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      Ryder and his crew have a job. Capture a wild polar bear shifter and get a cool two million dollars that they desperately need to save the family ranch. But when a rival bounty hunter comes crashing into his life, he realizes the job is going to be anything but easy.

      

      Tempest is about to catch her first target as a bounty hunter, that is until a frustrating man named Ryder tries to steal him from her. During their argument, Ryder handcuffs his wrist to hers, and the bad guy gets away. Unfortunately for them both, Tempest doesn’t have the key…

      

      The two enemies are handcuffed together for days and Ryder and Tempest are both about to find out that living with one another is going to be harder than capturing the baddest of bad guys.

      

      Check out the hilarious action-packed start of a brand new series by Kim Fox!
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      Ryder and the boys fell quiet as Grant walked out of the cabin with the accountant. Their alpha looked more frightened than the time he got ambushed by four dragon shifters. It made sense to Ryder. Only Grant’s life was on the line with the dragon shifters.

      But with the accountant, there were more important things at risk.

      “That doesn’t look good,” Logan muttered. He was lazily strumming his guitar while he floated on a huge pink flamingo in their in-ground pool.

      “Nope,” Ryder said as he held his breath, watching his cousin and alpha walk the accountant to his car. “Not good at all.”

      Ryder knew his cousin well, and he could tell by the way that Grant’s normally proud shoulders were curled forward that the business was in bad shape.

      Grant and Ryder’s grandfather had left them the Clayton Rock Bounty Hunters with a mountain of debt that was higher than the real mountains that bordered their Montana ranch.

      Gramps always did like to gamble. He also liked women. And luxury cars. And spending money. And whiskey. And cocaine.

      All expensive hobbies to say the least.

      The accountant drove off and Grant still stood there, staring at the cloud of dust as it swallowed him up. He was still standing there looking like a lost puppy when Ryder jumped out of the pool and hurried over.

      “How bad?”

      Grant squeezed his eyes shut as he ran his hand over his shaved head. “Fucking Gramps,” he said, exhaling hard. “Did he really need twelve luxury cars?”

      Ryder let out a soft laugh as he turned to the parking area beside their dilapidated storefront that nobody ever came too unless they were trying to collect some money. There was a row of old antique cars lined up in various forms of disrepair. Sixty years later and they were still driving them. That’s all they could afford. Well, that and the one pickup truck that looked almost as old.

      “Gramps bought a lot of things that he didn’t need,” Ryder answered. “Too bad he didn’t buy the things that he did need, like some basic lessons in personal finance.”

      “Lucky us,” Grant said with a sigh, “we get to clean it up.”

      Ryder steeled himself. “How bad?”

      “Bad.”

      The two cousins looked at each other for a long moment. They both knew what was at stake.

      The Clayton Rock Ranch had been in their family, the Clayton family, for centuries. It was over two thousand acres of pristine lakes, forests, rivers, mountains, valleys—you name it, it had it.

      It was a family heirloom entrusted to them that was supposed to be passed on to the next hundred or so future generations. They couldn’t be the one to lose it. Their family legacy couldn’t die with them.

      They would both rather die than let that happen.

      Ryder felt the enormous pressure to protect the ranch, but he knew that it was even heavier for Grant. He was the oldest male cousin. He was the one who inherited it and was entrusted to keep it safe and protected for the future Clayton family generations.

      Ryder did not envy him, especially considering he was about to fail the one thing that he was born to do.

      “Let’s go get a drink.” Ryder slid his arm over his cousin’s tight shoulders and walked him back to the pool.

      Logan was still strumming on the guitar as his pink flamingo slowly sailed along the pool, and Mack and Bryce were arm-wrestling over the granite bar.

      It seemed like everything on the ranch was falling apart these days, except their backyard. They had a sick in-ground pool that looked like it was straight out of the Playboy mansion. Grant had spoiled them a few years ago after they had tracked down an outlaw crew of tiger shifters all the way down in Costa Rica and busted them. The reward money was enough to buy the pickup truck and the new pool.

      What started out as a simple overground pool quickly snowballed and they ended up with a huge in-ground pool complete with a gorgeous waterfall that cascaded down the huge rock-wall, a private grotto to swim into, an attached hot tub, a swim-up granite pool bar, a massive tiki hut with flat-screen TVs hung up underneath—all surrounded by lush plants and flowers.

      It was probably the best pool in Montana and people in their financial situation definitely should not have had the best pool in Montana. It seemed that Ryder and Grant were more of their Gramps than they would have liked to admit.

      “Again,” Bryce said after Mack beat him in an arm wrestling match for the thirty-four thousandth time.

      Mack grinned. “You’re not going to beat me, twerp.”

      “One day, I will.” Bryce was only fifteen years old and was a scrawny little punk compared to the powerhouse of the team, a cranky old lion shifter named Mack. But the kid was never lacking in confidence. That was for sure.

      Ryder walked around the bar and poured Grant a beer from the way-too-expensive tap they had installed.

      “Better pour one for everyone,” Grant said as he flopped the folder onto the bar and sat down with a huff.

      Logan used his guitar as a paddle and paddled the pink flamingo over as Ryder poured three more beers.

      “I don’t get one?” Bryce asked, looking insulted.

      Ryder raised an eyebrow at him. “Do you have ID?”

      “I have a badass lion inside of me,” Bryce said, puffing out his scrawny chest. “Does that count?”

      “Only if he’s over twenty-one.”

      Mack laughed as they made their way over. “Put it in a sippy cup for the little twerp.”

      “Grant?” Bryce said, turning to the alpha who had his head in his hands.

      “Just… whatever…” Grant said, looking to beaten down to argue. “Just give the kid a beer.”

      Bryce had a wide grin on his face as Ryder poured him a beer and slid it down the bar. His grin quickly turned into a grimace when he took a sip of the thick ale. It wasn’t for beginners.

      Logan climbed out of the pool and everyone waited for their alpha to speak.

      “It’s not good,” Grant finally said. “The governor is trying to force us out.”

      But Ryder already knew that. The governor of Montana, a sleazy swamp-monster named William Reyes wanted to re-zone their land for a massive real estate project that would destroy the Clayton family heirloom, not to mention would also leave Mr. Reyes a multi-millionaire. He had been throwing everything at them from extra taxes, to fines, to trying to seize parts of it for ‘environmental’ reasons, to suing them and drowning them in litigation fees. He was brutal and relentless in his quest to drive them to bankruptcy.

      If Mr. Reyes ever got his greedy hands on this land it would be chopped up and sold to the highest bidders — condo developers, mining companies, you name it. Within a few years, the lakes would be polluted, the forests chopped down, the mountains hollowed out, and Grant would have failed the one task he was born to do.

      “The governor just added an estate tax to our growing pile of debt,” Grant explained.

      “An estate tax?!?” Ryder said, snapping his head back in shock. “But Gramps died ten years ago!”

      Grant just sighed in defeat as he traced his finger along the rim of his beer. “Reyes really dug into the books for this one. He had to go all the way back to a law passed in 1864 during the Montana gold rush. It hasn’t been enforced in over a hundred and fifty years.”

      “He can’t do that!” Bryce said, slamming his fist onto the bar.

      Grant sighed. “He just did.”

      “We need to make more money,” Ryder said. He was already thinking of ways that he could bring in a few extra bucks. Their business had been so slow for the past six years, ever since the dragons came swooping into town and cleaned up all of the gangs and outlaws. The town was safe and beautiful, but there wasn’t exactly a lot of business for the local bounty hunters to sink their teeth into.

      “I can try to get the boys to play more gigs,” Logan said, glancing at his guitar. He played in a band named Predatone with Caleb from The Grisly Grizzlies and a couple of other shifters from town.

      Ryder knew that his band only got paid enough for beer money, but it was still more than he could bring in at the moment so he kept his mouth shut.

      “I know,” Mack said as he stood up.

      Ryder was already shaking his head. Mack was the muscle of the crew, a huge lion shifter that towered over all of them. But running all of that muscle took a lot of brain power and there wasn’t much left for anything else.

      “We should sell the pool.”

      Logan exhaled long and hard. “Sell the pool?”

      “Yeah,” Mack said, nodding. “It’s pretty much brand new and it cost a fortune.”

      Bryce dropped his head. “Oh, my God,” he mumbled under his breath.

      Ryder turned to his cousin. “Of course our business is going under. This is the kind of genius we have.”

      “People love pools,” Mack said, trying to sell his idea. “It shouldn’t be hard to sell.”

      “Great idea, Mack,” Logan said, playing with him. “Should we include the water?”

      Mack was nodding.

      “Think about it,” Logan said. “How are you going to sell a pool?”

      Mack shrugged. “With money.”

      Logan just shook his head as he stared at the large man in awe. “I swear if you crack his skull open it would be as hollow as a coconut.”

      Mack frowned.

      “How are you going to move it?”

      “Oh,” Mack said as it dawned on him. He scratched his head like a gorilla trying to puzzle something together. “Oh, right.”

      Ryder turned away and looked over at Sloth. Their lazy fat orange cat was stretched out on a lawn chair, sound asleep. Ryder envied him. That cat didn’t have to worry about unpaid bills or unemployment or losing his family home. In fact, Ryder sometimes wondered if that nearly-comatose cat ever once worried about anything in his entire life.

      “We need a job,” Grant said as he stared into his beer. “A big one.”

      Logan had picked up his guitar and was already strumming it again. The guy loved music and always came with a soundtrack. “Where the hell are we supposed to find that?”

      “I don’t know,” Grant said with a deep breath. “But if we find one, it will be a miracle.”

      And lucky for them, a few days later, that miracle came.

      They weren’t even the ones to find it. It was dropped on their lap like a Christmas morning gift.

      Grant was ecstatic. He rushed out of the main cabin, swinging a paper over his head. “Two million dollars!” he shouted. “Two freaking million!”

      “For what?” Ryder asked, worried that his cousin had finally broken down from the stress.

      “We got a new client!” Grant said. Ryder hadn’t seen his cousin smile like that in years. “And he’s offering us two million dollars for a job!”

      Ryder nearly fainted. Two million dollars was enough to pay off the Governor’s bullshit debts and taxes. And maybe enough to get him off their back for good.

      “Who is this mystery client?”

      “He calls himself G.H.,” Grant said. “And all we have to do is track down and capture a polar bear shifter.”

      “A polar bear shifter?” Mack said with a laugh as he walked over. “I could do that with my paws tied behind my back.”

      Grant pulled a paper from his back pocket as Logan and Bryce came rushing over to hear the good news. There was a newspaper article printed on it.

      Eighty-six people dead in small Northern town!

      Ryder cringed as he looked at the photo of the polar bear shifter who did it. He had a fierce look in his eye as he stared at the camera from the side.

      “This shifter went wild and massacred a bunch of people,” Grant said. “His name’s Grease.”

      “Grease?” Bryce said, cocking his head.

      “On account that he sells whale grease in a small whaling town up north,” Grant explained. “Well, at least he did before he went all Jack from The Shining and killed everyone.”

      Mack started cracking his knuckles. “You guys chill by the pool. I’ll go solo on this one.”

      “No,” Grant snapped. “Everything is on the line with this one. We all go together.”

      Bryce perked up. “Even me?”

      Grant turned to him, considering it.

      “No,” Mack snapped, viciously shaking his head. “Too dangerous. You break your cherry on a chipmunk shifter, not a polar bear shifter who killed eighty-six people.”

      As much as Mack pretended to be annoyed by the ‘little twerp,’ he was very protective of Bryce. After nearly killing him when they first met, he had taken him under his wing and taught him everything he knew, which admittedly wasn’t much. Ryder had never seen Mack get attached to anything before, and he could tell that Bryce was becoming like a son to the big cat.

      And Bryce was just as attached to Mack. He followed him everywhere. Of course, Mack always pretended like it annoyed him, but Ryder could tell he loved having the kid around. He wasn’t nearly as grumpy when Bryce was by his side.

      “Please, Grant,” Bryce said, giving him puppy dog eyes.

      Grant watched him for a long moment. “You stay near Mack.”

      “Yes!” Bryce said, pumping his fist.

      “You don’t engage,” Grant said in a firm voice. “You watch and you learn. This is not training anymore. This is serious and although this shifter shouldn’t be a problem with the four of us, you never know.”

      Bryce started doing a happy dance.

      “I’m serious, Simba,” Grant snapped, grabbing his attention. “You don’t leave Mufasa’s side.”

      Mack dropped a heavy arm around the kid, nearly crumpling him. “And you keep that crazy kitty locked up tight or I’ll grab him by the tail and beat the polar bear with him.”

      Bryce was laughing but Ryder wasn’t sure if Mack was kidding or not. He’d seen Mack do crazier things than that before.

      “This is serious,” Grant said. “We can’t afford to lose this money, but more importantly than that, we have to get this mad shifter off the streets. Not only did he murder eighty-six people—women and children too—he burned down the factories and nearly set the whole town on fire.”

      Ryder flexed his tattooed arms. His lion snapped to attention inside, grumbling as Ryder amped himself up for a fight.

      It had been too long since they had been on a job like this. The adrenaline started flowing and he got excited.

      They broke down their plan and got ready to go. Their new client, G.H., had told them where they could find the bear shifter.

      “Mount up!” Grant said when they all knew what to do.

      They walked with a brisk pace past the pool to the pickup truck.

      “You coming, Sloth?” Logan asked the plump cat who was stretching on the pool chair as they walked by. He opened his eyes for half a second and then shut them, snoring almost immediately.

      “I guess that answers that,” Ryder said with a laugh.

      “We have more than enough men,” Bryce said, nodding confidently.

      They all silently agreed.

      Although in a few hours, they’d be changing their minds.
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      “He should be in there,” Grant said as they pulled up to the abandoned factory. It had been an hour drive and Ryder was thrilled to get out of the pickup truck. Being squished between two amped up lion shifters wasn’t the best way to spend an hour.

      They poured out of the truck and gathered by the front door. “Shouldn’t we have some guns or something?” Bryce asked. The confidence that he exuded by the pool was suddenly replaced with a shaking fearfulness.

      “We have our weapons in here,” Mack said, tapping the kid’s chest. “Guns are for pussies.”

      Ryder felt his own weapon stirring within. His lion was ready to go. The poor cat hadn’t been out in a long time—Ryder hadn’t had anyone to unleash him on in a while.

      “You’ll get a turn,” he whispered to him as he cracked his tattooed knuckles. “But I’m going first.”

      Grant raised his nose and sniffed the air long and hard. His amber eyes lit up when he caught a whiff of something.

      “Follow me,” he whispered and then snuck inside.

      The dank smell of rust and stale urine hit Ryder’s nose as he crept inside the old factory. His eyes took a second to adjust to the darkness and when they did, he could see that it was a vast, empty space. He looked up at the high metal beams on the ceiling that were coated in decade-old bird shit and then at the faded graffiti along the crumbling brick walls. There was some old rusted equipment on the right, but it didn’t look like it could make anything except dust.

      It was silent inside, except for the steady drip, drip, drip of some water dripping in from the hole in the roof. And of course, for Bryce’s sloppy walking. He was shuffling his feet like an amateur.

      Ryder lifted his nose and inhaled, trying to get a whiff of the bear. Instead, he got a faint whiff of something else… vanilla and lavender maybe? He looked around, trying to find the source of it when Grant dropped a hand on his shoulder.

      “He’s behind there,” he said, motioning to a big piece of machinery with his eyes. Ryder didn’t know how the alpha knew that. Grant always seemed to have the best senses. He always heard and saw things a few seconds before everyone else.

      Ryder narrowed his eyes on the spot and they all spread out as they quietly walked forward. The tension was thick. There was a lot laying on this.

      Bryce didn’t have to be told to stay near Mack. He was practically up the big shifter’s ass, he was walking so close as he watched with a fearful look in his eye.

      They walked around the machine and Ryder spotted him immediately. The polar bear shifter was sitting on the ground crosslegged in his human form. His big head was lowered as he stared at the picture of a young girl that he had cradled in his hands.

      He stank and looked like he had seen better days. He hadn’t shaved or bathed in a while and his hair and clothes were filthy.

      Ryder’s lion tightened inside, ready to pounce at a moment’s notice.

      The polar bear shifter never looked up. He just kept staring at the picture of the little girl with a sad face.

      Ryder wondered if it was one of the people he killed and gritted his teeth together.

      “Grease,” Grant said in a firm voice.

      The shifter still didn’t look up.

      “Grease, we’re here to take you in.”

      “You should leave,” he whispered. It was so low that Ryder had to lean in to hear.

      “Your bear killed a lot of people,” Grant continued. “It can’t be on the street anymore.”

      “It wasn’t my bear,” he said.

      Ryder flexed his arms. They had all secretly hoped that it was his bear. A wild murderous bear that couldn’t be tamed was always easier to deal with then a murderous human.

      “Enough of this,” Mack said with an impatient grunt. He rolled up his sleeves and stomped forward. “You’re coming with us!”

      He slapped a large palm onto Grease’s arm and the polar bear shifter reacted so fast that Ryder couldn’t register what was happening until Mack was flying through the air and crashing into the brick wall across the factory.

      “Get him!” Grant shouted.

      A lion exploded out of Logan as Grant and Ryder rushed forward. Grease quickly tucked the picture of the girl into his front pocket and leapt to his feet.

      He was so fast. He ducked under Grant’s punch and crumpled him to the floor with a hard roundhouse to the ribs. Ryder could hear the bones cracking as Grant fell to a knee.

      Logan’s lion was running up behind Ryder so he dropped to his hands and knees for their move that worked every time.

      The lion’s heavy paws slammed onto Ryder’s back and then pushed off, sending Logan’s lion flying through the air. He was all claws and teeth as he sailed at the killer.

      It worked every time. Except this one.

      Grease shot his arm out and snatched the lion’s neck in his big hand. He turned his body, using the lion’s momentum against him and slammed him into the concrete floor.

      As Logan’s eyes rolled in the back of his head, Ryder leapt up and jumped on the big man just as Grant recovered and joined him. The two cousins fought together—punching, kicking, and wrestling the much, much stronger man. How the hell is he so strong?

      Grease brushed off any punch they landed and yanked himself out of any hold they got on him. The two cousins had been fighting together for years and had the grace and choreography of tango dancers, but none of that was showing now. They were struggling and we’re about to get their asses kicked.

      Bryce’s lion jumped in out of nowhere, snarling and gnashing his teeth. He was gone just as quickly as he came, sailing through the air like a broken piñata.

      Ryder was doing everything he could to avoid those heavy mitts, but when he stepped on the tail of Logan’s lion, he slipped, and those thunderous knuckles connected.

      Pain shot through his head as Grease’s fist slammed into his face. His legs buckled and he fell back, his ass landing hard on the damp concrete. He looked up through watery eyes and saw Grant getting the same treatment. Two shots to the face and his alpha fell as well.

      Grease’s huge body started shaking, and then in front of Ryder’s horrified eyes, a huge, mutant-like polar bear exploded out of him. His white fur was gone in patches, which showed off his pink skin and freakishly grotesque muscles.

      “Oh my god,” Ryder gasped as he looked up at him. This wasn’t normal. This wasn’t like any polar bear shifter that he had ever seen before. He was a monster.

      Now it all made sense. Two million dollars for one shifter. They’d be lucky to walk out of here with their lives, let alone the two million dollars.

      The bear huffed out a breath, opened its huge jaws and let out a roar that Ryder felt vibrating in his bones. When it stopped, another roar took its place.

      Mack’s crazy lion was sprinting across the factory floor, snarling and growling in anger. He leapt into the air and landed with a smack on the polar bear’s back. The bear snarled in anger and pain as the lion dug his thick claws into his shoulders, holding himself in place.

      Grant and Ryder both jumped up and rushed to help. But the look in the bear’s eye had them sliding to a stop. His jaw snapped shut and tightened as he flexed his body that had the lion still clinging on.

      A shlang filled the air and Mack’s eyes widened. His face lost all its ferocity and his body went limp. He slowly slipped off and then fell to the ground as the bear shrugged him off.

      “What the hell is that?” Ryder couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Six long spikes were sticking out of the polar bear’s back, trailing along his spine. They were about a foot long each and covered in Mack’s blood.

      Grease tightened once again and the spikes disappeared with a shlunk.

      “Retractable spikes,” Grant said, almost to himself. “He’s been experimented on.”

      The polar bear wasn’t in the mood to explain. He gathered his clothes into his mouth and sprinted away.

      Ryder watched in shock as the bear dashed away. Not only was this guy big and strong, he was also incredibly fast.

      Grant ran over to check on Mack who was bleeding pretty heavily. Logan was only now waking up and who knew where Bryce was? Probably halfway to the moon by now.

      Ryder knew what was on the line. This murderous freak of a teddy bear was the only thing that could save his family’s ranch. He had to get that two million dollars. Grease looked unbeatable, but Ryder had to try.

      He sprinted after him through the old factory, slamming his feet onto the wet concrete floor.

      His inner lion was raging and begging to be released. It was true that his animal was faster, but he couldn’t let him out. If this guy had shaken off Mack and Logan’s lion like they were pesky fleas, then Ryder’s luck wouldn’t be that much better. Beating this guy would require brains, not brawn.

      Ryder pushed a little harder when he saw Grease escape through a hole in the wall up ahead. He followed him out and watched as the bear shifter turned back into his human form, quickly got dressed, and then raced up the rickety fire escape.

      Ryder followed, chasing him up until his legs were burning and his lungs were on fire. The deadly killer disappeared onto the roof and Ryder followed him.

      His heart was pounding as adrenaline surged through his veins as he jumped up and pulled himself onto the roof.

      “Wha—”

      He couldn’t believe what he was witnessing.

      Grease was frozen in the air. His feet were off the ground and his face was twisted up in a look of shock and horror. A woman was on the roof, pointing a red stick at him.

      Her wide blue eyes darted to Ryder and she took a step back, looking at him with unease.

      Ryder’s mind raced as he tried to piece it all together. Who was this girl with the long brown hair flowing in the wind? What the hell kind of weapon was she holding that could do that to this killer bear? What the hell was he supposed to do now and why couldn’t he stop staring at her?

      “Get back,” she warned as she took another step away from him.

      “I’m just trying to help,” Ryder said as he slowly raised his hands in the air. “This is a very bad guy, and I want to take him back to jail.”

      “That’s what I’m doing,” she said.

      “You’re a bounty hunter?” Ryder asked. This gorgeous girl with the ripped up jeans, Mumford and Sons t-shirt, and beautiful thick brown eyebrows didn’t look like a bounty hunter. She smelled like vanilla and lavender for fuck’s sake! Bounty Hunters don’t smell delicious. They smell like sweat and gunpowder and blood and manliness.

      “Yeah,” she said, tilting her head to the side. “You are too?”

      Ryder nodded.

      “He’s mine,” she said, walking closer to him. “I got him first.”

      “You don’t understand,” Ryder said, feeling his pulse start to race. He was going to lose this guy to a girl? The boys would never let him live this down. “You have to let me take him.”

      “I don’t have to do anything,” she snapped back. “I’ve been following this guy for two weeks.”

      Grease was still suspended a foot off the ground. The only thing moving on his body was his panicked eyes that were slowly moving from side to side.

      Ryder’s body tensed as he stepped forward. “I’m taking him.”

      The girl stepped up beside Grease and reached behind her back. She unhooked a pair of handcuffs and locked her wrist to Grease’s. “I told you. He’s mine.”

      Ryder huffed out a breath as he walked over to her.

      “Stay back,” she warned, but she had only one of those red sticks and it was already pointed at Grease.

      “I told you,” Ryder grunted. “I’m bringing him, even if I have to bring you in with him.”

      Ryder grabbed the second pair of cuffs from her belt and locked his tattooed wrist to hers with a click.

      Her mouth dropped open in shock. The three of them were now handcuffed together.

      “I can’t believe you just did that!”

      “I always get my mark,” Ryder said with a snarl.

      Her bushy eyebrows squished together as she narrowed her eyes at him with a vicious glare. She was stuck between two deadly shifters, but she didn’t look scared.

      She looked pissed.

      “You have no idea what you just did.”

      Ryder scoffed. “What, did I ruin your little plan?”

      He was loving this—watching her getting all worked up. The handcuffs weren’t as permanent as she thought they were. Ryder knew he could break the chain if he had to.

      But first, he had to get Grease under control, which meant, getting that red weapon in her hand.

      “Give me the stun gun or stun stick or whatever that thing is,” he said, holding his hand out for it.

      She jerked it away. “No.”

      Grease was watching all of this with wide eyes, still frozen in the air.

      Ryder tried to grab it, but she jerked it out of his reach. While she moved it, Grease’s arm was free for a split second.

      “Give it to me,” he demanded. “I’m not going to tell you again.”

      “Stop it!” she shouted as he tried to grab it again. She moved it out of his reach and slapped him. His own hand flew up and struck him after hers did thanks to the handcuffs.

      Now he was really pissed.

      He wasn’t about to lose his mark, his pride, or the family ranch over this stubborn girl.

      “No!” she shouted, swearing at him as he jumped on her arm, trying to grab the red stick. They fought and wrestled, but she hung on. The girl was stronger than he expected and faster too. She was much stronger than a human, but she smelled like one. She definitely wasn’t a shifter. Ryder would have been able to smell the animal she was hiding within.

      He grabbed a hold of her wrist and she yanked her hand away, jerking the red weapon into the air. The hold on Grease was released and the bear shifter dropped to his feet.

      Ryder gasped as Grease immediately grabbed the chain on the handcuffs and snapped it in two.

      He took off running with the cuff and broken chain still wrapped around his wrist.

      “Look what you did!” the girl shouted in frustration as Grease leapt off the building, disappearing below. “You let him get away.”

      Ryder grinned. “He’s not getting away.”

      He grabbed the handcuffs that tied him to the feisty girl and yanked as hard as he could. The chain didn’t break. It didn’t even bend.

      “I don’t understand,” he muttered as he tried again, even harder this time. He had broken handcuffs before. What was going on?

      The girl was just shaking her head. “They’re not going to break.”

      All of the energy seemed to rush out of Ryder. He was attached to this girl now?

      She looked at him with a challenging stare. “What’s the plan now, genius?”

      Ryder took a deep breath. “We go get him.”

      She laughed in his face. “How the heck ar—”

      He turned and sprinted back to the fire escape, shutting her up and practically dragging her behind him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tempest

      

      

      

      This day kept going from bad to worse. First, the waiter messed up Tempest’s breakfast order, giving her an all egg-white omelet when she had clearly ordered chocolate chip pancakes—I mean, how do you mix those two up??? Come on!—then she felt guilty about turning back the healthy option for a much less healthy option and was forced to choke it down. Then, she forgot her favorite sweater in the bathroom of a gas station, and now she was chained to this random asshole who kept pulling her down the fire escape without giving her a freaking second to catch up. At least he was cute.

      Her mother had warned her that being a bounty hunter was a bad idea, but Tempest sucked at customer service and she could only last about fourteen seconds in front of a computer before she was clicking on the hottest gossip websites. She clearly wasn’t suited for office work. Or, any kind of work for that matter.

      “Hurry up,” the tattooed hottie grunted as he practically pulled her down the stairs.

      “No, you slow down!” she shouted, yanking him back. He jerked to a stop, slipping on the stair.

      He turned back and looked at her over his shoulder with a stunned look on his face. She grinned, loving it. Tempest knew that she was stronger than any woman he’d ever come across. Her mother had made sure of that.

      “He’s going to get away,” he said, his voice thick with frustration. He turned back and continued running, but now that Tempest had gotten a second to catch up, she kept up with him. She was fast. Her mother had made sure of that too.

      The unbreakable chain of the handcuffs slackened when they got to the ground and started running side by side.

      “How are you keeping up with me?” he asked, staring at her in shock as they sprinted after that creepy looking polar bear shifter guy.

      She just grinned and put her chin up, letting her hair flow in the wind behind her. He just stared.

      That’s right, buddy. Eat your heart out.

      Just as she was about to wink at him, her toe snagged on a crack in the pavement and she went flying forward, smacking her forehead on the cement and bringing her new friend down with her.

      “Ow,” she whined as she pushed up to her knees. Her head was spinning and her eyes were watering.

      Tempest was incredibly strong and incredibly fast. But she was also incredibly clumsy.

      Her mother had forgotten to make sure of that.

      “Are you okay?” the guy said as he climbed to his feet.

      Tempest’s cheeks blushed. She was touched and a little flattered that he had asked about her.

      Maybe he’s not so bad after all.

      But before he gave her a chance to speak, he continued running, this time dragging her along the pavement.

      Yup. Definitely that bad.

      “Give me a second,” she said, yanking him back and pulling him to a halt. “I almost cracked my head open!”

      He pulled his arm back that was attached to hers and she lurched forward. “We don’t have a second! He’s going to get away!”

      “I think he’s already gone.”

      The guy whipped his head around, looking from side to side. They were the only two in sight in the empty parking lot.

      Mr. Creepy-Bear-Shifter-Guy was long gone.

      “Goddamnit!” he shouted, stomping his foot like a petulant child. He reared his head at her and practically growled. “This is your fault!”

      “My fault?” she said, staring at him in disbelief. “I had him pinned, thank you very much. You were the one who locked us together.”

      He held up his wrist and Tempest’s wrist followed.

      “What kind of handcuffs are these anyways?” His chest was heaving up and down. Tempest glanced at the tattooed skin that was showing over his shirt and wondered if his entire torso was tattooed.

      “The kind that don’t fucking break,” she said, climbing to her feet.

      “There are no kinds that don’t break,” he said, stepping in front of her. Her eyes came up to his chin, and he dwarfed her with his muscular frame, but she stared him down anyway.

      “Well, these ones don’t.”

      “We’ll fucking see about that,” he mumbled as he grabbed the chain. He grunted, cursed, sweat, and turned red as he tried to rip the chain in two. He was practically panting when he finally gave up.

      Tempest just watched with an amused grin on her face. She knew they weren’t going to break.

      “Geez, they really won’t fucking break,” Ryder said, staring at them in disbelief. The anger in his face was gone as he looked at her once again. “Seriously. What kind of handcuffs don’t break?”

      Tempest swallowed hard. “The magic kind.”

      The anger was back as he shook his head. “Fine. Don’t tell me.” His eyes dropped to the wand in her hand. “Did you get that weapon in the same place?”

      Her grip tightened around it. She didn’t like talking about her mother’s instruments.

      He just rolled his eyes when it was clear that she wasn’t going to answer. “Fine,” he said, lifting up his cuffed hand. “Then unlock it so I can go check on my friends. The guy you let get away stabbed my friend with six spikes.”

      “The guy you let get away,” Tempest corrected as she slipped off her boot. She looked inside for the spell that would unlock the unbreakable handcuffs, but there was nothing there.

      “Shit,” she cursed under her breath as she shoved her hand in, hoping that maybe it got stuck up by the toe. Things always get stuck up by the toe, don’t they?

      There was nothing. Her heart was pounding as she yanked off her other boot and found it just as empty.

      The guy was watching her, and her face must have paled because his did too.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said. “You lost the key?”

      “There is no key,” she answered, feeling panic rise inside her.

      “Where is the key?”

      “There. Is. No. Key.” She said it slowly to get it through his thick frustrating skull.

      He yanked the chain again, sending her jolting forward on her socks.

      “Stop doing that!” she shouted as she yanked him, sending him flying forward.

      “Then how do we get it off?”

      Tempest took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “They’re sealed with magic.”

      “You’re a witch?”

      She shook her head. “No. But a witch may or may not have given me the handcuffs.”

      “Okay,” he said slowly. “How do you open it?”

      “They can only be opened with a spell.”

      “Tell me you know the spell.”

      “I have the spell. In my apartment. In Santa Fe.” Her eyes were still closed. Maybe if she didn’t see the problem it would just go away.

      “Please tell me that Santa Fe is the name of a nearby street.”

      She shook her head. “Santa Fe, New Mexico.”

      “What?!?” he shouted in disbelief. “That’s three states away!”

      She slowly opened her eyes and when she saw the look on his face, she immediately closed them back up.

      “Look at me!” he shouted. “Look what you’ve done!”

      “You did this!” she said, ripping her eyes open. “This is your fault.”

      He just huffed in frustration. “Magic cuffs, huh?” He looked down at the red wand in her hand. “I guess that’s not a stun gun? What is that a magic wand or something?”

      “Kind of.”

      “Kind of? Can it kind of unlock the fucking handcuffs?”

      “No,” she said, gripping it tight. “It only does one thing.”

      “What? Freezing and stunning people?”

      “Yeah.” Her mother would never have trusted her with more magic than that. It was a magic wand, but it was a one-trick pony.

      Tempest’s mother knew her well and she would never have given her a fully jacked wand. Knowing Tempest, she would have left it on the bus. Which, Tempest thought was fair enough. She had forgotten this one at the dentist one time and only remembered to go get it out of the lost and found three days later.

      In addition to being incredibly strong and incredibly fast and incredibly clumsy, Tempest was also incredibly ditzy. Hence, the forgotten spell in New Mexico.

      “So, you freeze and shock people with magic?” he asked, looking at the wand curiously. “What does that feel like?”

      Tempest gave a mischievous grin as she raised the wand and let him see for himself. She felt her hand tingling as the magic shot out of the wand, lifting him off the ground and freezing him in place. His eyes widened as his body trembled in the magic hold. He clearly wasn’t enjoying it.

      Tempest had felt it once and she could explain it like this—you know when someone tickles you so hard that it stops being funny and borders on pain, but ultimately it just sucks? That’s how it felt times about five hundred percent.

      Her grinned widened as she let him ‘experience’ it a little longer. Why does this feel so good?

      He fell to his knee, breathing in big gulps when she finally let him go.

      “Don’t. Do that again.”

      His fierce brown eyes darted up and glared at her.

      “You didn’t like that?” She tried to stifle her giggles.

      “No.”

      A few seconds later, he climbed to his feet.

      “Where did you get that thing anyway?”

      “Walmart,” Tempest said as she put her hair in a bun and slid the wand inside. “It was half off.”

      The guy rolled his eyes. His tattooed arm jerked back and forth as Tempest put her boots back on.

      “So, what do we do now?” he asked.

      “First, we go to the bank.” She slipped one black boot on then the other. “Then you take out the $1,500 that you owe me. Then, we go to New Mexico and I’ll get that spell.”

      How the hell did I forget that spell? Oh… right…

      Tempest had planned to take her running shoes for her first job and had tucked the spell in there, but at the last moment before she left, she had spotted her sexy black leather hooker boots and thought that they looked more badass than yellow and pink running shoes. Yes, they were uncomfortably too small, and they slowed her down, but she told herself that being a bounty hunter chick was all about attitude and changed them. Too bad she had forgotten the spell in her sneakers…

      “I owe you $1,500?” he said, staring at her in shock. “How hard did you hit your head?”

      “Pretty hard,” she said, rubbing it. It still hurt!

      “I was going to get paid $1,500 by the Littleton Police Department for bringing that guy in.”

      “$1,500?” he said with a chuckle. “That’s all?”

      That’s all? That was way more than she had. She was practically living out of her car. The ‘apartment’ that she had said was in New Mexico was more of a storage locker.

      Maybe she could ask the Littleton Police Department for more money, but they were only a police force of two cops in the small town. She would be lucky to get another fifty bucks.

      And what the hell was this guy laughing about? He must have been getting roughly the same amount.

      “How much were you going to get paid for the bust before you screwed it all up?” she asked.

      He sneered. “You mean before you screwed it all up?” They just stared at each other. “Two million.”

      “Two million dollars?!?”

      “No, two million hugs,” he said, rolling his eyes.

      “Who the hell was going to pay you that?” she said, staring at him with her mouth hanging open. And where the hell could she meet him?

      He laughed. “I’m not telling you.”

      “Because you’re lying?”

      “No. Because I don’t want any competition.”

      Her lips crept up into a smile as pride blossomed within her. This guy thought she was a real bounty hunter. This guy thought she was competition.

      Maybe she hadn’t exactly ever brought in a mark—and maybe she had never heard the term ‘mark’ being used before he said it about ten minutes ago—but he thought that she was the real deal.  And that made her happy.

      “Not that it’s going to matter,” he said with a sigh. “The guy is long gone now.”

      “I know where he is.”

      Her tattooed friend perked up. “You do?”

      “Yeah. I know where he’s staying. I’ve been following him for two weeks. Don’t you listen?”

      He rolled his eyes again. “Where is he?”

      “Who is your buyer?”

      They stared at each other for a few tense seconds, neither of them wanting to give up any ground.

      “Tell me your buyer,” she said. “You’ll never find him without me.”

      He lifted his cuffed wrist up, jerking her hand up too. “Ya think?”

      “You won’t find him without me telling you his location,” she corrected.

      “And you won’t get the extra one million, nine hundred and ninety-eight thousand, and five hundred dollars without my buyer.”

      Tempest glanced down at their hands. His right hand was attached to her left. They weren’t going anywhere without each other until they arrived at storage unit #73 by the Westhaven mall in Santa Fe, New Mexico.

      No matter what, those cuffs weren’t coming off until she could retrieve that spell.

      “We’re going to be together for a while. We might as well work together,” she finally, reluctantly, hesitantly said.

      He sighed in utter defeat. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

      She held out her hand—a peace offering. “Partners?”

      “My crew gets eighty percent,” he said, “and you get twenty?”

      “What crew?” she said with a scoff. “I get fifty percent and you and your imaginary crew get fifty.”

      “I need this money,” he said with a serious voice. “You don’t understand.”

      “Oh, I understand needing money,” she said. “I slept in my car for the past three weeks. Fifty-fifty.”

      He stared at her, and she stared back with a straight face, giving him nothing.

      “Or, we can put on some 90’s pop tunes, load up on licorice and start the long road trip down to New Mexico and neither of us will get anything.”

      He just stared.

      “Are you more of a Backstreet Boys kind of guy or N’Sync?” she said, rubbing it in. “Oh, you know what? We’ll have time to listen to both and New Kids On The Block on our twenty-three-hour drive.”

      He closed his eyes, breathing nice and slow, trying to find his calm place. Too bad for him, Tempest was chained to his calm place. There was no getting away from her.

      “Fine,” he said, opening his eyes. “You lead us to him and we’ll split the profits with you.”

      “Fifty-fifty?” She held her hand open.

      He swallowed hard and then shook it. “Fifty-fifty.”

      Wow. One million dollars.

      Tempest grinned. She was going to be rich.

      That is, unless Mr. Creepy-Bear-Shifter-Guy or her new friend didn’t kill her first.

      And he was going to be attached to her for about a week at least…

      She gave herself a fifty-fifty chance of surviving.
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        Ryder

      

      

      

      “So, what’s your name?” Ryder asked with a sigh. He was going to get nice and familiar with this random chick attached to him, so he might as well start with her name.

      “Tempest.”

      “Tempest?” Ryder laughed. How fitting. This girl had definitely burst into his life like an unruly storm.

      “What’s yours?” she said, narrowing her eyes on him.

      “Ryder.”

      She forced out a laugh. “That’s so… actually I kind of like that.”

      He smiled.

      “But you’re still a jerk.”

      They were walking back to the abandoned factory to meet up with the guys. They were going to love this. Ryder was usually the cool, calm one of the crew and here he went and got himself locked to a crazy chick who may or may not be a witch.

      “I have a question,” he said, turning to her. “How come that guy could break the chain on your other handcuffs?”

      “Those were ordinary handcuffs.” She said it so matter-of-factly that it got on Ryder’s nerves. Come to think of it, everything about this girl was getting on his nerves.

      Except of course, her smell. She smelled great.

      “Didn’t you see the size of that guy?” Ryder said, feeling frustration bubble up. “Why wouldn’t you put these magical handcuffs on him? You should have known that he could break through normal handcuffs.”

      She laughed. “Chain myself to that guy? Are you crazy? That was just a bluff that I thought would look cool. I didn’t want to be strapped to a murderous polar bear shifter!”

      Ryder rubbed his forehead. “Are you sure you’re a bounty hunter?”

      “It’s my first job.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “Hey,” she said, frowning at him. Ryder couldn’t help but notice how her bushy eyebrows looked like two caterpillars kissing when she did that. “I did capture him by the way, and would have been successful if you hadn’t come along.”

      She had him there.

      “And how did you and your imaginary crew fair?” she asked. “You said something about one of your friends getting impaled by spikes?”

      Ryder’s chest tightened when he remembered Mack’s eyes widening as the large spikes pierced his lion. The old shifter was tough as they came and would probably be healed by the time they caught up with him. Well, mostly healed.

      “If you’ll notice,” she said, spreading her arms out. “I don’t have a mark on me.”

      Ryder took the opportunity to look her up and down from her black leather boots to her nice breasts pushing against her tight shirt. She was sexy, he had to give her that. Annoying, but sexy.

      “See?” she said proudly. “Not. One. Mark.”

      He pointed to her head. “You’re getting a bump on your forehead.”

      “Damn,” she said as her hand flew up to it. “I forgot about that.”

      Ryder laughed as they walked. Maybe she wasn’t so bad.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it down and looked at the text:

      
        
        
        Grant: Where the hell are you? Did you get him?

      

        

      

      He thumbed his phone, texting back:

      
        
        
        Ryder: He’s gone, but I have a lead to where he went.

        Grant: Good job. Hurry back, Mack is whining for a drink.

        Ryder: Everyone okay? How is Bryce?

        Grant: Shaken up, but good.

      

        

      

      He thought about telling him about the girl, but it was too long to explain via text, and Tempest was already looking over his shoulder, trying to read what was on his screen.

      “Let’s hurry up,” Ryder said. “My friend wants to get home.”

      He started to jog, but she dug her sexy boots into the ground and yanked him back. “I have my car here.”

      “So?”

      She scoffed at him. “So, I can’t just leave it here. We’ll drive to your place.”

      Ryder closed his eyes, picturing a pink Beetle or something equally weird. “Fine.” He was going to have to learn some patience and learn to compromise if this was going to work out. They were going to be stuck together for quite some time and Ryder really had to pick his battles with this girl.

      
        
        
        Ryder: Go on without me. I have a ride.

        Grant: ???

        Ryder: It’s a long story. I’ll explain at home.

        Grant: K. See you later.

      

        

      

      Ryder sighed as Tempest led them back to her car. As he feared it was an old Volkswagen Beetle, but it wasn’t pink. It was yellow.

      And it was full of all of her crap.

      “It looks like a thrift store threw up in here,” Ryder said as he looked in the window. “Is that a pizza box?”

      Tempest grinned with her cheeks blushing as she opened the door, reached in the back, and grabbed the pizza box. “I wasn’t expecting company,” she said as she tossed the box in the nearby dumpster. “I would have tidied up.”

      With the handcuffs, Ryder had to climb in through the driver’s seat. He grabbed a handful of her clothes and tossed it into the back with all the rest of her stuff. A black lacy bra caught his eye, making him pause.

      “Hurry up,” she said, shoving him in as she climbed into the driver’s seat beside him. He sat down and looked at the dashboard in front of him that was covered with junk.

      “Home sweet home,” she said as she started the car. It puttered to a start and then she took off like a bullet. An old pair of Homer Simpson slippers slid off the dashboard and landed on Ryder’s lap.

      She gave him a grin as he tossed them over his shoulder into the back.

      “D’oh!” she said, imitating the cartoon character on her slippers.

      “If you’re a witch you should put a spell on your car to change it,” he said as she pulled out of the parking lot.

      “You’d prefer a fancy stagecoach?” she said, looking at him sideways.

      “I’d prefer a pumpkin over this thing,” he said.

      “Hey!” she complained. “This is Gran Bambino.”

      “You named your car?”

      “Of course,” she said like it was the most natural thing in the world. “I think all cars should have names.”

      “That’s stupid.”

      She frowned as she gently pet the dashboard. “Shhhh. You’ll hurt her feelings.”

      Ryder chuckled. Of all the people he could get chained to…

      At least she wasn’t boring.

      “So, you’re a shifter?” she said as she pulled onto the road. “What kind? Deer? Rabbit? Goose?”

      Ryder looked up at the ceiling and took a deep breath. There were two million dollars on the line, no, scratch that, one million dollars on the line thanks to her. He didn’t have time for any of this. Not to mention, the patience for any of this.

      There was too much at stake to be fooling around with her. No matter how cute she was.

      “Shifters don’t exist,” he said with a careful tone.

      “Sure, they don’t,” she said with a wide smile. “But what kind are you?”

      He turned to her with a side-eyed glance. “How do you know about shifters?”

      “My mother was very wise.”

      “Didn’t she teach you not to invite strange men into your car?”

      “She might have mentioned that once or twice,” Tempest said as she adjusted her rearview mirror. “I said she was wise. I didn’t say anything about me.”

      Ryder laughed. Was he actually enjoying himself? No. Absolutely not.

      “So, what are you?” she asked. “You can tell me. I’ll find out eventually.” She tugged on the handcuffs. “I’d liked to know in advance if I’m strapped to a cute little chipmunk or to a raging grizzly bear.”

      Ryder was silent for a moment. She did have a point. They were going to get nice and familiar over the next few days.

      “Lion shifter.”

      She swallowed hard as she stared down the empty dirt road, her eyes widening comically large. “Oh. Cool.”

      It didn’t look like she found the idea of being strapped to a full-grown lion ‘cool.’

      “Don’t worry,” he said in a reassuring voice. “He’s well trained and wouldn’t hurt you.”

      She nodded a little too vigorously as she gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles turning white.

      “Does he have lots of tattoos as well?”

      Ryder laughed. “Not that I know of.”

      They chatted as they drove and Ryder found himself loosening up around her. She talked way too much and she was always asking the most ridiculous questions, but the time seemed to have flown by because they were already driving through the town of Redemption Creek.

      “Oh, I like this,” she said, looking from side to side—basically everywhere but at the road in front of her.

      “Watch it!” Ryder said, grabbing the wheel when she came dangerously close to a mailbox.

      She swerved around it and then turned to him with her cheeks flushing a light pink. “Just keeping you on your toes, Ryder.”

      He grinned as he looked out the window. “You’re definitely doing that, Tempest.”

      They rolled by The Slurry Rabbit, the pub in town where Logan and his band liked to play. He saw Lachlan from The Grisly Grizzlies and ducked down low so he wouldn’t be seen in an embarrassing yellow car like Gran Bambino. Ryder was used to driving in embarrassing old cars thanks to his Gramps, but none of them were bright yellow.

      “Is that a bar?” she asked, jerking her head to see it and nearly hitting a telephone pole in the process. Luckily, Ryder was there to grab the wheel and correct it. “It’s so cute! Can we go there tonight?”

      “No!” Ryder said, feeling frustration bubble up again. “We’re here to work and that’s it. We’re going to do our job and then we’re going to Santa Fe to get these damned cuffs off. We are not friends.”

      She frowned as she turned back to the road. “Not with that attitude we’re not.”

      They drove through the rest of the town in silence. When they pulled onto the main mountain road that led in the direction of the Clayton Ranch, Ryder finally broke the silence.

      “So, are you going to tell me what you are?”

      “I’m me. Tempest Kole. Twenty-three years old. Lover of chocolate chip pancakes and namer of cars. Climber of trees, feeder of ducks, and famous bounty hunter, at least I was until you showed up.”

      “Are you a witch?”

      She smiled wide. “Witches don’t exist.”

      “Of course they don’t,” Ryder said. “But are you one of them?”

      She shook her head.

      “Come on,” he said, not buying it. “I felt how strong you are. And no human is that fast. How did you get like that?”

      “With my Bowflex,” she said as she stared forward. “I got it at Walmart. It was half off.”

      “You’re impossible,” Ryder said rolling his eyes. He rolled down the window and spent the rest of the drive watching the gorgeous Montana scenery whizzing by while feeling sorry for himself.

      How the hell did this happen?

      Still, he could curse her all he wanted, but she was the best chance they had of finding Grease. She knew where he was headed and once they regrouped at home and got something to eat, they would go back to wherever he was going to show up and bag his mutant ass in the middle of the night while he was sleeping.

      And get their money and save the family ranch.

      They had an important opportunity here that they couldn’t afford to blow. If they impressed this new client, it might mean a whole slew of new opportunities for some bad guy catching with some fat bounties attached. This G.H. character had some deep pockets, which the crew desperately needed access to.

      “When we go on the job and do this,” Ryder said. “Turn here. You do it our way. Got that?”

      She frowned as she turned. “You mean the way that got your friend skewered and allowed Mr. Creepy-Bear-Shifter-Guy to escape? That way?”

      Ryder sighed. “Yes. That way.”

      “That’s mighty tempting,” she said as she drove up the dirt road to the ranch. “But I think I’ll do it my way. It worked better if you don’t remember. I almost caught him.”

      “You can’t pay your bills with almost,” Ryder answered. “Park up there.”

      “Oh, wow!” Tempest said when she saw the line of old antique cars. “What’s their names?”

      “They don’t have names,” Ryder said dryly.

      “You mean I get to name them all?” She looked happier than he had ever seen her.

      Ryder was too spent to argue. “Knock yourself out.”

      “Oh, goodie!” She had a beautiful smile on her face as she parked her old yellow Buggy beside the slew of old antique cars. “Look at this! I already fit right in with you guys!”

      Ryder looked at her and sighed. This was going to be a long week.

      “Come on,” she said as she opened the door and jumped out.

      She yanked Ryder forward and he grunted as he flew over the driver’s seat, smashing his balls onto the stick shift.

      “Ow,” he grunted as pain shot into his stomach, making him nauseous.

      “There’s a lot more where that came from,” he mumbled to himself, right before Tempest impatiently yanked him out the rest of the way. As he landed in the dirt, he couldn’t help but think that this whole week would be the equivalent of getting hit in the balls on repeat.

      “Let’s go meet my new crew!” Tempest said cheerily.

      Ryder groaned. And the week was just starting.
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        Tempest

      

      

      

      “Wow,” Tempest said as she walked in the back with Ryder. “You luxuriated the shit out of that pool.”

      He glanced at her with a funny look. Why did he keep doing that?

      “Luxuriated is not a word.”

      “It is now,” she said as she looked over the stunning backyard with wide eyes. “I just invented it.”

      “That’s not how words work.”

      “That’s exactly how they work. People invent words and they become words.”

      He rolled his eyes for the hundredth time in as many minutes.

      Tempest was too distracted to care. It looked like they plucked a five-star resort out of the Caribbean and plopped it down in the middle of the mountains. A huge in-ground pool, a massive tiki hut with—was that a bar under there?—televisions, and speakers and a giant floating flamingo. Tempest was thrilled. She had always wanted to float on one of those.

      Luckily, she had her bathing suit in her car. It was stuffed somewhere in her glove compartment, or maybe it was in the back seat under her plant, Mr. Leafy.

      “Who is this guy?” she said when she saw the most adorable orange cat lying on the pool chair, looking like a furry pumpkin. She sat beside him and immediately started scratching his belly. Tempest smiled as he rolled over, stretching his plump paws out. She knew that fat cats were the best kind of cats.

      “That’s Sloth. He does about as much as the rest of the furniture. Except when…”

      He trailed off, looking like he didn’t want to finish the thought.

      “Yeah?” she said, coaxing him on.

      He exhaled. “Except when any of us turns into our lions. Then, he gets active.”

      Tempest laughed. “What does he do?”

      “He attacks,” Ryder said with a laugh. “Every time he sees one of our full-grown lions, he rolls off the chair, stumbles over and attacks us. For some reason, he actually thinks he can win.”

      “I like him even more now,” Tempest said, smiling up at Ryder as she scratched the kamikaze cat’s belly. He smiled back at her with a real, genuine smile and it made her body tingle.

      “Come,” he said, giving the handcuffs a little tug. “I guess you have to meet everyone else.”

      The rest of the guys were at the pool bar drinking. A young blond teenager was all fired up, talking loud and fast about the battle with Mr. Creepy-Bear-Shifter-Guy.

      “You expect us to believe that, Bryce?” the guy playing with the guitar asked. He was handsome with dark features, dark hair, and a muscular body. His feet were on the bar as he leaned back and strummed a nice tune.

      “It’s true!” Bryce said. “I hit him right in the face!”

      The big scary guy beside him slapped a heavy hand on his back, making the kid go ‘oomph.’ “I think you accidentally hit him with your purse when he sent you flying to the stars.”

      The kid just shook his head.

      “You did good, Bryce,” the tall guy with the shaved head said. Once Tempest’s eyes were drawn to him, they stayed there for a long moment. He just commanded that kind of attention with the authoritative way that he spoke and held himself. And he kind of had a resemblance to Ryder. Without the tattoos, of course.

      “Look at our boy!” the big guy said with a deep belly laugh when he spotted them walking over.

      The tall guy narrowed his eyes on Tempest as they approached. “Okay, this needs some explaining,” he said.

      “This needs some alcohol,” Ryder said, pointing to his mouth.

      “Make that two,” Tempest said, flashing them a peace sign.

      “You want a beer or a girly drink?” the tall guy asked.

      She was a kickass bounty hunter who could hold her own in a fight against shifters. She didn’t do girly drinks anymore.

      “A beer,” she said in as deep a voice as she could muster.

      He poured two beers and slid them in front of the new couple as they sat down at the bar. The bar was in the shape of a square with three sides of barstools out of the water and one side in.

      Tempest took one sip of the vile drink and spit half of it back onto the bar, coughing as her eyes watered.

      “Want a girly drink?” the tall guy asked with a knowing grin.

      She sheepishly slid the beer back. “Yes, please.”

      Ryder introduced her to all of the guys and told her their names as Grant fixed her up a pink drink that tasted like strawberries and happiness, mixed with a splash of ‘oh fuck yeah.’

      “Okay,” the tall alpha Grant said. “Explain.”

      Ryder told them the story—leaving out the parts where he fucked up, of course. Luckily, Tempest was there to correct him.

      “Why don’t you just break the chain?” the big guy Mack asked.

      Ryder slumped even lower at the bar. Did he have to look so miserable?

      “It’s unbreakable. Trust me.”

      Mack puffed out his already massive chest as he slid off his bar stool. “Nothing is unbreakable with Mack around.”

      He grabbed a hold of the chain and jerked their arms around as he struggled to snap the unsnappable chain. He grunted and pulled until the thick veins pulsed on his flexed arms, but it still didn’t break.

      “Yeah, that’s pretty unbreakable,” he said as he walked back to his barstool looking confused.

      “She knows where he is,” Ryder said.

      Grant perked up behind the bar. “Really.”

      “Yup,” Ryder said, slinking down even more. “And she wants half the money to tell us.”

      Grant’s brow furrowed. “Really.”

      “Not just to tell you,” she said with a frown. “I’m also going to help you catch him.”

      “You?” Mack said, unable to contain his insulting laughter. “What are you going to hit him with your purse?”

      Tempest clenched her jaw as she reached into her bun and pulled out her red wand. “No,” she said in a tight voice. “I’m going to hit him with this.”

      She pointed the wand at him and let it rip. The laughing stopped and Tempest grinned. So, did Ryder. He was liking this too.

      Mack levitated a foot off the bar stool as his eyes widened like a cartoon character. Grant and Bryce jumped back a few feet as they stared in shock. Logan tried to move back, but he lost his balance with the guitar and with his feet on the bar, and he flipped backward off the stool and landed on his head.

      She held Mack for a little longer in the magic hold, just to make sure that he would give her some respect next time.

      He fell to the floor when she released him.

      “You’re a witch?” Grant asked, staring at her in shock. “I’ve never met a witch before.”

      “I’m not a witch,” she said, tucking the wand back into her bun. “I’m a bounty hunter.”

      Mack looked all wobbly as he climbed back onto his bar stool. He chugged the rest of his beer before he said a word. “She has my blessing to come.”

      Tempest grinned. She was winning the boys over. Well, most of them…

      “Be careful what you wish for,” Ryder said. “You haven’t been stuck in the car with her yet.”

      “That’s not nice,” Tempest said with a frown. “You know you’re lucky that your abundance of luxurious pools makes up for your lack of niceness.”

      Ryder grinned. “Speaking of which… I’ve been dying for a dip.”

      He stood up and started stripping to his boxers. Tempest held her breath as she watched his shirt come off. He had to tear it along the seam just to get his handcuffed arm out. His entire shredded torso was tatted up along with his arms and neck. She had never really been into tattoos before, but on him, they looked sexy.

      Too bad they’re wasted on him.

      She tried not to look as he slid his pants down, revealing his tight gray boxer briefs, but she couldn’t help but to sneak a few peeks.

      “Okay, let me find my bathing suit out of the car,” she said as he shoved his pile of clothes onto the barstool.

      He laughed. “In that mess? We’ll be there all day.”

      She looked herself up and down. “You don’t expect me to go in like this, do you?”

      He shrugged. “Yeah. I do.”

      “But—”

      He leapt into the pool before she could answer, pulling her in with him.
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        * * *

      

      “Conference call with G.H. in five minutes!” Grant hollered as Tempest changed out of her wet clothes. They both had to cut their shirts along the side and up their sleeve just to get them on and off. Her shirt now had a row of buttons up and down the handcuffed side.

      She was in Ryder’s cabin, hiding behind the bathroom door as she tried to change with one hand.

      “Hurry up!” Ryder said, tugging the handcuffs. He was waiting on the other side of the door.

      “This is harder than it looks,” she said as she wiggled out of her wet bra. “I only have one hand.”

      “Then let me come in and make it easier for you.”

      She swallowed hard and her nipples hardened just thinking about it.

      “I don’t think so,” she said with a new deep huskiness to her voice. She coughed, trying to play it off.

      “I don’t want to be late for the call.”

      “Then think about that next time you pull me into the pool in my clothes.” The nerve of this guy. To think, she had been attracted to him for one second. One quick, split, fleeting second.

      “I just jumped in like I always do,” he said in his frustrating voice. “It’s not my fault that you were attached to me with magic handcuffs.”

      “It was your fault,” she snapped as she tried to slide her bra on with one hand. “It is your fault. This is all your fault.”

      “Whatever.” She could hear his eyes rolling. “Just hurry up.”

      A few minutes later, they were all sitting around a cheap fold-out table in the main cabin that looked like a storefront for their bounty hunter business. It also looked like they hadn’t had any clients show up in a while. The brown plant in the corner looked like its life ended sometime around the finale of Seinfeld.

      Grant pushed a button on the telephone and some heavy breathing came through the line. It was either Mr. Deep-Pockets-Client or a pay by the minute sex-line.

      “Did you capture him as agreed upon?” the deep voice asked.

      Grant swallowed hard. “Not yet, exactly. But we’re still working on it. We have a lead as to his whereabouts.” He glanced at Tempest.

      There was a long unhappy pause.

      “Wherever you think he’s going,” the voice said. “He surely will not be there.”

      “I beg to differ.” Tempest couldn’t help herself. She knew she should probably just keep her mouth shut, but her mouth always found a way of opening when she was trying to keep it shut. “I know the other place where he’s staying.”

      Ryder dropped his head into his hands.

      “You know nothing. The target is probably in another state by now. I was under the impression that you were professionals. I thought I could count on your company to get the job done. Was I wrong?”

      “We’ll get it done!” Tempest announced.

      Grant shot her a look that had her nearly slinking under the table. “Sir, we’re working on it. We’ll acquire the mark.”

      “Good.”

      “But about him,” Grant said, choosing his words carefully. “You hadn’t fully prepared us for what he could do… Perhaps now is the time to fill us in.”

      There was a long pause on the line.

      “The shifter has been enhanced.”

      Enhanced? Tempest listened closely. Was his mother a witch too?

      “With spikes?” Grant asked.

      “Yes. He has been enhanced with retractable spikes. As well as extra strength, speed, and endurance. He can run for days on end without tiring. He can bite through metal with one single snap of his jaws. He is highly dangerous and needs to be brought in immediately.”

      “Who did this enhancement?” Grant asked.

      “Just bring him in,” the voice said, clearly done with the conversation. “I know where he will eventually show up. It may be a few days, but I’ll call you with his location and I expect you to apprehend him this time. Your two million dollars is on the line.”

      The phone clicked off, and Grant slumped into a chair.

      “A few days,” Ryder moaned.

      “Grease was experimented on?” Bryce asked, looking confused.

      “Yeah,” Logan said with a sigh. “That explains the beatdown we received.”

      “And the spikes that nearly killed me,” Mack said.

      “Who would experiment on shifters?” Bryce asked.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Grant said as he rubbed his forehead, looking like he was at the start of a migraine. “He killed eighty-six people and we have to bring him in. If we don’t, we lose…” He couldn’t even say it. “We have to bring him in.”

      Tempest got lost in thought as the boys started to make plans. She had thought there was something weird about Mr. Creepy-Bear-Shifter-Guy. The poor guy had been experimented on. He was enhanced, just like her.

      She hadn’t been experimented on and tortured by mean men in lab coats, but she did have some enhancements.

      Her mother was a witch and all throughout her life had made her drink disgusting potions and rubbed fowl smelling oils on her skin. She cast spells over her while she was sleeping and made her chant the most ridiculous phrases on a weekly basis.

      Tempest grew stronger and faster as she got older. Her mother had done everything she could to make sure that her only daughter would be safe.

      Too bad there wasn’t a spell for clumsiness or forgetfulness because Tempest had those in spades.

      “What do we do now?” she asked Ryder after the guys had left. They were the only two at the table.

      He shrugged. “We get nice and familiar.”

      Tempest bit back her smile. That didn’t sound too bad.
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        * * *

      

      “This is so cool!” Tempest said, clapping her hands together as they walked outside. The sun was gone, and the backyard looked ah-maz-ing!

      The pool was lit up in a glowing turquoise, the stars were out en masse, the tiki torches were lit, Marvin Gaye was playing through the speakers, and Mack was roasting up something good on the huge metallic roaster that was bigger than him.

      “Are we having a party?” she asked. She looked down at her black leather skirt and white tank top. She was definitely dressed for a party.

      Ryder shook his head. “Nah, just a dinner. My aunt and Mack’s dad are coming to eat.”

      But it felt like a party. The drinks were flowing and everyone was in a good mood, laughing and smiling at the bar. There was even a guacamole dip! Tempest loved guacamole.

      “This is awesome,” she said, practically skipping the rest of the way to the bar.

      Ryder laughed. “I’m glad you like it. We have to enjoy this place while we can.”

      “What do you mean?” she said, the skip in her step suddenly gone. “You’re moving?”

      He sucked in a breath. “Maybe. If we don’t catch this guy.”

      She wanted to know more, but a big burly man who looked like he was part bear came rushing over. He glanced down at the handcuffs and grinned. “Ryder where can I get a bracelet like that?” he asked. “I’ll take one attached to a blonde.”

      “Tempest, this is Mack’s father. Bert.”

      He picked up her hand and gave it a kiss. “My lady. It’s a pleasure.”

      Tempest grinned when she saw Ryder frowning. Was that a hint of jealousy on his face?

      “Oh, leave her alone!” an older woman said as she rushed over and pushed him out of the way. She was a woman in about her mid-sixties who was dressed to the nines.

      “Tempest, this is Aunt Dorothy,” Ryder said before giving the woman a kiss on the cheek. “Grant’s mother.”

      Tempest shook her hand. Now she knew where the boys got their good looks.

      “Don’t mind this brute,” Dorothy said, pushing Bert away. They couldn’t have looked more like opposites. She was stately and well dressed with expensive pearls around her neck, and Bert was dressed in old jeans, an even older tank top, and had thick black hair popping out everywhere. His face was tough with broad features—not good looking in a classical sense—but there was something about him… his mischievous smile or the youth that still shined through in his eyes that made up for it.

      “Why?” he said with a grin as he saddled up to Ryder’s aunt. “You want me all to yourself?”

      She swatted him away, looking like she was outraged, but she wasn’t fooling Tempest. There was no hiding those blushing cheeks.

      “Those two are always flirting,” Ryder whispered when they returned to the bar, bickering the whole way. “It drives Grant crazy.”

      They joined the others at the bar and when Ryder sat down, Tempest took a second to check him out. He was wearing fitted jeans and a black polo. He looked sexy as hell with the gray tattoos decorating his skin. His hair was styled, and she knew that it was a sense of pride with him. He worked on it for half an hour, making sure every hair was in place. She knew this because she had been sitting on the toilet reading a magazine while she waited forever for him to finish.

      She was getting used to being so close to him—it was impossible to forget with the way their bodies kept bumping into one another. Every time the side of her breast brushed against his arm or she felt his hard round shoulders, there was a jolt between them. Like they were connected by more than just the handcuffs. It felt like they were connected by little strands of electricity snaking up and down their bodies.

      Grant handed her another one of those pink drinks that she loved and she sat back and just took it all in, enjoying the nice atmosphere. Mack was joking with his dad, and Bryce was closeby listening and watching everything. She smiled when she saw Bryce imitating him in a way that kids sometimes imitate their idols. They had the same hand movements and even laughed the same way.

      It had been a long time since Tempest had been to anything like this before. When her mother died a few years ago, her family life was pretty much over. She had an aunt and cousin somewhere in Vermont, but they had never been close. She had never approved of her mother’s witchy ways.

      She didn’t have many friends, okay, any friends. Living in your car wasn’t exactly conducive to friend making.

      “When I said you should find a girlfriend,” Aunt Dorothy said with a grin as she sat down beside them, “I didn’t mean that you should kidnap one.”

      Tempest liked her already. There was something warm and inviting about her manner.

      “He’s just so in love with me,” Tempest said, hugging Ryder’s arm. “And the thought of not seeing me for even a second was just too much for him to bear, so he chained himself to me forever.”

      “Not forever,” Ryder said, but he was smiling. He even looked like he was enjoying having her body pressed up against his arm.

      “It’s like a fairytale,” Dorothy said with a starry-eyed look. “The hero attached to the heroine with a magic curse.”

      “Beauty and the Beast,” Tempest said with a grin.

      Ryder looked at her sideways, smiling. “Who you calling a beast?”

      “So, you admit I’m the beauty?”

      He just smiled and took a sip of his beer.

      “Hey, Dorothy,” Bert called out from the roaster. “Beauty and the Beast is taken. That’s us, baby.”

      She frowned, but her cheeks were blushing. “No. We’re more like Snow White and the Seven hundred rejections.”

      Bert chuckled as he turned back to the roaster.

      “Well, I think you two make a great couple,” she said, watching them with a smile. She looked like she was taking a mental snapshot of the two of them together. Tempest wished she could see the mental picture.

      “It’s only for a few days,” Ryder said. “Just a few more days.”

      Tempest smiled as she took a sip of her drink. It was going to be an interesting few days.

      She was sure of that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryder and Tempest

      

      

      

      “Can you fit any more milk in that bowl?” Ryder asked, shaking his head.

      This time it was Tempest who rolled her eyes. “I like filling my cereal bowl with milk all the way to the brim. What’s wrong with that?”

      “You finished all the milk! I don’t have any more for my coffee.”

      They continued their awkward dance in the kitchen as they both tried to prepare breakfast one-handed and attached to someone else.

      “Don’t spill that on me,” he warned as he grabbed his plate that had a dozen or so pieces of toast on it.

      “I’m not going to spill it on you,” she said as she carefully picked it up with two hands.

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

      She looked down at the bowl and saw there was no spoon. “Oh, right,” she said, turning around way too fast. She forgot that he was standing directly behind her and the bowl full of cold milk and soggy cereal slammed right into his chest.

      He took a deep breath and stared at her with a blank face as milk and colorful cereal chunks dripped down his shirt and onto their bare feet.

      “Oops, hehe,” she said, glancing down at his plate. She snatched one of his toasts and took a bite out of it as he stood there staring at her. “We’re you going to eat this?”
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        * * *

      

      It must have been around four in the morning when Ryder woke up having to pee. Badly.

      “Tempest,” he said, poking the sleeping beauty beside him. “Wake up.”

      “Go away,” she moaned, shooing him with a sedated arm.

      “I have to go pee.”

      “Go out the window,” she groaned into her pillow.

      “Come on,” he said, pulling her as he got up. She wouldn’t move. She was like a sack of potatoes.

      He grunted as he scratched his balls and yawned, dragging her behind him as he pulled her to the bathroom. She slid off the bed like a slug and let out an annoyed moan as he dragged her along the hardwood floor.

      Her handcuffed wrist was in the air as she laid on the bathroom tiles moaning as he lifted the toilet seat and started peeing.

      She was snoring by the time he flushed.
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        * * *

      

      “We’re not watching that!” Tempest said, crossing her arms. It sent Ryder’s hand flying and the back of his hand smacked her boob. She barely noticed it anymore.

      “Well, I’m not watching some boring reality show,” he snapped back. “Those things will rot your brain.”

      “It’s better than baseball,” she answered. “If I want to see men swinging big sticks around, I’ll watch porn.”

      “You want to watch porn?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      She grabbed the remote from his hand and switched it back to The Real Housewives of Orange County. “You’re the worst.”
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        * * *

      

      Ryder charged toward the shed, practically dragging Tempest behind him.

      “What are you doing?!?” she shouted as she tried to regain her balance. Ryder grinned as he hurried his pace, dragging her along the grass.

      “You are driving me crazy!” he shouted as he ruthlessly pulled her along.

      “What is wrong with you?” she said, getting to her feet as he opened the door of the shed. “People love to hear me sing.”

      “No, they don’t. They really really don’t.”

      He grabbed the saw that was hanging on the top shelf and put his foot on the chain, pulling it tight.

      Ryder closed his eyes and tried to control his breathing as she started singing in the tune of N’Sync’s Tearing Up My Heart.

      “You’re not tearing up the chain, you know it’s true,

      We’re stuck together for-ever, me and you

      And no matter what you do, I’ll be right her-rr-e

      To a-no-hoy you.”

      Ryder had a crazed look on his face as he gritted his teeth and tried to saw the unsawable chain.

      When Tempest started doing the boy band moves while singing verse two, he looked at his sawable wrist and thought about it for a minute.

      “No,” he whispered as he placed the saw back on the shelf. He wasn’t that desperate.

      Not yet, anyway…

      But after a few more songs it might just well be a viable option.
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        * * *

      

      “No peeking,” Tempest said as she turned on the shower.

      Ryder was sitting on the tiled floor with his back to the tub. His hand was under the curtain, getting jerked around and sprayed by the warm water.

      “I promise,” he said, but he had his fingers crossed.

      Tempest wasn’t aware of this, but if you looked at the metal toilet paper holder, you could see a sliver of a distorted reflection inside the shower. He felt his breath quicken as he stared at the metal with unblinking eyes.

      As annoying as she had been over the past few days, Ryder could no longer deny that he was at least a little attracted to the girl. He hated to admit it, but it was true.

      His heart started to beat a little faster as she turned and he saw a distorted pink image in the reflection.

      That’s side boob! Or, maybe it’s an elbow.

      It was too hard to tell.

      But Ryder kept staring anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Tempest grinned as they walked to the bar for lunch. She had been waiting patiently for this and now the perfect moment was here.

      Ryder had just spent the last thirty minutes perfecting every single strand of hair on his head and was dressed up with jeans and even shoes on! This was going to be perfect.

      She tried to act normal, hiding her excited giggles as they walked by the pool.

      “What are you so happy about?” he asked with a warm smile. When they first met, he would have just rolled his eyes at her, but he wasn’t doing that anymore. Or, not as much anyway.

      “This!” she said, giving him a hard shove.

      She dug her heels into the ground and braced herself as he flew to the side, landing in the deep end of the pool.

      The boys burst out laughing by the bar and were cheering her on as Ryder popped back out of the water with a murderous look on his face. His wet hair was flattened to his head.

      “Now, we’re even,” she said with a grin.

      “And now we’re not.”

      He wrapped his hand around the chain.

      Uh oh.

      And yanked.
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        * * *

      

      “You tried this already, remember?” Tempest said as Ryder dragged her along the grass like she was water-skiing on land.

      “I’m trying it again.”

      Ryder went straight for the chopping block and thrust the chain down onto it.

      He grabbed the ax as she started singing again. Why was she always singing?!?!

      “Uh oh, uh oh, uh oh, oh no no.

      Uh oh, uh oh, uh oh, oh no no.”

      This time it was Crazy in Love by Beyonce with Jay-Z.

      Ryder squeezed the ax hard and started slamming it onto the chain. Nothing but sparks.

      “You looking so crazy right now

      Ryder, you looking so crazy right now

      Swinging that ax is crazy right now

      Ryder, did I drive you so crazy right now?”

      Just when he thought she was done, she started rapping Jay-Z’s part while she shook her ass.

      “Ryder and the chain, crazy and deranged,

      He can’t figure it out; T be like baby you insane?

      He keeps chopping, but it’s unbreakable by design

      The only thing breaking up in here is his mind

      Uh oh, uh oh, uh oh, oh no no.

      Uh oh, uh oh, uh oh, oh no no.”

      “You rap too?” he asked, shaking his head.

      “I do a lot of things,” she said as she made weird hand gestures.

      “You know sign language?”

      “No,” she said, smushing her big eyebrows together. “These are gang signs. Because I’m from the streets.”

      Ryder sighed and kept on chopping.
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        * * *

      

      “Now, Sloth, now!” Tempest shouted, pointing at Ryder.

      The lion shifter was sitting on the lawn chair beside her shaking his head as he read his book.

      “We went over this!” Tempest said to the fat cat who was lying beside her. “When I say now, you attack. Go attack. Now!”

      The obese cat just yawned.

      Ryder’s shoulders shook as he chuckled.

      “I gave you half a bag of treats for this, you traitor,” she said, frowning at the cat who was stretching out, trying to get a belly rub.

      “He played you for a fool,” Ryder said as he stared at his book.

      Tempest frowned as she leaned down. “Attack him. Now,” she whispered into the cat’s ear.

      Sloth just stretched out further.

      “You’re not getting a belly rub after that poor performance.”

      The cat slapped her thigh with his tail.

      “Oh, okay. Fine.”

      She dug her fingers into the cat’s fur and started scratching.
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        * * *

      

      “Why is there a big hairball in my drain?” Ryder asked.

      Tempest grinned. She was sitting on the floor with her back to the tub while he took a shower behind her.

      “Not sure,” she said as she looked at her nails. “Maybe Sloth has been using the shower. Is the hair red?”

      “Nope,” he said with a huff. “It’s the exact same color as your hair actually.”

      “Weird. I guess its a mystery that we’ll never solve.”

      He grunted. “I guess so.”

      Tempest swallowed hard and slowly turned her head, looking at the metal toilet paper holder. Ryder had no idea about this, but if you looked at the metal, you could see inside the shower a bit. Sure, it was distorted and blurry, and you couldn’t really tell if what you were looking at was a lion shifter’s hard ass or his hard head, but still, she kept looking.

      And looking.

      And looking.
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        * * *

      

      “There,” Ryder said as he placed the second TV on top of the first TV. He had bought it off some guy on Craigslist for fifty bucks.

      He sat with Tempest on the couch and they smiled as they were each now able to watch their own shows at the same time.

      “We should have thought about this days ago,” she said with a smile. She popped a piece of popcorn into her mouth and then offered him the bowl.

      He grabbed a handful and smiled at her. Baseball and stupid reality bullshit at the same time. It was a match made in heaven.

      On second thought, it was more of a match made in hell.

      But, they were both happy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I told you, I don’t want to go,” Ryder said.

      God, he was so frustrating!

      Tempest sat behind the wheel with her right arm crossed over her body and hanging out the window. The jerk who was attached to the other end was standing outside of the car, refusing to get inside.

      “I need conditioner,” she said. “This is not an option. If my hair doesn’t get conditioner than bad things happen, okay? It killed a guy down in Texas once.”

      He crossed his arms. “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “It split him in half with its split ends.”

      “I’m not going in town and being seen like this.”

      She looked him up and down. Was he getting more and more dressed up every day? It seemed like it.

      “You look fine.”

      He lifted his handcuffed wrist up, which lifted up hers as well. “Like this. We look like ex-cons.”

      “We’re going to be ex-cons if my hair doesn’t get some damn conditioner in it stat. Okay? It turns lethal and you’re the one closest to it, so…”

      Ryder shook his frustrating head. “No. I’m not going.”

      Tempest shoved the key in the ignition with a grunt. “We’ll see about that,” she muttered.

      “Wait, what are you doing?” he asked as she turned the car on.

      She just straightened her rearview mirror and started driving.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa,” he said, jogging alongside the car. “Tempest stop this instant!”

      She hit the gas harder, making him run.

      He was in a full sprint when she finally turned to him. “Do you want to come with me now?”

      “Yes! Now stop the car! Please!”

      He was out of breath and sulking when she stopped and he hopped in the passenger seat beside her.

      “And I forgot my purse,” she said with a grin. “So, you’re paying.”
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        * * *

      

      The fire was roaring in the fireplace as Ryder and Tempest curled up on the couch and watched Braveheart. It was his favorite movie and Tempest had never seen it.

      “This is my favorite part,” Ryder said as Mel Gibson crept through the forest on the bottom TV. The top TV was off. They had finally agreed on something to watch.

      “I didn’t like him,” the crazy Irishman said on the screen. “He wasn’t right in the head.”

      “I love that part,” he whispered. Tempest didn’t even react.

      He looked down at her and smiled when he saw her eyes closed. She was curled up on his arm, sleeping soundly.

      Ryder gently, slowly, ever-so-carefully, reached over and grabbed the blanket that was bunched up on her legs. He pulled it up, right to her shoulder and breathed in her scent that he couldn’t get enough of.

      His lion purred happily inside him. He seemed to like this annoying girl, who over the last few days was getting less and less annoying.

      She was still as annoying as ever, but instead of getting annoyed and frustrated, Ryder found himself smiling, laughing, and watching her more and more, wondering what she was going to do next.

      A nice warmth flushed through his body as she moaned in content and squeezed his arm a little tighter. Ryder smiled, put his cheek on the top of her head, and watched the rest of the movie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tempest

      

      

      

      Five days after she first stepped foot on the ranch, Tempest and Ryder finally had their groove down. They danced around the kitchen in the morning, grabbing bowls and cartons of OJ like two graceful figure skaters who had been practicing for years.

      “Hand me the—”

      Ryder was already pouring milk in her cereal all the way up to the brim, exactly how she liked it.

      “Would you—”

      She already had his toast out of the toaster. He liked it when it was a perfect golden color. Not too burnt and not too raw.

      They smiled as they carried each other’s breakfast to the table.

      He opened the newspaper and handed her the Arts and Comics while he read the Sports and the Editorial section.

      They were a well-oiled machine.

      She ate her cereal, glancing up at him every few seconds, watching as he bit into his toast. She loved how his masculine jaw looked when he chewed in the morning, the stubble not shaven off yet.

      “What?” he asked without looking up from the paper.

      “What are we going to do today?”

      “Hopefully catch a bad guy and become millionaires.”

      He took another bite of his toast and chewed. God, I could watch that all day. Is that weird? It’s weird.

      His robe was open, showing off his big tattooed chest. Tempest’s fingertips starting tingling when she pictured running them down his skin.

      “But if G.H. doesn’t call with a location? What do you want to do?”

      He lowered the toast and turned to her. Her heart started to beat a little faster with his sexy brown eyes on her.

      “Have you ever tried ax throwing?”

      She laughed, not expecting that.

      “I can’t say that I have,” she answered. “I almost dropped an ax on my toes once, but that’s about the extent of my ax throwing experience.”

      He chuckled. “Well, just be careful.”

      “Don’t worry. I will. I like my toes and don’t want to lose any.”

      “It’s my toes I’m worried about,” he said with a sexy grin.

      “You’re a shifter,” she said. “Can’t you guys heal?”

      “Heal, yes,” he said, turning the page of his newspaper, “but unfortunately we can’t grow back body parts. Once they’re gone, they’re gone.”

      “That’s a shame,” she said as she took a large dripping bite of cereal. “For any shifters who are lacking toes, I mean.”

      He winced as he looked at her. “Don’t talk with your mouth full. It’s gross.”

      She opened her mouth wide to show him everything.

      He turned back to his paper, shaking his head with a big smile on his face.
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        * * *

      

      “So, that’s how you do it,” Ryder said after he showed Tempest how to throw the handheld ax.

      She winced as she stared at the ax that was sticking out of the plywood target. It was sunk in deep in the middle of the bullseye.

      “I don’t know,” she said, biting her bottom lip. “It doesn’t seem very safe.”

      “Well, it is ax throwing,” he said with a deep exhale. “How safe did you think it would be?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, suddenly feeling nervous. Whenever Tempest started throwing sharp things around in the past, bad things happened. Usually to the people within throwing distance. Once in high school, she was in Art class and threw a pair of broken scissors into the garbage. It somehow landed in her teacher’s thigh. He completely overreacted and she got a D.

      “If you’re going to be a bounty hunter,” Ryder said as he picked up another ax from the pile, “you’re going to have to get comfortable around weapons. All kinds of weapons.”

      Tempest shifted from foot to foot. “I was thinking I could be the kind of bounty hunter who convinces her marks to come in using rational thinking and logical thought examples.”

      “There’s a name for that kind of bounty hunter.”

      Tempest perked up. “Really?”

      “Yeah, they’re called broke ass bounty hunters.”

      Her shoulders slumped forward and he laughed. “Come on,” he said, gently taking her arm. “I’ll show you.”

      Her body tightened and the air seemed to stick in her lungs as he pulled her into his embrace, wrapping his cuffed right hand around her to be close to her cuffed left hand. They had been close several times throughout the past few days, but never like this.

      His chest was pressed against her back, his strong hands were on her arms, and she could feel the warm breath on the back of his neck. It was making every single tiny hair back there come alive.

      “Hold it,” he said in a low gravelly voice. She wrapped her hand around the hard wooden handle and took a deep breath, trying to calm her pounding heart.

      She shifted ever-so-slightly backward until her ass grazed against his zipper. Was that a little groan that came from his throat?

      His heart was pumping as hard as hers was—she knew that much—she could feel it against her back.

      “Keep the ax up,” he said. God, his lips were right next to hers. “Perpendicular. Right. Like that.”

      She took a deep breath and raised her arm like he showed her and threw it. It sailed through the air, doing deadly cartwheels until it sunk into the wood with a satisfying thunk.

      Right in the bullseye.

      “You got!” he said, spinning her around with an excited smile on his face.

      The excitement and thrill of it overcame Tempest and she jumped on him, throwing her arms around his neck and wrapping her legs around his waist.

      The smiles melted from both of their faces as they stared at each other with a long charged look. Her wavy brown hair had tumbled down on his shoulders and their lips were dangerously close to each other.

      He held her like that—her breasts pressed against his upper chest, lips hovering over one another—for what felt like an eternity before he slowly put her down. It felt like a long stretched out moment, but why did it have to end so fast?

      “Okay,” he said, swallowing hard as he finally released her. “Let’s see if you can do that again.”

      There was only one thing she wanted to do again, and it didn’t involve any axes.

      He picked up another ax from the pile and handed it to her. This time she didn’t even make the target. Or the next time. How could she concentrate after that?!?

      Her hands were shaking and she couldn’t see straight.

      Ryder gave up after she missed a few dozen in a row and let her off the hook.

      She was barely paying attention anymore—her mind still focused on that moment in his arms. She wondered if he was thinking about it too.

      There was something going on between them. There was definitely something there.

      Tempest knew now that it wasn’t just her feeling it. She had an inkling—extra little touches, long sideways looks, flushed cheeks, smiles that lingered a little too long—but now her inkling had exploded like an octopus blowing its inky load.

      He liked her. He would never admit it, but he did.

      Tempest always had a knack for wearing people down. She was horrible at first impressions, but she was good at wearing people down.

      He got her a chair and she sat down as he practiced throwing them at the target. This was better. Sitting there admiring him as he focused on the target—God, he looked sexy when he focused—and then lined up the shot and threw it.

      “Ah, it’s so hot out here,” she said, fanning herself with her hand. “Isn’t it so hot?”

      Ryder shrugged. It wasn’t that hot, but she was trying to throw some subliminal messages his way. Eventually, it worked and he took off his shirt. Half of Tempest and Ryder’s shirts now had slits down the side with buttons sewed on since that was the only way they could get them on and off with the handcuffs.

      Tempest swallowed hard as she looked up at him. There was a thin coat of sweat on his skin that was shining in the sun, making him look like a tattooed god. His abs were just asking to be licked.

      She loved the way his arm flexed when he held up the ax to line it up. It showed off the deep curves of his round triceps and got her shifting around in her seat, suddenly hot between her legs.

      Tempest had never had too much luck with guys before. She dated here and there, but more often than not the guys stopped calling or just seemed to disappear off the face of the earth. Not answering their phones anymore or their Facebook messages, which Tempest often found weird because in some cases they were still updating their newsfeeds. She always thought that the little red number in the top right-hand corner was impossible to miss, but somehow, the guys who she was dating always seemed to miss it.

      Most of the time, she just shrugged her shoulders and moved on. Life was too short to be ruined by immature dicks. She had her own fun, enjoying her days as best she could—entertaining herself by singing and dancing—and she didn’t need a man to complete her.

      But for the first time, she was wanting one. Really wanting one.

      She didn’t want this little adventure with Ryder to end. She was having too much fun.

      And so was he, even though if he would never admit it.

      He had seen the real her over the past few days. Not the prim and proper display of a nice, respectful girl that she often showed her dates. The real her. The real disruptive storm that Tempest could be. And not only was he still around—the fact that he had no choice was of little concern to her—he seemed to be liking her more and more with every hour they spent together.

      Spending time with him had been the best week that she had in a long time. In fact, she tried to think of a time in her life that she enjoyed more and was coming up with nothing.

      Thunk.

      He turned and gave her a proud smile. The ax was wedged between the others in the spray painted bullseye.

      “Nice shot,” she said, looking him up and down as he turned back to admire his work. Nice ass too.

      “Thanks,” he said. “Want to try again?”

      She shook her head, not wanting to give up her view. “I’m good here.”

      “Good but can you do me a favor?” he asked with a grin.

      “Anything.”

      “Come with me so I can go another round?”

      She laughed and got up, walking with him to the plywood target to retrieve the axes. He pulled one out of the bullseye and showed it to her. It was different than the others. It had a golden blade and a beautifully carved oak handle.

      “I was given this one by the Redemption Creek Fire Department when I tracked down an arsonist that was causing havoc for them.”

      “Cool,” she said, taking it from him and inspecting it.

      “Every true Bounty Hunter should have a throwing ax,” he said, wrapping her fingers around the handle. “It’s yours.”

      She jerked her head back as she looked up at him. “I can’t take it. You earned it.”

      “You earned it,” he said. “I saw you take down that freak of a shifter. That bear shifter beat up all of my friends, including Mack. And nobody beats Mack. Nobody.”

      She started to feel her cheeks heating up.

      “You took him down all by yourself,” he said. “And you would have had him if I didn’t barge in and screw it up for you.”

      She opened her mouth wide to say something, but he put her finger on her lips, shutting her up.

      “I’ll admit that I was wrong, but please don’t rub it in.”

      She closed her mouth with a smile and he took back his finger.

      “Believe me, Tempest,” he said with sincerity in his voice. “You’re one hell of a badass bounty hunter and I want you to have that ax.”

      She squeezed her fingers around it and clutched it to her chest as her eyes welled with tears. She was touched beyond belief.

      Never had she received such a perfect gift. All of her old boyfriends had never understood her. Even when they tried to be nice and give her a thoughtful present, it was always off the mark. What the hell was an aspiring bounty hunter supposed to do with flowers or high heels or jewelry? But Ryder got her. He understood.

      “Thank you,” she whispered as they stared at each other with heated eyes. “For everything.”

      He gave her a little wink and a smile. “Just don’t drop it on your foot.”

      “I promise,” she said with a laugh.

      “Or mine.”

      She grinned as she looked down at it once again. “I can’t promise that.”

      He laughed as he started gathering the axes for another turn. She just stood there, clutching the golden ax, and watching him—thinking one thing over and over again.

      I’m fucking him tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryder

      

      

      

      The new client G.H. hadn’t called with a location that day and Ryder was glad that he didn’t. He was enjoying his time with Tempest and wanted to stretch it out a little longer.

      That sounded crazy to him. How could the girl who almost made him shove chopsticks into his ears a few days ago have grown on him so much?

      But he knew why. She was amazing.

      Everything about her. She always made him laugh with her silliness, playfulness, and unfailingly positive attitude. Her clumsiness that was once an annoyance was now an endearing character trait that he adored and he loved how he never knew what she was going to say. Ever.

      And it didn’t hurt that she was gorgeous to look at. He kept stealing glances at her every chance he got and watching her through the reflections in mirrors, metal chairs, windows and of course, the toilet paper holder.

      Not only had she invaded his life, but she had also invaded his mind. He thought about her constantly and even dreamed about her when he was sleeping.

      Last night he had woken up after dreaming that his lion had bonded to her and watched her sleep for an hour. An hour!

      Shit, he was broken.

      As feared, this girl had made him lose his mind. Just not in the way he thought she would.

      “Ready?” Ryder was in the living room of his cabin, sitting against the bathroom door with his handcuffed arm hooked over his head on the other side of the door. He was getting pretty used to it. Normally, she made him wear these big noise canceling headphones that blared 90’s pop music from her iPod whenever she was in the bathroom, but she was only putting her bathing suit on this time so he wasn’t forced to listen to Hit Me Baby One More Time again. Thank God.

      “Ready,” she said as she swung the door open.

      Ryder gulped as he looked up at her. She was wearing the world’s sexiest white bikini and it took him everything he had not to rip it off her beautiful body.

      “Take a picture it will last longer,” she said with a grin.

      “Let me get my camera.”

      She laughed and tugged the handcuffs as she walked past him. Her round ass passed by his face, making him instantly hard.

      Fuck. This girl… She wasn’t just a bounty hunter—she was a real killer.

      “Let’s go, Mr. Perv,” she said, pulling him to his feet.

      It was about three in the morning and hot as shit in Ryder’s cabin. They tossed and turned and neither of them could fall asleep so they decided on a late night swim to cool off.

      So far, he wasn’t getting any cooler. He was heating up.

      They walked outside in the warm night, looking up at the gazillion stars overhead. He turned the pool lights on and they lit up in a turquoise glow, giving the place a sexy atmosphere. Tempest dipped her toe in the water as Ryder lit the tiki torches. He turned some soft music on—Monster by Mumford and Sons.

      “I love this song,” she said as they sat by the water letting their feet sink in.

      “You were wearing their shirt,” he said softly. “When we first met.”

      “You remembered,” she said with a warm smile. “I can’t believe you remembered.”

      “Of course,” he said. “How could I forget? I had never seen anyone like you before.”

      “You mean with the wand?”

      He licked his lips. “With the wand. And with other things.”

      She dropped her eyes to the water and smiled shyly.

      “I had never seen anyone like you either,” she said as she stirred her foot in a circle, making little waves.

      Ryder ran his hand through his hair. “Sorry I was a jerk.”

      “No worries,” she said. “Sorry I was a bitch.”

      He laughed. “No worries.”

      They sat there for a moment, enjoying the warm night, the company, the song, and the nice atmosphere. Tempest looked up, watching the stars as Ryder watched her.

      “My first night here, you said you might be moving. What did you mean by that? Why would you want to leave this paradise?”

      Ryder watched her lips as she spoke, wondering what they would feel like pressed up against his.

      “We don’t want to move,” he said with a sigh. “But we might not have a choice.” He opened up and told her about the ranch’s financial problems and the governor who was breathing down their necks. He told her about the lack of business in town and how they needed to catch this guy or their family legacy would go up in smoke. He poured his heart out to her, getting choked up as he shared his feelings and his fears and speaking to her like he hadn’t spoken to anyone before.

      When he finished, her hand was on his, holding it tight.

      “You’re not going to lose it,” she said with a sureness in her voice. “We’ll catch this guy and everything will be all right.”

      The beautiful song ended and Love Love Love by Of Monsters and Men came on next. They sat in a comfortable silence as they listened to the soothing singing.

      “I hope you’re right,” he whispered.

      Tempest took his chin in her hand and turned his face until he was looking into her stunning blue eyes. “I’m right. I’m always right. When are you going to learn that?”

      He smiled, wondering what her mouth tasted like.

      “Come,” she said, squeezing his hand. She pushed off the side of the pool and disappeared under the warm water. Ryder smiled and then joined her.

      “That’s better,” she said, licking her wet lips as she popped back up. Her brown hair was slicked back and the glow from the water was giving her soft skin a turquoise hue that made her eyes pop and made her look spectacular.

      Ryder couldn’t help himself. He reached out for her and she glided into his arms.

      He wrapped his arms around her soft skin as she wrapped her legs around him. Her breasts pressed against his chest as their lips hovered as close as they could get without kissing.

      “Hello,” she whispered, tickling his lips with her warm breath.

      He smiled. “Hi.”

      “Nighttime pool kiss,” she whispered as her fingers glided through his wet hair. “That’s a sexy first kiss.”

      “The best kind,” he whispered.

      She smiled and Ryder pulled her in, touching her soft lips with his. Her arms tightened around his shoulders as she opened her mouth and their tongues slid up against one another.

      They kissed long and slow, stretching the moment out as they tasted each other for the first time.

      When Ryder finally released her mouth, she gently tugged down on his bottom lip with her teeth, releasing a hungry moan.

      “How was that?” he asked with a smile.

      “Better than expected,” she said, licking her soft lips as she looked down at his mouth. “Can I have another?”

      He kissed her again, deepening it this time as their bodies closed the distance between them. He could feel her hard nipples pressed against his chest like two little diamonds and it was making him harder than ever.

      She moaned into his mouth when her stomach pressed up against his throbbing erection.

      “Nighttime pool sex,” she said with a wicked grin. “My favorite kind.”

      She pulled back and Ryder started kissing the top of her chest. Fuck, this girl. She was killing him. He had never had anything so perfect in his arms.

      “What’s your favorite kind?” she asked.

      “I have a feeling,” he said between kisses, “that any kind with you will be my favorite kind.”

      She reached behind her back and pulled the string of her bikini top, letting it fall loose over her breasts. “I think you’re going to be right on that one.”

      Ryder pulled back and watched with heated eyes as she pulled the top over her head with a sexy grin on her face. He licked his lips as she tossed it behind her, letting it float away on the glowing turquoise water.

      She arched her back and Ryder groaned with his dick aching as he looked down at her beautiful breasts bobbing in the water. Her skin was slick and wet, shining with the light of the pool, making her tits look perfect. He admired them for as long as he could before the overwhelming need took over and he had to touch them.

      Tempest lowered her back into the water, floating with her legs wrapped around him as he explored her curves with his lips and tongue, kissing one breast than the other. He licked the water off the sides before curving up in an arch and taking her nipple in his mouth, sucking and nibbling until they were both breathing even heavier.

      He was far from done caressing and venerating her perfect breasts, but there was more he wanted to explore, and he reassured himself that there would be time later to continue. They would do this again. And again. He didn’t know why, but he was sure of that.

      The warm water splashed away from them in large ripples as he pressed a hand on her back and lifted her back up. She grinned as she started grinding her hips on him, rubbing her pussy against his hard cock.

      “Your buddy Mack isn’t going to come bumbling out of his cabin for a late night swim is he?” she asked in a husky voice.

      “Probably,” Ryder said with a grin. “He likes to swim in the nude. Is that going to be a problem?”

      She part laughed, part moaned as she kept rubbing her pussy against him, harder and faster.

      He grabbed her waist and pushed her off him. She looked surprised and frustrated for a second, but he held on with a firm grip. “Come,” he whispered, pulling her through the water. “I know just the place where no one can see us.”

      She grinned as she glided through the water and wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her breasts to his back as she let him pull her toward the rock grotto.

      Ryder’s heart was thumping in his chest as he swam to the little private cave. He didn’t understand why they had paid extra to have that done when they were building the pool—what the hell do five single guys need with a sexy grotto?—but he was happy they had it now.

      “This night keeps getting sexier and sexier,” Tempest said with a grin as he pulled her inside. It was covered and private in here, surrounded by rock that was glowing a sexy blue glow from the warm water.

      Ryder slid his fingers into the bottom of her bathing suit and pulled it down slowly. “And sexier,” he whispered as her lips came up to his.

      She kissed him hard with a deep demanding kiss that shook him to his bones. Her bathing suit bottom slid down to her knees and then Ryder’s foot did the rest of the work. He pushed it down until it slid from her ankles and floated away at the bottom of the pool, leaving nothing on her but a handcuff.

      “Am I the only one getting naked?” she asked as her hand glided down his stomach. Her finger dipped into his bathing suit and traced the head of his cock, making him groan. “That hardly seems fair.”

      “You know me,” he said as he pulled his bathing suit down, freeing his cock. “I’m all about fair.”

      She wrapped her hand around his throbbing shaft and grinned. “That’s what I like about you,” she said before kissing him with her sexy wet lips. “That and your big cock.”

      Her legs were back around him as she gripped his dick, looking like she was never going to let it go.

      Ryder caught her ass as she glided toward him, gripping her soft round cheeks with two firm grips. She let out a cute little moan as he spread her cheeks apart and guided her toward his dick.

      They both looked down through the wavy water as she pulled the tip of his cock up through her soft folds, making them both shiver with anticipation.

      The need he felt for her was overwhelming. To have her, to be inside her, to be a part of her. It was agonizing how much he wanted her.

      She bit her lip and held her breath as she pressed the head of his cock to her wet opening. Ryder slowly pushed his hips forward, sliding his thick cock inside her.

      “Oh, yeah,” she moaned as he pushed in further, taking his time with every agonizing inch. She was so wet and hot and tight.

      They both moaned as he thrust all the way in. He held her there for a moment, enjoying the snug fit of his dick surrounded by her tight warmth.

      Her lips parted as she gasped and Ryder brought his lips down on her hard and rough, taking her mouth in a desperate kiss.

      She let out little whimpers as he slowly pulled his hips back and then thrust them back in with a little more force than the last time.

      “I’ve been wanting to do this all week, Tempest Kole,” he said as he pulled back, leaving only his tip in to tease her.

      Her grip on his shoulders tightened as she rocked her hips, trying to get more of him inside her.

      “Then what are you waiting for?” she asked with a challenging, lust-filled grin. “Blow my fucking mind.”

      Ryder was up to the challenge. He squeezed her ass and gave her a hard thrust, that had her screaming out. He increased the pace, hitting her with hard, long strokes that had her gritting her teeth when she wasn’t crying out in pleasure.

      They were turning the calm little grotto into a wave pool. It looked like a sea storm as the waves crashed against the rocks and then swelled back against their bodies.

      He never let up. He just held her in place and gave one devastating thrust after another until both of their bodies were tight with tension and ready to come.

      She grabbed him tight. Her nails digging into his soft wet skin.

      “Come in me, Ryder.” Her voice was raspy and deep right next to his ear. The heat of her breath on his skin was enough to do it. “Now. I need to feel it now.”

      He released her ass and wrapped his arms around her body tight as he thrust into her deep with one last hard push. She gasped and opened her mouth, twisting her face up as she came on his cock.

      Her soft pussy tightened on his shaft, squeezing it in a death grip. A deep roar burst from his throat as he came, filling her insides with a hot rush of cum.

      He gritted his teeth as he emptied every last drop inside her. Her eyes were closed, her mouth open, and she was breathing deep ragged breaths as he held her as tight as he could without breaking her.

      The warm waves of his orgasm surged through him as the warm waves of the pool settled down around them, crashing into them with less ferocity.

      After the intensity faded, he slid out with a moan and they sank back into the water, separating from each other as they came back down to earth.

      Tempest’s lips curled up into a smile as she submerged into the water up to her chin.

      “What are you grinning at?” he asked. He wanted to know everything about. What she was thinking, what she was feeling. He couldn’t get enough of her.

      “We just had sex.”

      He laughed. “I know. I was there.”

      “It was a good thing you were,” she said with a grin. “Otherwise, it wouldn’t have been nearly as much fun.”

      He pulled on the chain of the handcuffs, bringing her toward him. “You know that spell that takes these off?”

      She licked her lips and nodded as their bodies came together—it was strange how their bodies were already fitting together so perfectly.

      “You should throw it in the garbage,” he said. “Or burn it.”

      She slid her hand through his hair and started giving him gentle kisses on his neck. “You want to be attached to me forever?”

      He took a deep breath as he closed his eyes, focusing on her lips touching his tingling skin.

      “It would be nice,” he whispered. “At least for another decade.”

      She chuckled. “Be careful what you wish for Mr. Ryder. I have been known to drive people crazy.”

      “Oh, you’ve already done that,” he said as his dick started to harden once again. “You’re driving me crazy in more ways than one.”

      He could feel her lips smiling on his neck. “I hope one of those is crazy in the good way.”

      Ryder sighed. “They’re all in the good way.”

      “Good,” she said as she started rocking her hips on him again, making the water angry. “Because you’re stuck with me for a little longer at least.”

      Ryder felt a surge of dread as he held her close.

      It wouldn’t be long enough.
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      Tempest woke up to lips kissing her neck.

      “That better not be Sloth slobbering on my neck,” she said as she kept her eyes closed.

      Ryder chuckled on the nape of her neck and she knew she was good.

      The cold metal chain dragged across the flushed skin of her stomach as his hand slid up to cup her right breast.

      “Mmmmm,” she moaned, licking her lips as her nipples hardened. “I can get used to waking up like this.”

      They were both naked in his bed, lying under a single sheet that was bunched up around her waist. She had barely been up for sixty seconds and she was already feeling lust and desire take over.

      Tempest always thought that the best thing to wake up to was a steaming pot of coffee, but Ryder was changing her mind. She was beginning to see that the best thing to wake up to was a steaming pot of bounty hunter.

      “Is this how it’s going to be now?” she asked with a smile on her face. “You put your hands and lips on me whenever you want?”

      “Yes,” he grunted between kisses. His magical lips were moving down her collarbone, tracing a damp trail from her neck to her ribs while he caressed her breast.

      She tried to control her ragged breathing as her clit throbbed. She couldn’t make it that easy for him.

      “I guess I’ll just have to leave then.”

      Ryder reached up and swung the metal chain around the bedpost, jerking her cuffed hand up and locking her in place.

      “You’re not going anywhere.”

      She grinned. Lucky me.

      “Is that so?”

      He never stopped peppering her with kisses. His tantalizing mouth was on the side of her left breast now, making her wet. So wet…

      “Perhaps you would like another taste of my magic wand again?” she asked before moaning and biting her lip.

      “I was thinking you would prefer another taste of my magic wand.” She gasped as he pressed his rock hard cock against the side of her thigh.

      This was definitely better than a pot of coffee.

      “That might be better,” she slowly admitted. “But I don’t do bounty hunters. It’s unprofessional.”

      He chuckled and the little hairs on her body rose as she felt his warm breath wash over her skin.

      “If doing a bounty hunter is unprofessional,” he said in a deep husky voice as he kissed around her tingling breast. “Then last night was career suicide.”

      Tempest arched her back to give him more of her breasts. “Well, it did feel like I died and went to heaven.”

      “Me too.”

      She opened her mouth and sucked in a breath as his teasing mouth finally made it to her nipple. His tongue was a wonder and lit her body on fire.

      Tempest shut her mouth and focused on the paralyzing sensation of his lips. Whenever they hit her pink parts, she couldn’t move.

      He swirled his tongue around her hard little nub, teasing and taunting her as he drew the pleasure out like a master. She was starting to breathe a lot harder as he switched to her other breast and did the same thing.

      “I can’t go around having sex with coworkers,” she said as his erection dug into her thigh. “What would the bounty hunter community think of me?”

      “They better not think anything dirty or I’ll knock them out,” Ryder said as his lips began moving south. They traveled down the curve of her breast as he cupped each of them in a hand.

      She grinned, enjoying the jealousy in his voice. It turned her on even more to think that he would get violently upset if anyone else thought of her.

      “Still,” she said as he kissed a tingling trail down her stomach. “It’s too risky. It’s unprofessional. And you know me, I’m anything but unprofessional.”

      His shoulders shook as he laughed.

      “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” she said as he traced his tongue around her bellybutton.

      Tempest groaned. She was wetter than she had been in the pool. His lips were going down and down and it was only a matter of time before they were between her legs. She swallowed hard just thinking about it.

      “There will be rumors,” she said, grabbing a fistful of her hair as she squeezed her eyes closed. “What will the bounty hunters say at the water cooler? At the Christmas party? I’ll be the laughing stock of the industry. My Yelp review page will be full of perverted comments.”

      “All left by me,” Ryder groaned as he slid the blanket down. “Bounty hunter, Tempest Kole has the sweetest. Tightest. Wettest. Pussy.”

      She groaned as she squeezed her thighs together, feeling the sticky wetness within.

      “And it’s all mine,” he said as he slid his strong hands down the outside of her thighs.

      He kissed the little tuft of hair and inhaled deep.

      “Spread your legs.” It was a command, not a request and Tempest felt herself obeying. She spread her legs wide and then gasped as his hand was suddenly there, hard and firm against her wet pussy.

      He chuckled as his beautiful fingers slid along her slit and through her silky folds.

      “What are you laughing at?” she asked in frustration as her back arched off the bed.

      “You talk a big game,” he said as he traced her wet opening with his fingertip. “But your dripping wet pussy is betraying you. It’s telling the truth.”

      “And what’s the truth if you know everything, Mr. Ryder?” She was gripping her breasts now, kneading them and pinching her nipples as his lips got closer. So close…

      “That you want my cock.”

      “Damn, pussy,” she moaned. “Always giving me away.”

      Her body jerked as she felt his stubbly cheek rub against the inside of her thigh.

      The smart ass words were suddenly gone from her lips, the clever comments evaporated. She could only focus on one thing: his lips that were a breath away from her throbbing pussy.

      She squeezed her hands into fists and held her breath as his silky tongue touched the bottom of her slit and then slowly, agonizingly, excruciatingly, fucking amazingly dragged all the way up to her aching clit.

      “Fuck,” she gasped releasing her tight fists and her ragged breath all at once. “Fuck my reputation. Please keep doing that.”

      He let out a low chuckle and then licked her again. She closed her eyes as his tongue worked, swirling around her and sucking on her clit.

      His fingers joined the party and slid inside of her as she started rolling her hips and pushing against his mouth. Tempest was slowly slipping out of control. She couldn’t think or talk. The lust was taking over, overriding her brain and filling it with thoughts of Ryder’s big dick and expert tongue.

      The pressure was starting to build and Tempest felt it in every cell in her body, burning with tension and begging to be released.

      Ryder grabbed the back of her knees and thrust her legs up until her knees were practically in her armpits. She let him do whatever he wanted. Every movement he made felt better and better. The all-consuming sensations increased, the intensity built.

      She forced her eyes open and looked down. The sight of a tattooed god between her legs, licking her wet pussy had her grabbing a fistful of sheets and moaning out loud. God, the boys were going to hear and think she was a sex-crazed maniac. She didn’t care. It was too good to stop and the loud moans were coming out whether she tried to hold them back or not.

      Ryder’s tongue slid in and out, wet and messy, making her hips buck and her legs tremble. He seemed to sense that she was close because he slipped in two long fingers and held them inside while he lapped her engorged clit with a vicious tongue.

      “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuuuuuuuucccckkkkk,” she moaned through gritted teeth as her body unraveled.

      Her pussy clenched on his fingers as her body shook like an earthquake. She threw her head back—white spots filling the back of her eyelids—as the orgasm swept through her like a wildfire.

      It consumed every inch of her from her clenched fingertips to her curled toes.

      And he just kept on licking through the intense heated waves, slowly lapping his tongue on her, taking everything she was giving him.

      When the worst of it was over, she pushed her legs back down, wondering how they got so stiff. They didn’t do any work. He guided them back to the bed and took one last long look at her pussy before wiping the glistening juices from his mouth and looking up at her with a proud look.

      She swallowed the comment on her lips. He deserved to be a little cocky and proud after that performance.

      “Still worried about your Yelp review?” he asked with a grin.

      She shook her head on the pillow as she swallowed hard, trying to find her voice. “I think I did enough yelps for one day.”

      He laughed.

      “Were we too loud?” she asked, covering her eyes with her palm as she recovered.

      “We?” he asked with a chuckle.

      “Was I too loud?” she corrected. “Do you think the guys heard?”

      “I think the whole state heard,” he said with a laugh. “Don’t worry about it. Discretion is the name of the game on the Clayton Rock Ranch.”

      “There was nothing discrete about that,” she said feeling her cheeks blush from embarrassment, or maybe they were flushing from the orgasm. She couldn’t tell anymore.

      “Like I said. If anyone says anything, I’ll clock ‘em in the mouth.”

      She grinned as she looked down at him. “Save that energy for me, Mr. Ryder.”

      “I have energy for you for days.”

      Tempest felt her heart start pounding a little harder. “Prove it.”

      He climbed to his knees with a grin on his face. She slowly looked down his sexy tattooed body to his hand. It was gripping his big rock hard cock with a firm grip.

      Tempest licked her lips as her mouth watered. He had a gorgeous dick. The perfect length and thickness to stuff every inch (and a little bit more) of her.

      She climbed to her knees and dropped forward, landing on all fours with her face an inch from his beautiful cock.

      “Don’t touch,” she said, slapping his hand away. “It’s all mine.”

      “Help yourself,” he said as she brought her lips to it. She gave it a soft kiss on the tip and his body shuddered.

      She hadn’t been able to get a good view of it under the water of the pool the night before, so now she was taking her time, admiring every inch while she gave it soft wet kisses along its hard length.

      Ryder moaned as she gripped the base hard and then slid her hand along it up to the head. A pearl of pre-cum oozed out of the tiny slit and Tempest closed her eyes and licked it up.

      Fuck. He looked good. He smelled good. And he even tasted good.

      She opened her lips wide and guided his juicy cock into her mouth.

      “Just like that,” he said as he slid his hands into her hair, gripping the back of her head. The cold chain of the handcuffs dangled on her shoulder, but she was too consumed with what was in her mouth to notice or care.

      She took him in as far as he’d go, trailing her tongue along the underside of his cock. His deep groans and moans and tight squeezes of her head coaxed her on and made her work a little harder.

      Ryder’s groans got deeper, louder, as she stroked his length with a firm grip until her hand ached. Her tongue was all over him, swirling around his tip and licking his length as she sucked him off.

      Her eyes filled with water as she tried to take him all the way in but he was too big. He was too long.

      Her hand took over as she looked up at him with desperate eyes. “Come in my mouth,” she begged. “Please. I want to taste you again.”

      He shook his head in disbelief as he stared down at her. “You’re driving me wild, girl. Look what you’re doing to me.”

      She grinned as she brought the tip of his cock to her lips while she jerked him up and down. “You haven’t seen anything yet, Mr. Ryder.”

      He gasped and Tempest knew that he was close. His massive chest was heaving above her as he gulped down breaths of air, unable to get enough of it.

      Her pussy was aching as she stroked his dick harder and faster. She kept her mouth open with his tip resting on her tongue, scared to lose one drop of his seed.

      His cock pulsed in her hand and he let out a loud groan as warm cum shot into her mouth, coating her tongue before she swallowed it down with a satisfied moan.

      She wrapped her lips around his cock again, but it must have been too sensitive because he pushed her off.

      “Too much for you, Mr. Ryder?” she asked with a grin as she wiped the corner of her lips. She could feel his warm seed sliding down her throat, warming her chest from the inside. “I thought you could take more than that.”

      “Is that a challenge?” he asked, narrowing his eyes on her.

      She gulped. “Yes.”

      His strong hands were on her, practically picking up her body and turning her around. Tempest grinned as he placed her down on her hands and knees in front of him.

      Her mouth dropped open as he dragged his hard cock up her aching pussy.

      “You want it?” he asked as he pressed the head of his still hard cock into her hole. “You’re going to get it.”

      She gasped out loud as he thrust all the way inside of her wet pussy with one divine stoke.

      “Oh, Ryder,” she moaned as he grabbed her hips and started thrusting in and out. She thought he had felt big in her mouth, but he felt enormous crammed into her tight little pussy.

      And Tempest couldn’t get enough of it.

      She grabbed the headboard with one hand and braced herself as he fucked her harder and harder. She thrust her hips back, meeting each pump of his hips with her own, increasing the intensity of it all.

      The chain on the handcuffs was always present, always jerking at least one of their arms in an awkward position, if not both, but neither of them seemed to care. They were beyond worrying about how their arm was twisted in an unnatural position or how it was shooting straight up in the air.

      It didn’t take long before they were both coming once again, this time together. Her body was the first to let go, clenching and spasming around him. Ryder followed a heartbeat later, rooting himself in deep as he squeezed her hips and released.

      They both cried out and then collapsed on the bed beside each other, the metal handcuffs making sure they didn’t separate, but stayed as one.

      Tempest’s head sunk into the pillow as she tried to catch her breath. She turned her head and saw him staring at her, his sexy brown eyes full of something she hadn’t seen before. She had seen that look in romantic movies and in elderly couples—the kind that still held hands after all those years—but she had never seen it directed at her before.

      It was in that instant that she finally knew. She was falling for Ryder.

      And not in the I-have-a-crush-on-a-boy-teenage-girl way. But in the real way. The true love kind of way.

      He reached up and cupped her cheek, which made her own cuffed hand jerk up as well. She closed her eyes and relished the moment as he stroked her cheek with his thumb.

      This was real, wasn’t it?

      One-night stands don’t gaze into each other’s eyes and stroke cheeks after, do they? Do one-morning stands? Tempest had no idea, she had never been into that.

      All she knew was that she could stay here all day. She could lie in this bed with Ryder an—

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      They both jerked up to a sitting position as a heavy fist thumped on the front door.

      “Hey, lovebirds!” Grant shouted. “We got a lock on his location.”

      “Mr. Creepy-Bear-Shifter-Guy?” Tempest shouted back.

      “That’s the one,” Grant answered. “Mount up!”
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      Tempest checked that her red wand was stuck in her bun for the tenth time before Grant even started the truck. Logan was sitting beside him in the front.

      She was sitting in the flatbed with Ryder, Mack, and Bryce, and feeling a fluttering of nerves in her stomach.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Ryder whispered when he saw her face. “You’re a badass bounty hunter bitch, remember?”

      She forced out a smile at him. She didn’t feel like a badass bounty hunter bitch. She felt like a scared little girl.

      A scared little girl that has a giant lion by her side to protect her. You’ll be fine.

      Tempest pushed down the unhelpful feelings and sucked it up. It was going to be fine.

      She gulped as the engine started.

      “I can’t wait to get another crack at this guy,” Mack said. He was slapping his shoulders hard, pumping himself up.

      Bryce copied him, slapping his shoulders as well, admittedly not quite so hard.

      “See?” Ryder said, pointing to the huge lion shifter as they bounced up and down on the flatbed. “Mack is going to do all of the work.”

      “That’s right, I will,” Mack said with a sneer. “Now that I know his little tricks, this porcupine is going down.”

      Tempest felt a little better with these guys by her side. She wasn’t nearly as nervous the last time, but now she knew what was at stake for the man she was starting to fall in love with. She was afraid to lose the bounty, for him.

      Plus, now she knew what Mr. Creepy-Bear-Shifter-Guy was capable of. She got lucky the last time with the wand, but now he knew to avoid it. Would she get lucky again?

      She gulped as Grant turned onto the main road. There was only one way to find out.

      A minute later, they slowed to a stop in front of the neighboring ranch. Tempest turned her head and read the sign: The Grizzly Ranch.

      “What are we doing here?” she asked.

      “Getting some backup,” Ryder said as a pickup truck came flying off the ranch. There was a dark haired handsome man behind the wheel and another muscular one beside him with tattoos along his arms.

      “Only two of you?” Grant said as he stuck his head out the window. “Come on, Maximus! This guy is dangerous. I told you. Where the hell is Kneecap?”

      The driver, who must have been Maximus, shrugged. “He’s out shopping for diapers and the rest are not here,” he said with his head out the window. “That’s what you get on ten minutes notice.”

      “I guess you and Lachlan are better than nothing,” he said. He disappeared back into the truck and took off, sending Tempest flying to the side.

      It took about three hours for them to arrive. “Is this it?” Ryder asked under his breath. They had pulled up to a school in a suburban part of town. There were parents waiting to pick up their children and a line of buses waiting to shepherd the kids from the school back to their homes.

      “I don’t like this,” Ryder muttered under his breath as the school bell rang in the distance.

      Tempest was biting her lip nervously as the quiet school suddenly burst to life. Kids exploded out of every door, running, yelling, flailing arms and backpacks as they tried to get as far away from the school as possible.

      Ryder reached over and slid the back window open. Logan and Grant turned to look at him.

      “What’s the plan here?” Ryder said with a hint of frustration in his voice. “We capture this guy and flatten a couple of kids in the process?”

      Grant huffed out a breath. “He never told me it was going to be at a school. I don’t like the feel of this either.”

      Tempest scanned the crowd. A cute little boy with a Ninja Turtles t-shirt was proudly showing his mother the pirate ship craft that he had made. She saw another stressed-out mother who was holding a crying infant, yelling at her older son to get off the slide. He wasn’t listening to any of it.

      “Are we going to fight him here?” Tempest whispered. Her stomach was fluttering with nerves. If becoming a bounty hunter meant traumatizing a hundred or so kids in the process, then it definitely wasn’t for her.

      “No,” Ryder said, although he didn’t look so sure. “Grant would never allow it. Just keep your eyes open and try to locate him. We can follow Grease to another location and bag him there.”

      They all swung their heads from side to side, looking around as the thick tension filled the air.

      Then, Tempest spotted him. Grease was wearing ratty clothes and hiding on someone’s roof, tucked behind the chimney. The house was across the street from the school and the bear shifter had binoculars pressed to his eyes. He was watching something, or someone.

      Tempest followed his line of sight and saw that he was staring at a couple of young girls playing on the swings.

      Her heart jolted awake. This monster had killed eighty-six people at least, and now he had his cruel eyes set on a couple of eight-year-old girls.

      Tempest squeezed her hands into fists as she narrowed her eyes on him. This was why she had become a bounty hunter. Not for the money or for the action. But to stop evil men like him from harming the innocent.

      “Up there,” she said, clenching her jaw as she pointed out the about-to-be-dead mark.

      They all turned and spotted him, including Maximus and Lachlan who were in the pickup truck behind them.

      Grant immediately jumped into his alpha boss mode. “Let’s keep an eye on him while we wait for the kids to disperse.”

      They all kept one eye on the murderous polar bear shifter and one eye on the school buses as they got loaded up with kids.

      “Come on,” Ryder said impatiently under his breath. It felt like it was taking forever for the buses to leave.

      But finally they did, over a dozen yellow giants, lumbering away. Most of the parents were gone as well, and there was just a small spattering of children left, including the three girls playing on the swings.

      Grease was still watching them like a hawk watching a couple of oblivious mice scurrying below. The predator never took his eyes off of his prey.

      “Mack,” Grant whispered. “You take Bryce and Logan and circle around the back. Stay together and make sure he doesn’t slip away.”

      Mack nodded. “Let’s go, twerp,” he said to Bryce as he jumped out of the flatbed. Tempest grabbed the edge as the truck wobbled back and forth. She watched as the three of them silently raced behind a nearby house and leapt over the fence.

      Maximus and Lachlan got out of their truck and Tempest swallowed hard when she saw the size of them. Those two men were huge and Ryder had told her on the way over that they had full-grown grizzly bears hiding within them. She was breathing a little easier knowing they were on her side.

      Lachlan’s brow furrowed when he spotted Tempest and saw the handcuffs attaching her to Ryder.

      “Isn’t it a bad time for your sex games, Ryder?” he asked.

      Ryder was about to give him an earful, but Tempest spoke first. “It’s never a bad time for sex games.”

      Lachlan laughed. “I guess you’re right.”

      “He’s distracted now,” Grant said as he stepped out of the truck. “Let’s just sneak up and try to grab him. Lachlan you climb up the chimney with me, and Maximus you stay down here with Ryder and Tempest in case he jumps down.”

      Maximus was watching Tempest carefully. “Are you sure it’s a good idea to have a civilian here?”

      “She can handle herself.” Ryder said it in a tone that meant it wasn’t up for discussion. Tempest blushed with pride. She could handle herself!

      “All right,” Maximus said, not looking too sure. “Just be careful, lady.”

      “Tempest,” she said. “Badass bounty hunter.”

      He gave her a quick up and down look. “I hope so.”

      “Mount up,” Grant said and they all moved. They were all huge guys but they moved as quiet as lions.

      Tempest was trying to be quiet too, but her sexy black leather hooker boots kept clip-clopping on the cement. Damn. Should have worn my sneakers after all.

      Ryder picked her up by the waist and put her on the grass where her steps were a little quieter.

      “Thanks,” she said, blushing in embarrassment.

      They arrived at the house and Grease hadn’t noticed their approach. He was too focused on watching the poor little girls who would be his dinner if they didn’t execute this properly.

      Tempest and Ryder hid behind the rock wall at the edge of the property with Maximus as Grant and Lachlan silently scaled the chimney as planned.

      Everything was going perfectly until the old man who lived in the house walked out with a coffee and his newspaper and spotted the two large men on his chimney like wannabe Spider-men.

      “What in the bloody heck?” he shouted, spilling his coffee on himself as he jumped back in shock.

      Grease immediately lowered his binoculars and leapt off the house. He landed in the front yard with a thud, his thick heavy feet leaving two deep imprints in the coffee splattered man’s lawn.

      He took off like a mutated bullet, running down the driveway and right toward the school.

      Maximus jumped in his way, but Grease lowered his massive shoulder and plowed right into him like a beefy linebacker and sent him flying backward into an oak tree. Every branch on the tree shook as Maximus slumped below it. He groaned as acorns rained down on his head.

      “Oh, hell no!” Tempest shouted as she jumped up and raced after him with Ryder by her side. They sprinted as fast as they could, but Grease was faster and the distance between them was increasing.

      He yanked open the side door of the school and ran in. Tempest and Ryder raced after him.

      She pulled the wand out of her hair and squeezed it as they entered the door, which was the emergency exit of the gymnasium. Luckily, the gym was empty inside.

      “Stop!” Ryder shouted, but the killer didn’t listen. He ran toward the open door that led into the hallways, but then stopped short when a familiar face popped in, blocking the way.

      It was Mack. Staring at him with a fierce glare.

      “You’re not getting away this time, porcupine,” he said as he slapped his own shoulders hard.

      Grease skidded to a stop on the gym floor with a squeak and then looked back the way he came, but Ryder and Tempest were there. He glanced at the wand in Tempest’s hand and his jaw tightened.

      Bryce and Logan ran in behind Mack just as Lachlan, Maximus, and Grant ran in behind Tempest and Ryder. Grant closed the door and locked it, and Logan did the same with the other door.

      Grease was surrounded and he knew it. He started shaking for a second and then his mutated and enhanced polar bear exploded out of him.

      “There are kids around,” Grant said in a firm voice. “This doesn’t have to get violent.”

      The white bear clenched his jaw as the shifters surrounded him. His body tightened and six large spikes flew out of his back with a shling.

      “Looks like it’s going to get violent,” Logan muttered.

      Mack grinned. “Good.”

      He yanked off his shirt and let his lion come forward. Tempest looked around with wide eyes as men popped into animals all around her.

      The two grizzly bears were almost as big as the polar bear, but they looked normal whereas Grease’s bear looked like it spent its lifetime hooked up to an IV of steroids.

      And there were snarling lions all around her. Grant and Ryder were the only ones who hadn’t phased.

      Tempest gripped her wand with white knuckles as Ryder started shaking beside her.

      “Oh no,” she gasped as golden hair sprouted out of his body in patches. She was about to be attached to a mother-freaking lion!

      His tattooed body burst open with a bone-chilling tear and a giant lion ripped forward. Tempest got shoved to the ground as the chain tightened and the momentum of the phase yanked her down. She was handcuffed to a lion’s paw.

      Holy crap! This is not good.

      She swallowed hard as she looked up past the flowing golden mane to the lion’s snarling mouth as it glared at the killer in the middle of the gym.

      “Ryder?” she whimpered.

      The huge cat turned its flowing golden head and looked down at her. She winced as its hot breath washed over her face, but when he saw her, his glowing brown eyes softened. Ryder was in there. She hoped.

      They all turned as a key slid into the lock and fumbled about. A clueless teacher walked in and stopped short when she saw what was waiting for her inside the gym.

      Her eyes widened and the files that she was holding fell to the floor.

      “I’m just going to…” She quickly stepped back out and shut the door, locking it behind her. Tempest heard heels fleeing down the hall. At least I’m not the only one with loud shoes.

      They turned back to the fight, and Mack was the first to move. He bounded forward on huge paws and pounced on the polar bear with his deadly jaws opened wide.

      Grease turned his back so that Mack would land on his spikes, but the lion had learned that lesson the hard way and was ready. He jerked his body in the air and landed on the side of the spikes, digging his long black claws into the bear’s pink flesh. He roared in pain and then they all took off, surging forward at the murderous beast.

      “Wait!” Tempest said as she tried to climb to her feet in a panic.” The chain was only so long and she couldn’t stand up without bending her spine over. “Don’t…” Ryder’s lion pounced forward, sending Tempest crashing back down to the ground. “…run.”

      He dragged her along the gymnasium floor and she lost her wand somewhere near the foul line.

      It was a blur of fur and claws and teeth as she got jerked around by the lion she was attached to. There were furry bodies everywhere, flying backward and snarling like it was a feeding frenzy.

      “I don’t like this,” she gasped as a grizzly bear lunged over her body and onto the polar bear who was thrashing wildly, fighting for his life.

      A lion came flying out of nowhere and rolled over her leg. “Ow, fuck!” she screamed. Luckily, it was a little one, Bryce maybe? She didn’t know. They all looked the same and the only one she could distinguish was Ryder because she was chained to his fucking leg.

      He leapt in the air, bringing her flying with him. She crashed into a lion’s ribs and then face planted into a grizzly bear’s ass. Tempest cursed as she ping-ponged against animals as Ryder sunk his claws into the polar bear’s shoulder. She heard an angry roar and didn’t know what happened next, but it wasn’t good. Ryder was suddenly flying through the air like a rocket and she was streaming behind him, going along for the ride.

      The lion smashed through the blue double doors of the storage closet and they landed against a mesh cage that was holding up dozens of bouncy dodgeballs. It broke to pieces as they flew through it with an ‘oomph.’

      Tempest took a deep breath as she pushed up to her feet with the colorful dodgeballs bouncing all around her and rolling into the gym. “Stop running!” she snapped at the lion, feeling the anger swell up inside of her. If she had ever found Ryder rude or inconsiderate before, he had nothing on his asshole of a lion. That thing had dragged her around like a Saint-Bernard pulling around a two-year-old who was holding onto his leash.

      The big cat tilted his head as he looked at her. “Thank you,” she huffed. “Now let me find my wand and—” The cat took off. Again. Dragging her along the ground. Again.

      You got to be fucking kidding me!

      As she was bouncing along the hard gym floor, she spotted her wand. I’ve had enough of this shit.

      She planted her sexy-yet-not-so-practical boots into the ground and grabbed the chain with both hands. With a grunt, she yanked the lion to the side and managed to steer him off course for a second. “Yes,” she said, diving to the ground. He swung her around in an arc and she reached out, grabbing her red wand as she sailed forward.

      Tempest turned on her back as she fumbled around with the wand, making sure it was pointed in the right direction. She had made that mistake before and it was one you only did once (or about seven times in her case).

      Ryder was heading straight for the polar bear who was holding his own against seven vicious shifters. One grizzly bear was bleeding heavily from the shoulder and a couple of the lions were moving a lot slower than when the fight first started.

      Grease, however, was moving faster than ever as he threw a lion into the wall with a crunch.

      Ryder lunged on him, sending Tempest swinging right at the bear. He saw her holding the wand out of the corner of his eye and snarled as he turned.

      Tempest raised the wand and let the magic fly.
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      Ryder watched hopelessly from the inside of his lion. His animal was being way to reckless with his girl.

      Poor Tempest was flying around, crashing into animals and bouncing along the ground.

      “Calm down!” he shouted at his lion, but he wasn’t listening. The cat was in fight mode and seeing nothing but red.

      The frustrating lion leapt off the ground, taking poor Tempest with him when all of a sudden, Grease froze. The polar bear’s enormous body lifted off the ground and straightened as tight as a board. His eyes widened as he looked down and to the right.

      Ryder’s lion followed his gaze and he saw Tempest holding the wand, pointing it right at the murderous bear.

      Let me come out! Now!

      He was furious at his lion and the cat seemed to sense it because he slunk back down, letting him come back out.

      He phased back and immediately dropped to his knee beside Tempest. “Are you okay? I’m so sorry!”

      “I’m fine,” she said through a clenched jaw. She was clearly doing that female thing when she said she was fine, but was anything but fine. “It was a pleasure meeting your asshole lion.”

      The boys started phasing back all around her now that their mark was contained. They were all hunched over, groaning, cursing, and breathing hard. They hadn’t run into a fight like that in a long time. If ever.

      Lachlan was bleeding heavily from a hole in his shoulder that probably came from one of Grease’s spikes. He was holding it as he fell to his ass, gritting his teeth and cursing as a purple dodgeball slowly rolled over and hit his leg. He looked furious. “My shoulder, you fuck!” he growled as he palmed the bouncy purple ball and launched it at the polar bear in frustration. It bounced off his back leg as Lachlan cursed again.

      Grant and Maximus walked over, looking like they needed a vacation. “Who the hell is this guy?” Maximus asked, staring at the frozen bear in shock. “If I knew he was this bad I would have brought Kneecap.”

      “I told you!” Grant shouted in frustration. “Luckily, we have one bounty hunter here who knows what to do.”

      They all looked at Tempest who was glaring at the bear. She stood up, pointing the wand at him as her bushy eyebrows smooshed together in an angry frown.

      “Let’s get some answers out of this guy,” Grant said. He walked right up to the bear with his hands on his hips. “When we release you, phase into your human form immediately, got that?”

      The bear’s eyes slowly made their way down to Ryder’s alpha.

      “You make one move and our badass bounty hunter bitch here will keep that on you until October. Got that?”

      Grease couldn’t move, but the bear got it. By the way his eyes were bulging, he would be willing to follow any order. Ryder knew that because he had felt that wand before and it was no picnic.

      Grant turned back to Tempest and nodded. “Release him.”

      She took a deep breath and then reluctantly released the hold.

      The bear fell to his big paws and then started shaking. A few seconds later, he was back in his human form.

      He sat down on the gym floor and looked around at all of the shifters. He turned to Lachlan who was still wincing and swearing with every heavy breath. Lachlan gave him the finger.

      “We’re taking you in,” Grant said in a dominant voice. “You killed eighty-six people.”

      He just lowered his big head and closed his eyes.

      “And you were going to murder those little girls, weren’t you?” Tempest shouted as she charged forward. “You monster.”

      He slowly raised his head and looked at her with the eyes of a broken man. The sadness in them was unnerving.

      “What were you planning on doing to them?” Tempest snarled.

      “I was just watching one of them,” he said in a voice that seemed to crumble with every word.

      “So, you’re a pervert?” she said, thrusting the wand at him again. Ryder put his hand on her shoulder to try and calm her down.

      Grease shook his head that he couldn’t seem to hold up anymore. “She’s my daughter. I was looking at Lily.”

      His big round shoulders slumped forward as the tears started coming. He dropped his face into his hands and sobbed.

      Tempest took a step back, stunned by the sudden swell of emotion. Ryder and Grant glanced at each other with an uneasy look.

      “I haven’t held her in over three years,” he said between sobs. “They took me from her. They took me from my girl.”

      “Who took you from her?” Grant asked.

      Grease shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does,” Tempest said, the fierceness in her voice suddenly gone. “Tell us what happened. Tell us why you killed everyone in the town.”

      He wiped his eyes with his big palms and sniffed. “I didn’t kill anybody.” He raised his head and looked at Tempest than at Ryder.

      Ryder felt an uneasiness settle into his body. This guy had just tried to kill all of them, but somehow his gut was telling him that he wasn’t lying.

      “This is bullshit,” Mack said, swatting the air. “Let me finish him.”

      “Let him talk,” Grant snapped impatiently.

      Mack huffed out an angry breath and walked away.

      “What do you know that we don’t?” Grant asked.

      The bear shifter had his head lowered with his watery eyes squeezed shut.

      “Tempest,” Ryder warned when she approached.

      Tempest just ignored him and dropped to a knee in front of the broken man. She took his hand in hers and he lifted his head and looked at her with a softness in his eyes.

      “Tell us what happened,” she whispered.

      Grease took a deep breath and then told them everything.

      He spoke of a secret military program that kidnapped shifters and forced them to be mercenary slaves. “They take the people you care about,” he said, “and use them against you. They’ll kill your mate or your children if you don’t do what they say.”

      Ryder’s heart was pounding as he listened to the man. If anyone was threatening to hurt Tempest, well, Ryder would do anything to stop that from happening.

      “They take whole crews and force them to fight overseas,” he explained. “They’ll make you do horrible things.”

      Grant was listening closely. “And those spikes on your back?”

      Grease let out a long sigh. “They experimented on me. For three years.”

      Tempest had tears in her eyes as she listened.

      “They made me stronger, faster, and implanted these painful spikes in my back,” he said with a shudder. “They made my bear crazy. They tormented him every day to try and turn him into a merciless killer.”

      “Did your bear kill the people in the town?” Ryder asked. He had to know.

      Grease looked him right in the eye and didn’t flinch. “No. The Northern town was where their experimental facility was located. I escaped and tried to get help in the town. I compromised the civilians and the General gave the order. He had every single one of them killed because of what I told them.”

      His head dropped down as his shoulders shook with a heavy sob. Tempest rubbed his back. “It’s okay,” she whispered.

      He wiped his eyes and composed himself. “They blamed it on me, so I ran. I’ve been running ever since.”

      Tempest sat down next to him. “And you came back here…”

      “For Lily,” he said. “They must have known I would eventually come back to see my daughter. She’s so beautiful.” She looked at Tempest and smiled for the first time. “Isn’t she beautiful?”

      “Gorgeous,” Tempest said, tearing up again.

      “Who is this general?” Grant asked. “The one who runs the program.”

      Grease shuddered. “A horrible man,” he whispered. “They call him The Angel of Death.”

      “What’s his real name?”

      “General Hunt.”

      Ryder noticed that Maximus and Lachlan gave each other a long look at the mention of the name.

      “The mystery client,” Logan said, looking pale. “Wasn’t his name G.H.?”

      Grant didn’t say a word, but he took a long deep breath.

      “You’re working for him,” Grease said. “He’s paying you to bring me back in.”

      “How can we know you’re telling the truth?” Grant asked, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “You can’t,” Grease said with a helpless shrug. “But just know that he’ll come for you next.”

      “This is all bullshit,” Mack said, unable to take it anymore. “He’s trying to play us, boss. Think about what you’ll give up if you let him go. Two million dollars. We’ll lose the ranch, our home, your family’s legacy. Let’s bring this lying murderer in and get paid. You owe that to the proud hardworking Claytons that came before you and the ones who will come after you.”

      Ryder’s heart was racing as he listened. They all knew what was on the line here, what would happen to the ranch if they didn’t get the money for Grease’s bounty.

      But Grant was a man of integrity. He wasn’t about to bring in an innocent man, no matter what it cost him.

      And neither was Ryder.

      “Hit him with that magic juice again,” Mack hollered in frustration. “He’ll tell you he’s lying his ass off.”

      “He’s not lying.”

      Everyone turned to Maximus who had been watching the whole exchange closely. “He’s telling the truth.”

      “Please explain,” Grant said.

      Maximus took a deep breath and sighed. “We’ve heard of this General Hunt before. He had planned to recruit our crew into his little program by kidnapping our mates. Just like he said.”

      Grease was silent as he watched the alpha of The Grisly Grizzlies.

      “Vesuvius was behind it,” Maximus said.

      “Vesuvius?” Grant asked with wide eyes.

      Ryder swallowed hard. Vesuvius was one of the three dragon shifters who ran the town of Redemption Creek. If he was behind this special military program then they were in a lot more trouble than they had initially thought.

      “Don’t worry,” Maximus said with a nod. “Vesuvius won’t be coming around here anymore.”

      Ryder breathed a little easier. That could only mean one thing: The Grisly Grizzlies had taken care of the dragon shifter.

      But the dangerous General was still out there.

      Grant stared at the polar bear shifter for a long time. All he had to do was hand him over to his new client and all of his problems and worries would be solved.

      He sighed. “I believe him.”

      “Me too,” Tempest whispered.

      Grant shook his head. “I don’t want to, but I do.”

      He offered his hand to the broken man. Grease hesitated for a second, but then slapped his hand into his. Ryder’s alpha pulled him up to his feet.

      “You’re free to leave,” he said as he looked around for his jeans. “You won’t get any more trouble from us.”

      Mack was pacing by the far wall, but this was too much for him. He punched the door open and stormed out.

      “We don’t have much to give you,” Grant said as he found his pants. He pulled out his wallet and took out all of the cash that he had. “But it’s all we can do.” He walked back to Grease and slapped it into his big palm.

      Ryder grabbed his own wallet and pulled out the seventy-four dollars inside and added it to the pile.

      “I only have four,” Tempest said, cringing as she added it to the pile. “It’s been a rough year.”

      Grease put a hand on her shoulder and smiled sadly. “For me too.”

      Logan, Bryce, and Maximus all gave him what they had as well.

      Everyone turned to Lachlan whose bloody shoulder was still slowly healing.

      “Get fucked,” he said. He rolled his eyes and then dug into his pocket. “Fine.” He threw a few bucks on the floor in front of him that Logan scooped up and added to the pile.

      “One last thing,” Grant said. He pulled out the key to the truck and held it up. “This will help you move a little faster. It’s the red pickup outside.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” Grease said as he looked around at all of the shifters who were helping him in his time of need. “Thank you all, so much.”

      Grant handed him the key and then gave him a quick hug. “Don’t mention it. You take care of yourself.”

      “You too,” Grease said with a serious voice. “Be careful of the guns. They have darts in there that will put you to sleep. Your animals too. When you wake up…” He shuddered.

      Years ago, Ryder heard talk of a serum that could stop a shifter from phasing, but he always thought it was just that, talk.

      “He’s going to come for us all,” Grease continued. “There’s no doubt about that. The Angel of Death always gets his targets.”

      “So do we,” Tempest said with a wink. “And he just landed on our shit list. Keep your head up, champ. You’ll be with your little girl soon. I’ll make sure of that.”

      He let out a sad smile as he looked at her with pain-filled eyes. “I hope you’re right.”

      With a nod and a tight smile, he threw his clothes back on and hurried out the door.

      “That was our only truck, Grant,” Logan said with a sigh. “And we don’t have money for another.”

      Grant and Ryder had lost more than a truck. They stared at the open door as they watched their family legacy vanish before their very eyes.

      “You think that’s bad,” Ryder said with a gulp. “Wait until Mack hears that he has to take the bus home.”
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      They didn’t end up taking a bus home after all. Tempest just had to squeeze into the back flatbed of Maximus’ pickup with five ginormous shifters. The first hour wasn’t so bad. The last two were in the rain.

      “I still don’t get it,” Mack grumbled when Maximus finally dropped them off at their ranch. The rain had finally eased up to a slow drizzle.

      “Oh, get over it,” Logan said, shaking his head. They were all sick of hearing Mack’s whining.

      “Thanks again, guys,” Grant said to Maximus and Lachlan. “But next time bring Kneecap.”

      Ryder had explained to her that the giant grizzly bear shifter of The Grisly Grizzlies known as Kneecap was definitely someone you wanted at your side in a brawl. When he was there, Ryder said, you could sit back on a lawn chair with a cool glass of lemonade and watch as he manhandled a few dozen shifters by himself.

      “We’re not enough for you?” Lachlan asked with a grin.

      “You two are great,” Grant said with a chuckle. “But when you call the Avengers, you expect them to bring the Hulk.”

      Maximus laughed and waved as he drove away.

      They all silently made their way into their cabins—cold and wet and tired of the shitty day. They each needed a hot shower, a stiff drink, and an early bedtime.

      Tempest glanced at Ryder out of the corner of her eye as they walked, joined by the cuffs, to his cabin. There were so many things that she wanted to say to him.

      She was proud of the way his crew acted, and was positive that he and his friends were moral men with good hearts.

      “You’re incredible,” she said when they stepped inside the dry cabin.

      He turned to her with a look of shock on his face. “Me?” he said, stunned. “You’re the one who stopped him. Again.”

      “You gave up everything to let him go free,” she said. “Your home. Your family’s ranch. That was huge. You could have just brought him in and taken the money, but you didn’t. You did the right thing, Ryder.”

      He sighed as he took off his wet shoes and shook the water out.

      “So, did you,” he said when he looked up at her. “You gave up one million dollars.”

      Tempest blew it off. She didn’t feel like she had given up anything. Grease deserved to go free and that’s what she wanted.

      Plus, she didn’t feel like she needed that much money anymore. She had Ryder and that seemed to be enough for her.

      Well, she had him for now.

      “I want to ask you something,” she said, feeling her chest tighten with nerves.

      He looked at her funny. “Let me guess? You want to be the first to take a hot shower?”

      “Actually, I was thinking we could take it together,” she said with a raised eyebrow. He smiled and it made her heart swell.

      “That’s a great idea.”

      She lost her train of thought thinking about that instead.

      “What did you want to ask me?”

      She swallowed hard. Just ask it.

      “Now that we’re not looking for a mark anymore, we’re free to go down to Santa Fe and get the spell,” she said, glancing down at the handcuffs that attached her to the man she was falling in love with. Would he still want to be with her when he was free? She was about to find out.

      “Oh,” he said, dropping his eyes to the floor. “I forgot about that.”

      Tempest hadn’t. She had been worried sick about it since they left the gym.

      “I was wondering what… to do… after… that.”

      He just stared at her, giving her nothing.

      “You guys might need help with General Hunt and I don’t really have a place to live.”

      He cocked his head to the side. “Don’t you have an apartment?”

      “Kind of,” she said, sucking in a breath. “But it’s kind of in the shape of a storage locker.”

      His brow furrowed. “I don’t understand.”

      She sighed. “I live in my car.”

      “You want to stay here?” he asked.

      “If you want…”

      His face lit up in a smile. “Tempest,” he said. “I would love it if you stayed here with me.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. In fact, I’m dreading driving down to Santa Fe with you.”

      She winced. “Because I sing in the car?”

      He laughed. “Yes, because of that too. But I’m really dreading not having you by my side anymore.”

      “You are?”

      “Call me crazy, but I’ve grown to love having you with me at all times. You definitely make things interesting.”

      “You’re crazy.”

      “You drive me crazy.”

      She felt like she was going to float off the ground as he took her in his arms and gave her a passionate kiss.

      “I think I love you, Tempest,” he said when he pulled away.

      “You think?”

      He smiled. “I know. I am in love with you. My badass bounty hunter.”

      Tempest could feel her cheeks blushing. “I love you too, Mr. Ryder.”

      They kissed again until Ryder unexpectedly stopped. His body froze and his arms dropped from her sides.

      “Ryder?” she said, stepping back with an unsure look on her face. Did he already change his mind?

      She gasped when she saw his eyes. They were as black as night as he stared at her with a blank expression on his frozen face.

      “Oh no!” She grabbed his shoulders and shook him hard. His head jerked back and forth like a bobblehead.

      “I broke him,” she said, starting to panic. “I told him I love him and it broke him!”

      The panic suddenly vanished, replaced with the spirit of a warm embrace that circled around her core and filled her with adoration and love for the man standing in front of her.

      She slid her hands down his shoulders onto his arms as it felt like their souls were connecting. They weren’t just connecting, they were linking together, fusing and uniting in a way that attached their mind, body, and souls better than any magical handcuffs could.

      Her whole body was tingling in a good way as the blackness dissipated from his eyes and he came back to her.

      They stared at each other for a long moment.

      “What was that?” she asked slowly. She felt different. He looked different to her too. Ryder wasn’t just a crush or a new love to her, he was something else. Their connection seemed to run deeper. To her very essence.

      “That was a shifter bond,” he said, staring at her without blinking. “You’re my mate.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked. “Like, I’m your girlfriend?”

      He smiled. “Not quite. It’s a little more than that.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded. “Yeah,” she whispered. “I’m kind of getting that.”

      Tempest shivered as he stepped forward and ran his hand through her hair. “It means we’ll be together forever,” he said as he watched her with love and admiration on his face. “It means we’re soulmates.”

      “That sounds pretty good,” she said as she took his wrist and kissed his hand. “Do all shifters have mates?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “Our animals like to choose one woman for them and we keep them forever.”

      “Your animal chose me?”

      He nodded.

      “Your jerk of a lion?”

      He laughed. “He likes you.”

      “I don’t like him.”

      Ryder rubbed the back of his neck as he shifted uncomfortably. “Well, you’re kind of stuck with him.”

      They stared at each other for a few tense seconds. The adoration and lovefest they were feeling a few minutes ago had seemed to have left out the window.

      “Let’s try it again,” Ryder said.

      Tempest crossed her arms. “Why? So he can drag me across the ranch this time? I still have the bruises all over my body from the last time we met.”

      Ryder exhaled hard. “He gets a little carried away sometimes during the heat of action.”

      “A little carried away?” she said, raising her eyebrows. “I’m lucky my mother hooked me up with some extra toughness or you would have bonded to a long bloody smear on the gymnasium floor.”

      Ryder rubbed his forehead. “Can you just try to meet him again? Please. It will be different this time. You’re his mate now. He won’t do anything that will hurt you. Trust me.”

      “I trust you,” she said, feeling unsure. “It’s your lion I don’t trust.”

      He gently took her hand and Tempest felt all of her anger start to melt away. This jerk head lion is a part of him, a part of us. I have to try and make it work.

      She closed her eyes and exhaled. “Okay. Bring the crazy kitty out.”

      “Thank you,” he said, looking relieved.

      They went outside into the grassy area by the pool. The rain was done and the sun was setting, lighting up the sky in the most radiant pink, purple, and blue hues. It looked like someone had spilled a tray of vibrant paints across the sky.

      “Just sit down,” Ryder said as he started to strip. Tempest was enjoying the show. Maybe this won’t be so bad after all.

      “I’ll bring him out and everything will be okay. I’ll be with you the whole time.”

      Tempest sat crosslegged on the damp ground and closed her eyes. She should have been nervous after what happened the last time, but she wasn’t. She was strangely calm. Maybe it was the bond, or that she trusted Ryder, or maybe so much had already gone wrong that day that she didn’t care anymore.

      Strange sounds began filling the air, but Tempest kept her eyes closed. Her handcuffed arm jerked around as a horrible tearing sound cut through the sound of frogs and crickets trying to get laid.

      Her chest tightened and she sucked in a breath when the noises stopped. Her eyes were still closed but she could sense a presence beside her. A big presence.

      “Oooookay,” she said as she slowly opened her eyes. There was a huge, massive, king of the jungle lion standing a few inches from her face.

      He sat down in front of her and just stared into her eyes. Her heart was pounding in her chest as she stared up at him.

      Those eyes…

      They were a beautiful brown and oddly familiar. Ryder’s words replayed in her head. I’ll be with you the whole time. He was in there. She could feel it.

      He looked calm and composed, unlike the last time they had met. Tempest swallowed hard and looked at him closely.

      He had a large golden mane that flowed beautifully around him. It was darker in areas and stood straight up at the top. It looks so soft. She wasn’t brave enough to try and touch it yet.

      “When was the last time you ate?” she whispered as his mouth dropped open. His white teeth were so big, his tongue so long. His warm breath washed down and tickled her arm, raising the hairs up.

      She was attached to his leg by the handcuffs. A ready-made-meal waiting for him on a string.

      His body was huge with big powerful shoulders and paws that were larger than her head.

      “Umm,” she said nervously as he moved his head toward her. He sniffed the side of her face and the sound was loud in her ear, but she was laughing because it tickled so much.

      She was smiling when he pulled away. “Can I…” she said, slowly raising her hand.

      He sniffed her palm and then licked it. It was more of a friendly lick and less of an I-want-to-see-if-you-taste-good-because-I-want-to-eat-you kind of lick.

      Her courage increased and she reached up and stroked his cheek. The lion closed his eyes and purred.

      “You like that?”

      He purred again.

      She laughed as she stroked the rest of his face, feeling his hard whiskers scratching against her arm. “You’re not so bad when you’re not dragging me around like a rag doll, are you?”

      Soon, she was digging her hands into his thick mane and rubbing her cheek against his as they got to know each other. He was soft and smelled good too, like the summer sun.

      The lion rolled onto his back and stretched out for a belly rub. Tempest grinned as she sunk her fingers into his fur and started scratching. He purred long and hard. The cat was in heaven.

      She was so distracted that she didn’t see the shadow moving in the darkness until it was too late.

      Sloth came running out of nowhere and lunged on Ryder’s lion, attacking him viciously. Well, with as much viciousness as an old obese lazy cat could muster.

      The lion rolled back over with a whimper. He opened his massive jaws and roared at the crazy house cat. It was so loud that Tempest’s ears rang after.

      Sloth wasn’t intimidated. He opened his fat little mouth and roared back, although it was more of a puttering squeak than a roar.

      Still, Ryder’s lion was backing up, pulling against the chain of the handcuffs as he tried to get away.

      “Don’t be scared,” Tempest said, trying to swallow the laugh that was bubbling in her throat. “He’s harmless.”

      She scooped up Sloth in her arms and giggled as Ryder’s lion paced from side to side at a distance, unsure of the fat little gremlin.

      “It’s okay,” she said in a reassuring voice. “Follow me. I’ll make sure he doesn’t hurt you. Right, Sloth?”

      Sloth looked at the lion and swiped his paw in the air.

      “Oh, stop,” she said as she walked over to the pool area. She dumped him on his usual chair and gave him a few belly rubs until he fell back asleep.

      She turned back to her new lion friend. “That takes care of him. Let’s go back and finish getting to know each other.”

      The lion swung his adorable tail happily as he followed his new crush.
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      The helicopter came the next day, on a Tuesday afternoon.

      Ryder had just finished making love to Tempest and they were lying on the bed panting. The handcuffs still linked them physically while their bond linked them spiritually. Ryder heard the ominous whomp whomp whomp before her and sprung up to a seated position.

      “Give me a minute before you go pee,” she said as she tried to catch her breath. “I can’t move my legs right now.”

      He extended his handcuffed arm as he jumped out of bed and peeked out the window.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Get dressed,” he barked. “Now.”

      She was up in an instant, throwing on her clothes without asking any questions.

      He made sure she grabbed the wand that she kept in the flower vase when they were hanging out at home and watched as she quickly tied her wavy brown hair in a bun and shoved it inside.

      “Let’s go!

      They ran outside just as the helicopter was touching down. The rest of the boys were there, waiting and watching.

      “This could be the General,” Grant said, looking ready for a fight. Mack and Bryce started slapping their shoulders as Logan rolled his neck from side to side.

      The inside of the helicopter was stuffed with muscular men. Shifters. Ryder could smell them. A polar bear, a wolf, and was that a black bear or a grizzly? He couldn’t tell with the helicopter whipping the air around.

      “They have a skin shifter in there,” Grant warned in a tight voice.

      Ryder inhaled and smelled him. Skin shifters always had a distinct smoky smell like burnt charcoal. This suddenly got more dangerous. Skin shifters could slide their consciousness into any animal and control them. And for fighters whose biggest weapons were giant lions, that wasn’t someone you wanted to go up against. A skin shifter could take over your lion and use it against your own friends.

      A tall good-looking man in an army uniform hopped out first. He had salt and pepper hair and looked like he could star as a General in a Hollywood movie.

      “The Angel of Death,” Tempest whispered under her breath. “Is hot.”

      Ryder turned to her with a frown.

      She bit her lip nervously. “Did I say that last part out loud?”

      The General didn’t look happy as the three shifters and one skin shifter emptied out of the helicopter behind him. They held long black guns at their chest, and at first, Ryder wondered why a shifter would carry a gun until he remembered Grease’s warning about the anti-shifting serum. One dart from one of those guns and his lion would be asleep until nightfall.

      “Where is my target?” the General shouted over the roaring of the rotating blades.

      “He got away,” Grant shouted back. “I’m afraid we’re going to have to pass on the job.”

      The General glanced up at the sky and cursed under his breath. “I was hoping I could count on your crew for this and future jobs. My organization has deep pockets.”

      “We don’t want anything to do with your organization, General Hunt,” Grant shot back.

      The General showed the slightest bit of surprise in his eyes at the mention of his name. “It appears my reputation has proceeded me. I’m flattered.”

      “You shouldn’t be,” Grant answered in a firm voice.

      The General glanced back at his four men who were standing behind him in a line. They were all in uniform, looking ready to break something.

      The blades of the helicopter slowed to an idle and Ryder could tell more or less who was what. The first guy on the left was a scrawny guy with orange hair and an Irish flag tattooed on his neck. He was the smallest and must have been the wolf shifter.

      The next was a huge black man who Ryder guessed was hiding the polar bear. The skin shifter was next to him. He had stubble on his cheeks with a wry smile.

      The last was a scary looking beast who was having a staring contest with Mack. He must have been the grizzly bear. Ryder could feel the thick tension in the air between the two apex predators. They both looked like they were praying for their alphas to give them the go-ahead so they could get at each other’s throats.

      The General looked at each of his soldiers and then nodded to the black man. He surged forward with a grin as he yanked off his shirt, revealing his huge muscular torso. He dropped his gun and flexed his body, letting his bear come raging forward.

      The polar bear was huge and Ryder’s body tightened as he stood up on his hind legs and roared.

      “Put us in coach,” Ryder said to Grant. “Let them see what that wand can do. They won’t come knocking again after that.”

      Grant looked at him then at Tempest for a few seconds and then nodded.

      “Bring out your cat,” Tempest said. “Let’s see if these guys are scratch proof.”

      “Really?”

      Tempest nodded. “We bonded last night. It’s all good.”

      He grinned as he let his lion come. His body flexed and burned as golden fur sprouted out of his skin. He felt the familiar searing in his hands and feet as the claws burst out. But as quickly as it started, it was done, and his lion was standing beside Tempest, snarling at the furry white threat in front of him.

      Ryder watched from within as his lion and Tempest walked a few feet, closing the distance before stopping. They had found their groove the night before and were able to walk beside one another without Tempest falling over.

      He could feel his lion’s heart pumping as adrenaline surged through his veins. He was glaring at the polar bear as the bear stared back. Tempest reached into her bun and pulled out her wand, keeping it close to her side.

      Ryder felt the tense situation in his lion’s tight muscles. This wasn’t like any of the other fights he’d been in. These guys had a skin shifter and darts filled with anti-phasing serum. Not too mention his mate was here as well. Grease had told them what this man did to mates and it made him even more uneasy, worrying that it could happen to Tempest.

      The tension mounted with every second that dragged by until it was almost unbearable. The men watching, the rotary blade straining with every turn, the vicious polar bear growling, the fat orange cat stalking toward him in a crouched position—Wait… What?

      Just as Ryder realized what Sloth was doing, the stupid obese cat leapt into the air and attacked his lion’s head with a vicious squawk.

      “Bad, Sloth!” Logan shouted, rushing forward to shoo him away as he sunk his teeth into Ryder’s lion’s ear and scratched at his face.

      The lion roared in frustration as the fat cat hung on, attacking with everything he had, which wasn’t too much.

      At least it cut the tension. The men by the helicopters were howling with laughter. Ryder even caught Tempest giggling at the embarrassing scene.

      Logan pried the obese cat off and tossed him down, sending him scurrying away with a soft kick to the ass.

      “That’s enough!” General Hunt shouted. He wasn’t smiling. Ryder wouldn’t have been surprised to hear if he had never smiled once in his entire life.

      He turned back to his men, about to give the order when a voice rang out behind them. Ryder’s lion turned and Ryder took a breath of relief when he saw his neighbors walking up behind them. The six grizzly bear shifters who lived on the ranch next door were walking over.

      “We heard a helicopter,” Maximus said as they approached. “So we came to check it out.” He slapped a hand on the biggest man among them. He was wearing nothing but a loincloth and had his massive chest on full display. “And we brought the Hulk this time.”

      Grant grinned. This fight just tilted in their favor.

      “We also smelled a barbecue,” one of the twins, Tito, said. “You’re going to feed us right?”

      “The Grisly Grizzlies, I presume,” General Hunt said, narrowing his eyes on them. “I had plans for you.”

      “We heard about your plans for us,” Maximus said with a heated stare. “And for our mates.”

      “This is the dude?” Kneecap said, stomping forward as he punched his fist into his meaty palm. “The dead man who wanted to kidnap my Kennedy?”

      The General rushed forward and grabbed the polar bear shifter’s gun off the ground. He pointed it right at Kneecap and motioned for the men behind him to do the same. “Take their animals out.”

      The barrels of the guns lit up in flames as they fired at Ryder and his friends. They were fast, but Tempest was faster.

      “No!” she shouted as she waved her wand up just in time. The magic spewed from the tip of the red wand, freezing the darts in place. The men shot more, emptying their rounds of darts, but Tempest managed to catch them all.

      “What… is that?” General Hunt gasped as he stared at the wand in her hand.

      His wide eyes turned from her hand to the darts that were frozen in the air.

      With a flick of her wrist, Tempest released the hold on the darts and they fell harmlessly to the ground.

      General Hunt glanced from the darts to Tempest to Kneecap to all of the threatening shifters who now outnumbered him. He slapped the polar bear’s ass and then punched the side window of the helicopter, alerting the pilot that they were about to make a quick getaway.

      The rotary blades sped back up as the polar bear shifted back into his human form. The three shifters and the skin shifter climbed back into the chopper, leaving General Hunt alone on the grass.

      “We’ll be seeing you again, boys,” General Hunt said as he backed into the chopper. “And your mates.”

      Kneecap lunged forward with a growl as the chopper lifted off the ground.

      Ryder watched with an uneasiness in his stomach as the helicopter quickly took to the sky and then disappeared over the mountains.

      He would be back… Ryder didn’t like the sound of that.

      And neither did anyone else by the uneasy silence that hovered among them.

      Tito was the first to break it.

      “So, what’s for lunch?”
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        * * *

      

      Ryder, Tempest, and the boys were hanging around the lit-up pool, enjoying the beautiful summer night with a few drinks. They didn’t know how much longer they’d be able to stay on the ranch before the avalanche of debt and unpaid bills smothered them, and they were determined to enjoy it while they could.

      Their grizzly bear neighbors had just left after emptying their freezer of all the steaks. It was a small price to pay for the help they brought. Ryder didn’t want to think about what would have happened if they hadn’t shown up.

      Grant was a little tipsy as he held up his beer, swaying side to side like a boat on the water. “Award for the toughest bounty hunter on the team goes too.” He bit his tongue, dragging out the moment.

      “That’s me,” Mack said with a grunt. “Always.”

      “I don’t know,” Ryder said with a tilt of his head. “Tempest keeps saving our asses.”

      “Nope,” Grant said, shaking his head. “The award goes to the real killer. Sloth.”

      They all laughed as they turned to the fat orange cat who was lying on the pool chair. He raised his head at the mention of his name and watched them with disinterest.

      Ryder grabbed a bottle cap off the granite bar and tossed it at him. He missed and it bounced off the chair. “Attack me again, fatty, and I’ll eat you for breakfast.”

      The old cat stared at him with what looked like a frown, then closed his eyes, dropped his head and almost immediately fell back to sleep, snoring over the music.

      “Do you think they’re going to come back?” Tempest said as she stirred her pink girly drink.

      Grant poured himself another beer. “They’ll be back,” he said. “Guys like him always come back.”

      “Right now he’s licking his wounds,” Logan said. “So it will probably be a while. You two have time to go get that thing off.”

      Ryder and Tempest both looked at the handcuffs attached to their wrists and stayed silent.

      It was crazy, but Ryder was dreading the moment. How could he not be forced to listen to her terrible singing anymore? How could he spend the days without being able to look over anytime he wanted and see Tempest’s beautiful face or her round curves? How could he go back to the way it was?

      He didn’t want to…

      But all good things came to an end eventually.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tempest

      

      

      

      “It’s this one,” Tempest said as she tried to shove her key in the lock. “I’m sure of it this time.”

      Ryder leaned on the metal door of the storage locker and grinned. “That’s what you said the last eight lockers.”

      She tried to wiggle the damn key in the lock, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “Nope,” she said, shaking her head. “It was definitely that one over there.”

      She dragged Ryder to the storage locker that she definitely wasn’t sure was hers. She tried the key and cringed when it wouldn’t fit.

      Ryder just smiled as he watched her.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I’m in no rush.”

      That’s what Tempest loved about this guy. He was so patient with her.

      “Okay,” she said when she spotted an orange metal door that looked vaguely familiar. “Definitely that one.”

      “Definitely.” Ryder nodded with mock assuredness.

      She pulled him over and took a breath of relief when her key slid right in the lock. She clicked it open and then yanked the door open.

      All of her stuff was exactly how she left it. In a big mess.

      “Wow,” Ryder said as he stared inside.

      She leapt toward him and covered his eyes. “Don’t look. It’s a mess.”

      “Did a hurricane pass through your locker?” he asked with a laugh. “Or was it ransacked by a band of pirates?”

      “No,” she said with a sigh as she released his eyes. “That was all me.”

      “Is this what our cabin is going to look like back home?” he asked.

      “Not yet,” she said with a mischievous grin. “Give me a month or two…”

      “Uhh…” Ryder picked up her favorite lamp and tilted his head. “What the hell is this?”

      It was a replica leg lamp from her favorite Christmas movie, A Christmas Story. It stood proudly on her night table for years.

      “Do you like it?” she asked with a grin.

      “Very classy,” he said, carefully putting it back. “Do you know where the spell is?”

      She spotted her yellow and pink running shoes right where she left them and her body filled with dread. Her stomach rolled and it suddenly felt like a heavy weight was resting on her chest.

      “Yeah,” she said as she picked up a shoe. She reached in and closed her eyes when she felt the folded paper by the toes.

      This was it. Now she would know for sure if Ryder was going to bolt. He wouldn’t be stuck to her anymore. He was free to leave. Free to abandon her and let her go.

      A sour taste settled in the back of her mouth as she pulled the paper out and opened it up.

      Ryder was standing as straight as an arrow as he watched with a tense expression on his face.

      “So,” he said, swallowing hard. “That’s it?”

      Tempest nodded as she looked down at it. “That’s it.”

      She opened the crumbling paper and saw her mother’s handwriting scratched onto it.

      “Here we go.”

      “Wait,” Ryder said, stopping her. He put his hand on her arm and stared into her eyes. “I just want to say that I really enjoyed being attached to you, Tempest Kole. It was an adventure of a lifetime.”

      She smiled and blushed, feeling the nerves float away. This was Ryder. Her mate. She had nothing to worry about. They were going to be just fine.

      “I had fun too,” she said. “I’m just happy I didn’t drop a knife or an ax on your foot.”

      He laughed. “That wouldn’t have been good.”

      They gave each other a loving kiss and then Tempest steeled herself, ready to unleash her mother’s spell that would finally open these handcuffs.

      “Skaintée hourtew nurèena,” she whispered, concentrating hard. “Palãpintara fowlinquâ satru.”

      The cuffs clicked open and they both gasped in surprise.

      “You did it!” Ryder said, staring at her in shock.

      “Of course, I did,” she said with a sad smile as she unhooked it from his tattooed wrist, then hers. “I’m a badass bounty hunter, remember?”

      She hooked them safely on the back of her jeans and then rubbed her wrist. It had a red mark around it that looked like it would never go away.

      “I guess we’re free,” he said, looking sad.

      She sighed. “I guess so.”

      Tempest tossed her running shoe back into the garage and then closed the door, locking it after.

      “Ready?” he asked when she was all finished.

      She nodded. “Ready.”

      Ryder smiled as he reached out his hand.

      What was I worried about?

      Tempest slid her hand into his with a happy grin on her face.

      They walked back to the car hand in hand.

      Joined together, but this time, it was by choice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ryder

      

      

      

      “Now, remember,” Ryder said as he watched Tempest line up in front of the bullseye. “Keep the ax perpendicular to your arm.”

      They had been practicing a lot lately. Tempest was determined to launch the throwing axes at the bullseye as well as Ryder could. She had a long way to go.

      “I do,” she said with a touch of frustration in her voice. “It just never goes where I want it to go.”

      He laughed. “That’s because you suck.”

      She shot him a fiery look, but she couldn’t hide her smile. “I don’t suck. I just need some more practice.”

      “We’ve been practicing all day.”

      She chuckled as she lined up the ax at the target. “Okay, fine. I suck.”

      “You can do it,” he said, hoping she’d nail it this time. “I believe in you.”

      Tempest took a deep breath, raised the ax, and then yanked her arm back down, letting it fly. It somersaulted through the air and landed with a thunk… in the maple tree beside the target.

      “Oops,” she said with a wince. “Sorry, Mr. Tree.”

      “He’s going to be called Mr. Stump by the time we’re done,” Ryder said with a laugh.

      “It’s because I’m using the wrong axes,” she said, looking at the pile of boring old metal axes on the ground. “I’ll go get my golden ax.”

      “I’ll wait here,” he said with a chuckle. “I think you’re right. It’s definitely the ax. It’s not you at all.”

      She kissed her palm and blew it over to him. “I knew you’d see the truth.”

      He never took his eyes off her as she skipped across the ranch and into their cabin. The past two weeks with Tempest had been incredible. They were no longer attached together, but they hardly spent any time apart. He couldn’t get enough of her.

      She had officially moved in and was a card carrying member of the Clayton Rock Bounty Hunters. She didn’t even care that it didn’t come with a paycheck.

      They hadn’t seen or heard from General Hunt or any of his friends since he left on his helicopter. Grant had put the other shifters in the town on alert and even met with the alphas of the crews in the nearby town of Colwood in case they needed some extra furry firepower.

      It was over for now, but none of them were foolish enough to think that he wouldn’t be back. Men like him always came back.

      “I got it!” Tempest said, running back over with the golden ax in her hand. Her gorgeous brown hair was flowing in the wind behind her, and Ryder’s heart felt so full that he thought it may very well explode.

      “Let’s see what you got,” he said, grinning at her with a challenging look in his eyes.

      She lined up with the target and took a deep breath as she raised the ax in the air.

      “You’ll see,” she said as she narrowed her beautiful blue eyes on the bullseye. “It was the axes all along.”

      Ryder chuckled as he watched her.

      She took a deep breath and let the ax fly. It cartwheeled through the air and landed with a deep thunk in the middle of the red bullseye.

      Her hand flew to her mouth in shock. “I did it!” She jumped up and down and squealed in delight before rushing over and yanking the golden ax out of the plywood.

      “My badass bounty hunter,” Ryder said with a happy grin as he watched her.

      “Yes!” she shouted as she turned around. “I’m the best bounty hunter in the world!”

      As she said the last word, she threw her hands up in the air and the ax flew out of her hand, sailing into the air. It flew toward Ryder in an arc and landed right in the middle of his foot.

      He gasped as his eyes widened and pain shot up his leg.

      “Tempest!” he yelled as he lifted his foot with the golden ax sticking out of it.

      She winced. “At least I didn’t get your toes…”
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