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Author’s Note




Welcome to my small world of the Mahoosuc Bear Den and their territory. 

In 2023, I spent about a month traveling through the eastern states, and more than a week in Maine. I fell in love with the state. The sheer vastness, the shorelines, the forests.

When I sat down to write this book, there were only a few regions in America that would work and automatically, my mind went to Maine. I started researching various locations as well as the types of bears native to the state. Maine has the largest population of black bears, the only bear found in the eastern US.

So I had my bear and I had the state, but I had trouble finding the town. I liked the idea of locating the territory near Moosehead Lake, for reasons you’ll learn as you read the story, but there wasn’t a town of the ideal size. Greenville, as it is, has a population of roughly 1600.

Ivy’s town needed to be a little bit bigger, so I took some artistic liberty.

Likewise, I created a town in the same general area, just north of Dead River and called it Bear Creek. This fictional town is where the Mahoosuc Bear Den settled hundreds of years ago when their early ancestors traveled to the New World from Scandinavia, coming from Norway. Yes, the bears were originally Vikings! These early explorers, in my world, first landed in Newfoundland but elected to travel on and settled in what would one day come to be called Maine. The early Mahoosuc settlers weren’t Black bears at all, but Eurasian brown bears.

They lived peacefully with the indigenous peoples of the area, having no desire to make war. They’d left their home to escape conflict and had no desire to start any in the paradise they found in this vast new land.

Over time, other peoples found their way to the New World. Some, like Jonas’s ancestors, fled their homeland, either seeking a better life or freedom from persecution as early Americans did.

Others came to hide.

Yet more came to cause trouble, because that’s how people are. Sometimes, humans as a species just suck.

I played a little with geography and history here. I hope anybody familiar with the region doesn’t mind that I took artistic license.








  
  
Dedication




With thanks to all my backers on Backerkit.


A special thank you to Shellie Surles & Harmony Cartwright. I hope you enjoy your part in this story.


For all the women who understand why we choose the bear.











  
  

Chapter 1


Ivy





Would you rather be stuck in the forest with a man or a bear?


Remember that internet question…would you rather be stuck in the woods with a man or a bear? 

I do. Naturally, I answered the bear.

Why wouldn’t I? Most women do pick the bear.

Even though I thought I had a great boyfriend, I still picked the bear.

Past tense: I thought I had a great boyfriend.

I’ll give Neill Brady credit where credit is due. He’d managed to fool me, my friends, my co-workers—hell, my brother and sister came up here for the 4th. They had liked him. My siblings don’t like anybody I date.

Almost everybody I knew liked him. The only person I knew that didn’t sing his praises was my roommate, Dallas.

But Dallas was…different and openly admitted he hated just about everybody. Well, except me and his partner. And Star.

Neill opened doors for me. He often paid for our dates but when we’d first started going out, he’d understood my desire to pay my own way.

He worked at the same company where I did—he was the owner’s son. I’d had a knee-jerk response about dating him because of that and had turned him down the first couple of times he asked me out. He’d taken the rejections well so the third time he asked, I’d given in. 

I wanted to go Dutch; he didn’t disagree. He never talked down to me and there was no mansplaining.

No red flags. Zero.

Not until about a few minutes ago and damn, did all those red flags start waving. Had he been saving them all up for a special occasion? All I saw were red flags. Well, that and his suddenly punchable face.

Weeks had gone by with no sign of him being a complete asshole. That’s why I’d thought it would be safe to come out to his parents’ cabin on Moosehead Lake so we could watch the Perseids meteor shower.

Safe. Ha!

We’d been stretched out on a blanket on the grassy slope a few yards from the steep, heavily forested slope that led down to the lake. The night was—or had been quiet, so quiet I’d heard water lapping against the shore. It had been serene and peaceful.

I’d been utterly relaxed and cuddled closer, happy to just be there.

His breath had quickened and I’d looked up to see why.

And that’s when he rolled toward me. I’d actually smiled at him. Despite how dark it was, I could see fairly well—my night vision was excellent, and always had been. His eyes had been a little off-center of my face and not entirely focused as he pushed up on his elbow to look down at me.

Abruptly, he’d reached out and grabbed onto my boob like he was seizing an orange from a stack of fruit in the produce section. After a frozen moment of shock, I’d shoved him away and jumped to my feet.

It all went downhill from there.

Seriously downhill.

“Why are you playing so hard to get, Ivy?” His mouth twisted. Was he trying to make some sort of sexy smolder? He looked constipated as he came closer. He was also walking with a weird disjointed gait. Was he…was he trying to prowl or something? If that was his idea of looking sexy, wow, was he missing the mark.

I would have laughed if I wasn’t so pissed—and okay, yeah, scared.

There was no time for humor. I needed to stay focused on keeping distance and his sports car between us. 

“Neill,” I said, somehow managing to keep my voice level. “You need to back the hell off. Just get in your car and go for all I care. But leave me alone.”

“Just go?” He was still smiling, eyes sparkling. He was having fun. “We’re an hour from home, Ivy. You really want me to leave you out here in the woods…alone?”

“I’m not afraid of the dark, Neill,” I said coolly. “But I am not getting in that car with you. Leave.”

“What are you so worked up about, babe?” Licking his lips, he lowered his eyes to stare at my tits. The motion-activated light by the house had flared on as soon as I hit the paved drive. He could see me as easily as I saw him.  “It’s not like you didn’t know this was coming. We’ve been going out for almost two months.”

Revulsion coursed through me at the sight of his leering expression. Thanks to the size of my breasts and how early I’d developed, I’d had guys looking at me like that since I was twelve years old. How had I missed that he was one of the creeps? Thankfully, all those years of experience made it easier to keep my face blank. 

“Five weeks, Neill. Five weeks. And I don’t owe you sex.” I sidestepped to the right as he tried to circle closer. “I did not come out here  planning on fucking you—or getting groped.”

“Quit playing.” He finally stopped circling the car and planted his hands on the hood, leaning closer. “The chasing thing is cute but I’ve had enough of your cock-teasing. Come on, baby. Let’s go inside…I’ve got a nice, big soft bed…and a big, hard cock waiting for you.”

It was getting harder to hide my disgust.

I shifted my feet, preparing to dodge away again. My shoe brushed over a rock. Nervously, I circled it with my foot, trying to gauge its size. “I’m not going inside with you. I’m not sleeping with you. And I’m not playing games—I want you to get in your car and go.”

He lunged at me over the car. I stooped and grabbed the rock and dashed around the vehicle. We looked ridiculous—we had to. He ended up in a sprawl and clambered to his feet, cursing and jerking at his shirt. I eyed the house and wondered if I could get inside and lock myself in—preferably somewhere with a phone. I had my cell but I had no idea if I had any bars or not.

I couldn’t look, either. He was already trying to move on me again. Damn it.

I pulled my arm back, preparing to hurl the rock right at his pretty face. “Take one more step and I’ll brain you with this,” I warned him.

“Whoa.” That made him draw up short. “You’re taking this game too far.”

“That’s because I’m not playing,” I told him. “I said no and that means no. Leave me alone.”

Something finally clicked. His jaw fell open. The motion-activated light, blindingly bright, highlighted his expression. Blood surged to his cheeks, turning them a dull, ruddy shade as his eyes narrowed. Fury tightened every line of his face.

“What the fuck is your problem?” he shouted.

“You! You are the problem, Neill! I’m not sleeping with you. Get it through your head.” Flinging an arm toward the vehicle, I said, “Just get in the damn car and leave me alone. I’ll find my own way home.”

He stalked toward me and I sidestepped yet again, keeping up that crazy little evasive dance. Now my back was to the thick stand of trees at my back. Maybe I should run into them. Neill wouldn’t dare follow me. The closest he got to nature was stretching out on a blanket on the nice, neatly manicured lawn between the sloped grade leading to the lake and the urbane, professionally decorated cabin. But I was wearing sandals—I didn’t mind dealing with the woods at night. I did mind dealing with a broken ankle.

“Get in the fucking car, Ivy. If you’re going to be that uptight, I’ll fucking take you home. Damn bitch. But I’m not leaving you alone at my family cabin because you turned out to be an ice-cold prude.” He curled his lip at me.

A prude. I might have laughed. I even opened my mouth to comment, but the very moment I did, a strange, eerie quiet swept over us. The birds went silent. The dog-day cicadas went silent. Even the loud, busy bullfrogs shut up. The only sound to break the unsettling stillness was the water lapping on the shore and Neill’s hard, aggressive panting.

The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. Awareness shivered down my spine.

If I’d dared, I would have looked over my shoulder into the forest, but I couldn’t shift focus from Neill. Every instinct screamed that he was the real threat.

Yet something watched from the woods. I knew it in my gut. Something  watched us.

Neill…hot anger surged inside. My right boob actually hurt from how hard he’d grabbed me. I had the insane urge to lunge at him and tear my nails down his face, drive my knee into his balls so hard he choked on them. He had the nerve to call me a prude? I wanted to hurt him, badly, but I didn’t dare risk getting close.

I’d gotten away once. I couldn’t count on doing it again.

I had to keep him away from me. Shoving my hand into the pocket of my skirt, I pulled out my phone.

“See this?” I checked the screen, doing it in a flash. Yes. I had bars. Only three, but three was enough. The closest town was a few miles down the hill—I’d never been there, but they had to have a police department, or a sheriff’s office, right?

Flicking a look back at Neill, I edged sideways as he sidled my way. Hitting the icon for the safety app, I darted another look at him while nerves chittered loudly in the back of my head. Still, I kept up a nonchalant smile. “I’ve got bars. And I’m calling my roommate right now.”

“I told you I’d take you home. Stop with the bullshit,” he snapped, face twisting. “Get in the fucking car, Ivy!”

“Are you nuts? Guys like you are why women choose the damn bear, Neill! I’d rather walk home than get in there!”

A low, menacing growl came from the trees.

We both froze.

The sound of a branch breaking echoed like the sound of gunfire and I flinched.

A ripple of alarm raced up my spine as Neill’s gaze shot past my shoulder. His face paled, going moon-white in the harsh light coming from overhead.

He opened his mouth, closed it. Slowly, I shifted position, not daring to turn. There was no way I’d give Neill my back after this.

The motion-activated light in the driveway didn’t extend more than thirty feet or so past the driveway. Beyond the pool of light, the darkness was complete. There was no moon and the sky was cloudless, perfect for the meteor shower I’d thought I’d be enjoying with my almost-perfect boyfriend.

That pool of light offered an almost spotlight quality now, highlighting the big, shaggy shape as it ambled out of the darkness and stood there. It lingered on the edges of the lit circle, stopping just a few yards shy of true visibility.

It didn’t matter. My keen eyesight had already taken it in and assessed the threat.

My mouth went dry.

We lived in Maine.

Sure, we saw bears around here. But they usually didn’t approach humans…and this thing looked massive. Black bears around here rarely got bigger than three or four hundred pounds and this one…

As I watched, it rose onto its hind legs and craned its head before taking one step, then another, boldly walking forward into the spotlight—right toward us.

“You wanted the fucking bear?” Neill said in a hiss. “You got the fucking bear.”

I swallowed and a dry clicking sound came from my throat. Slowly, I lifted my hands and backed up a step.

“Easy,” I told the bear. “Easy…”

Its big head swung toward me, cocked curiously. The ears flickered and then it looked back at the car.

The car door slammed and the bear growled again, dropping down on all fours. It took several lumbering steps forward. Every instinct screamed I had to run.

“Easy,” I said again, voice still somehow calm. My knees shook as I backed up. “Easy, big guy. I’ll stay out of your way. You stay out of mine.”

The bear kept plodding forward. I backed away, moving as quickly as I could without rushing it, but its attention seemed locked on the car.

Something pounded next to me, and I jumped, yelping.

“Keys!”

Neill was staring at me through the window with wide, panicked eyes.

Not comprehending, I just gaped.

The bear roared.

It was a sound I felt all the way done to my bones.

Shaking, I backed up so fast, I fell on my butt and that was when the bear lunged.

Neill screamed—and kept his ass in the car.








  
  

Chapter 2


Jonas





She smells sweeter than honey.


There was nothing better, in my opinion, than spending a cool summer night out under a starry sky, waiting for a meteor shower after a long day of hiking. 

We’d hunted for our dinner—in our human skins instead of in bear form—then cooked our food over a campfire we later banked so it would die down well before the meteors were expected to start streaking across the sky.

We’d taken a week to go hiking.

Tomorrow, we headed home.

I wasn’t looking forward to it.

It wasn’t that I didn’t miss home, or that I didn’t love it.

It was the specific responsibility that awaited me.

Even though I’d been aware this was coming for years, I still wasn’t ready.

As a rule, I didn’t like people. My friends and family were the exceptions. Even with them, I preferred to handle people in limited doses. But once we got back home, I’d be dealing with people on a regular basis. There was no help for it.

Pops was gone and he’d named me as his successor.

My grandfather, my Alpha, was dead. It was up to me to lead the Den now. That had been his wish, and the final order from my Alpha.

I would have thought he was out of his mind, except I knew the old goat had been sharper than steel right up until old age finally took him from us. 

I knew my Denmates. None of them would have a chance of stepping into Pops’s size thirteen shoes. I’d always thought that, when the time came, I’d feel like a fraud.

He’d told me otherwise. 

It will feel right, son. You’ll know it’s right when it comes.

I was glad to discover he hadn’t been wrong.

I’d felt it the moment his heart stopped, even though he’d drifted away in his sleep, alone in his cabin.

We’d all felt it, but it hit me first, a wave of knowledge, followed by a flow of strength and awareness—the grief came later. The bear had taken charge—and that, too, Pops had prepared me for—don’t fight it when the bear comes out. It’ll happen as soon as I’m gone, readying you to take the mantle. He has to accept it just as you do and he has to be at the fore to do so.

Nearly half an hour had passed before we’d left our home, the bear and I, and gone to find Pops.

The Den had been gathered quietly outside his home, waiting for us.

And I’d known.

I was Alpha.

It was right that leading them should come to me. It was my duty, my honor, my obligation and my pleasure. My strength could hold the Den together and the code of honor instilled by my Alpha and by my mother would ensure I’d do a good job of it.

Don’t be so certain. Your father may still show up and try to challenge you.

That annoying voice had been getting louder all day but I ignored it. I still wasn’t back home—no challenge could happen outside Mahoosuc Den.

My asshole father hadn’t been seen outside his small patch of land in months and even those appearances had been sporadic. A couple of denmates had wondered, with little concern, if he’d finally pissed off a predator out in the Wandering Lands and gotten his fool head torn off.

Just when I’d start to wonder myself, he’d show his face again. He was still alive.

Unless and until he did try to challenge me, there was nothing I could do. If he did, he couldn’t beat me. I knew his strength—I’d known it from the time I was in my mid-teens. It was an instinctive thing. I also knew mine, and I was stronger. That was likely why he’d tried to kill me when I was still a kid…eliminate his competition before it became too strong.

I also knew my father. He was a coward.

My mom didn’t think he’d risk taking me on.

This was one time I thought she was wrong.

My old man’s hatred of me was too old, too strong. He’d do something to fuck with me. The question was how and when—and what method.

He’d never do it head-on. But there were other ways, ways more suited to his cowardly self. I’d yet to figure out which would suit him.

He’d stayed gone for the period of mourning—so far—and that was what mattered.

We’d had the funeral and taken Pops’s ashes out into the mountains, spreading them as he’d requested. Most bears didn’t like the idea of burial and Pops was no different.

We’d had the celebration of life.

My father hadn't been notified.

We were bears. We liked our traditions. Mom would have smacked my father around and knocked him down a peg if he tried to step out of line—and she’d have enjoyed it, but more, the entire den would have risen up against Magnus if he’d tried to violate one of the laws laid down by the recently deceased Alpha.

But that brief respite was over.

Tradition dictated that once the mourning period had passed, a newly-installed Alpha could be challenged. It was pretty much open season on my ass—bear season, even.

Would he strike now?

Or did he have something else in mind?

“Brooding about your asshole of a father?”

Looking up, I found Liam watching me with sympathetic eyes. We were cousins on my mom’s side—through her maternal, non-bear grandmother. It was a distant connection but we were as close as brothers. 

Liam Murray looked as Irish as his name made him sound, red-haired, greenish-brown eyes and so pale, I was surprised he didn’t glow in the dark. Sometimes, I teased him that he had three forms—human, bear and human-lobster, because ten minutes in the sun turned him a glorious shade of red. He never actually burned—at least, not to the point that it pained him. As bear-shifters, we just healed too fast. But he sure as hell turned as red as a cooked lobster. It had earned him the nickname ‘Lobster’, or ‘Lob’ for short, as a kid and he’d never lived it down.

The color he’d picked up over the day had already faded from his skin, leaving him all but glowing in the faint light as he watched me. 

“I’m fine, Lob,” I told him.

He flipped me off with a sour smile. “Fuck you.”

“Sorry, you need Max for that. He’s the brother that goes both ways, not me. He’s got a thing for you, too.”

“Pretty sure the kid has grown out of that crush, thank God.” Liam sighed and flopped back on his back, braiding his fingers under his head for a pillow. 

“Is there a problem with my little brother having a crush on you?” I was pretty sure Max had grown out of it, too. But if you can’t rib your best friend over shit, who can you do it to?

Liam snorted. “The only problem with that crush was how fucking much it amused everybody since he never bothered to hide it. Nobody wanted to tease the Alpha’s grandkid—or Delia’s precious baby. So I got all of it.”

“Yeah, you poor thing. I don’t know how you handled it. Defenseless little Liam.”

He slanted a look at me from the corner of his eye. “You’re not half as funny as you think you are, old man. And for the record? Alpha or not? I don’t mind knocking your face in.”

“Think you can?” I grinned as I said it, because I knew he meant it.

That was why I wanted him as my beta. I needed somebody who wasn’t afraid of me. We were almost a match in dominance, although I was just a touch stronger. We both knew it, but that didn’t keep Liam from confronting me when he was in a mood—or if he thought I was wrong.

A strong Alpha needed a beta who was almost as strong.

Liam snorted and proceeded to tell me his thoughts. We traded insults for several minutes before lapsing into silence so we could resume our study of the sky. It was probably another two hours before prime viewing. We’d found a place where a forest giant had fallen, leaving a cleared swath in the canopy. 

The lake was close by. I could smell the clean, fresh scent of water and the tantalizing aroma of fish. 

Hmmm … fish. Even though we’d eaten recently, a bear always had room for fish.

“You made your decision on being my beta?” I asked quietly.

“If you’re sure that’s what you want.”

“You’re the only one I trust enough.” He ought to know that by now. “Max is too young—and he’s too hot-headed.”

I sat up and faced up over the well-banked remains over our fire. “Sooner or later, Magnus will make a move in my direction—it wouldn’t surprise me if his first move was coming at Max. Shit, Magnus might try to provoke my brother into challenging him just so he can kill him, all so he can hurt me.”

Magnus, my father, had tried to kill me when I was a kid. He’d have no trouble killing my little brother, Max.

He hated that Max carried the Andersson family name. Pops had declared he wasn’t losing the daughter he’d found in my mother just because his son was a sad excuse of a fool. So, although Max and Pops had shared no genetic connection, my little brother had been raised as one of Pops’s grandkids, the same as me.

I was the only child my mother had with Magnus. That was a good thing. The bastard’s territorial instincts had come out in a bad way, turning him into an abusive prick who thought being alpha meant deriding and tearing everybody around him down.

The den, as a whole, had united against him even before Pops had stepped up and officially disowned him, then cast him out of the line of succession, claiming poor temperament.

Once upon a time, Pops had had another living heir. Astrid died decades before my birth. She was supposed to be the next Alpha.

Nobody talked about Astrid. I knew about her because my mom had quietly told me the name of the young woman in the painting that hung in the Den’s meeting house back when I’d been a child. After I’d gotten older and Pops announced he’d decided on me as his successor, he’d told me more about his firstborn.

Still, most of what I knew was superficial.

Astrid had been beautiful and fierce, proud and intelligent. Her parents had adored her.

Less than three months after she’d been named his successor, she’d died.

I didn’t know the details.

I didn’t know how she’d died.

But sometimes, I wondered if my father had something to do with her death.

I’d never voiced those concerns to Pops, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d had the same suspicions. In the last few years of his life, he’d acquired a sad, tired grimness nothing could penetrate. It became commonplace to find him standing before Astrid’s portrait, contemplating it.

Those moments often came after his beta—that would be me—had to field another request from Magnus to lift the ban against him in Den territory.

Pops had told me once that if he ever saw his son again, he’d kill him, and that would make him break a promise he’d made to his mate. I eventually stopped passing the requests on, but I think Magnus found a way to get word to Pops without me.

Sooner or later, he’d bring those requests to me.

He’d get the same answer, but I didn’t plan to showing him the same patience Pops had—after all, I hadn’t made any promises about him.

He wasn’t coming onto Den land.

He could hunt and shift in the land outside Den territory and fuck him if he didn’t like sharing it with the other predators around.

Magnus had ended up boxing himself into a small speck of land that amounted to a few square miles, most of it left to him by Gran. He’d become increasingly reclusive over the years until people rarely even saw him in town.

He would try to push his luck with me.

It was all but coded into his DNA.

Focusing back on Liam, who waited patiently, I said, “I need somebody my old man can’t shake.”

“If he pushes me too far, I just might shake him,” Liam growled.

“I’ve got dibs on that.”

Liam snorted. Then, with a sigh, he pointed out, “We still have the Wilkerson situation to deal with. If you insist on making me your beta, I guess I get the honors?”

With a solemn nod, I said, “I don’t want to step on your toes by handling a job normally assigned to the beta.”

“You were the beta when they arrived,” he pointed out.

I held out my hands, palms upward. “Pops told me to give them time. He didn’t want me putting out the call yet. I asked every week.”

“Yeah.” Liam sighed. “I know.” 

That Pops hadn’t resolved that particular issue should have told me something was up. Had he known his health was starting to fail? Was that why he hadn’t tackled the issue of the young woman who’d come seeking sanctuary from nearly five hundred miles away?

I’d have to deal with that matter, and soon.

Giving sanctuary was allowed under our laws but for the claim to be authentic, the shifter requesting sanctuary had to have a real belief that their safety, or somebody under their care, was in imminent danger. I’d been with Pops when Melissandre Wilkerson had shown up, dirty and wary, two boys she said were brothers in tow. She’d claimed she needed sanctuary from the Alpha of the Cayuga Lake Den in New York State. When pressed, she wouldn’t say why, but she’d trembled and shook like a leaf.

“We can take a couple more days, but after we have the first Den meeting, contact the beta of the Cayuga Lake den,” I told Liam. “We need to get this settled. It’s been too long and we need to finalize her acceptance into the Den.”

“You going to talk to her again?”

My response was cut short by a faint noise—one that had both of us sitting up and looking at each other. Liam grabbed the water bucket we’d kept on hand for the fire.

He doused the mostly smoking coals while I shot to my feet and listened. Over the hissing coals and dripping water, I heard it again.

Liam was right behind me when I took off running.

“Gotta be the cabin of that Brady prick,” I told Liam, my bare feet flying easily over the hard-packed earth, the skin toughened from years spent outdoors with nothing between me and the land, in both human and bear form.

Liam didn’t wear shoes, either. Shifters, as a rule, don’t like them. We wore them in public, sure, because we’d attract attention otherwise. We’d been wearing boots on the hike because sometimes, it was just common sense—hiking the Appalachian barefoot is stupid, even if you’re a shifter. We’d taken them off when we settled for the night. After that cry of distress, no way were we waiting.

There was another, louder sound from the woman—this one both scared and angry as it split the air. We ran faster, abandoning any attempt to seem normal, both more concerned about whatever the fuck was going on than our appearances.

A scent came to my nose as we drew nearer. The bear inside took notice, sitting up to take it in at first, then taking a deeper sniff. Hmmm … nice …

But then, she screamed—this time a sound of fear and fury. The bear roused to full alertness inside. I threw iron chains of control around that part of myself to keep from shifting right there.

We reached the treeline just in time to see a woman lunge away from the male—and yes, it was that prick, Neill Brady. He stank of lust and impatience. Her scent, warm and sweet, had soured just slightly with the acrid scent of fear and a hot lick of fury.

She had the vehicle between them. Every time he moved, she moved with him, almost in perfect sync. Despite her evident fear, she moved with fluid, lithe grace, the kind that called to both me and my bear.

The Brady punk tried to leap at her but she shimmied away, still using the car as a barrier.

The asshole’s voice broke through the buzz of adrenaline and anger clouding my head. I set my jaw. Pushing aside the fury, I moved to the very edge of the treeline—any further and we risked being seen by one or both of them.

Liam moved in step with me and I slanted a look at him as he stopped at my side.

Her voice rang out, clear and angry—and pure magic.

“…But I am not getting in that car with you. Leave.” 

The bear inside almost forgot his protective rage, lulled by that silken drawl even though her voice burned with fury.

“What are you so worked up about, babe? It’s not like you didn’t know this was coming. We’ve been going out for almost two months.” He leered as he looked her up and down, the scent of his lust getting sharper.

Touch her, I thought, and it will be the last thing you do.

My bear growled in approval.

“Five weeks, Neill. Five weeks. And I don’t owe you sex. I did not come out here planning on fucking you—or getting groped.” Harsh flags of color rode her cheeks and her eyes burned with anger. I could practically hear the wheels turning in her head. She wasn’t panicking. She wasn’t reacting blindly.

“Quit playing. The chasing thing is cute but I’ve had enough of your cock-teasing. Come on, baby. Let’s go inside…I’ve got a nice, big soft bed…and a big, hard cock waiting for you.”

I swallowed the growl before it could escape while the woman went rigid, her shoulders jerking as if she had to stifle an involuntary gag. She was still shifting restlessly on her feet—she didn’t trust the prick, wanted to stay loose and ready to move.

Smart woman. Very smart. She moved her foot around on the ground in an odd little pattern and I squinted, then smiled. A rock. Not just smart. Resourceful. She’d grab that rock and use it if she had to. 

You won’t have to, I promised silently.

“I’m not going inside with you. I’m not sleeping with you. And I’m not playing games—I want you to get in your car and go.” She sneered at him, the derision on her face so coolly refined, it was a surprise he didn’t develop frostbite. But maybe he was too stupid to pick up on the ice she was directing his way.

My claws punched out through my skin as he lunged at her over the car. She swooped down and grabbed the rock in a movement so fluid and swift, it was hard to believe she was human. But my nose didn’t lie—she was fast and graceful and smelled like honeyed vanilla and sin, but she was human.

That meant she was off-limits for me, but I sure as hell wasn’t letting this fucker near her.

Brady ended up sliding off the vehicle and sprawling on his ass. She darted a look at the house—don’t, I thought. I didn’t trust him not to run for her. Her mouth tightened. She’d decided she didn’t like her odds. He clambered to his feet while she circled the car yet again, drawing her arm back as he moved in her direction.

“Take one more step and I’ll brain you with this,” she said, voice flat and hard. The rock in her hand was round and smooth, nearly as wide as a tennis ball. She held it like she knew exactly how to throw it.

His brows came together. “You’re taking this game too far.”

“That’s because I’m not playing. I said no and that means no. Leave me alone.” 

His face turned an ugly shade of red as the dumbass finally realized she wasn’t playing some weird game. His scent soured—humiliation and anger piling on top of his lust.

“Stupid dickhead,” Liam muttered, voice too low for either of them to hear.

“What the fuck is your problem?” Brady glared at her.

“You!” She pointed at the car. “Just get in the damn car and leave me alone. I’ll find my own way home.”

He made another move in her direction and she evaded him again, this time moving so that her back was to the trees. I started to strip. Liam glanced at me, brows raised. I shook my head. I’d handle the asshole.

“Get in the fucking car, Ivy. If you’re going to be that uptight, I’ll fucking take you home. Damn bitch. But I’m not leaving you alone at my family cabin because you turned out to be an ice-cold prude.”

No. He wasn’t getting her in a car—I didn’t trust that temper of his. Cracking my neck, I let the shift take me. The night went preternaturally quiet.

And she sensed it. Her breath caught. Her heart sped up.

I felt her awareness of me as keenly as if she’d been standing two feet away.

A harsh breath exploded out of her just as I gave my altered body a shake. Craning my head, I watched as she held her phone up.

The bear was puzzled and irritated. He wanted to go out there and put a stop to this—he didn’t like the smell of her fear. I made him wait.

“See this? I’ve got bars. And I’m calling my roommate right now.” She flashed a sharp-edged smile at Brady.

“I told you I’d take you home. Stop with the bullshit. Get in the fucking car, Ivy!”

“Are you nuts? Guys like you are why women choose the damn bear, Neill! I’d rather walk home than get in that fucking car!”

I drew my head back, surprised. The bear inside me preened, ridiculously pleased. Next to me, Liam shook with suppressed laughter. I glared in his direction and he looked away, but he wasn’t trying too hard to hide his amusement. Fucker.

I tried again, willing him to pay attention. In a blink, he went rigid and came to one knee in front of me. He put a hand on my neck and I focused, pushing my thoughts out to him.

Go. I pictured a cabin close by, owned by Denmates. After pushing it into his mind, I pictured their truck.

Liam nodded to let me know he understood and he took off.

Her scent came to me again. Ivy…Brady had called her Ivy. Swinging my head around, I peered through the underbrush that separated us. Her phone screen was still lit up, highlighting the soft, stubborn curve of her jaw. Her heart was beating faster. She’d done something—maybe called somebody. But whatever she’d done made her nervous.

I drew in a breath. In my bear form, everything was sharper, clearer. I stood nearly four feet taller than my normal six two feet and I could run faster than natural bears and easily four or five times faster than humans. When I want to, I can move silently through the trees.

But I didn’t want to be silent now. I could smell her…she smelled sweeter than honey. There was another layer to her scent, though, the slightly sour scent of fear. It left a bite on my tongue. The bear’s snout wrinkled in discontent. Yeah, we’ll deal with him now.

With a guttural growl, I turned my attention back to the asshole as he tried to make another lunge for Ivy. I dropped to all fours and shambled out of the trees, close enough to the light that even their sorry human eyesight would pick up on my shadow. As I drew close, I growled again—louder.

Both of them froze.

Neill’s gaze shot toward me, more instinct than anything else. Ivy’s spine stiffened.

I padded closer, eyes locked on Neill. He couldn’t tell, not really, but some part of his lizard brain probably felt it. All the blood drained out of his face and his mouth fell open. A second later, he snapped it closed. Ivy moved, shifting slowly and moving to the side so she didn’t fully turn her back on Neill.

Smart…I thought again. And the bear growled in agreement, taking another deep sniff of the air so he could appreciate her scent.

Moving closer to them, I pinned Neill with my eyes and rose onto my hind legs. Ivy’s eyes went round as saucers and her mouth fell open. I noticed from the corner of my eye and I wanted to do something to reassure her, but it wasn’t like I could talk in this particular shape. And if I waved at her…well, that might freak her out. So, I acted like I didn’t notice and let another growl loose for Neill’s benefit. After all, I had a point to make.

Ivy’s heart fluttered in her chest, rapid, but steady and she stayed exactly where she was.

Neill squeaked as I moved closer. The motion-activated light shone down on all of us, highlighting my size without mercy.

Neill made a strangled groan in his throat. 

I bared my teeth at him. He dove for the car and shouted, “You wanted the fucking bear! You got the fucking bear.”

He yanked the driver’s side door open and hurled himself inside.

Ivy lifted her hands, voice shaky slightly as she faced me. “Easy…easy…”

I didn’t look at her. That chickenshit had hidden his ass in the car, leaving her out here alone.

What a fucking coward.

Dropping onto all fours, I circled the vehicle. Ivy kept talking.

Her voice was soft, surprisingly steady and I lifted my eyes to hers. Her pulse beat rapidly in her throat, but she didn’t take off running, didn’t do anything but keep her hands in front of her and talk in a reassuring voice, like she met random bears all the time. “Easy, big guy. I’ll stay out of your way. You stay out of mine.”

The urge to smile was almost overwhelming—the bear wanted to go closer and investigate her scent. He also liked the sound of her voice.

A lot.

He wanted very much to get closer and rub against her, like some sort of giant cat. I throttled both compulsions and swung my attention back to Neill.

He hit the window closest to her and bellowed at her.

She didn’t notice, too busy focusing on me.

“Keys!” Neill shouted, hitting the window again.

She jumped, yelping, the first trace of fear breaking through. She stumbled backward and tripped over her feet, a sound of panic and pain escaping her.

That was it. I’d had it.

Lunging forward, I rose up onto my hind legs and lunged, bringing my front paws down on the hood of the car, snarling at the sad sack of shit inside.

Neill squawked and gaped, mouth dropping open. Even through the windows, I caught the familiar scent of urine—he’d pissed himself. Nice.

Then he fainted.








  
  

Chapter 3


Ivy





“Do you want a pic-a-nic basket?”


The bear shambled around the front of the car and dropped down on his rump. Then he just sat there.

My ankle throbbed. Gingerly, I rotated it, biting back the curse as pain shot up my leg. It hurt. But I thought if I needed to run, I could. For a few steps. The porch was just a couple feet away and the back door was unlocked. I could get inside and call for help.

The big animal cocked his head as he looked at me. If he were human, I would have said he was curious. And this big guy had to be a he. No way was a female bear that size. At least, I hoped not. I didn’t want to see the males of the species if the females were this big.

He was the size of a damn grizzly. How could that be? The only bears in this part of the country were black bears. The males could get big, but not massive.

He leaned forward slightly and dropped his head. I’d almost swear he was staring at my foot.

Abruptly, he swung his head around, staring off into the night. I shot to my feet, spurred by adrenaline.

The bear looked back at me, unperturbed and gave me another one of the curious looks—one that still struck me as impossibly human. Feeling foolish, and maybe a little crazy, I asked, “What? Do you want a pic-a-nic basket? Sorry, the ranger is out.”

He jerked his head back.

I had the weirdest impression that I’d surprised him. Or amused him. But that would require that he understood me.

“I’ve lost my mind,” I whispered.

The bear slumped forward, stretching out on the ground, eyes still on me and they looked big and liquid in the night, shining a warm blue—

“What the fuck?” I jolted at the sound of my own voice, far too loud in the night. His big head lifted and I could have sworn the look he gave me was one of reproach. What…because I cussed or because I was so loud?

Sure, yeah, maybe yelling with a wild animal around wasn’t the best idea—or was it? Didn’t loud noises scare them off? The bear sure didn’t look scared.

And it wasn’t like he’d care if I cussed, so he couldn’t give me reproachful looks.

He was a fucking bear.

“It’s okay.” Holding up my hands, I carefully backed up a step, trying not to wince as I put weight on my aching ankle. “It’s fine, okay? I’m just going to go in that house over there and call my roommate…”

The bear growled and directed his attention back to the car.

I didn’t look away from the shaggy beast.

He stayed focused on the car. I chanced a look in time to see movement from the inside. Great. Neill was waking up. The bear heaved out a sigh and shoved his massive body onto all fours again, lumbering a step closer to the car—and away from me. Okay, that meant I could move closer to the porch. I mean, Neill was inside the car, right?

The bear slammed the side of his body into the sports car and growled.

Neill let out a strangled moan and pressed his face to the window, staring at the bear like he was staring at hell itself. 

“Asshole,” I muttered. “You’re inside the damn car. What about me?”

As if I’d drawn his attention, Neill jerked his head around and peered at me, eyes round and desperate, his face a pale circle in the window. 

“Keys!” he shouted.

I gaped. Did he really think I was going to go out of my way to get the keys and bring them to him? While there was a bear there? After what he’d done? My boob still hurt, my arm hurt, my pride hurt and damn it, my heart hurt. Maybe it shouldn’t but—

The bear let out a menacing rumble and rose on his hind feet again before dropping onto his forepaws, resting his upper body on the car. His snout was far too close to the window as he stared through the glass at the whining, whimpering mess inside. 

“This isn’t normal bear behavior,” I murmured. Maybe I’d hit my head. Maybe Neill had roofied me and this was some weird drug dream.

But why would I dream about a bear?

The round ears on that massive skull flicked in my direction but his big, liquid eyes stayed on the man in the car.

I kept backing up. My ankle throbbed. Once I reached the steps, I had to grab onto the railing to support myself. I damn near punched holes through my tongue with my teeth, biting down, to keep from crying out as I hobbled up, backward, onto the wide, smooth wooden planks toward the back door.

The bear lifted his head, once, as I grasped the doorknob. As soon as I was inside, he slid off the hood of the car and settled back on his big, furry butt to sit in front of Neill’s car, as if he had nothing better to do than watch and make sure Neill didn’t do anything.

My knight in furry hide, I thought, half-hysterical.

Gasping, I locked the door and turned the light on. Bulbs flared to life inside and out, turning the night into something that almost resembled day. Neill was still trapped in the car while the bear watched him.

Okay. We were both safe. I could breathe. Carefully, I pressed my head against the glass. My face was overheated. My heart raced a mile a minute. 

I closed my eyes and sucked in air, trying to calm my racing heart.

“You’re okay,” I told myself. “You’re okay…”

I opened my eyes and screamed, the sound tearing out of someplace deep within, born of terror.

The bear was sitting on the porch, on that big, shaggy butt, staring at me through the square pane of glass that made up the back door.

I backpedaled, tripped again. Only the table a foot away kept me from falling this time. The bear cocked his head and again, I saw his eyes. They still looked…blue. 

“I’m losing my mind. It’s my job. That Ghost Creek account. The stress of Neill being a prick. Something. I’ve done gone and lost my ever-loving mind.”

The bear swung around and laid down, body stretched full out as he focused on the car—on Neill. I, with my delusions, had the impression he was pretending I wasn’t there so I could do the same with him. Of course, that was crazy. This was all crazy. 

Because bears couldn’t understand humans and bears didn’t protect humans and bears didn’t have blue eyes.

“It’s all okay, Ivy,” I told myself. “Once you get a hold of Dallas and he gets out here, you can go home and drink yourself stupid and forget this miserable weekend ever happened.”

Well, at least until Monday. When I’d have to go into work and see Neill again. Because we fucking worked together.

Abruptly, I was pissed. Hobbling to my purse, I grabbed it and dug inside for the keys, spinning to hurl them at the far wall. “There are your fucking keys, Neill. And by the way, you jackass, have fun putting together that proposal your mama wanted without me. She can try to wine and dine that artist’s group in Ghost Creek on her own.”

A prickle ran down my spine.

I jerked my head to the right, feeling as though eyes were on me, but when I looked, the bear was still laying down. He could have been sleeping for all I knew.

Some of the anger drained away and I grabbed one of the chairs and dragged it out. I stared at my purse numbly for a long moment before lowering my gaze to my phone.

My phone.

My breathing hitched when I realized the safety app was still going. Face flushed, I dropped the phone and yanked my hands back.

“Shit.” How did that app work again? Had they seen the bear? Had they heard me talking to the bear? Did they hear me having my meltdown?

I couldn’t remember. The only thing I did remember was that the app made calls to those I’d listed as emergency contacts and to the police.

Nervously, I unlocked the phone and logged into the app. Yep. Anything in the camera’s viewfinder had been captured, it seemed. Groaning, I ended the recording and focused on the other issues. My roommate, plus two of my closest girlfriends, and the county sheriff had all been contacted—almost twenty minutes ago.

At just that moment, I caught the faint, familiar wail of a siren splitting the night air. Hurriedly, I sent texts to all three of my friends, telling them I was safe and I’d call as soon as I could. My phone lit up with messages but I texted them that I heard the sheriff and couldn’t talk.

I’m safe, okay? Talk soon. Love you.



Hopefully, they’d get the hint. They were never going to believe me about the bear.

Movement from the corner of my eye drew my attention and I looked over.

The bear heaved himself to his feet and started for the edge of the porch. I lurched upright and moved to the door. 

For reasons I couldn’t understand, I wanted to see him leave—and he was leaving. I knew it in my gut. Gripping the doorknob in my hand, I stared through the glass until he was lost from view.

I felt a pang in my chest.

The sirens grew closer and I heard Neill, yelling. Had he finally gotten out of the car?

“…a fucking bear! He went that way…”

I yanked the door open just in time to see two cars from the sheriff’s department spill into the yard, flanking Neill’s car. I craned my head, searching for the bear. There, in the shadows, I saw a hint of his shape, his massive form just a shade darker than everything else, and then he was lost to sight.

“We’re looking for an Ivy Cousins?” a young female voice said.

Neill flung his arms out. “Did you hear me? There was a fucking bear! It was huge and it tried to kill me.”

Light swung my way and I lifted a hand to block it out.

“Are you Ivy Cousins?”








  
  

Chapter 4


Jonas





“You’re in pretty good shape for a man who fought a bear.”


Hearing the distinctive motor of a truck engine, I jogged to the edge of the road, ears tuned for any sign things weren’t going well back at the house I’d just left. 

Two sheriff’s deputy cars had arrived just as I disappeared into the woods. I’d shifted, then quickly changed into my jeans and t-shirt before running out to meet Liam. A hand emerged from the truck’s window, waving at me, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

I hadn’t liked leaving her there alone with that asshole but being seen by a couple of law enforcement officers wouldn’t be good. One of my Denmates was a deputy with the local county office, but that didn’t mean we caught everything.

Better to be safe than sorry, as Pops had always said.

Racing across the street as Liam neared, I waited for him to slow and then I leaped inside. “Get to the house. I don’t trust that prick.”

“I heard at least two sheriff’s cars heading there,” Liam pointed out.

“Yeah and he’s already wailing about the big, bad bear trying to kill him. I don’t want to risk her being left alone with him if they start looking for some bear.”

“Some bear?” Liam’s voice was sardonic.

I flipped him off. “If they ask—and they probably will—we were using the old Jenkins’ cabin up the shore and heard a scream, came to check it out.”

“Got it.” Liam reached for his phone and punched in a number even as we slowed for the turn-off to the Brady vacation house. I heard him asking to speak to Violetta Jenkins and knew our asses would be covered should anybody go talking to them.

It wasn’t likely. A familiar scent came to me as we slowed.

Deputy Harmony Cartwright came walking around the corner of the house, her long, lushly muscled form clad in the uniform of the sheriff’s department. Her hair was pulled back into a neat braid and her arresting features were set in a friendly but distant mask of professionalism.

More of my tension eased. She must have been in the second car. With the light breeze in the air, I wouldn’t have picked up on her presence until she climbed out.

The woman was in good hands if Harmony was here.

“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” Humor sparked in her warm brown eyes and I knew she wasn’t surprised to see me. She would have picked up on my scent from earlier.

“I heard screams, deputy,” I told her, hands up. I cocked a brow at her pained expression. She was with somebody else from the sheriff’s department so we had to play nice.

“You did?” She canted her head to the side. “Well, the homeowner claims he saw a massive bear—one that tried to eat him.”

“It wasn’t a man I heard screaming—although I did hear one shouting,” I told her. Then, lowering my voice, I added, “Don’t leave him alone with her.”

“I already saw the bruises, Alpha. I won’t.” She spoke in an equally quiet voice before returning to a normal tone. “Screaming, huh? Okay, come on up here and tell me what you heard. But be careful. There are bears in the area, but usually they are pretty shy.”

With a wink, I followed her up the sidewalk to the back porch.

My first look at Ivy up close, in my human skin, hit me like a double-fisted punch, knocking the breath out of me. Her eyes were too big and pale in her heart-shaped face, her mouth pressed into a thin line.

Neill waved his arms, gesticulating toward the woods—not even in the direction I’d gone in—as he demanded the deputy go in after the fucking bear.

What did he think a sheriff’s deputy was going to accomplish by going into the woods looking for a bear?

Harmony cleared her throat.

The deputy, an older man with a round face and a paunch, held up a hand to Neill. “Why don’t you go inside and get yourself some coffee, son?”

Neill looked at the deputy like he’d sprouted another head.

The deputy had already stepped away, though, clearly uninterested in the asshole’s drama. “Deputy Cartwright?”

“Dawkins. This gentleman, Jonas Andersson, says he was up the lake shore a bit and heard somebody screaming—a woman.”

“Andersson…” The older deputy’s brow furrowed as he looked me up and down. “You’re related to Erik Andersson, aren’t you? Have to be.”

“My grandfather,” I told him, holding his gaze levelly.

A smile creased his face. “He was a good man. Sorry for your loss. We fished together from time to time.” His gaze moved to Neill, then back to me. “So…I’m hearing a bear was in the area.”

“That a fact?” I didn’t react, although I suspected this was the fishing buddy Pops had alluded to having in the sheriff’s office. It simplified matters when there was somebody who could alert the Den if something weird came up that might cause problems—for us and them. “I don’t know about a bear. My buddy Liam and I were using a friend’s old cabin up the lakeshore about half a mile away when we heard a woman screaming. We headed down here to see if everything was okay.”

Neill whirled around and stormed over. “Why are we talking about this shit when a bear tried to kill me?”

I looked him up and down. “You’re in pretty good shape for a man who fought a bear.”

“I didn’t fight the bear!” Neill flung out a hand to his vehicle. “I jumped into my car.”

“Oh. I see.” I looked toward the car, eyed the massive depression in the trunk before slanting my gaze toward Ivy. “It must have been scary, being trapped in there with a bear trying to get to you.”

A sharp laugh barked out of her. It had a jagged, harsh edge. If it had been given physical form, it would have cut through flesh. Judging by the way her eyes locked on Neill? It would have been his flesh being torn to ribbons. “Oh, I don’t know. See, Neill dove into the car and locked me out. Not that I would have gotten into an enclosed space with him…” Her gaze narrowed and she reached up to rub at her bruised arm. “Not after he did this to me.”

Neill opened his mouth, then closed it. “I was just…I was trying to get you into the car away from the bear! You were hysterical and wouldn’t listen.”

Harmony slid me a quick look before focusing back on them. “Actually, Ms. Cousins, I need to speak with you…alone.”

Neill shoved forward. “Why?”

“Why don’t you show me where you first saw this bear?” Dawkins said, stepping between them before Neill could get any closer. He tried to go around them. But Liam moved out from behind me and now he stood at my side, the two of us a bulwark as Harmony led Ivy to the end of the porch.

Visibly startled, Neill eyed Liam, then me. I smiled. He saw something in that smile he didn’t like.

I wasn’t surprised when he decided he’d rather show Dawkins where he’d seen the bear.

“Poor bastard’s having a rough night,” I said lightly.

“Couldn’t have happened to a better guy.” Liam shot a look over his shoulder, then murmured, “Violetta has us covered. She was at the cabin yesterday airing it out and stocking it for her boys so if somebody were to check, it won’t look like it’s been empty for a couple of months.”

I nodded. “We should be good, but thanks.”

Behind us, Harmony gently walked Ivy through what had happened.

I heard every word. More, I heard the fear and anger in Ivy’s voice as she spoke.

My muscles bunched and I had to lock them to keep from going after the asshole in the yard. He wouldn’t move past the car, just stood there waving an arm toward the trees—at least this time he got the general area right, but I’d come out a good thirty feet closer to the slope leading down to the lake.

“The fucking bear was right there,” Neill shouted at the deputy. “I want you to do something about it.”

“I can’t arrest a bear, Mr. Brady.”

Liam snorted. This time, he didn’t bother to hide his amusement.

“I don’t want you to arrest it—I want you to kill it! It attacked me!”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Ivy snapped behind me. She strode past Liam and me, her limp less pronounced. Adrenaline must be powering her right now. Anger can dull almost any pain. 

Fuck, she was fast. She was down the steps and two feet from Neill before Harmony managed to pick her jaw up.

Dawkins moved in, holding up a steadying hand. “Ms. Cousins, if you would, please let us handle this.”

“I’m happy to,” she said, voice liquid and sweet. “I just want to ask Neill to explain his definition of attack. His car got dinged up. But he’s unharmed. I can’t say the same.”

A couple of feet separated us now. I barely remembered moving but I hadn’t been able to stay by the porch and now stood just to her left. Her face was flushed, her eyes hot with anger. That slightly soured scent was gone, replaced by something that reminded me of burnt sugar. It was lush, that sweet lure of her fury. I wanted to lick her up.

Stop. Human. You can’t go near her, I reminded myself. The bear inside rumbled in dissent. I closed a hand into a fist, one so tight, my bones protested.

The overwhelming desire died in a wave of rage as she jerked at the neckline of her dress, exposing the full white curve of her breast. She even nudged down the cup of her bra, baring herself almost to the nipple—and I could see why.

The soft, ivory flesh was mottled and dark with bruising, the ugly signs of a cruel hand were unmistakable. 

“I’m bruised, Neill. See this? You did that, you fucker.” She let her dress go and shoved her right arm out, baring the extent of the bruises. Large with finger-shaped extensions that wrapped around the bicep, she turned her limb one way, then the other. “I’m marked up. From you. The bear shows up and you dive into your car where you piss on yourself and lock me out—while yelling at me to get the fucking keys. But you were attacked?”

Neill panted, his hands knotted into fists at his sides. “Shut up, Ivy.”

“I don’t think so,” she said. Her voice was…different. Huskier. Deeper. Throatier. She gave him a thorough study and shook her head. “I don’t know how I missed it. You’re pathetic.”

Neill’s eyes all but bulged out of his head and he half-shouted, “I told you to shut up!”

“I’d tell you to make me, but we both know you don’t have what it takes.” She laughed. It came out was rich and low and the amusement almost seemed real—almost. But there was only caustic derision and scorn, so thick it practically dripped from her lips as she tossed out one final insult. “You pussy.”

“Shut up, you crazy bitch!” He spun to the deputy closest to him. “Shut her the fuck up or I’ll sue the whole damn county!”

Dawkins had a weary look on his face as he went to interject himself between them. “That’s enough, both of you. Ms. Cousins—”

“Aw, poor baby,” Ivy said mockingly. That simpering sweet voice had sharpened to a blade, one that slashed my senses. I nearly flinched from the assault. “I guess you need to call Mommy to come save your ass. Again.”

Neill’s face went blood red with fury—as I watched, a blood vessel in his left eye ruptured. His breathing was ragged and his heart thundered too fast and loud.

“Alpha…” Harmony murmured, moving closer to me.

Tension in the air grew, then snapped.

“You…fucking…bitch…!” Neill lunged at Ivy. His adrenaline surged so high, I could smell it on him—he lost it, right in front of my eyes. He swung out, striking the older deputy who still stood as a barrier between them.

I lunged forward as Beill moved with animalistic speed. His fist clipped Dawkins just as I wrapped my arms around Ivy and swung her out of the way.

She yelped in surprise.

Over her head, I caught Liam’s gaze and jerked my head.

He took my place just as I spun around. Neill had overbalanced himself and almost tripped over Dawkins, who had gone down, hard and fast. But now the younger man pounced.

I reached out.

He all but threw himself into my open palm and I jerked him into the air, squeezing.

Behind me, Ivy panted, fear once more choking her scent.

“What the hell just happened?” Liam muttered.

I had no fucking idea. Neill struggled against my hand, clawing at my flesh. Swearing, I dropped him before Ivy could see the small wounds knitting back together. Flipping him onto his back, I held him down with my foot on his neck. 

“I think that counts as assaulting an officer, deputy,” I said as Harmony came down on top of the struggling man, driving a knee into his back while grabbing his hands and pulling them behind his back.

All the while, Neill fought, made unintelligible noises and snarled. It really was like he’d lost his fucking mind.
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