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Scarlett pushed the accelerator of the rental car down hard. “Come on baby, don’t say maybe.”

She was more than late, she was super-duper, over-the-top, hands-down late. She pushed the little rental to go faster up the steep dirt road hoping it wouldn’t burn out. Her alarm hadn’t gone off. The shower in the B&B had been ice cold. And she’d forgotten to plug her phone in—the phone with the directions to the lawyer’s office where her grandfather’s last will and testament was to be read.

She hadn’t seen Grandpa Rose in...gosh...had it really been five years? Just before she’d turned eighteen she, her mom and Silver had taken a road trip to visit him here in nowhere’s-ville Colorado. That was during one of the rare good years, before Mom had taken off to live with husband number three in Hawaii and life had become more about making it month to month than about keeping in touch with her past.

Fly fishing, that had been Grandpa Rose’s thing. When she and Silver had been little he’d taught them how to tie tiny lures and cast them in the river for fresh water trout. They’d stolen his sparklies and feathers and made earrings from the contents of his tackle box. He’d been so mad, his ears had turned red! He’d gotten over it when he realized their earrings caught more fish than his own designs. Then, he’d laughed so hard he’d cried and given them both hard grandpa hugs.

She blinked back tears at the memory and ran a finger under her eyes to catch any leaking mascara. God, she wished she’d realized how little time he’d had left, she would have made an effort to come see him. But life had just kept churning along. One year and then another had passed. And now he was dead—and there would be no second chances to make up for lost opportunities.

And this morning, on top of everything else, the owner of the rustic B&B had been overly chatty as she tried to check out, even putting a few moves on her. Jerk. When she’d finally gotten rid of him and dashed to the car, throwing everything in the back seat, her giant shoulder bag had gone topsy-turvy. Now lipsticks, spicy mints, and variously colored sticky notes—her life in a nutshell—were scattered all over the floor of the car as she drove up and down these God-forsaken twisty mountain roads searching for the tiny town of Smittsville, Colorado.

But none of that mattered.

What mattered today, the only thing that mattered, was that she’d finally get the chance to repair the one relationship she had left—the relationship between her and her little sister. The one that last year she’d blown to pieces as if she’d been a one-man army and her bazooka had been fully loaded.

Scarlett slid damp palms along the steering wheel and glanced at the phone plugged into the dash. Where the hell was the turn? The only sign she’d seen in a while had been torn up by kids using it for shooting practice. And out here in the middle of nowhere her GPS had no signal. She’d planned to be at the reading of the will early, so that she could corner Silver—crawl on her knees if she had to—and apologize.

So much for that plan.

She spotted the nearly unreadable sign for Smittsville a split-second too late. A mile further down the road she finally found a wide enough spot to turn around. Cranking the wheel hard she forced the little car into a tight U-turn, the tires scrambling for purchase on the dirt road. She was about to put her pedal down and merge back onto the road, when the slow-moving pickup with the horse-trailer passed her.

She was already late. There was no way she had time to sit behind that thing as it turtled its way up the steep mountain road, spewing exhaust. Not if she wanted to be even close to on time.

She put her foot down and whipped around the back end of the trailer and into the other lane. She waved to the guy wearing the cowboy hat and pissed off expression, and took her spot on the now empty road in front of the truck. Flying down the hill, heading for the turn, she wished she didn’t have to worry about her hair and could roll the window down. She’d stick her head out like a dog with floppy ears and let it all go, but not today. Today she needed to look respectable. As she slowed down for the turn, she glanced in her rear view mirror at the truck.

BAM!

It happened fast. One minute, she was checking out the semi in the mirror, and the next, she was flung against the seatbelt, her chest compressed by pressure and her head jerked on her spine. In a completely reflexive action she slammed on the brakes.

The car stopped. Scarlett rubbed her neck and peered through the settling dust at the sports car skewed across the road. Its bright blue paint looked like it had been pristine and shiny before she’d smashed into it. Her heart sank.

A Corvette.

Damn!

Any hope of driving away with just a handshake sank at the sight of the Scarlett-sized dent in the fancy front fender. Her insurance would be dropping her after this, and Lord knew she didn’t have the money. The old pickup passed her, the driver waving as it made its slow gear-grinding way through the intersection, taking the turn to Smittsville.

Double damn!

If she’d just stayed behind it she might have made the reading of the will.

She pulled her car to the side, turned off her engine, and blew out another sigh. At least her car worked. She shimmied her tight pencil skirt out of the rental’s low seat and walked to the front of her car. The front corner was toast and the headlamp was smashed, but it could have been worse. Wobbling on high heels over the rocks and dirt to the other car, she checked out the man emerging from what was going to be a very large hit to her jacked-up credit cards.

Tall. Broad. No, better than that. Despite being late, her preoccupation with her sister, and her shaky legs, her body responded with a big, oh yeah! He was the size of a Marvel superhero with nearly black brown hair and just the edge of a beard. Her imagination went wild.

Active Guy—likes dogs, fast cars, and drinking beer. Turn him loose and he’ll turn you on.

And then she caught the pissed-off look in his molten chocolate-brown eyes and the inner editor in her head added:

Super deadly when angry.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I didn’t see you.”

“Well, I sure as shit saw you.” His voice was deep. And, despite the anger, damn sexy. The gravelly sound hit her low in her belly and she forgot what she’d been about to say.

“I’m sorry.” She sounded like an idiot, repeating the same damn line. She moved her shoulders back and caught him surreptitiously checking out her cleavage. Surprised, she shifted gears. She could play the girl card and salvage this situation. It wasn’t on the feminist working girls’ program, but her wallet was too tight to ignore, and so was her timeline.

She tossed her bright red curls over one shoulder and prepared to engage. But her mouth didn’t want in on the program. Instead of a flirty—hey, big boy—her real feelings blurted out. “I’m late. I’m lost. And they’re going to be reading the will any minute.”

Why was she telling the pissed-off superhero any of this?

She should simply get his name and number and tell him she’d meet him for drinks later so he’d focus on her boobs instead of his car. But, just as she was about to put on her best girl-in-trouble expression, his face softened.

“Scarlett Rose? Is that you?” A grin spread over his face, taking it from scarily attractive back to super-hunk handsome. Again she forgot what she’d been going to say.

“You know me?”

“Don’t you remember?” His hand came towards her. “Cam Beresford.”

She automatically reached for it, slipping her suddenly delicate fingers into his broad grip.

“You used to come up here with your sister for summer vacations. Remember?” The corners of his eyes crinkled up when he smiled. “You ran wild with me and my brothers up on the mountain.”

Warm memories of the summers she and Silver had vacationed with her grandpa on Beresford Mountain washed over her. The Beresford family cabin home had been the closest one to her Grandpa Rose’s place, and the boys had been ready companions for splashing through icy Rocky Mountain streams and exploring forbidden caves.

The first smile she’d had in days spread over her face. A true smile, not the sexy, come-hither smirk she’d been planning. “Of course I remember you. But it’s been years. Weren’t you always shorter than me?”

He laughed. “That was Abe. But he’s a good two inches taller than me now, so don’t be surprised when you see him.”

“Abe, of course. Black hair, right?” She scanned his large frame. “Taller than you? He must play basketball.” She was rewarded by another huge warm grin.

“We played football.”

Of course you did. She eyed his broad shoulders. “Abe was two years younger, wasn’t he? The same age as my sister, Silver. And what’s your older brother’s name?” She struggled to remember the other wild, brown-haired, brown-eyed Beresford boy.

“Zeke, his name’s Zeke.” His face grew serious. “I’m sure he’d give you his condolences, if he were here. You have mine. Your grandfather was respected around these parts.”

His hand tightened on hers and she realized he still held it. She reluctantly pulled away. “Thank you.” The enormity of her loss came back in all its unwelcome reality and for no reason whatsoever tears again welled up in her eyes. Suddenly, she remembered where she was going and why. She shook the incoming storm off. “Can I get your phone number and call you about the car? I really am late. It’s been one of those mornings.”

He walked back to the battered sports car and pulled out his cell phone. “No problem. Here, give me your number and I’ll call you. Maybe we could do dinner?”

She wanted to. The Beresford boys had been trouble with a capital T, and she’d always had a thing for the bad boys. Although, now that she thought about it, Cam had always been the most responsible of the three. She eyed him up and down. He looked like heading down memory lane with him would be a blast.

His clothes were on the sleek, pricey side of sporty, and he was driving a kick-ass car. But she suspected, under the slick clothes and casually expensive haircut, there still lurked a wild boy. But she had hopes of having dinner with Silver, and she wasn’t giving that up. No way, no how. Not after having lost out on a year of her sister because of her own bad decisions with another man.

That is, if Silver would even talk to her.

“Maybe.” She smiled up at him. “I’m not sure what’s going on tonight. I’ll know more after the reading of the will. And after I see my sister.”

And maybe, after the reading of the will, she’d have enough money to pay off his car damage. Because right now she was looking at his car and hers and wishing she’d taken the extra insurance they’d offered her at the airport.

He flashed another grin, one that tempted her to change her mind. “I’ll definitely be seeing you later, Scarlett Rose.” He got into his car and took the turn that headed into town, dust flying from his flashy sports car.

She couldn’t help but smile, even as she rubbed her sore neck. He was showing off for her and damn if it didn’t cheer her up. Cam Beresford was exactly what she needed to distract herself from the pain of losing her grandfather. And, if things with Silver didn’t go the way she hoped, she’d need a night of tequila and a man with deep brown eyes to console her. She’d sworn off men a year ago, vowing to be good if it just meant that she could regain Silver’s trust. And she’d swear off them again for her sister, if she had to. But, if things didn’t go the way she hoped today with Silver, she might need some strong shoulders to cry on. And for a girl like herself it had been a long, lonely year. But enough of stealing trouble. She was more than late.

She gave the car’s squashed front end a glance, making sure the wheel would turn and she could drive. Then she got into the vehicle. Time to face the music.

###
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CAM DROVE THE REST of the way into town singing off-key with the radio. Who would have guessed he’d have his car run into by Scarlett Rose. He’d known she and her sister were due for the reading of the will. Everyone knew that. But what he hadn’t expected was the way little Scarlett had grown up. All curves and big eyes with that red hair and sexy smile. She was a tall drink of whiskey and he bet she’d burn like fire going down.

He was on his way to the garage to see his dad about getting the dent in his car fixed, when Stan Rutheridge waved him down. Grizzled and heading towards seventy, Stan was one of the “Posse”, the old guard of the bear shifters who made it their business to cuff wayward bears back into line. Not that they’d done much good or seemed to care when his dad had fallen off the wagon.

But Stan was different. Stan had been one of the people who hadn’t treated the boys like losers when their family had lost the family homestead and moved to town because of his dad’s inability to hold his liquor. In fact, Stan had been one of the few who had been sincere with his congratulations when Cam, Abe and Zeke had made it big with their online game and bought back the family cabin and most of the land.

Most of it.

Cam slowed the car and pulled over to the side. “Hey, Stan, what’s up?”

Stan leaned his rangy frame on the side of the car. His skin was that weathered tan mountain men developed living outdoors most of their lives and his eyes had faded to pale blue. “Well now, young Cam, it’s good to see you.”

Cam resisted the urge to check his phone for the time. He had a lunch date with his brothers and there was time to see about fixing the car, but not if Stan chose to be long-winded. Schmoozing wasn’t natural for him, but he and his brothers had worked hard to change the local opinions of their family. And blowing off one of the Posse wasn’t in the plan. He told himself to relax. He could drop off the car, talk to Stan, and still have plenty of time to meet Abe and Zeke at the diner.

“It’s good to see you, too, Stan. What can I do for you?”

“I suppose you’ve heard the Rose girls are back and they’ve inherited their grandpa’s stake.” Stan stuck his hands in his pockets and looked down the length of Main Street. Something at the end caught his eye and he stopped talking, just stared down the street.

Cam gritted his teeth, waiting the elderly man out. He couldn’t see what Stan was looking at. Sally’s Diner sat between The Wild Hair beauty salon and what used to be the drugstore but was now empty square footage. Beyond that was an alley. Finally you got to the Old Growler Bar and Grill on the end, with its dusty dirt parking lot butted up against the steep side of the next mountain. But as far as he could see Main Street looked the same with the usual amount of pickups, SUVs, and foot traffic it always had.

He gave up waiting out the older man. “I ran into Scarlett this morning on her way to the lawyers.” Ran into. Literally.

He’d been pissed his car had been hit, his bear roaring to action. Then this gorgeous redhead had climbed out of her car, with those curves tucked into that tight skirt and her big blue eyes wide with worry. And even from ten feet away he could smell the spicy dark-cherry scent of her perfume. He’d forgotten about the car. Forgotten to be pissed. Forgotten everything but making sure he got to see her again.

“Well, son,” Stan said. “There’s no way those city girls will want to stay out here in the boonies. They’ll want to sell that land and cash in. And some of us on the Posse were wondering if you boys were planning on buying back your chunk of land.” Stan sucked in air through his teeth. “And maybe the rest of it too. It’s not good for much of anything but perching houses on those steep slopes. We’re a might concerned it would be attractive to those condo developer types. Or someone who wants to put up cracker-box houses. Maybe a subdivision.” Stan’s wintry eyes grew dark and he dropped his voice meaningfully. “And you know what a subdivision would mean.”

Cam growled low in his throat.

He knew what a subdivision would mean. Hundreds of humans driving up and down the mountain with their mini-vans. Hiking all over the land. Strange dogs and kids. And men with guns. Rules and regulations out the ying-yang. And nowhere private to shift . Not even on his own land. He’d be worried about nature gawkers with binoculars every time he went to scratch a tree or take a piss.

“I can see you do.” Stan leaned into the open car window. “Some say you boys are trouble. Now I know the shenanigans you got up to when you were younger. But I also know you boys are responsible now—got yourselves a successful business.” He gave Cam a nod. “I know you’re different from your dad.”

Heat crawled up Cam’s neck. They’d all been wild. Him. Abe. Zeke. Hell, they still cut loose—they weren’t dead. But now that Zeke had married Goldi Lycan and joined the ranching community, it mattered to his brother that the family clean up their reputation. And he and Abe were trying, for Zeke’s sake.

They couldn’t do anything about their dad, he’d screwed up too many times to count. But Cam could see, by the intensity in Stan’s face, that by asking the Beresford boys to buy the Rose spread, Stan was doing them a solid. Handing them the opportunity to show the Posse—he and his brothers were nothing like their old man.

“Buy that land, Cam. All of it. Not just the section Rose bought from your dad.” Stan straightened up and looked down the street again. “But the whole damn thing.”

Cam still couldn’t see anything fascinating down Main Street. The door to the Growler was closing on someone’s heels, but it was getting close to noon and it was a popular place to eat.

“You and your brothers will go a long way toward showing the town you’re here for the long haul. Give you some respectability.” Stan tipped his Stetson. “Think about it.”

Cam started his car back up, watching Stan make his slow way down Main Street and into the Growler.

The Rose property was the only piece of land owned by humans on a mountain entirely owned by bears. It hadn’t occurred to him before but, if he bought the land, he’d be doing the bears of the county a big favor. And that would get him, Zeke, and Abe cred among the movers and shakers. He wouldn’t be just the scroungy kid kicked around too much by his dad, the kid who’d just happened to make some money. He’d be the man who saved the mountain from developers.

He headed for the garage, checking the time automatically. Nearly quarter to twelve. Late enough his dad would be at work, but early enough he wouldn’t have headed home for lunch and his afternoon beer. He pulled into the space in front of the wide open doors and his abs tightened up as every instinct he had told him to shift and get aggressive.

He’d take his car anywhere else, but he’d never hear the end of it. And what was worse, his mother would carry the brunt of his decision. So he smoothed out his face and got out of the car. The overhead door to the bay was up and his dad was peering under the body of an ancient pickup, suspended high on the lift. “Hey, Dad, you got a minute?”

His father jerked as if Cam had struck him. “What the hell, boy? What are you doing sneaking up on me?”

“Sorry.” Cam rolled his neck, trying to calm the surge of adrenaline that popped every time he spoke to his dad. He examined the old man’s face. The yellowed whites of his eyes were bloodshot, but he didn’t look like he’d been drinking. Yet.

“Speak up. Can’t you see I’ve got work to do?” Too much alcohol and hard work had aged his dad so, instead of a man in his fifties, he looked like a worn-out sixty heading towards seventy.

“My car got dinged this morning. Can you take a look at it and tell me what you think?”

“Who’d you hit?”

“She hit me,” he said, keeping his voice level. There was no point in engaging his dad. His brother, Zeke, did enough of that for all the brothers. Abe wasn’t above getting his digs in, but then, his dad had always hated Abe, blaming having three kids for losing their house.

“Sure, she did.” His dad made a face. “Some hot-to-trot slut you’re covering for.” He came out of the bay wiping his hands on an oily rag. Squinting in the bright spring sunshine, he leaned over and examined the crumpled front corner of Cam’s baby. “Well, it’s not bad, but it’s going to cost. Body work always does.” He straightened up. “Who was it?”
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