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        He doesn’t believe in happy-ever-afters. Only she can prove him wrong.

        Miles Orson has a monster inside him. His Grizzly Bear is teetering on the edge of disaster and there is only one thing that might save him.

        His fated mate.

        But his Alpha has other plans for him. An arranged mating to a female not of his choosing leaves Miles with only one choice.

        He must break ties with his Clan. Every decision has its price, and his is banishment.

        Untethered, his Grizzly starts to spiral. When his motorcycle breaks down in South Jersey, Miles finds something he never expected.

        He finds Hope.

        Hope D’Amato is a curvy mechanic who knows her way around bikes. But can she handle a Grizzly sized crush?

        Miles knows he doesn’t deserve her, and it’s messing with his head.

        Will Miles claim his chance at happiness?
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      Thunderclouds gathered overhead, rolling across the sky and blacking out the sunshine faster than I could shrug on a clean pair of jeans and a t-shirt.

      Today was the day.

      My life as I knew it was all about to go to shit.

      I looked out the window of the busted down single wide where I parked my ass after every shift and tried to silence the monster inside me.

      But it wasn’t working. Nothing would.

      I thought after all these years of working sixteen, sometimes eighteen, hour days as a Soldier for the Clan, doing anything my Alpha fucking asked, would have paid some of the debt I owed to Niall Tiegs, the ruling Alpha of the Willow Creek Clan.

      He was the only father I’d ever known. My parents died when I was a cub and Tiegs and his wife Michelle took me in, raised me until I was old enough to live in this old trailer alone.

      Hell, I would have done anything for him.

      Fight his wars. Plant his fields. We were an agricultural giant in these parts. What Shifters knew as the Willow Creek Clan, humans knew as the Willow Creek Agricultural Group.

      But that old Grizzly had one more demand. One more impossible ask. Only, I didn’t think I was going to be able to do it this time. My Grizzly reared up inside me, the almost unmanageable beast snarled and clawed.

      Tiegs wanted me to mate a Sow from the Shadow Legion Clan.

      Zara Wells. Grizzly Shifter. Never before mated.

      It should have been a no brainer. A contract between Clans. Something humans and supernaturals alike had done for thousands of years.

      She was a good woman. I’d seen her a handful of times, but it was too much to ask the Fates that this female be the one meant for me.

      Beautiful as she was, the only feelings that stirred within me when I looked at Zara were regret and shame. Shame that I was never going to love her. Regret that both our Clans were trying to force this pairing.

      I knew it would be difficult. But I didn’t realize it would be impossible.

      For my sake and for hers, I couldn’t go through with this. My animal was already tearing me apart just for considering it.

      Fact was Zara Wells deserved more than a broken Bear who could never love her for a mate.

      Maybe I did, too.

      Something moved in the woods behind my house where my gaze was focused. I narrowed my eyes and gritted my teeth.

      I’d sent a message to her, but I didn’t know when or if she’d even respond. Her brown hair was down, and she looked thoughtful as she waited for me in the copse of trees. I bolted outside.

      Fuck. This was going to suck.

      “Zara,” I murmured my greeting and offered a slight bow.

      She gave a slight bow of her head, her lips trembling as she did. She tucked her hands behind her back and straightened her shoulders.

      “Thank you for meeting me. I think we should talk,” I said.

      “Of course. I think that’s a good idea, given the circumstances we’ve been put in,” she replied.

      “Look, I believe in plain speaking,” I started, rubbing a hand over the back of my neck.

      I was having a hard time getting a cue from her and appreciated her quiet strength and graceful stance.

      I was a fucking monster. Not worthy of her to begin with.

      I wasn’t raised to be anything but a weapon. But I’d listened to the elders tell tales of fated mates and their epic love stories the same as all the other cubs during Clan get-togethers.

      What kind of mate could I possibly make this woman?

      “You deserve better than me, Zara. Tiegs, your Alpha, they’re wrong about us. They’ve got plans, motives, that have nothing to do with us. We’re just collateral damage to them,” I said.

      “I don’t understand. What are you trying to say?” she asked.

      “I believe the Fates have a plan. I don’t know if you or I will ever find the ones fated for us, but I think it’s wrong for our Alphas to use us as pawns. I’m a Soldier. All my Grizzly knows is how to kill. I am not mate material,” I said.

      Zara deserved to hear the truth from my lips. I didn’t know what Tiegs was thinking, offering me up like some sort of fucking sacrifice.

      My beast cut his teeth on violence and gore. The idea of forcing a mating made the Bear fucking feral.

      “Everyone deserves a mate, Miles. We are both pawns in a messed up situation, I agree, but there’s more at stake than what we want. You see that don’t you? Neither of us are perfect, and we both deserve happiness.” Her voice tapered off and her gaze shifted away to stare off into the trees. “You won’t go through with it, will you?”

      “Look, I’m going to tell Tiegs before the announcement that I am not going through with it. I am sorry, but my Bear just won’t allow it. He’s tearing me up,” I growled, my voice losing its humanity.

      She nodded and looked back at me. “I get it. I don’t know what your plan is, but I’ll have to leave before you tell him. My father won’t stand for it. He’ll blame me and I can’t stay for that.”

      “The blame is mine. I am so sorry I have failed you, but I won’t stay and destroy the both of us for their schemes. Here,” I said, handing her a piece of paper with a number scrawled on it. “I’m leaving right after I tell the Alpha. Text me when you get somewhere safe. And if you need anything, money or whatever, ask and I’ll do whatever I can. I only hope you can forgive me someday.”

      Zara’s big brown eyes met mine, and I saw a number of emotions flit across her face, the least of which was not relief. And maybe at the end, maybe I saw hope, or at least, that was what I told myself.

      Yeah, I was a piece of shit.

      But I would be an even bigger piece of shit if I stayed and forced my Bear to claim hers.

      We only had this one life to live, and I knew the life Tiegs wanted for me wasn’t the one I wanted.

      It wasn’t the one I needed.

      We only got one chance at happiness.

      One opportunity.

      One truth.

      And I was going to start living mine right now.
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      I’d been riding the old Harley I managed to fix up a couple of years ago for about four and a half hours when the damn thing just up and quit on me.

      Good thing for Shifter reflexes or I’d look like roadkill. As it was, I had some nasty fucking road rash covering my entire left side.

      “Motherfucker,” I growled and stood up once I’d stopped skidding across the broken up asphalt.

      It was three o’clock in the morning. The Witching Hour. If I believed in anything anymore, I would have said the Fates had something in mind for me.

      But I knew better.

      I limped over to my bike and kicked it angrily. Then, I roared my frustration to the wind, cursing the damn thing for all it was worth.

      The whole way to wherever the fuck I was stranded I’d been replaying my encounter with Tiegs.

      The man had been like a father to me. Okay, maybe a fucked up uncle. But still, the Willow Creek Clan was all I knew.

      I couldn’t believe he’d throw me away for failing to follow orders. But that was dumb.

      I’d been a Soldier for the Clan since I was sixteen. Tiegs had no problem using my brawn for his own purposes. I wondered now why I was so surprised when he decided he owned my dick, too.

      Zara was a good Sow. She deserved better,

      But I could not mate a woman I didn’t care for, and I did not love her. She was not my mate.

      It sounded cruel, but it wasn’t some whim. My Grizzly Bear was a fucking bastard at the best of times.

      The idea of a forced mating had the animal inside me pushing to challenge Tiegs for Alpha. But I sure as shit didn’t want that fucking job.

      I just wanted to live my life. I didn’t mind serving. Hell, Tiegs and his mate had helped raise me after my folks died and I’d owed them fealty.

      “This is how you repay me? You worthless whelp!” Tiegs raged when I told him I refused the betrothal contract.

      “I can’t mate her. My Bear won’t allow it,” I explained.

      “Then get out. I have no use for Bears who don’t know their place.”

      And just like that, I was tossed away.

      Like garbage.

      Maybe that’s what I am?

      Grrrrrr.

      Fuck.

      I shook my head, tightened the chains I had on my animal as I lifted the motorcycle and started to wheel it down the road. I’d seen an auto shop a little bit earlier.

      Lance’s Auto Repair, I seemed to recall.

      “At least it’s not raining,” I muttered a moment too soon.

      The first drop fell before I took my next step.

      Fuck my life.
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      I checked my phone for the hundredth time. Still three AM.

      Ugh.

      Really, it didn’t matter what time it was. I was the only one working tonight. My shift ended at six now that Lance’s Auto Repair started offering twenty-four-hour service.

      I was the newest edition here, so I drew the short stick when it came to scheduling. It was fine.

      I was a poor sleeper, and working was better than binge watching romcoms on Netflix.

      I mean, at least this way I was earning a paycheck and not adding to the size of my already substantial ass by snacking in front of the TV.

      Sigh.

      Snacks sounded like a good idea. I dropped the magazine I’d been reading after I changed the oil on a pickup that had been left in bay one.

      We weren’t offering full service around the clock. The idea was to be present for emergencies and for clients who needed to pick up or drop off during odd hours.

      But since I was there, I did it.

      I forgot how much I enjoyed being a mechanic. My love of auto mechanics started as a kid when my father would work on the engine of his beloved Camaro in the driveway of our very modest colonial right here in Barvale.

      I missed my old man. Mom moved to Georgia a few years after Dad passed away, and it was just me, her, and my brother, Honor. We were named for my mother’s favorite virtues, Hope and Honor.

      Her name was Grace, so maybe it was a way of connecting us all. Honor was in the military on some secret government op or other. He sent texts monthly to let us know he was still breathing, and I knew it was a comfort to our mother.

      I missed him like hell. But I was proud of him. He was the good one. Living up to his name and making Mama proud.

      I was a failure, but at least I owned it. I’d moved away from home right after college, following a man who, as it turned out, never really loved me.

      I studied education in school, but I never applied for a teacher’s license. I’d probably be bad at it, anyway. I had like zero patience for people, and I didn’t mean the kids, I was referring to their parents.

      But mechanics, that was something I could do, hence this job. I used to work here when I was studying, but I had to give it all up when I’d moved to New York with Bruce.

      Moving back to Barvale after breaking up with my now ex-boyfriend was easier than I thought. I re-connected with my old high school buddy Betty, and she got me my old job back right away.

      She always was topnotch. Betty and her husband, Crush, were just adorable. Even if they were forever arguing about all the computer related advancements she was forever implementing here.

      God love Betty, but I was with Crush on this. Computers were assholes. Or maybe it was just the ones I came into contact with.

      Kinda like the men in my life.

      I grabbed a handful of change from my backpack and walked to the vending machine outside at the back of the garage.

      “Look at this mess,” I murmured, bypassing what looked like an oil spill by the very last bay.

      Whoever was responsible for this section was going to be in for it. Crush was the manager, and he’d chew anyone out who was caught slacking.

      I’d clean it up, of course. After I had my snack. But I wasn’t getting blamed for this shit.

      Thunder boomed overhead. But I still startled as lightning cracked across the glass panels of the garage door.

      Silly me.

      There were four bays on this side of the garage, each one with its own aluminum and glass door. They were all down at present.

      The glass customer door was propped open with a brick, letting in the scent of Autumn rain and ozone. I liked the smell of rain, and I was fairly certain it was safe here.

      I grew up in Barvale and not much had changed in the years I’d been away. Besides, Lance’s Auto had a great security system. A real Draco Fortis, and those were impossible to get.

      I went back to my perusal of goodies and leaned over to check the inventory.

      “Let’s see. Sweet or salty,” I murmured, and dropped in the change, taking time with my selection.

      “Sweet,” a deep voice rumbled from behind me.

      “SWEET GEEZUS FUCK!” I shouted, spinning around and losing my footing.

      I closed my eyes, preparing for impact on the oil stained concrete. It was definitely going to hurt even my fluffy ass—only impact never came.

      Instead, I was picked up and hurled against a soaking wet, yet amazingly warm body. A big, muscular body.

      Opening my eyes slowly, I shivered the second my gaze landed on a pair of eyes so blue I’d swear they’d inspire poets or songwriters.

      “I’m Hope,” I blurted, and the big man’s chest rumbled.

      His eyes widened, and he looked genuinely surprised as his lips parted.
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