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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Kayla

      “That’s a wrap on Kayla!” the director announced. She smiled at me warmly as the sound guy approached to unclip my mic. “Great work. See you tomorrow, bright and early.”

      I groaned playfully, but the truth was, I was thankful for my seven seasons on The Wolf’s Moon. Like hashtag blessed to be an actress with such a rare, steady gig. The cast and crew had become my family, but it didn’t mean I wasn’t excited about an early escape. Just because I’d only had one scene scheduled on the call sheet didn’t guarantee a short day. Shooting schedules changed constantly, and sometimes the simplest scenes took forever to film. But this one had been quick, and I was free.

      As I headed to the hair and makeup trailer, I made a reservation for hot yoga. I grabbed a warm towel to clean my face while my stylist took my extensions out. Once I was out of my costume and back in comfy clothes, I headed out to the van waiting for me outside my trailer.

      “Hey, Jimmy. Boy, am I glad to see you,” I called out as I arranged my bags in the backseat and buckled my seatbelt. “These short days always make me feel like I’m getting away with something.”

      Jimmy simply grunted and didn’t wait for me to settle before he drove off.

      Odd.

      He was usually a chatterbox. We’d spent a lot of time together over the years as he drove me to and from set, and I loved listening to his stories about his recently retired wife, his son who was training to earn a spot on a Continental Football Association team, and his granddaughter who’d recently been diagnosed with type 1 diabetes. I’d only seen pictures of her on his phone, but he’d told me enough about her that I felt like her honorary auntie.

      “Is everything okay?” My heartbeat sped up as I worried something had happened to that sweet little girl. I lifted my sunglasses and took a good look at the driver. “I’m sorry, you’re not Jimmy.”

      First rule of set: Make friends with all the teamsters. Some of the drivers were a little rough and tumble, but they could also be the world’s biggest teddy bears. If they liked you, they had your back through thick and thin.

      I’d never seen this guy before.

      “Jimmy had something he had to take care of,” he muttered.

      That didn’t sound good. “Not Ella, I hope.”

      “Who’s Ella?”

      Okay, something was wrong. Anyone driving Jimmy’s van would know the name of his granddaughter. He had a picture of her taped to the dashboard. Her little smiling face was still there. This was definitely his van.

      “Who are you?” It came out more hostile than I’d intended, but my hackles were standing on end. My wolf’s intuition was never wrong. Right now, she was telling me to hold off on my apology and get ready to fight, a sentiment that sent a shiver down my spine.

      “I’m Mike,” he said.

      I gave him a moment to elaborate, but he seemed to think that was enough information to share.

      “How long have you worked on The Wolf’s Moon?” Even though something felt off, I’d give him the benefit of the doubt. We were a family on this show. Which meant we welcomed all kinds of personalities.

      Something’s not right about this guy, my wolf cautioned. His energy is weird.

      “Just started.” Those words were a little more eloquent.

      He must have come highly recommended to already be trusted driving the cast to and from their homes. Not that I thought of myself as a big deal, but we had some huge names on this show—Logan Mathis and Amelia Barrett regularly drew fans from all over the country, hoping to catch a glimpse of them in action.

      The GPS urged Mike to get on the freeway.

      “I hate to tell you how to do your job, but this isn’t the way to my house.” I chuckled nervously.

      “It’s a shortcut,” he retorted.

      “We’re headed north, but I live south of town.” Maybe he got the addresses mixed up. Some of the cast lived up here. He probably confused me with someone else.

      I wanted to make this make sense.

      His only response was to press down on the accelerator.

      I told myself it was because he’d merged…oh what the hell was I doing? My wolf was practically screaming at me. Something was wrong, and I was worried about hurting the new guy’s feelings as he got into the fast lane and sped past the first exit.

      “Where are we going?” I asked. My voice was firm.

      “You ask a lot of questions.” He picked up his phone. “Yeah. I’ve got her.”

      My heart slammed against my ribcage, and my temperature spiked.

      A few more grunts and he hung up.

      Oh shit. I willed my wolf to stay inside me for a few more moments. Our surroundings were a blur as we sped past them. My wolf was eager to fight, but if she caused a crash, they’d be scraping her off the side of the highway.

      I was not in the mood to get maimed or killed because of this asshole.

      The windows fogged around me, and my skin stretched.

      No. Focus.

      With shaking hands, I pulled my phone out of my purse. Who should I contact—production? The police?

      A message from Vera, one of the show’s producers, lit up my screen. Have you left yet?

      I closed my eyes for an indulgently long blink as a wave of relief washed over me. But then my eyes snapped open as my wolf reminded me I was in fucking danger.

      I have.

      Okay, that’s a problem, she wrote. Are you okay? We found Jimmy unconscious behind the trailers.

      It took everything I had not to growl. That explains things. I’m with some weird guy named Mike and he’s shady AF. We’re on the freeway headed north. Wrong direction.

      We’ve called the police. Can you get any more info about him?

      I couldn’t see much more than the back of his head. He wore the unofficial driver’s uniform of a hat, sunglasses, and a hoodie.

      He’s Caucasian and has a dark, scruffy beard. Maybe around forty. Looks like a crew guy.

      Great. Keep talking to me. We’re tracking your location.

      It should’ve comforted me, but it sent a chill down my spine.

      No, this jackass didn’t get to intimidate me. I threw my shoulders back and stared into the rearview mirror until he shifted his head, acknowledging my gaze.

      “Who are you working for?”

      “The show,” he said, like that explained anything.

      “I’d love to believe you, but ‘I’ve got her’ isn’t normal crew communication. Not to mention, we’re going the wrong way.”

      He tightened his grip on the steering wheel. The way his knuckles whitened made me think he might have been a shifter too.

      “What are you?” Maybe that would be a better question. “And who are you bringing me to?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Absolutely not,” I growled. “If you’d talked to Jimmy before you stole his van, you’d know I like to chat on the way home. But you probably didn’t say anything to him before you knocked him out.”

      “I said shut up!” The last two words were more of a roar, but he didn’t strike me as a cat shifter.

      “The police are coming,” I said as calmly as I could manage. “So you might as well tell me everything.”

      He took in a deep breath as he changed lanes, slowing down the van, slightly. Didn’t feel like he was giving in. More like putting plan B into action.

      “If you tell me, maybe I can help you,” I offered, even though each word tasted disgusting as I said them.

      “Mark Peters,” he finally said. “That’s the name I was given. Don’t know anything else. Unlike you, I know better than to ask too many questions.”

      With those two words, he told me everything I needed to know. I’d met Mark on an online dating site. He’d totally catfished me and looked nothing like his picture. To be fair, it might have been him, about twenty years before our first date. I’d been ready to storm out of the restaurant, but somehow he convinced me to stay for a drink. I made sure it was a mocktail and didn’t let it out of my sight. Mark was a big fan of the show and seemed to have a hard time understanding that I wasn’t actually Regina, my character.

      I’d met many superfans before, but this was beyond. Mark thought Regina owed him something. Like my first born.

      With a quick enactment of the Friend Emergency Bailout Text system, I’d excused myself and had gotten the fuck out of there. Deleted my dating profile on the ride home.

      Didn’t stop him from texting me. Not that I’d ever given him my phone number. He also sent gifts to set. A few days later, he showed up at the pool of my apartment complex. Needless to say, I don’t live there anymore.

      Mike slowed the van as we approached the offramp.

      We’re getting off the freeway at exit 98, I texted Vera. And I’m gonna shift.

      I barely had a chance to drop the phone before my skin split, and fur blossomed in its wake. Forget about getting out of these sweats. I’d forever be pissed because this set was so cute.

      “What the fuck?” Mike swerved as my fully formed wolf leapt over the backseat.

      He narrowly missed the cars stopped at the red light as the van veered into a ditch, rocked back and forth, and threatened to roll over.

      Mike came at me, still in his human form, not even waiting for the van to come to a full stop. He was determined to deliver the goods, dead or alive.

      Like. Fucking. Hell. I would let that happen.

      I smashed through the passenger’s side window and made a run for it.
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      Beau

      I’m a self-proclaimed adrenaline junkie. It’s one of the reasons I decided to work at Sawtooth Security after leaving the military. It scratched my danger itch, let me work with and for shifters, and gave me a chance to help people when they needed it most.

      But I hated to admit that sometimes this job could be a fucking snooze. No high-profile cases had come in since Bellamy had cracked the case of the ghost bears and reunited with Clover, the mate who’d originally rejected him. Now they made googly eyes at each other any time she came into the office while I did background checks.

      So I worked out a deal with Barrett, our agency owner. I’d cut my hours until a big case came in, and spend that downtime volunteering for the Granger Falls Fire Department. We were getting close to fire season, and they appreciated someone with experience. I was thankful for the flexible schedule and a place where I could bring my rescued pit bull, Gigi, to work with me.

      Tonight, it was quiet here, too. One of those early summer evenings when the weather was absolutely perfect. Still a hint of snow on the mountain peaks, and the first streaks of sunset spread across the sky. We’d moved the operation outside and planned to spend our waiting time on a pickup game of basketball.

      “What are we playing for?” I asked as I moved the ball from one palm to another. As a bear shifter, I was at a disadvantage against these guys, who were mostly wolves. They were faster than me, but I read the court differently.

      “Loser team cooks the Fourth of July feast on behalf of the department,” Baron Channing suggested. “And you better like cooking, because the whole town comes.”

      I raised a brow. “Even the chili?”

      He shook his head. “That’s for the contest. But burgers, dogs, chicken, all the sides—you better be ready to represent, bear.”

      The ball hit the pavement with purpose. “I’m always representing. But I’m looking forward to seeing what you can do on the grill.”

      It probably wasn’t fair that I caught him off guard and moved past him for an easy layup. After that, the game was on.

      These wolves took their basketball seriously. Baron’s brother Dallas blocked my next shot, sending the ball bouncing into the dirt. I chased after it, stopping when it rolled into a familiar pair of boots.

      “Hey, Barrett.” I nodded to my day job boss as he handed me the ball. “What’s up?”

      “Mind if I tear you away from your game?” he asked.

      “I’m gonna be doing a lot of cooking if I leave now.”

      “Hope you’re good at it.” He chuckled. “At least you won’t be bored.”

      I tossed the ball to Dallas. “We’ll pick this up later.”

      Barrett headed to the parking lot, where he’d parked his truck next to mine.

      “We’ve got a case. Pretty high profile,” he said. “Bellamy and I talked it over, and we’d like to have you play an important role, if you’re interested.”

      “Fuck, yeah.” I shook my head. “Sorry, I mean, I’m interested.”

      He raised a brow. “Love the enthusiasm. Don’t you want to hear what the job is before you agree to it?”

      “Of course. Guess I got a little excited. Looking forward to getting a chance to show you what I’ve got.”

      “Perfect.” He opened the door to the cab and pulled out his laptop. “We have a client who needs round-the-clock protection. Wolf shifter. She escaped an abduction attempt, and it’s not the first time this guy has come for her.”

      “So it’s like an ex-boyfriend situation?” I asked, suppressing my growl. I had a hard time with men who didn’t know how to respect a lady’s wishes. An old friend had trouble with an ex who didn’t understand the meaning of the word no until I made sure he’d never forget it.

      “More of a celebrity stalker situation.” He turned the laptop screen toward me, and my mouth dropped.

      “Is that Kayla Mitchell?”

      “Yeah. Are you a fan of The Wolf’s Moon?”

      “Big fan. So glad they brought it back.” I couldn’t take my eyes off her headshot. The blonde wavy hair. Her huge eyes, framed by dark lashes, weren’t even the most striking part of her face. She had high cheekbones and full lips that she always painted red. Just timelessly gorgeous. She wasn’t one of the top billed stars on the show, but she was a regular character, and I’d argue the one who glued the story together.

      How many nights had I gone to bed dreaming about this woman, her soft, curvy body, and her gentle demeanor, after binge watching the show? I had to keep my excitement in check or Barrett would think I was a celebrity stalker.

      “Yeah, Tegan and I have been catching up. Kayla’s an amazing actress. It will be an honor to keep her safe while we find this guy.”

      I raised a brow. “Do we think he’s near Sawtooth Forest?”

      “He’s not, but she will be. We’re hoping this is the last place anyone thinks to look for her. But if they do, they’re gonna run straight into you.”

      “So are we finding the bad guy or are we guarding Kayla?” Sounded like the job was more complicated than Barrett had presented it.

      “Both,” he clarified. “Bellamy and I will have our hands full looking for this guy. And you’ll make sure no one lays a paw on her until this guy is behind bars.”

      A wave of disappointment went through me. Barrett had sold this as a big fucking deal, but he and Bellamy would be doing all the work of taking this guy down.

      This is a big fucking deal, my bear reminded me. You’ll be keeping your favorite actress safe.

      He was right.

      Stop trying to prove yourself, he added. They wouldn’t give you this job if they didn’t trust you.

      Still right, and I needed to start acting like it. Remember who the fuck I was.

      “When do we start?” I asked.

      “Right now.” Barrett handed me a piece of paper. “Go home and pack a bag for you and Gigi, and then meet us at this address.”
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      It was the first time I’d shown up at a job with a dog bed tucked under my arm, but I had a feeling this assignment might keep me on my toes. With my duffel bag slung over my shoulder and Gigi prancing excitedly by my side, I knocked on the door.

      “You excited about a new house?” I asked her softly.

      Woof.

      I was too. I had to keep reminding myself this was just like any other assignment.

      Barrett came to the door and waved us in. Bellamy and Clover were already inside.

      With Kayla.

      My heart skipped a beat when her eyes met mine. Her dark blonde hair had been pulled up into a messy bun, and she was wearing sweats, but still wore her signature red lipstick.

      “Oh, hello, Gigi!” Clover cooed as she rubbed Gigi’s neck and ears. Gigi did a full body wriggle in appreciation. “Who’s the best girl?”

      “You have a dog?” Kayla asked, sliding closer to the edge of the couch, away from Clover and my dog.

      “She looks tough, but she’s just a big love bug,” Clover said in an exaggerated voice that people used to talk to babies and animals. “Isn’t that right?”

      “She can be tough when she needs to be.” I wouldn’t let anyone sell my girl short. I smiled at Gigi, who continued to soak in all the love, then looked at Kayla. “You don’t like dogs?”

      Her eyes widened and her lips parted, like I caught her off guard. Great. This assignment was getting off to an awkward start.

      “I’m a wolf,” she finally said. “Our pack never kept dogs as pets.”

      “If it makes you feel better, I think of her as part of the family.” I really hoped she didn’t plan to make me choose between this job and my dog because she wouldn’t like my answer.

      Would you really walk away from her? my bear asked, and it was my turn to widen my eyes.

      What was he insinuating?

      Gigi pushed past Clover and went to give Kayla a sniff. There was a moment of tension between them, but Kayla held her hand out. Gigi inspected it, and then her tail started to wag with approval.

      “She likes you,” I said.

      “She’s cute,” Kayla said and then rose and approached me, holding out her hand. “I’m Kayla. I hear we’re going to be working together.”

      “Beau. Hopefully not that long.” My belly clenched and my cock twitched. With her hand in mine, time stood fucking still, and now I knew exactly what my bear was trying to tell me.

      It was on the tip of my tongue to ask her if she felt it too. My bear was in favor of this action.

      But instead, she let go of my hand and took a step back.

      And then I realized how terrible it sounded.

      “I hope we catch this guy quickly and you can get back to your regular life,” I clarified.

      But I already knew that wasn’t what I wanted.

      This woman was my mate.

      No, impossible. My emotions were heightened because I’d watched her on TV for years and now she was standing in front of me. It didn’t hurt that she was even more beautiful in person.

      Stop making excuses, my bear growled. What do you say when others make excuses?

      I thought they were weak.  And that was something I couldn’t afford to be.

      Bellamy appeared from a hallway. “Just put your stuff in your bedroom. You should have everything you need here. The internet is secure—everything is filtered through the company’s network and coded so neither of you should be traced here. We’ll be rerouting any deliveries you need, so you’ll want to order things like food in advance or let us know if you want to order takeout. We’ll be varying our drop-off locations and routes to here. If you come in contact with anyone who doesn’t work for Sawtooth Security, call us immediately.”

      Kayla raised a brow. “Can we leave the house at all?”

      “We’d rather you didn’t,” Barrett said apologetically. “Stick to the deck, and make sure Beau is with you. This guy who tried to capture you is part of a much larger operation. We haven’t identified all his associates yet. We will. It’s our aim for this case to be closed before you get cabin fever.”

      “I hope you catch them fast.” She scraped her teeth over her red lip. My bear liked that move a little too much.

      Our gazes caught, like she could hear my animal whisper filthy suggestions to me. Looking away felt like weakness. Even though she’d put up one hell of a fight when she’d been abducted, there was no missing that she was freaked out over the situation. As she should be. She’d had her trust and safety violated at work, and she couldn’t go home.

      We’ll make sure she never feels unsafe again, my bear suggested.

      Kayla Mitchell wasn’t ready to look away either.

      “We should probably get going. Let the two of you get settled,” Clover said, finally breaking the spell. She took Kayla’s hands in hers. “I don’t know how we’ll pull it off, but I’d love to hang out while you’re here. Maybe we can have a fun girls’ night in. You’ll love the wolf pack⁠—”

      “Let’s figure out logistics first.” Bellamy put his hand on Clover’s shoulder. She all but melted on contact. These two were at each other’s throats not too long ago, and now they were practically inseparable.

      My bear wanted that. And so did I, if the gnawing feeling in my belly was any indication. Before today, I would’ve sworn to anyone who asked that I wasn’t ready to leave my wild days behind me.

      But five minutes in this woman’s presence and my whole world had been turned upside down. I wasn’t sure I wanted my coworkers to hurry up and find these guys who were responsible for her abduction or if I hoped the case was never closed.

      “We’ll talk soon. You have my number⁠—”

      “Is that safe?” I interrupted Clover. “I know we’re routing everything through the office, but it seems like it could be a weak link.”

      “We gave Kayla a burner phone, and we’ll still be taking other precautions,” Bellamy clarified. “We’re letting you keep your phone because it’s already behind our protection protocol. But if we think it’s compromising the case, you’ll get a burner too.”

      “It won’t come to that,” I said.

      “Hope not.” Bellamy nodded to me. “Let us know if you need anything.”

      “We’ll be checking in with both of you in the morning,” Barrett said. “Have a good night.”

      The quiet was overwhelming once my coworkers left. It was just Kayla and me.

      And Gigi, who bumped her snout against Kayla’s leg, followed by a push with her paw.

      “She wants to play,” I said.

      “Oh, I might not have a lot of experience with pet dogs, but it doesn’t mean I don’t speak the language.” She went down on one knee, which made Gigi dance side to side with excitement. “Did you bring any of her toys?”

      “Of course I did.” I went over to my duffel bag. I took a moment to watch my favorite girl play with my favorite actress. I wondered if she could tell that Kayla was like her. “When you said you understood Gigi, does that mean you can communicate with her?”

      “Not like I would with a shifter, but I understand her body language. I feel like we’re gonna be friends.”

      “Good,” I said as I pulled the battered stuffie out of my bag, which got a certain pittie’s attention. “Because Gigi and I go way back. She’s kind of my ride or die. And this is Rudolf.”

      Gigi jumped up to grab her favorite toy, but I handed it to Kayla.

      “Where’s his red nose?” she asked as she considered the reindeer.

      “Gone the first day she had him. Along with the squeaker.” I laughed. “Usually, she trashes a toy and forgets about it, but there’s something about Rudolf she wasn’t willing to let go. So I’ve had him repaired and restuffed. The squeaker’s been replaced a couple times too, but that’s always the first thing to go.”

      “Maybe Gigi thinks Rudolf is her mate,” Kayla suggested.

      “Never thought of it like that. Oh, wait,” I said as she was about to give Gigi her toy. “You’ve got to make her work for it.”

      “What?”

      “She can do tricks and then she can play with Rudolf,” I said, taking the toy back.

      “I was just about to say I thought you were such a good dog dad, but now I think you might be a big meanie.”

      “Those are fighting words,” I teased. But honestly, I was relieved that she was willing to play with Gigi. It would’ve been awkward as fuck if Kayla didn’t like my dog.

      Gigi took a seat in front of me, her gaze glued to Rudolf. I motioned for Kayla to come over.

      “You can ask for her paw,” I said, and waited for Kayla to initiate. Gigi was all too happy to oblige. “You can get her to sit pretty.” I raised my hand, and Gigi went up on her hind legs. “Good girl. Now…bang!”

      Kayla gasped as Gigi fell to her side. “She plays dead.”

      Gigi’s tail thumped and she could only stay still for seconds before she was back up. I motioned for her to do a twirl.

      “She’s earned her reward now.” I lowered Rudolf, but Gigi’s patience had run out. She jumped up and snatched her out of my hand before trotting off, finding a spot in the middle of the living room to lie down and chew.

      “I take it back,” Kayla said. “You are a good dog dad.”

      “Thanks.” I grinned at her. “That means a lot, considering the source.”

      “It feels weird to say I’m looking forward to this, but I hope we can make the best of it.” Kayla wrung her hands. “I’m not good at staying in one place.”

      “Tell me about it.” My bear wanted to promise her adventure. Excitement. A future that she was always in.

      But this was a job, and as soon as these goons were behind bars, chances were, I’d never see her again.

      I shouldn’t have hated that thought as much as I did. I needed to get my head on straight, or I could fail us both.
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      Kayla

      Relaxing wasn’t part of my normal vocabulary, but my calendar had suddenly been wiped clean. I had to admit, I was excited for a chance to tackle all those cute projects I always planned to do between seasons of The Wolf’s Moon. But other projects always seemed to come first—like guest spots on hot TV shows, commercials, and speaking engagements.

      I absolutely loved my job and was eternally grateful that I got to play make believe for a living, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that I had to make hay while the sun shined. All the opportunities could disappear in the blink of an eye.

      Like now. My anxiety levels were at Mach Five that this little sabbatical could mean the end of my career. My brain treated me to what I liked to call the four o’clock morning meeting, coming up with all the ways Mark Peters would get the last word, including somehow stepping into my place on the show.

      Not. Fucking. Happening.

      My wolf did her best to reassure me that the bears from Sawtooth Security would take care of this rat bastard for good, and that I had nothing to worry about. The show’s producers had been gracious when I told them I had to take an emergency leave mid-season. The writers would have their work cut out for them. I’d been given a bigger role this season, and now they’d have to write me out. Episodes didn’t get finalized until about a week before we started filming, so they could accommodate, in theory.

      Out of sight, out of mind. It was one of the reasons I took all those extra projects. Even without a stalker, women of a certain age tended to disappear in Hollywood.

      I wanted to change that narrative.

      You can’t change anything if you’re dead, my wolf reminded me.

      Perspective. I took a deep sip of my third coffee of the morning and made a promise to myself. I would be grateful for this break.

      But I had to do something. I couldn’t stop Mark, but I’d hired Sawtooth Security for that job. If I didn’t keep myself busy, I’d drive myself crazy with these doomsday stalker prophecies.

      Of course, none of those cute someday projects got packed for this side quest. I could order stuff, but the logistics of keeping the order anonymous seemed like a monumental pain in the ass and should probably be saved for important things, like pizza. Maybe it was time to read some of those spicy romances I was always downloading onto my e-reader.

      I’d just have to be careful not to picture a certain bear shifter as the hero…

      My bodyguard was absolutely gorgeous, with shaggy, almost black hair, a full beard, and muscles for days. But not only had Beau been hired to keep me safe, he was way too young for me. There was no way he was over thirty. So I could admire from afar, but that was all this could be. An awkward crush.

      Gigi lay in the middle of the living room, sprawled out and happily chomping on poor Rudolf. She stretched and let out a contented sigh, which reminded me I had downloaded a thirty-day yoga challenge that I’d promptly forgot all about. I could crush that while I was here—not that I wanted this to last a month, but maybe the habit would follow me back to my normal life.

      After putting my mug into the dishwasher and grabbing a glass of water, I headed to my bedroom, ready to get my namaste on.

      But instead I ran into Beau, fresh from the shower, wearing nothing but a towel.

      Our gazes locked for the longest moment. I forced myself to look away, but all I saw were the tiny droplets of water that were still beaded on his pecs and biceps and glistening in his thick chest hair.

      I needed to excuse myself and spend the rest of the day hiding in my bedroom, but I couldn’t.

      “Sorry,” he said. “Still not used to having a roommate. I left my stuff in my room.”

      “I get it. I’m not used to sharing either.” If this were a script, this would be when I moved away from the half-naked, wet bear. But it was real life, and I wasn’t going anywhere. “Do you have a girlfriend?”

      This was why I needed a script…

      “Nope. I’m a single dad, raising Gigi on my own.”

      Do you want to help him with that? my wolf wondered.

      Beau gave me a lopsided grin like he could read my animal’s mind. “What about you? You must have left someone behind.”

      I shook my head. “I swore off dating after the last guy I met on an app turned out to be an absolute creeper connected to a nefarious crime ring, which is why I’m here.”

      He laughed, and the sound did unacceptable things to my lady parts.

      “Barrett and Bellamy are the best in the business,” he said. “There’s no one else you’d want working this case. They’ll find those guys.”

      That was exactly what my agent had said when she’d explained the arrangement that had sent me into exile in Sawtooth Forest. Coming from her, it seemed like a way to justify the exorbitant bill, but Beau genuinely believed this.

      “What about you?” I asked.

      “What about me?” There was an unmistakable rumble to his voice.

      The bear wants to play, my wolf said.

      I could’ve backed off, excused myself, and forgot this conversation ever happened. Never thought about those bulging biceps again. Or how good he smelled fresh from the shower.

      But I didn’t. “What are you good at?”

      His eyes lit up, and that rumbling vibration intensified. “I’m good at a lot of things.”

      Woof! Woof woof woof! Gigi called out from the living room.

      Beau shook his head, the spell broken, and chuckled. “Nature calls.”

      “Time to dog dad.” I nodded as I willed myself to move past him toward my bedroom.

      I leaned against the door, listening to my heart pound as Gigi’s barking intensified. Moments later, Beau soothed her and took her out.

      What in the moon just happened? I couldn’t hit on my bodyguard, even if he was gorgeous, and I was terrified and in need of some comfort. I had to keep things professional.

      So much for downtime. This would be the most difficult role I ever played.
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      After hanging out in bed and diving into my backlog of steamy romance books, I could totally confirm that in my head, all the heroes looked like Beau. Didn’t matter if they were mafiosos, hockey players… all I could picture was him. It was a definite improvement over the intrusive thoughts about Mark Peters ever since my abduction.

      So I made a bargain with myself. Each season of The Wolf’s Moon, we’d pick a set crush. Just a little harmless fun—sometimes, people would get found out, and the wrap parties had a tendency to get wild.

      My heart hurt, missing my set family and wishing I could tell them where I was. Wishing I could immerse myself in the drama of a fictional character instead of my own damn problems.

      Soon, my wolf said. But until then, your new set crush will keep you busy.

      I emerged from my bedroom and found Beau in the kitchen. He hadn’t noticed me, because he was dancing along to whatever was in his headset as he chopped vegetables. Thankfully, he was fully dressed in a teal T-shirt that made his tan skin look amazing, and khaki cargo shorts. I carefully trod into the kitchen, not to startle him, since the knife looked pretty sharp.
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