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            Prologue

            Three Years Ago

         

         Alan Carman was so happy he was singing. Rarely in life was everything exactly perfect. The sun was shining. He’d just been paid, pitiful an amount though that might be. And now he was headed home, flying down the freeway on a beautiful late summer day to tell his brother the most amazing news.

         Which made it typical for his life that sirens started blaring right behind him. Cop car. A quick look down showed that he hadn’t been speeding, but the flashing lights were pretty clear, so he braked and pulled over.

         Damn. Though—upside—even this wasn’t dimming his mood because today was a great day. His life had just changed for the better. The amazing, the absolutely, wonderful, joyous yes- all-is-exactly-as-it-ought-to-be better! Then he looked back and saw the police officer step out of her car. He knew that walk. Knew that body even though it was encased in the intimidating uniform of a state police officer. And now that he saw her, he also knew that God had given him exactly the most perfect day.

         He grinned and lowered his window. This was going to be fun.

         “License and registration, please.” Her voice was clipped, her eyes hidden behind mirrored sunglasses, and she in no way indicated that they’d grown up within a few miles of one another.

         “Hi, Tonya. Guess what?”

         Officer Tonya Kappes, gorgeous grizzly-shifter and all around badass, didn’t react though he watched carefully for any hint of softening. No relaxation of her spine, no tilt to her lips. Nothing despite the fact that she’d been his one obsession since his fourteenth birthday. He knew from his brother Carl when she started working for the state police. And he’d watched the news just in case she hit the media spotlight. For years they’d had no direct contact while he went through law school and she flew through the police academy. But now, on this day of all days, she was here pulling him over.

         Must be fate.

         “Come on, Tonya. It’s me on a beautiful day. Guess what?”

         “Alan.” Just his name spoken in a flat voice. “Hand me your license and registration, please.”

         Well, at least she recognized him. That was something, right? Still smiling—though the expression was getting more strained by the second—he pulled out his wallet and handed over his driver’s license. A moment later, he passed her his insurance information.

         “Do you have any idea how fast you were going?” she asked, her voice deadpan.

         “Yeah. Seventy.”

         “You were in a fifty-five zone.”

         What? “No way. I know this route like the back of my hand. It’s not—”

         “Changed last week.”

         A speed trap. Of course.

         “Damn it, doesn’t Michigan have any other way to fund themselves?”

         “There were notices in all the local papers.”

         “I’ve been working in Detroit.” He huffed out a breath. “Hell, Tonya, I’ll pay the ridiculous ticket. I’ll even donate to the policeman’s ball or whatever charity you want. Just do me one little favor and ask me what’s up!”

         Pause. A long one, damn it. And then she lowered her sunglasses. Her sweet baby blues appeared and he almost melted right there. Sure she was all Officer Ice Queen, but right there were the eyes that had lived in his fantasies for over a decade.

         “What’s. Up.”

         “I passed the bar. As of today, I’m a real, live, honest-to-goodness attorney.”

         He watched her face for her reaction. He waited for a whoop of joy or a slap of congratulations. Something that indicated she knew what this meant to him. Instead, her lips curved into a slow, shallow smile.

         “Congratulations, Counselor.”

         He huffed out a breath. That was a bit anticlimactic. So he abruptly twisted, crossed his arms, and leaned them against the car door such that he was as close as he could get to her without climbing out of his car. Then he smiled his most charming smile at her.

         She arched her brows, but beyond that, didn’t seem to react at all.

         “Celebrate with me, Tonya.”

         “I’m in a relationship.”

         Ah. Well that put a damper on his hormones, but even so he still wanted to catch up with her. “That’s great,” he lied. “Tell me about him.”

         “Her.”

         His brows arched. “Really?”

         She nodded slowly. “If you tell a soul—”

         “Not a word. I swear. But only if you tell me all about it.”

         “Got a kink gene you want to indulge?” she drawled, her voice heavy with sarcasm.

         He held up his hand. “No, Tonya. I got an interest in you. We grew up together. You gave me my first kiss—”

         She flushed at that, and he took it with a measure of pride that she remembered it. Maybe even thought of it as pleasurably as he did.

         “We’ve missed each other these last years. I’ve kept up through Carl but—”

         “You still dating the Chinese girl?”

         He shook his head.

         “The brunette?”

         So she had been paying attention. Good. “Jade and I are on the outs right now. She’s headed to New York and big city law. Couldn’t understand why I was going back to Gladwin.”

         Tonya jolted. “You are?”

         He nodded. “Carl really needs the help since Dad died. Has for a while, and I can’t keep splitting my time between Detroit and home.”

         “So you quit Detroit?”

         He grinned. “Yup. Turned in my notice today.”

         “But what are you going to do in Gladwin? The clan can’t have that much legal work—”

         “You’d be surprised. Plus, I’ll be looking in the surrounding area for work. Bay City isn’t that far. It won’t be a lot of money, but my expenses are low.” He shrugged. “Once Carl gets everything stabilized, I can look for a more permanent solution.”

         “He’ll be grateful for the help.”

         “So what about it?” he pressed. “Tell me all about your girlfriend over dinner? My treat?”

         “Of course it’s your treat,” she said as she handed him back his license and registration. “Since I just accidentally screwed up this ticket.” She ripped up the moving violation, then gave him directions to a chain restaurant. “I’ll meet you there in an hour.”

         “Bring your girl,” he said. “I’d love to meet her.”

         She flashed him a sheepish look. “She’s actually a guy named Brian. He’s a dentist and the exact opposite of the meatheads I work with every damn day.”

         “So not a muscle guy?”

         “More like a ninety-pound weakling, but he makes me smile.”

         “So why say you’re with a girl?”

         Her gaze canted away. “Because guys stop arguing when I say I’m on a different team. Plus it helps them understand a female cop. Apparently only lesbos can be butch.”

         He frowned and he tried to sort out what she’d just said. “You know that makes no sense, right?”

         “And when did the human race ever make sense, Counselor?”

         She had a point. And he had a desperate urge to learn more about what it took to be a female cop. What it had cost her and how it worked with the whole shifter thing. She started to walk away, but he reached out to touch her hand. Warm fingertips to hot skin. He brushed across the back of her hand and felt a jolt all the way through his body that lingered in his dick. And even more shocking, she seemed to have felt something, too. Her eyes widened and her breath caught. But that was the only reaction he could see.

         “Alan?”

         “Does he know? About the bear thing?”

         Tonya’s face paled and she shook her head. “He’s so normal, you know? I liked that about him. Not macho, not paranormal, just a boring dentist raised by nice middle-class people. Hell, the weirdest thing about him is he’s part Chippewa on his mom’s side. He even has allergies and hates camping.”

         Alan listened carefully, keeping his expression neutral. She clearly had reservations about the relationship, but there was also a softness in her tone. A yearning that lay underneath her words that spoke of a deeper connection with the man.

         “Do you love him?”

         “I think so,” she said. “Maybe. Or maybe I just want the whole white-picket-fence thing.”

         “Bring him to dinner. Let me meet him.”

         She arched a brow. “You looking to give dating advice, Counselor?”

         He snorted. “Never. I just want you happy, is all.” And wasn’t that God’s honest truth? “And I want to see if this dentist can do that.” Apparently, he couldn’t even say the man’s name.

         She swallowed. “He’s going to propose soon. He bought a ring.”

         Oh shit. This was serious. “You’re sure?”

         “I saw the receipt. Didn’t mean to snoop, but he was careless.”

         And Tonya noticed things. It was part of being a cop. “So that’s a good thing, right?”

         “So I’m going to have to tell him. About the bear thing.”

         Right. Always a dicey proposition. “Have you talked to Carl? Gotten his okay and all?” It was standard practice to ask permission from the alpha for revelations like this. It was rarely denied. Not in this day and age. But alphas liked to keep track of who was in on the secret and who wasn’t. And since she was a woman who followed the letter of the law, Tonya would be particular about following clan rules.

         “Everything’s in place to tell Brian,” she said. “I just can’t seem to actually do it.”

         “Do you need help?”

         Her eyes sharpened for a moment. She looked like she was about to bite his head off for suggesting such a thing, and so he held up his hands in surrender.

         “It was just an offer. I don’t know how I could help, but sometimes—”

         “I know,” she said, cutting him off. Then she rubbed a hand over her face. “I haven’t gone running in a while and it’s making me antsy.”

         He didn’t have to ask what kind of running she meant. Every shifter had to go animal wild for a time. Just let the bear out of the cage and go tromping through the woods in their natural form. “Have you tried Mark’s new software program? It takes the edge off.”

         “Yeah. I love it, but it’s not enough.”

         He nodded. He couldn’t relate to the need to go native, but he did understand it. So he touched her hand again, and this time the electrical surge was more like a warm wash of energy—sweet and gentle. “Call Brian and tell him you’re getting together with an old friend tonight. Celebrate my passing the bar and all,” he added with a grin.

         “Yeah, I will—”

         “But then go get your bear on at the state park. I’ll bring food to the campground for afterward and keep hold of your keys and stuff.” Shifters always ended up ravenous after a run. And it was always reassuring to know that someone watched the home fires while the animal went native. This he knew from years of holding car keys and warming the grill while bear play went on in the woods. They needed it, and he took comfort in keeping things safe while the clan went wild.

         Tonya wasn’t immune to the lure. She hesitated, clearly tempted. “It’s been a long while, Alan. I might not be done until well after midnight.”

         He shrugged. “I got no plans.”

         Then she gave in. He saw it first in her eyes, which flashed gratitude even when her body was still trying to resist. But then every part of her sagged with relief.

         “Thanks, Alan.”

         “No problem.”

         And it wasn’t. Not even when she didn’t return to the campsite until after three in the morning. Not when she ate two steaks and finished the last of his beer. It wasn’t a problem until she kissed him on the cheek and hopped into her car, flushed and excited to return to her dentist.

         Then he stood by his car and gave up hiding the boner that throbbed through every cell in his body. And he realized that while she was headed to her boyfriend, he was so very alone.

         He thought the feeling would ease over time. He thought he would get past this childhood crush that was more about nostalgia than anything else. After all, she’d been his first kiss and it had blown his teenage mind.

         But three months later, she showed up in Gladwin. She’d gotten a job as the sheriff’s newest deputy. Carl told him that the bear revelation hadn’t gone well with the dentist and she needed a change in scenery. And when Alan went to see Tonya, she was a totally different person.

         All her defenses were up. Her shoulders were tight and her eyes were haunted. She declared in no uncertain terms that she wasn’t gay, but she sure as hell was over men. Her exact words were, “I’ve decided I’m asexual.”

         Then she slammed the door in his face.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Now

         Alan Carman dragged his eyes open to a room flooded with sunlight. He’d always liked the light, but this time he flinched away from it. And then suddenly, she was there.

         Tonya.

         Officer Tonya Kappes sat by his bed, her face drawn with worry, her hands gripping his arm tightly.

         “What’s wrong?” he rasped.

         She blinked twice before speaking, her voice heavy with irony. “Nothing’s wrong except you’ve been running a temperature higher than a volcano for nearly a week.”

         Huh.

         Is that why he felt like an overbaked biscuit? God, even his skin seemed to crackle when he moved. Thankfully, she brought him water, and he drank from the cup greedily.

         Flashes of memory returned to him.

         He’d been abducted right in the courthouse parking lot. Then that damned cage and all the who-knew-what that had been shoved into his arm.

         Evil Einstein and that cougar bitch. She had been the worst. Einstein had just looked at him like a science project, but that bitch had sat and stared at him. Hours upon hours just like a fucking cat, and she hadn’t said a word. At least not English words. There’d been weird chants and strange potions shoved down his throat. And all the while, he’d felt the caress of her like slime on his skin.

         And then…

         Oh, hell. “Did I shift?”

         Tonya’s gaze slanted away. “Sort of.”

         He looked at her face, seeing the stark fear that she tried to hide. And then he remembered the rest. The prickly agony of fur spiking out of his skin. Not in a regular way, but in patches. The horror of a nose and mouth elongated. Teeth that were sharp and irregular inside his mouth. And the fever. He remembered the fever sapping his strength and the bitch hissing in his ear when he was too weak to move.

         And he remembered how much he hated her.

         “So I’m a freak now,” he said as he looked at his arms before him. Same bones, but the skin was patchy with dark spots. Same hands except the knuckles were larger, the fingers blunter.

         “No!” Tonya said, gratifyingly vehement.

         “It’s okay. I was one already, though in a different way.”

         She turned to look at him, her blue eyes laser bright. “What do you mean?”

         He meant a lot of things, none of which he could process or explain right now. “How’d you find me?”

         “Mark turned on your phone. Used the GPS.”

         Right. Good idea. But… “Why’d it take a week?”

         Silence.

         He looked at Tonya, and a familiar ache settled into his chest. Good God. He’d been gone for a week, trapped in that cage while Einstein experimented on him. He’d missed two court dates and at least one Gladwin pack meeting. And in all that time…“You guys didn’t even realize I was missing.”

         She swallowed. “Carl got a text saying you had met someone. That you’d be gone for a while.”

         “Because I’m so irresponsible that I disappear for a week without finding a replacement, without emailing everyone at least twice. Without—”

         He’d been covering the Gladwin clan’s paperwork almost since he could read. His father had never been happier than when Alan announced the intention of becoming a lawyer. The Gladwins needed a lawyer in the family because good ones cost too damned much.

         So he’d gone. He’d studied. And he’d become his brother’s right-hand man for everything that the shifters were too twitchy to deal with. Paperwork. Court filings. Hell, he even did the taxes. Alan handled all the details of living in this modern age.

         And no one had fucking realized he’d been missing.

         “I’m sorry. We’re all really sorry,” she said.

         Yeah. He got that. Except sorry wasn’t cutting it. Fury itched right beneath his skin. A red haze of hatred rose up from his gut and choked off his words. Tonya was saying she was sorry. Tonya, the woman he’d loved since he was ten, was apologizing for not noticing him.

         Like that was fucking unusual.

         “Get out,” he said. Except it didn’t come out in cold, clipped tones. It wasn’t his precise, businesslike way. No, the words were snarled, the meaning ripped from his heart and thrown at her face.

         “Alan—”

         “Get. The. Fuck. Out.”

         Carl would have blustered at him. Becca, Carl’s fiancée, would probably pat his hand and offer to get him some pie. Tonya, however, was a straight line in his mind. No bullshit, no fudging. She’d screwed up. They’d all screwed up, but she took the brunt of his rage because she was here.

         “If you ever want to talk, just call me,” she said as she straightened up. “Day or night.”

         He glared at her. “Not going to happen.”

         She dipped her chin, and her short honey-blond hair brushed over her eyes. He didn’t know if it was an apology, an acknowledgment, or if she just had that much trouble looking at the freak he’d become. Whatever it was didn’t matter. After a moment, she stepped out of the room and was gone.

         Six hours later, he was wide awake in his bed. It was night, the floor was quiet, and the nurses gossiped in low tones down the hall. Thanks to Becca he had a change of clothes. Thanks to Carl’s visit an hour after Tonya’s, he had a good idea of just how bad everyone felt for not realizing he’d been abducted.

         Somehow that didn’t mean jack shit to him.

         Now it was night, and he was dressed.

         He snuck out of his room and slipped down the stairs. Ten minutes later, he was hotwiring a motorcycle. He’d never stolen so much as a kiss from anyone, but he was stealing this Harley.

         When he roared away, he relished the throb between his thighs and nursed the hatred in his soul. He couldn’t deal with the Gladwin grizzlies. He refused to think about a single one of the ungrateful, self-absorbed bastards. Instead, he focused on the cat bitch.

         He was going to kill her.

         He was going to rip her heart from her chest, then laugh as the light died from her eyes.

         And he was going to do it alone.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Pretty.

         Alan looked up in shock at the colors of the stars. It was a dark night without moon or clouds, which left him a clear view of the heavens. Red. Blue. Yellow. Pinpricks of light with Christmas-like halos. As if the stars were a very far away holiday display.

         He blinked, doing his best to focus his thoughts. It was getting harder, especially with his fever coming back. It had been a week since leaving the hospital and whatever focus he’d had was now slipping away. Colors distracted him. Scents overpowered him. And he enjoyed the brute force use of his muscles like a Neanderthal. He’d always been a man who valued thinking. He ferreted out the reasons behind the actions and quietly sneered at people who couldn’t use logic.

         Now he was one of the dumb ones. Distracted by trivialities. Happy in raw strength. And unable to remember anything beyond this moment in time.

         Good thing he was dying. He didn’t know how long he could hold on to his mission. Too much distracted him and his thoughts splintered into fragments. He remembered a command.

         Look at your hands.

         Something about his hands was important.

         So he focused downward to the flex of tendon and bone. He remembered typing elegant phrases on a computer. Even before that, he’d played with calligraphy as a boy. Beautiful strokes of ink on parchment. But when he looked down now, he didn’t see long fingers with neatly trimmed nails. He saw hairy fists, knobby knuckles, pinprick claws.

         A monster.

         He was a monster now, and he hated pretty.

         He had to keep it together for his mission. One last thing to do before he died. Kill the bitch who’d done this to him. Kill her for making him despise pretty. Kill her for destroying a good man. And he’d been a good man, he was sure, but he wasn’t anymore.

         Refocused on his purpose, he looked out at the parking lot. He studied the rusted trucks and mentally dissected the stench of piss and vomit. His attention slid to minute sensations as he leaned against the brick wall of a topless bar. He was deafened by the music and nauseated by the slime on the brick where it slicked his skin. And yet, unwillingly, his gaze inevitably rose to the stars.

         Pretty.

         Then he winced as the already loud music exploded into the air. Someone was leaving the bar. Next came a man’s voice, thick with liquor. A moment later, Alan saw his target draped around a tired-looking woman.

         “Come on, honey,” the bastard said. “It’s a pretty night. We can see the stars.”

         “Nah, Johnny. I don’t like the stars. I like what you got right here.” She giggled, clearly drunk. But when Alan sniffed the air, working to isolate smells and their origin, he wasn’t so sure. The man’s scent was thick with alcohol, but hers wasn’t so ugly. Then he watched her lift Johnny’s wallet. Clever fingers, moving quickly as the two people wove their way to the back of the parking lot.

         Good.

         Alan kept himself in check while she pocketed all of Johnny’s cash then went for his watch. Might as well let her get what she needed. He counted the seconds, forcing himself to get to twenty before he struck. Long enough for the couple to stumble into the shadows with him.

         Now.

         Easy-peasy to reach out and grab the bastard by the throat. Monsters had quick reflexes and could crush a man’s larynx with a single squeeze.

         He didn’t do it, though it was disturbingly hard to control the impulse. Johnny was a drunk, a cheat, and a miserably bad father, but he didn’t deserve death. So Alan held himself back. Besides, Alan needed the idiot alive. So he used his strength to pin the moron against a truck. And he didn’t crush the larynx, though he did push it a little.

         Fortunately, Johnny was sober enough to understand the threat. His eyes bugged out and his fists froze at his side.

         “Whoa, mister,” the woman began.

         “Go back inside,” Alan ordered. His voice was as rusty as the truck, but he forced the words out. “Johnny and I. Chat.”

         Once he’d been known for his delicate phrasing and precise word choice. But the monster was so close to the surface now, he had no complexity in his language.

         “Call the—” Johnny tried, but Alan leaned in. No more oxygen for Johnny.

         “Call the cops,” Alan said. “I’ll tell them about your hip pocket.” It’s where she’d stashed Johnny’s watch.

         The side of her mouth tilted up in a smirk. “Like anybody cares.”

         True. He knew cops, and they didn’t much care about petty theft. Not when it was someone like Johnny getting picked. Time for a different tack. With his free hand, he pulled a few twenties out of his front pocket. He’d planned to use it for dinner, but after smelling Johnny up close, he’d lost his appetite. “Take this. We’re gonna talk. About his wife. Kids.”

         She took the bills quickly but kept her tone hard. “If he ends up dead, I know what you look like.”

         No, she didn’t. Not the real him. But he didn’t argue. “Okay.”

         “Okay.” She turned and sauntered back to the bar while Johnny sputtered in disgust.

         Alan took a moment. It was a habit he’d developed as a man to organize his thoughts. But with the monster so strong, all he could do was think about Johnny’s emotions as they marched across his face. Anger. Frustration. A slow relaxation of fear. That last one was a problem. He needed Johnny pissing-his-pants terrified. So he punched the man in his thick gut.

         Johnny doubled over from the pain. Alan let him gag, but then straightened him back up. Except now he could see the bastard’s eyes. Cougar slits, glowing a dull lime green. The man was trying to shift, but Alan knew it was too soon. The idiot had been a cougar just hours ago. No way was he capable of changing again this fast.

         “Nice try,” Alan said as he increased pressure on Johnny’s throat. “How do you think I found you? I tracked cougar piss. Followed you here.”

         The bastard frowned, and Alan watched his nose twitch as he tried to sort out Alan’s species by scent. Good luck with that. There was no species like him. But he did like seeing the terror of people’s faces when they figured that out. So he let Johnny sniff. And just to make sure it was clear, he relaxed into the horror of his own body. It was as simple as breathing, and he could do it anytime he wanted, probably because he was a monster first, and a man a distant second. He let the patchy fur rise, bringing its own stench with it. His joints ached and his muscles thickened. His sharp nails became pronounced claws and, worst of all, his nose and mouth stretched around sharp teeth. Even if Johnny couldn’t see clearly what was happening, the wrongness of Alan’s cells became clear to anyone with a shifter’s nose.

         And that’s when Johnny really began to sweat. “What are you?” he gagged. “Bear?”

         “Monster. Looking for Elisabeth Oltheten.”

         “She ain’t part of us no more. We kicked her outta the pride.”

         Lions had prides, not cougars. But maybe the cougar shifter knew best. Part of Alan wondered, but the rest of him didn’t care.

         “I need to find Elisabeth Oltheten,” he said.

         “I don’t know where she is!”

         “She’s one of you—”

         “She started the war with the wolves. The one that got all of us kilt!” Johnny was spitting now. The wet added its own reek to the encounter, and Alan wanted nothing more than to leave.

         “Killed, you idiot. Not kilt.”

         “Wot?”

         Not the brightest bulb and drunk as well. Alan focused on the basics: slowly choking Johnny until he had the man’s full attention.

         “Where’s Elisabeth Oltheten?” he repeated.

         “I don’t know!”

         “Find out.”

         “How? We got no one left!”

         Not true. He knew that because he’d been carefully stalking the cougars for a week now.

         “You didn’t die, Johnny. Your brother didn’t die. You got four people left in your clan, plus your kids. Someone has to know—”

         “We don’t know shit!”

         Truer words were never spoken, but Alan didn’t have the luxury of finding better sources. “Find out or I’m going to do to your kids what she did to me.” He leaned in, making sure Johnny saw his sharp teeth in a bearlike jaw. “Take a good whiff.”

         The man choked on his fear, spitting out his terrified words. “Don’t you touch my boy!”

         The bastard had one son and two daughters, but clearly he didn’t give a shit about the girls. Which was really stupid because among cat shifters, it was the females who had the brains.

         “Find Elisabeth.” He pulled a card out of his pocket. All it had was a single email address on it and a logo depicting an ogre. A little obvious, style wise, but it was meant for male cats with limited intelligence. He slid it into Johnny’s shirt pocket. “You find something and email.”

         Johnny blinked, his eyes watering either from terror or the stench. “That’s it? Anything? I just email you?”

         “It better be true. Or I’ll hurt your boy.”

         Alan waited a moment longer, letting the threat sink in. Then after a last shove against the bastard’s neck, he spun around and loped off into the dark.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Alan liked disappearing into the field of corn near the bar. It was the height of summer, so the scents were pleasantly ripe, and the deafening sounds from the bar quickly faded. The corn was face high, so he had to duck his head to avoid the whipping leaves. That allowed him to focus on his feet, the steady thud as his heels hit the ground. Children would be out here soon. The little ones would scramble through corn mazes. The teens would detassle the crop during the day and drink beer near the stream at night.

         Memories crowded in. Happy moments better left untouched. He pushed them away in favor of the night breeze and not taking a header into an unexpected ditch. The gas station where he’d parked his motorcycle came up too fast, and his mind slammed back to his surroundings with an almost painful jolt.

         Tonya.

         He stumbled to a halt at the edge of the parking lot, barely twenty feet from her. How had he missed the scent of her vanilla shampoo and baby powder deodorant? The wind was blowing it straight at him, and even unconscious, he would know it was her.

         She was leaning against his motorcycle. He drank in her long legs and short blond hair that was more practical than stylish. He also noted the mussed outline of her sheriff’s deputy uniform. She looked tired, and the wrinkles in her clothing told him she’d driven up here straight from a shift. His first instinct was to ask her what he could do. Whatever was wrong, he would fix it.

         He squashed that thought almost before it was born. He wouldn’t help her or anyone in the Gladwin grizzly clan ever again. So he set his face into hard lines and walked straight up to the bike.

         “I need that,” he said.

         She turned to look at him, the softness on her face so appealing. It was rare for her jaw to be relaxed, rarer still for her eyes to mist or her lips to curve into a smile. She did all three when she saw him. Then she exhaled a low breath as if she’d been holding it in for too long.

         “Alan. Really glad you’re alive.”

         “Tonya. Go home. Get some sleep. You look ragged.”

         Her brows arched. “You say the sweetest things.”

         He looked her straight in the eye. “Not anymore.” And that was as clear as he could make the message. Whatever relationship they might have had, whatever torch he used to carry for her was gone. Terminated with prejudice.

         He watched the message land. Her eyes widened and her jaw tightened. And then her shoulders slumped. It was a measure of how long they’d known each other that she allowed her spine to curve in front of him. Normally, her back and her life were as straight arrow as possible.

         “Look, I know you have reason to be pissed,” she said.

         Ya think?

         “But that’s no reason to turn your back on the people who care most for you. Everyone’s been searching for you nonstop since you disappeared from the hospital.”

         He felt his fingers spike into claws where they curled against his thighs. The run had helped clear his head. He could think right now, but that didn’t mean he was safe. So he settled into his fury because it would end the conversation fast enough to keep her alive. He had no idea what he would do to her if the monster took hold.

         “Who cares so much for me?” he snapped, hating that he sounded like a whiny child. “My family didn’t notice I’d been captured. The clan I’ve served since I was three can’t bother to pay for my services. Or did you mean Carl, my brother and alpha—”

         “Carl offered you a generous salary. If this is about money, then—”

         “Or is it about you? Finally ready to let me in when it’s already too late.”

         She froze and her eyes widened. “I’ve been worried sick about you, Alan. Please come home.”

         He believed her. Everything about her screamed exhaustion. Nerves stretched too thin. But it was too late for them. “Our timing always sucked.”

         “So let’s get it right—”

         “I’m leaving, Tonya. You go home and get some sleep. Now get off my bike.”

         She huffed out a breath and he could see the resignation hit her. One thing about Tonya: she never lived in hope. It was all about the facts as presented to her at any given moment.

         “About this bike,” she said as she idly pulled out her handcuffs. She made it look like she was playing with them, but the threat that she’d use them hung like bad smoke in the air. “Turns out it’s not yours. You’re wanted for theft, Mr. Carman. And I’ll be taking you in.”

         He snorted. “Nice try, but Carl bought this bike off the owner. He emailed that to me a couple of days back. So now it’s mine.”

         “Wrong. Now it’s Carl’s—”

         “And he’s prosecuting?”

         She grimaced. “If that’s what it takes to get you home.”

         She was negotiating with him. Feeling out her options as to the best way to get him back to Gladwin. He’d known her their whole lives, so he knew she wouldn’t let it go. If Carl had ordered her to bring him back, she wouldn’t stop until she’d seen the truth. Might as well get it over with now.

         So he let himself shift. The line was so slim between human and monster. In truth, he was all monster, but sometimes the worst of it didn’t show. Sometimes he kept the smell of it hidden away. And sometimes he could pretend he was in control. He gave up that illusion now. He relaxed everything until he felt his nose lengthen and his jaw square off. Fur sprouted on his arms and legs, and the oil that allowed it to grow oozed out in a stench that always made him want to retch. His muscles thickened and his fingernails became claws.

         Vile.

         The smell hit her first. She was a grizzly bear-shifter, so her nose was the most sensitive. It wrinkled, and her gaze darted around. It took her two seconds before she realized the stench came from him. The wrong scent was him, the boy who’d adored her since he was fourteen years old.

         “Alan…” she choked out.

         He didn’t answer, just let the smell thicken between them. He could do that, he realized. He could make the scent choke the air like a noxious fog. And then she straightened, facing him square on.

         “I don’t care, Alan. Make it stink to high heaven, but hear this: I. Don’t. Care.”

         He wanted to believe her. He wanted to feel accepted and loved, just as he was. But he knew it couldn’t happen for him. He knew it was too late because he couldn’t love himself. Not like this. Not as a monster. And besides, with his fever building again, he doubted he would live long enough to make peace with himself.

         But rather than say that, he chose the cowardly way out. He ran, using his shifter speed.

         He shoved her aside, careful to make sure she fell onto soft dirt and not the concrete rubble a few feet to the left. She rolled with the fall, adjusting easily, though he’d moved with lightning speed. But she was off balance and too far away. Plenty of time for him to leap onto the bike and kick it to life. Part of him wanted to wait, to see what she would do. Would she fight to keep him near? Or back away in horror? Maybe she’d shoot him because that’s what cops did to monsters.

         He didn’t wait. He didn’t want to know.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Tonya listened closely, doing her best to track Alan’s direction just from the sound of the bike. She didn’t move until the roar was well out of range. And even then, she remained still, taking the time to remember every detail of their discussion.

         Biggest in her brain was that five-alarm body odor. The kind that went well beyond personal hygiene and landed in skunk territory. Which is kind of funny, Tonya thought as she brushed the dirt off her uniform, because growing up, Alan had either smelled like chlorine from the local swimming pool or Axe body spray. And she’d spent years calling him a pretty boy.

         Not something that fit now, though, but she’d never found him more appealing. There was a ruggedness to him now that hadn’t been there when he’d dressed as a lawyer. He’d always been tall, and thanks to his swimming, his shoulders were almost bear-shifter broad. That inverted triangle on him? Hot. Which meant that the man looked fine in either a suit or jeans and a ripped tee. But now he sported a five-o’clock shadow and an I-don’t-give-a-shit attitude that appealed to her sense of danger. What could she say? She’d always had a secret longing for bad boys with an edge. It was the grizzly in her who respected physical power, while the woman in her wanted a father of the year. Which meant suddenly Alan was an incredibly appealing mix of Boy Scout gone bad and she was wet-her-panties attracted. Then he’d let fly with his skunk impression. The thing about skunks, though, was that they used their noxious spray to scare away predators. And that’s exactly what he’d been doing: trying to scare her while he fled. And it had worked. She’d been horrified by the smell and too confident in their history to believe that Alan would ever hit her.

         Wrong.

         So wrong to think he was the same sweet boy from her childhood. So wrong to believe his captivity and torture hadn’t fundamentally changed who he was. And a million times wrong to think that a simple come-hither smile from her would bring him home. But she had to find him. She had to get his head screwed on right. It went well beyond her responsibility as a cop or as beta to the Gladwin clan. She needed him in her world. He was the last remaining point of stability in her life, and she couldn’t let him toss her away like moldy bread. It wasn’t pride and it sure as hell wasn’t simple attraction.

         It was a need that burned so hot in her gut that it frightened her. Just what would she give up to keep him in her life? And what would she do if he said no? In fact, he had said no, and she was about to risk her job and her position as beta to keep looking for him.

         Sometimes, a girl just had to embrace her inner stalker.

         But first she needed a diet soda. Something with extra caffeine in it because she sure as hell wasn’t going to sleep anytime soon. She headed for the convenience mart where she grabbed some dark chocolate peanut M&M’s because there was nothing to dislike about that. She was just paying when her phone rang.

         She toyed with the idea of ignoring it, but that would only delay the inevitable. Might as well deal with it now. She stepped outside, looked at the pretty stars, and tried not to bite the head off her alpha.

         “Kappes,” she answered, barking out her last name rather than hello.

         “Tonya,” Carl growled into the phone, the sound both anger and relief mixed together. “Where the fuck are you?”
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