidentally spent too long in the bird’s skin. He had linked-up with the bird and as a consequence, linked-up to the entire flock. The fifty or so birds had been following him ever since, for the past fifteen years.


  I have to get a new job.


  How many times could he wash bird shit off of these cars? He was going to wipe off the paint pretty soon with all of that scrubbing.


  And it wasn’t just the bird shit causing him problems. He hadn’t sold one car in the three weeks that he’d been there. Any customers that did come, left all freaked out when they saw an army of black ravens on the cars. They looked like a bad omen, rather than the annoying nuisances that they actually were.


  He plunged a sponge into the cold water and cursed as he slapped it onto the hood. Ten minutes later he was done. One down, twenty-eight to go.


  A large raven landed on the hood of the clean car and stared at him. “Don’t you dare,” Rhett said, raising the sponge in the air in a threatening manner. “Don’t do it.”


  The raven tilted his head as he watched Rhett. He jiggled his dark wings and then let out a white, watery shit on the shiny hood.


  “Fuck you, bird,” he yelled as he threw the sponge at the raven. The bird jumped out of the way and the soapy sponge smashed onto the spotless windshield behind him.


  Rhett dropped his head as he exhaled in defeat.


  Someone cleared their throat behind him and Rhett whipped his head around. Mitchell was standing there with a young couple who looked horrified as they watched the strange scene.


  “We’re leaving,” the woman said with a disgusted look on her face. “I’m not giving my business to anyone who throws things at birds.”


  Rhett sighed as they stormed out of the dealership. If that woman had been through what those birds had put Rhett through, she would have strangled each one of them with her bare hands.


  Mitchell didn’t look too happy. “Rhett,” he said with a drop of his shoulders, “we have to talk.”


   


   


  ***


   


   


  “I can’t believe you got fired,” Nathan said, laughing as he cracked open a beer.


  “I can’t believe he lasted this long,” Emry said as he plopped down on the ripped up sofa beside Rhett.


  “You two shouldn’t laugh,” Rhett shot back, glaring at Nathan. “You got fired too.”


  “Yeah,” the huge skin shifter said with a shrug. “But that wasn’t my fault. They hired me to fight. I fought. And they fired me.”


  “You were a bouncer,” Rhett said, shaking his head. “They hired you to break up fights, not start them.”


  Nathan had picked a fight with the biggest and baddest member of the Clawed Squad, a polar bear shifter named Stetson. Rhett was there for the fight. Nathan had got a couple shots off on the big guy but then Stetson threw him through a window. And that was the end of that.


  “You still owe me for that window by the way,” Rhett said, taking a long gulp of his beer.


  “Put it on my tab,” Nathan said with a smile. He sat down on the broken lazy boy that they had picked up off of the side of the road. One of the arms was ripped off and the other had springs sticking out. It looked like the previous owner’s cat had gotten to it, if the cat was a full grown tiger.


  “We have to get our shit together,” Rhett said, looking around the trashed house that they were renting. The kitchen counter was full of empty beer bottles with old dishes piled up in the sink. The fridge was empty except for a bottle of mustard and a dead possum that was in there for some reason. Rhett didn’t want to ask.


  The three of them had arrived at the charming little town of Colwood, Montana with nothing but a few dollars in their pockets. It had been some rough times since the three of them got excommunicated from the skin shifter community of Creston Falls and it wasn’t looking like it was about to get easier anytime soon.


  “Did either of you pay the rent?” Rhett asked, sighing as he emptied his beer.


  Nathan and Emry both looked up at the water stained ceiling, the cracked tiles of the floor, the peeling wallpaper on the walls, anywhere but at Rhett.


  Rhett sighed. Why do I have to take care of everything?


  Of all the people that Rhett could have hitched his wagon to, the two Chevy brothers, Nathan and Emry, were probably the worst choices.


  “When are you getting paid?” Rhett asked, turning to Emry. The younger, better-looking brother bit his bottom lip.


  “About that,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck.


  “No,” Rhett said, dropping his head forward. “What happened?”


  “I got fired,” Emry said with a shrug. “But it wasn’t my fault.”


  “What happened?” Rhett repeated with more force this time.


  Emry sighed. “My boss is a drama queen,” he said, his voice racing. “I got in one little altercation with a customer and he freaked out.”


  Emry had gotten a job as a waiter in the small diner in town. It was a decent job and it helped keep the lights on. Shit! The electrical bill is overdue.


  “What kind of altercation?” Rhett asked, not really wanting to know.


  Nathan chuckled, his huge shoulders shaking.


  “Shut up, Nathan,” Emry spat out at his older brother. “You’re no better. I served a guy a bowl of soup and he was being a total dick, complaining that it was cold, so I took care of it.”


  “You took care of it?” Rhett asked, narrowing his eyes on him.


  “He slammed the guy’s head into the bowl of soup,” Nathan said, laughing. “He wanted clam chowder but he got slam chowder instead.”


  “Great,” Rhett said, dropping his head back on the couch. “Well, we have no money for rent now.”


  “Something will turn up,” Emry said with a shrug. “It always does.”


  “We could get jobs as strippers,” Nathan said as he jumped up to get another beer.


  It wasn’t the worst idea but unfortunately, there was no male strip club in the cozy town of Colwood, Montana.


  “Who is going to pay to see you naked?” Emry asked with a laugh. “I think you’ll make more money if you promise to keep your clothes on.”


  Someone pounded on the door and the three boys froze, not making a sound.


  “It’s him,” Emry whispered. The man they all feared the most: their landlord.


  “Open up,” the voice called out from behind the door. “My feet are killing me!”


  “That’s not the landlord,” Rhett said, jumping up. It was a woman’s voice. He opened the door and gasped when he saw the Sheriff standing in the doorway.


  Kylee Black was the very pregnant Sheriff of Colwood, Montana. She was also the wife of Stetson, the bear shifter who Nathan got in a fight with.


  “Is this about the other night?” Rhett asked. “Because we paid for the window.”


  “No,” Kylee said, pushing past him into the house. “If I had to make a house call for every fight that Stetson got into, my car would have half a million miles on it.”


  She waddled over to the couch and sat down with a grunt. “Sorry,” she said with a huff. “I don’t normally let myself in but my feet are killing me. If you ever decide to carry a polar bear shifter’s baby, don’t.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” Rhett said, sitting on the broken chair beside her.


  Kylee tilted her head as she touched a spring popping out of the couch.


  “We’re going to get that fixed real soon,” Rhett said nervously.


  “Right,” she said, looking around at the mess of a house that they lived in.


  “Hey, Sheriff,” Nathan said from the kitchen. “Want a beer?”


  “I’m working and pregnant,” she said, staring at him in disbelief.


  Nathan looked confused. “So is that a yes or a no?”


  “It’s a no,” Kylee said, staring at him like he was an idiot, which he totally was. “But thank you.”


  “More for me,” Nathan said, taking a long swig of the beer.


  “What can we do for you, Sheriff?” Rhett said, rubbing his hands together. He was just hoping that she wasn’t going to pull out a warrant for one of them.


  She sighed as she looked into Rhett’s dark eyes. “I need some skin shifters on the force,” she blurted out.


  “Oh,” Rhett said, leaning back in surprise.


  “There are more and more shifters coming to Colwood every day,” she said, rubbing her forehead. She looked so tired. “They’re starting to cause problems and we’re getting overwhelmed.” She shook her head and sighed. “I’m way too pregnant for this shit.”


  It was true about the shifters. An amateur video made its rounds around the Internet a few months back with some shifters changing into their animals on camera in the middle of town. The press had stated that it took place in their town of Colwood, Montana, which it did, and now it seemed like every shifter in the country was moving in.


  “The cops on my force are good,” Kylee continued, “but they’re not equipped to deal with a furious grizzly bear or an out of control gorilla shifter.” She turned to Rhett. “But you guys are.”


  Rhett nodded. A skin shifter was just as strong as a shifter in their human forms and they could easily handle any out of control animals. All Rhett had to do was channel the bear or gorilla, sliding into its skin to take it over, and then calm its energy down.


  “I’d like you guys to join the force,” she said, holding her breath as she waited for their answer.


  “Will we get to fight anyone?” Nathan asked, walking over as he took the last sip of his beer.


  Kylee turned to him and grinned. “You’ll be a special shifter cop, so yeah, probably.”


  “Sweet,” Nathan said, crushing the empty beer can in his hand. “I’ll do it.”


  “How much would we get paid?” Emry asked, leaning in.


  “We’ll get paid?!?” Nathan said, looking at her in shock.


  Kylee glanced at the old black and white TV that was propped up on an old stack of TV Guides. “Enough to get your own places and have some nice things,” she said, biting her bottom lip as she looked up at the light bulbs hanging from the ceiling. They had no fixtures over them.


  Rhett sighed as he thought about it. Did he really want to be a cop? The three of them had been in a position of power before and look how it had turned out.


  He turned his head and saw a machete sticking out of the kitchen counter like an ax on a chopping block. It had peanut butter smeared all over it. They didn’t own any knives so they just used that.


  “Alright,” he said, reaching over to shake Kylee’s hand. “I’m in.”


   


  two


   


   


  “Wow,” Rhett whispered as a smile crept over his lips. His own car. He ran his shaking hand over the spotless dashboard as a warm shiver shot down his back.


  It was his first day as a shifter cop and he was ready. More shifters were arriving every day and Kylee didn’t have time to give Rhett and the Chevy brothers more than just the most basic of training. Her child was due any day now and she was just trying to get everything ready before she was tied up with dirty diapers and an insatiable baby.


  She put Rhett in charge of the Chevy brothers and his first order of duty was to pair up Nathan and Emry together. The two brothers would be partners, sharing the same car, while Rhett worked alone. The only problem was that he didn’t know if they’d be worse together or apart.


  “See ya, sucker!” Emry yelled out the car window as Nathan took off, squealing the tires of the police cruiser on the way out of the parking lot.


  Yup. Definitely worse together.


  A raven landed on the hood of Rhett’s car with a thud. The bird tilted its head as it stared at him curiously.


  “What do you want?” he said, glaring at the bird. Just as he finished the sentence, two more landed beside him and then he heard the thunk, thunk, thunk of his feathered friends landing on the roof of the car.


  He laughed as he turned on the car, revving the engine and sending the birds scattering to the sky. “Keep up with this,” he said, slamming on the gas. He peeled out of the driveway and turned onto the street, leaving the ravens cawing angrily at him.


  The day started off exciting but after an hour of driving around, Rhett was starting to get bored. Just as he was about to stop out of boredom for his third coffee, the police radio crackled on.


  “Rhett,” the police radio operator, Loretta said. “We got a call from the steakhouse in town. There’s a girl causing a scene. It sounds like a shifter from the description.”


  Rhett’s heart started pounding with excitement as he reached for the handset of the radio. “Copy that,” he said with a grin.


  “Copy what?” Loretta answered. “You need me to make photocopies of something?”


  “No,” Rhett said, tightening his seatbelt. “I’ll be right over.”


  “You’ll be over here?” Loretta asked, sounding confused. “I need you to go to the restaurant.”


  “I’ll go to the restaurant,” he said slowly, careful not to confuse her further. Kylee had warned him about Loretta’s lack of intelligence but holy shit.


  “See if you can bring me back some bread sticks,” she said, starting to ramble. “And the sauce! They have this spicy-”


  Rhett clicked off the radio. It was his first call and he needed to get ready. He looked at his dark eyes in the rearview mirror, trying to psyche himself up. “You got this,” he whispered.


  He flicked the lights and siren on the hood of his car and hit the gas. He wanted to handle this just right for Kylee. It wasn’t just for the paycheck, though. He wanted a job that carried importance and gave him some respect.


  He wasn’t going to fuck this job up.


  Rhett flicked off the lights and siren as he pulled onto the main street in Colwood. It really was a beautiful Montana town with the stunning snow-capped Absaroka mountains jutting into the clear afternoon sky in the distance. It was springtime and the air was crisp and clean, and the leaves on the trees lining the cobblestone sidewalks were just starting to bud.


  Rhett stepped out of the car and took a deep breath of the mountain air. He smiled as he looked up at the sky. Not a raven in sight. He lost his entourage of birds many miles back when their small wings couldn’t keep up with the police cruiser’s fast engine.


  A crash erupted from inside the steakhouse and Rhett rolled his shoulders and hurried over. He could already feel the animal’s energy. It was a dominant grizzly bear shifter inside, and he was out of control.


  Rhett opened the door and gasped when he stepped inside. The dominant grizzly bear shifter was a girl.


  And she was beautiful.


  His pulse started racing as he stared at her with wide eyes. She had long brown hair that was wild and unkempt. It was messy but it looked good on her, giving her a crazed look that somehow made her that much more stunning. Her nose was way too cute for her angry face and hard amber eyes that shone unnaturally bright.


  She was petite with a small frame and perky little breasts that were hidden under her torn up shirt. Her tight jeans looked like Frankenstein’s skin with all of the sewn up patches and cuts.


  Rhett couldn’t get over her. It wasn’t just her beauty, though. He could feel her intense energy pattern radiating around her. She was the most dominant grizzly that he had ever come across and she was trying to contain the ferocious beast in such a small body. No wonder she looked like a drug addict with her trembling hands and with the crazed look on her face.


  “Are you the cops?” the chef asked, marching around the tables to get to Rhett. His apron was splattered with blood and Rhett was really hoping that it was from the meat in the back and not from something that the girl had done.


  “I am,” Rhett answered with a gulp. He straightened the badge that was pinned to his black polo shirt.


  “Good,” he said, pointing angrily at the girl. She was crouched in a fighting position by the bar, her top lip curling over her teeth.


  “Get her out of here,” the chef snapped. “She’s on drugs!”


  “I’m not on drugsss,” she said, the last word coming out in a low growl.


  “See what I mean?” the chef said, turning back to Rhett. He looked furious as he crossed his arms over his big belly.


  “I just wanted to eat,” she said, her hands shaking at her side as her head twitched like a crack addict in need of a fix.


  The energy surrounding her shifted and Rhett stepped forward, placing a protective arm on the chef and pulling him back. “You might want to wait outside,” Rhett warned, keeping his eyes on the wild beauty.


  She really was out of control. Rhett could see by her energy pattern that her bear was about to take over. It was going to get ugly, real fast.


  “This is my restaurant,” the chef complained angrily. “I’m not go-”


  “Get out!” Rhett shouted, turning to him with a look that sent him shuffling out the door.


  “I’m not going back to jail,” the young woman said to Rhett, her body starting to shake.


  Rhett held out his palms, trying to calm her down. “I’m not going to take you anywhere you don’t want to go,” he said softly. “Just keep your bear-”


  Her body began convulsing at the word bear. Her small frame shook and jerked around as her face twisted in pain and her jaw clenched shut. Long brown hairs began sprouting out of her smooth skin and in an instant, a furious grizzly bear exploded out of her body.


  “Holy shit!” Rhett said, staring up at the monstrous beast. She was enormous. Much too big to fit inside of the girl.


  A low growl rumbled from her throat as the last of the girl’s clothes fell off the bear’s massive body. Her jeans and shirt fell to the ground in shreds as the bear lifted its huge head and roared.


  Rhett knew what to do. It was the reason why Kylee had hired him and his friends in the first place. He pulled his energy out of his body and slid it into the bear’s, channeling the angry beast.


  When he opened his eyes, he was seeing through the bear’s eyes, smelling what the bear smelled, hearing what she heard. He was also feeling its pain.


  Skin Shifters had the unique ability to control other animals and to guide their energy patterns. He calmed the angry bear down as he wondered what to do next. He couldn’t just leave a full grown grizzly bear in the middle of a restaurant. Even a calm bear would trash the place just from moving around.


  He looked around through the bear’s eyes, wondering where to go. He saw his own body, standing up straight and unmoving with his own eyes glowing an eerie white.


  That’s it.


  There was a staircase that led to the roof beside the bathrooms. Rhett carefully walked the bear around the tables and up the narrow staircase. He pushed the door open with his nose and walked onto the roof, waiting until the door swung closed and locked with a click behind him.


  It was a perfect location to leave the bear. The roof of the restaurant was two stories up and unless the girl knew how to fly, she would be trapped.


  Rhett released his hold on the grizzly bear and when he opened his eyes, he was back down in the restaurant safe in his own body.


  The chef was standing in front of him, waving his hand in front of his face.


  “First shifters,” he said as Rhett smiled at him. “Now whatever the hell you are. What the hell are you anyway?”


  Rhett cleared his throat. “A skin shifter.”


  The chef sighed. “Tomato, tomato,” he said, shaking his bald head. “Where did she go?” he asked, looking around in a panic. “She better not be in my freezer stealing my steaks!”


  For a big man, he ran surprisingly fast.


  Rhett grabbed the girl’s shredded clothes off the floor and hurried out through the front door.


  He ran to the sidewalk, squinting as he looked up to the roof of the restaurant. “Hey!” Rhett shouted. He could feel her energy and it was in control now that he had calmed her animal down.


  The girl walked over, standing completely naked at the edge of the roof. She stared unashamedly down at Rhett, not even trying to hide her naked body.


  A small groan escaped from Rhett’s throat as he took in the beautiful view. If she was going to show it, he was going to look.


  “What did you do to me?” she asked, staring at him with her hands by her sides.


  Rhett looked around nervously. The people on the sidewalk were starting to notice the scene. She didn’t seem to care one bit.


  “Want to come down and talk?” Rhett asked.


  “What did you do to me?” she repeated with her gorgeous amber eyes digging into Rhett.


  He grinned at her. “Come down and I’ll tell you.”


  She stared at him with a heated glare for a dozen beats of his pounding heart.


  “Fine,” she finally said, her body tense. “Throw my clothes up.”


  She stepped back, disappearing on the roof as Rhett bunched her clothes up into a ball getting ready to throw it. He paused when he saw her lacy pink underwear in the pile. Maybe I should keep these.


  “And my underwear better be in there!” she shouted from out of view.


  Damn.


  Rhett tossed them up onto the roof and crossed his arms as he waited for her to come down. A minute later she burst through the front door with her torn clothes hanging off her and marched right up to him, stopping an inch from his face.


  “What the hell did you do to me?” she snapped, gritting her teeth as she stared up at him.


  She was less than half his size but she was not intimidated in the least. Her bear wasn’t the only dominant one.


  Rhett slowed his breathing and kept his body language calm, trying not to antagonize her or her bear. “I slid my energy pattern into your grizzly,” he said, keeping his voice low and soft. Any threatening tone or actions would likely set her bear off again.


  She jabbed a finger in front of his face as her nostrils flared. “You don’t slide anything into me,” she snarled. “You got that?”


  Rhett swallowed hard as he watched her fingernail extend into a long black claw. “You’re not the only one who can slide things into people,” she hissed. She poked his stomach, coming dangerously close to breaking his skin.


  Rhett groaned as she dragged the sharp claw across his abs.


  “Watch it,” he said, grabbing her wrist and squeezing it.


  She took a step back but Rhett yanked her back towards him. “You’re a dominant shifter.”


  “I know.”


  “Your bear is out of control.”


  “I know that too.”


  Rhett exhaled and released her wrist. “Want to go for a drive?” he asked.


  She looked around his arm to the police cruiser parked across the street. It was covered in black ravens and there were more flying in.


  “Is that your car?” she asked.


  “Yeah,” Rhett said, sighing. Even with a three hundred horsepower engine, the birds still managed to find him.


  She pushed past him, slamming her tiny shoulder into his thick bicep.


  “Let’s go.”


   


  three


   


   


  “You’re pretty fast with that,” Rhett said, watching her as she sewed her clothes up. Her tiny hands were moving in a blur as she reattached a long tear in the ripped up jeans that she was wearing.


  “When you shift as often as I do, you learn how to sew real good, real fast,” she said, tying the thread into a knot and starting on another tear.


  Rhett turned the corner, smiling to himself as the angry flock of birds disappeared in his rearview mirror. “What’s your name?”


  “What’s yours?” she snapped back. Something was telling Rhett that this girl would always be on the offensive.


  “Rhett,” he answered softly. “Rhett Jones.”


  She lowered her chin as she turned her eyes back to her jeans. “I’m Joan. Joan Heller.”


  “Joan?” Rhett asked, turning to look at her with a smile on his lips.


  “I know,” she said, piercing the needle through her jeans, “old lady name, right?”


  “No,” he said with a laugh. “It’s not that. If we got married your name would be Joan Jones.”


  She turned and looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “Are you proposing?” she asked with a blank look on her face. “Because I can save you the trouble. You don’t want to marry a girl like me.”


  But Rhett wasn’t so sure. She was spectacular and he couldn’t get the vision of her perky breasts out of his mind. That sight mixed with the sweet smell of her perfume in the car was enough to start driving him crazy.


  “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Joan,” Rhett said, trying hard to keep his eyes on the road and not on the beautiful girl sitting beside him.


  She let out a soft laugh as she sewed. “My mother named me after Joan of Arc. She thought that she was a good influence for me. She wanted me to be a strong, independent woman.” She shook her head as she stabbed her torn jeans with the needle. “I don’t think she expected me to take it this far.”


  Rhett smiled as he listened. She was definitely a strong, independent woman.


  “Joan of Arc got burned alive when she was nineteen-years-old,” she said, pulling out the needle. “I’m twenty-two so I guess I have her beat so far.”


  “Wasn’t she declared a saint by the pope?” Rhett asked.


  Joan sighed. “Well, she’s got me beat there. Nobody is ever going to call me a saint. A monster or a demon yes, but saint, no.”


  Rhett squeezed the wheel as he listened. His heart went out to this girl. He wanted to help her.


  “I’ve never seen anything like your bear,” he said, taking a deep breath. “Her energy just radiates dominance.”


  “She does that,” Joan said, huffing out a breath. “She loves to fight. Not so good at cocktail parties but she thrives in a brawl.”


  “It must be hard,” Rhett said, glancing over at her. “Living with a frustrated animal like that?”


  “I’m used to it,” she said, sighing as she turned towards the window. “The loneliness is the real killer. I’ve been traveling from town to town, trying to find a home but always coming up short. I heard that Colwood, Montana is the new safe spot for shifters but I think I’m better off alone. The more shifters around, the angrier my bear gets.”


  Rhett could see that she was tired of fighting. The dark rings under her eyes, the sound of defeat in her voice. She was close to giving up and letting the animal inside take over.


  He couldn’t let her give up. She was hurting and in pain, but he could tell that there was good in her too.


  Rhett pulled the car over to the side of the road and put it in park. “I know it’s tough,” he said, turning in the seat to face her. “I felt your bear’s power. It must be overwhelming.”


  Her chin trembled as she stared out of the windshield. “I can feel her taking over me,” she said with a shaky voice. “Even when I’m in my human form. She’s taken everything from me and now she’s trying to take the only thing I have left. My humanity.”


  Rhett reached out and took her small hand in his to comfort her. To his surprise, she didn’t rip her hand away. She just squeezed his back.


  “Every time that I phase,” she said, her voice low and full of fear, “she pushes me down farther and farther until I’m not sure if I can get back out.” She wiped her wet eyes with the back of her free hand. “One day she’ll take over. And I’ll be her prisoner.”


  “I can help you,” Rhett said, looking into her watery eyes. “I can calm her energy, help you keep her in control.”


  He reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a business card. “Here,” he said, handing it to her. “Call me anytime. If she starts to act up, I can rush over and calm her for you.”


  “Okay,” she said, taking the card. “Wait a second,” she said, looking at it closely. “This says, Angela Connor, Professional Realtor.”


  Rhett rubbed his goatee. “I wrote my cell phone number on the back,” he said, feeling embarrassed. “My business cards are in the mail.”


  She raised an eyebrow as she looked at him with her piercing amber eyes. “How long have you been doing this?”


  “It’s my first day,” he answered with a laugh.


  “Really?” she said, smiling wide.


  It was the first time that he saw her smile and the sight was making him lightheaded.


  “Yeah,” he said and they both laughed.


  “And you’re stuck with a psycho like me?” she said, shaking her head. “I’m so sorry.”


  “It’s fine,” he said, locking eyes with hers. “I’m having fun.”


  She smiled back at him and Rhett could feel his heart pounding in his chest as they shared a little moment. Something passed between them, filling the car with electricity.


  Joan turned away before it burned him. “Are these the same birds from outside of the restaurant?” she asked leaning down to look up into the sky. “Man, they really like your car.”


  Rhett sighed as a big fat raven landed on the hood of the car and glared at him with accusing eyes.


  “There’s so many of them,” she said, looking out of the windshield. “Are they following us?”


  “I don’t know,” Rhett lied as he threw the car into drive. He grinned at the raven as he hit the gas and it flew into the air, cawing angrily.


  He smiled as he saw the cloud of dark birds get smaller in the rearview mirror. I love this car!


  “Can I drive you somewhere?” Rhett asked as they rolled down the road.


  Joan was looking up at the breathtaking mountains and Rhett was looking down at her breathtaking legs.


  “I have nowhere to go,” she said, folding her hands in her lap. Rhett was tempted to take her hand again but he knew that this time she would probably slap his hand away. “I just got in town and like I said, I heard this was a safe haven for shifters. I don’t know what I was expecting.”


  Rhett nodded as he rubbed his thigh. “You heard right,” he said. “Colwood is a safe haven for shifters.” He was a shifter cop now and would make sure of that. “What do you need?”


  The radio crackled on, interrupting them. “Rhett,” Loretta said through the speaker, “are you there?”


  Rhett picked up the handset and clicked the button. “Roger.”


  “Hi, Roger,” Loretta said. “Can you get Rhett, please?”


  Rhett glanced over at Joan and they both laughed. “Sure,” Rhett said, changing his voice. “Just a second.”


  He clicked off the handset and waited for a few seconds while Joan giggled beside him.


  “Hello,” he said, clicking the button again. “Rhett speaking. What can I do for you, Loretta?”


  “We have a disturbance call of a lion fighting a bear,” she explained. “It’s the new guys. The Wilde Crew.”


  Rhett groaned. He wasn’t finished helping Joan and she really needed his help.


  “Where are Nathan and Emry?” he asked, the annoyance thick in his voice. “I’m still on the last call.”


  “They went to the movies,” she said.


  Rhett almost crushed the handset in his hand. “Say again.” Maybe he had heard it wrong.


  “They went to the movie theater,” she repeated. “They told me to call back in two hours.”


  Rhett gritted his teeth and squeezed his hand into a fist so hard that it hurt.


  “Looks like I’m not the only one with control issues,” Joan whispered with a laugh.


  “I’m on a call,” he repeated, getting more and more pissed off. He was going to kill those idiot Chevy brothers.


  Joan touched his forearm, calming him at once. “I’ll go with you,” she said. “I have nowhere else to go.”


  Rhett stared into her gorgeous amber eyes until he started nodding. He raised the handset to his mouth and clicked the button on. “I’ll be right there.”


  “And Rhett,” Loretta said, her voice sounding stern. “I don’t know who that Roger guy is but keep him off the police frequency.”


  Rhett just shook his head. “You got it, Loretta. Sorry about that.”


  Joan was laughing at him as he hooked the handset back on the radio. “She’s a smart one.”


  Rhett chuckled. “I had asked her where she lived and she told me up the street from the corner of walk and don’t walk.”


  Joan burst out laughing. She covered her mouth with her hand as she looked at him with smiling eyes. Rhett couldn’t help but join in.


  She was adorable. Ferocious and out of control, but adorable nonetheless.


  He turned on the next street and flicked on the lights and siren. The Wilde Crew were the idiots who got themselves caught on the video camera that played around the world, outing shifters everywhere. They had bought some land on the outskirts of Colwood and had been causing trouble ever since.


  Their alpha was gone and they were constantly fighting with the lack of leadership in their crew. Rhett’s cousin Tyler had told him all about it.


  His pulse started kicking into gear. This was a real call with several deadly animals. He was about to see what he was capable of, but that’s not what was making him nervous. Joan would be watching. And he really didn’t want to fuck things up in front of her.


  “It’s here,” he said, pulling off of the main road. The ranch was beautiful, but they all were in this area of Montana. The beauty stopped there. Four rundown mobile home trailers were scattered across the field in various states of disrepair. One was resting on a pile of phone books.


  “Wow, this is nice,” Rhett said as he parked on the grass. “I wonder if they-are you okay?” he asked suddenly, turning to Joan. She was sitting as stiff as a corpse but her whole body was trembling. Her eyes were locked ahead as her breathing came out in ragged gasps.


  Rhett’s pulse sped up when he turned to where she was looking. It was an all out brawl. Two grizzly bears, a wolf, and a lion all going at it in a vicious fight. He cringed as the powerful lion swatted the ass of the wolf, sending him yelping away.


  “Breathe,” Rhett said, turning back to Joan. “Slowly. In and out.”


  “I wasn’t expecting this,” she said, gripping onto the handle of the door as her fingernails began extending into long sharp claws. “They’re so dysfunctional. My bear is screaming to come out and dominate them.”


  Rhett had to act fast before she turned his new car inside out. He jumped out of the car and took one last glance at her through the window and saw a flash of brown fur.


  Oh shit.


  “Hey!” he shouted at the snarling animals. “Colwood police department!”


  Rhett reached in his pocket for his badge but came up empty. Damn, in the car. Well, it was his first day after all. He was bound to make some mistakes.


  But his biggest mistake was about to take place. The four wild animals stopped their fighting and turned to him with vicious growls and snarled teeth.


  They dropped their fights with each other at once and turned together, walking in a straight line to face the outsider as a team.


  Rhett was outnumbered four to one while his so-called backup were elbow deep in bowls of buttery popcorn, probably watching Jim Carey selling out for a big paycheck.


  He took a step back as they stalked forward with their heads hung low and the fur on their backs standing straight up.


  “Phase back, please,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady. He had never fought four shifters at the same time before.


  And Joan was watching. He really didn’t want her to have to come out and save his ass.


  “Alright,” he whispered to himself, flexing his muscular arms. “Let’s do this.”


   


  four


   


   


  “Focus. Breathe. Come on Joanie,” Joan said, staring at the smudge on the dashboard. Her bear was really testing her limits now.


  She closed her eyes and focused on her breathing. In. One, two, three. Out. One, two, three.


  Rhett had been so nice to her. She didn’t want to repay him by gutting the inside of his new car on his first day on the job. But it wasn’t looking too good.


  Her grizzly was losing it with all of these unchecked animals running wild. She could feel her bear surging forward, trying to rip out of her skin to get to them.


  “Don’t phase, don’t phase,” Joan repeated to herself under her breath. It was her new mantra. She said it all of the time but her dominant bear wasn’t big on taking orders.


  “Oh no,” she gasped as her bear charged to the surface, nearly breaking through. Joan clenched every muscle in her body as tight as she could, fighting and pushing her furious bear back down.


  A low grumble erupted from deep inside her as her bear sunk back inward, completely pissed off. Joan gasped a breath of air as she grabbed the handle of the door with shaking hands.


  That was a close one. She had sprouted some fur.


  She swallowed hard as she focused on her breathing once again, trying to calm the raging beast inside her.


  Joan knew her bear and she would try to lunge out again any second now, and this time, she wouldn’t be able to hold her back.


  “Phase back, please,” the sexy shifter cop shouted at the fighting animals.


  It caught Joan’s attention. Everything about Rhett had caught her attention.


  He had a dark, dangerous look to him with his jet black hair and matching goatee. His eyes were deep and haunting, but Joan could tell that this mysterious skin shifter had a good heart. He seemed kind and sweet and that made him that much sexier.


  She grinned as he flexed his arms, the hot tattoos on his thick forearms looking better than ever. He had a beautiful body, big and muscular, and there was an attraction between them. She could tell that he felt the same way by the heated look in his eye when he was watching her on the roof. She liked having his stunning eyes on her naked body. It didn’t bother her in the least.


  When someone shifted as often as Joan did, they got pretty comfortable with being naked.


  The wolf, two grizzlies, and the lion all turned to Rhett with a snarl.


  Joan forgot all about her bear who seemed just as preoccupied with the scene in front of them as she was. The animals who were all fighting each other turned to the skin shifter, all forgetting their quarrels to fight as one.


  Four wild animals against one? He didn’t stand a chance.


  Joan tried to open the door but it was locked from the outside. “Come on,” she said, holding the handle and banging the door with her tiny shoulder but it wouldn’t budge.


  Cop cars usually locked from the outside and Joan had been so shaken up when she got in that she must not have noticed Rhett locking the door behind her. Well, he was the one about to pay for that little breach of trust, not her.


  The huge lion shook his beautiful golden mane and snarled as he stepped forward on massive paws. The grizzly bears were big as well, but not nearly as big as Joan’s. Her bear could submit both of them while riding a tricycle.


  The wolf was the smallest and least threatening of the four but even he was no joke. He bounced around between the animals, wagging his tail like a happy dog who was just asked if he wanted a cookie.


  Joan was expecting Rhett to run back into the car and peel out of here but to his credit, he held his ground. His dark eyes narrowed on the animals as they rushed forward.


  “Let’s see what you got, sexy,” Joan whispered.


  Rhett’s body stiffened and froze, unmoving as the animals charged.


  “Why are you not-oh,” Joan said, her lips parting as she watched. His dark eyes turned a creepy white, glowing from within.


  She jerked her head to the side and watched the four animals as they approached. The lion turned and out of nowhere smacked the larger grizzly with a heavy paw.


  The grizzly roared in outrage and then sunk his deadly jaws into the lion’s hind leg. The lion yelped and turned, sinking his sharp teeth into the attacking bear’s shoulder.


  Joan smiled. Clever cop. He had slid into the skin of the lion and controlled him for the second it took to start the fight.


  Rhett seemed to slide into the wolf’s skin next because the wolf lunged on the second, smaller grizzly, and bit down on the soft skin under the bear’s front leg. The bear opened his mouth and hollered, turning towards the wolf with murder in his eyes. He lunged on the dog and the two of them rolled to the side in a blur of brown and gray.


  Joan smiled as she turned back to Rhett. He was talented. But then, anyone who could shut down her dominant bear had to be.


  The glowing white in his eyes vanished and returned to normal. He turned to her with a smirk and Joan gave him a little clap. He was good.


  Impressive even.


  The four animals were all fighting each other again, snapping, swatting, biting, and attacking every limb, body or head they could reach.


  Joan clenched her body again as her bear reacted. The lack of command among them was infuriating her bear, making her crazy.


  She always had to extend her dominance over the other animals in her environment. She was a real bitch. A crazy cunt of a bear.


  The lion broke away from the brawl and began shaking until he phased into his human form. The man was gorgeous. Long blonde hair falling over his round shoulders, a massive rock hard chest with the beautiful muscular body to match. His smooth skin was a golden color that matched his lion perfectly. His eyes the color of honey.


  Joan’s eyes dropped down his abs and she took a quick glance at his long cock hanging between his muscular legs as he turned and looked at the long gash in the back of his calf that was bleeding down his leg. His face twisted in anger as he inspected the wound that was already healing.


  He had a strong jaw, wide smooth lips and a face that would be perfect to gaze at while sitting by a fire in a cozy cottage while it snowed outside.


  She finally turned away from the naked lion shifter when the other guys started phasing into their human forms as well.


  The smaller bear phased into a slim man with a tough face and hard, slender muscles. He was covered in cheap tattoos that suited him perfectly.


  The man who burst out of the larger bear was hot with large, round muscles and a gentle face. The wolf shifter was the last to phase. The smallest of the four and the most energetic from the look of it. He slapped the arm of the smaller bear shifter as his mouth raced. “Why did you bite me, Ashton?” he asked, bouncing from foot to foot.


  “Because you bit me first, you moron,” Ashton snapped, turning to him with a growl. “What did you expect, Rory?”


  “It wasn’t his fault,” the lion shifter said in a deep purring voice. He pointed at Rhett with a fierce look. “He did it.”


  Rhett took a step back and raised his chin as the four guys glared at him. “I’m with the police,” Rhett said. “I need you all to relax.”


  “How did you do that?” the wolf shifter Rory asked. “That was awesome!”


  “Rory,” Ashton said, rolling his eyes. “Will you shut up?”


  “Yeah,” the lion shifter said, narrowing his eyes on Rhett. “How did you do that?”


  Rhett ignored the question. “We had a disturbance call,” he said, his voice sounding very stern and official. “Consider this your first warning. Shifters are welcome in the town of Colwood but keep your animals in check and no more fighting.”


  The tatted up bear shifter Ashton rolled his head to the side as he cracked his knuckles. “You may be able to control our animals but you can’t control us,” he said, glaring at Rhett.


  Joan could see Rhett swallow hard as the man moved forward in a threatening manner.


  “Let’s see how well you can fight all four of us in our pink skins.”


  The four of them turned to Rhett and began closing in on him. The shifter cop might have had a few tricks up his tight sleeves when the guys were in their animal forms but this was different. Joan didn’t think that he could control humans and by the panicked look on his face, she was probably right.


  He was going to get his ass kicked.


  Her furious grizzly bear rushed forward and this time, Joan let her come. Sorry about the car, dude. But you’re the one who locked me in.


  Nobody caged Joan’s bear. She was too wild for that.


  The boys reached Rhett as her fingertips seared and her bones started to snap.


  “My turn,” she whispered as her enraged grizzly bear ripped out of her.


   


   


  ***


   


   


  There were four deadly shifters approaching Rhett but he still took his eyes off of them to look at his car. It was shaking like Kim Fox at a Justin Beiber concert.


  “Oh shit,” he whispered as her tiny arms swelled and turned a vicious brown.


  He quickly glanced at the four guys but they were also staring in the car with wide eyes and open mouths. They all jumped back as the windshield shattered and a furious grizzly bear burst out of the police cruiser, ripping the roof of the car up like a cheap can of tuna.


  Every hair on Rhett’s body stood up as the bear clawed out of his destroyed car, glaring at the four men with the most intense eyes that he had ever seen.


  There was a collective gasp among them as they began to recoil in fear, staring at the dominant grizzly with terrified eyes.


  “Hey, cop,” the big bear shifter said nervously. “You can control animals. Calm her down.”


  Rhett just smirked, crossing his arms over his muscular chest as the bear climbed down the car, denting the hood under her massive paws.


  Pure alpha energy radiated off of her like nothing Rhett had ever seen before. She was magnificent. Wild and out of control, but utterly magnificent.


  Rhett watched with his pulse racing as Joan’s bear walked towards them on strong, confident paws. Her head was lowered, her intense challenging eyes ripping into the boys, taking away all of their bravado and courage.


  They didn’t stand a chance against her but they were even stupider than Rhett had given them credit for.


  “Come on guys,” the lion shifter said, planting his feet and flexing his muscular arms. “We can’t let an outsider female push her dominance on us.”


  “Why not?” the wolf shifter asked, watching the bear in wonder.


  Ashton slapped the back of his head. “I better see a wolf in three seconds,” he said before letting his bear rip free.


  The four of them phased back into their animals and circled Joan’s much larger grizzly bear. Rhett was so focused on the scene that he didn’t notice the three then four ravens landing on the roof of his smashed car. His birds had found him. They always found him eventually.


  With a roar, Joan’s bear attacked, lashing out with devastating paws and skin-shredding teeth.


  Rhett watched her move with his heart hammering in his chest. She fought like a true alpha, beating and dominating every animal that she touched. The larger grizzly was the first to fall and then the wolf, whimpering as it rolled on its back in submission.


  Rhett could have stopped the fight there, sliding from animal skin to animal skin, calming their energies and deescalating the fight, but he thought this might be better for them. Maybe it was exactly what they needed.


  The Wilde Crew seemed like they needed a strong dominant shifter over them to chill them out. And maybe Joan needed subordinates under her to calm her bear.


  So Rhett just leaned on the car, taking a front row seat as he watched the epic fight go down.


  The smaller grizzly lowered its head and slunk away in submission after a hard smack and cringing bite from the dominant grizzly.


  The lion was the last one on his paws. He roared as they circled each other, shaking his long golden mane that would soon be matted in his own blood if he wasn’t careful. What is he doing? He couldn’t possibly win.


  And he didn’t.


  Joan’s bear lunged onto him, easily rolling over him with her powerful body. She gave him a chance to submit but when he lashed out at her, she really let him have it.


  She postured up on her hind legs, and then dropped down, landing with two crushing paws on the lion’s body, pinning him to the ground. She opened her savage jaws and brought them down on the lion’s neck in warning.


  The lion finally rolled over, submitting to the bear.


  Now it was Rhett’s turn to clap.


  The heavy bear stepped off of the lion and he sprang back up to his paws, shaking his head angrily.


  Rhett sighed as he looked over at his brand new police car. Kylee was going to kill him. It was totaled.


  There goes any hopes of a raise.


  He reached in through the shattered windshield and grabbed Joan’s shredded clothes off of the seat as the boys phased back, one by one.


  He made sure that her small sewing kit was in her pocket as he waited for her to phase back as well.


  “That was awesome!” the wolf shifter, Rory, shouted when Joan’s grizzly was tucked safely back inside of her small frame.


  Rhett hurried to block her naked body from the eyes of the men. She didn’t seem to care but he did. He didn’t want anyone’s eyes on her body but his.


  “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice and body calmer than ever. She took the shredded clothes and got dressed quickly as Rhett tried to be a gentleman and not look. But his lustfulness overtook his politeness for a brief second and he stole a glance at her bare breasts. Fuck, she’s hot.


  Rhett stepped away when she was as covered as she was gonna get.


  “You guys need an alpha,” Rhett said to the boys who were standing there, still looking like they were in shock. “What happened to yours?”


  They all looked away, rubbing the backs of their necks or shifting their weight from foot to foot nervously.


  “He joined the circus,” Rory said with a nod.


  Ashton looked at the wolf shifter and rolled his eyes.


  “It doesn’t matter,” Rhett said. Everyone had things in their past that they weren’t proud of, him included. “Your crew is never going to stop tearing each other to pieces until you have an alpha to calm you.”


  “I should be the alpha,” the lion shifter said with his shoulders back and his head held high.


  “No,” Ashton said with a laugh. “It should be Cole.”


  The larger grizzly bear shifter with the big muscles and gentle face named Cole chuckled. “I don’t want the job. It should be you, Ashton.”


  “Ha!” Ashton said, shaking his head. “You think I want to babysit you three all day?”


  “What about me?” Rory asked, like the younger brother who everyone always ignored.


  The lion shifter stepped forward, his jaw closed tight. “I’ll be the alpha if you guys don’t want it,” he said, his eyes shining angrily.


  “No,” Cole said again, more forcefully this time. “Sorry, but it’s not going to be you, Gunner.”


  Gunner. Rhett made a note to remember the lion shifter’s name. He seemed like trouble.


  “He’s right,” Ashton said, “It can’t be you, Gunner.”


  “Fuck you guys,” Gunner snapped back. “We’ll fight for it.”


  “What about me?” Rory said again, jumping in the middle of them.


  Gunner rolled his golden eyes. “What about you?”


  Rory frowned. “Don’t I get considered for the position?”


  All three of them laughed. Rory grunted. “Or at least get a say in who the alpha will be?”


  Gunner sighed as he turned to the energetic wolf shifter. “Look, Rory,” he said in a condescending tone. “You can let the family dog hang around and make him a part of the family, but when you’re having a family meeting, the dog doesn’t get a say in the matter.”


  Rory smiled as he listened. “Thank you, Gunner,” he said with a nod. “That’s nice of you to say.”


  “That wasn’t a compliment you moron,” Cole said, exhaling in frustration.


  “Well,” Rory said, crossing his arms. “I’m part of the crew and I get a say. I think the alpha should be her.”


  Ashton and Cole burst out laughing as Rory pointed to Joan.


  Gunner just shook his head, his long blonde hair waving from side to side. “No. Not going to happen.”


  Rhett could feel Joan’s tiny body tighten beside him. “It will if I decide it will,” she snapped at them. That shut them right up.


  “Why not?” Rory asked, looking from shifter to shifter. “She’s tough as shit. No one will mess with us if we have a dominant grizzly like her. Didn’t you guys feel her power? It was insane!”


  The guys swallowed hard as they glanced at each other. None of them could deny that part. Joan’s power was off the charts.


  “We’re already the butt of every shifter joke,” Gunner said with a frown.


  “There are shifter jokes?” Rory muttered, looking confused.


  “Who is a bear shifter’s favorite singer?” Ashton whispered to the wolf shifter. Rory shrugged. “Taylor Shift.”


  Rory laughed a high pitched laugh. “I like Katie Bear-y personally.”


  “See, this is what I mean,” Gunner said, flashing Ashton and Rory a dirty look. “We’re the biggest fuck-ups ever. We’re the ones who blew the biggest secret ever, outing every shifter on the planet. And if that wasn’t enough, we killed our own alpha.”


  Rhett’s ears perked up at that one.


  “And now you want to add a female alpha to that?” he said, pointing at Joan with a sour look on his face.


  “On second thought,” Joan said, walking to the passenger side door of the trashed car. “I don’t want to be the alpha to a bunch of losers like you guys. Later.” She opened the door and climbed inside.


  The four naked men turned to Rhett, waiting for him to say something.


  “It was nice to meet you guys,” he said, rubbing his goatee as his mind raced. “Just keep it down. And no more fighting.”


  He hurried into the car, wiping the broken glass off of his seat before sitting down. I hope this works. He turned the key in the ignition and the car groaned to life, shaking and vibrating violently.


  A few more ravens landed on the dented hood as he turned to Joan. “Are you okay?”


  “Peachy,” she said, staring forward. “Let’s get the fuck out of here."
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  “Are you sure you don’t mind?” Joan asked as Rhett shook out the thin comforter and laid it on the sofa in the basement. He stepped back and cursed under his breath when he looked down at the pathetic sight. There was water dripping into a bucket in the corner and the couch was all springs and metal bars.


  Joan deserved better than this. But it was all that Rhett could offer. He was still trying to get back on his feet after leaving Creston Falls and he would have to stay in this shit hole of a house for a while longer. At least until a few of his paychecks started piling up.


  “You can stay as long as you’d like,” he said, running a hand through his dark hair as he turned around. He was too embarrassed to look her in the eyes. She deserved the finest mattress and softest blankets on the planet, and all he had to give was the crappy couch and old blanket that the previous tenants didn’t bother to take.


  “I’m sorry it’s not much,” he said with a sigh. “It’s only temporary. I just started the job like I told you and I’m trying to save up for a-”


  “You don’t have to explain,” she said, interrupting him. She walked past him, gently brushing her shoulder across his chest. Fuck, she smells good.


  She curled up on the sofa and pulled the thin faded blanket over her. “It’s a lot more than I have.”


  “Well, it’s yours as long as you’d like it,” he said, pulling the blanket up to her chin and tucking her in. She reached a delicate hand out from under the blanket and squeezed his hand. “Thank you, Rhett.”


  Rhett smiled, letting her hold onto his hand as long as she liked. “No problem. Get some sleep.”


  He turned the lights off on the way up the creaky stairs. It was only early afternoon but Joan hadn’t slept a full night’s sleep in weeks, she had told him. He insisted on her taking a nap and she didn’t put up much of a fight, except when he offered her his room. She had refused that, insisting on sleeping in the basement instead.


  Rhett spent the next four hours scrubbing and cleaning every inch of the house. He even scrubbed the peanut butter off of the machete and threw the dead possum into the garbage. It was starting to rot anyway.


  “Wow!” Nathan gasped when he and Emry walked in after a long hard day of watching movies and eating popcorn. “This place looks like a five-star hotel.”


  Rhett wouldn’t have gone that far. It looked decent and livable but it was still a long way off from being more than a one-star hotel at best.


  “Why are you cleaning?” Emry asked as he walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge. “Hey! Where’s my possum?” He turned to Rhett with a glare. “You didn’t eat it did you?”


  Rhett was standing there, staring at them with his fists digging into his hips. “You two went to the movies today?” he asked, his voice tight and fierce.


  “Yeah,” Nathan said with a big smile as he plopped down on the couch. “We saw two of them.”


  He grabbed the remote off of the coffee table and turned on the black and white TV. “I’m exhausted.”


  Rhett ripped the remote out of his hand and turned off the TV. “You idiots!” he screamed, slamming the remote control back onto the coffee table. “You can’t go to the movies during work hours!”


  “Why not?” Nathan asked, jerking his head back in shock. “What’s the point of having a job outside of the office where the boss can’t see you if you’re not going to blow off work all day?”


  “I’m your boss!” Rhett said, poking his own chest with his finger.


  Nathan and Emry looked at each other and burst out laughing.


  “The Sheriff put me in charge,” Rhett snapped back.


  “Sure she did,” Nathan said, grabbing the remote off of the table and clicking on the TV.


  “No offense, Rhett,” Emry said, tossing Nathan a beer. “But the day I have to take orders from you, is the day that I shove a screwdriver into my forehead.”


  Rhett just sighed as he sat down beside Nathan. He grabbed the beer from his hand and cracked it open, taking a long swig as Nathan complained.


  “I need the place to myself tonight,” Rhett said, thinking of the sleeping beauty in the basement. “I’ll let this go if you two beat it.”


  “Why do you need the place to yourself?” Joan asked with a smirk on her sexy lips.


  Rhett sprang up off the couch, spilling beer on his lap. He hadn’t heard or seen her come up. “Joan,” he said, placing the beer can on the coffee table. Nathan snatched it back and took a long sip. “How was your sleep?”


  “It was good,” she said, walking past him into the kitchen. Emry’s jaw dropped open as she stepped past him to the pot that was simmering on the stove. She opened the lid and dunked her finger inside of the spaghetti sauce that Rhett was cooking. It was his grandmother’s secret recipe and he was making it to impress Joan.


  She slowly puckered her lips as she sucked the sauce off her fingertip. “Yummy,” she said, licking her lips. “I like it hot and spicy.”


  Emry let out a groan as Nathan dropped his beer on the carpet. The huge skin shifter just stared at Joan, not peeling his eyes off of her to pick up the can that was pouring out onto the floor.


  Rhett’s heart was hammering in his chest as she leaned back on his stove and locked eyes with him. “So, why do you need the place to yourself?” she asked, still smirking. “Hot date?”


  Rhett let out a deep breath. He grabbed the can of beer off of the carpet and tossed a rag onto the puddle, soaking up the spilled beer. “If you spent five minutes with these guys, you’d want the place to yourself too. Believe me.”


  “Okay,” she said with a grin as she turned to Emry. “Let’s try it.”


  Emry’s jaw was still hanging open, gawking at her as drool slid down his chin.


  “What’s your name?” she asked him.


  He closed his mouth and wiped the drool off of his chin with his sleeve. “Emry,” he said with a shaky voice. He leaned forward, his voice low. “Is that for real? Is your bear really that dominant?”


  Joan’s shoulders dropped and she turned back to Rhett with a look of disbelief on her face. “I see what you mean.” She grabbed a glass from the cupboard, wiped it on her shirt, and then filled it with water. “I’m going to go back downstairs.”


  All three boys just stared at her, their heads following her like a room full of cats following a red laser on the wall.


  She closed the door to the basement and they stood in silence as they heard her walking down the stairs.


  “Is she staying here?” Emry asked.


  “I should tell her she’s welcome to sleep in my bed,” Nathan said, still staring at the closed door.


  Jealous heat raged through Rhett. He took a deep breath, calming himself before he clocked Nathan in the jaw.


  “Nobody do anything,” Rhett said, squeezing his hand into a fist. “She’s going to stay here and she’s off limits.”


  “I love her,” Nathan said, clutching his chest.


  Emry grinned. “I think you’re going to have to fight Rhett for her. Look how red he is.”


  “I’m not red,” Rhett shot back, turning to hide his burning cheeks. “I hate you guys.”


  He bull-rushed past them and grabbed a pot from the pantry. He quickly cooked the spaghetti noodles, made Joan a plate, and went down to the basement.


  Her eyes widened as big as the plate in his hands when she saw the food that he had for her. “I’m so hungry,” she said as he set her up on the old broken washing machine.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, dusting off an old bar stool for her.


  “Please stop apologizing,” she said, slipping on the stool and staring at the plate with wide hungry eyes. “You’re doing so much for me. It’s sweet.”


  Rhett leaned on the wall and watched her devour the pasta. He smiled as a wild noodle slapped red sauce across her cheek and she didn’t stop shoveling food into her mouth to wipe it off.


  “So where are you from, Joan?” he asked. He wanted to know everything about her. He had a million questions to ask and he was dying to hear the answer to every single one.


  “This little town in Kentucky called Screeton,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s basically the armpit of the state.”


  Rhett laughed. “Sounds nice.”


  “It’s not,” she said abruptly. “And the people are mean. I hated it.”


  She took a deep breath as she pushed her empty plate away. “Those things that you can do,” she said, staring at her fingernail. “Where did you learn how to do that?”


  “I didn’t learn it,” Rhett said, resting his head on the wall. “My people can just do it. Like you know how to bring out your bear, we can just do it.”


  “I never bring out my bear,” she whispered. “The bitch just comes out whenever she feels like it.”


  “How is the bitch doing?” he asked, smiling at her. She seemed a lot better. Joan wasn’t shaking anymore and she looked relatively normal if you could ignore the sewn up cuts and rips all over her clothes.


  Joan slowly looked up until she met his eyes. “She’s never been like this before. This calm. I was just wondering if I could learn to do what you can do. It was the only thing that has ever calmed her.”


  Rhett took a deep breath as he watched her with his heart pounding. “It was partly me,” he said softly. “And it was partly from her dominating the Wilde Crew.”


  She shook her head. “She’s dominated other animals before and it didn’t have this calming effect on her.”


  “But she never dominated a whole crew,” Rhett said. He wanted to bite his tongue and hold back the next words but she needed to hear them. He didn’t want her to leave. He wanted her to stay with him forever. “I think your bear needs to be the alpha of a crew.”


  He was expecting her to laugh but she just turned and stared at the empty plate of spaghetti with a blank look on her face.


  “Want to go get a drink?” she asked after a minute of silence.


  “Are you going to be my hot date?” Rhett asked, holding his breath as he waited for her answer.


  “Sure,” she said, jumping off the stool. “But that means you’re paying.”
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  “Hey, Mikki,” Rhett said as the pregnant waitress waddled over. Joan liked her jet black hair with the bright blue streaks snaking through it. She looked like she was going to be a cool mom.


  “Ugh,” she said with a heavy sigh as she grabbed onto the empty chair at their table. “Good to see you, Rhett. Congrats on the job. We need some control for all of these shifters coming into town. They can get pretty wild and I’m too pregnant to have the patience to deal with all of their animal bullshit.”


  Joan’s eyes dropped to the sticky table. She was exactly the kind of shifter that she was talking about. More trouble than they were worth.


  Rhett nodded proudly at the waitress. “We’re working hard to keep everything in order,” he said with a nod. “You look beautiful by the way. Pregnancy really suits you.”


  She looked down at her big belly that was barely contained in her tight black top. “Thanks,” she said with a smile. “Now I know why bear shifters like girls with curvy thighs. Their babies are huge. I’m only five months pregnant and I look like I’m carrying triplets.”


  “You look great,” Joan added, smiling at the waitress. She took their orders, two draft beers, and waddle away.


  “She’s married to a bear shifter named Hannibal Vega,” Rhett explained. “Really smart guy. I’m sure you’ll meet him eventually.”


  Joan took in a deep breath as she took a coaster in her hand and started picking at the edges. “Does that mean I’m welcome to stay in your town, Officer Jones?”


  Rhett’s dark eyes settled on her and the sexy look that he gave her made her chest flutter. “As long as I’m in Colwood,” he said, reaching out and placing his strong hand on hers, “you’ll be welcome here. And you’ll have a place to stay.”


  She slowly pulled her hand away and dropped her eyes back down to the table. “Thank you,” she whispered. Her nerve endings were tingling at his words. Joan had never been welcome in a place for very long, so it was nice to hear.


  The waitress returned with their beers and Joan stole a quick glance at Rhett as he thanked her. He was a good guy. She could tell. He was the type of guy who she should be with. The type of guy that she needed.


  Joan had always been attracted to the bad boy type, but it had gotten her nothing but frustration and broken hearts. It was time to put all of that behind her and pick a sweet guy for a change. It was time to grow up.


  “So what made you want to be a shifter cop?” she asked, taking a sip of her cold beer. It was in a frosted mug like she loved. Joan could tell that she would be a regular at the bar. It was called the Call of the Wild Bar, the name suited her perfectly.


  “The money,” Rhett said with a laugh. “But more than that. I was in a position of power in my youth and it didn’t go too well.”


  “It rarely does,” Joan said, taking another sip. Her vicious bear had taught her all about the corrupting force that power could yield.


  He told her a little bit about his past. Rhett was one of the higher ups in a skin shifter community called Creston Falls. The leader, his cousin and a skin shifter named Jacob, had led the community with an iron fist and Rhett had been one of his knuckles, until he realized that he had to put a stop to it all. He conspired with Jacob’s brother Tyler, and the two of them, along with Nathan and Emry, put a stop to Jacob’s tyrannical rule.


  Even though Rhett had been instrumental in stopping Jacob, the community still exiled him for his past transgressions. That’s what brought him to Colwood, Montana. He was just another shifter with a tainted past, trying to make things right.


  Joan inched a little closer to him when he finished the story. It was clear that he had felt horrible for his role during the rough years, and was trying to turn his life around and have a positive role in the community for once.


  Joan had to admit that he was doing good so far. He calmed her bear and that was something that she didn’t think was possible. He was definitely having a positive impact in her life.


  But it wasn’t just her bear that he was affecting. It was her. She liked him. He was sweet and fun to be around, and there was definitely potential there.


  “I changed my mind,” she said after he finished his heart warming story.


  “What?” he said, looking at her with worried eyes.


  “I’m paying for the drinks.” She signaled to Mikki for two more and the waitress nodded.


  “We might have to take them to go,” Rhett said, seizing up as he looked at the front door.


  Joan cringed as she turned around. She could already smell who it was.


  The Wilde Crew walked in, the wolf shifter Rory walked in first, bobbing his head to the music. The grizzly bears, Cole and Ashton were next, arguing about something.


  She waited, swallowing hard with anticipation until Gunner walked in a second later. His blonde hair was tied up in a bun on his head and he was looking gorgeous in fitted jeans and a tight white shirt that clung to the curves of his hard muscles.


  His eyes, the color of sweet honey, locked onto her and didn’t let go. She tore her gaze away from him with her heart racing.


  “Maybe that’s a good idea,” she said, smiling awkwardly at Rhett.


  But it was too late. Mikki dropped the fresh cold mugs on the table as Rory bounced over, smiling from ear to ear.


  “Hi, Joan!” he said in his bubbly voice. “I can’t believe you’re here. This is like fate!”


  “Or, it’s because it’s nighttime and this is the only bar in town,” she said as the three other shifters walked over. She smiled at Cole and Ashton but kept her eyes off of Gunner.


  Her instincts were sharp as a samurai’s sword and she knew that cat would be nothing but trouble. She kept her eyes off of him and on Rhett, where they belonged.


  Rory slipped into the empty chair, sitting down uninvited. Rhett shot him a look of annoyance that went right over the wolf shifter’s excited head. “Did you think about our offer?” he asked, tapping his fingers on the table as he stared at her.


  “It wasn’t much of an offer,” she replied. “It seemed like only one of you was on board.”


  Cole crossed his arms over his massive chest. “I’m on board too. Our animals were calm for the first time in ages after you left. We need a strong alpha to keep us in line and as much as I hate to say it, I think you’re the one for the job.”


  “Geez,” she said with a smirk. “Thanks.”


  “He’s right,” Ashton said, shaking his head in disbelief. “As much as I love fighting, it’s no way to run a crew. We could do a lot worse than having the most powerful grizzly that I’ve ever seen in our corner.”


  Rory was bouncing his head up and down like an overexcited Jack Russel Terrier.


  “Is that how everyone feels?” Joan asked, pausing for a second before looking up at Gunner.


  He stared down at her with a heated gaze. She could hear his lion purring inside of him and the sensual sound sent a feeling of warmth flooding through her body.


  Gunner turned away abruptly. “I’ll get a table,” he growled in a deep voice. He turned away and walked to the other side of the bar with his shoulders tight and his hot ass looking even tighter.


  Stop. Look away.


  “So, you’ll do it?” Rory asked, his soft gray eyes full of hope. “You’ll come live with us and be our alpha?”


  Joan swallowed hard as she thought about it for a second. “Would you mind?” she asked, taking a sip of her beer. “I’m on a date right now.”


  Rory turned to Rhett and grinned. He nodded in admiration and Joan had to stifle her laugh when she saw Rhett smiling with pride.


  “Of course,” Rory said, bouncing out of the chair. “Just let us know. You know where we live.”


  “I do,” she said with a smirk. “In that shitty trailer park where all of the out of control animals are constantly fighting.”


  Cole laughed. “That’s the one alright!”


  “Have fun on your date,” Ashton said with a smile. He grinned at Rhett. “Make sure to have our girl home by nine pm.”


  Our girl. She hadn’t said yes and they were already referring to her as their girl.


  She resisted looking over at Gunner as the three boys left, leaving them alone once again.


  Rhett was smiling wide as he looked into his beer.


  “What are you grinning about?” Joan asked with a smirk. But she knew.


  “A date?” he said, his cheeks turning an adorable red. “If I knew, I would have dressed up.”


  Joan took the opportunity to glance over his muscular body. He was wearing a black long sleeved button up shirt that hugged his biceps and made his round shoulders look very tempting.


  “No complaints from me,” she said with a grin. “Except maybe undo one more button on your shirt.”


  He shook his head. “I don’t put out on the first date. If you play your cards right, maybe I’ll undo it on the second date.”


  A second date? Joan hoped that there would be one. She wasn’t one who usually ‘played her cards right,’ like he had said. She was usually the one to flip over the table in the middle of the game.


  They laughed and smiled a lot as they chatted and by the middle of their fourth beer she had was dying to go pee.


  “Hold that thought,” she said, placing her hand on his thick forearm. “I have to piss like a racehorse.”


  He laughed, watching her as she got up. “I’ll save your seat.”


  “Good.” She was having a lot of fun, and in terms of first dates went, this was probably her best ever. She hurried to the bathroom and moaned as she relieved herself in a stall.


  “Don’t fuck it up,” she said to her reflection in the mirror as she fixed her brown hair. “He’s a good guy. And you desperately need a good guy in your life.”


  Just a few hours with Rhett and she could already tell that he was a keeper. If only she could get him to think the same thing about her.


  She puckered her lips and stepped out of the bathroom. A hand grabbed her wrist hard and pulled her into the corner where she was hidden from the people in the bar.


  “What the hell are you doing?” she asked, yanking her hand out of Gunner’s grasp. “Did I not embarrass you and your lion enough today? Want some more?”


  He crossed his arms over his hard chest and looked down at her with those intense honey eyes that always got her blood pumping.


  “I changed my mind,” he said, adding nothing else.


  Joan exhaled hard, glaring into his eyes. He has really nice eyes…for an asshole.


  He licked his lips and took a deep breath when she didn’t reply. “I want you to come live with us.”


  She lifted her chin, never taking her eyes off of his. “As alpha?”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  Her heart was hammering in her chest. She could literally feel it pounding in her ears. Why did his frustrating type always make her body react like that?


  “I’d only be interested if it’s as alpha.”


  Gunner took a deep breath and then his hard eyes softened. “I just want to live near you, so yes. I’d like you to come live with us as our alpha.”


  Joan swallowed hard as she pulled her eyes away from him. She just couldn’t handle the way he was looking at her. She wanted to be with Rhett, no matter what the butterflies in her stomach were telling her.


  She bit her bottom lip as his inviting words replayed in her head. I just want to live near you.


  “I didn’t need your permission,” she said in a harsh voice as her body tensed up. “My bear is strong enough. I could have taken the alpha position if I wanted to.” She lifted her eyes back up to his and the tension in her body disappeared despite herself. “But still,” she whispered. “Thank you.”


  Gunner nodded. “So, are you going to stay with us then?”


  She stepped back and looked over to their table where Rhett was sitting. Hunk number one or hunk number two? Hmmmm.


  “I’ll think about it,” she said, turning back to Gunner.


  She gulped as he stepped in close, his tall muscular body leaning over her and making her eyes widen as her heart skipped a beat.


  He was utterly gorgeous and the cocky aggressive edge that he had to him cut straight to her core, seizing her unexpectedly.


  Gunner leaned in close and lowered his tempting lips a heartbeat away from her ear. “I hope you do,” he whispered in a deep, raspy voice.


  He walked away leaving Joan lightheaded and breathless. Has it always been this hot in here?


  She turned to walk back to her date and froze when she saw Rhett staring right at her. The hurt on his face was clear.


  He had seen everything.
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  Well, that was fast. You already fucked it up.


  Joan gave Rhett a little awkward wave from outside of the bathroom and he just turned away, looking down at the beer mug in his hands. He was hurt. She could see it in his eyes.


  Shit.


  She walked over with a tightness in her stomach. “Hi,” she said as she sat back down. “He was just thanking me for breaking up the fight this morning.”


  Rhett nodded, taking a sip of beer but not saying anything.


  Shit. She felt bad. Joan really liked him and he didn’t deserve to be treated like this on a date, especially one that was going so well until he came.


  Gunner was tempting but she wasn’t about to fall for his type again. He was the hot bad boy who you fall in love with when you’re young and stupid. He’s the type who makes you really appreciate the sweet man who you end up marrying.


  You marry the sweet one.


  Joan had to remember. Rhett was the sweet one.


  He was the one to end up with.


  Her thing for bad boys had to come to an end. It was time to stop.


  She had been addicted to all the wrong things for so long and look where it had brought her. She could have a new start with a nice guy like Rhett. He could help control her bear, she could have a future with a family one day, and stop this horrible life of constantly running from town to town.


  It was time to give up her old ways and start heading towards security and safety. Rhett could provide that for her.


  I’m over the bad boys. She forced herself to say it.


  I’m over the bad boys. Famous last words.


  She glanced over at Gunner as Rhett took a sip of his beer. Of course, the lion shifter’s eyes were on her, watching her, wanting her.


  If Gunner was a book, he’d be the one that you’d throw at the wall, screaming in frustration. Then you’d storm out of the room with your heart pounding only to return a few hours later to sit on the floor and leaf through the rest of its pages.


  Rhett was the type of book that you would curl up on the couch with, wrapped in your favorite blanket in front of the fire and read, smiling all the way through.


  It sounded nice and it was exactly what Joan needed right now, but there was still nothing like a book that could get your heart pumping.


  “Let’s go for a walk,” she said, taking his hand in hers and giving it a squeeze. They were having so much fun before Gunner had interrupted them and ruined the whole vibe. She needed to get this date back on track. She needed to get away from Gunner’s watching eyes.


  “Alright,” he said, pulling out his wallet.


  “No,” she said, pushing his hand back down. “It’s on me, remember?”


  “Do you have enough money on you?” he asked with a grin.


  “Maybe,” she said with a smirk. “But if I shout out go, you jump out of the window. Fast.”


  “Alright,” he said, finishing the rest of his beer with a smile on his lips.


  Joan paid Mikki for the beers at the bar and congratulated her again on her pregnancy. Rhett followed her as she walked out of the bar. She kept her eyes on the floor as she passed the Wilde Crew’s table, but she could feel Gunner’s eyes boring into her.


  It appeared that Rhett could feel it too.


  “Look,” he said when they got outside. “If there’s something between you and Gunner-”


  Joan spun around, stepped on her toes and kissed him. Hard.


  His tight body relaxed as he wrapped his muscular arms around her, melting into the kiss. Who the hell needed a bad boy when the good guy kissed like this?


  Joan finally pulled away, swallowing hard as she licked his taste off of her lips.


  She could hear his heart pounding in his chest, just like hers was.


  “I was going to say,” he said, still holding her body. “That you should definitely pick me.”


  “Done,” she said, reaching up to kiss him again.


  After a few minutes of making out on the side of the bar, she took his hand and pulled him away. It was a gorgeous night with a slight chill in the air that raised the goosebumps on her skin. Or maybe that was the sexy skin shifter by her side.


  “What do you want to do now?” she asked, looking up at the billions of stars in the sky. This tiny town in Montana may not have had a lot of restaurants or shops or places to go, but it definitely had an abundance of stars.


  And ravens. It was weird having an army of black birds following them around, but it was something that she could get used to.


  “Everything is closed,” he said, looking around the dark empty street. “We can go for a walk, or a drive, or kiss again.”


  Joan licked her lips as she stopped walking and stepped into his embrace. “I like the last idea,” she said with a grin.


  Rhett smiled as he leaned in. “I was hoping you were going to say that.”
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  Rhett hurried downstairs and cursed when he opened the new bag of coffee and it exploded onto the kitchen floor.


  He had been up all night thinking of Joan and had only fallen asleep as the sun was coming up. He was in a deep sleep when his alarm clock rang, two hours ago.


  Rhett was already going to get in shit from his new boss, Kylee for the trashed police car, he didn’t need to add being late on his second day of work into the mix.


  Nathan and Emry both walked down, still in their pajamas.


  “What are you still doing here?” Emry asked, looking at the clock on the microwave. The microwave didn’t work but they kept it around for the clock. “You’re going to be late for work.”


  “I am late for work,” he said, tossing the whole bag of coffee into the sink. He’d deal with it later. There wasn’t time for coffee, he’d just have to get some at the Sheriff’s station. “And you guys started an hour ago too. You’re both already late.”


  “Shit!” Emry said, turning to Nathan. “We are late! The movie starts in half an hour!”


  “Crap!” Nathan said as they both rushed up the stairs to get dressed. “I don’t want to miss the previews this time.”


  Just as Rhett grabbed his keys off the hook, Joan walked up from the basement. She was wearing some new clothes that she must have found in the leftover boxes under the stairs. Tight faded jeans with a low-cut purple shirt. She looked incredible.


  Her brown hair was pulled back, showing off her gorgeous face and the long sexy curves of her neck. Any stress of being late and rushing out the door just vanished in her presence. She was all-consuming. He would have been another hour late just to watch her eat cereal.


  “Good morning,” he said, putting his keys back on the hook. “Can I make you breakfast?”


  She smiled, sending his pulse racing. “I didn’t put out and I still get breakfast?”


  He laughed. “You get cereal,” he teased. “When you put out, I’ll make you a whole buffet.”


  She bit her bottom lip as she gave him a heated look. “I can’t wait for that.”


  Rhett gulped. “Neither can I.”


  They had an amazing first date last night that seemed to get better the longer it went on. She had rocked his world with one kiss and Rhett knew that he would never be the same. Not with knowing that a girl like Joan was in the world.


  They had talked for two hours as they walked around the town, gazing up at the stars. This was a girl that he wanted to keep around. He wanted to take it slow, so they agreed to no sex on the first date. In his younger years, Rhett would have tried pushing it but a quick romp in the sack had never led to any meaningful relationship.


  And that’s what he wanted with Joan. A meaningful relationship.


  “Don’t worry about me if you’re leaving,” she said, standing awkwardly in the living room. She raised an eyebrow as she looked up at the ceiling. The heavy stomps of Nathan and Emry rushing around upstairs were booming over her head. “Are you going to work?”


  Rhett glanced back at the closed door. He really should have been in the car already. “Yeah.”


  Joan slid her hands into the back pockets of her jeans as she raised her shoulders. “I can come with you if you want.”


  “Really?” Rhett asked, perking up. He would love that.


  “It beats staying here all day with Beavis and Butthead,” she said, glancing back up at the thumping ceiling.


  They went out to the smashed car with Rhett’s excitement level through the roof. He was going to get to spend the whole day with Joan and nothing, not even getting chewed out by his new boss, was going to stop him from being excited about it.


  They chatted a bit but mostly sat in a comfortable silence as Rhett raced to work with his frustrated ravens disappearing behind them.


  Rhett gulped as he parked the torn up police car next to the three other pristine cars. Let’s get this over with. He was so excited to bring Joan along with him that he didn’t realize that he was bringing her at the worst possible time. Kylee was going to tear him a new one and Joan would be there to watch.


  “Hi, Nathan!” Loretta said, waving at Rhett from the reception desk in the front. She had big square framed glasses and a huge bush of curly blonde hair on her head.


  “It’s, Rhett,” he answered as Joan chuckled beside him.


  Loretta took the chewed up pencil stuck behind her ear and grabbed a notepad. “Okay, let me write that down. Rhett. One T or two?”


  “Two,” Rhett said, smiling as he looked down at Joan giggling. Fuck, that’s a beautiful sight. And one that he hoped to see every day for the rest of his life.


  “Got it,” she said, putting the pencil back behind her ear.


  “Is Kylee in?” Rhett whispered as he leaned over the desk.


  “Kylee!” Loretta screamed. “There is a-” she picked up the notepad and squinted at the name that she just wrote. “Rhett to see you.”


  Rhett gulped as an extremely pregnant Kylee stepped out of her office.


  “Is everyone pregnant in this town?” Joan muttered under her breath. “Is it something in the water?”


  It wasn’t the water supply that was knocking everybody up. It was the testosterone-fused bear shifters running around.


  “Just the man that I wanted to see,” Kylee said, waving him over.


  Joan took a seat in the front as Rhett walked over with a tight chest.


  “I like your hair,” he heard Joan say to Loretta as he walked.


  “Thank you,” Loretta answered. “I perm it using my microwave.”


  “Rhett,” Kylee said as he got to the office. “Come on in. Good job yesterday. I heard that you calmed a grizzly at the steakhouse and got the Wilde Crew to stop fighting. We normally get at least three calls a day complaining about them but we’ve had nothing since you went over.”


  “Great,” he said, sliding into the chair in front of her desk. She doesn’t know about the car.


  “I think this is going to be a good fit,” she said, nodding. “How do you think it went?”


  “Good,” he said, nodding nervously. He just had to come out and say it. “I trashed the car.”


  Her face dropped. “You what?”


  Rhett wasn’t about to blame it on Joan. He would take the heat for it, whatever that meant.


  “The car that you lent me,” he said. “It looks like a crushed soda can.”


  “You’re going to make me get up?” she said, glaring at him with an unamused look on her face. “I’m nine and a half months pregnant and you’re going to make me get up? Damn you,” she cursed as she held onto both creaking arm rests and pushed herself up with a grunt. She waddled out from behind her desk, opened the door and walked to the window that looked out into the parking lot.


  “What the hell?” she screamed. “That’s not a little fender bender. That car is totaled!”


  Rhett swallowed hard as he looked past her to the car. His ravens were landing all over it, finally catching up to him.


  “We don’t have the money in the budget to replace that,” she said, rubbing her forehead. “We spent the last few pennies that we do have on hiring you guys.”


  “Maybe we can hold a bake sale to raise money to fix the car,” Loretta said. “I can bring crackers.”


  “Crackers?” Kylee said, turning to her with an exasperated look on her face. “You’re going to sell forty-six thousand dollars worth of crackers?”


  Loretta stared right at her and then nodded. “Yes.”


  Kylee sighed. “I’m too pregnant for this-” She buckled over, clutching her stomach as her face twisted in pain.


  “Ow,” she said, grabbing onto a chair for support as Rhett rushed over.


  “Are you going into labor?” Joan asked, jumping up and hurrying over.


  “No,” Kylee said. “My water broke. I am in labor.”


  “Okay,” Rhett said, grabbing her and helping her to the floor. “Sit down. Relax.”


  He turned to Joan with his stomach churning. “Have you ever done this before?” he whispered in a panic.


  “Given birth or delivered a baby?” she asked him in a flat voice. “No and no.”


  “Damn it,” he said, dropping to a knee.


  “Is she having a baby?” Loretta asked, hurrying out from behind the desk. “We should call the cops.”


  Rhett just shook his head as he took off his sweater, rolled it up, and placed it under her head.


  “It’s going to be okay,” he said, more for himself than for her.


  Kylee had her eyes squeezed closed. She was breathing quick and shallow breaths as she clutched her stomach in pain.


  “We have to get you to a hospital,” Joan said.


  “No,” Kylee said between breaths. “It’s coming now. I can feel it.”


  Was it too late to go join Nathan and Emry at the movie theater? Rhett wasn’t built for delivering babies.


  “Call the father,” Joan said to Loretta.


  “Good idea,” Loretta said. But she just continued standing there watching.


  “Now,” Joan shouted. Loretta snapped out of it and ran back to her desk to call the baby’s father, Stetson.


  “What do I do?” Rhett said, looking around in a panic.


  “Move,” Joan said, pushing him out of the way. “It’s going to come out of her vagina so we should start by taking her clothes off.”


  Rhett looked away as Joan slid down her tights and underwear.


  “I’ll stay up here,” Rhett said, sitting down by her head and taking her hand. If Stetson found out that he was looking at his wife’s hoo ha, he’d be polar bear lunch.


  Joan was great, guiding Kylee along with encouraging words and a soothing voice. “Push,” she said, as the baby started crowning after only a few frantic minutes. “Come on, Mommy, push.”


  Rhett leaned forward wanting to see the magical sight of the baby being born. He didn’t care what Stetson was going to do to him. There was a miracle happening before his eyes and he didn’t want to miss it.


  He looked down and paled, thankful that he hadn’t had any breakfast to puke up. “I shouldn’t have looked,” he muttered as he sat back up by her head. Is there supposed to be so much blood?


  The sound of tires squealing on the pavement ripped through the police station as the babies’ head popped out.


  “Where is she?” Stetson hollered, exploding into the room like a bull. His face dropped when he saw Kylee laying on the ground with Joan between her legs.


  The big polar bear shifter hurried over, his face still and silent as he watched his new baby being born. Tears streamed down his hard cheeks as Kylee gave one last push and the baby slid out.


  “Here you go, Daddy,” Joan whispered as she handed him his new little girl. “Congratulations.”


  Stetson’s eyes were transfixed on the little body, staring down at her like a dream come true.


  “You made it,” Kylee said, curling up beside him. He kissed the baby’s little forehead and then handed her to her mother, never taking his eyes off of the little miracle.


  Joan hurried into the bathroom to wash the blood off of her hands. “Come,” she whispered when she returned, taking Rhett’s hand and pulling him away. “Let’s give them a few minutes.”


  Rhett was speechless as they walked into an empty office, leaving the new family to bond.


  Joan was amazing. She had delivered that baby like a champ.


  He turned to her with his chest fluttering. “That was-”


  She grabbed the back of his neck and pulled him down into a crushing kiss that was both loving and passionate. It was for sure now; he was falling for her.


  When she released his mouth, she pulled on his bottom lip with her teeth, letting out a satisfied groan.


  “Where did you come from?” he asked, staring down at her in wonder.


  But he already knew. She had come out of his dreams and into his reality.


   


  nine


   


   


  “Are you okay?” Rhett asked, shooting Joan a quick nervous glance.


  Don’t ruin the morning. Please.


  It had been incredible. She had delivered a baby and was having an amazing time with Rhett and now her bitch of a bear was starting to pace, agitated as all hell. Ruining everything like she always did.


  “Is it your bear again?” Rhett asked, slowing the car down. They had left the trashed one at the police station and took a fresh one.


  Joan just closed her eyes, focusing on her breathing, trying to keep the bitch at bay. It was best not to talk when her bear started acting up like this, snarling and growling, demanding to come out. Any slip of concentration from Joan and her bear would lunge forward, breaking through to fuck up her day.


  She kept her skin tight as her bear paced inside her, getting angrier with every second that passed. Every second that she was caged up was a second closer to an enraged bear bursting out of her skin.


  Not today. Her bear had taken so much from her. This pleasant morning driving around with Rhett was not much but it was all that Joan had. And she wasn’t about to surrender it over to the bitch without a fight.


  Stop it! she screamed at her inner bear as the animal lunged forward, trying to break free. Enough!


  She couldn’t keep living like this. Rhett had made her realize that. She wanted more than just a frantic life on the run, sleeping in bus stations, and getting chased out of town after town. She wanted a nice family like Kylee and Stetson had, a little baby to hold and love. And she wanted it with Rhett.


  It had only been a couple of days but her instincts had always been sharp and she could tell that he was the one. He’d make an excellent father, a wonderful husband, and he was the only one who could help her control her bear.


  He was definitely mate material.


  Shit! Her bear surged forward and Joan just barely managed to pull her back in.


  “Whoa!” Rhett said when a tuft of hair sprouted out of her arm and then disappeared back down. “Do you want me to pull over?”


  “Yes,” she gasped, swallowing hard. She was done fighting with her bear. It was time to change tactics. Maybe a little distraction would work better.


  Rhett pulled the car over on the quiet, secluded street. The gorgeous snow-capped Absaroka mountains were visible in the background, thrusting into the sky. There was nothing but forest and tall trees around them, with not a soul in sight.


  Joan took off her seatbelt and took several deep breaths, her heart pounding like a jackhammer in her chest.


  “Do you want me to help you?” he asked, looking at her with concern in his eyes. “Do you want me to slide into your bear’s skin?”


  With a groan Joan pounced on him, straddling his big muscular body, the steering wheel digging into her lower back. “I want you to slide into my skin,” she whispered on his sexy lips, letting her hair tickle his cheeks.


  His lips parted as he looked up at her.


  He was so sexy. Good men always were.


  She crushed her lips to his, tangling their tongues and letting their bodies melt into each other. He was a fucking good kisser and if her pussy wasn’t throbbing so incessantly she would have been content to spend the rest of the day making out with him.


  He let out a heavy groan as she ground her hips, pressing her spread pussy onto his rock hard erection. There were too many layers between them. She wanted to feel his smooth skin on hers, she wanted him to take her in the most intimate way.


  They separated for the split second that it took her to lean back and yank off her shirt, then their lips were back on each other, their tongues moving in a lustful rhythm, just like her hips.


  “Fuck, Joan,” he whispered into the nook of her neck as he unclasped her bra. “I’ve wanted you so bad. Ever since I saw you on the roof, I can’t stop thinking of your body.”


  She smiled to herself as he pulled her bra down her arms, leaving a trail of goosebumps on her hot skin. His hungry eyes widened as she tossed her bra on the passenger’s seat, letting her breasts hang free.


  They were small but perky and Rhett didn’t seem like he had any complaints. He was on them at once, sucking and licking her tender nipples, making her heart speed up.


  She reached down for the lever of the seat and yanked it up, sending them reclining backward. Rhett didn’t seem to notice, he was so focused on her breasts, alternating between them, his tongue swirling and sucking, drawing out moans from deep in her throat.


  His body was so big, the car so small. She shifted backward, trying to get access to his zipper but her back bumped up against the steering wheel, no room to do anything.


  “Out of the car,” he said, his voice a deep sexy growl.


  She leaned back up, covering her breasts with an arm as she looked up and down the empty road. “What?”


  He stared at her with a heated look. He wasn’t fucking around. “Get out and put your hands on the hood of the car. Spread your legs nice and far apart.”


  “Okay, officer,” she said in a sweet innocent little voice. “Am I going to jail?”


  “We’ll see,” he said, giving her a sexy smirk. “It depends on how good you are at following orders.”


  She swallowed hard, arousal coursing through her and settling between her legs. The firmness in his voice, the sexy role playing, his hard body under her fingertips, the intense way his eyes were staring at her breasts, making her nipples impossibly hard; it was all such a turn on and her pussy was throbbing its approval.


  The door swung open and she hurried out. Her bear was calm inside of her, the agitation and temper tantrum done for the moment.


  “Hands on the hood,” he said, stepping out of the car with his chest thrust out, his hard cock making a tent out of his pants.


  Joan placed her palms on the hot smooth hood, her heart pounding in anticipation for what was about to come. She lowered her head and grinned as he closed the door and strutted over with his hands on his hips.


  Her hair was standing up on her arms as he walked behind her, stopping close enough that she could hear his heavy breathing and smell his sexy scent.


  “Any weapons on you?” he asked in a growl, his hands finally touching her tingling body. He started at her knees and then slowly ran his palms up the insides of her thighs, over the curve of her ass, up her waist, then around to her front, sliding up to her breasts, cupping them in both hands, and squeezing them firmly.


  “Fuck,” Joan moaned, her pussy aching and her body trembling as he released her.


  “We got a call for breaking and entering,” he said in his hard cop voice as he paced behind her.


  She swallowed hard as her mouth became moist, her body tingling in anticipation.


  “How would you like it if I did that to you?”


  She licked her lips, trying to control her heavy breathing as she answered. “You’re going to break me?”


  “Maybe,” he said, gripping her hair in his fist and giving it a quick tug. She gasped as her head flew back, the soft skin of her neck exposed for him. “But I’m definitely going to enter you.”


  She was so wet and ready for him. She couldn’t wait for what was coming next.


  “Guilty,” she gasped, pushing her hips back and rubbing her ass against him, feeling his hard cock digging into her cheeks. “I’m guilty. I’ll take my punishment now, officer.”


  “Good,” he said, releasing her hair. Her eyes started to glaze over as he reached for her belt buckle. He tugged it open and slid down her zipper as her heart pounded, her head swimming with dirty thoughts.


  His strong fingers dipped into the waistband of her panties and he pulled them, along with her pants, down her smooth legs.


  Rhett let out a groan behind her as she stepped out of her pants for him and planted her feet back on the pavement. She was spread out wide and fully visible to him, her aching pussy glistening in the broad daylight.


  She could barely take it anymore, her breath was ragged, her pussy was on fire as she heard him unbuckling his belt and sliding his pants down.


  Joan turned to look when she heard his shirt slide off but a strong hand landed on her back and pushed her back down. “Eyes on the hood,” he growled in a sexy voice. “Bend over. Yeah, just like that.”


  She moaned as she thrust her ass into the air, arching her back until it hurt. He splayed his powerful hands on her lower back, and pushed her down, drawing another moan from her parted lips as he positioned himself behind her.


  Fuck.


  He gripped her ass cheek as he dragged the tip of his hard cock up her soaking folds, sending warm shivers cascading through her.


  “What a big nightstick you have there, officer,” she said in a raspy voice.


  “Keep talking and I’ll get my handcuffs,” he said, squeezing her ass a little harder.


  She was about to respond when he slipped his tip inside her, making her forget everything as she focused on his delicious cock parting her glistening folds.


  Fuck, he felt good.


  She hadn’t realized how badly she wanted him until now. Her body was aching for him, trembling under his touch.


  He gripped her waist with two firm hands and groaned as he slid all the way inside her.


  “Fuuuucccckkkk,” Joan moaned, tilting her head back as his hard pelvis slammed into her ass. He was in so deep. She would gladly get arrested by this sexy cop any day.


  He picked up the pace, moving faster. His thrusts became harder, longer, deeper, as he fucked her with stronger and more desperate strokes.


  Joan was bouncing around on the hood of the car, the sun beating down on her naked back. It all felt so good. His long cock sliding in and out of her, the hard grip of his hand on her ass, the rhythm that was quickly ramping up to a pounding.


  It was how they belonged, it felt so right.


  “Hold on,” she said, her voice coming out in violent gasps. “Let me turn around.”


  She wanted to see him, to look in his eyes as he fucked her.


  They both gasped as he pulled out and stepped back. She quickly turned, dropping her back down on the warm hood as she stared at his hard cock, his hand gripped firmly around it.


  He grabbed her leg and yanked her up, his hungry eyes locked on her spread pussy. “I want to taste you,” he said, dropping down to a knee. Her body trembled as his lips lowered to her burning hot pussy. “Mmmmm,” he moaned, his warm breath tickling her aching folds.


  She arched her back and cried out his name as he hit her with one delicious lap of his tongue.


  “Like a peach,” he said, licking his lips as he stood back up between her legs. He grabbed his dick with one hand as he spread her legs out with the other.


  Joan was breathing so hard, hornier than ever. She raked her eyes over his chiseled body from his massive chest, to his tattooed arms, down to his sexy-as-fuck abs.


  This was more perfect than she had imagined. And she had imagined it. She had been thinking of Rhett non-stop since that first kiss outside of the bar.


  He slid back into her with a grunt. His dick was just right. Big enough to feel every snug inch as she wrapped around him tightly.


  His abs flexed as he fucked her, his dark eyes alternating between staring at her tits and gazing down at his cock sliding into her pussy.


  Joan quickly glanced over her shoulder down the empty road. They were in too deep to stop, but if someone did drive by they would see her lying on the hood of the police car with her legs spread impossibly wide open as Rhett held her ankles apart and rammed his cock into her over and over again, sending the car jerking back and forth on the rubber tires.


  When her orgasm came, it was deafening, swallowing her completely in a wave of heated bliss. “Rhett,” she whispered as he clung to her body and followed her, gritting his teeth as he released deep inside of her.


  With a moan he tumbled onto her, holding Joan close and kissing every inch of her body that his lips could reach.


  She slid her trembling hands into his hair and held him to her chest, never wanting to let go, never wanting to leave him.


  Joan had found more than a friend in Rhett, she had found a lover and a potential mate. He calmed her bear at the same time that he stirred her into a passionate frenzy.


  He was a keeper alright.


  And Joan wasn’t about to let him go.
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  “That was the best encounter with the police that I’ve ever had,” Joan said, leaning back in her seat with a satisfied look on her face. “You’re a good cop.”


  “Wait until you meet bad cop,” Rhett replied with a grin.


  That had been so sudden and unexpected, but it felt so natural and so right. He reached over and rested his hand on Joan’s thigh. She smiled as she placed her small hand on his, sliding her fingers in between his as she turned to him with a sexy smile.


  He was so happy that they had taken their relationship to the next level. Not only did he get to have hot sex with a stunning girl, but now he was able to reach out and touch her whenever he wanted, and that was almost worth more to him. His fingers were always tingling with the need to touch Joan whenever she was around.


  “I hope I don’t get any calls today,” Rhett said as they drove down the road in the police car. “If we don’t we can grab an early dinner, go to the lake and have a picnic.”


  Joan smiled as she gazed out the window. “That sounds perfect.”


  Right on cue, the radio crackled on. Shit. Let’s hope that this is only Loretta falling asleep on the radio again and she hit the button by accident.


  “Rhett,” she said through the fuzzy speakers. Damn. Well, he had already gotten lucky this morning. Getting lucky twice was a bit too much to ask.


  “Hey, Loretta,” he said, clicking on the handset. “Did you get the bloodstains out of the carpet?”


  “No,” she said, “but I moved a plant over it and now you can barely see it.”


  Rhett pictured a large plant sitting in the middle of the hallway where Kylee delivered her baby and chuckled. I’m sure that doesn’t look out of place at all.


  “We have a domestic disturbance call,” she said.


  “Okay,” Rhett said, taking a deep breath. “Any chance that Emry and Nathan can go on it? We had a bit of a stressful morning.”


  “I asked them,” she answered. “They’re driving to Aqualand for the day. The whale Tummo has a show at four o’clock and they really wanted to see it.”


  “Well, in that case,” Rhett answered, rolling his eyes. Those two were much more trouble than they were worth. “Where is the call?”


  “The Wilde Crew again,” Loretta answered. Rhett lowered the handset as he glanced over at Joan. She was sitting a little straighter in her seat as she listened.


  “Okay,” Rhett said with a sigh. “I’m heading there now.”


  He turned off the radio, looked up and down the quiet street, and then did a U-turn, heading back towards the ranch where the Wilde Crew lived.


  Rhett held his breath as he sped up the car, wondering what Joan was thinking. Her bear would definitely be better off as an alpha of a crew, but why did it have to be the Wilde Crew?


  He couldn’t get the image of Gunner and Joan out of his head. Her cheeks were flushed red, she was breathing heavily as he leaned in and whispered in her ear. Rhett had tried to hear what he told her but the noise of the bar drowned out the lion shifter’s voice.


  “Do you think it’s a good idea if I go too,” she said, rubbing her thighs with her palms.


  Rhett sighed. He didn’t want her anywhere near Gunner. He wanted to selfishly keep her all to himself, wanting to eliminate any threats or competition to their relationship.


  But the truth was, she needed to dominate over a crew. She needed the Wilde Crew and they needed her.


  And more than anything, Rhett wanted her to be safe, fulfilled, and happy. If that meant she had to be around Gunner every day than he had to take that chance. He just had to trust and hope that Joan liked him as much as he liked her.


  “I think you should come,” Rhett said with a heavy heart. “You helped them last time, you can do it again.”


  Joan leaned over in her seat and nodded. “I really like you, Rhett. I’m glad that the steakhouse called the cops on me.”


  His heart beat faster, his worries dissipating. “I really like you, too,” he said, smiling at her. But did she also like Gunner?


  Rhett pulled into the narrow road that led into the Wilde Crew’s ranch. What is with these guys? He could already hear them, snarling, fighting, growling. It was like their crew’s anthem.


  Joan’s small frame tightened the closer they drove. She had her eyes closed, breathing in slowly through her mouth. Her bear was reacting to the chaos in the only way she knew how: by trying to come out and dominate.


  Rhett shook his head as he pulled over and saw Rory’s wolf sprint by and disappear into the old barn. What the hell are they doing? Ruining his picnic with his new girl, that’s what.


  Joan jumped out of the car before he even cut the engine. Oh no. He saw her rip off her shirt just in time to save it, because a furious grizzly bear exploded out of her.


  “Wait,” he called out as he climbed out of the car.


  But the bear took orders from no one and stormed off towards the door of the barn with her massive head in the air and the fur on her strong back standing straight up.


  Rhett hurried after her, running into the barn behind her.


  “What the hell?” he said, stopping short when he saw inside.


  Cole and Ashton’s bears were standing side by side growling at their opponent standing in front of them. Gunner’s lion was outnumbered but still standing claw to claw with the two bears. His golden mane was matted in sticky red blood and he had a deep cut down the side of his face.


  He snarled at Rhett when he saw him.


  Rhett clenched his jaw and glared back at the vicious cat. He was tempted to channel the animal and take him over, making him lie down helplessly while the bears chewed him to bits. Rhett didn’t like this guy. He didn’t like any threat to his mate.


  Joan’s bear marched right up to them, looking from animal to animal with strong, unwavering eyes. She truly was magnificent. A strong, confident alpha who could make the toughest of guys cower before her mighty paws.


  Rory’s wolf ran to Rhett’s side and then shook violently as he phased back into his human form.


  “What’s going on?” Rhett asked when Rory’s wolf disappeared back inside of him.


  “Gunner is trying to fight for the alpha position,” he answered, swallowing hard. “He was really pissed off before he phased. I think it’s going to be a fight to the death this time.”


  Rhett’s chest tightened as Joan got closer. He wanted to stop her, to pull her out to safety, but she had to do this. Her bear needed structure. She needed a crew. She needed to do this.


  Stopping her now would be selfish, just fulfilling his need to protect her. So he watched with a heavy heart and let her do what she was born to do.


  “Thanks for coming,” Rory said, watching the scene nervously. “I didn’t know what else to do so I called you.”


  “You called me?” Rhett said, jerking his head to the side. The wolf shifter nodded.


  Rhett was touched. It was one thing to be called by neighbors complaining of a noise disturbance, but it was another thing to be called by the crew itself to come help. Maybe he was going to be a good shifter cop. Maybe he had truly found his calling.


  “I did,” Rory said with a nod. “You two are practically part of the crew now anyway. At least, you will be one day.”


  Rhett was about to ask him what he meant but Joan let out an angry roar, her bear advancing slowly on Gunner.


  The bleeding lion, snarled his teeth as he backed away from the huge bear. Joan stepped forward, leading him into the corner.


  Gunner was the strongest lion that Rhett had ever seen, but even he had nothing on Joan’s bear. He was convinced that only a skin shifter could stop her. Only he could stop her.


  But right now he wasn’t about too. Maybe she would finish Gunner for him.


  The lion lowered his head and hissed at Joan as she approached, not intimidated in the least. Both Cole and Ashton phased back into their human forms to watch the show.


  “Fucking cat,” Ashton said, glancing down at the two long cuts on his arm. Blood was leaking down his bicep and dripping off his elbow onto the old wooden floor of the barn. “He scratched me.”


  Cole just laughed. “You’re too slow, man. Duck and weave. Duck and weave,” he said, bobbing his head like Muhammed Ali in his prime.


  “I’ll show you duck and weave,” Ashton said, squeezing his hands into fists. He almost threw a punch but they both turned back to the show when Joan’s bear lunged forward.


  Gunner’s lion didn’t fight back. Either he knew that it was hopeless and he’d certainly lose, or (Rhett thought that this was more likely), he didn’t want to hurt Joan, even if it was just her bear.


  She easily submitted him and then stepped off, shaking as she phased back into her human form. Gunner phased next and soon, Rhett was the only one in the old empty barn who had any clothing on at all. It looked like he had just walked in at the start of a gang bang.


  Rhett hurried to cover her with a tarp but she just pushed his hand away. She looked at home here with the crew and that’s what shifter crews did: they saw each other naked. Even co-ed shifter crews. It was just something that Rhett had to get used to, although he didn’t know how he was going to get used to other men staring at his woman naked.


  “That was fast, Gunner,” Ashton said with a grin. “I always knew you were a cat but I didn’t think you were such a pussy.”


  A low growl rolled out of Gunner’s throat. “I already told her,” he said, glaring at Ashton. “If she wants to be the alpha of our crew, then I’m okay with it.”


  Rhett’s hurt eyes darted to Joan. When did he tell her that? She hadn’t mentioned a thing to him.


  Joan smiled tightly at him and then picked up the tarp, slipping it around her body like a towel. Maybe it was when Gunner had pinned her outside of the bar bathroom and whispered into her ear.


  Rory bounced over to her. If he still had his tail out, it would be wagging. “Please, Joan,” he begged. “It will be so awesome if you’re our alpha.”


  Her gorgeous amber eyes turned from Rory to Rhett. He could tell that she wanted this, she needed this. But where would that leave them?


  Joan would be living on a ranch with a bunch of good looking guys and at least one of them wanted her as badly as he did. Would it only be a matter of time before her eyes turned from his to the muscular lion shifter who was looking at her with hopeful eyes?


  He had to take that risk. He wasn’t about to hold her back over his insecurities.


  Rhett swallowed hard as he nodded to her.


  She wasn’t asking his permission, but he could tell that she was asking for his advice. It would be the best thing for her bear, and so for her as well. He thought she should do it.


  “I know how you feel,” she said to Rory, “and how you feel,” she said, turning to Gunner. She turned to the two grizzly bears. “What about you two? Last chance to back out.”


  They looked at each other, like two old friends who could communicate only using their eyes.


  “Just to make it clear,” Joan said, raising her chin. “If I want the position, I’ll take it. I’m just asking for your opinions.”


  Cole shrugged. “It could be a bit embarrassing having a girl as our alpha, but your crazy bear can kick the shit out of anyone who is stupid enough to say anything. Go for it.”


  “I’m in too,” Ashton said, cracking his tattooed knuckles. “Your bear is something special. I’d be honored to have a vicious roaring bitch order me around.”


  The corner of Joan’s lips curled up into a smile. Rhett’s heart started pumping faster. She was going to take it. He could tell.


  Only time would tell if they would stay together while she ran her crew and he lived a different life with the knuckleheads, Emry and Nathan. He hoped that it would all work out.


  Remember, shifters mate for life. If she chooses you, nothing can stop us.


  “I’ll stay,” Joan said with her hands on her hips. “Under one condition. Rhett comes too.”


  Rhett nearly choked. He wasn’t expecting that.


  “Awesome!” Rory said, pumping his fist. “Now we have five shifters and a-” He turned to Rhett with a raised eyebrow. “What are you?”


  “A skin shifter,” Rhett answered.


  “Cool,” Rory said, nodding his head. “We have five shifters and a skin shifter!” He turned back to Rhett. “What’s a skin shifter?”


  “What do you say, Officer Douchebag?” Joan asked, staring at him with a grin. “Want to get wild with us? Come and join the Wilde Crew.”


  Rhett cleared his throat. All eyes were on him. “I already have my own place.”


  Joan snorted out a laugh. “Please! I saw your place and no offense but you’re one broken appliance away from living in a junkyard.” She turned to the boys and nodded. “Rhett is staying.”


  Rhett’s eyes settled on Gunner who was staring him down with violence in his eyes. He had wanted Joan all to himself too, and now Rhett was being dragged into the deal like some kind of unfair bait and switch. He wasn’t happy.


  “I don’t want to live with a fucking cop,” Gunner said, his massive chest heaving up and down with deep, angry breaths.


  “You’re not going to be living with a fucking cop,” Joan said, marching up to him. “You’re going to be living with Rhett. And your new alpha didn’t ask for your opinion, now did she?”


  Gunner held her eyes, staring down at her with a tense face. “It’s the only way you’ll stay?”


  She nodded.


  Gunner gritted his teeth as he walked around her and straight up to Rhett. “Only because of her,” he said, his voice tight and full of tension. “Stay away from me.” He pushed past him, bumping his shoulder into Rhett’s chest. “That’s your first and only warning, Crowman.”


  Gunner marched out of the barn and slammed the door closed behind him. It wasn’t exactly the warmest of welcomes but it was still a step up from living with Emry and Nathan.


  He turned back to Joan and she was giggling. “He called you Crowman,” she said with her beautiful shoulders shaking. “I think I’m going to buy you a cape.”


  The other three shifters joined in, teasing him. “I like Super Raven,” Cole said, laughing.


  “You should get a spandex costume,” Ashton said, grinning.


  “And you should get some pants,” Rhett said, pointing at the bear shifter’s exposed cock.


  “We’re just fucking with you,” Cole said, walking over and wrapping his arm around Rhett’s shoulder. “Welcome to the Wilde Crew!”


  Rhett smiled, feeling honored. He was part of a crew again and the best part was, it was with Joan. He would get to stay with her every day.


  “Come here, guys,” Rory said, waving everyone in. “Group hug!”


  They joined together for a group hug, but Rhett was too busy dodging bare penises to enjoy it.


  “What about, Gunner?” Joan asked, looking at the closed door.


  Cole shrugged. “He’s always a prick. You’ll get used to him.”


  Rhett’s heart panged. It wasn’t over. Joan had chosen him to stay but Gunner would still be around, still be on her mind. He had to watch out for him.


  Yup. He was going to watch him really close.


   


  eleven


   


   


  “You didn’t tell us about all of these fucking ravens when we made the deal,” Cole said, looking around at the black birds lining the roof, trees, and grass of the ranch.


  “Buyer beware,” Joan said with a grin. It was the first time that she had pulled a fast one on her new crew but it was definitely not going to be the last.


  Cole was cooking up some steaks on the fireplace as the rest of them lounged around, getting to know each other. Rory hurried over, carrying a cooler on his shoulder. He dropped it down on the ground in front of everyone and the bottles clinked together inside.


  “What do we have here?” Ashton asked, licking his lips.


  Rory grinned as he opened the cooler and showed off the bottles of beer that were drowning in ice. “A little welcome party for our new crew mates.”


  Joan smiled as she reached down and grabbed a bottle. It wasn’t a twist off but she took the cap off easily.


  Gunner still hadn’t returned after storming out of the barn earlier. He hadn’t been too happy that she brought Rhett with her into the crew but right now, she didn’t really care. This was her chance for a new start. A new crew, a new town, new friends, and a new man. She wasn’t about to let a lion shifter with a bad attitude ruin it all for her.


  “Cheers,” she said, thrusting her bottle into the empty space of the circle. Rhett, Cole, Ashton, and Rory all smiled as they clinked their bottles to hers.


  “This is going to be epic,” Rory said, taking a long sip. “I love having an alpha.”


  Ashton rolled his eyes. “You didn’t love having Logan. None of us did.”


  Rory frowned. “Yeah, but he wasn’t any good. Joan is going to be awesome!”


  “Who is Logan?” Joan asked, leaning back as Cole told her. He was their last alpha, a bear shifter who was obsessed with the mate of The Clawed Squad’s alpha, Thorn. He wasn’t a good guy and when he ordered Cole, Gunner, and Rory to kill the disobeying Ashton, they turned on Logan instead.


  “I still think we probably should have smoked Ashton instead,” Cole said with a playful grin. “What a mistake. We finally could have rid ourselves of having to stare at his cheap tattoos.”


  Ashton glared at him, his lips turning up in a smirk. “You would have missed me,” Ashton said. “Who would be here to tell you that the steaks are burning? Again.”


  “Shit!” Cole said, jumping up and grabbing the spatula. “Thanks, buddy. What would I do without you?”


  They talked about their pasts as they ate and drank. The four shifters had been together for five years in the army under the General Samson’s special shifter unit. Before that, they didn’t know each other.


  “Why did you go into the army?” Rhett asked Rory. “You don’t seem to be the violent type.”


  Rory sighed heavily as he took a sip of beer, letting Rhett’s question hang between them.


  “We weren’t exactly volunteers,” Cole said, placing a hand on Rory’s shoulder. “We were forced to fight.”


  “I’m sorry,” Rhett said to Rory. “I didn’t know. You don’t have to tell me.”


  “No,” Rory said, swallowing hard. “You guys are part of the Wilde Crew now. We share everything.”


  He told him how he was part of a large wolf pack growing up. He thought they were his family and would have died for them, but it turned out that they didn’t feel the same way.


  When General Samson came to the pack, demanding a shifter for his special program, they handed him Rory. Rory would have fought the general to the death or anyone who tried to come and break apart his pack of wolf shifters, but they just gladly turned him over.


  He was crushed.


  “But it turned out well,” he said, smiling again. Joan could tell that he wasn’t capable of being sad for more than thirty seconds. Some people just oozed out happiness and optimism and Rory was one of them.


  “If it hadn’t happened,” he continued, “I would never had met my brothers.” He slapped a hand on Ashton’s knee and smiled up at him.


  Ashton chuckled as he pushed his hand away. “I’d turn you over to Satan himself for half of a chocolate bar that fell on the floor.”


  “Very funny,” Rory said, laughing.


  Joan raised an eyebrow to Ashton but he just kept on going. “And the floor was covered in cat hair and sand, and the half eaten chocolate bar rolled over it so the hair wrapped completely around it and the sand stuck to the sticky chocolate.”


  “Okay,” Rory said, glancing nervously at Joan. “We get it.”


  “And it was one of those nasty coconut bars that nobody likes,” Ashton continued. Cole laughed as he drank his beer.


  “Alright,” Rory shouted. “You like me as much as a half eaten, dirty, disgusting chocolate bar. I get it.”


  “No,” Cole said, shaking his head. “You misunderstood. He likes the chocolate bar better. That’s why he would trade you for it.”


  Cole and Ashton were both laughing as Rory shook his head to Joan. “They like to tease me but they really love me.”


  “Of course, we do,” Cole said, slapping a heavy hand on Rory’s shoulder. Rory smiled. Joan could tell that these guys liked to tease each other and did so very often, but running down deep below the constant insults, jeers, and funny comments were love, admiration, and affection. They just showed it in the only way that guys knew how.


  “Where are we going to live?” Rhett asked, looking around the ranch.


  It really was a beautiful spot, but in this corner of Montana, you really couldn’t go wrong with the scenery. The mountains were visible in the far, far distance and a river ran through their area, babbling on as it flowed to the neighboring ranch. There was a forest off to the right with budding trees after a long winter. Rhett’s birds already loved it. Joan could tell by the way they were lounging around on the roofs, cawing lazily at each other.


  The ranch was great but the living quarters could have been updated a bit. There were four rundown mobile homes on the property that the crew was renting and an old abandoned barn.


  They were out of their minds if they thought that Joan was sleeping in that thing.


  “You guys can stay with me,” Rory said happily. “We can all squeeze onto my bed.”


  “As tempting as that is,” Rhett said, glancing up at the stars coming out in the sky. “I think I’m going to crash at my place for the night. I’ll come stay for good when I can rent a trailer.”


  “When we can rent a trailer,” Joan corrected. She didn’t conspire to get him to live here so that they could get separate homes and she could sleep alone.


  “Right,” Rhett said, smiling at her. “Until we can get a trailer.”


  They talked and joked until the sky turned black and the cooler turned empty. All of them were having a blast. They were fun company. She only wished that Gunner could get his bunched up panties out of his ass to come and join them, but he never did.


  “I’m going to head out,” Rhett said, standing up. “Thanks for the beers guys.”


  Joan jumped out of her seat as well. “We’ll come stop by tomorrow to say hi.”


  Rhett turned to her with a look of shock on his face. “You’re coming?”


  She marched over, hooked her arm around his and pulled him to the car. “Of course I’m coming.”


  “But it’s your crew,” he said, looking back over his shoulder at the boys sitting around the fire.


  “It’s our crew,” she corrected. “And you’re my man. You always come first.”


  He stopped and turned to her. She stepped forward, wanting to melt into his embrace. She was really getting attached to him. Her bear reacted in a strong way to his presence and so did her body.


  “Thank you for including me,” he said, his soft dark eyes on her. “I wasn’t sure if you would.”


  Joan stepped up on her toes and kissed his lips. “Of course,” she said, grinning. “I need to keep you close. I got you wrapped around my little finger.”


  His face was serious, his sexy eyes locked on hers. “And I got you wrapped around my heart.”


  She kissed him again, longer and with more passion this time. How could she not be falling for him? He was perfect.


  When she pulled away, something gripped her, seizing her core and holding on with an iron grasp.


  “Are you okay?” he asked, his worried eyes widening.


  She couldn’t answer. She couldn’t move.


  The world around her was getting blacker by the second, except for him. Except for Rhett. He was the only thing visible against the dark backdrop, and she couldn’t take her eyes off of him.


  She felt a tremendous pull to him, joining them, melding them, bonding them.


  When it finally broke, her knees wobbled and she gasped for air. Rhett caught her, holding her up while she gazed up into his eyes with her heart pounding.


  He was her mate.


  Her crazy bitch of a bear had chosen him.


  In that moment she had forgiven her bear. She had forgiven all of the hard times she caused her, the years on the run, the constant feelings of dread and worry, the fear, the pain, the loneliness. It was all forgiven. She had bonded Rhett to her forever and that was worth it all.


  “Did you just bond?” Rhett whispered, holding her up. “To me?”


  All she could do was nod. There were no words to describe the way she was feeling. Only actions.


  “Take me to bed,” she said, her legs finding their strength again.


  Rhett didn’t need to be asked twice. He took her hand and ran, almost dragging her to the car.


  She smiled as she sat down in the passenger seat and as he got in beside her. The ravens exploded off of the mobile homes in a shrieking black cloud as Rhett started the engine.


  Rhett placed the car into drive but it didn’t move, his foot holding the brake down. He took a deep breath and turned to her. “I know we just met,” he said nervously. “But I love you, Joan. I really do.”


  “I know,” she whispered. She knew because she felt it too. She felt it in every excited cell in her body from the tips of her toes to the top of her head. “It’s pretty hard to believe that I could be feeling like this and it’s only one sided.”


  “It’s not,” he whispered.


  “Good,” she answered. “Because I love you too.”


  Rhett drove the car out as Joan gazed out the window, wondering how she got so lucky. Just as they pulled out onto the road, she caught a glimpse of gold.


  There was a lion in the forest, watching her with beautiful honey colored eyes.


  Rhett wasn’t the only one in love with her.


  And three was always a crowd.


  She had to handle Gunner very delicately or things could get very ugly. And by the intense way that Gunner was watching them leave, that was a very real possibility.


   


   


  ***


   


   


  They exploded through the front door of the house, making out in a tangle of tongues and a mess of wet lips. Rhett picked Joan up and carried her to his room, closing the door behind him.


  Emry and Nathan were gone, probably at the bar, and he was happy to have the house to himself. He was going to show his new mate why her bear had made a good choice when she chose him. He was going to make her scream his name and he didn’t want her holding anything back on account of Beavis and Butthead being in the next room.


  He laid her on the bed and then stepped back, ripping off his shirt as he stared at her with hungry eyes. She was so sexy, writhing on the bed as she watched him undress.


  A small whimper escaped from her throat as he unbuckled his jeans and slid them down, keeping his black boxer briefs on. That whimper just got him harder. He loved the soft noises that she always made when she was turned on.


  “Are you the only one getting undressed?” she asked, giving him a sexy smirk.


  Rhett moved onto the bed, crawling over her. “Definitely not,” he said, his voice deeper and huskier than usual. “Your tits are too perfect to be hidden.”


  He slid a hand under her shirt, gliding his palm over her smooth stomach. Her breasts were gorgeous. Small, perky, with stiff pink nipples that drove him crazy. He cupped her breast over her bra and gave it a gentle squeeze.


  Rhett could feel her heart pounding in her chest, just like his. “Up,” he commanded and she did as she was told, moving up into a seated position. He grabbed her shirt and pulled it over her head, smoothing out her wild hair afterwards with his strong hands. He tucked the loose strands behind her ears and cupped her face as he leaned in to kiss her once again.


  “Fuck,” he moaned as they finally pulled away from each other’s hungry mouths. She was so amazing and just being beside her was getting his cock hard to the point of pain. He wanted to fuck her badly but first, he wanted to get her begging for it.


  With a quick flick of his finger, her bra was unclasped and then it flew across the room as his lips descended on her hard nipples, sucking and licking them greedily.


  He could have spent all night on her perfect tits but her hips were moving with her scent of arousal filling the room like a fine perfume.


  Joan closed her eyes and moaned as he kissed a trail down her stomach, still holding onto her beautiful breasts with firm grips.


  He quickly took off her pants, smiling as he pulled them down her legs. Her panties were already damp, her excitement shining through the thin material.


  “Fuck,” he groaned as he tossed her pants on the floor. “There are so many things I want to do to you.”


  “Tell me,” she said, biting her bottom lip as he slid his palms down the inside of her thighs.


  “First,” he said, brushing his fingers along her pantie line, “I want to taste you.”


  He dipped his fingertips under the waistband of her wet panties and slowly tugged them up. The fabric stuck to her pussy as he pulled. She was so wet, so ready, so fucking tempting.


  “I want to lick your pussy,” he said as the panties came off. “Spread your legs for me, Joan.”


  With a swallow and a little whimper she opened her legs for him, showing off her glistening folds. Rhett took a deep breath of her intoxicating scent before lowering his lips to her sex and giving her a kiss.


  “Mmmm,” she moaned as he slid his tongue over her mound. “How does your mate taste?”


  His tongue was too busy to answer, gliding over her sweet lips, tracing the entrance to her wet channel, sucking her beautiful clit.


  She arched her back and moaned as he hit her spots over and over again. “What else do you want to do to me?” she asked between ragged breaths. Her legs were almost shaking as his hungry tongue coated her, making her gasp, making her moan.


  “Everything,” Rhett groaned before licking her sex with one slow, delicious lap of his tongue that started at the bottom of her folds and ended on her clit.


  He pulled away, stepping off the bed for the second that it took to yank down his boxers. “But right now,” he said, climbing back onto the bed. “I’m going to fuck you.”


  “That sounds good to me,” she said with a smile as she wrapped her arms around him and pulled him in close. She threaded her fingers through his dark hair as he guided his cock inside her, tracing the entrance to her hole before gently sliding it in.


  She was so wet for him that he slid in easily, pushing all the way in with one delicious thrust. Joan cried out, pulling his hair towards her, wanting him even closer.


  Rhett drove his hips forward, fucking her with a new intensity. He would get to do this every day from now on and that thought made him smile against her cheek.


  They really were perfect for each other. It had only been a few days but Rhett could already tell. It just felt so right to be around her, like his soul had been missing a half until now, and she completed it. Their souls were one, and so were they.


  He loved having sex with her but it ran deeper than just a regular fuck. It truly felt like they were connecting on some other level, like their souls were melding together.


  And Rhett could see in her eyes that she was feeling the same thing.


  “I’m going to come,” she moaned, squeezing her fingernails into his arm.


  He pushed it hard, hitting her with faster, deeper strokes, pulling the orgasm from her.


  “Do it,” he groaned into her ear. “Coat my hard cock with your juices.”


  His words did it, pushing her over the edge. She let go with her legs shaking, her muscles convulsing around him. “Fuck, Rhett!” she cried out, thrashing her head from side to side.


  The sight below him was too much to handle. Her gorgeous tits bouncing around, her face twisting up as she cried out his name. He sped up his pace for a few thrusts and then pushed all the way inside of her, releasing deep in her pussy.


  Her name was on his lips as he came deep within her but his chest was too tight to make a sound. He gasped as his body went limp, crashing down onto the bed beside her.


  “Thank you,” he said as she curled up into his side. Her heart was pounding against his ribs, the sweet smell of her shampoo was making him lightheaded. “Thank you for choosing me as your mate.”


  She kissed his hot skin, just over his ribs. “Do skin shifters have mates?”


  Rhett took in a deep breath as his pounding heart began to slow. “I do,” he said, kissing the top of her head. “We can choose our mates since we don’t have an animal to do it for us.” He held her impossibly close, never wanting to let go. “And I chose you.”


  She looked at him with a happy grin. “You better,” she said, smiling. “Or I’ll kick your ass.”
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  “Mmmm,” Rhett groaned as he woke up and peeled Joan’s elbow out of his neck. After a wild session of making love, they had fallen asleep exhausted.


  It didn’t stop Rhett from waking up numerous times, though. Joan was horrible to sleep with, constantly moving and digging her heels, knees, hands and elbows into his body. It felt like she was doing yoga in her sleep.


  He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her in close, kissing the top of her head. Still, he wouldn’t have changed it for anything. Well, maybe a bigger bed.


  She yawned as she opened her eyes, smiling as she looked up at him. “Did you sleep okay?” she asked. “I heard that I’m a bad sleeper.”


  “I slept great,” he lied. “Didn’t wake up once.”


  “That’s good,” she said, snuggling up to his chest. “Maybe I’m getting better.”


  If you are, I wouldn’t want to see how you were before.


  “Last night was fun,” she said, sliding her hand over his hard abs. Her mischievous hand continued down over his pelvis and over his hardening cock. “Really fun. My bear chose a good mate.”


  Rhett grinned. He still couldn’t believe that she had chosen him for his mate. It was a very welcome surprise and he was thrilled. He knew what a mate meant to a shifter. She would be his forever and he would be hers forever as well.


  It wasn’t something that he would take lightly. He was determined to spend the rest of his life proving to her that she had made the right decision.


  “Hungry?” he asked, leaning up on the bed. He hoped there was something to eat besides another dead possum.


  “Starving,” she said, gripping his dick. “Do you have anything that I can put in my mouth?”


  Rhett grinned as she lowered her head, tracing the tip of his cock over her wet lips. “Anything?” she asked, looking up at him with pouting eyes. “Anything big and hard and delicious?”


  “Like an apple?” he asked with a smirk.


  “I was thinking more like a banana.” She licked her lips and then opened wide, taking him all in.


  “Fuck,” he groaned as he laid down on the bed, focusing on her silky tongue, sliding up and down his shaft.


  I’m a lucky, lucky man.


  They headed downstairs together after another quick session of love making. Nathan and Emry were watching television in their boxer shorts.


  “Another hard day of work?” Rhett asked, shaking his head at them as he passed.


  “I like being a shifter cop,” Nathan said, scratching his junk. “Nobody can tell us what to do because we’re the bosses.”


  “I’m the boss,” Rhett snapped. “Remember?”


  Nathan and Emry both laughed. “You’re so funny, Rhett,” Emry said, wiping his eyes.


  Joan walked into the room behind him and the two Chevy brothers sat up straight on the couch. “You didn’t come up from the basement,” Nathan said, staring at her.


  “You’re quite observant,” Joan said. “Maybe you should observe that you’re not wearing any pants.”


  Nathan huffed out a laugh. “Pants are overrated. And who do you think I am, the President of the United States?”


  “I don’t know,” Joan fired back. “Does the President of the United States wear dirty boxer shorts?”


  Nathan looked down with a frown on his face. “I don’t have dirty-oh,” he said, shutting up when he saw the stain on the front of his underwear. “I have a perfectly good reason why that’s there.”


  “I’m sure you do,” Joan said, walking past him. “Excuse me if I don’t want to hear it. I’m about to eat breakfast and I don’t want to lose my appetite.”


  Rhett grinned as he listened to her. Man, I fucking love her.


  Anyone who could shut those two clowns up had Rhett’s admiration.


  Joan moved around the kitchen, looking in empty cereal boxes and opening dirty cupboards. “Is there anything in here besides rat droppings and hepatitis A?”


  “There’s half a Big Mac in the fridge that I’m going to eat later,” Emry said, “but you can have the pickles if you want.”


  “Gee, thanks,” Joan said, scrunching up her cute little nose.


  “Don’t mention it,” Emry said, turning back to the TV as her sarcastic comment flew over his head.


  Rhett took a heavy breath as he walked over to the TV. He absolutely hated living with these two but he still considered them close friends. They had grown up together and worked together for years back in Creston Falls. He would still get to see them at the Sheriff’s office if they ever decided to show up for work, but he was still going to miss them.


  “Hey!” they both shouted when Rhett turned off the TV. They were watching an infomercial about a blender that could chop up an iPhone.


  “We were watching that!” Emry complained.


  “Why?” Joan asked, raising an eyebrow at them. “You don’t own any food. Why would you need a blender? To blend up a half eaten Big Mac?”


  Emry sneered at her. “I changed my mind. You can’t have my pickles.”


  “I have to talk to you guys,” Rhett said, taking a deep breath.


  “We were going to go to work today,” Nathan said, scratching the side of his head like he always did when he lied.


  “It’s not about that,” Rhett said, “but yes, you should definitely go to work. It’s about our living arrangements.”


  The two brothers just stared at him blankly.


  “I’m moving out,” Rhett said simply.


  “Where to?” Nathan said.


  “Can we come with you?” Emry asked.


  Joan snorted out a laugh. Emry frowned at her.


  “I’m joining the Wilde Crew,” Rhett said. Joan walked over to him and he slid an arm over her shoulder. “We both are.”


  “You’re joining a crew of shifters?” Emry said, staring at him with a disbelieving face. “But you’re a skin shifter.”


  “I know it sounds crazy,” he said, looking down at Joan. But it didn’t feel crazy. It felt perfectly right with Joan by his side. Only these guys would never understand that until they were in the same situation, feeling the intense love of a mate’s bond. “But it’s what I want.”


  Emry glanced at his brother who was scratching his junk again. “Take me with you,” he whispered to Rhett and Joan.


  Joan leaned forward and smiled. “No,” she whispered back.


  “When are you leaving?” Nathan asked.


  “Today,” Rhett said.


  “This morning,” Joan corrected.


  “Great,” Nathan said, jumping up. “We better take the day off work to help you move!”


   


   


  ***


   


   


  “Are you sure about this?” Joan asked as Rhett pulled onto the road that led to the Wilde Crew’s ranch.


  Rhett nodded. He had never been surer of anything in his life. Wherever Joan belonged, he belonged by her side.


  “It’s going to be good,” Rhett said, nodding as he parked the car. The back seat and trunk were full of their stuff. It was pretty sad that the total of both of their belongings was enough to fit in the back of a car, but they didn’t care. They had each other and that was all they needed.


  And a house. They had stopped and rented a mobile home on their way over. It was being delivered later that afternoon.


  “They’re here!” Rory shouted, running over.


  “I guess there’s no going back now,” Joan said, smiling as she leaned over the hand rest and gave Rhett a kiss.


  Rory opened Joan’s door, not bothering to wait for her to come out. “Hey guys!” he said, his voice brimming with excitement. “Welcome home.”


  Home. Rhett smiled. This was his new home and it came just in time. He was ready for a new start.


  Cole, Ashton, and Gunner walked over as they got out. Cole and Ashton greeted them with warm hugs, while Gunner stood off in the back, watching them with a sour look on his face.


  “Gunner!” Joan said, waving him over. “Come. Now.”


  Rhett hid his smile. He loved how his mate was so aggressive and dominant. Her tiny hundred and ten-pound body was ordering men around who were three times her size, and she was getting away with it!


  Gunner walked over, his body tight, his expression even tighter.


  “Aren’t you going to welcome us to the crew?” she asked, opening her arms for a hug.


  Rhett’s heart started pounding as the lion shifter hugged his girl. He didn’t want his paws anywhere near Joan but he had to let some things slide. And this was one of them.


  “And, Rhett,” she said as he released her. “You two hug.”


  “I don’t think so,” Gunner said, staring him down.


  Joan stepped in front of him and stared up into his honey colored eyes. “That’s an order,” she growled. “Do it.”


  Gunner took a deep breath and walked over, his face twisted in hate.


  Rhett put up his hand and stepped back. “I think it’s a bit early in the morning for hugs.”


  Joan whipped her head around and glared at him. “This is your alpha talking,” she said, her voice tight and angry. “Not your girlfriend. I order you to hug him.”


  Rhett swallowed hard. His girl was insanely intimidating when she got like this.


  “You can’t order me around,” Rhett said, standing his ground. “I’m not an animal shifter. Your authority means nothing to me like it does to them.”


  Joan gritted her teeth as her fierce eyes bored into him. “Then I’m talking as your girlfriend. I don’t need more authority than that.”


  Rhett chuckled. She had him there. He was never the type to be easily pushed around but he was the type to pick his battles properly, and this wasn’t a battle that he would win.


  “Fine,” Rhett muttered, opening his arms to the lion shifter.


  They were going to be living together in the same crew. And although both of them were in love with the same girl, that didn’t mean they couldn’t be civil to one another.


  Gunner gave him the world’s quickest hug, slapping his back a little too hard. “Enjoy having her while you can,” he whispered, his honey colored eyes turning a fierce gold. “It won’t be for long.”


  Rhett answered him with a hard push, placing both palms on his chest and sending him flying backward. Nobody threatened his relationship with his mate.


  A low vicious growl ripped out of Gunner’s throat as he caught his balance. Rhett squeezed his hands into fists, already dreaming of smashing his knuckles into pretty boy’s golden face.


  His ravens began descending from the sky, cawing as they landed all around him. One bird landed on his shoulder, squawking angrily at Gunner. Maybe I should get a superhero costume.


  “That’s enough!” Joan said, jumping between them. She grabbed a fistful of Gunner’s shirt and a fistful of Rhett’s and yanked them together.


  “I won’t have fighting in my crew,” she barked at them. “If you want to fight someone, you fight me. Got that?”


  They both nodded as they glared at each other.


  She released Rhett and turned to Gunner, shoving her finger in his face. “This ends now. I’m with Rhett. I bonded to him last night. That’s the end of it!”


  Gunner’s face dropped, his golden complexion turning pale. “You bonded to him?” he asked, his voice low and weak.


  “I did,” Joan said, softening her voice. “I’m sorry, Gunner, but it just wasn’t meant to be. We’ll find you a girl that will make you happy.”


  He whipped his head around and sprinted towards the forest, phasing into his lion before he disappeared into the mess of trees.


  “Let him go,” Ashton said, waving him off. “He’ll be better with some time.”


  Rhett clenched his jaw, watching the forest. He hoped so, or he would have to take things to the next level. Nobody was going to come between him and his mate.


  “Is it too early for beer?” Cole asked, raising his eyebrows to the group.


  Joan smiled. “It is a special occasion.”


  Rory pumped his fist. “I’ll go get the cooler.” He ran off towards the barn, bouncing with every step.


  Cole and Ashton went over to the firepit to spark up the campfire and set up the chairs. It was going to be a long day of lounging around and relaxing with his new friends and with his new mate. Life was good.


  “Welcome home,” Joan said, pressing her body against him when they were finally alone. She kissed him long and slow on the lips.


  “Mmmmm,” he moaned, hardening in his pants. “When does our new bed get here?”


  “Not soon enough,” she said with a smile. “We’re just going to have to wait.”


  Rhett glanced over at the fire where Rory was walking over with a full cooler of beer. “Can I buy you a beer while we wait?”


  She smiled, biting her bottom lip as she gazed up at him. “You’ve already done so much for me. You helped settle my bear, something that I didn’t think was possible. You gave me a new home, something I haven’t had for years. You’ve given me love, affection, and hope. Hope for the future. For our future.”


  She had given Rhett the same things. But hope for the future was the biggest. He couldn’t wait to live with her and see her every day. He couldn’t wait to put a baby in her and grow old and wrinkly together. They had a lot of fun times ahead, starting right now.


  “But yes,” she said, kissing his lips again. “You can definitely buy me a beer.”


   


  epilogue


   


   


  A month later…


   


   


  “Where is everybody?” Joan asked Ashton. He was sitting in a lounge chair, tanning with his eyes closed.


  “You’re the alpha,” he said, not even opening his eyes. “Shouldn’t you know?”


  Joan grinned as she picked up his bottle of suntan lotion off of the grass next to him. She popped off the cap and squirted a big glob onto his lips.


  “Mphm,” he grunted, flying forward as he scooped lotion off of his face. “What the hell was that for? You’re the worst alpha ever.”


  “Put your complaint in the box with all of the others,” she said, pointing at the firepit. “I’ll get to it shortly.”


  He laughed. “Worst. Alpha. Ever.”


  Joan stuck her tongue out at him. She knew that below Ashton’s rough exterior, he really liked her. She could tell by the way he was always teasing her.


  Things had been going great the past couple of weeks on the Wilde Ranch. The name was fitting. These guys were pretty wild and reckless. But then, so was she.


  Rhett and Gunner hadn’t become friends by any means but they stopped their constant fighting, exchanging it with ignoring each other. They were somewhere between lifelong enemies and roommates who didn’t get along. It was getting better but it still wasn’t great. Something had to change or one of them had to go.


  “Seriously,” Joan said, “where is everybody?” She slept in for once and everybody vanished.


  Ashton huffed out a breath. Joan held up the bottle again in a threatening manner. “You want another money shot or are you going to tell me?”


  “Okay,” he said, inching away from her. “Cole is still in his trailer with the girl that he brought home, Rhett is at work, Gunner is getting a manicure, and Rory is by the lake practicing to be a cowboy. There. Can I rest now?”


  “Sure,” she said, hiding a grin. “Don’t forget your suntan lotion.” She squirted a big glob onto his face, covering him like he was the only girl on set at the end of a porno.


  “Hey!” he hollered as she walked away laughing. “Worst. Alpha. Ever.”


  “I know you love me!” she said, raising her hand over her head and giving him the finger.


  That was the last thing that she needed, another guy in the crew to love her. Gunner claimed that he was over her, but she wasn’t so sure. She could often feel his eyes on her, watching her, admiring her. He was also still hostile to Rhett, which wasn’t a good sign.


  He wasn’t here today so she could breathe easier. Gunner was getting his weekly manicure. He was a lion shifter and took good care of his claws, both in his animal and human form.


  “What are you doing?” she asked Rory as she walked over to him. He was by the lake twirling a rope over his head, wearing his new cowboy hat as usual. Rory was really taking this cowboy thing to a new level.


  “I’m practicing to be a cowboy,” he said, looping the lasso over his head. He tossed it at a rock but missed it by a mile.


  “Is that a skipping rope?” Joan asked, holding in a laugh.


  “It’s all I could find,” he said, adjusting his black cowboy hat. “When are we going to get the horses?”


  Joan sighed. They had big plans to deck out the ranch with horses, cattle, and nice living accommodations like on the Clawed Ranch but they were a little short on money. Actually, they were a lot short on money.


  “Horses?” she asked, tilting her head. “I ordered you a pony.”


  Rory laughed. “I’ll take a donkey at this point. I just want something to ride on.”


  For some reason, Rhett popped into her mind. “Me too.”


  They walked back towards the trailers talking and laughing as they went. Joan really liked Rory. It was impossible not too. He was so positive and bubbly that he could even make Gunner smile once in a while.


  “What do we have here?” Joan said, grinning as a curvy blonde raced out of Cole’s trailer. She lowered her head to the ground, covering her face with her messy hair as she did the walk of shame back to her car.


  “She’s a screamer,” Rory said, watching her get into the car and race away. “She kept me up all night.”


  “She kept me up all night too,” Cole said, stepping out of his trailer. “And this morning.”


  He stretched out, shirtless with a cocky look on his face as he strutted over.


  “Did you invite her to stay for lunch?” Joan asked, looking at the cloud of dust settle where she sped off.


  Cole scratched his unthoughtful head. “Didn’t think to.”


  Joan rolled her eyes. “What a surprise.”


  “I would have invited her for lunch,” Rory said.


  Cole’s eyes narrowed as they fell on him. “Why are you dressed up like a cowboy? Is that a skipping rope?”


  “I am a cowboy,” Rory said.


  Cole laughed as he ran his hand over his abs. “A wolfboy maybe. A cowboy? No.”


  Rory shook his head. “We live in Montana. I live on a ranch. That’s the definition of a cowboy right there.”


  “Except you’re missing some cattle,” Ashton said. “And a horse.”


  Rory turned to Joan and cringed. “When are we getting the cattle?”


  Joan walked over to where Ashton was still lounging on the plastic patio chair. She kicked out the back leg, breaking it and sending him flying backward.


  Cole and Rory roared with laughter as he crashed into the ground.


  “We don’t have money,” she said with her hands on her hips. “And you guys just fuck around all day. How the hell are we supposed to afford any of that?”


  Cole shrugged. “You’re the alpha. You figure it out.”


  Joan huffed out a breath. These guys were driving her crazy.


  Rhett and Gunner both returned for lunch and they all ate as a crew. “Want to ride with me for the rest of my shift?” Rhett asked her.


  She smiled as she played footsie with him under the picnic table. “Definitely.”


  “How was the salon?” Cole asked Gunner, laughing at him.


  “Fine,” Gunner said with a serious face. “I don’t know why you guys always make fun of me. Fingernails are supposed to be manicured and need weekly maintenance. What am I, a barbarian?”


  “I don’t know. Do barbarians use nail polish?” Joan asked, making everybody laugh.


  “You guys just don’t understand,” Gunner said, shaking his head.


  “You’re right,” Rory said. “We don’t.”


  Joan ate quickly so that she could leave with Rhett. She loved spending the days driving around with him in his police cruiser, watching him handle any shifters who got out of line.


  She smiled as she thought back to the first time that they had met in the restaurant. She had been just about to lose control of her bear when he came waltzing into her life. Now, when she looked back at that time, it felt like a different person than who she was now. Her dominant bear was in heaven at the head of a new crew and she was ecstatic with her new mate, Rhett.


  She and her bear were finally acting as one, sharing their body peacefully. Joan could breathe easier now and she wasn’t in constant fear of her bear losing it and ripping out of her skin.


  And it was all because of Rhett.


  “Did you bring your handcuffs?” she asked when they were in the car, driving down a long secluded road.


  Rhett grinned at her, his dark eyes full of hunger that only she could satisfy.


  Joan slipped an index finger into her mouth and sucked on the tip as she gave him her fuck me eyes. “Because I’ve been a very bad girl, officer. I need to get punished.”


  He groaned as he pulled the car over, the tent in his pants rising as he turned to her. “It’s time to teach you a lesson,” he said in a raspy voice. “It’s time to show you who’s really in charge around here.”


  Joan gulped as he unbuckled his seatbelt.


  “Out of the car,” he said with a grin. “And put your hands on the hood.”


  Joan bit her lip to hide her smile. She loved role playing with the sexy shifter cop. They even had sex in the Sheriff’s office a couple of times after hours. Joan still got wet every time she remembered how he bent her over his desk and took her.


  “Officer,” she said, playing along in her sweet innocent voice. “Are you going to go easy on me?”


  Rhett narrowed his dark eyes on her and shook his head.


  “You’re going to go hard on me?”


  He nodded. “Very hard.”


  Joan grinned. Just how she liked it.


  She jumped out of the car and ran to the hood, placing her palms on the hot metal just like he had ordered her to do.


  She grinned as he walked out and approached her. Fuck, she loved him. He truly was everything to her. He gave her everything; love, security, devotion, adoration, friendship.


  He grinned as he walked over, taking out his handcuffs and slapping them on her wrists.


  And of course, a little bit of fun.
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