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Chapter One
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Abe Beresford crept up to the kitchen window, shaded his eyes from the late afternoon sun, and risked sneaking a peek. Was she in there? He caught a glimpse of a shadowy figure moving around the tiny kitchen and ducked down.

Had she seen him?

The screen door stayed closed. He held his breath and listened. No signs she’d even noticed him. No footsteps across the kitchen. No calling out.

A grin crossed his face. She had no clue, and that was exactly the way he wanted it. He checked the hastily grabbed bouquet of purple lupines—his mom’s favorite. Flower still good, check. He reached for the door latch.

After the day he’d had he so needed this. His lunch meeting with his brothers had turned into a pissing match leaving him irritable for his afternoon conference call with the guys in Chicago. It wasn’t totally his fault the call had gone down the shit hole. The new game he and his brothers were developing would rock, just like their first one. Zeke’s concept was rad, and the characters Abe was drawing would be amazing in CGI. He knew it, his brothers knew it, even the suits in Chicago knew it. But they wanted proof now. And it just wasn’t ready.

You couldn’t rush art.

He was an adult, but on days like this, when he didn’t want to be, he knew just who would take him in, feed him, and always take his side. Mom.

And he knew just where she’d be at almost dinner time on a Thursday—home. Cooking dinner for his father after working a full day herself on her feet at the Grab and Go.

The tangy smell of homemade BBQ wafted out the open screen and his stomach rumbled in response. He eased the door open. Wincing at the sound the rusty hinges made, he poked his head in. And stopped cold, the flowers dropping to his side. The grin falling from his face.

His mom stood with her back to him. She’d pushed the sleeves of her long sleeve shirt—too hot for the Colorado summer—up, and was examining the dark bruises encircling her wrists and forearms like ink splotch tattoos.

Anger rushed in, shaking him up and driving his bear into a frenzy. He clamped down hard, crushing the stems of the fragile wild flowers in his fist, the juices wet on his skin. He wasn’t a teenager anymore. He was not going to lose control and shift right in the middle of town, no matter what the old man had done now.

“Mom?” Even he heard the growl in his voice that said he wasn’t far off from losing it.

“Abe.” She whipped around and jerked her sleeves down, hiding the bruises. “I didn’t hear you come in.” She smoothed a few strands of light brown hair streaked with premature gray back into her ponytail and grabbed a dishcloth. Wiping the worn out countertop over and over again, the way she’d done since he could remember, she put on a bright smile. “It’s so good to see you. Are you here for dinner?”

He crossed the small room, shoving the kitchen chairs out of the way and tossing the remains of the flowers on the counter. “What’s he done to you now?”

“Did you bring me flowers? How sweet.” His mom reached out, but he stepped in front of her and gently stopped her hand.

“Mom, don’t avoid the subject.” He eased her sleeve up. The bruising was ugly. Green mixed with purple, it sent another surge of rage coursing through him. He reached for the other arm, his hands shaking. “You can’t put up with this any longer.”

“Abe.” She pulled away, her face full of a familiar pity that only had him fighting his emotions harder. “You just don’t understand your father.”

“Fuck that. He’s a drunk and a bully and you don’t have to put up with it.”

“On second thought, maybe dinner tonight isn’t a good idea. You should go.” She cast a quick worried glance at the door. “It’s almost five o’clock. He’ll be home soon.”

“I don’t give a flying fuck about him. It’s you I care about.”

She frowned and pulled away, readjusting the shirt sleeve to cover her forearm. “Really, Abe, there’s no call for that.” She moved over to the stove and pulled a lid off of a pot. Hot steam filled the air. “Calm down or you’ll have to go.”

He didn’t want to calm down. He wanted to shift into his other shape and wait for his father to come home. Roar his superiority out to the hills and use his bare claws to tear the old man to pieces.

But instead he rolled his shoulders to let out some of the energy his anger had raised. “Move in with us. You can have Zeke’s old room. He never uses it now that he’s living on Goldi’s ranch.” He forced a humorless laugh. “He’s a settled down married man now, that room is just going empty. Say you will. Please.” The crack in his voice betrayed him. His control was still whisper thin.

His mom pressed her lips tight together and stirred the mashed potatoes pot with brisk strokes. “Live back up on the mountain? Don’t be silly. I like being able to walk to work. And what would you two boys do, men in their twenties living with their mom.” She made a tisking sound.

“Or, move in with Zeke and Goldi. They have plenty of room in their house.” He touched her arm and she stopped stirring, her chin dipping down. He gentled his voice. “I know he’d love it.”

“The ranch is just as far out of town as your house. And besides, I like having my own home.” She turned the heat down on the stove and smiled brightly at him. “Now, let’s find a jar for those flowers of yours.” She moved over to a cabinet and rummaged inside, pulling down an old mason jar. “Wildflowers won’t last long if you don’t get them into water.”

He stalked across six feet of floor, to the swinging door to the hallway and back again. “Mom, it’s not getting any better. He’s going to really hurt you.”

“I’m tougher than I look.” Her narrow chin lifted and he saw a flash of her own beast deep inside her normally soft brown eyes.

“Yeah, you are, you old she-bear.” His laugh disappeared quickly. “But he’s a tough son-of-a-bitch and when he’s drinking, he doesn’t have any stops.” He took the jar out of her hands and placed it on the counter. Pulling her into his arms he gave her a huge bear hug—letting her go when she winced at the pressure on her arms. “I love you. Please come live with us and let the old man drown himself in his beer and whiskey.”

“I can’t.” She moved to the sink and began to fill the jar with water. “You just don’t understand him.”

“I understand he’s a drunk who can barely keep a job. I understand he takes it all out on you. Look at you, slaving away in this heat just so he can have dinner ready when he walks in the door.” The last word “door” became a growl, but he knew she understood what he was saying.

She shook her head. “He’s my husband. I owe him.”

“You don’t owe him anything. Move up on the mountain with us. You don’t have to work. Cam and I make enough with the business. You can roam the woods. Hunt. Garden. Whatever you want to do. Come on,” he wheedled. “Move in with us.”

The back door slammed. “What the hell is going on here? What are you doing, boy?” His father stood there, blocking the later afternoon sunshine, still dressed in the grimy denim coveralls he wore at the garage and stinking of oil and dirt and hate. “I spend my whole day working hard and come home to find you here trying to steal my woman out from under me?” His arm drew back.

For a moment, Abe was a little boy again, hiding in a corner of the kitchen, and he flinched.

One swipe of an angry paw and his dad would take him down. His dad was a big man, well over six feet, who worked with his hands for a living, and despite Abe’s own extra inches, his anger seemed to puff him up to twice Abe’s size. But then the moment passed, and Abe saw the old man for what he truly was—shrunken down by alcohol, overwork, and too many years of disappointment that had stolen his youth.

“Back off.” Abe moved between his dad and his mom. “She doesn’t have to stay here. She doesn’t have to put up with you, your drinking, or your abuse.”

The old man’s face mottled a deep angry red as the bear inside rushed in under the surface. His own bear rose up in response and he desperately fought for control.

“Stop it! Just stop it! I won’t have the two of you fighting in my kitchen.”

“Is that what you want, Ellen? To leave me? Do you want what this fucking son of yours wants?”

His mom moved around him and went to his dad, stroking his arms and back. “Of course not. Don’t be silly.” She tucked her arm in his elbow and walked him across the kitchen, keeping her body between his and Abe’s all the way to the door leading into the living room. “Now why don’t you change out of those filthy work clothes and I’ll get your beer for you.”

“Make sure he’s gone before I have to eat.” His dad threw him a cold look, as if he were a total stranger. “The sight of him makes me sick.” The door swung closed behind him.

Abe’s own stomach turned. “Why, Mom?”

She crossed over to him and patted his shoulder. Looping her arm through his own elbow, she walked him the few feet to the back door. “I love you, Abe.” She opened the door, gave him a quick hug and a kiss on the forehead, and pushed him outside. “Thank you for the flowers. Maybe you could call next time.” And she gently closed first the screen and then the inside kitchen door, shutting him out of the house.

Abe stared at the back door, at the paint that had once been a vivid sky blue and was now faded and peeling.

His bear still raged inside, pounding away at his control. It thumped in his veins, demanding he go in there and kill the man threatening his mom—even if he was, technically, his dad.

In the wild, mother bears raised their own cubs. Right now that made more sense to him than the screwed-up mating bond that had his mother chained to his father for life.

He stalked off. He had too much energy to get behind the wheel and drive home, not with the bear threatening to emerge at any moment. He was likely to shift in the truck, and no one wanted a thousand-pound bear in the front seat. Not even him.

He wanted to shift and let all of this furious anger out. He wanted to roar and run. Instead, he found himself walking into the dive bar a block from his mother’s house. The old man could drink himself to death—why not Abe?
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Chapter Two
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​Silver Rose sat at the bar at the Chug ‘N Whiskey and counted her drinks. One...two. She looked at the nearly empty glass in her hand. Was this number two or three? “Hey Nita, I only had two of these. Right?”

The overworked bartender nodded, her black ponytail bobbing as she turned away to pay attention to the off-duty waitresses whooping it up at the bar next to Silver.

Two drinks. Then how come she felt so woozy? Like she’d had at least three of the vodka and cranberries? She’d better slow down.

She checked out the rest of the bar. It was a classic dive—dark wood she wasn’t sure she wanted to examine in the light of day, sticky floors—and packed with people just like herself. People who wanted to drink away the day’s stresses and block out the world.

At least with drink number two she was starting to relax after what had been a truly horrible day. After listening to her neighbors fight all night through the paper thin walls in her cheap hotel, she’d been woken up by a phone call from a collection agency. Tired, exhausted, and refusing to be late, she’d put on the too-big black suit she’d scraped together ten dollars to purchase at the thrift store back home in California, and dragged herself to the reading of her grandfather’s will.

There, for the first time in nearly a year, she’d finally faced Scarlett.

Nita walked back to her section of the bar. “So, finish the story, I’m dying to find out what happened. You borrowed the money from your best friend to drive out here, all the way from California, to attend the reading of the will. But I have to know—what happened when you saw your sister?” The waitress’ almond shaped eyes widened. “Was it awful? Did you lose it? If my sister had stolen my boyfriend from me, I’d have torn her to pieces.”

“You know what was weird?” Silver shook her head. “I thought I’d want to run to her and hug her and cry. God, it’s been a year since I’ve talked to her. We used to be best friends. And now Grandpa—.” She swallowed down the pain that wanted to rise up. “But it turns out I’m still mad.”

“Over the boyfriend? Bill? You must have really loved him.”

Silver laughed. “No, that was Steven Schmidt. Bill’s the one who left last month, leaving me broke.” Nita nodded her understanding. “And I didn’t love Steven. I just thought I did. I’m mad that Scarlett made out with him, just to prove a point to me. I’m mad that she never sees me as grown up, never sees that I might be making the wrong decisions. They may be wrong, but they’re my decisions.”

She’d thought she’d been prepared, thought they might be able to grieve together, but when Scarlett walked in, her face shining with the hope that they could reconcile, Silver had just shut down. Bad enough that she’d been crying all week over losing Grandpa Rose, but seeing Scarlett tore through her like Grandpa’s giant fishing knife.

“But, jeesh, after the crap she pulled on you? Making out with your boyfriend just to show you he was a cheater? That’s lousy. At least you can head back to California and never see her again.”

“That’s just it. I can’t. Grandpa’s will says we have to share the cabin for three months, or we don’t get anything. It all gets auctioned off.”

“That’s terrible.” Nita shook her head. “Oh, I’ve gotta go.” And she was off, headed down the bar.

Silver stared into her almost empty glass. She’d tried. After the reading of the will she’d driven up Beresford Mountain to the old cabin and met Scarlett. But she’d walked in the door and all the old memories had flooded her.

Memories of spending time at Grandpa’s cabin with her sister, their summers spent learning to fish at his knee, and running wild on the mountain.

Memories of the sweet smell of Grandpa’s tobacco smoke filling the room as he puffed on his pipe and told them tall tales of the Colorado Rockies. The way he’d always hugged them tight, giving them a warm safe place during the summer, when her mom was too busy to have them at home because of boyfriend number two. Or three. The way he’d listened on the phone when Scarlett had betrayed her, never giving her advice, just support.

Memories of love.

It had been too much. Silver had run out the back door, unable to cope with Scarlett’s need to take over and fix it all again for her little sister. And that’s when the worst thing of the day had happened.

She gripped her glass, her knuckles turning white.
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