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            About

          

        

      

    

    
      Kennedy vowed never to return to Redemption Creek. At least not while Maximus is still there. He abandoned her when she needed him the most and it would take the threat of death to bring her back. Unfortunately for her, that’s exactly what she’s facing.

      

      The alpha of The Grisly Grizzlies is a hell of a fighter. In fact, he’s been beating himself up for years. Maximus failed to protect his girl against a vicious grizzly bear and he’s never forgiven himself. But he gets a second chance when Kennedy comes looking for protection from an old threat.

      

      Will the two be able to look past their old wounds and start over… that is of course, if the crew gets past the vicious bear shifters and dragons hunting them down.

      

      The thrilling conclusion to The Grizzly Bears of Redemption Creek!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kennedy

      

      

      

      “Excuse me, Miss. Do you have Zoe Green’s new book? It’s called—”

      The woman’s words vanish when I turn around.

      Her mouth drops slightly as her eyes widen.

      It’s the look I get every time a stranger sees me for the first time. I hate it, but I’m used to it.

      “Savage Pleasures, right?” I ask as I force out a smile.

      She catches herself and manages to close her mouth, but she’s still staring like she physically can’t take her eyes off of my face.

      I know the scars are hard to look at, but do people have to look so horrified all of the time?

      “Y-yeah,” she says, stuttering nervously. “That’s the one.”

      “Follow me.” I walk past her down the aisle of the bookstore and hear her exhale deeply behind me.

      I find the book for her and hand it over. This time she doesn’t look at my face. She takes the book and pretends to inspect it, even though I know she’s probably not seeing any of it. My face tends to make people uncomfortable. It has for years.

      “The sequel is coming out next month,” I say in a cheery voice. “So, if you like it don’t forget to come back and get it in a few weeks.”

      “Okay.” She glances at my face quickly and then hurries away, clutching the book to her chest.

      It’s people like that who make me want to stay home and never leave. I hate when people stare at me or look at me like I’m subhuman.

      Sometimes I wish I could go back to before the scars, but that’s a dark road that leads to the dark places in my mind. It’s best to just try and accept it, and live with the limitations.

      Limitations like avoiding crowds of people, or the types of jobs I can get.

      But the biggest limitation is love. I know that no one will ever love someone like me.

      I was in love once, but I know that it won’t be in the cards for me again. I’ll just have to cherish the time I had with Maximus and try to be satisfied with that.

      The bell over the door chimes as the lady rushes out after paying and I’m alone in the store with Walter who’s reading behind the cash register.

      It’s his store, a cute little independent shop called Quill and Feathers Bookstore. I love it here. It’s located in a small town in the middle of Colorado. I like it because there’s not too many people and most of them know me by now. They’ve seen my face before and rarely stare, although there’s always that one person who’s visiting or who’s new in town who can’t help but gawk at my scars.

      Sometimes I wonder what I would do if I saw someone who looked like me. Would I stare? Would I quickly turn away? Would I try to remain inconspicuous but fail miserably?

      The problem is that it’s hard for people to hide the emotion of surprise, and they’re always surprised when they see me.

      My face was shredded by four thick claws about six years ago when I got a little too close to an angry grizzly bear. In one quick swoop, that bear ruined my face forever and took my right eye as a bonus.

      The scars start on the right side of my forehead and travel down to the left side of my chin. I’ve had countless surgeries to make my face look better, but at some point, the surgeries stop making it look better and they start to make it look worse. And I’ve reached that point.

      This is how my face will always look. The scars will never go away. The outside pain healed a long time ago, although the inside pain is still tender.

      Six years later and I’m still taking it day by day.

      “Kennedy!” Walter’s voice rings down the empty aisles of his bookstore. “Where are you?”

      “Romance section.”

      He laughs. “As usual. It’s time to take your break. Quickly before the hordes of shoppers break down the door and come rushing in like a stampede.”

      I giggle as I run my fingers over the spines of the books. Like that would ever happen. The most customers we’ve ever had in this shop at the same time was six. And that was at Christmas time.

      People love having independent shops in their towns, especially bookstores, but then they never shop in them. They just like having them there as they walk by. Luckily for me and for the town, Walter uses the fortune he inherited to keep the store afloat.

      My eyes roam over the crisp book spines as I try to pick something to read on my break. I’m in the mood for a romance. I’m always in the mood for a romance. It’s not as good as the real thing, but it’s still useful to help scratch that itch.

      I’m scanning the back of a romantic comedy when I hear the bell chime over the door. I think nothing of it until I hear a deep voice that sends cold chills snaking through me.

      “Kennedy Baker,” he grunts. “Does she work here?”

      That voice. It can’t be.

      It’s the man I ran from six years ago. The man who started the chain of events that led to my face looking like this.

      James Bledsoe.

      “Who are you?” Walter asks as I crouch down behind the bookshelves. It feels like someone has just dropped a stack of books onto my chest. I’m finding it hard to breathe.

      “Never mind that,” Bledsoe says. “Where can I find her?”

      “I don’t know of anyone by that name.”

      I could kiss Walter. He’s a true friend.

      But he won’t be able to stop Bledsoe. A million questions are racing through my mind and I don’t have the answers for any of them.

      How did he find me? What does he want? Is he going to hurt me?

      All I know is that I’m not about to stick around and find out. I quickly turn around and hurry to the back of the store. There’s a back exit through the employee break room, which I head straight for.

      “Look, old man,” Bledsoe says as I creep into the employee room. “I know she works here so why don’t you go into your files and pull out her home address before I smack you across the head with that hardcover book you’re reading.”

      My home address?

      The thought of Bledsoe showing up at my place is terrifying. I know that Walter would never hand it over to him, but I also know that Bledsoe takes whatever he wants. If he’s looking for my address, he’s going to get it.

      I can only hear murmurs of their heated conversation as I hurry through the break room and out the back door, grabbing my purse on the way. Luckily, my car is parked behind the store and I jump right in it and peel off.

      As soon as I turn the corner, I call the Sheriff and tell him there’s trouble at the bookstore. He likes Walter so he’ll head right over. Hopefully, he’s not too late. I know how aggressive Bledsoe can get.

      My hands are shaking as I drive through the town, wondering what to do. Bledsoe knows I’m here. The man who tried to kidnap me and maybe even kill me, knows I’m here.

      I’m panicking, but I already know what I’m going to do. Where I’m going to go.

      I promised myself that I would never show up on Maximus’ doorstep, but it’s the only place I can be safe.

      Maximus will protect me from Bledsoe. I haven’t talked to him since that horrible day six years ago, but it’s time to break the silence.

      Maybe I’ll finally find out why he let my parents take me away without saying goodbye. Maybe I’ll find out that he has a wife and kids. Maybe I’ll find out that he still loves me.

      I shake my head as I curse myself under my breath for going there. Maximus loved the old me, the young pretty me. He was so gorgeous and probably still is.

      Those feelings are gone and they’re not coming back. No one will ever love someone like me.

      I repeat it under my breath, just to kill any false hopes. “No one will ever love someone like me.”

      My heart sinks as I pull out of town and drive onto the highway.

      I’m going there for protection. That is all.

      If I can come to terms with that, then maybe I won’t leave with a broken heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Maximus

      

      

      

      My hands are shaking when I look in the window and see the two of them inside the small cottage.

      Colton.

      Rigs.

      My whole body tightens as I watch them, smiling, laughing. I want to rip the smiles from their faces. I want to crush their laughter with my fists.

      I would have died for these two men at one point in my life. I trusted them more than I trusted my own parents.

      They betrayed me.

      And Kennedy almost died.

      My breathing gets louder and more fierce with every second that I watch them until it’s loud enough for them to hear.

      Colton sees me first. The look on his pretty-boy face is priceless.

      The smile vanishes from Rigs’ face when he turns and sees me standing outside the window like the Grim Reaper.

      I charge to the front door of the cabin and yank it open before they can start running. I don’t think their legs would work even if they tried because they look terrified as I step in.

      “Ma-Maximus,” Colton stutters before swallowing hard. His eyes are buggy, his breaths raspy. I slowly walk up to the table that he’s sitting at, glaring at him with hard eyes.

      Rigs is standing behind the table in the small hunting cabin. I see him slowly look down at the hunting knife that’s sitting on the table between us.

      I can see his hand twitching for it. He wants it.

      He’s going to need a hell of a lot more than a knife to stop me.

      “It’s good to see you, Max,” Colton says in a shaky voice. “It’s been a long t—”

      “Where is he?” I growl.

      Colton is squirming in the chair and looking like he’d rather be anywhere on the planet but sitting in front of me.

      “Who are you talking ab—”

      I snatch the knife off the table and with a grunt I slam it down into his collarbone until the handle stops it from going any further.

      “What the fuck?!?” Rigs hisses as he jumps back with a horrified look on his face.

      Colton is starting to hyperventilate as he stares at the wooden handle sticking out of his shoulder with bulging eyes.

      “You going to make me ask you again?” I say in a calm controlled voice.

      Colton doesn’t answer. He’s just staring at the handle like he can’t believe it’s a part of him now.

      I grab the handle and give it a hard twist.

      “Ahhh! Fuck!” he screams as I grit my teeth and let go.

      “Jesus, Maximus,” Rigs says as he backs into the wall behind him. “We don’t know where Bledsoe is.”

      Colton sucks in a panicked breath as I grab the handle of the knife and yank it back out.

      “Not the answer I was looking for.” I slam the bloody blade into the wooden table and take a deep breath as it shudders from side to side like a pendulum.

      He should be here.

      These three were sloppy in Colwood, Montana. They didn’t cover their tracks, bragging to the shifters of the town how they were going to get even with the alpha of the Grisly Grizzlies, which is me.

      Bledsoe was always a little too cocky for his own good. Always thought that he was smarter than everybody. He was like that when he was my number two, always questioning my orders, giving his unwanted input, being a pain in the ass.

      I could forgive that, but what he did to my girl was unforgivable, and now it’s time for me to get even with them.

      “What are you doing in this town?” My chest is burning as I wait for an answer. Is this where she lives? Is Kennedy nearby?

      I spent the past few days tracking the three of them down to this small town about five hours outside of Denver. The thought of this town being Kennedy’s home has stirred up all sorts of old memories and feelings.

      I think about her every day. I haven’t stopped thinking about her since the first moment I saw her, but the thought of having her so close by is killing me.

      Even if I find out where she is, I won’t see her. I won’t go find her or show up at her door.

      I failed to protect Kennedy when she needed me the most and because of that, I don’t deserve her love.

      I’ll just take care of the dead men who are trying to hurt her and then be on my way.

      “Why this town?” I repeat when neither of them answer.

      I glance at the knife that’s sticking out of the table and Colton clears his throat.

      “Bledsoe brought us here,” he says as his skin turns white.

      “Why?”

      Colton looks at Rigs and I see the faintest of head shakes.

      These two were never the brightest.

      I lunge forward and grab Colton by the neck. In one swift second, I lift him off the chair and slam him through the table, shattering it to splinters as I hammer him to the floor.

      Rigs runs to the front door—probably to get away and warn Bledsoe that I’m in town.

      The knife is still thrust into one of the broken pieces of the table near Colton’s slumped head. I yank it out of the broken wood and launch it at him, but it sails past him as he ducks out of the way.

      He flies out the door and I race after him. It’s dark out, but we can both see almost perfectly with our shifter vision.

      Rigs tries to escape through the forest but after a minute, I catch up to him. I tackle him hard. The breath gets knocked out of my lungs as we go down, taking a thick oak tree down with us. We both stumble up to our feet as it falls with a thunderous crash.

      “I just want to make sure that Kennedy is okay,” I say as Rigs takes a fighting stance. I always liked Rigs. I thought we were close, but when Bledsoe drew a line in the middle of our crew and forced everyone to pick a side, Rigs went with him. I thought he would have stayed loyal, but I was wrong on a lot of things back then.

      “I don’t even care about Bledsoe,” I lie. “Just tell me where Kennedy is. Does she live in this town? Is that why you’re here?”

      Rigs is about to say something, but then thinks twice and shuts his mouth.

      “Don’t,” I whisper as I get a whiff of fur.

      He steps back as his amber eyes brighten and his body starts to shake. A second and a half later, a full grown grizzly bear rips out of his body.

      I stand my ground, staring calmly at the huge beast in front of me. He’s pacing from side to side on his huge paws as he stares me down.

      “No,” I say in a firm steady voice.

      The bear leans away from me, staring at me with knowing eyes. I was once his alpha and there’s something lingering in his eyes that tells me there may be a shred of that left.

      The grizzly starts pacing around, the air thick with turmoil. Rigs is probably screaming at him to attack, but the bear doesn’t want to. Perhaps there’s still some good in them left.

      I grit my teeth and puff out my chest as I stare into his amber eyes. “Phase back now,” I command, and to my surprise, he does.

      Rigs looks freaked out when he remerges naked and shaking as he stares at me. “H-how did you do that?”

      I step forward, ignoring him. “It’s time to tell me everything, Rigs.”

      He takes a deep breath and then nods. “Bledsoe brought us here,” he says as he stares at the forest ground between us.

      “For Kennedy?”

      He nods and my whole body quivers. I feel like I’m going to be sick.

      “Did he find her?”

      I can’t even breathe while I wait for his answer.

      He shakes his head and it’s like a tremendous weight has been lifted off my shoulders.

      “Bledsoe found out that she lived in this town,” he continues. “She was supposed to be working at an independent bookstore, but when we got there she was gone.”

      “Gone?”

      He shrugs. “Gone. The employee working there didn’t know where she went. He told us that Kennedy had worked her shift the day before. Bledsoe roughed him up pretty good.”

      “Where did she go?”

      I start to panic. She could be anywhere. On the run, afraid, hurt, broke, desperate. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, trying to calm my raging nerves so I can focus on helping her.

      “We don’t know,” Rigs says. I take a step forward and his palms fly up. “Maximus, I swear. I’d tell you if I knew. I always liked Kennedy, and I felt horrible for what happened to her.”

      Heat starts coursing through my body as I listen to his bullshit. I’m done talking about this.

      “If I could go back in t—”

      I crack him with a hard right hook that shuts him up really fast. He falls down to a knee and looks up at me with a dazed look on his face. His eyes are watering as he holds his jaw.

      “I guess I deserve that,” he says with a wince of pain.

      “You deserve a lot more than that,” I say, staring down at him.

      His shoulders slump as he takes a heavy breath. “You’re right, I do. I should have stayed with you, Maximus. I thought I made the right choice, but I didn’t. Bledsoe is unhinged. There’s something dark within him.”

      Of course there is. Anyone who would harm someone as innocent and pure as Kennedy has something wrong with him.

      “Where is he now?” I ask with a firm voice. “Is he in this town? Is he coming back here?”

      Rigs looks exasperated. “I don’t know. He comes, he goes. He never tells us where he’s going or where he’s been. He brought us to this cabin and then he bailed on us. We haven’t seen him in about two days.”

      I’ll be searching for him soon enough, but first I have to find Kennedy. She’s on the run and will need my help. I don’t deserve her love, but I can still protect her and keep her safe. It’s something I should have done a long time ago, but couldn’t. This time, I won’t fail.

      Rigs looks up at me with an ashamed look on his face. “I’m sorry, Max.”

      The words are so unexpected. They’re like a punch to the gut and it takes me a few seconds to recover.

      “You’re sorry?”

      He nods as he looks back down at the ground.

      “If you’re really sorry, you’ll let me know when he shows up.”

      “Okay.” His words are barely above a whisper. “I will.”

      I shouldn’t trust this guy after he betrayed me, but for some reason I do.

      It’s probably a bad idea, but I give him my phone number and he stuffs it into the pocket of his shredded jeans that are lying on the ground.

      “It could be hours, or days, or weeks,” he says. “I don’t know when he’s coming back.”

      I don’t have time to wait around. Kennedy needs my help.

      We lock eyes and it feels like I’m staring at the old Rigs. The Rigs who was my friend and brother back when he was in my crew. The Rigs who joked around at my campfire and had my back in the toughest of fights.

      I don’t think he’s going to betray me, but I also thought that the last time.

      Some people never fucking learn, and apparently, I’m one of them.

      “You call me as soon as he comes. Alright?”

      He nods. “Where are you going to be?”

      I take a deep breath and exhale. “You just call me when he shows up.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning, I’m walking inside the bookstore where Kennedy works. It’s only me and the worker with the two black eyes who’s reading behind the counter. He keeps jerking his eyes up and flinching whenever I move.

      This must be the guy that Bledsoe beat up. He’s covered in bruises and looks all jumpy as if he’s going to be attacked at any moment. I shoot him a forced smile, but it makes him look even more wary of me.

      I stroll into the romance section and Kennedy’s scent hits me unexpectedly. Every nerve ending in my body stirs and tingles as I breathe in her familiar scent. It’s wrapped around this section like a warm blanket and I can’t get enough of it.

      It brings back a slew of bittersweet memories for me, flooding my brain with the happiest days of my life. I remember the first time we swam in the lake together and smile. She looked so goddamn sexy in her bikini that I got hard on the spot. ‘Do you always take a banana with you to go swimming?’ she asked with a gorgeous grin on her face.

      The fun memory is quickly replaced with the crushing guilt and shame of what happened. When the dragons came into Red Dead Creek, they gave each of the outlaw crews who wanted to stay a choice: stop your thieving ways or face the consequences.

      I was in love with Kennedy and the dragons coming was the perfect opportunity to change everything for her. I jumped on the chance to change. I wanted The Grisly Grizzlies to do some good in the world.

      But my second in command didn’t agree. Bledsoe resented the dragons for telling us what to do, and then he resented me for telling him what to do.

      Our crew split apart and became bitter rivals. Lachlan, Kneecap, and Skin came with me, and Carter, Rigs, and Colton went with Bledsoe.

      The fighting was vicious. I knew it had risen to the next level when Bledsoe killed Skin. Those two had always been at each other’s throats and when Bledsoe became our enemy, Skin jumped at the chance to finally slam his fist into the shifter’s face.

      But Bledsoe wasn’t playing around. He used deadly force and Skin was the first casualty.

      And he wasn’t the last.

      Bledsoe had always blamed Kennedy for my mellowing out. It’s true that I lost my violent ways when Kennedy had come into my life, but I hadn’t realized how upset it had made my second in command. I made a lot of mistakes in my youth, but not seeing that was a big one.

      Bledsoe ordered Carter to kidnap Kennedy who was only a teenager at the time. Lachlan and I heard about it and raced over. Carter turned into his psychotic bear and poor Kennedy got caught in the middle of a bear fight.

      It still makes me weak in the legs when I think back to that moment. The sound of Carter’s bear snarling. The flying paw with the long black claws. That horrible feeling, knowing she was too close, but being too far to do anything about it.

      The claws sliced across her beautiful face, marking it forever. There was so much blood. She was so brave. She didn’t even scream.

      I caught her as she fell and ran out of her parent’s house, not stopping to watch as Lachlan killed his best friend Carter for what he just did. I raced her to the hospital in my truck, holding her close to my chest as I sped over sidewalks and swerved around mailboxes.

      She survived, but her face would be scarred for life. Four long scars from the side of her forehead to her chin. She lost her right eye and had thick gauze taped to it when I saw her last.

      It was late at night and she was sleeping. Her parents took me into the hall of the hospital and told me that I did this to her. I didn’t argue. I knew it was my fault. She had been in that situation because of me. It was my fault and I no longer deserved her love.

      “We’re leaving this town as soon as she can get out of this hospital,” her father told me. “Kennedy is coming with us, and I don’t want to ever see your face again.”

      “You two are done,” her mother said, the hate thick in her voice. “Look what happened to my baby because of you.”

      They blamed me for it. I blamed myself for it.

      Two days later, their house was empty with a crooked For Sale sign stuck in their front lawn. They disappeared completely and I just let her go. As painful as it was, I had to. She was better off without me so I never looked for her.

      I always knew that she was the one for me, my future mate, but what good is a mate who can’t even keep his girl safe?

      “Can I help you?” The worker with the black eyes is standing at the end of the hall with a phone in his hand. He’s looking at me skeptically, and I would bet that he has already dialed 9 and 1 and has his thumb hovering over the 1 button.

      “Is Kennedy working today?” I ask, trying to get some information out of him.

      He backs away with a horrified look on his face. “I knew it was one of you!” He hits the last button and raises the phone to his ear. “Yes, Sheriff? I need assistance at the Quill and Feather Bookstore immediately! They’re back!”

      “Wait,” I say, raising my hand. “I’m not… screw it!”

      I run out of there like I’ve just robbed the joint, sprinting through the park and not stopping until I’m on the other side of the town. I’m definitely not interested in explaining to the Sheriff what I’m doing around here.

      A phone booth catches my eye at the gas station and I hurry across the street to ring home. It’s been weeks since I left and for some reason, I get a strong premonition to call.

      I slide a quarter in the payphone and dial Lachlan’s number.

      He answers after a few rings. “Lachlan, it’s me.”

      “Maximus?” He sounds shocked. “Is everything all right?”

      I take a deep breath and shake my head even though he can’t see me.

      “Still looking,” I say. “How is everything on the ranch?”

      “We’re fine, but Maximus when are you coming back? She keeps asking about you.”

      “Who?”

      “Kennedy. Isn’t that why you’re calling?”

      His words aren’t making sense. “What?”

      “You don’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      I hear him gulp. “She’s here. In the camp.”

      Now it’s my turn to gulp. “Who is?” I ask even though I already know the answer. But still, I have to hear it.

      “Kennedy. She arrived yesterday.”

      I slam the phone down and race across town to my pickup truck as fast as I can.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kennedy

      

      

      

      I wake up in Maximus’ bed, encompassed in his rugged smell. His scent on his bed sheets… I can’t get enough of it.

      The night was a mess of sweaty, twisted-up sheets and hot sex dreams. Me and Maximus rolling around in the tall grass like we used to do, in the back of his truck, on my parent’s couch, all of the old places where we couldn’t keep our hands off each other.

      I’m so wet. Not just between my legs, but everywhere. I’m sweating like I just completed a sex marathon, which I kind of did even though it was only in my mind.

      I close my eyes and breathe in his familiar scent, pretending for a moment that he’s here beside me. Flashes of last night’s dreams come back to me before they disappear forever—his weight pushing down on me, his strong hands spreading my legs, his thick cock sliding deep inside.

      I’m moaning as my hand slides between my legs until a loud knocking on the front door jerks me out of my happy place.

      “Kennedy, are you sleeping?”

      It’s Lachlan.

      “Breakfast is ready if you’re hungry.”

      I’m so hungry, but it’s not for pancakes… Okay, it’s for pancakes too.

      “I’ll be out in a minute!” I call out to him as I rub my forehead, trying to turn the R-rated thoughts in my head back to a more respectable PG-13.

      I arrived at The Grisly Ranch last night and Lachlan let me sleep in Maximus’ cabin. I probably should have slept on the couch, but I couldn’t resist lying in his bed one more time. As I get up and peel the wet t-shirt off of me, I realize that I probably should have slept on the couch.

      A quick wash up and change later, I step out of the cabin and the cool mountain air hits my face. I suck in a long breath and smile as the sun shines down on my closed eyelids. It’s late summer and the weather is perfect as usual. God, I miss Montana. Colorado is a close second, but nothing beats Big Sky Country.

      The crew is hanging out around the outdoor kitchen as Lachlan cooks up some food. They’re laughing while drinking coffee and a pang of loneliness hits me. I miss this—the comradery of living with friends.

      The only friends I have these days are in books. When I’m done work, I usually lock myself in my apartment and only leave when I absolutely have to. The world is an unwelcoming place for people who look like me. The stares, the pointing, the horrified looks—it’s easier to just stay home.

      I walk over, self-conscious as usual and wondering if I’ve made a mistake. There are nine people around the outdoor kitchen and I only know two of them. Lachlan was always so nice to me back in the day, and Kneecap, well, I always stayed away from Kneecap back then. Everybody did.

      The other seven—three men and four women—are strangers, but they seem nice enough. They’re all smiling and laughing as they tease each other.

      I only saw two of them last night before Lachlan brought me to Maximus’ cabin, so I’m fully expecting them to do that thing where they see me, gasp, and then nervously smile, pretending they’re not bothered by my scars while being completely obvious that they are.

      But when they turn around one by one and see me, not one of them looks shocked. They’re all natural smiles and grins.

      “Guys, this is Kennedy,” Lachlan says, presenting me with a smile. “From what I remember, she’s the best.”

      “Hi,” I say, smiling as I give an awkward little wave. “Sorry to show up unannounced like this.”

      “Nonsense,” Kneecap says as he rushes forward wearing only a loincloth. He wraps his huge arms around me, and for a second, as I’m squished into his huge pecs, I think he’s going to crush me. Thankfully, he doesn’t break any bones. He just bruises me a little. “Maximus’ girl is always welcome here.”

      Hearing him call me Maximus’ girl sends a jolt through me. I miss being called that, but those days are over. He let me leave and didn’t contact me for six whole years. I’m here for his protection. That’s it.

      They fight to introduce themselves, elbowing each other as they say their names. Abigail, Tito, Zoe, Nora—there are so many of them and they all looked thrilled to meet me.

      By the time they thrust a coffee cup in my hand and guide me to the picnic tables that are overflowing with food, I feel right at home.

      “So, what was Maximus like when he was younger?” Caleb asks, looking at me with eager eyes.

      How can I answer that question without giving my feelings away? He was amazing. The most incredible man I’ve ever met.

      “Stubborn,” I say with a chuckle.

      “So, he hasn’t changed,” Caleb says as everyone laughs.

      “Do you have tons of embarrassing pictures that you can give us to bribe him with?” Jessie asks, rubbing her hands together like an evil villain from a children’s cartoon. “Anything with bad haircuts or clothes that are out of style.”

      Maximus always looked good. No matter what he wore, he could pull it off. He was one of those guys.

      “I think I have some at home somewhere,” I say as Kneecap dumps a stack of pancakes onto my plate.

      “Relax, Gary,” Tito says with a smirk on his face. “She’s not going to eat all that. She’s not a shifter.”

      “Who’s Gary?” I ask. I thought I had met everyone.

      Tito snorts out a laugh as he looks at Kneecap who’s frowning back at him.

      “You haven’t met Gary Halbert?” Tito asks as he presents Kneecap. “Accountant extraordinaire.”

      “Call me an accountant one more time,” Kneecap warns with a fierce glare.

      The twin doesn’t seem too phased. “Why, are you going to do my taxes if I do?” he asks with a smirk.

      Kneecap just shakes his head and takes a sip of his coffee, letting it slide.

      Wow. Things have definitely changed around here.

      Back in the day if someone said that to Kneecap, they’d be sipping coffee through a straw on account of their broken face.

      He seems to have settled down and found a girl. Nora, the pretty girl with the thick blonde curls and big ears, hugs his huge arm and smiles at him. He smiles back to her and suddenly it all makes sense. He’s in love with her and nothing else matters. Nothing is worth getting upset over because she’s by his side.

      We spend the rest of the breakfast telling stories and joking around, and I already feel like I’m one of the gang.

      I’ve missed this. Friendship.

      Romantic love is not in the cards for me anymore, but maybe I can try to make some friends when I get back home, whenever that will be.

      “Well, I have to go to work,” Abigail says as she stands up from the table.

      “Is it that time already?” Nora asks with a frown as she looks at her watch.

      “Yup,” Zoe says, standing up as well. “These animals aren’t going to heal themselves.”

      Abigail smiles. “And these drowning swimmers won’t save themselves.”

      The boys get up as well and go with their mates as they get ready to leave. Soon it’s only me, Lachlan and Jessie, who is currently falling asleep at the table.

      “Go back to bed, babe,” Lachlan says, gently waking her up. “I’ll do the dishes.”

      “Really?” she asks, looking so grateful. “It was a late night at the bar last night. I was working until four.”

      “Then go back to bed,” I say as I stand up and grab a few empty plates. “I’ll help Lachlan clean up.”

      “I like you,” she says with a yawn as she gets up. “I hope you get to stick around.”

      “Thanks,” I whisper as she stumbles back to her cabin. “I hope so too.”

      We start cleaning up the table and take all of the dishes into the outdoor kitchen.

      “Where is Maximus?” I ask as I pile the dishes onto the counter.

      Lachlan takes a deep breath as he turns the water on, filling up the sink. “He’s on his way back home. I talked to him about an hour ago.”

      “You did? What did he say?”

      “Nothing,” he says with a chuckle. “I told him you were here and he hung up the phone on me.”

      “Why?” I ask with a gulp. “Was he mad or something?”

      “No,” he says with a laugh. “I know Maximus. He hung up because he’s racing over here to see you. I’m sure he doesn’t want to waste a second.”

      “What do you mean? He wants to see me?”

      Lachlan looks at me with his brow furrowed. “Are you kidding? That poor guy has been dying to see you for years.”

      “So, why didn’t he?” I ask, feeling the frustration boil over. “He could have come to see me. He could have called. I woke up in a hospital bed and my eye was gone, my face was gone, and he was gone.” He was the one that hurt the most. I could live without an eye and without my beauty, but at the time I didn’t think I could live without him. Some days I still think that.

      “I don’t know if I should be telling you any of this,” Lachlan says as he squirts some dish soap into the sink.

      “Don’t give me that shit,” I say, surprised by my aggressiveness. “I’ve been waiting six years for some answers. Tell me.”

      He takes a deep breath as he watches the bubbles rise.

      “He feels that he let you down. He doesn’t think he deserves to be with you anymore.”

      We’re both staring at the rising bubbles as his words sink in.

      “Kennedy,” he says softly as he turns to me. “I never got to apologize for what happened.”

      “You didn’t do anything,” I say. “In fact, if you two hadn’t shown up, I might not be here today.”

      “Still. I’m sorry. Carter was my cousin and my best friend,” he says, shaking his head. “I can’t believe he did that to you. It still haunts me.”

      “It was a crappy day all around,” I say after a moment. “I wish we could all just put it behind us and move on.”

      “Me too.”

      We do the dishes in a comfortable silence for a few minutes. “When do you think he’ll get here?” I ask, hoping I don’t sound too eager.

      “It should take about eighteen hours, but knowing Maximus, he’ll probably be here after dinner.”

      My stomach does little flips at the thought of seeing him again. I can’t wait, but at the same time, I’m nervous. He hasn’t seen my scars.

      I don’t even want to think about how he’s going to react when he sees me. I’m no longer the girl he fell in love with all those years ago.

      I’m a broken version of her.

      It’s okay, I tell myself. I’m not here for that. I’m just here to hide from Bledsoe.

      As long as I remember that, I’ll be fine.

      Hopefully, my heart can remember that too.
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        * * *

      

      By the time dinner is done and the campfire is roaring, I’m a nervous wreck. Ronin is telling the story of how a cow gave birth on Tito’s head and everyone is laughing except me. I can’t stop looking at the road that leads into the ranch, expecting headlights to come driving down them at any second.

      “Hellooooo,” Caleb says, waving his hand in front of my face. “Earth to Kennedy.”

      “What?” I ask, turning back as everyone laughs. Was he talking to me?

      I can’t focus on anything right now. Maximus can be here any minute. There’s no more room in my brain to focus on anything other than that.

      “He’s trying to get you to go see his band,” Tito says with a grimace. “Don’t do it. Your ears will never forgive you.”

      They start arguing, and once again my eyes veer to the road. I swallow hard when I see headlights in the distance. My heart starts pounding as the pickup truck approaches along the main road and then it starts doing backflips when the truck pulls onto the ranch.

      “There he is,” Lachlan says under his breath.

      There he is. The only man I’ve ever loved. He’s about to see me, scars and all.

      I’m nauseous as he parks the truck and feel like I’m going to throw up as he opens the door.

      Then I see him.

      He steps out and stares at me with a look that seizes my core. The only part of my body that can move is my heart, which is beating wildly out of control.

      He’s even more gorgeous than I remembered. His body was always big, but it’s filled out in thick hard muscle. He no longer looks like the boy I fell in love with. He looks like a man.

      His face has lost that boyish charm, but looks even sexier with the way his piercing brown eyes are locked onto me.

      We stare at each other for a long moment before he takes a deep breath and walks over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Maximus

      

      

      

      The first thing I feel when I see her is gratitude.

      I never thought I’d see Kennedy’s beautiful face again and now that she’s in front of me, I’m overwhelmed with gratitude.

      My heart feels so full that it hurts as we stare at each other in disbelief.

      It’s been six years that we’ve been apart, but it’s felt like a lifetime.

      The gratitude fades and is replaced by a crushing guilt as my eyes roam over her face. I hate myself for not protecting her. For letting that happen to her.

      She was in the hospital the last time I saw her and the cuts were still fresh. This is the first time I’ve seen her new face with the long pink scars and the glass eye, but I swear on everything I’ve ever loved that she’s never looked more beautiful then she does at this moment.

      The orange glow of the campfire beside her is lighting up her light brown hair with a reddish tint and casting shadows onto her gorgeous face. Her amber eye seems to be gripping my core because I can’t move as I stare at her.

      The scars do nothing to her beauty. This is Kennedy I’m staring at. She’ll always be the most beautiful woman in the world to me.

      I step forward and catch a whiff of her scent in the air. My bear reacts immediately, jumping to attention as he catches her scent too. I feel him pacing inside, wanting to get closer, wanting to protect her. I’m feeling the same thing.

      Her luscious lips part as I walk up to her, but she doesn’t say a thing. She just stares like I’m doing.

      Neither of us knows what to say and it’s a bit awkward with everyone watching us.

      “Well, I’m tired,” Nora suddenly says as she jumps up.

      Kneecap looks at her with a confused look on his face. “But it’s only 8:30.”

      She grabs his big arm and struggles to pull him up. “Yes, but I’m really tired,” she says, motioning to us with her eyes. “Everyone is really tired. Right?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Caleb says, yawning as he stands up with his arms outstretched. “Super tired.”

      One by one they jump up, all announcing how exhausted they are. The sun has just barely set, but they’re all rushing to their cabins to give us some privacy.

      Lachlan glances back at me as he closes the door to his cabin and suddenly, we’re all alone.

      Kennedy drops her eye to the fire as she nervously shifts in her chair. Her hair is down and covering most of her face like she’s hiding behind it. “I’m sorry to show up like this Max,” she says with a tremble in her voice. “I didn’t know where else to go.”

      I grab a chair and pull it in front of her. “You’re always welcome here,” I say as I sit down. Her delicious scent is so overpowering up close. It’s getting my body reacting in a way that it hasn’t in years.

      “It was Bledsoe,” she says, swallowing hard as she looks up at me. “I was at work and he was looking for me. It was terrifying.”

      I close my eyes and take deep breaths as I squeeze my hand into a fist. He’ll never stop. Kennedy won’t be safe until he’s dead.

      And it’s my fault. She’s only in this dangerous situation because of me.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, knowing that the words aren’t enough, but it’s all I can offer right now.

      Her eye meets mine through her hair. “Sorry for what?”

      “For failing to protect you.” She closes her eyes and sucks in a breath as I reach up and tuck her hair behind her ear, revealing her beautiful face. The scars don’t bother me at all. She’s still pure perfection to me.

      She jerks her head back from my hand and her hair falls back down, covering the sides of her face.

      “That wasn’t your fault,” she says in a cold voice. “You did what you could.”

      “But you’re upset?”

      “That’s not what you owe me an apology for.”

      A coldness hits my core as she stands up with her chin quivering.

      “What?” I ask, feeling like my stomach is sinking.

      “You abandoned me without a word!” She throws the words at me like they’ve been simmering for years. “I woke up and you were gone!”

      My chest tightens as she glares at me.

      “You never called. You never came to see me. It was hard enough losing my eye and my face, but losing you… that was the hardest part.”

      A thickness settles in my throat as I watch her wrap her arms around herself.

      “It was hard to let you go,” I whisper. “The hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I had to. It was for the best.”

      “For the best?” she asks, looking at me with a look of disbelief. “How could that have possibly been for the best?”

      “Your parents asked me to leave you alone.”

      “We were supposed to be together forever!” she shouts. All of the hurt and pain comes pouring out of her and seeing it breaks my heart. “Nothing could have kept me from you. Nothing. But I guess you didn’t feel the same.”

      Her shoulders slump as she fights to hold in her tears. I want to go to her, to reach for her and take her in my arms, but I just stand there as the guilt eats away at me.

      “I thought I meant the world to you,” she says as she stares at the ground. “But I guess I didn’t if a word from my parents and some ugly scars would be enough for you to forget all about me.”

      “I never forgot about you,” I say, stepping forward. “I think about you every day. Every moment. I didn’t want to let you leave.”

      “Then why did you?”

      I take a deep breath and look up at the stars. “You’re better off without me. A shifter who can’t even protect his girl? What good is that?”

      “I wanted a lover, not a bodyguard,” she says, shaking her head. “I just wanted you.”

      She stands up and all I can do is watch as she steps away from the fire.

      “I shouldn’t have come back here,” she says with her back to me. “I know my scars changed everything and I don’t blame you. I don’t blame you that it happened, and I don’t blame you for not wanting to be with someone as ugly as me.”

      “You’re beautiful,” I say. How can she not see it?

      “I’m going to get my stuff and go,” she says as she tries to keep it together.

      My heart breaks as she starts walking away. I can’t lose her again.

      “Kennedy!” I call out.

      She stops but doesn’t turn around.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She takes a deep breath and looks back at me over her shoulder.

      “I’m sorry I let you leave. I felt worthless when I saw you lying in the hospital bed with your face all bandaged up. I knew it was all my fault and in that moment I knew that I didn’t deserve your love. It was shitty of me to let you go without so much as a word, but I thought that it would be better in the long run. You would move on and fall in love with someone else. Someone who deserved you.”

      “You thought wrong, Max.”

      She looks at me for a long moment and then starts walking to the cabin to get her things.
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        * * *

      

      “Kennedy,” I say as I step into my cabin. “Please don’t go.”

      She’s already finished packing her things. She must have left her home in a hurry and bought some new clothes on the way over here because everything is in plastic bags with the tags still on them.

      “I didn’t come to start a fight or to make you feel guilty or to rekindle anything. I was afraid of Bledsoe and I didn’t know where else to go.”

      “Then stay,” I say with a desperate edge to my voice. “I want you here. I want you to stay.”

      “Why?” she says, not looking me in the eyes. “Because you pity me? Because you feel bad?”

      I may not deserve her love, but I failed to protect her once and I won’t fail to protect her again.

      “No.” I move closer to her and her breath quickens. “Because I can’t bear to lose you again.”

      My inner grizzly starts grumbling inside, urging me to take her in my arms. He always had a soft spot for Kennedy.

      She smiles when she hears the familiar rumble. “He’s still in there?”

      Her sexy lips curl up into a big smile and she walks up to me, staring at my chest. “Hey, Grizz,” she says, giggling as she says her old nickname for him. “Did you miss me?”

      My bear groans in response and she laughs out loud, loving every moment of this.

      “I think he missed you,” I say softly.

      She looks up at me and smiles, and the sight nearly kills me. God, I’ve missed that smile.

      “I missed you too, Grizz,” she says as she reaches up and touches my chest.

      Her palm is resting on my heart that’s beating at a hummingbird’s pace. Her beautiful amber eye slowly travels up from my chest until she meets my eyes. “I missed you too, Max.”

      I gently wrap my arms around her and hold her a little closer to me. “I missed you too, Kennedy.”

      Holding her in my arms feels like everything is right with the world. It’s like living for years under water and then sticking your head out and taking a breath.

      Our lips know what to do when close to each other, even if we don’t. They slowly come together like magnets until we’re kissing in my living room.

      She opens her mouth and I gently slide my tongue past her lips, exploring her mouth as I hold her tight against my body.

      The tension just melts from her muscles as she moans and leans into the kiss. Her mouth is intoxicating, drowning me with the need and desire for more.

      Her hands slide up my chest and cup my cheeks, holding me in place as she slides her tongue along mine. I wish this kiss could last forever, but unfortunately, it comes to an end.

      She slowly pulls away and licks her lips as she looks up at me. Her hair is covering her face once again and I gently pull it back and tuck it behind her ears.

      “You don’t have to hide your face around me,” I say as my eyes roam over every beautiful inch. “You’re still the most beautiful girl in the world to me and you always will be.”

      She squeezes her eyes shut as she drops her head. I touch the bottom of her chin with two fingers and gently raise her head back up.

      “No one has called me beautiful in six years,” she says with a deep sadness in her voice. “Not since you.”

      She sucks in a nervous breath as I lean forward and lay gentle kisses on her beautiful scarred face. “You are beautiful, Kennedy. You’re pure perfection.”

      While I lean back and admire her beauty, she grabs her shirt and pulls it over her head. My cock aches as I stare at her in her bra and jeans. Her big breasts are pouring out of her bra, driving me crazy.

      I know I don’t deserve her love, but I can’t stop myself from having her body. I don’t want to stop myself.

      Our lips lock once again as we stumble to the bedroom, kissing and undressing each other along the way.

      She lays down on my bed, wearing nothing but her bra and panties as I slide out of my jeans. My shirt is somewhere back in the hallway and her heated amber eye is running up and down my naked stomach and chest.

      She bites her lip and groans when she sees how hard I am. My cock is raging against the inside of my boxer briefs.

      I haven’t been with another girl since her and I don’t plan to be with another one ever again. Kennedy has always been the only one I’ve ever wanted. She’s the only one for me.

      Her back arches as I climb over her, pinning her to my bed with my huge body. She writhes under me, looking sexy as hell with all of her womanly curves.

      I slide my hand behind her back and unclasp her bra with a flick of my finger. She quickly takes it off and throws it on the floor as I stare at her beautiful breasts. I take one in each hand and coat them with my tongue as she moans and runs her fingers through my hair.

      My dick is aching as I press it against her spread pussy, making her gasp out loud. I love having her here, pinned under me where I know she’s safe. If I could keep her here, chained to the bed, I would.

      “Oh, Maximus,” she moans into my ear as I grind my erection against her. “I’ve missed your body so much.”

      “Tell me how you missed it,” I growl against her nipple.

      She moans as she rocks her hips against me. “I missed your strong hands on my body. I missed your tongue on my breasts. I missed your weight crushing down on me. I missed everything about you.”

      I slide my hand down her stomach and into her panties. She jerks her body and lets out a whimper as my fingers slide over her wet mound.

      “I missed how wet you get whenever you’re around me,” I say as I slide a finger inside. She’s so tight that it makes me crazy.

      I can’t go slow anymore. I can’t take my time.

      I’ve waited too long to claim my girl again and suddenly a fierce urgency fills the air.

      With a grunt, I yank her panties down and toss them behind me. Her eyes are thick with lust as I stand up and pull my boxers down then climb back between her legs.

      She opens her willing legs for me as I slide my cock up her soaking folds.

      “Did you miss this?” I ask as I press the head of my thick cock right against her opening, making her shiver.

      “Yes,” she moans as she writhes under me. “I missed your beautiful cock most of all.”

      I kiss her mouth hard as I thrust all the way in, filling her with my thick cock.

      Once I’m inside her, surrounded by her warmth, I just hold it there and savor the moment. I never thought I’d see Kennedy again and now I’m making love to her just like the good old days before everything fell apart.

      She stares into my eyes as she runs her hand through my hair. There’s still love between us, even if I don’t deserve it.

      That’s what is going to make this so much harder. This was probably a mistake, but one that I’ll never regret. I can’t regret making love to this perfect woman. Not now. Not ever.

      I start rocking my hips back and forth, sliding in and out of her with a steady rhythm.

      My eyes are locked on her as she reacts to every stroke. Her eyes squeezed shut. Her sexy mouth open and gasping for breath. Her hands gripping the bed sheets. Her breasts bouncing back and forth with every thrust.

      Her sexy little whimpers start to come out at a louder, faster pace and I can tell she’s close. Her whole body is tense and on the verge of coming.

      “Yes,” she moans. “Just like that, Maximus.”

      Hearing my name on her sexy lips is enough to get me close to coming too. I feel it coursing through my cock, demanding to be released.

      I amp up the pace, hitting her with hard, long strokes until we’re gripping each other tight and screaming out as our heated orgasms consume us.

      She cries out my name as I hold her in my arms, moaning into her ear as I come deep inside her.

      It’s the perfect moment and I don’t want it to end.

      She lets out a whimper as I slide out of her.

      “It’s okay,” I say as I curl up beside her, holding her close. We’re both breathing heavily as we stare into each other’s eyes. “It’s okay.”

      But it’s not okay. I shouldn’t be doing this.

      It’s hard to control myself around Kennedy, but I have to try harder. She deserves better than me. I have to be strong for the both of us.

      I can protect her from Bledsoe but that’s it.

      No more of this.

      If it’s not Bledsoe then it’s the Hell’s Howlers, or the Clayton Rock Bounty Hunters, or the Chicago mafia, or the dragons. There’s always danger around me no matter how hard I try to stay away from it.

      She’s not safe with me. I can’t protect her all of the time.

      I learned that lesson the hard way, so why is it so hard to remember?

      Well, starting tomorrow it won’t be. We’ll be nothing more than friends.

      I inhale a lungful of her delicious scent and hold her even tighter.

      I’ll start first thing tomorrow morning.

      But tonight is another story.
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        Kennedy

      

      

      

      I never thought I’d be able to sneak past a sleeping bear shifter, but I did it. Maximus is still passed out on the bed as I creep to the door in the morning.

      I take one last look at the man I love and then turn away with my heart breaking.

      Last night was amazing, but I know what it was. It was pity sex. He must have felt bad about my scars and made love to me to try and make me feel desirable again. The sad part was that it worked.

      I felt beautiful once again with the way he was looking at me. I felt more than beautiful. I felt loved.

      But it was all fake. It had to be. There’s no way he can love someone as broken and scarred as me.

      I take a look in the mirror by the door to remind myself. The ugly long scars are still slashed across my face, making me look like a deformed monster.

      As I stare at the grotesque reflection looking back at me, I know that I’ll always be alone. It’s a fate I’ll have to get used to and try to learn to accept.

      With a deep breath and a tender heart, I leave the cabin and the only man who I’ve ever loved.
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        * * *

      

      “Wow,” the man at the cash register whispers as he stares at my face with wide eyes. I can tell he desperately wants to ask me what happened. He wants to hear the story but he thinks it would be rude to ask.

      He’s right.

      “How much do I owe you?” I ask when he just continues to stare.

      “Right,” he says as he’s jerked out of his daze. He glances down at the items on the counter and starts scanning them. A few bags of chips, a couple of water bottles, some chocolate bars and a CD of the best of Motown that I grabbed from the rack by the door. All of the essentials for a long car ride to the middle of who-the-hell-knows-where.

      I don’t know where I’m going, but I know I have to leave this town for good.

      Nobody saw me when I snuck off the ranch and drove off. I stopped in town for gas and a few other things, and now I’m ready to leave. As soon as this shameless starer finishes ringing up my items.

      “That’s twenty-seven dollars and sixteen cents,” he says.

      I hand over the cash and he gives me the change.

      “Excuse me,” he says, looking uncomfortable as he watches me. “Can I ask you a personal question?”

      “No.” I grab my bag and storm out of the convenience store.

      My heart is pumping with frustration as I walk back to my car. It’s then that I see two familiar faces that have me leaping behind a telephone pole to hide.

      Kneecap and his mate Nora are strolling out of the diner, smiling and holding hands. I peak around the pole and watch them with a smile on my face as they walk down the cobblestone sidewalk looking completely in love.

      I remember Kneecap from my youth. He had the reputation of being one of the toughest shifters in Red Dead Creek and that’s saying a lot. The town was full of terrifying shifters back then.

      They stop in front of a therapist’s office and Nora stands on her toes but can only reach the big man’s chin. She gives his chin a kiss and then unlocks the door.

      So, that’s her office. I remember Nora telling me that she was a therapist in town. She must get some really interesting clients in this place.

      I smile as Nora looks down the street, left then right, and then pulls Kneecap into the office with her. She closes the blinds as the door swings closed.

      Looks like they didn’t get dessert at the diner, and are about to have it now.

      An image of me and Maximus walking out of the diner hand in hand flashes into my mind, and I quickly push it out.

      “That’s not going to happen,” I whisper to myself. That reality disappeared with the swipe of a paw.

      I lower my head, staring at the sidewalk as I hurry back to my car.

      My body tingles, feeling like there are eyes burning into me from behind. I turn around, expecting to see the cashier on the sidewalk, watching me to try and get one last look at my monstrous face, but I see someone else instead.

      Someone unexpected. Someone who makes my body start to tremble.

      Bledsoe is standing down the street, glaring at me.

      I drop the bag and start running. I don’t look back to see if he’s following me, but I know he is. He’s a fast bear shifter, but luckily I don’t have too far to go.

      I head straight for Nora’s office and yank the door open as I get there. As I rush inside, I catch the reflection in the window and see Bledsoe in the middle of the road. He’s running straight for me.

      “What the hell?!?” Nora screams as she whips her head around. She’s shirtless and straddling Kneecap’s body as he sits on the couch.

      “Kennedy?” Kneecap says, looking at me with confusion as his mate grabs her shirt.

      “It’s—I just—”

      Bledsoe bursts into the office, cutting me off. He’s breathing hard and looking pissed with a horrible look in his eyes.

      He’s always been so terrifying to look at. His long black hair falls down in waves onto his broad shoulders and he’s got a short cropped beard to match. His arms are covered in hideous tattoos of people screaming as demons claw out their insides and his thick neck is tattooed with a horrifying picture of the Grim Reaper.

      That’s how he looks to me right now as he stares at me with his intense dark eyes—like the Grim Reaper coming to take my soul.

      He takes a step toward me and I hear the sofa creaking behind me as Kneecap stands up.

      “Bledsoe,” he hisses under his breath. “I was hoping to get you all to myself.”

      Bledsoe takes his eyes off me for the first time since he entered the office and turns to Kneecap who is stepping protectively by my side. “It’s been a long time, Kneecap. My beef isn’t with you.”

      “It’s with Maximus?” the huge grizzly bear shifter asks.

      Bledsoe nods.

      “Then it’s with me too.”

      “You were always so loyal, Kneecap,” Bledsoe says as I creep backward. Nora reaches out and grabs me, pulling me against the wall. We’re as far away as we can get from the two shifters who are about to throw down, but we’re not far enough.

      Last time I was in this situation, I lost my face, but this time I can lose a whole lot more than that if Kneecap and Bledsoe bring their grizzly bears out.

      “I never understood why you were so loyal to him,” Bledsoe says with a look of disgust on his face. “We could have taken over this town if you had joined my crew.”

      “I’d rather run my bear off a cliff than have him submit to you,” Kneecap says as his whole body tightens. His huge arms are flexed as his hands squeeze into fists. “You killed our brother, Skin, and now I’m going to return the favor.”

      A dark smile creeps across Bledsoe’s face as he raises his fists. “I always wanted to see how I’d fair against Red Dead Creek’s toughest shifter. That title should have been mine.”

      “You want it?” Kneecap says with a vicious grin. “Come and get it.”

      Nora’s hold on me tightens as the two bear shifters start circling each other. Kneecap is at least a foot higher than Bledsoe, but Bledsoe looks confident and excited for the fight.

      I know that he’s fast and a really good fighter. He wasn’t the number two of the crew for nothing.

      Nora screams in my ear as Bledsoe rushes forward. Kneecap lunges at him and the two of them collide with a thud.

      It sounds like booming cracks of thunder have erupted in the office as the two bear shifters start pounding their fists into one another. Kneecap grabs Bledsoe’s arm and throws him into the wall, shaking the whole building.

      I look around for an exit as Kneecap rushes over and starts landing devastating blows to Bledsoe’s head and body. There’s nowhere to run. The only exit is blocked by the two huge men fighting. We’re trapped.

      Nora digs her nails into my arm as Bledsoe hooks his arm around Kneecap’s leg and sweeps him off his feet. The huge shifter lands with a loud thud that vibrates through the floor.

      “No!” she screams as Bledsoe jumps on top of him. He’s a blur as he unloads a vicious fury of punches on the bigger shifter.

      I never thought I’d see the day where Kneecap gets beaten, but it’s looking an awful lot like that could be a real possibility.

      My stomach drops when I see Kneecap’s hand go limp. Bledsoe doesn’t let up, landing punch after punch on Kneecap’s jaw.

      “Stop it!” Nora screams. She grabs a chair and throws it at Bledsoe. He smirks as it bounces off his round shoulder.

      Finally, the punching stops. Bledsoe’s knuckles are a bloody mess, but they’re nothing compared to Kneecap’s face.

      “You’re getting soft, big man,” he says as he stands up, staring at Kneecap with a look of disdain. “I was expecting more of a fight than that. Toughest shifter in Red Dead Creek my ass.”

      He spits on the ground and then turns his attention back to me.

      I try to step back, but I hit the wall. There’s nowhere to go. Nowhere to hide.

      So I raise my fists and watch him come.

      He grins in amusement. “I can see why Maximus liked you. You always were a feisty one, Kennedy.”

      “And you always were an asshole.”

      “What do you want with her?” Nora shouts. “Haven’t you done enough? Leave the poor girl alone!”

      “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

      Nora looks disgusted. “Why not?”

      “She was the reason the crew broke up,” he says. “She was the reason that Maximus went soft. She was the reason that Carter got killed.”

      His heated eyes are burning into me. The hatred is pouring off of him in waves.

      “So, get over it!” Nora screams. “You’re the reason why she’s scarred. You’re the reason why my mate is bleeding and unconscious on the floor. If your old crew broke up and your life sucks, then it was probably because you’re a total asshole.”

      “Maybe so,” he says with a deep breath. “But she’s still going to pay. The Grisly Grizzlies could have stood up to the dragons and took over the whole town if it wasn’t for her. I would be running this place, but instead, I was banished from my home. Now I’m stuck riding from town to town with half a crew and nothing to show for it. And it’s all because of her.”

      “What you’re experiencing is a classic defense mechanism called projection,” Nora says, getting into her therapist mode. “You’re projecting your own guilty behavior onto Kennedy.”

      “Thanks for the therapy session, doc,” Bledsoe says as he starts walking toward me. “But she’s still going to die.”

      Just as he’s about to grab me, Kneecap stands up on big wobbly legs. His face is a bloody mess.

      “They don’t call me the toughest shifter in this town for nothing.” Kneecap wipes the sticky blood from his mouth and then holds his fists up. He’s grinning. He’s actually enjoying this.

      Bledsoe takes a breath and then looks back at me. “Excuse me for just a minute. I’ll be right back to take your life.”

      I step back with a gasp as Kneecap’s huge body starts to tremble. I haven’t seen a shifter turn into an animal in a long time and the sight is making my heart pound a mile a minute.

      His face twists up in agony as his body flexes and vibrates. I see a quick flash of fur appear on his neck a split-second before a full grown grizzly bear rips out of him.

      This enormous bear is on my side and fighting for me, but it still makes my limbs shake when he opens his monstrous jaws and lets out a thundering roar.

      Bledsoe runs at him and phases mid-stride. By the time they collide into one another, he’s turned into a grizzly bear too.

      They crash into each other and the momentum sends both of them flying through the huge windows, shattering them to pieces as the bears spill out onto the sidewalk.

      People scream and run away, dropping grocery bags on the ground with looks of panic in their eyes. A car swerves on the street and crashes right into Kneecap’s bear, destroying the front half of the hood as it sends him tumbling forward. The driver jumps out of his wrecked car and sprints away in the opposite direction.

      “We have to get out of here,” I say as I grab Nora’s arm. “My car is down the street.”

      I don’t have to wait for Nora to answer. She runs past me and out of her office without a word. I quickly follow her.

      The sidewalks are mostly empty while the bears fight, except for a few large men watching with frowns on their faces. They must be shifters too.

      “Not a good idea,” one of them yells at the two bears. “They’re going to be here any minute and y’all are going to pay.”

      I’m wondering who they are when I see Maximus running up the street. He catches my eye for a second and my cheeks burn with guilt and shame. I left without saying a word to him this morning. I hope he’s not mad, or worse, hurt.

      My feet stop working as I watch him charge into the grizzly bear fight. Nora is at the car, yelling at me to hurry up as Maximus rips off his shirt mid-stride.

      My lips curl up in a smile when his grizzly bear explodes out of his body. Grizz… I haven’t seen my old friend in years.

      He charges right into the brawl, smashing into Bledsoe’s bear and sending him somersaulting backward.

      Now with Maximus and Kneecap against him, Bledsoe doesn’t stand a chance.

      I stand and watch with my heart pumping. I want to know that the threat that’s always looming over my head is over. I want to see his dead body laying on the pavement.

      “Oh, shit!” the shifter by the barber shop says as he shakes his head. “You guys fucked up now.”

      A dark shadow swoops down the street and I jerk my head up with a gasp just in time to see a red dragon circling overhead.

      The bears stop fighting as the dragon lands in the middle of the street. There’s a man riding on his back, wearing a designer suit and sunglasses. He steps down and straightens his tie as he looks around.

      “Not this fucking guy again,” Nora says as she steps by my side.

      “Who is that?” I ask, mesmerized by the way his orange eyes are glowing through his dark sunglasses.

      “Vesuvius.” Her mouth twists up like someone just shoved a lemon into her mouth.

      Everyone is staring at him as he struts over like he owns the goddamn town. The three bears phase back into their human forms.

      “I should have known when I heard that grizzly bears were tearing up the town that I would find the famous Kneecap in the center of it all.” He turns to Nora and shakes his head. “You promised you were going to keep him on a short leash. What happened?”

      “He happened,” Nora says, pointing to Bledsoe, only he’s no longer there. “Where did he go?”

      Maximus jerks his head from side to side with a panicked look on his face as he looks around for his enemy.

      He starts running in the most likely direction that Bledsoe took off in, but Vesuvius cuts him off, moving in a blur. He grabs Maximus by the neck and lifts him off his feet with only one hand.

      “Let him go!” Kneecap roars as he rushes to defend his alpha.

      The red dragon lunges on him, pinning him to the asphalt with a huge foot. Nora screams as he opens his mouth over Kneecap’s face, holding it there like a loaded gun.

      Sweat starts pouring down Kneecap’s temples as a blaze of fire flares in the back of the dragon’s throat, ready to bathe him in flames if he dares to move.

      “I think we’ve gathered enough attention,” Vesuvius says as he lowers Maximus to his feet. “Let’s go visit our tower and discuss the future of your crew in our town.”

      Maximus takes a deep breath when the dragon shifter finally releases his neck.

      I gulp when Vesuvius turns to me and Nora. The orange rings shining through his sunglasses are locked upon us. “You two are coming as well.”
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      Say what you want about the dragons, but they have one hell of a bachelor pad.

      “Wow,” Kennedy gasps as she steps into the room and sees the magnificent view. There are no walls in the room, just huge panes of glass that show off the spectacular Montana skyline of lush mountains and the rolling plains between them.

      The town and ranches are spread out below where the dragons can keep a vigilant eye on every single thing that happens.

      They’re the keepers of this town, but it’s not like anyone asked them to lead us or appointed them as our rulers. There was no vote. No meeting. They just showed up and took over.

      Vesuvius strolls into the enormous room and heads straight to the bar by the massive fireplace.

      Nora and Kennedy are looking around the extravagant room from the Grand piano in the corner to the big comfy leather couches. Kneecap and I never take our eyes off of the smooth-talking dragon shifter.

      It’s not a good thing that we’re here. It’s only the second time I’ve been here, and I almost lost my life the first time.

      I step in front of Kennedy, keeping my body between her and Vesuvius. I don’t like her being anywhere near this guy.

      “So,” Vesuvius says as he pours himself a scotch. “Imagine my surprise when I was in the middle of eating my chocolate Pop-Tart and I saw two grizzly bears fighting in the middle of my streets. There are strict rules in my town. Did you forget?”

      “We didn’t have a choice,” I explain. “That bear shifter Bledsoe, who you let escape by the way, was trying to kill her.”

      Vesuvius turns to Kennedy and lets out a sympathetic smile. “He was trying to finish the job I see.”

      Kennedy turns away without saying a word.

      “Still,” Vesuvius says as he steps out from behind the bar. He doesn’t offer anyone else a drink—not a good sign. “There is no fighting allowed in the streets of Redemption Creek.”

      I feel Kneecap tighten beside me. He opens his mouth to speak, but I place a hand on his forearm.  I don’t have to talk for him to get my meaning: Keep your mouth shut.

      Thankfully, he does. We’re in a bad enough situation that I don’t need Kneecap getting pissed and running his mouth.

      “He was trying to kill her,” I say, getting frustrated at the arrogance of this guy. “What were we supposed to do?”

      Vesuvius shrugs. “Let her die.”

      A flash of anger surges through me and my bear growls at his words. I can smell Kneecap’s bear hovering close to the surface, ready for my command to attack.

      But that’s not going to help anyone. We’ll need a lot more than two bears to take down a dragon shifter as powerful as Vesuvius, especially with his two brothers that may or may not be nearby. Kilauea, the red dragon that landed on the street, is the middle brother. We haven’t seen him since we arrived at the tower. And Galeras is the youngest of the three. I haven’t seen him in years. He may be in the tower or on the other side of the planet.

      “Kidding,” Vesuvius says with a laugh as he sprawls onto the comfy couch. He places his feet on the glass coffee table as he watches us standing in front of him.

      “This is what we’re here for,” Vesuvius says with a grin. “Come to us and we’ll settle your disputes.”

      “We’re here now,” I say in a firm voice. “The grizzly bear shifter James Bledsoe is trying to kill my future mate. Are you going to take care of it?”

      He takes a sip of his scotch and frowns. “I thought I just did.”

      “He’ll be back,” Kennedy says. There’s a shudder to her voice that sends a knife through my heart. She’s afraid. What good is a bear shifter who can’t even keep the girl that he loves safe?

      Even now, she’s in mortal danger and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      “He won’t come back.” Vesuvius says it with such certainty that it borders on arrogance.

      “He will,” I say. “He’ll never leave us alone until we’re dead or he is.”

      “Oh, I don’t doubt that,” Vesuvius says with a grin. “But he won’t be returning to this town.” He swirls his drink, staring at the tiny tornado in his glass as he relishes the moment. “Because you won’t be here any longer.”

      My mouth drops. Is he—

      “The Grisly Grizzlies and their mates are no longer welcome in Redemption Creek.”

      Kneecap steps forward. “You can’t do that.”

      Vesuvius laughs. “I can do whatever the fuck I want. I run this town.”

      My body aches as it all sinks in. We’ll be forced to leave our ranch and give up our homes that we’ve spent years building. The girls will be forced to quit their jobs and leave their businesses that they’ve worked so hard on. This is a disaster.

      “Unfortunately, I knew this day would come,” Vesuvius goes on as he stares inside his glass. “It was only a matter of time before a ticking time-bomb like Kneecap went off.”

      “It wasn’t his fault!” Kennedy says. The outrage is thick in her voice. “He was just trying to protect me. Kick me out instead and let them stay!”

      Vesuvius shrugs. “Nah, I think I’ll kick you all out.”

      “He was protecting an innocent woman,” Nora says as she stares at the dragon shifter in disbelief. “They both were. Aren’t those the type of shifters you want living in your town?”

      “I want shifters who can lay low and not bring any attention to this town,” he snaps back.

      “Bringing attention like riding a dragon through the streets?” I say, glaring at him.

      He lowers his drink as his bright orange eyes lock onto mine.

      “What I do is no concern of yours,” he says in a firm voice. “Thankfully, the streets were empty after your little show.”

      I’ve always felt that there was something suspicious about these dragons. They act like they’re wholesome heroes, but I’ve always felt that there’s something else going on. Something darker.

      “How long do we have?” I ask. There’s no point in arguing now, especially with the girls in harm’s way. We can regroup back at the ranch and figure out what to do from there. That is, if we’re allowed back on the ranch at all.

      “You can have the night to gather your stuff,” Vesuvius says with a wave of his hand. “But by sundown tomorrow, I want you all out, or I’ll snuff you out. Understand?”

      I take a deep breath and nod.

      He slaps his drink down on the table and jumps up with a smile on his face. “Don’t look so glum,” he says as he saunters over to a large painting on the wall. He pulls it open like a door, revealing a large safe tucked into the wall. “You don’t think I would leave you empty-handed, do you?”

      I don’t respond as he opens the safe and swings the thick door open. There are papers and files stuffed on the top shelf along with stacks and stacks of cash on the bottom shelf.

      “You,” he says, pointing at Kennedy. “Grab that bag and come help me out.”

      My bear and I are on full alert as we watch her walk to the table and grab the plastic bag. She looks nervous as she walks over to him, but she’s brave and does it anyway.

      “This will get you started,” he says as he pulls out a stack of cash. “And it will make sure you won’t be coming back.”

      He takes the bag from Kennedy and stuffs the cash inside. She looks into the safe while he’s distracted, and seems to see something because her eyes widen just a little.

      “That’s very generous of you,” I say, walking to him in order to distract him. He meets me halfway and thrusts the bag of cash into my hands.

      I see Kennedy quickly reach into the safe and snatch something out of the corner of my eye. She slides it up her sleeve and out of sight.

      Vesuvius leans into my ear and my body tightens. “Generosity is not one of my usual traits,” he whispers. “If I see the face of anyone in your crew again, generosity won’t be what they’re greeted with. Got that?”

      I nod slowly as he lets go of the bag. “Got it.”

      “Good.” He looks from me to Kneecap to Nora to Kennedy. “Then I guess we’re done.”

      He walks back to the couch and drops down on it, grabbing his drink as he turns on the TV.

      We all take a quick look at each other and hurry out of the open door, lucky to escape with our lives.
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        * * *

      

      “We have to move?” Kneecap asks once we’re outside. It’s rare to see the big guy flustered, but he’s looking pretty agitated right now.

      “We’ll figure it out,” I say as we walk down the sidewalk.

      “I just opened up my business,” Nora says as she stares at the cobblestones under her feet. “I just sunk my lifesavings into it.”

      “We’re a crew,” I say, trying to act like I’m not about to throw up. “If we stick together, we’ll be fine.”

      Kennedy is quiet as we walk back into town where the car and trucks are parked. I want to know what she took from the safe, but I’m not about to ask out here in the open.

      Kneecap and Nora leave in the pickup truck that they came in as I walk with Kennedy to her car. There’s a ticket on the windshield that I toss onto the backseat as I get behind the wheel. I drove my truck here, but I’ll just have to get it later.

      She starts crying once the doors are closed.

      “I’m so sorry,” she says as she buries her face into her hands. “I never should have come here. I ruined everything.”

      It’s always killed me to see her cry. I lean over and take her in my arms, holding her close and wishing that I could take her pain away.

      “You did the right thing,” I whisper as I kiss the top of her head. “Bledsoe is only chasing you because of me. This is all my fault. Not yours.”

      “But none of this would have happened if I hadn’t shown up.”

      “But you’d probably be dead,” I say, squeezing her even tighter.

      There’s a question that’s been at the forefront of my mind since I woke up and it slips from my tongue. “Why did you leave?”

      She digs her face into my chest and wraps her arms around me as a fresh wave of sobs spills from her. “I know what last night was,” she whispers into my wet shirt. “I don’t want you to be with me out of guilt.”

      I reach down and find her chin. “Is that what you think?” I ask, shaking my head in disbelief as I tilt her head up so I can look at her beautiful face. Her eye is red and her scarred cheeks are wet with tears. This girl has cried too much for a lifetime.

      I’m holding her head up, but her eye drops down in shame. “We don’t have to pretend like things are the same as they were.”

      Things will never be the same as they were. I do know that much. There’s been too much pain and anguish in our past to ever go back to the carefree days of our youth. But maybe we can find a new life. One full of forgiveness, joy, love and each other.

      “Last night was real for me. There was no pretending. Being with you, Kennedy, is like having my soul back again.”

      “But,” she says, looking up at me with a deep pain in her eyes, “my scars…”

      “Are beautiful because they’re you.” She closes her eyes as I lean down and gently kiss her face, from her flawless skin to the deep ridges of the scars that travel down her cheeks. “You’ll always be the most beautiful girl in the world to me. Always.”

      She closes her eyes and takes deep breaths like she wants to believe me, but I can tell that she’s not quite there yet.

      At least she’s here with me now. There’s time to make her see the truth.

      “I got this,” she says, changing the subject as she pulls out a USB from her sleeve. “It was in the safe.”

      I stare at it, wondering what is hiding inside.

      “I figured there was either porn on it or something damning,” she says as I take it from her. “Why else would he keep it in his safe?”

      I take a deep breath and start the car. “Let’s hope there’s something other than boobs on there, because we’re pretty screwed.”

      I hit the gas and the car pulls away from the curb.

      “How do you think the guys are going to react when they hear that they have to move?” she asks as she stares out the window.

      “They’re mature guys,” I say as I squeeze the steering wheel. “They’ll handle it with dignity and grace.”

      “Really?” she asks, looking hopeful as she turns to me.

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “They’re going to freak out.”
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      “Noooooooooo!” Tito yells as he grabs a chunk of his blond hair and nearly rips it out of his head. “I don’t want to move!”

      “What do you mean we have to move?” Caleb says as he jumps up from the table.

      Maximus sighs. “I don’t know how else to explain it. We have to leave the ranch and find somewhere else to live.”

      Caleb raises an eyebrow. “Or what?”

      “Or the dragons will kill us,” Maximus says flatly.

      “They can try,” Kneecap says, grinding his knuckles into his palm.

      “They won’t have to try very hard,” Ronin says, looking defeated. “Unfortunately, I’m not fireproof.”

      “I’m not afraid of a little fire,” Kneecap grunts.

      “But my brother,” Abigail says as she stares at the food on her plate. “I won’t be able to see him again.”

      My stomach churns as I watch them. I wonder if they blame me like I blame myself.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Caleb says as he puts his arm around his mate. “He can come visit us wherever we go.”

      Everyone is quiet for a minute as their thoughts race about the uncertain future. Maximus called everyone home for lunch and broke the news as everyone ate. Well, as almost everyone ate. My stomach is so upset that I haven’t eaten a bite.

      “Where are we going to go, Max?” Lachlan asks, looking sick.

      I know how much this is hurting Maximus. They all love this town to death and he feels like it’s his fault that they have to leave. He thinks that he’s the one letting them all down.

      Everyone turns to him, but I can tell that he doesn’t have any answers. He’s lived in this town his whole life and it’s all he knows.

      “My parents will let us stay on their farm for a week,” Caleb says. “Maybe two. We’ll have to live in the barn though.”

      “As long as I get to sleep between these two teddy bears,” Zoe says, wrapping an arm around each of her mates, “then I’ll be just fine.”

      “It will be okay, Max,” Lachlan says as he stands up from the picnic table. He slaps a hand down on his alpha’s shoulder and squeezes it. “We have each other and that’s all we need, right guys?”

      “That’s right,” Ronin says, nodding along with everyone.

      “We’ll be fine,” Nora adds. “It’s just a minor setback.”

      It’s so nice to see the love they have for each other, but I feel strange standing here and witnessing it. I’m not one of them. If things had turned out differently, I’d be the happiest and most enthusiastic member of the crew, but I’m an outsider and I feel like I’m intruding.

      “Those dragons and their fucking rules,” Tito says, pounding the table with his fist. “Why do they get to decide who stays and who goes?”

      “I’ve never liked those brothers,” Lachlan says, shaking his head. “I always suspected they had ulterior motives.”

      Maximus looks at him and nods. “Kennedy was able to steal this from their safe,” he says as he pulls out the USB stick.

      Everyone turns to me with looks of shock and admiration on their faces.

      “Way to go Klepto-Kennedy!” Caleb says, looking impressed. I start to blush.

      “We’ll see if there’s anything incriminating on here,” Maximus says as he slides it back into his pocket. “Maybe there’s something we can use.”

      “I bet you it’s loaded with dick pics he took of himself,” Tito says with a serious look on his face.

      Lachlan frowns. “Who the hell would keep naked pictures of himself in a safe?”

      Tito jerks his head back in surprise. “Everyone does.”

      “No,” Lachlan says, shaking his head. “Normal people don’t do that.”

      Tito looks flabbergasted. “I do.”

      “Why?” Kneecap asks with a laugh. “Who the hell would want to see your dick pics?”

      “Nobody,” Lachlan says with a chuckle. “That’s why he keeps them locked in a safe.”

      Tito frowns as everyone laughs at him. I feel bad for the poor guy, but not enough to not join in with a giggle.

      “Anyways,” Abigail says when the laughter dies down. “It’s probably encrypted. I can get Bryce to look at it. He’s really good with computers.”

      “Who’s Bryce?” I ask. That’s not a name I’ve heard before.

      “He’s the most vicious, dangerous and powerful bounty hunter in Montana,” Ronin says, looking terrified.

      Abigail rolls her eyes as she slaps his arm. “He’s my younger brother, and he’s lovely.”

      “Get him over here asap,” Maximus says as he turns to his cabin. “And the rest of you… start packing. We have to be out by tomorrow night.”
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t even think about leaving my side,” Maximus warns when we’re back in his cabin. Alone. “I was terrified when I couldn’t find you.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, feeling awful. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      “There’s a psychotic bear shifter out to get you,” he says with a hint of frustration in his voice. “I know I haven’t been the best protector in the past, but I’m all you have.”

      His big round shoulders cave in as he says it like the guilt is overpowering him.

      “I don’t blame you for what happened,” I whisper. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      He just shakes his head.

      “I should start packing some stuff together in case Tito is right about the USB.” He turns and walks into his room without another word.

      I start making a pot of coffee while he rummages around in his room, throwing stuff into a suitcase.

      I haven’t been able to stop thinking about something that he said back in the dragon’s office: Bledsoe is trying to kill my future mate.

      I feel a pang near my heart as I replay the words in my mind. Does Maximus still think of me as his future mate? Or maybe he was trying to convince the dragons to go easy on us?

      I’m terrified to ask him the truth. I know he’d be nice about it and let me down easy, but I don’t think I could stomach the look in his eye when he first realizes what I’m asking.

      “Do you want some coffee?”

      He sticks a thumbs up out of the room so I toss in another couple spoonfuls of coffee grains.

      When the coffee is brewing, I slowly walk into his room. There’s a suitcase spread out on the bed with clothes and a bunch of other things stuffed inside.

      I stare at it, unable to look at the man I love. They’re only in this situation because of me.

      “I just want you to know that once you guys get settled in another town, I’ll keep going.”

      It’s not fair for him to be stuck with me. He didn’t ask me to return, and in fact, he was the one who abandoned me.

      But his face looks crushed as he turns and looks at me. “You want to leave?” His voice is barely above a whisper.

      My face turns hot as he watches me with a pain in his eyes. I should leave. I have to leave. But I don’t want to leave.

      I want to stay with him. That’s all I ever wanted.

      “I’ll leave,” I say, feeling sick to my stomach. “It’ll be for the best.”

      He grabs a shirt off of his dresser and throws it into the suitcase with a little more force than necessary. “Fine.”

      With nothing left to say, I slowly walk back out of the room to the kitchen. I take two empty mugs out just as the coffee finishes brewing.

      But I only need one because Maximus closes the door of his room, shutting me out.

      Bledsoe is trying to kill my future mate.

      It’s pretty clear now that he was just trying to convince the dragons to go easy on us.

      A bear shifter would never let their future mate leave.

      And Maximus has agreed to do just that.

      For the second time.
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      “What’s on here?” Bryce asks as he looks at me.

      He’s sitting at my computer, trying to gain access to the USB files. They’re encrypted just like Abigail said they would be.

      “Secret files,” I say as Kennedy walks into the room.

      My body stiffens with her so close. I thought we were getting along great and that she was enjoying her time here—besides being hunted by Bledsoe, of course—but I guess I was wrong. She wants to leave.

      Bryce tries to hide his laugh as he turns back to the screen, but I hear it. I hear everything.

      “It’s not porn!” I say, frowning at him.

      “Sure,” Bryce whispers under his breath as his shoulders shake.

      “How long is it going to take?”

      Bryce shrugs as his fingers fly across the keyboard. “It’s a pretty basic encryption, but it still has to run through the program I just installed. About five hours.”

      It’s already late afternoon and that will bring us to late evening.

      “Can you come back in five hours in case we need some technical help?” I ask.

      “I don’t know,” Bryce says with a wince. “I was planning on hunting down some of the country’s most vicious criminals.”

      “Oh, really?” I say, rolling my eyes.

      Bryce grins. “Maybe I’m not there yet. But soon.”

      “How is it going over there?” I ask. “Are those bounty hunters treating you well?”

      Bryce lives on the ranch next-door with a bunch of bounty hunting lion shifters.

      He shrugs, but he’s smiling. “It’s better than sleeping in a car, which I was doing before I met them.”

      We talk for a few more minutes and then I kick the lion shifter out. I might only have a few more hours with Kennedy and I’m not about to waste them with anyone else.

      She’s sitting at the kitchen counter, watching me as I close the front door.

      “I guess now we have to wait,” I say, shifting awkwardly.

      She glances down at the counter, rubbing a tiny circle with her fingertip.

      “What do you want to do for the next couple of hours?” I ask.

      She’s about to say something but she hesitates.

      “Say it. We can do whatever you want.”

      Her eyes dart up to mine. “I want to see Grizz.”

      Her answer takes me by surprise. I wasn’t expecting that.

      “You want to see my bear?”

      She smiles and nods. “I’ve missed him.”

      “But you already saw him today.”

      “He was fighting. That doesn’t count.”

      I take a deep breath, trying to hide my grin as I watch her. I never realized that she was so attached to my bear, but I guess it’s not too surprising. She was always bugging me to pull my bear out when we were younger. She loved to cuddle up to him and ride on his back through the forest.

      “I think Grizz would like that,” I say, feeling a bit left out. I was hoping she would want to spend time with me as well.

      She hops off the stool and walks to the door. “Then let’s go.”

      “Right now?” I ask, standing there in shock.

      She grins at me. “Right now.”

      I follow her outside as she bounds down the stairs with a spring in her step. She’s smiling wide and can hardly contain her excitement.

      “All right. Here he comes.”

      She licks her lips as I take off my shirt and I can’t help but notice her eye roaming over my torso.

      My inner grizzly is hovering close to the surface and eager to get out. It seems that he’s missed her as much as she’s missed him, although I already knew that. Grizz loves this girl to death.

      I let him rush forward and feel the usual pull inside as he emerges from my skin. In the next second, I’m watching from the inside of a grizzly bear as Kennedy rushes forward with her arms open.

      She collides into my bear and digs her hands and face into his thick soft fur. All I feel is happiness and content rushing through him. He doesn’t get happier than this.

      “I missed you so much, Grizz,” she says, petting his cheek.

      He grumbles in response, sniffing her scent like he can’t believe it’s actually her.

      She lets out a beautiful high-pitched laugh as he licks the side of her cheek, and I can’t help but laugh as well. Seeing Kennedy so happy and carefree like she was in her youth is overwhelming me with emotion.

      All I ever wanted was for her to be happy like this every day. I was worried she had lost her carefree spirit the day she got hurt, but I’m thrilled to see that it’s still there. It’s hidden deep, but it’s still there.

      I spend the next two hours in my bear form with Kennedy on my back. She’s laughing and talking as we walk through the ranch and into the forest. She points out the colorful birds to my bear who listens and grumbles back, happy as ever to have her with him.

      I just stay quiet inside, watching her whenever I can and enjoying the feeling of being bathed in my bear’s warm emotions. It’s been too long since I’ve felt like this.

      My life has been overwhelmed with feelings of guilt, sadness, shame, anger, regret… all of the feelings that eat away at you until you’re nothing but an empty shell of your former self.

      But seeing Kennedy like this with my bear brings me a bit of hope. Maybe we can get back to that place.

      Maybe she can be this carefree with me and maybe I can be as content and happy as my bear is in this moment. We have a long way to get there, but maybe one day we’ll arrive at that beautiful place.

      “Hey, Grizz,” she says when they’re relaxing on the crest of a hill, enjoying the view of the mountains in the distance. “Is Maximus still in there?”

      My bear grumbles as he turns to her. I can feel the reluctance flowing through him. He doesn’t want to leave her just yet.

      She nuzzles her cheek against his and smiles. “Can you bring him back out?” she whispers.

      Luckily for me, my bear cannot resist this girl.

      He licks her face one last time and then backs up as she wipes her face and giggles. I’m thrust to the surface as we start to phase. My body tightens and burns as I change back into my human form, then, in an instant, I’m back.

      “Thank you for that,” Kennedy whispers as I sit beside her on the grass.

      She tosses me her sweater and I use it to cover up.

      “It looks like you two were having fun.”

      She smiles as she looks up at the clouds. “I always loved, Grizz. A bear is a woman’s best friend.”

      “Well, it was nice to see. I miss watching you like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you’re seeing the world as wondrous and exciting instead of as a dark and scary place.”

      She smiles sadly as she stares out at the horizon. “The world was always a wondrous and exciting place with you by my side, Maximus.”

      Her words hang in the air as we stare at the view.

      “You called me your future mate,” she says, turning to me. “Did you mean that?”

      My heart starts pumping as she watches me, waiting for an answer.

      “Of course,” I whisper. “You’re the only girl for me, Kennedy. I haven’t been with anyone or even looked at anyone since the moment I first saw you.”

      “You haven’t?” She looks shocked, and I’m confused as to why. There’s nothing less shocking than that. How could I ever want anyone else when I know that she’s out there?

      “No. Of course not.”

      She takes a deep breath as the warm breeze flows over us. “Then why did you let me go? If you still loved me, why didn’t you come for me?”

      All of the familiar guilt and shame comes rushing back to me. I turn away, but she’s waiting for an answer.

      “I let you get hurt.” It feels like my heart is getting crushed inside of my chest as I release the words that I’ve held onto for so long. “I failed to protect you, Kennedy. I don’t deserve your love.”

      “You don’t deserve my love?” she says, twisting her beautiful face up like she doesn’t understand. “Maximus it wasn’t your fault.”

      “It was.”

      “No, it wasn’t.” Her voice is firm as she stares at me with a serious face. “It was just a shitty thing that happened by a bunch of lunatics. You tried to help me. It’s not your fault.”

      I want to believe her. I want to move past this. But I’ve been living with the guilt for so long.

      She takes my hand in hers and turns to me with the softest look on her face. “You have to stop beating yourself up over this. I don’t blame you for what happened, and I don’t want you to blame yourself.”

      I want to listen to her. I want her words to sink in and transform me. I want them to help me let myself off the hook, but I’m not there yet. Every time I look at her, I’m reminded of my failure. I’m reminded that I’m not good enough.

      “I’m sorry I never came to find you after you left.” She pulls her hand back and drops her eye as I say it. “I shouldn’t have made that promise to your parents.”

      Her eyes start to water as she stares into the distance. “I thought we were going to be together forever,” she whispers. “I was crushed and felt abandoned when you never came.”

      “I’d give anything to go back to that time and change… everything. I let you down in so many ways.”

      “We were young and stupid,” she says with a sad smile. “I was dumb enough to think that someone could still love me when I look like this.”

      “I still love you.” The words just fly out of me. “I never stopped loving you.”

      Her cheeks redden as she looks down at her lap. She doesn’t believe me.

      “Kennedy, you are the most amazing person I have ever had the pleasure of meeting in my life.”

      She’s still not looking at me, so I gently take her chin in my hand and tilt her head up until I’m looking into her gorgeous amber eye.

      “I love you,” I whisper. She turns away, sliding her chin out of my hand. “But you don’t believe me.”

      She takes a deep breath and closes her eyes, fighting back the tears that are trying to get out.

      “I know you’re only saying that because you feel guilty.” Her words are like a dagger to the heart.

      “I’m not,” I say, moving around her until we’re face to face. “I love you, Kennedy. It’s the truth. Your scars are beautiful. You’re beautiful.”

      The tears that she was trying to fight back finally break free, rolling into the crevasses of her scars as they travel down her face.

      She closes her eyes as I lean forward and lay gentle kisses on them. I start at her cheeks and kiss my way down to her lips that are parted as shallow breaths flow in and out.

      “We’re soulmates, Kennedy,” I whisper as I hover my lips over hers. Her warm breath washes over my lips, making them tingle. “You and I will be mates one day. I can feel it. I always could.”

      “Then what’s taking your bear so damn long?” she asks with a sad smile.

      “I’ll ask him as soon as I finish what I’m dying to do.”

      She’s holding her breath. “And what’s that?”

      I answer with a deep kiss. She moans as our lips connect and I slide my tongue along hers. Her body melts into my embrace as I wrap my arms around her and pull her in close, right where she belongs.

      I’m not sure how the sweater covering me gets moved, but suddenly it’s on the grass and she’s stroking my hard erection as we kiss.

      Kissing Kennedy is intoxicating, but kissing her while she’s running her hand up and down my length is making me drunk with lust.

      She moans into my mouth as I pull her onto me, straddling me with her sexy legs.

      “Do you love me?” I ask as our mouths part. “Tell me the truth.”

      Her hair falls onto my face as she looks down at me. She’s so goddamn sexy.

      “Of course, I love you, Max. I never stopped. The feelings never went away.”

      I pull her body to mine as I reach up and kiss her once again. Her sweet words are repeating in my ears over and over again as I slide my tongue along hers.

      She still loves me.

      After everything she’s been through because of me, she still loves me.

      She starts rocking her hips along my hard length as I pull her shirt over her head, moaning into my ear as I unclasp her bra.

      I watch with bated breath as she stands up and starts unbuttoning her shorts. My cock rages as she tucks her fingers into her waistband and slides it down, taking everything off.

      “Hold on,” I say as I grab her hips before she can come back down. Her beautiful pussy is in front of my face, tempting me with its delicious scent.

      She doesn’t resist as I pull her toward my face and give her pussy a slow soft lick. She’s already so wet and my tongue is making her even wetter.

      “Oh, Max,” she moans as she runs her fingers through my hair, keeping my mouth just where she wants it.

      She tastes so fucking good as she starts writhing against my mouth, moaning as she gets into it.

      We’re out in the open on the top of a hill, but there’s no one around. Not like I could stop myself if there was.

      I run my tongue along her soaking folds, groaning in delight as she gets wetter and wetter. Her curvy body lets out a little whimper as I flick my tongue across her clit. I do it again and again as I grip her ass cheeks with firm hands.

      When her legs start shaking, I know she’s close to coming. It’s so intense for her that she tries to pull away, but I hold her in place with a firm grip, wanting to taste her coming on my tongue.

      She throws her head back and cries out as her orgasm comes, sudden and fierce.

      “Goddamn,” she grunts through gritted teeth as she nearly crumbles to the ground. I catch her and guide her onto me, spreading her legs on either side of mine.

      She’s so consumed with pleasure that she doesn’t notice me guiding my cock to her pussy until I’m pushing in. “Oh, fuck,” she moans as I grab her hips and slide her down my length. “That’s so fucking good.”

      I forgot how amazing she feels. She’s riding me deeper and deeper, taking me until I’m buried completely inside of her.

      My hands slide from her hips to her ass, guiding her up and down as I stare at her bouncing tits in front of my face.

      I want this to last forever. I never want to leave her pussy.

      She grips my shoulders tighter as she rides my cock until we’re both about to come. I can feel the heat burning inside me, roaring through my veins like an inferno as it builds and builds.

      It hits me suddenly. Intensely. I hold her tight as a wave of heat surges through me, swallowing me completely as I release my seed deep inside her.

      The same wave of pleasured heat seems to be drowning her too. Her eyes are squeezed shut as her limbs tremble and her body shakes.

      The sensation is so intense that it seizes my core, locking my whole body in place. At first, I think it’s the orgasm, but as the Montana scenery fades to blackness around us, I realize that it’s something else entirely.

      Everything disappears into the darkness, except for Kennedy who is glowing in full spectacular color. All we can do is stare at each other in shock as our souls fuse together through the bonding process. Our souls have always felt like one, but it’s never been like this.

      I am her and she is me. We are one. Just like we were always fated to be.

      When the bonding is complete and the darkness slowly fades, she swallows hard as she studies my face.

      “Maximus?” Her voice is barely above a whisper. “What was that?”

      I hold her naked body close to mine as I stare at her beautiful face. “I think you know.”

      “We’re mates now.” A statement, not a question. She can feel it too. She knows that everything has changed.

      The corners of her lips curl up in a smile as she watches me. “Really?”

      “Is that what you want?”

      She smiles as she nods her head up and down. “That’s what I’ve always wanted.”

      I smile back as I hold her tight. “Me too. I just wished it would have happened sooner.”

      She runs her hand through my hair with a loving look on her face. “Let’s just not waste any more time.”

      I nod my head. “I love you.”

      She hugs my head, pressing my face into her breasts. “I love you too.”

      This is the best place in the world. I’m inside Kennedy with my head on her chest, listening to the steady rhythm of her heart.

      It feels too good to be true, and unfortunately, it is. All I want to do is savor the next few days with her, but I can’t.

      Bledsoe can appear at any moment and we still have to move or we’ll have the pissed-off dragons to deal with.

      I may have the opportunity sooner rather than later to prove to her, and myself, that I have what it takes to be her protector as well as her mate.

      This time, I can’t fail.
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      I never thought I’d feel love again.

      Boy, was I wrong. I now know that Maximus loves me. I can feel it flowing through my veins, overwhelming me in the best possible way.

      It wasn’t just the bond that made him feel this way. I can tell now that he never stopped loving me all through the long years apart. I was just so consumed by my scars, rattled and defeated that I couldn’t look past them. The bonding process has lifted the veil from my eyes and I can see the truth now.

      “There they are,” Abigail says as we walk back into the camp holding hands. Her eyes drop to our clasped hands and she smiles.

      “Tell them to hurry up,” Lachlan says as he flips over something on the barbecue. “Dinner is ready.”

      He looks up from the barbecue, sees us walking in holding hands, and says something under his breath that looks like a little prayer of thanks before smiling at Maximus and then at me.

      “What are you cooking?” Maximus asks.

      “I figured since it’s our last meal on this ranch, we’d better do something special,” Lachlan answers.

      Maximus “And?”

      “Hot dogs,” he answers with a grin. “A lot of them.”

      He wasn’t kidding. When we finally sit down, the table is loaded with mountains of hot dogs. They’re piled up so high that the top ones roll off onto the table. One rolls off onto the dirt ground and Kneecap picks it up as he walks over. I’m expecting him to toss it into the garbage but he just puts it onto his plate, with a couple dozen more.

      My mouth is open in shock as I watch these guys load up their plates. I forgot how much shifters can eat!

      Zoe and I share a laugh as we each take one. Meanwhile, the twins beside her have at least fifteen each on their plates.

      I feel Maximus let out a deep exhale beside me and as I turn to him, he stands up.

      “It’s with a heavy heart that we have to say goodbye to our beloved ranch,” he says to the table of friends. “We’ve been through a lot together in this place.”

      Everyone has sad smiles on their faces as they listen. It breaks my heart for two reasons. The first is that I hate to see them lose the home they love so much, and the second is that I wasn’t here with them to share in all those memories.

      “It seems like only yesterday when Lachlan, Kneecap—”

      “You mean, Gary Halbert!” Tito interrupts.

      Kneecap gives him a playful frown as everyone laughs.

      “Right,” Maximus goes on. “Lachlan, Gary, and I first walked onto this ranch. That’s the day The Grisly Ranch was born.”

      Lachlan laughs. “That was also the day that Kneecap moved into the forest, leaving us to do all the work.”

      Kneecap smiles as he looks up at the sky, reminiscing. “Ahhh, the good old days when I didn’t have to talk to any of you on a daily basis.”

      Nora laughs as she hugs her man’s huge arm.

      “Those were rough days,” Maximus continues. “I had lost the love of my life, Lachlan had lost his best friend, and Kneecap seemed to have lost his mind.”

      “I did find it!” he says with a grin.

      Tito can’t help himself. “It was a little scuffed up, but he found it.”

      Kneecap throws a hot dog at him and Tito catches it, adding it to the mountain in front of him.

      “We were three miserable old bears,” Maximus says, smiling as he remembers. He can smile at it now, but I know he wasn’t smiling about it back then. He points at Caleb and grins. “Then we had this young cub come join us and his youthful exuberance started to kick us out of our funk.”

      “You’re welcome,” Caleb says with a grin on his face.

      “God, you were annoying back then,” Lachlan says, shaking his head with a smile on his face.

      “Back then?” Ronin says, tilting his head in confusion. “Even more than now?”

      “Yeah,” Maximus says with a laugh. “Even more than now. Always playing his guitar, asking a million questions, bringing home all sorts of girls.”

      Caleb coughs loud and we all turn to Abigail who didn’t seem to like that last part.

      “Bringing home girls to help him play guitar,” Maximus quickly corrects when he sees the lifeguard turning as red as the bathing suit she wears.

      Tito snorts out a laugh. “Yeah, they were helping him play with his instrument, all right.”

      “Shut up!” Caleb says. This time he’s the one to throw a hot dog at him.

      I laugh as Tito catches it and adds it to his plate. The way he’s going he’ll have all of the hot dogs by the time Max is finished.

      “Next we had the twins arrive,” Maximus says. “A two for one deal.”

      “We got ripped off,” Kneecap grunts.

      “And The Grizzly Ranch was never the same.” Maximus smiles as he remembers. “The quiet, gone. The peacefulness, obliterated. The tranquility—”

      “Good riddance,” Ronin interrupts.

      “See what I mean?” Maximus says and everyone laughs. “The six of us formed the body of a crew, but it wasn’t until the girls started arriving, that we got the soul.”

      “Jessie,” he says, looking at the blushing girl beside Lachlan with the curly hair and the big ears. “You did the impossible. You brought my best friend Lachlan back. Thank you.”

      Her cheeks turn even redder as she smiles back at him.

      “Then came Abigail,” Maximus continues. “The girl who turned a ladies’ man into a one-woman man. I still can’t believe you did it.”

      “Exactly how many girls did you have over?” she says with a heated frown as she turns to Caleb who looks like he’s about to crawl under the table.

      Maximus quickly moves on. “Nora,” he says, turning to the other pretty girl with the big ears. “Who knew that it would take a shrink to tame Kneecap?”

      “Everybody did!” Tito says and everyone, including Kneecap, laughs.

      “Well, you definitely earned your paycheck with that one,” Maximus says, raising his drink.

      “Still haven’t gotten paid for it,” Nora says with a smirk on her face.

      “I’ll pay you back tonight,” Kneecap says as he drops a huge hand on her thigh. Nora starts blushing wildly as everyone chuckles.

      “Sounds like a deal,” she whispers to her big man.

      “Zoe,” Maximus says to the cute girl sitting between the twins. “I honestly don’t know how you do it.”

      “Hey!” Ronin and Tito say at the same time.

      “Poor girl,” Kneecap says, shaking his head.

      “It’s not so bad,” Zoe says with a grin as she drapes an arm around her men’s shoulders.

      My stomach starts to flip as Maximus looks down at me. He smiles at me and suddenly the nerves disappear. How can I be nervous with him by my side?

      “And now the latest member of our crew,” he says, never taking his eyes off me. “The girl I’ve always loved. My Kennedy. My mate.”

      Lachlan perks up. “Did you?”

      Max nods. “We just bonded.”

      The table erupts in cheers and congratulations and before I know what’s happening, I’m swallowed by muscles and boobs and hugs and welcomes as everyone fights to hug me first.

      After everyone has their turn and sits back down, my cheeks are burning from smiling so hard.

      “You ten,” Maximus continues, “make me so proud to be called alpha.” There’s no more jokes or snide comments. Everyone is watching him and getting choked up, myself included. “I know we’re losing the jobs and businesses we’ve worked hard to get, the land our bears roam in, and the home we love, but we have each other and a loving crew is worth more than any of that.”

      “Here, here!” Lachlan shouts as everyone nods in agreement.

      “The Grisly Grizzlies will move on,” Maximus says with a confident voice. “And we’ll continue to do what we do best.”

      “What’s that?” Caleb asks.

      Max grins. “Eating hot dogs.”

      The boys lunge onto their plates and start devouring the dogs in front of them while all of the girls watch with confusion, curiosity and a little bit of horror.

      Lachlan and Caleb eat their hot dogs in two bites, but that’s nothing compared to Kneecap who eats his in one.

      We have a fun last meal full of jokes and stories and teasing each other. I forgot how fun being in a crew really is, and although there’s a hint of sadness since it’s our last night on the ranch, I can’t help but be excited for the future. No more empty apartments and take-out for one. I’ll be doing this every night and I couldn’t be happier.

      When the last hot dog is fought over and the boys are finally done, Bryce comes walking into the ranch. “Any hot dogs left?” he asks.

      Lachlan frowns as the lion shifter snatches one off the table. “I knew we didn’t cook enough.”

      “Want me to check on the files?” Bryce asks, glancing at Maximus’ cabin.

      “Go in,” Max says. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

      Kneecap stands up as Bryce disappears into the cabin. “I have an announcement,” he says, shifting uncomfortably. “I’m not a good talker like Max, but this is important.”

      Everyone is looking at him with interest. I’m assuming that he doesn’t do this very often.

      “I’m going to be a daddy!” he says, smiling wider than I’ve ever seen him smile.

      “What?!?” Jessie shouts as she turns to her sister. “I’m going to be an aunt?!?”

      Nora nods as she holds her stomach. “I’m pregnant.”

      Everyone jumps up again and rushes to swarm them with hugs and congratulations.

      “Easy!” Kneecap says as Tito hugs Nora. He grabs the twin by the collar and throws him a few yards back.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” Nora says, frowning at him. “I’m not made of glass.”

      “I’ve been waiting for an excuse to do that all night,” Kneecap says with a grin as Tito gets up and dusts himself off.

      The two bear shifters laugh as they give each other a hug. “Congrats, big man,” Tito says. He’s barely able to get his arms around the huge shifter. “You’re going to make an excellent father. If you don’t eat your cub first.”

      Kneecap grins as he slaps Tito on the back. “You’re good practice to be around since you constantly act like a child.”

      Maximus puts his arm around me and holds me close, and I don’t think I’ve ever been happier than in this moment. I have my mate that I love by my side and I’m part of an amazing crew. This night couldn’t be more perfect.

      “Maximus!” Bryce calls out.

      We all turn and see him standing at the door of Max’s cabin looking sick with worry.

      My stomach drops when I see his face. The night has been perfect, but I might have spoken too soon.

      “What is it?” Max asks. I can feel his body tightening beside me.

      “It’s ready.” Bryce swallows hard. “You better come see this.”
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      There’s a close-up of a big cock on the computer screen when we all cram into my cabin.

      “Ha!” Tito says, pointing at it with a triumphant grin on his face. “I knew it!”

      I turn to Bryce with a frown on my face. “Is that what you brought us in here to see?”

      Bryce shakes his head, looking flustered. “No, but there are a lot of pictures of his dick on here for some reason.”

      Tito is still boasting behind me. “Everyone made fun of me, and look. I. Was. Right.”

      He reaches over Bryce’s shoulder and hits the print button.

      “I told you that Vesuvius kept pictures of his dick on there,” he says as the picture prints. “I’m not the only one. I told you all and you didn’t listen!”

      He grabs the printed picture of the big dick and holds it up, clearly pleased with himself.

      “I love being right!” he says.

      “It doesn’t happen very often,” Caleb mumbles.

      “Exactly!” Tito says with his chest thrust out. “That’s why I have to savor it. I knew I was right!”

      He’s so happy that he kisses the picture. “Now who looks like a dumbass?” he asks with a grin that’s overflowing with pride.

      Caleb shakes his head. “You just kissed Vesuvius’ cock so we’ll let you decide.”

      Tito looks at the picture and frowns as his thunder fizzles out.

      “I’m going to pretend I didn’t see that,” Zoe says, looking down at the carpet.

      “We’re all going to pretend we didn’t see that,” Lachlan says as Tito wipes his mouth on his sleeve.

      “Anyway,” I say, rolling my eyes as I turn back to Bryce. “What else was on the USB besides dick pics?”

      Bryce’s fingers start flying across the keyboard and thankfully, the dick pic disappears.

      Classified military files and copies of email exchanges start popping up on the screen. “What is it?” I ask, leaning forward to get a better look.

      Bryce gulps. “It’s not good. Vesuvius is making a deal with the US military.”

      “What kind of deal?” Kneecap asks.

      “I just skimmed over it,” Bryce says, looking nauseous. “It seems there’s a secret branch of the military called the Special Shifter Unit. It was deactivated a couple of years ago when the head of it, General Samson, disappeared under mysterious circumstances. They’re trying to reboot it, and Vesuvius is helping.”

      “Why is that bad?” Lachlan asks.

      “Vesuvius is in charge of getting the shifters for the program,” Bryce explains. “He’s signing up the crews in town to participate against their will.”

      “Shifter slavery,” I whisper under my breath. The boys hear it and I can feel the sudden tension in the room. I’ve heard about it before. There are some crews in Colwood, Montana who were part of a similar military program, maybe the same one. The Vega Brothers, The Clawed Squad, and The Wilde Crew—I know they had been involved in the program, having to travel around the world and fight as mercenaries against their will.

      So, that’s what this has been all about. He’s created a safe haven for shifters so that he could easily gather them together and pluck out any crews that he needs.

      Bryce pulls up an email correspondence. “Here are some of the names he’s targeting.”

      My stomach turns when I see the familiar names: The Clayton Rock Bounty Hunters, The Bedlam Bears, The Diamond Brothers. Then I see ours: The Grisly Grizzlies.

      “But that’s you guys,” Kennedy says. Her face looks pale as she stares at me in shock. “They’re trying to make you into slaves of the military?”

      I keep reading the email exchange and feel like I’m going to throw up by the time I get to the end of it. Vesuvius is planning on kidnapping our mates and using them as leverage to get us to do his bidding. This is not good.

      “They’re planning on kidnapping us?” Abigail asks, her voice rising in panic.

      “What?!?” Caleb shouts, pushing to get closer to the computer screen. “They’ll have to kill me first.”

      I always had a bad feeling about those dragons, especially Vesuvius. He always appeared to have dark ulterior motives. I just couldn’t figure out what they were. Now I know, and it’s worse than I ever could have suspected. Using mates to throw shifters into slavery and force them to kill? That’s horrible. They have to be stopped.

      “Is it just Vesuvius?” I ask. “What about the other two dragons, Galeras and Kilauea?”

      Bryce does a quick search of the files for their names and one email pops up. “He’s talking to the new general who’s in charge of the program. General Hunt.”

      “Read it out loud,” Ronin says from the back of the room. “I can’t see.”

      Bryce clears his throat. “This won’t fly with my brothers, Galeras and Kilauea,” he reads. “They’re more traditional, so the deal must remain between us.” Bryce pulls up the next email. “Then, General Hunt says that he wants his first crew ready for deployment by the end of the summer. He asks who Vesuvius has in mind for the first team. This is what Vesuvius answers: I have a crew of grizzly bear shifters in mind. Five of the six bear shifters have their mates. The alpha is the only one left, but I have a strong suspicion who his mate is. I’m devising a plan to bring the girl back to his alpha, and then they’ll be ready.”

      “Wow,” Kneecap says as he rubs his big chin. “I wonder who he’s talking about.”

      “He’s talking about us, you dolt,” Tito says, shaking his head.

      I’m staring at the screen in shock as the boys argue behind me. Vesuvius brought Kennedy here? It doesn’t make any sense. She came here by herself.

      My mind starts flooding with questions. Was this all part of Vesuvius’ plan? Is he actually going to let us leave or are we playing into his hands? Is he planning on kidnapping our women?

      We fell right into his scheme. I don’t know how much of this was orchestrated by Vesuvius, but I now know that we’re dealing with someone who is playing on another level. We were playing checkers and he was playing chess.

      “We have to move fast.” My heart is pounding in my chest. He wants to kidnap our girls. He wants to turn us into mercenary slaves. We’re all in danger.

      “Caleb,” I say, turning to him. “Go with Bryce and warn the Bounty Hunters. Bring them back here as quickly as you can.”

      He nods with a frown on his face. “If I knew we were going to have action tonight I wouldn’t have eaten thirty-six hot dogs. Ugh.”

      “Lachlan,” I say, turning to my best friend. “Go tell the Bedlam Bears. Tito, you go to the Bearskinn Inn and tell the Diamond Brothers. Try to convince them to come here and help. Ronin, I need you to go around town and grab any shifter you can. The police station, the firehouse. Go to the bars and restaurants. Grab anyone who’s willing to help out.”

      “What about me, boss?” Kneecap asks, looking ready for anything.

      “I need you to take the girls into the forest and hide them,” I say as my pulse races. “Kneecap if they come…”

      “They won’t get through me,” he grunts with a fierceness in his eyes.

      I nod. “I pity the shifter who tries.”

      “What are you going to do, Maximus?” Lachlan asks.

      It kills me to leave, but it’s the best chance we have at fighting off what’s coming. “I have to go to Colwood. The Vega Brothers, The Clawed Squad, and The Wilde Crew will want to know that the military program they destroyed is starting back up. We could use their muscle and some of their military expertise.”

      I would send Tito or Ronin or anyone else, but Thorn and the other alphas will only listen to me. They’ll move quickly if the word comes from me.

      Everyone is staring at me with a worried look in their eyes. I have to say something to inspire them. As alpha that tough job belongs to me.

      “We’ll be okay,” I say with a hard swallow. “Be smart. Be vigilant. Do your tasks fast and then get back here as quickly as you can. Vesuvius said that we can have until tomorrow at sundown to leave. Let’s hope they don’t show up until then.”

      The boys turn to their mates with hugs and kisses and words of comfort.

      I turn to Kennedy who’s trying hard to hold in her tears. She’s always been so brave.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I say as she melts into my embrace. I breathe in her delicious scent as I kiss the top of her head. “You’re my mate now and nothing is going to hurt you.”

      “I’m your mate,” she says, smiling as she looks up at me with tears in her eyes. “I could die happy tonight knowing that.”

      I kiss her softly on the lips and hold her a little tighter. “Nobody is dying tonight,” I say. “At least no one in this room.”

      I hold her for another long moment, letting the boys enjoy their mates as well. “All right,” I say in my firm alpha voice. “Everyone move out. Let’s do this right.”

      I take one step toward the door when the phone rings. The shrill sound cuts through the room, turning my body cold.

      I swallow hard and hurry over, grabbing it as it rings for a second time.

      “Hello?”

      Breathing, then a whisper. “Bledsoe is headed your way.” Click.

      Rigs. He made good on his promise.

      “Who was it?” Lachlan asks with a worried look on his face.

      I turn and face them. “We’re going to have some company.”
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      I rush outside with my boys on my heels and see Bledsoe walking onto our ranch like he owns the place. He’s flanked by Colton and Rigs.

      My body tenses when we make eye contact. An hour ago, I would have given anything to face this guy and end his life, but things have changed. There are more important things to do right now.

      Vesuvius is trying to take our mates and enslave the shifters of this town. We’re going to need help to defeat him. All the help we can get, even from our enemies.

      “Come back for more?” Kneecap roars when he sees Bledsoe.

      I can sense Kneecap’s furious grizzly bear and I know he’s about to release him. “Not yet,” I say, ordering him not to phase. “Let me talk to them first.”

      We stop about ten yards from each other. I’m facing him with my crew by my side, and him with his.

      I shoot a quick glance at Rigs, but he just stares back at me.

      “There’s a larger matter at hand going on in Redemption Creek,” I say. “Larger than our issues and our feud. You have to listen to us.”

      Bledsoe flicks his long black hair back, revealing the ugly tattoo of the Grim Reaper on his neck. He grins as he glares at me. “There’s nothing larger than my hate for you and your crew.”

      “Bledsoe,” I say, narrowing my eyes on him. “You know how much I hate you, and how long I’ve been waiting to tear that arrogant head from your evil shoulders. I wouldn’t be saying this if it wasn’t absolutely necessary.”

      “What is it?” Rigs asks.

      Bledsoe shoots him a warning look and he slinks back.

      “The dragons,” I explain. “They’re trying to turn the shifters of this town into mercenary slaves. They’re going to be kidnapping everyone’s mates and using them to force the shifters to execute their vile agenda.”

      “Is that true?” Colton asks with a look of horror on his face.

      “Shut up!” Bledsoe snaps. “I’m your alpha! I do the talking!”

      Colton and Rigs both shut their mouths and drop their eyes to the ground as Bledsoe puffs out his wide chest.

      “And you need our help?” Bledsoe asks, clearly loving this.

      Asking my enemy for help is the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I’ll do it for Kennedy. “Yes,” I say as a bad taste fills my mouth. “We need all the help we can get.”

      Bledsoe chuckles. “If we had my way, the dragons would have been defeated a long time ago and we would be ruling this town.”

      “Maybe,” I say, staring back at him. “Or maybe we’d all be dead.”

      “I take it you’re the first crew in line for Vesuvius’ plan,” Bledsoe says with a smirk.

      I take a deep breath and nod. “Yes. He’s going to try to kidnap our mates.”

      Bledsoe lets out a horrified gasp, but then starts laughing. “Why do you think he let me go?”

      Oh no. I’ve been wondering why Vesuvius let Bledsoe go on the street. Now that I’m about to find out, I’m feeling sick about it.

      “Why do you think I showed up at Kennedy’s door after all these years?” he asks with a knowing grin.

      “You’re working with him,” I whisper. How come I didn’t see it before?

      Colton and Rigs glance at each other. They clearly haven’t been filled in on their alpha’s plans.

      “Vesuvius hired me to chase after Kennedy, knowing the sight of my beautiful face would drive her back into your arms,” he explains with a proud look. “He knew that it was only a matter of time before you two bonded and then he could use her to control you.”

      He turns to the other women and sneers. “Like he’s going to use all of these whores to control their pathetic men.”

      “Watch your mouth,” Lachlan hisses.

      Bledsoe is loving this. “For playing along with the dragon’s little game, I get to have my own crew on this lovely ranch.” He’s smiling as he opens his arms and looks around at our land, which he thinks will soon be his.

      “We’re not going down without a fight,” I warn. “You’re three against six and we have the famous Kneecap on our side.”

      “And me,” Tito says, stepping forward.

      “Right,” I say, motioning to him with my head. “And we have the cock kisser over here.”

      “That was only one time!” Tito complains.

      “You may have a bunch of grizzlies,” Bledsoe says with a dark smile on his face. “But I have an ace up my sleeve.”

      He puts two fingers into his mouth and lets out a shrieking whistle.

      Out of the darkness, a huge orange dragon appears in the sky.

      We let out a collective gasp as Vesuvius’ dragon soars over the trees and lands beside Bledsoe and the boys.

      The monstrous dragon towers over them. His head is the size of my pickup truck and his teeth look like they can pierce even Kneecap’s unbreakable body.

      We all take a step back and gulp as we stare up at it. I was worried we’d be outmatched with the shifters from Colwood and the shifters of Redemption Creek by our side. Now, we’re totally fucked.

      Bledsoe grins as he watches me. “Looks like the odds just evened up a bit.”
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      I’m your mate. I could die happy tonight knowing that.

      When I had said that earlier in Max’s cabin, I didn’t think it would be a possibility, but as I stare up at the horrifying orange dragon standing next to the grizzly bear shifters who are trying to kill me, I see that it’s not only a possibility, it’s pretty bloody likely.

      The dragon starts to tremble and shake, and then starts shrinking before our terrified eyes. With a rip, he changes into his human form.

      Vesuvius glares at me with his glowing orange eyes. I’m terrified as I stare back until Maximus steps in front of me, protecting me from the dragon shifter’s horrible gaze.

      “No one has to get hurt,” Vesuvius says with a calm voice. “But the women are coming with me.”

      “Someone is going to get hurt alright,” Kneecap says, grinding his fist into his palm. “Someone is going to get hurt real bad.”

      I’m huddled by the women behind the wall of our protective men. It’s funny, but I don’t regret coming back here anymore. Even if I die tonight, it will all be worth it.

      Still, I’d really like not to die.

      “The women are staying with us,” Maximus says in a voice that’s thick with authority. “We know your plan with General Hunt and I’m telling you that it’s not going to happen. The Grisly Grizzlies and the shifters of Redemption Creek are free men. We will be as long as I’m alive.”

      “Then I guess I’ll have to remedy that,” Vesuvius says with a grin. Kneecap doesn’t like that answer and steps forward with a growl.

      “You’re trying to turn your own kind into slaves,” Max says. I can hear the disgust in his voice. “Why would you ever do that? You’re already rich and powerful.”

      Vesuvius runs his hand through his hair as he watches Maximus. “Not powerful enough. Not yet.”

      I shudder to think of this dragon shifter being any more powerful than he already is. He has an enormous dragon lurking inside him. What can be more powerful than that?

      “The military has promised to carve me out a nice chunk of the state if I cooperate with their little program,” he says with a dark grin. “It will be mine to rule in any way that I want.”

      “So, that’s what you want?” Maximus says, shaking his head. “This town isn’t big enough for you so you sell out your own kind?”

      “I have to share this town with my brothers,” he says, looking pissed. “This new place will be all mine. A little slice of hell on earth.”

      “I’m done listening to this bullshit,” Kneecap hisses. He turns to Max with a pleading look on his face, and Max nods.

      I step back as Kneecap flexes his massive arms and runs forward. Vesuvius jumps back when he sees Redemption Creek’s toughest shifter charging at him and quickly phases back into his dragon.

      The huge orange dragon explodes out of him and opens its big jaws as Kneecap approaches.

      “No!” I gasp when I see the flames mushrooming in the back of the dragon’s throat.

      With a whoosh the flames shoot out of his mouth, swallowing Kneecap entirely. My stomach hardens as Nora lets out the most horrifying scream.

      Tears are pouring out of her eyes and it takes all of Caleb’s strength to hold her back from running to the father of her baby who is being burnt alive.

      The whole dark ranch lights up under the intense flames that are shooting out of Vesuvius’ mouth like a flamethrower. They don’t stop. Why won’t they stop?

      We’re all watching in horror as the heat burns our skin, even from all the way over here.

      Finally, the flames subside as the dragon closes his smoking mouth. Kneecap is standing in front of him, growling. His skin is black and melting off his body in some places. Where it’s not hanging off, it’s bubbling and cracked.

      I’m expecting him to collapse dead at any second, but instead, he grunts out a laugh. “That all you got, big boy?”

      The shocked dragon opens his mouth to give him another fire bath, but Kneecap lunges on him and wraps his big arm around the dragon’s mouth, holding it closed as he starts pummeling his head with hard elbows.

      The wall of muscled men in front of us rush forward to join in the fight. The twins and Caleb run to the dragon and jump on him as Kneecap makes him pay for showing up.

      I watch in horror as Vesuvius swings his massive tail and slams it into Tito’s stomach. The poor guy goes flying all the way into the pickup truck, crashing into it with a loud thud. When he falls to the ground, the door is smashed in.

      Caleb jumps on the dragon’s back but he shakes him off, sending Caleb flying backward. When he gets up he phases into his angry grizzly bear and charges back at him.

      There’s so much chaos going on that I don’t know where to look. I turn back to Maximus who is approaching Bledsoe with Lachlan by his side.

      “Get the girls!” Bledsoe screams to Colton and Rigs as he points right at us.

      The two bear shifters shoot each other a reluctant look and then turn back to us. I squeeze my hands into fists and hold them up, daring them to come.

      I don’t think I’ll be able to put up much of a fight, but at least I’ll go down swinging. It seems the four girls by my side are on the same page because all four of them are doing the same thing.

      “Get them!” Bledsoe screams again when they don’t move. He’s glaring right at Maximus who starts running at him. “This one is mine!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Maximus

      

      

      

      My grizzly bear growls as I charge at Bledsoe. He’s fighting to get out, snarling and furious that I’m keeping him caged in.

      Sorry, Grizz. This fucker is all mine.

      I’ve been waiting so long for this moment. The anger and hate and fury of six years is boiling over into a violent rage that I’m going to unleash on my former number two.

      I throw a vicious right hook as I arrive, aiming right for Bledsoe’s jaw. He ducks out of the way, but I quickly pivot and launch a flying knee that hits him square in the face.

      “Oomf,” he grunts as he grabs my body and tackles me down.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Lachlan collide into Colton, bringing him down. Rigs jumps on Lachlan’s back and that’s all I see before Bledsoe lands one of his own hard punches onto my face. My eyes squeeze shut as pain shoots through my brain like lightning.

      We’re both fighting all out, kicking and punching, wrestling and trying to out-maneuver each other. We were always a close match, and I always the upper hand, but only slightly.

      That was six years ago, and now as he throws me down, I can tell that I’ve gotten a little soft. The safe cushy town and weekly hot dog dinners haven’t done much for my killer’s edge. Bledsoe on the other hand has gotten faster, stronger. He’s still been living the rough outlaw lifestyle. His moves are fast, his instincts sharp.

      But where I’m lacking in physicality, I more than make up in heart. I’m fighting for my mate and that makes all the difference.

      I failed to protect Kennedy once, and that’s not going to happen again.

      Bledsoe lands a swift kick in my stomach, but I catch his foot and twist his leg until he falls to the ground. I leap on top of him, landing three quick punches before he covers up.

      Lachlan has his hands full with Rigs and Colton. Whenever he has one of them on the ropes, the other jumps on his back, taking away his upper hand.

      I steal a quick look at the boys in between punches and see Ronin flying through the air. He lands on Caleb’s cabin and disappears as he crashes through the roof, leaving a huge hole behind him.

      The boys would be burnt toast if it weren’t for Kneecap who’s still holding the enormous dragon’s mouth shut as he pummels him over and over again with his meaty fist and hard elbow. His burned skin is starting to heal, but there are still huge patches hanging off him. I can see his red muscle fibers on his left arm. They move and tighten as he holds onto Vesuvius.

      “I don’t know why you’re so pissed,” Bledsoe hisses as he grabs my arm and pivots away from me. We’re wrestling on the ground, both fighting to gain a better position. “Your girl looks better with the scars. They’re hiding her ugly ass face.”

      A surge of adrenaline rips through me and I lunge onto him, taking him down. I straddle his chest and posture up as my bear rages inside, begging me for a turn.

      Bledsoe grunts and grimaces, trying to move, but I hold him in place. “That’s my mate you’re talking about.”

      He opens his mouth to make a comment so I slam my fist into his face. Over and over again.

      “Max,” Lachlan grunts as Bledsoe finally goes limp.

      I whip my head up just in time to see Rigs and Colton taking him down. He’s outmatched now, and he needs my help.

      I slam my fist into Bledsoe’s face one more time before leaping off him and tackling Colton off my friend. He fights back, but I’m way stronger. He’s a piece of cake after just fighting Bledsoe.

      I grab him around the neck and then—

      Blackness.

      The strength just empties out of my legs and I drop to the ground with my head pounding and white spots dancing in front of my eyes. I try to catch myself as I fall, but my arms aren’t listening to my brain and I collapse onto the ground. My momentum rolls me over and I look up through my daze and see Bledsoe standing over me. He’s holding a huge rock with my blood splattered on it.

      “Night, night,” he says with a grin as he lifts the rock over his head, ready to hit me with a fatal blow. “And don’t worry. I’ll take good care of your girl.”

      I try to move, but I can’t. He really cracked me good and my body seems to have temporarily shut down.

      Bledsoe’s face tightens as he’s about to slam the huge rock down onto my head, but someone tackles him just in time. The rock falls harmlessly to the ground as the two bodies fly backward.

      I manage to push up to an elbow and am shocked to see Rigs on the ground, fighting with his alpha. Colton pushes Lachlan to the side and rushes over, joining in.

      I’m not sure if he knocked a few screws loose in my brain but it looks like Rigs and Colton managed to pin Bledsoe down.

      Strong arms wrap around me and lift me to my wobbly feet. It’s Lachlan.

      “Is it true, Maximus?” Rigs asks. He’s breathing heavy with a fierce look in his eye. “Is he selling out shifters into slavery?”

      Colton shakes his head as he holds his alpha’s arm. “I won’t be a part of that.”

      The fogginess in my head clears and my legs find their strength again. I step in front of Bledsoe and he tries to kick me. Lachlan leaps down on him, holding his legs together.

      Between Rigs and Colton each holding an arm and Lachlan holding his legs, Bledsoe can’t move.

      “You have so much to answer for,” I say as I walk up to him.

      “I don’t have to answer to you,” he hisses. “You’re not my alpha anymore. I’m the alpha of my own crew now.”

      “Your crew has turned on you,” I say, glancing at Rigs who’s struggling to hold Bledsoe’s tattooed arm. “You have nothing.”

      This guy has ruined enough of the earth’s oxygen with his polluted breath. As long as he’s alive, Kennedy is in danger, so it’s time to end him.

      The boys hold on tight as I wrap my arm around his head.

      Bledsoe sneers at me. “I hope you think of me every time you look at those scars. I hope you’ll see my face laughing at you.”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “I’m starting over after tonight. A beautiful future with me and my mate, and you’ll be rotting in the ground, never to be thought of again.”

      “You won’t—”

      I squeeze my arm around his neck and yank his head as hard as I can until it rips off his body.

      “Oh, gross!” Colton shouts as blood splatters all over him. They drop the headless body onto the ground as I watch Bledsoe’s eyes go dull.

      “That was for Skin and for hurting my girl,” I whisper under my breath.

      I toss his head onto the ground and turn to the next fight. This time, Rigs and Colton are by our side as me and Lachlan run to join our crew.

      Vesuvius sees four bear shifters running to join the fight and seems to think that this is a good time to call it a night.

      He thrashes around wildly sending Tito, Ronin, and Caleb flying off his body. Only Kneecap remains, still holding his mouth shut as Vesuvius flings his head from side to side. This guy will always be this town’s toughest shifter. I don’t care what anyone says.

      But even the toughest shifter can only do so much against a full grown dragon. Vesuvius raises his head and slams Kneecap into the ground hard. He does it again and again with a speed that has me gasping.

      “No,” I whisper as I run as hard as I can. Kneecap’s grip is slipping and he’s barely holding on.

      Vesuvius seems to sense it as well and he whips his head back, sending Kneecap sailing through the air behind him. He lands somewhere in the distance with a crash.

      Caleb, Tito, and Ronin join our side and suddenly Vesuvius doesn’t look so confident as he faces seven grizzly bear shifters.

      He lets out a chirping roar as he bucks up onto his hind legs and spreads out his huge orange wings, ready to take off.

      I rush forward with the boys following me, but Vesuvius holds us back with a wall of flames. He spews the fire out of his mouth until we’re forced to back up and let him escape.

      With a screeching chirp, he flaps his giant wings and pushes off the ground.

      “Fuck,” I grumble in defeat as he starts to fly. He’s going to get away and there’s nothing we can do about it.

      He flies as high as the trees when something jerks him back down. It’s then that I see Kneecap holding onto his tail. His enormous feet are getting dragged deep through the dirt as he holds on with both hands.

      Vesuvius panics and starts to flap his wings even harder, but he still can’t move.

      With a savage grunt, Kneecap twists his body and yanks the dragon down. Vesuvius slams into the ground so hard that I feel it shake under my feet.

      We move immediately, swarming on the dragon shifter with all of the strength we have left. The twins and Caleb jump on the dragon’s mouth, holding it closed as Rigs and Colton each pin a wing to the ground. Kneecap holds his tail as Lachlan holds his back legs together.

      I run to the pickup truck and grab a thick chain that’s in the back. I run back with it and wrap it around the dragon’s thick neck, tightening it like a noose.

      His orange eyes widen as I grab it and give it a yank.

      Suddenly, his body starts to shake and shrink. Everybody rushes forward as he turns back into his human form.

      This time it’s easier to hold him down. There’s at least one bear shifter on each of his limbs and Kneecap is holding him in a headlock. He’s not going anywhere.

      “Your days of tormenting the citizens of this town are over,” I say as I wrap the chain around his neck. “No shifter will be in slavery as long as I’m alive.”

      “That’s what you think,” he says with a grin as he glares at me. “They’re coming with or without me. They’ll get all of you, and those whores of yours.”

      As soon as I hear that word I start pulling. I pull and don’t stop until his skin turns blue and his eyes roll into the back of his head.

      The boys only let go long after they’re sure he’s dead. His body drops to the ground and he doesn’t move.

      We’re all breathing heavily as we finally manage to take a second of rest. Only Kneecap looks like he’s ready for more.

      He pounds his huge fist into his meaty hand as he turns to Rigs and Colton.

      “Now it’s time for dessert.”

      Rigs and Colton gulp as he lunges at them.
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      “Kneecap!” I shout as the big man rushes at our old friends. “Stop! That’s an order!”

      Kneecap skids to a stop right in front of a terrified-looking Rigs and Colton. They just saw what he did to that dragon, and they both know they don’t stand a chance against Redemption Creek’s toughest shifter. That’s why they both shoot me a look of thanks.

      “Come on, boss,” Kneecap whines. “We’ve been waiting for years to pay back these guys.”

      Rigs gulps as he stares up at his old crew mate.

      “They lived with Bledsoe for six years,” I say with a shake of my head. “I think that’s payment enough.”

      “Thanks, Maximus,” Rigs says, looking ashamed as he meets my eye.

      “I knew there was still some good in you guys,” I say.

      Lachlan laughs. “And I’m glad you picked that moment to bring it back out.”

      I nod. My head would have been a pancake if they hadn’t helped me out.

      “We never should have picked him,” Colton says, shaking his head. “That was a mistake. A big one. And although I don’t appreciate getting stabbed in the freaking collarbone with a knife, I’d like to bury the hatchet with The Grisly Grizzlies. I’m sorry, Max.”

      “I’m sorry too,” I say, letting it all go. The anger, the hurt, the bad feelings. It all just fades away. It’s time to start over. “If I was a better alpha, you would have stayed with me.”

      “We were all young and stupid,” Rigs says. “We all could have been a little bit better.”

      I hold out my hand and Rigs shakes it. “Friends?”

      “Friends,” he says, nodding proudly.

      I reach out to Colton next. “Friends?”

      “Are you going to apologize for the knife in the collarbone?” he asks with a grin.

      I shake my head. “Nope.”

      He laughs as he shakes my hand anyway. “That’s okay. It barely hurt.”

      “What are you guys going to do now?” I ask when we’ve all made up.

      Rigs looks around the ranch. “I guess there aren’t an extra two cabins lying around?”

      “Uh uh,” Kneecap says with a fierce glare. “Once you’re out, you’re out.”

      “Fair enough,” Rigs says, dropping his eyes to the ground. “I guess we deserve that. We have a lot to atone for.”

      Colton nods in agreement. “We helped Bledsoe and that no-good dragon even if we didn’t know what they were up to. I think we have to try and reverse some of the damage we’ve done.”

      “Maybe we’ll find that General Hunt and shove his secret program up his ass,” Rigs says.

      Colton grins. “Right after I shove my foot up his ass.”

      “You’ll need a crew for that,” I say. “I hear that Redemption Creek is a good place to set up.”

      “Really?” Rigs says, his face lighting up. “You’d let us stay in the town?”

      “We’re friends, remember?” I say with a grin. “You’re welcome to stay and visit anytime.”

      “What do you say, Colt?” Rigs says as he turns to his buddy. “Want to start our own crew and hunt down some evil generals?”

      Colton grins. “That sounds like fun.”

      “Hold on.” I run over to Kennedy’s car and grab the bag that’s on the passenger’s seat. The money that Vesuvius gave us earlier is in there and I grab it. “Here’s a little something to get started,” I say, handing them the money.

      Colton’s eyes widen when he sees what’s in the bag. “Seriously, Max?”

      “Just make sure you put it to good use.”

      They thank me again and make peace with the boys, all except Kneecap who growls at them when they try to get close.

      “Why would you give them that money?” Caleb asks when they leave. “Have you seen how old our trucks are?”

      “That was dragon money,” I say, glad to be rid of it. “And we’re going to need all of the crews we can get if Vesuvius’ brothers or General Hunt comes looking for vengeance.”

      “What are we going to do if Galeras and Kilauea come flying around?” Tito says, looking unsure. “Kneecap is a dragon killer, but we only have one of him.”

      “We still have the info to blackmail them with,” I say. “But I think Vesuvius was working alone on this one.”

      Lachlan swallows hard. “And if he wasn’t?”

      I take a deep breath and exhale long and hard. “Then we’ll have to hope that the shifters of Redemption Creek are ready for a fight.”

      Kneecap grins as he slams his fist into his palm. The skin on his left arm is still hanging off in sheets. “I’m ready for a fight.”

      “We know, Kneecap,” I say with a laugh. “We know.”
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        * * *

      

      “That’s the end of that,” I mutter as Lachlan tosses the last of the dirt onto Bledsoe’s dead body. We brought what was left of Bledsoe and Vesuvius into the mountains and buried them deep.

      It’s officially over. My enemies are dead, my crew is safe, and most importantly, my mate is back by my side. Well, not exactly by my side. She’s waiting back at the camp for me. I didn’t want her to see Bledsoe any more than she had to.

      When I wake up tomorrow, it will all be behind us and we can officially start our lives over. The pain and darkness are behind us, and all we have now is clear skies ahead.

      “You okay?” Lachlan says as he slaps a hand on my shoulder.

      “For the first time in a long time,” I answer. “I’m glad it’s over, but I still can’t help but feel that I failed him.”

      “Who?” Lachlan asks, jerking his head back. “Bledsoe?”

      Maybe only an alpha would understand. I was Bledsoe’s alpha after all and the buck stopped with me. If he turned bad it was partially my fault.

      “Don’t blame yourself, Max,” he says, shaking his head. “You’re a good alpha. You always have been. Anyone who stuck with me during my dark alcoholic days or who refused to give up on Kneecap and his crazy bear is a good alpha. Some shifters just can’t be led. They’re more wild than civilized. I think Bledsoe was always one of those. You did your best, but the animal inside him won.”

      “Yeah,” I say, finally letting it all go and forgiving myself. For Bledsoe, for Skin, but especially for Kennedy.

      I failed her once, but she needs me and I’m not going to push her aside again. That would be the true failure on my part. It’s time to be a man and to be the shifter she deserves, and that means letting everything go and starting over with the woman I love.

      We check on the boys who are finishing up burying Vesuvius on the other side of the hill. Tito and Ronin are acting out the fight, telling an unimpressed Kneecap how they helped defeat the dragon shifter.

      “I must have been at a different fight,” he says with a frown. “All I saw was you two constantly flying off. You three were as deadly as fleas on a dog.”

      Caleb laughs. “I’ve always been more of a lover than a fighter.”

      Kneecap grins. “Let’s hope you make love better than you fight or I’ll feel sorry for Abigail.”

      “You guys ready to head back and grab a couple of cold beers?” I ask.

      They all turn and smile when they see me.

      “You buying?” Tito asks with a grin.

      I nod. “Definitely.”
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        * * *

      

      The girls are waiting by the campfire with a cooler full of beer and some hot pizza.

      “We thought you sexy men would be hungry after that big brawl,” Jessie says as she runs up to her man. Lachlan gives her a deep kiss on the mouth.

      “I’m hungry for you,” he growls as he grabs her ass.

      “Pizza first,” she says, handing him a slice. “Then me.”

      He grins as he takes a bite. “Deal.”

      Kennedy rushes over when she sees me and wraps her arms around my neck. My heart does a little flip when I look down into her gorgeous amber eye. She’s so fucking beautiful. I can barely take it.

      I still can’t believe that I’ll wake up with her by my side for the rest of my life.

      “It’s all over?” she asks as she gazes into my eyes.

      I shake my head. “It’s just beginning.”

      She smiles as she steps on her toes and kisses me.

      “I love you,” I say when she pulls away.

      She grins. “I know.”

      Just what I wanted to hear. “Good.”

      She laughs and kisses me once more. “I love you too.”

      My chest rumbles and vibrates as my bear lets out a groan. Kennedy lets out the cutest little laugh. “I love you too, Grizz,” she says as she places a hand on my heart.

      We sit around the campfire and relax with a few beers and everything is right in the world.

      “This sucks,” Nora says with a frown. “I could really use a beer right now.”

      “You’re pregnant with Kneecap’s child,” Lachlan says with a laugh. “Your kid can handle a beer.”

      “As a fetus?” Nora says, looking unsure.

      “I bet your fetus could beat Caleb in an arm wrestle,” Tito says.

      Caleb laughs. “After what I saw that big guy do tonight with that dragon, he may be right.”

      Ronin laughs. “Your kid will probably be doing keg stands when they’re a toddler.”

      Kneecap grins proudly as he listens. He’s going to make a great father and I can’t wait to see it.

      When the cooler is empty and the fire has died down, we all get up and head to bed.

      I don’t know about the others, but fighting always makes me horny and I can’t wait to get my girl in between the sheets. And from the look on Kennedy’s sexy face, she seems to be feeling the same way.

      “Let’s go to bed,” I whisper, grabbing her hand. “And remember, if you want to be in this crew, you have to obey the alpha. Every. Word.”

      She licks her lips and grins. “I think I’m going to like being in this crew.”

      “You sure will,” I say, smacking her ass. “I’ll make sure of that.”

      After the goodnights, everyone heads to their cabins. We’re kissing in the living room when I hear a door slam back open.

      “What the fuck happened to my roof?” Caleb shouts.

      I laugh when I remember seeing Ronin flying through it.

      “My bad!” Ronin yells from his cabin.

      “Still going to like living here?” I ask Kennedy with a grin on my face.

      She grabs my shirt and pulls me into the room.

      The look in her eye says yes.
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        Two months later…

      

      

      

      I pull my hair back into a ponytail and step outside into the cool fall air. The leaves crunch under my feet as the crisp mountain air tickles my face. I take a deep breath and look around at all of the vibrant colors around me. Montana is absolutely spectacular this time of year.

      It’s late afternoon and Maximus is hanging out in the outdoor kitchen with the boys. We spent the day riding around on horses and I just came back to take a hot shower.

      A smile creeps across my face when I see him tasting the spaghetti sauce with a frown on his face. Lachlan frowns back as he says something to his alpha. Maximus hands him the spoon and shakes his head.

      I can’t help but laugh. These are the biggest problems around here lately. Fights about cooking and recipes.

      The two remaining dragons haven’t popped up or bothered us since that night when Maximus took Vesuvius’ life. Maximus says that they probably don’t know or don’t care that we were the ones to do it. Maybe they discovered his plans with the military and figured they were the ones who knocked him off.

      Either way, it’s been all good.

      I make my way over to the campfire and spot Nora waddling down the steps of her cabin. She looks like she’s six months pregnant at least.

      “Let me help you,” I say as I rush over. She rolls her eyes as she holds her lower back.

      “This is me after two months,” she says, looking terrified. “If I ever decide to have another of Kneecap’s babies, please shoot me.”

      “Will do,” I say with a laugh. “Do all baby bear shifters grow this big this fast?”

      She shakes her head, looking exhausted. “I don’t know. Probably not.”

      I take a breath of relief. I certainly hope not. Or else I’m in trouble.

      “Redemption Creek’s toughest baby,” she says with a laugh.

      We’re both giggling as I wrap my arm around her and walk with her to where everyone else is hanging out by the kitchen and campfire.

      Seeing everyone lounging around and looking so relaxed and having fun is making my heart swell up. These two months have been the happiest of my life. I’m so happy to be here and not back in Colorado all alone. As much as I hated Bledsoe and everything he did, I’m thankful to him for starting the chain of events that led me back here. Right where I belong.

      Maximus and Lachlan are starting to go at it over the sauce, but he seems to completely forget all about the argument when he sees me. His handsome face lights up and he rushes over with a glass of red wine for me.

      “I’m good,” I say, waving it off. He shrugs and hands it to Caleb who is sitting near him. Caleb grins as he takes a big sip.

      “Get comfortable,” he says as he kisses my cheek. “I’m making my famous spaghetti sauce. At least I’m trying to. Lachlan keeps adding too many hot peppers.”

      “I like it hot,” Lachlan shouts back with a frown on his face.

      Maximus smiles. “I might have to pull the alpha card on this one.”

      “No alpha card when it comes to cooking,” Lachlan says back to him.

      I sit in the empty chair between Jessie and Zoe who are both like sisters to me now. The kiss that Maximus gave me is still tingling on my face and I reach up and touch it, wanting it to stay forever. I feel my scars and smile.

      I hardly ever think about them anymore. It’s a part of me and it’s a part of the crew’s history, and I wear them with pride.

      I’m no longer self-conscious about them, and I definitely don’t let them get in the way of my happiness. Maximus loves me with or without them and that’s all I need to know.

      I’m telling Zoe all about my new job at the bookstore in town when Lachlan calls us for dinner. “Dinner is ready,” he says with a frown. “If you can call it that.”

      “Nobody wants their mouths on fire,” Maximus says. “Right?”

      “I’ve had enough fire for one lifetime,” Kneecap grunts as he finishes his beer. I glance at the skin on his arm, amazed that it’s back to normal. I can still vividly remember it hanging off in chunks and am still shocked that it healed completely.

      These grizzly bear shifters never stop surprising me. I’m not sure if they ever will.

      Maximus sits at the head of the table and I sit to his right where I always am. He’s still bickering with Lachlan who sits on his other side. It’s all in good fun. Once the food is gone, they’ll be back to being best friends.

      “What should we toast tonight?” Maximus says, holding his glass of wine up. “The beautiful autumn weather? Amazing friends? The way too hot food?”

      “It’s not hot enough,” Lachlan grunts.

      “Let’s toast to my band getting a gig tomorrow night,” Caleb says with a smile.

      Tito drops his head with a grunt. “Let’s toast to all of the lucky deaf people in the world.”

      “I have something,” I say with a hint of nerves. Everyone turns to me as I stand up. “I want to make a toast to my new family who I absolutely adore.” I smile at each one of them and they all smile back. Even Kneecap. “But I think we’ll save that toast for another night. Tonight I want to toast my favorite person in the world.” Maximus starts to blush as I turn to him. “I want to toast the man who turned my life around from one of sadness and loneliness to one of untold blessings and unconditional love. I want to toast my lover, my best friend, my mate, and the father of my child.”

      It takes Maximus a second for it to dawn on him, but when it does, he leaps out of his chair, sending it flying backward. “Your what?!?”

      My hands slide over my belly as tears come to my eyes. “It’s true,” I say, nodding to the man who’s everything to me. “I’m pregnant.”

      He stares at me with pure adoration and gratitude in his wet eyes as the tears start flowing down his cheeks. “I’m going to be a father?”

      I can barely talk as the emotions take over, so I just nod. Maximus drops to his knees, grabs my hips, and kisses my belly.

      I sniffle, about to say something, but Max takes the words out of my mouth before I can say them. “I love you,” he says as he looks up at me.

      “I love you t—”

      I’m not able to finish my sentence due to a ton of bodies suddenly swarming us in a group hug. I’m getting squeezed and crushed and squished, but it doesn’t feel painful. It feels like home, and I’m loving every second of it.
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