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            Chapter 1

         

         Bear grumbled, the sound low and deep in his belly. The birds squawked and flew straight up, a squirrel took off through the trees, and best of all, a rabbit leapt high and ran, drawing him away from her babies tucked beneath a nearby tree. He didn’t follow. It amused him to watch the forest animals scatter at his smallest sound.

         He made another sound, this time a chuff of contentment. He rolled onto his back and scratched his rear leg against the tree. He had an itch there. And another slightly higher up between his thighs. There was a female nearby. One who was coming into his territory unaware that he waited for her. He’d been tracking her for a while now and it pleased him that he would soon have his go at her. She was not fertile yet, but his nose told him it might be soon.

         He was puzzling, in his dull bear way, about the best way to catch her when a dangerous sound disturbed the morning air. The growl of an engine. It was the call of the worst predator of all: man. He straightened onto all fours, grumbling at the inconvenience. He could not allow such a creature into his territory. Not when a female was coming. So he shook out his shoulders, hips, and rump, then went off in search of the danger.

         He moved with confidence over this land because it was his. He knew the rocks, the smells, and the sounds. He knew, too, that when the engine sound abruptly stopped, the danger increased. It meant that a human was out of his machine and hunting on foot.

         Bear prowled closer, moving toward the structure he called his own. He sniffed the air and caught the scent of a human woman. It might have been pleasant if not for the acrid stink of her engine. She was making a great deal of noise, pounding on the building and calling out. He didn’t put any effort into processing her words. He’d been a bear too long to want to work that hard. Besides, it didn’t matter what she said. This was his place and he would not allow anyone else inside his dominion.

         So when she pounded her fist against the structure again, he growled, low and threatening.

         She spun around and he smelled terror in her scent. She gasped and moved sideways across his vision. Not at him, but not retreating either. She made sounds, too, ones that were tight with alarm.

         He decided to frighten her away.

         He took a deep breath and released a roar. Secretly, he was pleased with the full, loud sound. It echoed in the trees and startled birds in the distance. And when he was done, he watched for her to run away with her engine. He would not give chase. He knew from experience that he couldn’t catch the human prey when it was surrounded in metal. So he would remain where he was with his teeth bared until she left.

         Except she did not run. She stood her ground next to his structure. Tall and proud as if she were anything but tiny compared to him.

         Why would she not leave?

         He needed to frighten her again. This time he matched her stance. She needed to see how small she was compared to him. He reared up on his back legs and showed his teeth. He spread his arms and let his claws flash in the sun. He was much larger than her. She should run.

         Bam! Bam! Bam! 

         Something hit him. Powerful somethings. Three times, hard in the chest. He stumbled backward, his bear mind sluggish. Pain hit next, blinding him with fury. He roared again as he struggled to regain his footing.

         Bam! Bam!

         His leg buckled and he went down on his face. The ground slapped his mouth closed but he was already rolling. Or trying to roll. Something was wrong with his breath. The pain whited out his thoughts, though he tried to scramble to his feet. He had to attack the human predator. He must defend his territory. And yet his breath was wrong. The smell of blood cluttered his senses. His feelings gave no clue beyond pain and fury.

         My time, his other self said. Quickly.

         There were other words, other thoughts, but the mind spoke too quickly and bear was unused to hearing it. He felt pain. He felt anger. And he felt those things being tucked away as the mind began to assert itself.

         It came on like a trickle of icy water that quickly became a deluge. It dampened the feelings, then turned everything liquid. His emotions, his body, even his sounds became wet and fluid. Thoughts were still too complicated to follow, but the mind knew enough, had practiced enough, to act without forethought.

         He isolated the worst pain—hard points of metal—and shoved them from his body made liquid. It was hard work to push them away. His body was too thin in this in-between place, the energy too insubstantial against something so hard. But he worked at it, holding off the freezing of muscle and bone, until the points—the bullets—were out or at least near the surface.

         He didn’t have enough time. Three bullets fell away, but two others were trapped in his human body when his cells locked into place. Bone, organs, muscle, skin—all human. All that remained liquid was the blood that flowed inside.

         “Holy shit,” someone whispered. “It’s true.”

         He opened his eyes. No, they were already open. He focused them now, sorting vision into colors, shapes, and meaning. A woman stood above him, a gun trembling in her hand but aimed unerringly at his heart. Her eyes were wide and her breath stuttered in and out with terror.

         Someone wheezed, a sound filled with wet pain. Oh damn. He’d made that sound. His rational mind was coming online now. It was processing information with increasing speed and all the conclusions were bad.

         He was lying on the ground after being shot five times.

         His body still burned, overwhelmed from the sudden shift. It was all painful, so he could not tell what hurt most. He knew there were two more bullets inside him somewhere, but he couldn’t remember where. And an outsider stared at him, terrified and still dangerous.

         He had to communicate with her. He had to deliver the message that was uppermost in his brain. They were bear’s words, now made intelligible by a human mouth.

         “Go. Away.”

         “Simon?” she whispered, the words half gasp, half squeak of terror.

         Had he said the words wrong? Was her brain injured? He tried again, putting more force behind the message though it hurt his chest to do it.

         “Go. Away.”

         “You were a bear! I shot a bear!”

         “Human.” He tried to push up, but the pain kept him from moving far. Instead, he rolled over onto his back, his breath seizing tight as bolts of agony shot through his ribs.

         He focused again on his body, itemizing sensations. His ribs weren’t broken but—damn—they ached. The bullets. Trapped in the muscles between ribs. Still sensitive from the shift, he could feel them as hard points inside his body. As his human mind took more control, those sensations would dull. He needed to remove the bullets now while he still had bear’s magic strong inside him.

         “Get. Knife,” he said, his voice stronger now that he had a plan.

         “What?”

         “Dig. Bullets. Out.”

         “I…You were a bear!” she said.

         “Knife!”

         She fumbled to obey, rooting into a purse that he now noticed was slung across her muscular frame. She pulled out a decent-sized Swiss army knife and popped open a blade. “Just remember, I’ve got a gun.”

         He didn’t respond except to snarl as she extended the blade to him. He had to fully stretch out his arm to get it, and the movement made him hiss with pain. But a part of him admired that she was smart enough to keep back.

         He palmed the blade, adjusted it, then reached down to feel where the bullets lodged between ribs. This was going to hurt.

         “What are you doing?” she asked. Her tone told him she knew exactly what he was going to do, but couldn’t believe it.

         Neither could he. But the window was fading on his keen physical awareness. He had to cut the bullets out now. So he did, starting with the one pressed on the inside of his left floater rib. He sliced down precisely, releasing his breath in a slow hiss of pain.

         “That’s not sterile!” she cried. He hadn’t the focus to comment. The good news was that shifters on a whole had really good immune systems.

         It sucked to dig around with his fingers to get the bullet. He managed it, though it stole his breath and made him weak with pain. He dropped the bullet and his whole arm to the ground with a grunt of disgust.

         One more.

         He narrowed his focus, but the bullet was higher on his chest, just on the inside of his right nipple. He’d have no dexterity to use his right hand. The pectoral muscle would move the bullet around while he worked, and he didn’t think he could do this one-handed.

         He opened his eyes. “You. Now.”

         “What?”

         “Bullet. Here.” He pointed, and her eyes widened on horror.

         “Hell, no! Jesus, just call a doctor!” Then she grimaced. “Call 911. Why the hell didn’t I call 911?”

         “You. Shot me.”

         “You were a bear!”

         He looked at her, not even bothering to hide his fury. And he knew his silence challenged her because they both knew no one would believe he’d been a bear. Though there were as many as a million shifters in the United States, their existence was a closely guarded secret. He’d probably get into serious trouble for changing in front of her, but he had to survive first.

         “Help. Me,” he said, panting the words because of the pain.

         She stared at him slack-jawed, her cell phone clutched in her fingers. His rational mind told him that anger wasn’t getting him anywhere, so he moderated his tone.

         “I’ll show you. Bullet. Pretty close.” He focused on her face and tried to smile. “I’ll heal.”

         “W-what?”

         “Look.” He brushed aside the wound where he’d carved out the other bullet. The skin had already knit closed. A light tug would split it open again, but this close to a shift, he healed really fast. “Losing time,” he said, pitching his voice to a low threat. “Must do this now.”

         “W-what?”

         “Don’t argue. Just do.”

         Annoyance washed through her features, but was quickly smoothed out. Then she hardened her jaw as she glared down at him.

         Oh hell. He knew that look. He knew her face, too, but damned if he could remember how. She was so damned familiar, but he couldn’t place her.

         “I do this for you, you do something for me.”

         “You shot me.”

         “You attacked me.”

         “I roared.”

         “You were a freaking bear. Now agree or you dig that shit out yourself.”

         God, he hated negotiation and time was running out. He was already losing awareness of exactly where the bullet was in his body. “Fine. Dig now.” Easy to agree when he had no intention of remembering this promise.

         She grimaced and dropped down to her knees beside him. Then she tossed aside her purse and wiped her palms on faded blue jeans before taking the knife from his hand. “This is not smart.”

         There were a lot stupider things, but he didn’t have the breath to say that. He used his left hand to point to where the bullet was. “Cut here. An inch.”

         She set one palm on his chest, surprisingly cool though there were beads of sweat on her forehead. Or maybe that was because his temperature was still running hot from his shift.

         Pain sliced through his consciousness as she cut, but he controlled his breath so that his chest didn’t jerk under her.

         “Find. Bullet.”

         “I see it. I think.”

         Really? Good for her. She was ten times steadier than he expected. As if she had some medical training. Or disaster training. “You. Nurse?”

         “No, I’m not a nurse, you sexist pig.”

         Hope spiked. “Doc?”

         “You wish.” She dug her fingers in and it took all his attention to not react to the pain. He needed to keep his chest still while she worked, but God, he wanted to scream.

         “Got it!” she cried as she pulled it out. “It’s done. I’m done. You can heal it now.”

         He looked at her, his breath still coming in short pants. “Not magic trick. No wand—”

         “Whatever. Just do it.”

         He exhaled and his eyes drifted closed. Let her think he was doing some meditation bullshit. His body would heal as all bodies did. One cell at a time in its own time, which, admittedly, was really fast right now. Of course, it didn’t hurt that he could center himself fully inside his human body. He could mentally run through a list of his organs as if tapping each one. Heart, lungs, liver, kidneys. He rolled through the whole litany until he hit his skin. In his mind’s eye, it sealed together in a seamless line exactly as it should and the blood vessels beneath worked just as they ought. All perfect human normal.

         A few minutes later he heard her move restlessly beside him. “Is it done? Are you all better?”

         His eyes opened and shot her a look. Now that the pain was fading, he was better able to think. What he thought about now was her face and body. Caramel skin on a muscular frame. Her dark brown hair was pulled tightly back into a thick bun, and there was a broadness to her nose that should have looked odd, but beneath those large chocolate eyes, she looked absolutely perfect. That is if he ignored the hard jut of her sharp chin.

         “I know you,” he said.

         Her eyes widened for moment, then slowly narrowed the longer he stayed silent. “Don’t stop there. Keep thinking.”

         He was, but there was a lot to process. Sure he was absorbing her physical details, but he was also just realizing that it was cool outside and the air smelled of spring. That the birds were back to twittering and their song was about hatching and feeding young barely out of the shell.

         “What day is it?”

         “Hell if I—” She cut off her words then thumbed on her phone. “The twenty-second.” And when he didn’t respond, she added, “Of May.”

         “Damn.” The last time he’d been human it had been mid-July.

         “What? Is something else wrong?”

         No way to answer that. There were a thousand things wrong. He’d been a bear for ten months. He wasn’t sure he remembered how to be human. And yet even as those thoughts rolled through his mind, he managed to push himself upright until he sat facing her. He didn’t concentrate on the movement. He’d learned young to just let his body work as it willed. The more he thought about it, the more awkward he got. And besides, his brain was busy parsing other things.

         Like who she was and what was she doing up here. His cabin was in the middle of nowhere in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula. She sure as hell wasn’t a local. To begin with, there weren’t that many African Americans up here. But she had found him, sure enough. And that dirty Chevy Malibu in his driveway said she’d driven a long way to get here, even though it did have Michigan plates.

         “Your name,” he said.

         “Can’t remember? I’m hurt.” She didn’t smell hurt. She smelled like cheap floral perfume over something sweet and nutty.

         “Do you know who I am?”

         “Corporal Simon Gold of the Corps of Engineers. Discharged about a year ago.”

         That was awful specific for someone he couldn’t quite remember. But he knew how to do this. He could look at the individual pieces of her body and connect them with a memory. He could, though it took so much focus. In the end, it was her stubborn chin that triggered his memory, though in his mind’s eye it was always paired with a mischievous tilt to the head. Her brother—his closest friend—had always been searching for fun.

         “You’re Vic’s little sister.” What was her name? “Alyssa.”

         Though he and Victor had been nearly inseparable for the last few years, they’d never been stateside together. Not until last year…er, two years ago, when he’d spent a wonderful couple weeks seeing the bars of Detroit while Alyssa had alternately harassed or hung out with them. He remembered her being skinny, sassy, and a ton more fun than his tight-jawed, muscular woman before him. And back then, he was pretty sure she’d never touched a gun much less been able to stand her ground and put five rounds into a roaring grizzly bear. “You’ve grown up.”

         “You were a bear, so I’m pretty sure you’re the winner in surprising changes.”

         He looked at her calmly, analyzing her features and stance. Her eyes were steady as they met his gaze, but her hands were twitchy and her nostrils kept flaring as her breath came in and out in a short, tight tempo. Not quite panicked, but certainly not comfortable. Since she’d picked up her gun again, he’d do well to keep her heading toward calm, not terrified.

         So he shrugged and was pleased when the motion didn’t hurt too badly. “I can explain.”

         “Really? Have at it soldier. Give me the details.”

         He frowned. “Um, what details did you want?”

         “You an army experiment?”

         “No.”

         “Bit by a radioactive spider or something?”

         “That’s a comic book.”

         She arched a brow and he huffed out a breath. “I was born this way.”

         “As a bear?”

         “Human. All human normal. My first shift was at sixteen.”

         She crinkled her nose. “You make it sound like a shift at a donut shop. You mean you turned into a bear?” It was half statement, half question, so he answered it.

         “Yes. Ripped my favorite jeans. Hurt like hell. Wandered until I was in Gladwin.”

         She frowned. “Where?”

         “Middle Michigan. State park. Here.” He held up his hand in the shape of Michigan and pointed an inch below the base of his index finger.

         “So it’s a genetic thing? Your parents can do it, your—”

         Her questions were making his head hurt. He was trying to do too much too fast. He couldn’t remember how to act. How to answer. And he was starting to think too much. Which meant—oddly enough—that his language ability was about to deteriorate as he tried to function as a man and not a bear. “Not automatic. Can’t say more.” He pushed to his feet, his coordination awkward.

         Don’t think about it. Just do it.

         He balanced on his feet while she scrambled backward. And though he tried to appear casual, he kept a close eye on where she put that gun. Fortunately, it went back into her purse-satchel after she’d thumbed on the safety. Jesus, she was just now putting on the safety?

         He started walking to his front door. His gait was slow and jerky, but eventually it smoothed out. He needed to keep moving to remember how to be a man. He’d never gone bear for so long before, and a sliver of alarm skated down his spine at the realization. Ten months as a bear? Back in July, he’d planned to be bear for a week. Why hadn’t he gone insane? Why hadn’t someone hunted him down as a feral?

         He looked at the woods behind his cabin. Out there was the female he had been tracking. The memory held equal parts temptation and horror. What had he been doing?

         And yet as he looked at the woods, his steps faltered. The longing to shift back to grizzly hit him square in the chest, less painful but no less potent than the slugs he’d taken ten minutes before. There was a sweetness out in the woods. A song that he couldn’t hear any more and he wanted it like a man wanted that perfect feeling he couldn’t quite remember. And as he stood there staring, the woman’s voice cut into his thoughts. Her tone was hard and sarcastic, but not enough to cover her fear.

         “You’re not going furry again, are you? I still have rounds left in my gun.”

         He turned slowly, his eyes narrowing as he again picked out the details of her face and body. Minute details, the more specific the better because it forced him to process information like a man. Her brows were drawn down in a frown. Her shoulders were tight with fear, but determination glinted in her narrowed eyes and the set of her feet. She was equally prepared for fight or flight, and one of her hands rested inside her purse, no doubt on the butt of her gun.

         “You saw a bear turn into a man. Why aren’t you freaking out?”

         A dull flush crept up her cheeks. “I adapt quickly.”

         “No one’s that flexible.” She couldn’t know. Shifters were a really big secret and bear-shifters even more so. Sure, someone was always catching sight of the werewolves, but that’s because there were so many damned dogs. Then understanding hit. She’d already been told. Because her brother hadn’t kept the secret. “Victor has a big mouth.”

         She shifted awkwardly, but her gaze remained steady. “I didn’t believe him. I thought he was hallucinating until…” She swallowed and gestured to where Simon had been lying on the ground in a pool of his own grizzly blood. “I thought a bear was attacking me. I didn’t think it was you. I didn’t…”No one believed until they saw. And some not even then. He growled, a very animal sound. And when the noise felt too good inside him, he abruptly shifted to words. “Go home. Go back to Victor. Tell him I’m in a shit-ton of trouble because he talked.” And because Simon hadn’t reported that Victor knew he was a shifter.

         “I will,” she said. Her voice taking on an edge of panic as he made it to the front porch. “But only if you come with me.”

         He tried to think of an appropriate human expression. He found it a moment later when he turned to look straight at her and then rolled his eyes. Then in case the message wasn’t clear, he added words. “No. Fucking. Way.”

         “You have to,” she said as she rushed to follow him up the steps. “He’s turning into one of you.” Her voice shook as she said it, but the words rang with conviction.

         He ignored it as he unscrewed the case around the porch light and pulled out the key that was taped inside. A moment later he was unlocking the door, but she gripped his elbow. Her fingers were tight hard points, but he’d just survived five rounds. Fingers were nothing.

         “I’m serious. He’s changing into…into a bear or something. You have to help him.”

         “It doesn’t work that way.”

         “Really?” she pressed. “Are you sure?”

         “Of course—”

         “Because this looks like a freaking bear to me.”

         She pushed her cell phone into his face. It took him a second to focus on the screen, but he managed to pick out the details of his once best friend. Vic was crouched against a wall, his eyes wild and clearly terrified. And was his nose longer? The eyebrows were bushier, and no scissors had ever trimmed that beard. Vic was staring in horror at his left arm. It wasn’t human, but it damn sure wasn’t fully bear, either. It was thick and furry and came complete with a hairless paw and real claws.

         That couldn’t be real. It just couldn’t. It…

         Again, understanding clicked into place. “That’s makeup.” He shoved open his front door.

         “It’s true!” she cried as she tried to follow him.

         He stopped her, his hand flat and implacable right on her…Um, wow. He’d forgotten what human breasts felt like. His palm was higher up on her chest, but he felt the curve of both her breasts and was startled by how distracting they were. And that pissed him off even more.

         “Go home. This wasn’t funny.”

         “This is real and Vic’s dying. Your best friend is dying!”

         “Bullshit.” He shoved her hard, right in the center of her chest. She stumbled backward. Not far enough to land on her ass, but enough that he could slam the door right in her face.

         And this kind of nonsense was exactly why he’d been a bear for the last ten months. No one screwed with bears. No one banged on their doors or forced them to think. And because humans—every single one—were assholes.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Alyssa barely caught herself before tumbling onto her ass. Which meant she had no time at all to catch the door before it closed with a resounding thud.

         “Oh no, no, no! You did not just slam a door in my face!” Except, obviously, he had. But no way in hell had she driven all this way just to end with a shut door. She shoved forward and twisted the knob. To her shock, the thing swung open. How the hell had he forgotten to lock it? Didn’t matter. He was standing in the center of the living room staring at a pile of mail that looked like Mount Everest. “Look, Vic is a dick, no question, but he wasn’t lying about this,” she said as she waved her phone in the air.

         Simon wasn’t looking. In truth, he just stood there, all bare-assed and frozen. Was that stillness a military thing? Or an animal thing? Didn’t matter. She walked around him and got straight in his face.

         “Vic is dying. Don’t you guys swear to defend each other until death or something? He’s your friend and he needs you.”

         His gaze focused on her. His green eyes shifted then narrowed, and the build in intensity felt like it took eons while her breath caught and held. How could eyes be scary? Like they were picking apart her face piece by piece and memorizing every detail.

         “You swore an oath,” she tried, her voice weaker than she wanted.

         “That’s only in the movies.” His voice was thick and growly. No other word for it. Like a bear with a sore paw.

         “You came to our house.”

         “Don’t care. Shifting is not like that.”

         “You so sure about that?” she challenged. Then she thumbed on her phone and pulled up a news video. Something about a strange illness killing people all over Detroit. And that some died grossly disfigured. There was only one picture and it was grainy, but it clearly showed a man with a dog face except for human ears.

         “Bullshit,” he repeated.

         “You keep saying that, but the news doesn’t lie.”

         He arched a look at her, and she felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment. Accusations of fake news were everywhere, but this wasn’t fake. She’d seen it herself. She’d seen what her brother had become.

         “I’m not lying,” she stressed. “It really happened, and Vic says you understand it.”

         “Vic is wrong.” He turned away and stomped to the kitchen where he stopped in the middle and frowned. A moment later he went to the refrigerator and opened it. She trailed after him, watching while she scrambled for some argument that would persuade him. And all the while, he just stared into his empty refrigerator. There was nothing inside. Not even beer or stale bread, which were the only things her brother ever bought.

         Meanwhile, his naked body was illuminated by the refrigerator light to the point that she could see every cut line of his body, every ropy muscle, every bony ridge, and an abundance of hair that ought to have repulsed her, but honestly, she thought was sexy as hell. She’d never gone for the hairless guys, and God, he was a ruggedly cut he-man if ever there was one.

         And damn her libido for noticing something like that when her brother’s life was at stake. And double damn him for looking better than he did in her fantasies. The ones that had started nearly two years ago when she’d watched him play basketball shirtless with her brother.

         “Just come see him,” she said, hating the pleading note in her voice. “You promised to do me a favor. This is it. Just come with me. See for yourself.”

         “A contract made under duress is not valid.” His voice was flat and he still hadn’t moved.

         “Food is not going to magically appear in there. So turn your hairy ass around and look at me!”

         He straightened, his expression clearly startled. Then he did indeed turn around. Sadly, full frontal was no less enticing than his chiseled, not-really-hairy ass. Especially since the man was hung very nicely.

         “You are upset,” he said.

         Well, duh.

         “You believe Vic’s lie.” He gave her a pitying look. “He’s tricked you many times before.”

         Yes, her brother could be a first-class dick, and he loved nothing else than to get her all riled up just so he could laugh his ass off at her. But this wasn’t one of those times. “It’s real,” she repeated. “He’s scared shitless and he sent me to find you.”

         He lifted his hands, palm outward. “I can’t help him.”

         He had a point, especially since looking as he did now—naked and stained with his own blood—it didn’t look like he could help himself, much less her brother.

         “Vic said you would understand this.”

         “I don’t understand how to turn on the plumbing right now.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “I have been too long in the wild.” He dropped his hand and his gaze focused past her to stare out the back window.

         Oh hell. There was longing on his face. A clear need to go animal again, but she couldn’t let that happen. “That’s not good for you.” She said it as a statement, though it was really more of a guess.

         “So they say.” It was clear he wasn’t sure.

         The last thing she needed was another confused man on her hands, but she’d be damned if her brother’s only hope—even if it was a Hail Mary pass—didn’t help her. But first he needed to get his head on straight.

         “You need a shower and clothes. Food, too, unless it’s normal for your ribs to stick out like that.” Just where the hell did all that mass go to when he shifted back to human? He’d been at least four hundred pounds as a cranky grizzly. Now he looked like a lean two-ten with zero body fat.

         “Clothes,” he said as he looked down at himself. Holy hell, was he just now realizing he’d been wandering around naked? He looked back at her, a sheepish expression on his face. “You never said a thing.”

         Like she was going to convince the eye candy to cover up? “I had other things on my mind. Like digging bullets out of you.”

         He pulled at the skin on his chest. “One bullet. All healed.”

         “Great. Now get clean and dressed. Got pizza delivery out here?” She figured the more he did normal human things, the better for him and by extension, for her and Vic. “Never mind. I’ll just order ahead and we’ll pick it up on the way.”

         He shook his head. “I am not ready to interact with humans.”

         No shit, Sherlock. “That’s what I’m here for. And, in case you were wondering, I’m human, too, and you’re doing just fine.”

         He tilted his head and arched a brow. It was a strangely awkward gesture. As if he was trying to remember how to give a skeptical look and had to force his features into position. Even so, she found it oddly charming.

         “I’ll help,” she said, gesturing to the stairs. “I’ll get the plumbing working. Please tell me I don’t need to scrub bear off your back.”

         His lips curved. “The bear is inside. No amount of scrubbing will get it off.” The way he said it made her think he’d once tried to do it, but she didn’t have time to delve into that. She had to get back to Vic, and he was all the way down in Detroit.

         “Whatever. Just get moving.” She fit words to action, putting her hands on him enough to push him toward the stairs. She was a strong woman, but she couldn’t have moved him if he hadn’t allowed it. And for a moment there, she was pretty sure he wasn’t going to cooperate. But something had changed from when he’d slammed the door in her face and now. Something inside this cabin that made him a little malleable.

         So when she pushed, he shifted his weight and began to walk. She kept her hands on him, guiding him though he didn’t need it. But when else was she going to get her hands on a naked him? Just because he’d lived in her fantasies for years didn’t mean that he felt anything toward her. Hell, he hadn’t even remembered her at first. And wasn’t that a blow to her ego?

         The upstairs was simple. Two bedrooms and a large bathroom. She pushed him in the bathroom first. Then while he narrowed his eyes at his reflection, she turned on the bathtub faucet. The water ran—good—but it was pretty cold, so he’d have to wait for it to heat up. Meanwhile, she turned back to him and watched him stroke his hand over his cheeks.

         “I never need to shave after a shift. And my hair is always like this.” He brushed his fingers through his short, military-style cut. “Even before I enlisted, I always came back like this.”

         Well that was interesting, but she had no idea what to say about it, so she checked the water again. Toasty warm.

         “If you’ve been gone for months, who’s gotten the mail and kept the pipes from freezing?”

         “Manny takes care of that.” He sniffed the air. “The water’s clean and hot.”

         “Yeah. So get in. I’ll look for a towel.” There was soap and shampoo in the shower, though a fine coating of dust was on both. Pretty clear no one had used this shower in months.

         He obeyed slowly, stepping in as if he were in a daze. But once the water hit him, he gasped and his eyes shuttered as his head tilted back. He was facing directly into the spray and he seemed to stretch his broad chest as if to catch the water.

         He didn’t have to say a word for her to realize that this was something important to him. Some type of visceral memory that engulfed him. He stood there, water beating at his chest, and he deeply inhaled the mist, which carried the scent of woods and man to her nostrils.

         God, what a sight. She felt like she was peeking in on primal man in a moment of joyous oneness with water. It made no sense, but she felt the elemental draw all the way to her womb. Her mouth dried and she stood mesmerized as he slowly tilted his head forward and down. The water hit his face and then the top of his head, running in rivulets down his body. And he breathed. Deep inhales that expanded his shoulders and his barrel chest, while she went wet with lust.

         What kind of perv stood there watching a man shower? Especially when he was deep in whatever experience was going on in his head?

         Her apparently, because she couldn’t force herself to leave.

         And then he reached out. The motion was automatic because he didn’t look, didn’t even open his eyes. His hand connected with the soap and he grabbed it, spinning it slowly as he created a rich lather.

         Irish Spring. She remembered that scent from when he’d visited so long ago. It became permanently linked with her fantasies about him, and now she was watching one of her favorites play out right in front of her. If only she dared strip down to join him under the spray. She’d slide against his lathered chest as he pressed her against the tile wall. And when they were both thoroughly slick, he’d lift her knee and impale her. She’d come right then. And she’d keep coming while he pistoned into her. And then he’d erupt just like in her fantasies while pressing kisses into her neck and whispering words of devotion.

         Her womb pulsed at the thought, then he inhaled again. God, she’d never tire of watching his chest broaden like that. And then he began to wash. Face first as he leaned back out of the spray. He covered his head in lather, including his hair. With it cut so short, he didn’t really need shampoo. She watched the play of his muscles as he moved. Who had biceps that large? Or an abdomen so flat?

         Then he tilted forward, and the white foam slid off him like melted ice cream washed away. She wanted to lick it and him, though she told herself sternly that was gross. Didn’t seem to matter to her libido. And damn it, with the shower curtain wide open, he was getting water all over the floor—and her pants—but she didn’t care. Couldn’t move. Not as he started soaping up his arms and chest next.

         She watched, her mouth dry, her eyes unblinking. She didn’t want to miss a second of this display. When he rubbed the soap over his chest, her nipples tightened unbearably. And that was nothing compared to when he lifted his legs—one by one—to lather every sweet inch.

         She even watched when he cleaned his dick. He didn’t take any special time with it; was efficient as he rubbed and pulled. But God, what she wouldn’t give to do that for him. And extra slow. Especially when he soaped up his ass.

         He couldn’t reach his back. He tried anyway, rubbing across his shoulders, stretching up behind. And when he turned around to face away from the spray, she got splashed from the movement. Droplets on her face and arms. She might have gasped. She might not. Either way, he abruptly stilled while the water pelted his back.

         She froze, her breath trapped in her lungs. Hell, what if he knew she was there? She’d be mortified! But she couldn’t turn tail and run now. He’d hear her and know for sure. So she had to remain still and pray, pray, pray that he didn’t look her way. It was a losing gambit. Eventually he was going to finish, and she had no idea what she’d do then. But for now, she was frozen in indecision and lust.

         Fortunately, he didn’t look her way. He stood there while the soapsuds slicked down his body. And together, they breathed deep the misty scent of Irish Spring. Then, three breaths later, she saw his erection. Oh wow.

         Right there in profile, his dick thickened until it was high and proud.

         Her gaze shot to his face. His eyes were closed, his breathing steady and even. And while she was looking at his face, his hand moved. Oh God. He was touching himself. More than touching, he’d begun a slow, steady stroke.

         Seriously? He was jerking off now? She was appalled and intrigued, and a thousand other things. But mostly she was panicked. She couldn’t watch. It was depraved.

         And yet, she did. She watched as he stroked himself, fisting his impressive penis in a large, soapy hand. His tempo was steady, his breathing barely discernible, but growing faster. She watched as his ass tightened with tiny thrusts. Flex, flex, flex—all as he punched into his fist.

         This was exactly how she’d imagined he made love, how she’d fantasized his thrusts inside her would be. Steady and thick. Her belly began to contract in time with him. Her heart beat faster and faster as her breath grew short. And she stared transfixed at the curl of his fist as she imagined herself spread wide as he did that to her.

         The head of his penis peaked out above his fist. It grew darker, a reddish purple that fascinated her. But no more so than the rhythmic way that he worked himself. Thrust. Thrust. Thrust. Like a metronome.

         His nostrils flared and his breath grew louder. Hers caught as her body flushed hot.

         His jaw clenched and his belly seemed to ripple. Hers did, too, a perfect mirror.

         Faster. A little faster.

         Her toes curled into her shoes and she ached, wanting the finish.

         A grunt. Guttural and yet still triumphant.

         White shot from his tip. It mixed with the shower spray and the wet on the tiles.

         She wanted it, too. She wanted that finish, but it didn’t come. Not for her. Not from watching.

         He opened his hand and his penis bobbed before him, dark red and still proudly erect.

         And he stood there while the water washed the evidence away while she throbbed from nipples to core. She’d never seen anything so raw before. Or so beautiful. A perfect body erupting in the most primal of ways. There’d been power and steady determination in the act. No wild jerks, no exultant crowing like a horny boy.

         He was all man and she would remember the sight until the day she died.

         And then he turned his head. He turned with his green eyes open and looked straight at her.

         She stood, pinned in place. What did she say? What could she do?

         He smiled. A slow curve that was arrogant and all male. That look told her he’d known she was there the whole time. He’d been aware of her from the very first moment and that show—that gorgeous erotic display—had been all for her.

         That thought rocked her like nothing else. It made her core spasm once hard in the only near-orgasm she would get from this. She was embarrassed, and yet she was also flushed with hunger. She remained poised on her tiptoes, wondering if she could strip down now? Did she dare live out her fantasy? If she asked, would he put her against the wall like she imagined and do that again inside her?

         “Closet in the hall,” he said. His voice was thick, but the words were clear. The meaning anything but.

         “What?”

         “The towels,” he said. “Closet in the hall.”

         Oh. Right.

         So no enacting the fantasy.

         She spun on her heel and fled.
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