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      Anthony

      

      Stopping the recording, I sit back in my chair and feel every inch of my fifty-two-year-old body.

      "Hey, thanks for coming on the podcast, man. I really appreciate it."

      "Are you kidding me?" My young guest says with wide eyes. "Getting a chance to talk to the Anthony Tierney? My father is going to flip when I tell him."

      Laughing, I thank him once more before shutting down our video chat. Standing up, I stretch and feel my years in my shoulders and back. It's cool that such a young football player would find it exciting to talk to me, but holy hell, I am feeling ancient these days.

      I send the recording off to my editor before shutting down the computer. Five interviews this week was a fricken lot. I'm grateful that I have so much content to put out for the next few weeks, but I am straight up exhausted.

      Heading downstairs to the kitchen, I grab myself some water and chug it before throwing on running shoes. If I'm going to relax at the Foxhole tonight, I need to at least get in a few miles to earn the several beers I plan to drink. This may end up being a rideshare evening for me. And I know Calvin is working tonight, so I'll have someone to chat with at the bar no matter who else shows up.

      Taking the path behind my cabin, I jog down to the overlook. The spring day is sunny, and I'm blessed with a decent view of Branwen Beach below. Taking a moment, I stretch and enjoy the sights. My shifter senses smell a mountain lion nearby, although it doesn't concern me. Wild animals always know to avoid me. I'm sure I smell like bison to them even in my human form.

      Taking the long way home, I get in a couple of miles before returning to my cabin. Once inside, I see Calvin has texted me to double-check that I am planning on swinging by tonight. I let him know I'll be there in about an hour or so and hop into the shower to wash away the sweat.

      Getting a rideshare on Ravenhart Mountain is not always a simple task. When I order mine, I have a half an hour to chill in the kitchen while I wait. So I pop open a beer and check my phone. I see that one of my former teammates is getting yet another divorce. This one's his third, and I feel for him. I've already had two failed marriages. And although I have a feeling that he probably earned his third divorce like he did the other two, I actually tried with my marriages. However, the women I fell in love with both decided they needed to cheat on me since I was often away for games.

      After my second divorce, which was right at the end of my professional football career, I swore off women for years. I then dated a little in my early forties, but nothing ever really materialized. And I've spent the last several years on my own, which suits me just fine, especially since I'm living a loner mountain man-life these days, anyway. With my Paranormal Pop sponsorship deal savings and my successful sports podcast, it's easy living alone out here.

      Easy, beautiful, and relaxing.

      The rideshare finally shows up, and it's only a fifteen-minute drive to the Foxhole. Calvin spots me as soon as I walk in, waving me over to the busy bar.

      "Hey, man," he says, pointing to a barstool. "I saved you a seat."

      "Thanks, dude. I am definitely in the mood to throw back several drinks tonight."

      "Well, then I’ve got you covered," he says, sliding a shot of Irish whiskey my way.

      He's always known exactly how I like to start off nights like these.

      "I'll have one as well," a familiar voice says behind me, and I turn to see Calvin's wife, Trudy, standing there.

      She gives me a welcoming hug, and then we both share a shot together.

      "How have you been, Anthony?" she asks, stealing the barstool next to me when it opens up.

      "I'm alright."

      "I haven't seen you around here for a while. I take it you've been busy with the podcast?"

      "This week was definitely super busy," I say. "I have enough material for the rest of the spring. But I just have been doing some things and went away for a couple of weekends, so I haven't been around."

      Giving me a familiar look, she nudges my shoulder.

      "Have you listened to me yet about getting out there again?"

      "Well, I got out there in the way of traveling up north and spending a weekend in Vegas," I say.

      "No," she says. "I mean, have you gotten out there with the women? Remember our last big talk? I kept prodding you to start dating again."

      Laughing, I nod.

      "Yes. I remember that. But listen, I don't think I want to date anyone anytime soon."

      "Why?" she asks. "That doesn't make any sense to me. Here you are, this awesome guy, and you could offer a lot to a woman."

      "Thank you, Trudy. That's very nice of you." I say, adding, "But remember, I've had my heart broken twice."

      "Yeah, like over twenty years ago," she says. "And you're living a totally different life now. Plus, I bet you would make a better choice with whom to date or fall for, don't you think, than the younger version of you?"

      "Yeah. Maybe."

      "Well, anyway, I'm still going to bug you about it because you're a really cool guy, and I can tell that you wouldn't mind someone loving on you," she says.

      "Oh, yeah, you can tell that?" I say with a laugh.

      "Yup. I have a spidey sense for those types of things."

      "Alright. Well, I don't think I'll be going on any dates anytime soon, but I'll promise you this. If somebody falls in my lap, I will definitely ask them out, okay?"

      "Alright. Deal," she says, then adds, "And I'm holding you to it."
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      Jen

      

      I picked the best spring break day to go for my solo hike. The weather is perfect, and it's not too hot. I love Ravenhart Mountain and would love to move up here. But first, I need to figure out what to do besides teaching in Corvid Valley.

      After twenty-five years, I'm definitely fricken ready to do something new.

      I switch my playlist to something a little less grunge as I continue my hike along the path toward the Branwen Beach lookout. This is the farthest I've ever gone on my own on Ravenhart Mountain, and I hope my legs don't give out before it's time to turn around to head back to where my car is parked on the Corvid Valley side. But I've always wanted to solo hike to this ridge, and today is a perfect day for it with the sun shining. I bet the view of the ocean is pretty spectacular.

      Stopping for a breather and some water, I chill on a fallen log while double-checking the time. I'm making good progress. If all goes well, I should definitely be back to my car before dark. After a five-minute rest, I get back up and start heading toward the ridge, which should be about half-a-mile longer.

      As I continue to hike, I get an eerie sense that I'm being watched. Stopping, I turn and look around, but I cannot see anything past the trees and brush. Closing my eyes, I focus on the forest sounds, but nothing is out of the ordinary. Maybe it's just a bunny or something that I sense.

      Continuing down the path, I cannot shake the feeling that something is following me, but I still don't hear or see anything unusual, so I shrug it off. And once I reach the ridge, all thoughts of whatever is making me feel this way leave my brain, because I was right - this view is spectacular today. I can literally see the ocean, and it makes me feel even stronger that a life up on Ravenhart Mountain is in the cards for me.

      How, I am not sure. There's that paranormal academy, I suppose. I could see if they need a history teacher, but at the same time, I'm pretty much done with teaching and I’m pretty sure I want to do something completely new. I just have absolutely no idea what that would be at my age. Stretching my legs and shoulders, I mentally tell myself I need to start back in five minutes. I don't want to be hiking in the dark alone. Last thing I need to do is stumble across a hungry mountain lion in low light.

      As that thought leaves my brain, my ears pick up a snapping of twigs and a low growl. Turning, I frantically look around, trying to see where the sound is coming from.

      But I still cannot see a thing. Did I just imagine that?

      Suddenly, I hear a cat scream and then a flash of golden brown fur leaps at me from a bush. Before I can react, another darker flash of fur comes racing from my left, smashing into whatever was just attempting to pounce on me.

      I whip my head around to see a mountain lion lying on its side, obviously dazed and confused. It hops up on its paws, wobbly on its legs for a moment. Without even looking at me, the cougar then spins around and bolts into the forest. I turn to see what creature just protected me from a mountain lion attack.

      A massive bison stands in front of me, huffing and snorting through its nostrils.

      I let out a small shriek and stumble back against a tree. As my head becomes dizzy, I watch the bison blur and turn into a very tall, very handsome man. His dark eyes look at me with kindness, and he's saying something through his full brown lips. But I can't understand him because I'm feeling myself falling down to the ground as darkness settles over me.
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      Anthony

      

      Even though I sleep in on Saturday, I can feel my head throbbing from last night's drinking excursion. Groaning as I roll out of bed, I feel every one of my 52 years in my bones. I'm getting too old to drink like that, I guess. After I wash up, I head into the kitchen to down an entire pot of coffee.

      Finishing my last cup, my stomach reminds me it was a stupid idea. Although, at least, now my headache is gone. I eat an egg sandwich and decide that, after resting for a bit longer, I need to go on a jog today to make up for feeling this way.

      I check my email and see that my editor is making good progress with this week's interviews. And then sit down for a bit to read my book. After lunch, I throw on my running shoes and decide to take the same route as yesterday. It's another beautiful day, so I know that the view of Branwen Beach will be gorgeous again.

      When I get closer to the ridge, my nose picks up the scent of a mountain lion. I find it curious since typically mountain lions fear me even when I'm just jogging along in my human form. I'm guessing this one is stalking its prey and more in tune with the poor animal than myself.

      Getting closer to the ridge, I can sense the cougar is relatively close. I don't see him ahead of me, but he appears to be somewhere in the brush. Stepping off the path, I decide to take a look since I don't want to deal with an angry wild animal, in case I'm going to ruin its dinner.

      As I step through the brush, I pick up the scent of the wild animal just ahead. My eyes focus on its rear. The mountain lion is crouching toward the ridge. I cannot see what it's planning on attacking, but part of me is a little concerned that it could be a hiker. It's not like rabbits and other small creatures usually chill out there when it's such a popular spot during the day for humans.

      Moving off to the left side of the ridge, I try to get a view of what the mountain lion is about to attack. I won't impede its dinner—of course—but I also don't want some innocent person getting mauled by the animal.

      Right as I hear the mountain lion scream, I spot a curvy woman wearing a hiking backpack turning toward the sound.

      I shift into my bison form immediately and run, attempting to block the mountain lion and get to the woman. However, the cougar is so fast that I end up ramming myself right into the side of its body, throwing it to the ground. Stepping back, I look to see if I hurt the animal, but it seems like it's more dazed than injured. It hops to its feet, shaking its confused head before turning and bolting back into the forest.

      I look at the woman, who instantly takes my breath away.

      She is stunning with silver hair up in a ponytail and bright blue eyes. Her body rocks curves in every single spot that I love to see on a shapely woman. And I find myself not only panting from slamming my bison body into the mountain lion, but from seeing this beautiful woman in front of me. But then I notice she looks a little freaked out, probably because I'm a fricken gargantuan bison standing in front of her.

      I shift to show her I'm just a man.

      "Hey. It's okay. I'm not going to hurt you," I say as I watch the woman's eyes flutter back into her head and her body collapse toward the dry pine needles on the ground.

      I jump forward, attempting to catch her. But I'm not fast enough, and she hits the ground with a thud. Scooping the woman up into my arms, I grab her backpack that has fallen off and start running with her toward my cabin. It sounded like something snapped when she fell, and I think she needs medical care as soon as possible.

      Before getting home, the sky suddenly darkens, and fat raindrops fall onto us. As I reach my door, we are both completely soaked through, but the rain has not woken the passed-out beauty.

      I bring her into my living room and gently place her down on the couch, being extra careful with her legs. She is shivering from the rain, so I start a quick fire, grateful that I still have some kindling in my wood box.

      I then throw on some blankets over the wet, chilled woman. Her lips are blue, however, so I start peeling off her clothes underneath the covers. Careful not to stare at her voluptuous body as much as I wouldn't mind seeing what she looks like naked, I hang her clothes over my kitchen chairs right as the woman comes to.

      "Hi, ma'am. Sorry, I peeled off your clothes, but I did not look," I say, hoping she doesn't start screaming at me for being a pervert. "You look freezing, and your lips are blue. I'm going to make you some tea. Okay?"

      The woman nods, her eyes looking hazy.

      "And I'll also find you something to put on underneath those blankets. Okay?"

      The beautiful woman nods again.

      As the water boils, I find an old pair of sweatpants and a sweatshirt that barely fit me. I'm sure they'll be way too big for my guest, but it's better than her sitting naked on my couch.

      She carefully gets dressed in my sweatsuit underneath the blankets. And by the time she's covered up, the fire in the fireplace is blazing and I have a hot cup of chamomile tea ready for her.

      "Careful. I think you may have broken something," I say, watching her sip the drink as she shifts positions on the couch. When she dressed, she appeared to be in some pain.

      She sips her drink and nods.

      "Yeah. I think it's my ankle. It's very swollen already," she says, poking out her left ankle to show me from under the blanket.

      Nodding, I say, "I'll go and find something to wrap that up with. And I'm Anthony Tierney, by the way. This is my home. I was the bison shifter earlier, in case you don't remember."

      The woman shyly smiles up at me.

      "Thank you for rescuing me. And thank you for saving me from that mountain lion," she says. "I'm Jen Butler. It's nice to meet you."
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      Jen

      

      Sipping my tea in this gorgeous man's cabin, I look out the window and I'm amazed at how hard the rain is coming down.

      "I didn't see anything about rain today," I say. "And when I was on the ridge, it was clear skies and beautiful."

      "Yeah, I don't know. It is coming down really hard, though, isn't it?"

      I shift in my seat and scrunch up my nose in pain.

      "Let me go get my medical kit," Anthony says, hopping up, and he leaves the living room. When he returns, he begins to wrap my ankle while furrowing his brow.

      "I don't think this is going to cut it, Jen. It looks to me like you should probably get seen by a doctor as soon as possible."
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