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        Gwen thought that opening up a muffin shop next to a firehouse was going to be a dream come true. Especially next to the hot fireman of Colwood, Montana who like to walk around half-naked. Boy, was she wrong. Because every time she walks outside, she ends up fighting with Zane, the frustratingly handsome firefighter who always gets her heart pumping, her palms sweating, and her pulse racing.

        

        Zane, the Kodiak bear shifter, can’t stop fighting with the girl next door. But his inner bear has other plans for his curvy neighbor and he doesn’t seem to care what Zane has to say about it.

        

        When the two enemies are forced together for a night will they be at each other’s throats, or be at each other’s clothes?
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        Gwen

      

      

      “Excuse me!” Gwen barked as she burst out of her shop. “Do you mind?”

      The shirtless fireman shot her a lazy look over his broad shoulder as she stormed down the sidewalk, clenching her hands into angry fists.

      This guy is the worst!

      Zane had the fire truck out and was washing it—spraying the suds off with the hose on the warm summer day. The only problem was the water was leaking down the driveway onto Gwen’s rolled-up newspaper, soaking it into a clumpy unreadable mess.

      I swear he does this on purpose.

      She picked up the soggy, now useless paper with two fingers and glared at the muscular fireman who was looking at her like she was a crazy woman.

      “Watch where your water is going!” she snapped at him. “You ruined my newspaper. Again.”

      Zane just shrugged his round shoulders as he stepped to the side, spraying down the windshield of the bright red fire truck. “The water goes where it wants to go. That’s not my problem.”

      “I’m going to make it your problem,” she barked as she marched to the side of her muffin shop and tossed the drenched newspaper into the recycling bin. “You’re the worst neighbor in the history of neighbors.”

      Gwen shook her head, wondering how she could be so unlucky. Any straight girl in the world would be thrilled to have her shop and residence next to the town’s firehouse. Especially one that had five gorgeous firemen like the Colwood Firehouse did.

      But this frustrating prick, Zane, made her want to put up a for sale sign and move across town.

      “I’m the worst neighbor?” he said with a chuckle. “I think that honor goes to you.”

      “Me?” she shouted, jerking her head back in surprise. She was the best neighbor! She owned and ran a muffin shop, which meant that the delicious smell of baked goods was always in the air, and who didn’t love the smell of fresh muffins?!?

      She would bring over freshly baked goods to the other four firefighters (the nice ones) on almost a daily basis. She kept her shop and property clean, and she was always smiling.

      He was the asshole. He was the bad neighbor.

      He was the problem here, not her.

      “How am I a worse neighbor than you?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest with a huff. She stared at him, waiting for an answer.

      Zane sauntered over to the hose and turned the water off as he laughed. Gwen’s body stiffened as she tried not to look at his big toned arms, his massive chest, or his shredded abs. His gorgeous face and hot body just made him that much worse. His wavy brown hair was always in a perfect mess, and she loved his short-cropped beard and dark eyes. It was just too bad they were attached to a jerk like him.

      She hated how her eyes sometimes had a mind of their own and roamed over his sculpted arms with his big triceps that always made her lightheaded.

      She desperately wanted to hate everything about him, but as much as she hated to admit it, she loved looking at him when he had no shirt on.

      “Seriously,” she said, tapping her foot in frustration when Zane didn’t answer. “How am I a worse neighbor than you? Today you ruined my newspaper. Yesterday you blasted rock music all afternoon. Last week you opened the back door of my shop and let three stray cats in. You’re the worst.”

      He chuckled as he walked up to her, stopping at the line in the cement that separated their two properties. Gwen stood on her side and Zane stood on his, both staring each other down with their arms crossed over their chests.

      “Well, for starters,” he said, “I have to stare at that ugly van all of the time. It’s always blocking our view of the street.”

      “Ugh,” Gwen snorted as she whipped her head around to the pink van that was parked in front of her shop. Why did he have a problem with her van? It was cute and cost her a small fortune to have it wrapped up like that. It was an adorable bright pink with a cartoon of her holding up a tray of steaming muffins. Muff Rules, the name of her shop, was sprawled across the sliding door in big bubbly letters.

      “There’s nothing wrong with my van,” she said, frowning as she turned back to him. “It’s cute, cartoony, and classy.”

      Zane pointed at the truck with a grin. “It’s inappropriate. You have a penis on your face.”

      “What?” she snapped, whipping her head back around. “No, I don’t!”

      What was he talking about? There was no graffiti on her van and if there was a penis drawn on her cartoon face, she would have known who did it immediately. The only person immature enough to do something like that was standing right in front of her.

      “Look at your nose,” he said with a chuckle. “Don’t those nostrils look like balls? And that long-”

      Gwen gasped, covering her shocked mouth with her hand. “Oh, my God!”

      How did I not see that my nose is a penis?

      “And the name of your muffin shop,” he said, pointing to the cute sign over her shop. “It sounds like a sex shop.”

      “What’s wrong with the name?” she asked, scrunching her forehead up as she looked at the sign. Muff Rules. It was cute. She was going to go with Muffins Rule, but Muff Rules just sounded a little feistier.

      “Muff Rules?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “Are you running a lesbian bakery?”

      Gwen jerked her head back in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

      Zane laughed. Gwen ripped her eyes off him as her cheeks started to heat up. She hated how good looking he was when he laughed.

      “Muff is slang.”

      “For what?”

      Zane raised an eyebrow as he looked down at her shorts. “For vagina.”

      “What?” Gwen said, staring at him in shock.

      “For pussy. Cunt. Hoo ha. Genitals. Fun tunnel.”

      “I know what a vagina is,” she said, raising her hand to interrupt him. Hearing those dirty words slide out of his sexy lips was getting her own muff cooking.

      “But muff is short for muffin not… vagina,” she said, turning red as she said the last word.

      Zane just shrugged as he turned his big muscular back on her and walked back to the fire truck. “Do what you want,” he said as he reached down, grabbing the soapy rag in his strong hands. “But Colwood, Montana is already a small town to open a muffin shop in. You might have more luck if you appeal to everyone and not just muffin eating lesbians.”

      Gwen was breathing noisily as she glared at him with her nostrils flaring. He was so frustrating! Why did she even bother talking to him? He always left her with her blood pressure smashing through the roof.

      She spun around and stormed back into her shop, slamming the door closed when she was back inside of her air-conditioned shop.

      He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. But after a quick Google search of the word ‘muff’ led her to several lesbian websites, she was ready to cry. So, that’s why all of those female tourists kept hitting on me.

      It was the middle of a Tuesday afternoon on a beautiful summer day. The street was quiet and she probably wouldn’t get any more customers in her lesbian muffin shop before closing, so she decided to do one of the things that made her the most happy: fuck with Zane.

      She grinned evilly as she pulled out a fresh tray of blueberry muffins, Zane’s favorite. Gwen placed the four largest and fluffiest ones on a tray and headed for the door.

      She stopped at the mirror over the couch and checked herself, fixing her long brown hair, and wiping some flour off her cheek.

      “Hmm,” she groaned when she stepped on her tippy toes to check out the rest of her. Gwen had a lot of curves and was packing her own muffin top but that didn’t seem to bother the hunky men of the town. There was no shortage of huge muscular men around the town of Colwood, and they all seemed to like her big curves.

      I wonder what Zane likes in a woman?

      She shook her head angrily, trying to get his frustrating face out of her mind. Who cares what he likes?

      Not me.

      But she still slid the tray of muffins onto the table and raced upstairs to her little apartment over the shop to change into something a little sexier.

      “It’s for me. Not for him,” she muttered to herself as she ran back downstairs. She grabbed the tray of muffins and walked over to the firehouse with a mischievous grin on her face.

      Zane was finishing up with the spotless fire truck, scrubbing the last tire. He turned his head as she approached, watching with a smirk on his face as she walked past him without saying a word.

      Eat your heart out, you caveman. Gwen raised her chin, trying hard to keep her eyes off him.

      “Smells good,” he said with a grin on his face. Gwen kept her eyes straight ahead but stared out of her peripheries at his flexed arm as he scrubbed the tire. “Are one of those for me?”

      “Not the muffins,” she said with a tight voice. “But you can have the tray when I’m done. Served upside your head.”

      He chuckled as she disappeared behind the truck on her way to the front door. Gwen took a deep breath to steady her nerves once Zane was out of sight. Her heart was pounding and she was a tad dizzy. How is he able to do that to me every time?

      She shook the haze out of her head and walked into the firehouse with a big smile on her face. “Hey, guys!” she said, waving to the four hot guys who were playing cards around the circular table.

      They all turned and welcomed her in with smiles and nice words. These four were nice guys, unlike the jerk outside.

      “Pen-Gwen!” Axel said, throwing his cards onto the table as he stood up, eying the muffins on her tray. “Whatcha got there?”

      She smiled as she plopped the tray down on their table. The four muscular men all lunged on the muffins at once, elbowing and pushing each other as they fought for the largest one.

      “Mmmm,” Gunner said, licking his lips as he peeled off the wrapper. “You make the best damn muffins I’ve ever had. I’m glad I moved here.”

      Gwen felt her cheeks going warm with the compliment. Gunner was the latest firefighter to join the firehouse. He was quiet and kept to himself, usually looking like he was in a sullen mood. She still wasn’t sure if he liked her, but she was slowly winning him over with her baking.

      One enemy at the firehouse is enough for me.

      The door opened behind her and Gwen kept her lips sealed, trying to hide the smirk on her face as Zane walked in.

      “Only four muffins?” Zane asked, looking at the four firefighters as they devoured the freshly baked blueberry muffins.

      Gwen smiled a fake sweet smile at him. “Oops. Must have counted wrong.”

      “You do that a lot,” Zane said walking past her to the sink. There was a cute little kitchen in the corner where the fire-crew made dinner. All five of them lived in dorms upstairs, which Gwen had always wanted to see, but none of them ever offered her a tour, so she just had to wonder what they looked like.

      She tried to keep her eyes off of Zane’s muscular back as he washed his hands, but it was hard since he wasn’t wearing a shirt. As hard as she tried, she still couldn’t help but steal a few glances.

      “I just wanted to come and say hi,” she said, feeling awkward now that the muffins were gone. “I love showing my appreciation for good neighbors.”

      Zane’s body shook with a chuckle. He knew that shot was directed at him.

      “What are you doing tonight?” Draven asked as he shuffled the deck of cards.

      Gwen swallowed hard when she looked into his bright orange eyes. He was the chief of the fire station and older than the other four. By how much she had no idea, but the guys were always joking about how old he was. She once heard him tell a story about World War One but he was telling it in the first person like he had been there.

      “Tonight?” she asked. She looked up at the ceiling trying to appear like she might have plans other than watching reruns of Glee on Netflix. “I think I’m free.”

      Zane turned to Draven with a fierce warning look but the fire chief just ignored him. “It’s my birthday today,” he said with a smile. “The boys are taking me out for drinks, aren’t you boys? Or did you all forget?”

      Gunner, Axel, and Jax all looked at one another with wide panicked eyes.

      “We didn’t forget, boss,” Jax said, rubbing his chin as he cringed. “Happy birthday!”

      They all wished him a happy birthday pretending like they knew all along.

      “How many is that now?” Axel asked, flipping a poker chip between his fingers. “A hundred?”

      Draven chuckled. “I remember my hundredth birthday,” he said, staring at the wall with a warm vacant look on his face. “Oh, to be young again.”

      Gwen laughed at his joke but nobody else did.

      “Are you going to make this old man happy and join us?” Draven asked her.

      Zane stepped forward with rigid shoulders. “I don’t think she wants to go out drinking with a bunch of guys,” he said, giving Gwen a warning look.

      Gwen flinched, trying to hide her disappointment. It had been so long since she had gone out with friends but she wasn’t about to go if Zane didn’t want her to. He would just make her feel uncomfortable all night.

      “I can’t,” she said, trying to force out a smile. “A baker always has to rise early to bake. I can’t be staying up late or I’ll sleep in and won’t have anything to sell.”

      Not that anyone has been coming to the shop to buy anything lately.

      “That’s too bad,” Draven said as he shuffled the cards. “Well at least come to the charity auction on Friday. You can’t say no to that.”

      “Auction?” she asked with a tilt of her head. She hadn’t heard about any charity auction.

      Jax, Gunner, Zane, and Axel all groaned.

      “Don’t remind me,” Jax muttered.

      Draven was clearly loving this. “These four guys are getting auctioned to the highest female bidder,” he said with a wide grin on his face. “Although, we may end up having to pay the ladies to take them out.”

      “Or we can just not do it,” Gunner suggested.

      “You’re doing it,” Draven said with a grin. “You’re all doing it.”

      “What do the women get?” Gwen asked, her curiosity peaked.

      “The night of their lives,” Axel said, grinding his hips on the chair.

      Draven laughed. “At least one of you is excited about going on a date.”

      “I’m not excited about the date,” Axel said with a grin. “I’m excited for after the date.”

      “When the girl gets a restraining order on you?” Jax asked bluntly.

      Axel huffed out a laugh. “Coming from you? Your date is going to end up fleeing to the airport and moving to another continent before the appetizers are even served.”

      “I hope so,” Jax said. “That way I can eat her meal too.”

      “You’re all going to be gentlemen,” Draven hissed. “You’re representing the firehouse. You’ll open doors, chew your food with your mouth closed, and keep your little bear in your pants,” he said, staring at Axel while he said the last part.

      They all mumbled and muttered to themselves like this was the last thing in the world they wanted to do.

      “So, you’re coming right?” Draven asked Gwen. “We need as many single ladies there as we can get.”

      She was about to answer when the blaring of the fire alarm interrupted her, ripping through the fire station and burning her ears. The five men jumped out of their seats in a blur. Gwen stood there frozen, watching in shock as they flew around the station, grabbing gear, axes, and getting the firetruck ready at speeds that didn’t look human.

      Before she could take a breath, the five of them were dressed and on the truck as it peeled out of the driveway. Her eyes never left the man with the sexy beard who was standing on the back bumper. Zane was holding onto the handle as the truck sped down the road with the siren blaring.

      She kept her eyes on him until her pink truck blocked her view. “Damn,” she sighed as she stared at the penis on her cartoon face. “I can’t stop seeing it.”

      One more reason to hate Zane.
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        Zane

      

      

      As soon as the fire truck turned the street corner taking Gwen’s shop out of view, Zane climbed along the side of the truck to join the guys inside.

      His inner Kodiak bear groaned within, wanting him to jump down from the speeding truck and return to where his curvy neighbor was watching.

      No muffins for you.

      The bear growled back. The furry animal wasn’t interested in muffins, no matter how many times Zane pretended that was why his bear was always so agitated in Gwen’s presence.

      “So how many birthdays is it really?” Gunner asked as Zane climbed through the open window and slid into an empty seat.

      Draven laughed from behind the wheel. “I stopped counting after about four hundred.”

      “How long ago was that?” Jax asked from the front seat.

      Draven rubbed his red beard as he thought about it. “Probably around the time of Genghis Khan. God, that guy was a prick. Never showered. He always smelled like horse shit.”

      “You knew Genghis Khan?” Gunner asked, staring at him in disbelief.

      “Who do you think killed him?” Draven answered with a grin.

      Gunner’s mouth dropped. “You killed Genghis Khan?”

      “I wish,” Draven said with a laugh. “It was my half-brother, Valerius.”

      “That the asshole brother?” Zane asked, staring out the window as they sped through the town.

      Draven sighed. “You have to be more specific. All of my brothers are assholes.”

      Their alpha and leader, Draven Park, was older than the oldest history books in the Colwood Library. His actions were even in some of them.

      “Do we really have to be in this auction?” Jax whined. “You’re selling us like broodmares. It’s humiliating.”

      “It’s for charity,” Draven said as he turned out of town. “And yes. You’re doing it.”

      “I’m excited,” Axel said with a big grin. “I haven’t been laid in months.”

      “This is a form of prostitution,” Jax complained. “I have rights.”

      Draven looked back over his shoulder and grinned at the sulking lion shifter. “Not in my crew you don’t.”

      “I’m not officially in your crew yet,” Gunner said. “I’m not doing it.”

      Draven’s eyes narrowed on him. “If you ever want to be in the crew, you will.”

      Gunner sighed as his shoulders slumped forward. Zane didn’t know Gunner very well but he knew that the lion shifter had a thing for the female alpha of The Wilde Crew. Joan was one of the tiniest women in Colwood, Montana, but she was hiding the strongest bear that any of them had ever seen. Even Draven said he had never seen a bear like hers. And he had seen a lot.

      “It’s going to be fun,” Axel said. “And it’s for a good cause. We’re helping out kids.”

      “Now I really don’t want to do it,” Jax said, groaning as he dropped his head back on the seat. “I hate kids.”

      “The boss said you’re doing it, you’re doing it,” Zane said. He was the number two in the crew and had to enforce Draven’s rules no matter how much he sometimes hated them. He didn’t want to be in this auction any more than the two lion shifters did, but if the alpha said they had to, then he wasn’t about to argue. “Might as well put a smile on your face and pretend to enjoy it.”

      Jax turned to him with a smirk. “Maybe I’ll get Pengwen to bid on me,” he said, pushing the second in command’s buttons.

      Zane’s stomach hardened and his chest burned as he forced out a shrug. “Maybe you should.”

      “Maybe I will,” Jax said with a widening grin.

      Zane turned away from the shifter and stared out the window, trying to ignore his racing heart.

      “Where the hell are we going?” Axel asked after a minute of tension-filled silence. Zane was so busy trying to calm down his agitated bear that he didn’t realize how far out of town they were. They were driving deep into the forest and Draven wasn’t slowing down.

      “The forest rangers called in a forest fire,” Draven said, checking the GPS on the dash. “It’s probably burnt out by now, but we still have to check it out.”

      After driving a few minutes in silence, the smoky scent of dragon filled the inside of the truck. Draven’s knuckles whitened on the steering wheel as the truck slowed to a stop.

      “I don’t believe it,” he whispered to himself.

      Zane opened the window and stuck his nose out, sniffing just to be sure. “Is that?”

      Draven turned and locked eyes on him. His face was so pale, and he had a worried look in his orange eyes. “Outside. Now.”

      The five shifters bolted out of the truck and stood back to back in a circle, ready to phase at the slightest sign of danger.

      Zane scanned the trees while Draven, on his right, looked up at the sky. The wind was shuddering through the branches as the sun shined overhead. The birds were darting from tree to tree, singing as the five shifters started to relax.

      The scent was definitely a dragon’s, but it was cold. Whoever it was had left a while ago.

      “That’s your scent, boss,” Axel said, looking confused. His large brow was furrowed but his body was still tense and rigid, ready to let his polar bear out the second his alpha said the word.

      “No,” Draven said, keeping his eyes on the clouds. “I think it’s one of my brothers, but I can’t tell for sure.”

      “Coming to wish you a happy birthday?” Jax asked.

      “I doubt that,” Draven said, finally relaxing his fists. “Probably coming to make sure it’s my last.”

      The shifters spread out and walked through the forest looking for any signs of the departed dragon. Zane tried to keep his mind focused on the task at hand, but he kept thinking of his sexy neighbor and their fight this morning. He didn’t want to fight with her, but he knew it was the best way.

      She deserved better than to be with someone who was living with an inner monster. Zane knew that humans would never accept him.

      He had learned that hard lesson multiple times over the years. The first was when his human parents abandoned him at that dreadful orphanage after he first phased into a bear cub at age five.

      The second was when the humans at the orphanage dropped him and Jax off in the woods, claiming they would lose their funding if their ‘unfortunate condition’ was discovered.

      Gwen deserves another human. She’s too good for you.

      Zane was so preoccupied with thoughts of Gwen that he didn’t notice the pile of ashes until he stepped into them. “Draven!” he called out, taking a deep breath as he looked around.

      There had been a dragon here all right. If the charcoal smell wasn’t enough to give it away, the singed trees and bushes were. Half a dozen trees in the area were sliced in two, cut on angles with the inside of the remaining trunks seared black. Definitely the work of a dragon.

      “Shit,” Draven cursed as he arrived and took in the scene. His head was hung low as he walked through the forest. He picked up a burnt elk skull and held it up for the crew to see. “He was hunting.”

      Jax walked over and took the skull from his alpha, looking at the black antlers as he turned it around in his hands.

      “You guys stay here,” Draven said, removing his shirt. “I’m pretty sure he’s long gone, but I’m going to have a fly around to see. I also want to make sure he was alone.”

      Zane took a deep breath as Draven took off his clothes, gritted his teeth and let his dragon come.

      His eyes glowed an intense orange as his muscles strained, and his body swelled. His deep grunts turned into high pitched shrieks as red wings exploded from his back and his skin melted away into red scales. His hands extended into long claws and with a shivering rip, he exploded into a huge dragon.

      Zane grinned as he watched Gunner, the latest recruit, step back as he looked up with his thick jaw hanging wide open. It was the first time the lion shifter had seen Draven phase, and he looked how Zane had looked the first time he saw it.

      Dragons were rare and they really were magnificent to see. Zane chuckled as he turned back to the red dragon, watching as he took off, flapping his wings, each the size of the fire truck. Two flaps and he was higher than the trees, two more and he was gone.

      “Wow,” Gunner said, still staring up at the empty sky. “I’ve been waiting to see that for a long time.”

      “Pretty cool, huh?” Axel said with a grin. “Now you know why we listen to his every word. He’d smoke us like a cigar if we ever disobeyed.”

      “Still,” Jax said, looking annoyed. “This auction shit is fucked up.”

      “Watch yourself,” Zane warned, narrowing his eyes on him. As much as he agreed with his oldest friend, he wasn’t about to let him run his mouth about the alpha behind his back. That’s what second in commands were made for.

      Jax turned to him and grinned mischievously. “It won’t be so bad if I go with Gwen.”

      Zane tried to brush off the words that were aimed at him, but his Kodiak bear wasn’t so quick to ignore. A low rumble escaped from his throat as his bear paced within, demanding to be released.

      “Guys,” Axel said, looking up at the sky nervously. “If Draven sees you two fighting while on a job, there will be hell to pay.”

      But the two shifters were beyond listening. Jax’s inner lion was growling in his chest, responding to the challenge with eagerness.

      “What are you doing?” Zane asked, feeling his control over his bear start to slip. Jax’s lion was growling at him, which his bear was taking as a direct challenge for his number two position.

      “Will you two stop?” Axel said, looking from shifter to shifter in a panic. “Draven is going to smoke all of our asses if he sees you two at it with a potential dragon enemy flying around.”

      Gunner was watching with interest from the sidelines. He was too new to the crew to get involved.

      Gwen’s beautiful face with the round cheekbones popped into Zane’s mind and it was enough to set his bear off. Heat surged through him as his body swelled, snapping bones and tearing muscle. With a roar, his Kodiak bear exploded out of him.

      Jax grinned and then let his animal come. A golden lion burst out of his skin, landing on the charred ground of the forest. Long deadly black claws slowly stretched out of his paws as Jax’s cat shook his head, sending the long hair of his golden mane flying side to side in waves.

      The two shifters had grown up together and had done this dozens of times over the years. Jax was in the same orphanage as Zane, and the two of them had been abandoned together. They had stayed together ever since.

      “You fucking idiots,” Axel said, running a hand through his mohawk as he stared in disbelief. “The reptile is going to vaporize us.”

      Zane barely heard him over his roaring bear. The furious lion in front of him lowered his head and barred his long teeth, growling back.

      Zane knew this was a bad idea, but he couldn’t stop himself. Jax knew Zane better than he knew himself and the lion shifter was convinced that he was in love with their neighbor Gwen. He loved to bug him about it, but for some reason, this time his bear refused to take it in stride.

      Just the thought of her name had his bear charging forward on thunderous paws. Jax’s lion crouched back on its hind legs, ready to pounce, but the furious Kodiak bear was too fast. He tucked his shoulder down and plowed into the cat like a train, sending him somersaulting backward.

      The cat landed on his back, quickly rolled to his feet, and then lunged at the bear. The lion hit him in the face with two hard paws, but the Kodiak shook off the two heavy strikes like they were nothing.

      The lion landed on his paws and reared back for another lunge, but Zane and his bear weren’t playing around this time. They didn’t like Jax messing around in the middle of a job, they didn’t like him talking shit about the alpha, they didn’t like the teasing, but most of all, they absolutely hated him even mentioning Gwen’s name.

      Jax’s lion lunged right into a hard smack of Zane’s paw. The lion flew to the ground, his face smashing into the dirt with a thud before skidding through the ashes and grass as Zane charged forward.

      An ear-piercing shriek ripped through the forest just as the Kodiak was about to make Jax pay for the challenge. Zane’s bear skidded to a stop.

      Shit. What are you doing?

      Zane fought forward, taking control of his bear and pulling him inward. His body began to shake and convulse before bursting back into his human form.

      He looked up at the sky and saw Draven’s red dragon returning, flapping its enormous wings as he landed in the small opening. Jax had phased back as well, grabbing his clothes and yanking them on before the alpha could ask any questions.

      Zane threw on his clothes as Draven phased back into his human form.

      “All okay, boss?” Axel asked, looking around nervously.

      But the alpha looked shaken. His eyes were focused on the ground and he was walking back to the fire truck with a concerned look on his face. “Let’s go,” he mumbled.

      Zane cringed as they hurried back to the truck. Something was wrong. Draven hadn’t even mentioned their fight, and Draven never missed a beat.

      Zane ran up to his alpha and walked alongside him. “Everything okay?” he whispered.

      Draven just sighed. “You kids have to stop fighting each other,” he said with a defeated breath. He looked up at the sky and cringed. “You’re going to need all the energy you can get. We all are.”

      A cold shiver snaked through Zane as he followed his alpha’s eyes up to the clouds overhead. Draven was the smartest and most powerful shifter he had ever met. If he was scared of something, then the rest of them should be absolutely terrified.
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        Gwen

      

      

      Gwen was pasted to the window like a suction cup Garfield as the boys next door pulled out of the firehouse and rolled down the street in their pickup truck to get some drinks. She craned her neck, trying to see who stayed behind, but the inside of the pickup was too dark. She could pick out the orange tint of Draven’s hair, but she already knew that he was going. It was his birthday they were celebrating.

      Someone always stayed behind in the firehouse in case there was a fire, and she wanted to know who was walking around, probably shirtless, only a few feet away from her.

      I hope it’s not him. But as soon as the pickup truck disappeared down the street, she ran to the window in the back kitchen to see. It was the only window that looked into the firehouse and Gwen found herself looking through it more often than she would have liked to admit.

      The firehouse was dark with only the light over the sink on. She narrowed her eyes and swallowed hard when she saw the man she was looking for walk by wearing nothing but a pair of jogging pants.

      “Ugh,” she said as her heart started racing. Her breath quickened as she watched him walk to the fridge and open it. Her nerve endings tingled as the soft light inside lit up his muscular body in a warm glow.

      “Worst neighbor ever,” she muttered to herself as she admired his huge arms and massive chest, feeling her head get lighter with every second. “I can’t stand that guy.”

      Without warning, his head jerked around and his eyes locked on hers in an instant.

      “Shit!” she shouted, dropping to the floor with her eyes squeezed shut. Her heart was hammering in her chest while she prayed that he didn’t see her. “Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.”

      She crawled along the floor like a Navy SEAL, as far away from the window as possible.

      “This is ridiculous,” she told herself, feeling like a fool. “Get up.”

      But she didn’t want to get up. She wanted to crawl under the sink and hide there until the firehouse shut down or moved.

      “You’re a human, not a rat,” she told herself. “Get up off the floor and start acting like it.”

      With a deep breath, she climbed to her feet, dusted herself off, and casually walked by the window, glancing out of it as if she were just walking by. “Yup, totally normal over here,” she muttered to herself as she looked out the window.

      Zane was standing in his window staring right at her.

      “Crap!” She forced out a thin smile, but he just stared at her in all of his shirtless glory. So she gave him the finger instead.

      “Screw him,” she said to herself, trying to put that awkwardness behind her. She pulled down the curtains and turned all of the lights in the kitchen on. “I have more important things to do,” she muttered as she turned the ovens on.

      And she did. Gwen was working on something new. Something big. Something that would transform this town and have everyone in it racing to her muffin shop, desperately trying to throw money at her.

      She just didn’t know what it was yet.

      But she had to figure it out soon, or she wouldn’t have a shop for very long. The bills were starting to pile up and she just didn’t have enough volume of sales to cover them all. If something didn’t change soon, she would be forced to close up shop.

      That thought broke Gwen’s heart. She had worked so hard for this place and sacrificed so much.

      She was originally from the east coast, in a small town in North Carolina that no one—except for the 400 people who lived there—ever heard of. It was just Gwen and her mother growing up, and although they didn’t have a lot of money, and had more than their share of hard times, she had a good life. Her mother had always been her best friend, which made it pure torture when she had to watch as the chemotherapy ate away the person she most respected, admired, and loved.

      The doctors had given her eight months, but her mother was always a fighter and pushed it to a year and a half before she ultimately surrendered.

      Gwen was shattered. Every corner in that small town had a memory of her mother. The library reminded her of the many times that her and her mother would write bookmarks of inspiration and slip them into books. You’re halfway done. Go go go! they would write on a paper, then pull out a random book, and slip it inside. Wow! Look how smart you’re getting. Keep it up! they would put in the non-fiction books, and Are you still reading? Don’t you have to get up for work tomorrow? they would put at the end of the mystery books.

      Every table in the diner reminded her of something. The round table by the window reminded her of the time she told her mom that Billy Parker had asked her out, the table by the huge plastic plant reminded her of the time she told her mom that Lucas Miller had kissed her behind the barbershop, and the booth by the door reminded her of the time her mother broke down and cried when she told her they had to move out of the old house and into a one bedroom apartment.

      It was too hard walking around the town and being constantly reminded of her. She was everywhere and nowhere. And it was breaking Gwen’s heart.

      That’s when she saw the beautiful images of Colwood, Montana on television and decided to pack her bags and start a new life. There was a viral video making its way around the internet that turned out to be a hoax of a bunch of men shifting into wild animals. It was taken in Colwood, Montana and Gwen was mesmerized by the scenes in the background. The town was adorable with huge snow-capped mountains towering up to the sky behind the picturesque buildings. It was exactly the type of place she was looking for.

      And the hot men in the video was just enough to seal the deal.

      The day she saw the video, the UPS man came with a signed delivery. Her jaw nearly hit the floor when she opened the envelope and saw a check for thirty-four thousand dollars written out to her name. She later found out that her mother had taken out a life insurance policy when Gwen had still been in diapers. It wasn’t huge, but it was a life-changing amount. At least to Gwen, it was.

      She sold everything she owned and added it to her meager life savings. All of that with the thirty-four thousand dollar check was enough to move across the country and open up the muffin shop that her and her mother had always dreamed of opening.

      And a year and a half later, she was about to lose it all.

      “Okay,” she said, psyching herself up as she rolled up her sleeves. “What can I do that hasn’t been done before?”

      She took a deep breath as she opened her fridge and pulled out the milk and eggs. “What do people like? Cotton candy, popcorn, ice cream. Hmmm. Ice cream muffins? Cotton candy pie? Popcorn pastries?”

      She let out a long sigh as she pulled out more ingredients and laid them on the counter. Gwen had made so many disgusting baked goods in her attempts to make something new, that she didn’t even want to taste test her Frankenstein concoctions anymore.

      Her mind started wandering as she began to make some muffin batter, mixing the eggs and flour into the bowl. She worried about her bills until Zane pushed his way into her mind like he normally did.

      “I’d rather think about my bills than think about a jerk like him,” she lied to herself as she started mixing the batter a little faster.

      She had been hurt earlier that afternoon when Draven had invited her out for drinks, but Zane didn’t want her to go. But now, it was making her chest flutter. The reason he didn’t want her to go was because he wasn’t going to be there.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” she warned herself. “He’s still a prick.”

      She shook the dirty thoughts out of her head and walked over to the pantry, opening it up while hoping for inspiration. What could be new and different?

      Her eyes settled on a bag of Doritos. “Dorito muffins?” she muttered to herself. “Could work.”

      She ripped the bag open, and poured half of it into the batter, mixing it up as she munched on some remaining chips.

      “No wonder your shop is about to close up,” she said with a laugh as she looked at the orange triangles sticking out of the muffin batter. “What the hell are you doing?”

      But she had to try something. She wasn’t getting anywhere with the same boring old muffins.

      She filled a muffin tray with the batter, slid it into the oven, and then returned to the counter to make some blueberry muffins. A little bit later, while washing the blueberries, she began to smell smoke.

      Her eyes darted to the oven and she gasped when she saw a blazing fireball inside. “What the hell?!?” she screamed, dropping the blueberries on the floor as she ran over. Who knew that Doritos were flammable?!?

      The fire was so hot. She tried to open the oven door, but she couldn’t even go near it. Thick smoke started to pour out of every crack, quickly filling her kitchen and making it unbreathable.

      The fire extinguisher! Gwen raced to the sink and dropped to her knees, grabbing the fire extinguisher in the back. “I hope this works,” she said, panicking as she ran back.

      She held her breath as she yanked out the little pin and pulled the lever down. It sputtered once, but nothing came out.

      “Dammit!” she shouted as she tossed it on the ground. Refilling it had been on her to-do list for the past few months, but it was always pushed down to the bottom when something more important came up. Who needs a fire extinguisher when you live next door to a firehouse?

      She did. That’s who.

      Her head was pounding as she ran outside, about to do the one thing in the world that she didn’t want to do: ask Zane for help.

      But she was pretty desperate. The insurance bill was one of the overdue bills that were currently sitting on her desk. She hadn’t paid them for a while, and she wasn’t sure if they had cut her off yet. If her shop and home burnt down, she would be homeless. Her only possession in the world would be the embarrassing pajamas with the little dancing cartoon walruses that she was currently wearing.

      The fresh air outside felt like heaven in contrast to the thick smoke that was burning her eyes and throat. She sprinted across the line that divided her property from the firehouse and ran right up to the building, not even stopping to knock.

      “Hello!” she screamed when she opened the door of the firehouse and ran inside. She immediately began searching for a fire extinguisher, not even waiting for an answer. For a firehouse, they sure have a lack of fucking fire extinguishers! she thought as she ransacked their place, ripping open cupboards and drawers, and finding nothing.

      She ran up the stairs into the hallway and looked around. There were five bedrooms along the hall with a fire pole at the end.

      “What are you doing?” Zane asked as he strolled out of one of the rooms. Gwen was so panicked that she didn’t even take a second to admire his naked chest. She only took half a second.

      “Or what are you wearing is probably the better question,” he said with a chuckle. “Are those dancing walruses?”

      Even in her most desperate hour, she still had a hard time asking Zane for help. “Is Draven back yet?” she asked, hopping from foot to foot.

      Zane shook his head. “Jax?”

      “Nope.”

      “Axel?”

      “Nope.”

      “Gunner?”

      “Nope. It’s just me.” He smirked as he leaned against the wall, looking her up and down with hungry eyes. “Do you have a fire you need to put out?”

      She narrowed her eyes on him and gritted her teeth. “You couldn’t handle my fire,” she said, forgetting all about the kitchen fire. For a second. “But my shop is on fire,” she said, going right back into panic mode.

      Zane straightened up. “Seriously?”

      Gwen cringed. “A little bit.”

      He raised his nose in the air, sniffed twice, and then bolted past her, sprinting to the fireman’s pole without another word. Her body flooded with warmth as she watched him leap onto the pole with one hand and slide down.

      That was hot.

      She ran to the pole to follow him down, but she couldn’t stop herself from stopping in front of his room to take a peek inside. She gulped when she saw his t-shirt lying on the bed, and before she knew what she was doing, she ran over, grabbed it, stuffed it to her nose, and breathed in his intoxicatingly manly scent.

      A moan escaped from her lips as she tossed the shirt back down and ran to the fire pole, sliding down it in a much less graceful manner than Zane.

      He was already gone when her feet planted on the floor. Man, he moves fast!

      She hiked up the bottoms of her walrus PJs and ran back to her shop, hoping that he had brought a fire extinguisher with him.

      The sight of thick smoke pouring out of the open door filled her with dread as she took a deep breath and ran inside. It was hard to breathe and see with the smoke burning her eyes. She coughed as she ducked down, forcing her way into the kitchen.

      She stepped back in shock when she saw Zane over the blazing oven, smacking the flames down with his hands.

      No! She wanted to scream at him to get back, to come to safety, but all she could do was cough. The vicious flames were licking his chest, and rising up his arms, swallowing them in searing flames. If he wasn’t careful they would devour him whole.

      It was too hot. It was too dangerous. But he didn’t stop. He grabbed a wet dishtowel and attacked the flames with a ferocity that surprised her. Soon, the flames were gone and the angry smoke was dissipating, flying out the windows that Zane had opened.

      “Are you okay?” Gwen asked, rushing over to check on him once the air was breathable again.

      He turned and looked at her, but there was no pain on his face—only concern. “What are you doing in here?” he asked. “Did you inhale any smoke?”

      “You’re worried about me?” Gwen asked with a cough. “The flames…” The words fell away when she saw his chest and arms. The thin hairs that she loved so much were gone, but his skin was intact. In fact, it was looking better than ever. “How is that possible?” she whispered.

      She swallowed hard as she reached out and touched the warm skin of his chest, slowly dragging her fingertips down to his abs. His chest vibrated under her touch as a low rumble filled the room.

      “What was that?” she asked, snapping her arm back as she looked around in a panic. It sounded like a wild animal was loose in the kitchen.

      Zane grabbed her wrist and pulled her toward him. “Are you hurt?” he whispered as he looked her over. His dark eyes were brighter than ever, and they were sending warm shivers racing through her.

      He looked back up, locking his eyes with hers when he saw that she was okay. Something as scorching and hot as the fire passed between them, charging the smoky kitchen with a passionate heat.

      His grip on her wrist tightened, sending a little whimper passing through her parted lips. Her hand slid down to his hard abs, and before they could lie to themselves any longer, their lips connected in a hungry kiss.

      Gwen melted into his warm strong body as he took her mouth, rough and urgently. She moaned as his huge arms swallowed her, making her feel so tiny in his massive embrace.

      Arousal coursed through her as their kiss deepened. They had both denied their passion for one another for so long, and it was all coming to a head as their tongues tangled and their hands gripped one another, pulling each other closer.

      Gwen gasped as he picked her up and placed her in a sitting position on the counter, pressing his powerful body between her legs. Their lips never left each other as he rocked his hips against her, grinding his erection against her inner thigh.

      Her pussy was so wet. So warm as it throbbed its approval. She had been wanting this for so long, she just didn’t want to admit it.

      And now that it was happening, it was better than ever.

      His strong hands slid down her ribs and grabbed the waistband of her pajamas. She moaned as he yanked them down her thighs, dropping them to the floor.

      She wasn’t wearing anything underneath and her heart began fluttering with excited nerves now that her wet naked pussy was exposed for him.

      Everything was happening so fast. It wasn’t a slow lovemaking. It was fast and urgent. Desperate and intense.

      It was like they were trying to get this done before they both realized they hated each other.

      Gwen slid her hands between Zane’s jogging pants and his muscular thighs. She yanked them down, exposing his long hard cock.

      “Fuck,” she gasped as she ripped her mouth away from his for a second to look down at it. It was so big and beautiful. Much longer than she had imagined, and she had imagined it plenty of times.

      He grabbed her chin in his strong grip and turned her face, crushing her mouth with his lips. She melted into his kiss as he pushed his hips forward, suddenly burying the head of his thick cock into her wet pussy. He thrust all the way in with one stroke, making her moan into his hungry mouth.

      His chest rumbled as he filled her, but she hardly noticed. She was too busy digging her nails into his arms, trying to get used to his size. Gwen had never felt anything so big before, but she was loving every thick inch of it.

      She pulled her lips away from his and dug her face into the nook of his neck as he thrust in harder and harder. She cried out as he began to move faster with quick urgent strokes.

      It was over too fast. With a loud cry, they both gripped each other tightly as their orgasms slammed into them, twisting their bodies as the heated waves consumed them.

      Gwen was breathing so heavily as she held him close. Her heart was hammering in her chest.

      The orgasm came so quickly. He pulled it from her body so easily.

      After a few breathless moments, Zane pulled away, and Gwen gasped as his cock slid out of her.

      She fell back to reality when she saw her ruined stove, which was now a charred mess of useless metal. The urgency that was surrounding them a few minutes ago had left with the smoke, and now, awkwardness took its place.

      Gwen hopped off the counter and quickly pulled up her pajama pants.

      “Thank you,” she said, feeling her cheeks go red as she glanced at his glistening cock. “For putting out the fire, not the… well, you know.”

      Zane grinned as he pulled up his pants. “You can thank me for that too.”

      “That was a… mistake,” she said, instantly regretting the words once they slipped from her tingling lips.

      “Oh,” Zane said with a furrow of his brow. “Right.”

      “Well,” she said awkwardly. She didn’t know how to react with him standing there. She desperately wanted to think this through before she did or said anything stupid. Every word and action leading up to this had to be meticulously analyzed and then reanalyzed over and over again before she knew how to feel.

      “Want me to go?” he asked with a rise of his eyebrows.

      She didn’t. She desperately wanted him to stay. She wanted him to take her in his arms, carry her up to her bed, and make love to her again, this time slower and more intimate. She wanted to explore every inch of his body while he explored every inch of hers. She wanted to forget about her damaged kitchen and ruined stove. She wanted him to make her forget.

      “That would be good,” she said, awkwardly turning away.

      Zane left as she stared at the stove with blank eyes, pretending to assess the damage, but in reality, she was assessing the damage she had just done between the two of them.

      The stove could be fixed, but she wasn’t sure if the same could be said for them.
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        Gwen

      

      

      “Spend it wisely,” the bank manager said as he handed Gwen the thick envelope with three-thousand dollars inside. “This is the last loan you’ll be able to get for a while. Your credit is tapped out.”

      Gwen gulped as she took the three grand and slid it into her purse.

      That little mistake last night was an expensive one. She had called her insurance company this morning, and unfortunately, her coverage had been cut off. She complained to the manager, but there wasn’t anything he could do. There rarely is when the customer goes six months without paying their bills, the manager not-so-helpfully pointed out.

      Gwen thanked the bank manager and then walked out with a heaviness weighing on her shoulders. She had enough money problems without having to add a brand new commercial grade stove to the pile of bills. If that wasn’t bad enough, she had black marks on her wall and all of her clothes smelled like a campfire.

      At least it was a beautiful summer night in Colwood, Montana. She had been leaving her van at home as much as possible lately and traveling on foot whenever she could. She used to drive it around with pride, but now all she could think of was the penis on her cartoon face, and that just made her want to leave it parked in the back of the muffin shop where no one could ever see it again.

      Colwood really was beautiful, and it was even better than Gwen had hoped for. It was an adorable picturesque town nestled in the mountains that had such a cozy feel. It had felt like home immediately.

      The town wasn’t much more than a quiet road with some inns, a couple of stores, a bar and a few cute shops for tourists. What made it jaw-dropping was the scenic background. The Absaroka white-capped mountains jutted out into the pink sky dwarfing the little town in their spectacular presence.

      Outside of the town were acres of open land that stretched for miles, wild animals, forests, ranches, rivers, mountains, and lakes. The people were happy and down to earth, living off the land, and quick with a smile or a joke. They weren’t too fond of muffins, though. Unfortunately.

      The bar in town, The Call of the Wild, was busier than normal. People in cowboy hats and blue jeans were standing outside—talking, laughing, and drinking the bartender and owner Jack’s signature brew.

      The auction. She had been so busy cleaning up the fire, dealing with the insurance, and trying to get a loan for a new oven that she had forgotten all about it. She grinned as she crossed the street, wanting to see her neighbors get sold on the auction block.

      Her stomach hardened when she pictured Zane standing on the stage with tons of women fighting over him. She still didn’t know how to feel about the sex last night. Yes, it was the best sex of her life, but it had been with Zane. He was hotter than the fire that melted her kitchen, but he wasn’t boyfriend material. They couldn’t be in the same room without fighting and that wasn’t what she wanted in a relationship.

      She held her purse to her ribs, telling herself that she was only there to laugh at him. That’s all this is. Ammunition for later.

      The men in Colwood worked long physical days on their land, and as a result were huge. Gwen wormed her way through the packed crowd in the bar, ducking under elbows, and around the massive men.

      “Hey, muffin lady!” one of the smaller men called out when she accidentally bumped into his chest.

      “Hey, Rory!” Gwen said, smiling at the man with the cowboy hat on. He was her best customer. His obsession with her buttermilk chocolate chip muffins had almost paid for her truck.

      “Why were you closed today, Gwen?” he asked. “You know I need my buttermilk fix.”

      She apologized and explained about the fire in the kitchen. With no oven, she had to close for the day.

      “Where were those lazy fireman neighbors of yours while this was happening?” he asked with a grin. “I’m going to bug them about this.”

      “Zane came to my rescue,” she said, surprised to hear herself defending him. “And anyway, they have enough to worry about right now.”

      She glanced up at the stage that was set up for the fireman auction. It was a charity fundraiser, and all of the proceeds were going toward a program that brought poor inner city kids to Montana to experience nature and another way of life for a week. Draven had set it up, and he had pledged to match any donations they raised.

      The bar was kicking in a dollar for every drink sold, and there was a draw going around with some nice prizes.

      “I’ll be up and running soon,” she promised Rory before sneaking away to find a quiet corner to hide in. She recognized some people in the crowd, like the two twins, Slate and Karl, who were always joking around when they came into her shop. She saw Khan Vega, the huge man with the scary scar down the side of his cheek. He always grunted his order—usually a dozen strawberry cheesecake muffins. She would always watch in wonder as he sat in her shop and quietly ate the entire box without saying a word.

      The lights on the stage flickered on, and the crowd started buzzing with an excited energy. The crowd cheered as Julius Vega stepped onto the stage, except for the guys from the Clawed Ranch who were playfully booing.

      “Put your hundred-dollar bills back in your purses, ladies,” Julius said into the microphone, grinning as he flashed his bright green eyes and blond hair to the crowd. “I’m not for sale.”

      “Can we pay you to turn that microphone off?” Slate from the Clawed Ranch shouted.

      “You couldn’t afford that,” Julius said with a laugh. “Believe me, my wife has tried.”

      Gwen laughed as she watched him pace up and down the stage, taunting the guys, and flirting with the ladies. He mentioned how all of the money will be going to a good cause, and when the crowd was all hyped up, he started the show.

      “Who’s ready for some hot and hunky firemen?” he shouted into the mic.

      The single women in the crowd went nuts, jumping up and down waving money in their hands. Even Gwen was getting excited, feeling her heart pumping away.

      “Too bad,” Julius said, shaking his head. “The hot fireman are two towns over. We only have some mediocre ones for you. But they’re single!”

      The women cheered again, including Gwen who was getting caught up in the excitement of the crowd.

      “First up,” Julius said, grinning as he looked back at the huge red curtain hanging behind him. “He’s as hot as a forest fire in the middle of July. Get too close and you may get burned. Can you handle the heat of Axel Young?”

      Gwen burst out laughing as dance music suddenly blared through the speakers, and Axel exploded through the curtains in his firefighting gear. The women in the crowd went nuts as he danced around the stage like a stripper with a late mortgage payment, grinding his hips in his fireman pants. He opened his fireman jacket and the girls screamed. They were practically panting when they saw that he was wearing nothing underneath. Just abs, abs, and more abs.

      “Who wants to buy a sizzling night they’ll never forget?” Julius asked as Axel ground his hips. “Who wants to feel the sweet burn of Mr. Axel Young?”

      “I do!” a blonde girl shouted, thrusting her hand in the air. She was with a group of other girls who looked like they were from out of town. “Fifty dollars!”

      Julius grinned. “Fifty big ones to the girl with the big ones.”

      “One hundred dollars!” another girl shouted from across the bar. Gwen stood on her toes to try and see but the tall heads were blocking her view.

      “Three hundred dollars!” another called out from the crowd.

      But the blonde girl wasn’t giving up. “Five-hundred!”

      “Seven!”

      “Eight!” the blonde shouted back.

      “Eleven hundred!”

      The blonde counted her money and held up a wad of cash. “Seventeen-hundred dollars!”

      “Do I hear eighteen?” Julius asked, scanning the crowd. “Come on, ladies, look at these abs.” Julius held Axel’s jacket open as he ground his hips to the music. “He’ll let you wash your wet panties on these things.”

      “Eighteen!” a voice shouted from the crowd.

      The blonde started grabbing money from her friends. “Nineteen-hundred and sixty-three dollars.” She took a second to count the change in her hand and looked back up. “And twelve cents.”

      “Wow, that’s specific,” Julius said. “Do I hear, nineteen-hundred, sixty-three dollars, and thirteen cents?”

      The crowd was silent. “Going once,” Julius warned. “Twice. Sold to the girl with the big ones!”

      Everyone in the bar erupted in cheers as she rushed onto the stage and kissed Axel’s cheek. He was still grinning as he disappeared behind the curtain.

      “Keep those wallets out,” Julius said with a grin. “Because up next, we have the latest red-hot firefighter to join the Colwood, Firehouse. Get the oxygen tanks ready because this scorching fireman will take your breath away. Give it up for, Gunner Reed!”

      The crowd of ladies screeched and hollered as Gunner stepped onto the stage, looking a little uncomfortable with all of the attention on him. He was shirtless, wearing only his fireman pants and the yellow helmet.

      “Look at these beautiful blonde locks,” Julius said. He yanked off Gunner’s helmet and his long wavy blonde hair tumbled onto his shoulders, making the women in the crowd groan with delight. “Almost as nice as mine,” Julius said with a shrug. “Let’s start the bidding at five hundred.”

      An older woman with long gray hair and skin as wrinkled as a rotting peach stood up on her stool. A lit cigarette hung from her leathery lips, but it was mostly composed of ashes that were defying gravity by clinging on. “Two thousand dollars,” she shouted. “Five thousand if he puts out!”

      “Dial 911 because this ladies’ panties are on fire!” Julius shouted. “Luckily, we have a hot fireman to put them out!”

      Gunner gulped.

      “Can anyone beat that?” Julius asked, scanning the crowd. “Five thousand dollars?”

      “Two thousand!” Gunner corrected, shaking his head in panic.

      “Fine,” Julius said with a roll of his eyes. “Can anyone beat two thousand?”

      Gunner’s eyes widened as he desperately looked around the bar, begging someone with his eyes to outbid her.

      Julius could barely contain his laughter. “Going on three. Two. One. Sold to the woman who will give Gunner a night he’ll never forget. No matter how hard he tries. Enjoy.”

      “Oh, I will,” the old lady said with a creepy grin on her face. “Every single pennies’ worth.”

      The crowd grew silent as Gunner stepped forward and whispered something into Julius’ ear. “Okay, okay,” Julius said, pushing him away.

      “Do it!” Gunner warned.

      “I’d like to remind everyone that they’re bidding for a dinner with the firemen,” Julius said as Gunner fled from the stage. “Anything beyond that must be consensual.”

      Gwen’s stomach hardened as she waited for the next guy to come out. Was it going to be Zane? Which one of these women would bid on him? Would she be pretty? Would there be any consensual anything?

      Her jaw was aching from clenching it so hard.

      “Next up,” Julius continued, “we have a smoldering mountain of a man. He’ll climb your fire escape and ignite your bed with love.”

      “No, I won’t,” Jax called out from behind the curtain.

      Gwen laughed. She was just relieved that it wasn’t Zane’s turn yet.

      “We’ll talk,” Julius said with a smirk. “Introducing, Jax Holt!”

      The crowd cheered as Jax stepped onto the stage, but the cheering quickly died down when they saw his sullen face. He was standing in his firefighting suit, glowering at the crowd with an intimidating scowl. He crossed his arms over his massive chest as he narrowed his eyes at the ladies, daring them to bid on him.

      “Oh, Jax,” Gwen muttered trying not to laugh. She knew that he didn’t want to be up there, and now so did everybody else.

      Julius covered the mic and turned to him. “How about a smile?” He whispered it, but the microphone picked up the sound and everyone heard.

      “I don’t smile,” Jax grunted back.

      He looked so rough and intimidating with the way he was looking at the crowd that Gwen couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to go on a date with him.

      “Come on, man,” Julius muttered to him. “It’s for the kids.”

      “I hate kids,” Jax grunted, giving the MC nothing to work with.

      “Okaaayy,” Julius said, turning back to the crowd with a cringing face. “Who wants to bid on the unsmiling, kid-hating, possibly serial-killing bachelor? Anybody? Anybody?”

      Jax just continued glaring at the crowd.

      “Was that a cricket that just made a bid?” Julius joked. “Let’s start the bidding at a nickel. Nobody? Come on, ladies. None of you want to go on a nice romantic date where you’ll possibly get murdered? Nobody?”

      Some people in the crowd laughed nervously, but most just stared at their shoes.

      “Okay,” Julius continued, starting to sweat. “We’ll drop the price to a penny. A penny anyone?”

      Still, no one spoke up.

      “Anyone have some pocket lint they want to hand over? No?” Julius shrugged. “All right. We have our first undateable bachelor.”

      Jax gave the crowd one last scowl, and then stomped off the stage, disappearing behind the red curtain.

      “All right, ladies,” Julius said, trying to revive the crowd. “Get your wallets back out, and your legs back open, because the next hunky fireman will tame your fire, and leave you sopping wet. Give it up for Zane Green!”

      Gwen swallowed hard as she stood in the crowd that was erupting in cheers. She kept her head low as she watched with a jealousy that was starting to consume her.

      Zane strutted out with no shirt on. He was wearing his firefighter pants held up by suspenders over his round muscular shoulders.

      He smiled at the crowd and the women started going nuts. Gwen darted her narrowed eyes on each one of them, wanting to shove the money they were holding up down their throats.

      “Six hundred!” a stupid bitch shouted out. Gwen wanted to claw her eyes out.

      “Eight hundred!” another skank yelled as she waved a wad of bills over her head.

      The bidding continued between about a dozen girls. Gwen stood there, fuming with jealousy as she crossed her arms over her chest, watching with a quiver in her stomach. One of these girls was going to go home with Zane.

      Her Zane.

      “Fifteen hundred!” the pretty girl with the straight black hair called out. There were only three bidders left, and one of them looked like she was about to drop out.

      “Sixteen!”

      The third bidder dropped out, leaving only two.

      Gwen took a deep breath as she tried to keep her eyes off Zane.

      “Seventeen!” the girl with the black hair shouted.

      The other girl stayed silent, leaving the pretty black-haired girl grinning.

      “Anyone else?” Julius asked.

      Gwen swallowed hard, squeezing her eyes shut. She couldn’t stop picturing Zane sitting at the restaurant with the pretty girl. She would flick her hair off her slim shoulder and dramatically throw her head back as she laughed at his jokes. The bitch.

      They would probably start dating, and then Gwen would be forced to watch her come to the firehouse every day as she became friends with the guys. She would probably even stop at her shop, to buy her muffins, to bring to her friends, and her man. This girl was pure evil, and she had to be stopped.

      “Three,” Julius warned. “Two.”

      “Two thousand!” Gwen shouted, shooting her hand in the air without thinking.

      “Whoa!” Julius said, spinning on his heels and pointing at her.

      Gwen gulped as every head in the crowd turned to her, including Zane’s. He was smiling.

      “A latecomer to the match,” Julius said. “Were you sleeping?”

      “Two thousand-one hundred,” the black-haired bitch said, glaring at her.

      “Two thousand-two hundred,” Gwen shot back.

      They went up and up, but around twenty-six hundred, she could tell that the girl was about to break. It was time to put this auction to an end.

      She reached into her purse and swallowed hard as she grabbed the three-thousand dollars she had taken out for a new oven. This was the last thing in the world she should have been doing, but she just couldn’t stop herself. She didn’t want to stop herself.

      “Three-thousand dollars,” she said, holding the cash over her head.

      The crowd cheered as Gwen glared at the girl, daring her to outbid her. She just shook her black-haired head and frowned.

      “Three-thousand dollars!” Julius shouted, pointing at her. “Sold!”

      Gwen gulped as the crowd roared. Her stomach was in knots as she walked up to the stage, and handed the thick wad of money over.

      “The kids thank you,” Julius said as he took it.

      She almost threw up. She still needed a new oven, and she’d probably never see three-thousand dollars again. She was screwed.

      But the little smile that Zane gave her before disappearing behind the curtain made it worth every penny.
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      “Why didn’t you go up there?” Thorn, the alpha of The Clawed Squad asked Draven. Zane raised his eyebrow as he listened intently. He had been wondering the same thing. He wasn’t about to question his alpha, but he still wanted to know.

      Draven took a long sip of beer and then locked eyes on the bear shifter named Thorn. “I have more important things to deal with.”

      Zane glanced at Draven. Maybe his brother returning was more serious than he had thought.

      “What can be more important than helping out some kids?” Thorn asked with a chuckle.

      Draven didn’t look like he was in the mood to laugh. “Helping everybody,” he muttered under his breath. “Tell your boys to keep an eye on the skies. If they spot a dragon, you let me know immediately.”

      Thorn raised an eyebrow. “Dragons?” he whispered.

      The three of them were leaning on the bar, having a drink after the auction ended. Gwen was in the corner speaking with a girl from town. Zane kept an eye on her as he spoke with two of the most powerful alphas in the state.

      “Anything I should be worried about?” Thorn asked, looking from Draven to Zane.

      “Not yet,” Draven said, throwing some cash on the bar for the beers. “Just let your boys know to call me the second they see or hear anything that spits fire.”

      Draven nodded to Jack the bartender and walked over to talk to Joan, the alpha of the Wilde Crew. Zane hung back with Thorn.

      “Family problems?” Thorn asked, eying him.

      Zane shrugged. “I guess so. He hasn’t told me anything.”

      “Come on,” Thorn said, narrowing his eyes on him. “From one Kodiak to another. What the hell is going on?”

      He sighed as he finished the last of his beer. “I wish I knew.”

      “Well, let me know if you need Tyler,” Thorn said. “A skin shifter can make short work of a dragon.”

      Zane nodded. A skin shifter could make short work of anything. They had the rare ability to slide into an animal’s skin and take over their body. Luckily, there were two in town that could be called on if needed. Tyler was the second in command in The Clawed Squad, and Rhett was the sheriff of the town.

      Gwen said bye to the girl she was speaking with and made a straight line for the door. “I have to go,” he said, placing his empty mug on the bar. He took a deep breath and headed for the door as well.

      “Zane,” Thorn called to him.

      He stopped and turned.

      “Have fun on your date,” Thorn said with a grin.

      “I will,” Zane replied. “I definitely will.”

      He pushed his way through the crowd but then got stopped when he walked into two strong hands, pushing against his chest.

      “Zane,” Gunner said, looking panicked. “Talk to Draven. Please! I have to get out of this date.”

      “There’s nothing I can do, Gunner,” Zane said, trying to walk around him. But the lion shifter wasn’t having any of it.

      “Please!” he begged. “She’s like a hundred years old.”

      Jax was beside him, laughing at the poor guy. “I told you my plan was going to work,” he said with a shake of his head. “You should have done what I did: Look undateable.”

      Zane desperately wanted to get outside to follow Gwen, but he couldn’t pass up an opportunity to insult Jax. “You are undateable,” he said. “Did your plan also involve Draven kicking your ass for that little stunt? Because that’s exactly what’s going to happen.”

      Jax scoffed. “No, it’s not.” The lion shifter thought about it for a second and then swallowed hard. “You think?”

      “I know,” Zane said, pushing between the two of them. If he hurried he could still catch Gwen before she got home.

      All he needed now was for the last member of the crew to stop him, but that wasn’t going to happen. Axel had been making out with the blonde girl who had bid on him for the past half hour.

      Zane hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Gwen since he took her in her kitchen the night before. It was the best experience of his life, one that he wanted to experience again and again, but he also felt horrible about it. Gwen was an amazing woman, and she deserved more than having a freak with a two-thousand pound Kodiak bear living inside of him.

      They could never be together. Sure, he could hide his bear for a few weeks, maybe even a few months, but she was bound to find out one day, and when she did, she would abandon him just like his parents did.

      She might seem interested, but she didn’t know any better. She didn’t know what she was truly getting. She’ll never want me if she knows what I have inside.

      But he still wanted to thank her for the donation, and tell her that she could pass on the date if she wanted to. He didn’t want her to feel obligated to have to spend an evening with him just because she wanted to donate some money to a good cause.

      Just as he got to the door, Draven stepped in front of him, blocking his way.

      Dammit!

      He looked over Draven’s shoulder at the open door. His heart was racing as he pictured Gwen getting home. He desperately wanted to talk with her, but he didn’t want to have to knock on her door late at night. She might get the wrong idea.

      “I warned Joan, and the Vega brothers too,” Draven said, looking worried. Draven never looked worried.

      “That’s good,” Zane said with a nod. “Then don’t worry about it. If he shows up again, we’ll have The Clawed Squad, the Vega Brothers, and the Wilde Crew to help us out.”

      Draven took a deep breath as he looked around. “That won’t even slow him down.”

      Hearing that made Zane’s stomach drop. Between them all, they had eighteen apex predator shifters, including a dragon shifter and Joan’s bear, and if that wasn’t enough, they had two skin shifters as well.

      Taking care of one dragon would be easy. All it would take is for one of the skin shifters to channel him, take over his body, and that would be the end of it.

      “Tyler or Rhett won’t slow him down?” he asked, referring to the two skin shifters in town.

      Draven took a deep breath. “I don’t want to worry you with this yet,” he said with a sigh. “Go have fun on your date. And besides, this is nothing new. I have to deal with them every few hundred years.”

      “Them?” Zane asked.

      Draven forced out a tight smile. “Go enjoy your date. Thanks for doing this for me.”

      “Anytime, boss,” Zane said with a smile.

      Draven cracked his knuckles as he looked around with fire in his eyes, literally. “Now where the hell is Jax?” he asked through gritted teeth. “He didn’t want a date with a young pretty girl, then fine. He gets a date with me.”

      Zane chuckled to himself as he rushed out the door. He warned the lion shifter not to pull a stunt like that, but he didn’t listen, and now he was going to pay for it.

      Zane wished he could hang around to watch the show, but he had to catch Gwen before she got home. He took a deep breath and started running.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Gwen!” Zane yelled. She turned as he jogged down the sidewalk, finally catching up to her in front of the closed bank.

      He braced himself as she turned. The sight of her gorgeous brown hair and stunning brown eyes always made his chest ache when he saw her. Every time she turned, it felt like a punch in the gut.

      But this time, she looked worried. Her slim eyebrows were drawn together, and she was biting her lip as she stared at him with a pained look on her face.

      “Gwen,” he said, feeling his stomach drop. “What’s the matter?”

      She pinched the bridge of her nose as she squeezed her eyes shut. “Nothing.”

      “Are you sure?” Zane asked with a tilt of his head.

      She threw her arms down and glared at him. “What do you want, Zane?”

      Zane took a step back, thrown off guard by her sudden anger. “I just wanted to thank you for the donation.”

      “You’re welcome,” she snapped back before spinning on her heels and charging away.

      Zane took a deep breath as he watched her walk away. “We don’t have to go on the date if you don’t want to,” he called out to her.

      Gwen stopped and shook her head.

      Zane braced himself for impact as she turned around with heated eyes.

      “We what?” she asked, staring at him with her eyebrows raised.

      He gulped. “We don’t have to go on the date if you don’t want to.”

      She laughed and then rolled her eyes as she looked up at the sky. “Holy shit, you’re a jerk,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Me?” Zane said, staring at her in confusion. “I’m trying to be nice.”

      “Nice?!?” Gwen barked, locking eyes on him. “You call that nice?!?”

      “I don’t want you to feel obligated to go just because you wanted to donate some money to charity.”

      “Donate money to charity?” she answered with a laugh. “You think I have money to donate to charity? I don’t even have money to pay my internet bill. I steal Wi-Fi from you guys.”

      “But why—”

      “Because I like you, you jerk!” She took a deep breath and dropped her head, staring at the sidewalk as she muttered something to herself. “I took out that three-thousand dollar loan for a new oven. I absolutely did not have that kind of money to spend on anything else, let alone a date with a guy who doesn’t even like me back.”

      Zane was speechless. She liked him?

      “So, why did you spend the money on me?” Zane asked, trying to understand it all.

      She sighed. “That’s what I’ve been asking myself over and over again. I don’t know… I just kept picturing you with that pretty girl with the black hair, and my hand kept darting up, trying to outbid her.”

      Zane’s bear grumbled contently as he watched her.

      “I can pay you back,” Zane said. “That way you can still buy the oven.” He didn’t have three-thousand dollars, but he could come to the bank tomorrow and get a loan. It would be better that way. Gwen didn’t know what she was getting into with a bear shifter, and a girl as amazing as her should have someone better, someone human.

      “You’re not paying me back,” she said, shaking her head. “It was my mistake. I’ll deal with it.”

      Mistake. That was the only word he needed to hear.

      “Well, I’m sorry about everything,” he said, bowing his head as he turned away. Zane slipped his hands into his pockets and headed back to the bar. For some reason, he suddenly felt like drinking a lot of whiskey.

      His bear growled angrily inside his chest, pacing around with every step that he took. She’s too good for us. But the bear didn’t agree.

      “You still owe me a date,” Gwen called out to him.

      His heart panged as he stopped and turned around. She was still standing on the sidewalk with her arms crossed over her chest, glaring at him.

      “What?”

      “I paid three-thousand dollars for a night out,” she said with a huff of breath. “And I’m going to get my money’s worth. I’m putting my black dress on, makeup, and my heels, so you dress accordingly.”

      “Where do you want to go?” Zane asked, slowly walking back to her.

      “That’s up to you,” she said, tilting her chin in the air. “I paid three grand. I already did my part. The rest is up to you, and it better be worth it.”

      Zane opened his mouth to tell her that it was a bad idea, but his lips curled up into a smile instead. “Okay,” he said with a nod of his head. “When?”

      “Tomorrow. Eight o’clock.”

      Zane ran his hand through his hair, studying her face to try and see if she was joking. “Are you serious?”

      She stepped forward and poked his chest with her finger. “Don’t be late,” she warned before spinning around and storming off.

      Zane’s body tingled and his bear grumbled contently as he watched her go. When she was out of view, he turned back to the bar, but now he didn’t feel like getting drunk.

      He was going for a celebratory drink, because he had a date with Gwen.
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      Gwen turned as she looked at herself in the mirror, and sighed. I didn’t have quite so many rolls the last time I wore this dress. I guess that’s what you get from having a muffin shop. I really should stop eating the profits.

      This was her sexiest dress, at least it was before she gained fifteen—maybe twenty—pounds. Now it looked a little too tight, and felt even tighter.

      She glanced at the clock and gulped when she saw that she only had six minutes left before Zane was going to come and get her for their date. Can I run to the dress store, break-in, and grab a dress in less than six minutes?

      She sighed. It had to be that one.

      At least her makeup and hair looked good. She curled her hair, and it was looking bouncy with thick curls that hung down over her shoulder. It was just too bad they weren’t long enough to cover her muffin top.

      “Maybe I should just cancel,” she muttered to herself as she stared in the mirror. But that thought instantly vanished from her head when she saw movement in the window by the door. She gasped when she saw Zane walking over, looking gorgeous in gray dress pants and a striped shirt that showed off his muscular frame perfectly. He was even wearing a thin black tie.

      “Wow,” she gasped, grabbing onto the wall for support as she stared at him. He looked like he should have been walking down a runway, or walking in her dreams, but instead, he was walking to her door.

      Her heart started pounding as he stepped up to the shop and knocked on the glass door as he peeked inside.

      “Coming,” she shouted, staring at him in disbelief. She still couldn’t believe that she had slept with this man. He was way out of her league. And the fact that she had done it while wearing dancing walrus pajamas was simply incredible.

      She took a deep breath as she unlocked the door and let him in. A low rumbling sound emanated from his chest as he stepped inside, looking her up and down.

      “What was that?” she asked, staring at him in shock.

      “My cell phone,” he quickly answered. “It’s on vibrate.”

      “Oh,” she said, furrowing her brow as she stared at him. She had never seen him with a cell phone, and it had really sounded like it came from his chest.

      “You look absolutely stunning,” he said, swallowing hard as his heated eyes roamed all over her.

      “Thank you,” she said, feeling her cheeks get hot. “You look pretty good yourself.” That was an understatement. With the way he looked right now, Gwen felt like she got a steal at only having to pay three thousand dollars for the date. He was worth ten.

      “I didn’t know you owned a tie,” she said as she grabbed it. She held in a moan as she let the silky fabric slide through her hand.

      “I do now.”

      “You bought a tie for me?” she asked, feeling her shop get a little hotter. “I feel so honored.”

      His eyes dropped from hers as he glanced down at her curves. “I have to look good with a stunning girl like you by my side.”

      Gwen felt a flutter in her chest as she watched his hungry eyes take every inch of her in. He really likes the dress…

      She was beginning to feel a little less self-conscious, and a little sexier.

      “So, where are you taking me?” she asked as a warm shiver rippled through her.

      “I was thinking the diner.”

      “The diner?” she repeated, staring at him in disbelief. “Are you kidding me? I didn’t get all dressed up like this for a ham on rye.”

      “You can order whatever you want,” he answered.

      Gwen sighed. He was hopeless. A new tie wouldn’t change that.

      “I was worried about this,” she said, grabbing her purse off the counter, “so I came prepared.” She rifled through it and pulled out some papers. “Here.”

      Zane furrowed his brow as he opened the folded up papers. Gwen hadn’t been on a proper date in over a year, so she wanted to make sure it was a good one. She had done some research online and found a few five-star restaurants in the area.

      “I know this one,” Zane said, pointing to the top one.

      “How do you know that one?” she asked, looking at him skeptically. He didn’t seem like the type to go to fancy restaurants.

      “Draven owns a ski lodge beside it,” he answered. “I know the area, but I’ve never tried the restaurant.”

      Gwen stepped beside him and looked at the paper. The restaurant was nestled in the mountains with a beautiful view, and according to the reviews, it had the best steaks in the state. It looked adorable and cozy inside with fancy tables, brick walls, and a roaring fireplace. It was much better than Flo’s Diner.

      “Apparently it’s amazing,” she said. “I found it online.”

      “Using our Wi-Fi?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

      “Please don’t tell Draven,” she said with a nervous grin. “Axel gave me the password in exchange for two carrot muffins.”

      Zane laughed. “I would have given it to you for one.”

      “So, what do you say?” she asked when he turned back to the paper.

      “This is like forty minutes away,” he said as he read it.

      Gwen planted her hands on her wide hips and glared at him. “Three-thousand dollars, Zane.”

      “Okay, okay,” he said, stuffing the paper into his back pocket. “It sounds perfect.”

      Gwen smiled. “It will be.” She checked the windows and back door to make sure they were locked and walked with him outside. “Should we take the penis van or the inconspicuous firetruck?” she asked as she locked the door.

      Zane laughed. “How about the pickup truck?”

      She grinned. “Sounds good.”

      Her stomach rolled with nerves as they walked over her property line to the back of the firehouse where the pickup truck was parked.

      “Woo hoo!” Axel catcalled as the boys walked outside to see them off. “Have him home by ten o’clock.”

      “You paid three-thousand dollars for this guy?” Jax said with a laugh. “You could have had me for three dollars.”

      “I could have had you for three cents,” Gwen called back to him. “Try smiling next time.”

      Jax shook his head. “It was all part of my genius plan.”

      Gunner laughed as he punched him in the arm. “Was it part of your genius plan to get your ass whooped by Draven after?”

      Jax frowned. “Shut up,” he muttered.

      “Have fun, beautiful people,” Axel said as they disappeared around the back.

      Gwen smiled. They were going to have fun. She paid three-thousand dollars and they would have fun even if she had to force it out of him.

      Zane smiled as he opened the passenger door of the pickup truck, stealing one more look at her curves as she stepped inside. She squeezed her clasped hands together with excited energy as she looked around at the spotless interior. It was a new Ford F-150 with leather seats and it actually smelled nice inside. Like rugged mountain men.

      Zane’s door swung open and Gwen held her breath as he stepped inside with a smile on his handsome face.

      This is going to be fun. She wasn’t going to think about the oven that she still needed to buy with the money she still didn’t have. She was going to focus on the food, the wine, and the company. She desperately needed a night out, and she wasn’t about to ruin it by thinking of her financial problems that would still be there in the morning.

      “Were you really going to take me to Flo’s Diner?” she asked as he started the engine and pulled away. Jax, Gunner, and Axel waved to them as they pulled onto the street.

      “What’s wrong with Flo’s Diner?” he asked with a shrug.

      She laughed. “I should have let the pretty girl with the black hair win,” she said, grinning as she looked out the window. “I would have loved to have seen her face when you took her to Flo’s Diner for her date.”

      “She’s not my type,” he said, scrunching his nose up as he looked out the windshield. “Too skinny. I like curves. Lots of them.”

      Gwen felt her cheeks get red as she stared forward. Then you’ll definitely like me.

      They drove through town, chatting about different things. There was no aggression or fighting like they normally had. It was actually kind of nice. It felt like they had gotten all of that pent-up aggressive energy out of their systems when they had their quick screw the other night, and now they could just relax and be themselves.

      “What?” she said with a laugh as she stared at him in disbelief. “You’ve never been on an airplane?”

      “Never,” he said, shaking his head. “I leave the flying to Draven.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked, tilting her head as she looked at him.

      “It’s a… he likes airplanes,” Zane answered, looking flustered. “There’s the restaurant,” he said, pointing down the road to the base of a mountain. It was perfect. Just what Gwen had been hoping for.

      The restaurant was in a beautiful log cabin that stretched along the base of the mountain. It was the perfect kind of place to get a hot coffee with Baileys after a day of skiing or to settle in front of the warm fire for a fun first date.

      “We’re already here?” Gwen said, staring at it in shock. “That didn’t feel like forty minutes at all.”

      She checked the clock and sure enough, it hadn’t been forty minutes, it had been fifty.

      “Wait,” Zane said as she grabbed the door handle. “Allow me.”

      She smiled as he leapt out of the car and hurried around the hood to her side, opening the door for her like a true gentleman.

      It felt so weird to be with Zane and not be fighting. The night is still young, Gwenny. There’s plenty of time left to butt heads.

      “That’s Draven’s cabin,” he said, pointing a little ways up the mountain at a cabin hidden by the tall trees. Gwen would never have noticed it if Zane hadn’t pointed it out. Only the chimney and a corner of the brown roof was visible through the top of the forest.

      “Did he ever think of cutting some trees down?” she asked, staring up at what little was visible of the cottage. “He would have a better view.”

      “He likes his privacy.”

      “You’re telling me,” she said with a laugh. “Is there even a road to get up there?”

      “Nope,” he said, shaking his head. “Foot only.”

      Zane was looking at the tall trees around Draven’s cottage when his face tightened and he stopped walking.

      “Coming?” Gwen asked, watching him curiously.

      He raised his nose and took a long sniff of the mountain air. “It can’t be,” he mumbled to himself.

      “What?” she asked, looking around in confusion.

      “Nothing,” he said with a shake of his head. “I thought I smelled some charcoal.”

      “Okay,” Gwen said with a laugh. She inhaled through her nose but could only smell the fresh mountain air.

      They walked inside and got a nice table by the roaring fireplace. The lighting was warm and dim, with soft romantic music playing quietly throughout the dining room. The tables around them were filled with couples gazing into each other’s love-filled eyes.

      Zane ordered a nice bottle of wine, and after looking at the menu for a few minutes, they each ordered their meals. Gwen ordered a maple glazed salmon, and Zane ordered a porterhouse steak cooked blue.

      She smiled as she admired his face and how devastatingly handsome he looked in the candlelight. Gwen was convinced that he had never looked so good before. Tonight was surely the peak of his hotness.

      “So, where did you grow up?” she asked him as she sipped on the tasty wine. They had dozens of shouting matches over the year and a half since she moved next door to the firehouse, but they really didn’t know too much about each other, beyond how to annoy the other person. That’s what tonight is for. To see if the other night in the kitchen was a fluke or the beginning of something more.

      “I grew up in Wyoming with Jax,” he said, looking uncomfortable as he shifted in his seat.

      “Really?” she said, jerking her head back. “I didn’t know that. Are you two related?”

      Zane shook his head. “Not really, although he is the closest thing to family that I have.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, furrowing her brow.

      “We were put in the same orphanage.”

      “Oh,” Gwen said as her heart started racing. She had no idea he was an orphan. “I didn’t realize…”

      “It’s okay,” Zane said with a shrug. “I’m over it.”

      “Did your parents… are they…” Gwen kept stumbling on her words. She didn’t know what to say.

      “I don’t have any parents,” Zane said before taking a long sip of wine. “I just have Jax.”

      They sat there awkwardly for a moment as a million questions raced through Gwen’s mind.

      “What about you?” he finally asked. “Where are you from?”

      Gwen told him about her life back in Minnesota and even opened up about her mother and her long fight with cancer. His comforting hand was on hers and her eyes were watering when she finished.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said with a sadness in his eyes. “She sounded like an amazing woman. I wish I could have met her.”

      “She was a cool chick,” Gwen said with a laugh. “I think she would have liked you. She loved firemen.”

      “Hopefully the apple didn’t fall too far from the tree,” Zane answered with a grin.

      The waitress came and dropped off their plates, smiling as she told them to enjoy their meals.

      “Wow,” Zane said as he stared down at the huge hunk of meat in front of him. “They don’t have this at Flo’s Diner.”

      “No, they don’t,” Gwen said, savoring the smell of her maple glazed salmon. Her mouth was already watering before she even took a bite.

      The rest of the meal went well as they talked and shared a lot of laughs. Zane kept making her laugh as he told her all of the crazy antics between the boys at the firehouse. One story had her crying with laughter.

      “So, we pull up to the farmhouse, and the roof of the barn is on fire,” he said as Gwen leaned forward, listening intently. “The flames were starting to spread, and the animals were still stuck inside.”

      “Oh, no,” Gwen gasped, hanging onto his every word.

      “We all leapt out of the truck before Draven could even throw it in park and we ran inside.”

      Gwen’s heart was racing as she listened.

      “Jax let out the cows, and I grabbed the two horses,” he said, trying to hold back his smile. “And Axel had the pigs. He grabbed two big ones under each arm, but when he turned to run out, he slipped in the mud and fell face first, into a pile of manure.”

      Gwen laughed as he continued. “That’s not the worst part. He dropped the pigs, and the male must have liked him because he climbed up on Axel’s head, and started humping his face.”

      People at the other tables turned as they both laughed a little too loud. But Gwen couldn’t help it. Maybe it was the wine or the hunky company, but she was letting loose in a way that she hadn’t in a long time. And it felt really nice.

      They held each other’s eyes and each other’s hand as their laughter died down. Gwen held her smile as something warm and familiar passed between them. It was the same electric charge that hovered between them the night in her kitchen when Zane first kissed her.

      “Any dessert?” the waitress asked, popping out of nowhere.

      Gwen jerked her hand back in surprise. She had been so absorbed in Zane’s dark eyes that she didn’t even hear her sneak up to the table.

      “Did I scare you?” the waitress asked with a laugh.

      Gwen smiled. “A little bit.”

      “I want dessert,” Zane said, looking at the waitress and then at her. “Do you?”

      Gwen didn’t care about the dessert, but she didn’t want the nice dinner to end. “Definitely.”

      They talked some more, having a great time as they shared two different types of cheesecake. They washed it down with some Baileys and coffee, and long before she was ready, it was time to leave. The other tables were long empty, and they were the last two in the restaurant.

      Zane took care of the bill, they thanked the waitress, and left.

      “That was really fun,” Gwen said with a smile as they faced each other in the parking lot. Her nerve endings tingled as she stood there, hoping he would kiss her.

      But Zane seemed distracted. He was staring at the tall trees in the distance with an intensity in his eyes that made Gwen shiver.

      He raised his nose in the air and inhaled deeply.

      “Why do you keep doing that?” she asked, taking a step back as she looked at him funny. She agreed the mountain air smelled nice, but he didn’t have to be so weird about it. And it wasn’t like he was a city boy who never got to smell fresh mountain air. Colwood was surrounded by it.

      “It can’t be,” he whispered as he stared at the side of the mountain.

      “It can’t be what?” she asked, looking around nervously.

      He pulled his keys out of his pocket and shoved them into her chest without looking back. “Go wait in the car,” he snapped.

      “What?” Gwen asked, staring in disbelief as he dropped the keys. They fell with a clank at her feet.

      Without warning, he took off running toward the dark forest. Gwen stood there, standing in stunned silence. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me?” she said as she watched him disappear into the trees. “He can’t be serious. I want a refund.”

      But he was gone. Running away from her into the forest in the middle of the night.

      Did he actually just run away from me? She still couldn’t believe it.

      Worst neighbor ever? No. Worst date ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Zane

      

      

      The scent was a dragon’s all right, and it smelled a lot like Draven. Zane made sure to keep downwind as he raced into the forest and up to Draven’s cabin to investigate.

      He wasn’t going to engage. It was much too dangerous to do that on his own, especially with Gwen nearby. He would die to protect her, but he was worried that he would die and still not be able to protect her.

      Dragons had the worst senses out of all the shifters. They could fly and breathe fire, so they didn’t have much use for a heightened sense of smell and hearing. Zane was going to use that to his advantage and sneak up on the shifter to observe him, and then report back to Draven.

      His bear stirred and paced around nervously. He never liked the scent of dragons. It took him over a year just to get used to Draven’s.

      Zane stopped running as he got deeper into the forest, slowing down to make as little noise as possible.

      Draven never talked too much about his past and his family, but Zane had put together slivers of dropped comments over the year. He wasn’t sure what happened, but he knew that Draven was from one of the great dragon houses that ruled back in Medieval Europe. His family was torn apart by fighting and old feuds, and Zane knew that his half-brothers were trying to kill him.

      Zane wasn’t sure why, but he knew one thing: if someone was trying to kill his alpha, then that shifter was a dead man. He didn’t care if it was a dragon, bear, or mouse shifter. He wouldn’t let a threat to his alpha go unchecked.

      The wind rustled through the leaves overhead as Zane snuck through the forest, ducking under branches and stepping over exposed roots. It was pitch black under the canopy of leaves, but Zane could see easily. He never had a problem seeing in the dark.

      The thick charcoal smell of dragon got stronger with every step that he took. His heart started pumping as he got a strong urge to turn back. It was an unfamiliar feeling for him: fear.

      His bear whimpered and whined in his chest, thrashing his head around as Zane ignored the bad feeling in his gut and pushed forward.

      He was no coward. Foolish, maybe, but cowardly, no.

      His inner bear paced nervously when Draven’s cabin came into view up ahead. The dragon shifter was climbing out of the broken window in his human form and hadn’t noticed Zane creeping up on him.

      It was Draven’s brother, all right. He would recognize that familiar smell from anywhere.

      He slunk down behind a bush and watched him, wondering what he was doing here, wondering what he was looking for.

      I should get back to Gwen. The date was going so well, but now she was probably furious at him.

      Zane had seen enough. He really should have been getting back to Draven to report what he was seeing, but he couldn’t take his eyes off of the man. He was tall and slim with bright gray eyes that sparkled like Draven’s did. Every movement he made was so graceful, so fluid. Dragon shifters always seemed to have a comfort with their bodies that could only come from spending centuries in it.

      What is he looking for? Zane wasn’t sure, but he knew it couldn’t be good.

      He gasped when the dragon shifter suddenly jerked his head around and locked eyes on him. His inner bear screamed at him to move, to run, as Zane stared in stunned awe at the shifter’s shining gray eyes. He had never seen anything so bright, or so terrifying.

      Time to leave.

      He turned and took one step, and in that short amount of time, Draven’s brother had leapt down from the balcony, crossed the vast distance between them, and was standing right in front of him.

      Zane gulped as he took a step back, staring at him in disbelief. He had seen a lot of shifters throughout his years, but he had never seen one even come close to moving that fast.

      “I smell him on you,” the dragon shifter hissed, sneering at him.

      Zane felt his blood grow cold as he stared at the glowing gray eyes. He was in over his head. He knew it immediately. And the worst part was, he had put Gwen in danger. She wasn’t too far away.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Zane said, swallowing hard as he turned away. A strong hand grabbed his shoulder and held him in place.

      Zane gritted his teeth as he turned around and looked at him over his shoulder. “Let. Go.”

      “Where is Dravenous?” the dragon shifter hissed. “Where is my brother?”

      Zane looked down at the powerful hand that was crushing his round shoulder. “Take your hand off me.”

      The dragon shifter grinned, but he left his hand right where it was. “My brothers Terrowin and Valerius would kill me if they knew I was here,” he said. “But Dravenous is the true king. He deserves to be at the helm as we bring humanity back into the shadows of time.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Zane asked as a cold chill rippled through him. Whatever it was it didn’t sound good.

      “It means it’s time for Dravenous to return home and claim the seat that he was born to claim.”

      Zane had given him a warning, and he ignored it. It was time to shut this guy up for good. He squeezed his hand into a fist and spun on his heels, punching the dragon shifter in the jaw with every ounce of strength he had.

      His thick fist landed flush on his chin, but he didn’t move a millimeter. Instead, the impact rocketed back up through Zane’s fist, traveling up his forearm and making him wince in pain.

      I don’t—

      Zane didn’t understand. He could punch through brick walls and boulders. He could lay out the largest and meanest shifters on the planet, and here he landed a perfect roundhouse on the guy’s chin and he didn’t even blink.

      “Are you done?” the shifter asked with a grin.

      Zane turned to run, but the dragon shifter squeezed his shoulder and lifted him off his feet. “Oh, shit,” he whispered as Draven’s brother launched him against a thick maple tree that must have been over a hundred years old. He sliced straight through it, and then through a smaller cedar tree before skidding to a stop in the dirt. All he could do was watch in horror as the two trees fell in front of him, one falling to the left, and the other to the right. The dragon shifter’s eyes were shining brighter than ever as he walked forward, easily jumping over the fallen tree trunks.

      “Tell Dravenous to come home,” he said, staring down at Zane. “Or, we’ll come to him. And trust me, you don’t want that. That nice little town of yours doesn’t want that.”

      Zane must have smashed some vertebrates in his back because he couldn’t get up. “I know four shifters that will die before we let you touch him.”

      He just shrugged his shoulders. “Then die already and get it over with.”

      Zane could feel his enhanced healing powers kicking in. He was already starting to feel some mobility in his back returning while Draven’s brother shook his head. “You non-dragons are like dust in the wind. Specks in the air of time.” He grinned as he approached. “Constantly changing like the seasons, while we remain eternal like the moon and sun.”

      Zane was done with talking. This dragon shifter may have been able to out power him in his human form, but Zane’s Kodiak bear was a whole other beast. It was time to let him do the talking.

      “Fine,” he said as he flexed his chest, urging his inner beast to rush forward and come out. “Tell it to my Kodiak.”

      But for the first time ever, his bear resisted. ‘You got us into this, you get us out,’ he seemed to be saying. His bear had urged them to retreat after all. It wasn’t his fault they were in this mess.

      He began to panic as the dragon shifter approached. Zane thought of Gwen standing there helplessly in the parking lot, and it gave his bear the spark that he needed to finally come charging out.

      He exploded out of Zane in a frenzy—rising up on two hind legs and barring his vicious teeth as he stared the gray-eyed dragon shifter down.

      Draven’s brother just laughed as the bear rushed forward and attacked.
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        Gwen

      

      

      Gwen paced around the parking lot, shaking her head as she cursed her shitty neighbor. What the hell was he doing? Peeing on a tree?

      He was gone awfully long for a pee, and besides, there was a bathroom in the restaurant.

      She bit her lip as she leaned against the truck, wondering why he always had to ruin everything. They were having a nice night, full of laughs, and good conversation. There was a spark of something between them, and Zane was even being romantic by opening doors for her and refilling her wine. She should have known that the date was going to end up in disaster, and that’s exactly what this was. A disaster.

      Nothing else but ‘a disaster’ could explain what happened when your date ran into the woods in the middle of the night to get away from you.

      I should just go.

      She exhaled long and hard as she looked at the keys in her hand, daring herself to do it. That would show him.

      “Five more minutes,” she muttered as the last of the staff left the restaurant and shuffled to their cars.

      The manager locked the door and looked at her funny as he walked to his car. “Are you guys having car problems?” he asked.

      “No,” she said, feeling the panic start to rise inside her. “Uhm, my friend is just looking for his… sunglasses.”

      “Sunglasses?” the manager said, looking around with a scrunched up forehead.

      “Yeah,” Gwen lied. “We were walking around in the forest before dinner, and he dropped them. He’s looking for them now.”

      “In the pitch black?” he asked.

      Just get in your fucking car, go home and watch Netflix already.

      “Yeah,” Gwen said with a forced smile. “It’s his favorite pair.”

      “Okay,” the guy said with a roll of his eyes. “Get home safely.”

      “I will,” Gwen said, squeezing the keys in her hands. Zane on the other hand…

      She was done waiting. She waited until the manager drove out of the parking lot, leaving her all alone, and then she opened the door on the driver’s side and climbed in.

      “Worst neighbor ever,” she muttered through gritted teeth as she shoved the key into the ignition. She turned it and the powerful engine roared to life.

      Her hand hovered over the gear shift as she stared at the forest, giving him one last chance to get back before she drove home.

      Two thunderous cracks rang out from the forest, making her jump in the leather seat. “What the—”

      She leaned over the steering wheel and stared forward with her jaw hanging open as two tall trees that were close to Draven’s cottage tumbled over in the forest.

      Zane!

      She was out of the truck and running across the parking lot before the trees slammed into the ground. She had no idea what Zane was doing in there, but he could be hurt, and she couldn’t leave without making sure he was okay.

      The forest was so dark with the canopy of trees covering the moonlight. She tripped on a root, nearly falling to the ground as she ran, but she managed to regain her balance, and kept running.

      Her heart was pounding and her legs were burning as she pushed forward up the incline. She only stopped when she heard voices. One was Zane’s.

      She was so confused. Who was he talking to in the forest? Why were trees falling down? Why didn’t she do more cardio?

      Her chest was on fire, and she could barely breathe as she jogged the rest of the way. She gasped when she saw the two fallen trees and a stranger walking between them toward Zane who was lying on the ground.

      Her limbs started shaking as the blood drained from her face. She didn’t know what she was seeing, but she could tell that it wasn’t good. Zane looked hurt, and the man approaching him looked like he wasn’t even close to being finished.

      Gwen still had Zane’s car keys in her hand. She turned them around until the long key was sticking out between her fingers like a pathetic one-clawed Wolverine, and was about to take a step forward when Zane leapt to his feet.

      She recoiled back, staring in terror as his body shook and swelled up. Long brown hairs sprouted from his skin as his body grew to an unnatural size. She winced as the horrifying sound of bones popping and tendons snapping crawled through her ears, sending cold shivers racing down her spine.

      Before her mind could process what she was seeing, an enormous brown bear exploded from his skin.

      She rubbed her eyes and shook her head, counting how many glasses of wine she had at dinner, but when she reopened them the bear was still there.

      He was standing on his hind legs with his terrifying jaws stretched wide open. He let out a roar so loud and frightening that Gwen almost wet herself.

      She watched in horror as the bear charged forward at the man. The man just laughed as he cocked his fist back, and let it fly at the charging beast. His fist slammed into the bear’s jaw, crunching bone, and driving the huge animal headfirst into the dirt so hard that the ground shook as a small crater was formed under the bear’s thick skull.

      Gwen felt the impact from where she was standing and gasped at the devastation of it.

      The massive bear who looked so terrifying a second ago was lying on the ground, twisted into an unnatural position. He was whimpering as he tried to get up, but he was severely injured and in too much pain. He collapsed back down to the dirt with a sad whelp.

      Gwen squeezed her fist around the key as the man stepped up to the poor bear, standing over him. “Make sure my brother comes to us, or we’ll come to him.”

      The bear just writhed around on the ground, whimpering with his eyes closed as he tried to raise his head.

      Gwen clenched her teeth in anger as the man stepped back. His body flexed and shook, just like Zane’s had, but instead of a bear bursting out of him, long gray wings that looked like they belonged on a reptile ripped out of his shoulder blades.

      Gwen covered her mouth with her hand to prevent herself from screaming and stayed rooted to the spot as his skin burned off, revealing gray scales underneath. It all happened so fast, and within a blink of a terrified eye, a monstrous gray dragon burst from his body.

      The dragon jumped in the air and flapped its two horrible wings, sending him sailing up over the trees.

      Gwen watched in horrified fascination as the dragon disappeared into the dark night.

      The bear was still down, writhing around in pain. She turned to run back to the car when it finally hit her. That bear is Zane. He’s a shifter.

      But that couldn’t be. Shifters only existed in stories and fables made up to scare children. They didn’t exist in the real world. Did they?

      A sad whimper from the bear made her turn around. Her heart broke for him, and before she could tell herself that this was a horrible idea, she was racing over to check on the injured animal.

      He raised his head as she approached, and she took in a quick intake of air when she saw it in his eyes. Zane. She recognized him immediately. She would recognize those sexy dark eyes anywhere.

      The bear grunted in pain as he raised his head, and Gwen finally saw what was wrong. His entire lower jaw was dislocated, hanging down at an unnatural angle. His long pink tongue was hanging off the side of his mouth as short heartbreaking whimpers escaped his throat.

      Gwen dropped down to her knee in front of the bear with her heart racing. Its sad eyes were focused on her as she slowly reached forward and pet the top of his head. He closed his eyes and groaned as she pet his soft fur.

      “Zane,” she said softly. “I know you’re in there. Tell me what to do. How can I help?”

      The bear sniffed her and then inched forward, nuzzling the top of his head against her neck. He closed his eyes, and then pulled away, grunting as he struggled to stand up on wobbly legs.

      “You can do it,” Gwen whispered, encouraging him as he tried to balance himself.

      He finally managed to steady himself, but his jaw was still hanging loosely.

      Gwen bit her bottom lip as a tear rolled down her cheek. It looked so painful. She couldn’t imagine the pain he was going through.

      With a grunt, the bear turned and walked toward the thick maple tree behind him. He swung his head, and slammed his jaw into the tree, setting it back in place.

      The bear whipped his head back and roared out in furious pain, so loud that Gwen had to cover her ears. He was thrashing around in agony, but at least his jaw was no longer dislocated.

      She was anxious and afraid as the large bear paced, breathing heavily as he squeezed his eyes shut. But she wasn’t afraid of the bear, she afraid for the bear. She was biting her bottom lip nervously as she watched, hoping he was okay.

      After a minute, the bear was looking more composed—the worst of the pain was gone. His breathing slowed and his pacing stopped.

      She swallowed hard and took a step back as he turned his enormous head to her.

      “Zane?” she whispered as she stared into his bright brown eyes. It didn’t make any sense, but she knew it was true. Zane was in there. Those were his eyes.

      Her heart pounded in her chest as he slowly walked up to her on paws as big as her hips. “Is it you?” she asked.

      The bear lowered his head as she raised her hand. Her let out a soft groan as she slid her fingers through his long brown fur. All of the tension just melted away as she wrapped her arms around his head and hugged him, resting her cheek on the soft fur on the top of his head.

      “It is you,” she whispered.

      A few moments later, the bear pulled away and backed up out of her reach.

      “Where are you going?”

      But the bear wasn’t going anywhere. He stopped and took one last long look at her before his body began vibrating and then convulsing violently. Gwen gasped out loud as a naked Zane burst out of the bear.

      He stood in front of her on firm muscular legs, watching her with a pain in his eyes. The same eyes she had seen a moment ago on the bear.

      “You’re a shifter?” she asked. There was a tremor in her voice. Her hands were shaking.

      Zane lowered his head and sighed. “I’ll take you home,” he said before walking to the pile of torn clothes.

      “I don’t want to go home,” Gwen snapped. She stepped between him and the clothes, staring him in the eyes.

      His eyes were wet and full of shame. His shoulders were hunched forward and he was barely even looking at her.

      “Can you please explain all that?” she asked, placing a palm on his chest. His skin was so warm despite the coolness in the air. “You have a bear inside you?”

      “You don’t have to do this, Gwen,” he said, turning to her with a somber look in his eyes. “I can drop you off at home, and you don’t have to talk to me ever again. I’ll understand.”

      “Understand what?” she asked, dropping her hand. “I don’t understand anything right now. You’re a bear shifter?”

      “I am,” he said in a low voice. “I’m sorry I led you on. I’m sorry I took you out. I’m sorry I dragged you into all this. I should have known better.”

      Gwen narrowed her eyes on him, trying to understand what he was talking about. “Wait a minute,” she whispered when it dawned on her. “Are you ashamed of your bear?”

      Zane closed his eyes and flinched. “You’re an incredible woman, Gwen. You deserve better than someone with a beast living inside them.”

      “A beast?!?” she snapped, glaring at him. She was surprised at how protective she already felt for the adorable bear. “He’s not a beast! He’s beautiful. Magical. He’s a miracle.” She stepped forward and gently ran her fingertips over his massive chest. The bear grumbled from inside his chest, making her giggle. “He’s talking to me!”

      “You think he’s beautiful?” Zane asked in an uncertain tone. He was watching her, looking like his whole worldview was crumbling down around him. “You’re not afraid?”

      “No,” Gwen said, slowly shaking her head. “How can I be afraid of him? I want to see him again.”

      Zane looked shaken up. “I thought you would… because I am…”

      “You thought I wouldn’t like you because you’re a bear shifter?” she asked, finishing the thought for him.

      He nodded.

      “I think it’s sexy,” she said, grinning as her eyes fell back down to his naked chest. “A bear shifter,” she whispered as her lips curled up into a smile. “That’s hot.”

      “It is?” Zane asked, jerking his head back.

      Gwen bit her bottom lip and nodded. “Very.”

      “I wanted to tell you,” Zane said, stepping forward and wrapping his arms around her. “But I thought it would drive you away.”

      “Why would you think that?” Gwen answered as she melted under his thick arms.

      He exhaled long and hard. “It drove my parents away. When they first saw my bear, they drove across the state and dropped me off at an orphanage. They lived in a nice part of town, and they didn’t want me to make them look bad.”

      “That’s horrible,” Gwen said, squeezing him tight. “Your parents are jerks.”

      “It wasn’t just them,” he continued. “When I first phased at the orphanage, they kicked me out. They were worried they were going to lose their funding because of me.”

      Gwen’s heart broke for him as she listened. She had no idea that he had been through so much pain. She instantly forgave him for all of the stupid fights they had over the years. She was finally ready to put all of that behind her.

      “Look,” she said as she slid her palm up his cheek. She smiled as the rough stubble tickled her hand. “I’m not your mom or dad, and I’m not the cowards at the orphanage. I like you.” Her eyes dropped down to his chest where his beautiful bear was hiding inside. “All of you.”

      His strong hands tightened on her body as he lowered his head, staring at her with passion in his eyes.

      “Oh,” she gasped before he kissed her with an intensity that shook her to her core. Gwen moaned as his big arms held her protectively while his tongue made her legs weak.

      He pulled away with a suddenness that was jarring. Gwen opened her glazed-over eyes and gasped when she looked into his face.

      Zane was staring at her, but there was something wrong with his eyes. The beautiful deep brown hues were gone and were replaced by a black cloud that was spreading over each eye.

      She was initially panicked, but the warmth flowing into her melted any negative feelings away. All she could do was stare into his eyes as her body connected with his on a level she didn’t think was possible.

      Gwen felt pulled to him, drawn to him, in every possible way. It was like her heart was beating for his now, like he was the new center of her universe.

      She stared at him in awe, completely overwhelmed by the intense emotions as his eyes slowly returned to normal. His sexy lips curled up into a smile that made her heart flutter.

      “That was…” she whispered, unable to find any suitable words to describe such an amazing experience. “Incredible.”

      “It’s you,” he said, staring down at her with wonder. “You’re my mate.”

      “Your mate?” she asked, swallowing hard.

      “My bear bonded to you,” he explained. “Do you feel that pull to me?”

      She bit her bottom lip and nodded. She definitely felt it.

      “You’ll feel that forever,” he said in a voice as smooth as butter. She never realized how beautiful his voice felt in her ears before. “It will only grow stronger over time.”

      “So, you’re telling me,” Gwen said, trying to contain her excitement. “We’re like soulmates?”

      “Stronger than soulmates,” he said. “Our souls and bodies were made for each other.”

      “Then, I guess that was a pretty successful first date.”

      “I guess so,” he answered with a laugh.

      Gwen stepped on her toes and kissed him softly on the lips. “You know how the best dates end…” she whispered with a grin.

      Her grin turned into a smile as she felt his erection harden against her stomach.

      “Easy, boy,” she said with a laugh. “Take me home first. I don’t mind kinky, but I don’t want a pine cone up my ass. I’m not that wild.”

      Zane laughed and then kissed her on the lips again.

      “One more question,” Gwen asked as she took his hand and pulled him in the direction of the car.

      “Anything,” he answered.

      She looked up at the night sky and frowned. “Was that a fucking dragon?!?”
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      Gwen grinned as she laid on her bed watching Zane pull off his shirt in one smooth motion. His heated eyes were locked on her naked breasts as he moved forward with the grace of a panther.

      She moaned as she felt her pussy clench, knowing what was coming. Anticipating it, craving it, desperate for it.

      “This first date is turning out better than I thought it would,” she said with a grin as he grabbed the sides of her panties with two strong hands.

      “It’s about to get even better,” he said, smirking at her as he slid her lacy panties off.

      He could say that again.

      This felt different than the last time in the kitchen. There was a tenderness and a deep love between them that wasn’t there before. It must be the bond. She could feel it warming her insides, making her skin tingle.

      A low groan emanated from Zane’s throat as he gently gripped her knees and spread them apart. Normally, Gwen would feel self-conscious and a little bit shy, but this was Zane—this was her mate—so she just leaned back and relaxed her body, letting him come, and even enjoying having his eyes on her.

      Warm shivers shot through her trembling body as she felt his hot breath tickle her wet folds. She gripped a handful of the soft blanket as his mouth descended on her pussy. His hot tongue gave her a long slow lick, drawing a deep moan from her parted lips.

      “Oh, Zane,” she groaned as his tongue pushed in deep, swirling through her folds on the way up to her aching clit. She gasped as his silky tongue dragged across it, nearly making her come on the spot. Her gasps turned into long hard moans as he sucked, and then batted his tongue back and forth across her throbbing pearl.

      “Just like that,” she panted as he wrapped his sexy lips around her clit and sucked, making her back arch off the bed. “Don’t stop.”

      He slid two fingers into her dripping tunnel and kept them deep inside as he worked his sweet tongue and firm lips on her aching pussy.

      She was all but spread eagle for him with her hands behind her head, yanking the sheets off the mattress as he spoiled her.

      “I’m so close,” she moaned as she began rolling her hips and pushing her throbbing clit against his mouth. His skilled fingers were rooted deep inside her as she was about to come.

      He sucked on her clit harder, and it was too much for her to take. Her thighs began shaking around his head as her body finally gave in, pulsing in an all-consuming orgasm.

      “Yes!” she screamed as the intense waves of pleasure flowed through her body from her head to her toes, and everywhere in between.

      “Fuck,” she gasped between heavy breaths. Her legs were shaking. Her eyes were squeezed shut.

      When she finally opened them a few moments later, she saw Zane standing in front of her, sliding his boxer briefs down his muscular legs. His thick cock was hard as a rock as it sprang out of his underwear.

      Gwen took a deep breath and climbed onto her knees, enjoying the warmth of her orgasm that was still flowing through her.

      “Now it’s your turn,” she said with a grin as she laid on her stomach. Her face was level with his big dick, and she took it in her hand, surprised by the thickness and hardness of it.

      “You’re so big,” she said as she stroked his shaft with a tight grip.

      He moaned as her hand slid up and down along his length. Sticky pre-come oozed from the little slit on the top of his thick head, and Gwen licked her lips as she brought it to her mouth.

      She puckered her lips around it, licking up every last drop with her tongue. Zane was already breathing heavily as he tucked her brown hair behind her ear, watching her every movement closely.

      “Your lips feel like heaven,” he moaned as she opened her mouth further and took him in deeper.

      His cock felt like heaven. She would have told him too, but she was too busy swirling her tongue around his shaft as she dipped her head forward, sucking him harder and harder.

      Having him in her mouth felt so good that she lost all concept of space and time. She got lost in the moment, and it was over too soon. His big dick began to pulse in her mouth, and his hands tightened their grip in her hair, signaling that he was about to come.

      “Oh, Gwen,” he grunted as his arms and chest flexed. “Oh, fuck.”

      She desperately wanted to feel the warmth of his seed in her mouth, so she sucked him so hard that her cheeks hollowed.

      “I’m going to come,” he moaned as his body shook. Gwen’s pussy clenched as she took him deep in her mouth, moaning hard as he shot a warm load of come into her hungry mouth.

      She slowly stroked his thick cock as his jaw clenched and he grunted savagely. “Mmmm,” she moaned as she drank his seed down.

      Gwen had always wanted this, she just never wanted to admit it to herself. Until now. Zane was hers and she was his. They could do this all day and all night if they wanted to, and it seemed like they both did.

      “On your knees,” Zane grunted, staring at her with a fire in his eyes. “Put that curvy ass in the air for me.”

      He had just come, but his dick was still rock-hard. Most guys needed a long intermission or a nap after coming, but he was already ready to go. Maybe bear shifters are different. Lucky me.

      Gwen’s heart was pounding as she climbed onto her hands and knees, thrusting her ass in the air for him.

      “Fuck, that’s a beautiful sight,” he said before leaning down and giving her warm pussy a long slow lick.

      She giggled as he climbed onto her bed with his fist pumping up and down on his enormous cock. The giggles didn’t last long.

      “Oh, God,” she moaned, as he dragged the thick tip of his cock up her folds, and then slowly slid it into her tight hole.

      They had done this before, but she was still shocked at the size of him. She grabbed onto the headboard as his powerful hips drove forward, stretching and filling her with his massive cock.

      He gripped her round ass cheeks, squeezing them as he thrust in and out of her, making her scream out his name.

      Zane hit her with deep strong strokes, increasing the pace with every thrust until they were both sweating, crying out, and crashing over the edge together.

      They both came hard, melding as one as their thunderous orgasms slammed into their exhausted bodies, sending them spiraling into paradise.

      Gwen smiled as they collapsed onto the bed. Zane pulled her into his embrace as the rush of heated pleasure slowly dissipated throughout her body.

      She felt so tiny in his huge arms. She had never felt so safe and protected—so loved and cherished.

      This was the beginning of something great.

      She never would have guessed that her neighbor from hell would make her feel like she was in heaven. She smiled as she pulled his big arm closer, hugging it tightly.

      Gwen had never felt so happy to have been wrong.
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* * *

      “So, how many bear shifters are there?” Gwen asked as she laid in bed with Zane the next morning. They had just finished a passionate round of lovemaking and were still lying in bed talking.

      “I don’t know,” Zane said with a shrug of his round shoulders. “I don’t think anyone knows that. We’re pretty good at hiding it.”

      “You can say that again,” Gwen said with a chuckle. “I was living next to one for a year and a half, and didn’t even know it.”

      “You were living next to five,” he corrected.

      “What?!?” Gwen answered as she jerked up to a sitting position. The blanket tumbled down her naked breasts, and Zane licked his lips as his gaze fell down to them. “The other guys too?”

      “Yup,” he said with a nod.

      “Even Axel?”

      “Even Axel. He’s hiding a polar bear inside him.”

      “What?” she asked, squeezing her eyes shut. It was a lot to take in. She was still getting used to the fact that Zane could transform into a bear, let alone all of the other firefighters.

      “It’s true,” Zane said. “Jax and Gunner are lion shifters. And Draven is a dragon shifter.”

      “A dragon shifter?!?” she said, staring at him in disbelief. “You’re shitting me.”

      He laughed. “You saw one last night. Why is that so hard to believe?”

      “Uh, maybe because I’ve talked to him every day for the past year, and I’ve never noticed.”

      “Well, he is,” Zane said with a chuckle. “Colwood is full of them.”

      “Who else?” Zane had opened a whole new world to her, and she desperately wanted to know all about it.

      “You know, Rory? The guy who’s always at your shop?”

      Of course, Gwen knew Rory. He came in to buy about four buttermilk chocolate chip muffins almost every day.

      “He’s a wolf shifter.”

      Gwen shook her head as she stared at him with wide eyes. “You’re blowing my mind right now.”

      “Come here,” he said as he grabbed her and pulled her close to his muscular body, “and I’ll really blow your mind.”

      “Not yet,” she said, laughing as she placed a palm on his massive chest and tried to push him away. He didn’t budge. “I need a break. I’m not a shifter. I can’t keep up.”

      He laughed as he released her and laid back down on his pillow. “We have to build up your stamina.”

      “So, when do I get to see him again?” Gwen asked as she laid her cheek down on Zane’s chest. She listened to his heart beating as she traced the outline of his thick abs with her finger.

      “Who, Rory?” he asked. “He’ll probably be here looking for his muffins any minute.”

      “Not Rory,” she said with a laugh. “He’ll have to wait until I can buy another oven. I’m talking about your bear. I want to see him again.”

      Zane smiled. “You can see him whenever you want.”

      “Now?” she asked, climbing up to an elbow.

      “Not unless you want your bedroom trashed,” he answered with a laugh. “He’s not very graceful in small quarters. Maybe this afternoon.”

      Gwen smiled as she rested her cheek down on his chest. “I want to do something nice for him.”

      “Like what?” Zane asked as he threaded his fingers through her hair.

      “What do bears like to eat?”

      “His favorite is salmon and elk.”

      Gwen had an idea. “Do bears really like honey or is that just in Winnie the Pooh?”

      “Not just in Winnie the Pooh,” he said with a laugh. “They love honey.”

      She bit her bottom lip as she thought about it. “I still need an oven.” And she didn’t have any money.

      Although, she did have an idea.

      She sat up in bed and grinned at her new man. “I have to go see someone.”
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* * *

      “You’re sure you’re okay with this?” Gwen asked as she counted the crisp one-hundred dollar bills. There were thirty of them. Three-thousand dollars, just the amount she needed for a brand new oven.

      “Of course,” Rory answered, already licking his lips. “You know I can’t live without my buttermilk chocolate chip muffins.”

      She laughed as she looked at the wannabe cowboy. He had just given her three-thousand dollars in cash as a down payment on fifteen-hundred buttermilk chocolate chip muffins.

      “How long is it going to take you to go through that many muffins?” she asked as they left the bank.

      He tilted his cowboy hat as he looked up at the sky. “I’m guessing about a month.”

      Gwen laughed. She glanced down at his chest, wondering if there really was a wolf hiding inside him. She was still having a hard time getting used to that thought.

      “So, you’ll be back open tomorrow?” Rory asked. “I need my fix.”

      “Bright and early tomorrow morning,” she promised. “I’m going to buy my new oven now, thanks to you, and then I’ll get back to work.”

      “All right,” Rory said with a tip of his cowboy hat. “I’ll be there the second you open.”

      She had no doubt he would.

      They said their goodbyes, and Gwen hurried back to her van to drive to the store. She was excited to get the oven and try out her new idea.

      It just might be the new thing she was looking for. The thing that would have everyone in the town racing to her muffin shop, desperately trying to throw money at her.

      It might be crazy enough to work.

      But first, she had to go buy a new oven.
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      “A gray dragon?” Draven said, listening carefully. “It must have been my half-brother Jarin.”

      Zane was sitting around the kitchen table in the firehouse with Draven, Jax, Gunner, and Axel. He was telling them what had happened the night before in the forest.

      “He wants you to return home,” Zane said, watching his alpha closely. “He said they were going to bring humanity back into the shadows of time, and that you should be leading them. What does that mean?”

      Draven took a deep breath as he stared down at the table, thinking long and hard before answering. “It means that I have to stop running from my past.”

      “He called you Dravenous,” Zane said. “Is that your real name?”

      Draven nodded. “I blend in better with Draven.”

      “Also, Dravenous sounds like anus,” Axel pointed out.

      Draven just shook his head at him.

      Jax slammed his fist into his palm as he looked around the table. “If these dragon shifters are threatening our alpha, I say we go over there and snuff them out.”

      Zane’s stomach dropped as he thought back to Jarin’s staggering power. He could still feel the crushing force of the dragon shifter’s fist when it smashed into his face. He had never felt anything even close to that before. One devastating punch and he had been completely immobilized. And Draven had three more half-brothers. How were they supposed to stop all four of them if they could do that kind of damage with one punch?

      “It’s not that easy,” Draven said with a sigh. “Two of my four half-brothers, Jarin and Valerius, are mated dragons.”

      “So?” Jax asked with a shrug. “Are you afraid their mates will hit us with their purses?”

      Draven took a deep breath before explaining. “A dragon shifter’s core ignites when they bond with their mate, and their true powers are released.”

      “What kind of powers?” Zane asked, trying not to gulp.

      “Every dragon shifter has a unique ability hiding inside their core,” Draven explained. “My brother Jarin, who Zane encountered last night, is incredibly fast. He can cross the ocean by the time it takes Gunner to get a manicure.”

      Gunner looked impressed. He also looked down at his fingernails to see if he was due for one. The lion shifter was obsessed with his nails. He was always going for manicures and obsessively trimming his fingernails and toes. Zane often wondered if it was a lion shifter thing.

      “My other brother Valerius is an ice dragon,” Draven continued. “His core froze when he found his mate, and he can spew out blue fire that turns anything it touches into ice.”

      Axel was staring at him in shock. “So, if you find a mate you’ll get a cool superpower too?”

      “Theoretically,” Draven answered, rubbing his fiery beard.

      “Shit, Draven,” Axel said as he pulled out his cellphone. “We have to get you on Tinder.”

      “It’s been centuries and I haven’t found her,” he said, shaking his head. “I wouldn’t count on finding her now if I were you.”

      Axel snapped a picture of him anyway and started thumbing around on his phone.

      “What are you doing?” Draven asked, glaring at him.

      “How do you spell Drav-anus?” Axel asked right before his alpha slapped the phone out of his hands.

      “I’m a little bit lost,” Gunner said, raising his hand. “Can you start at the beginning?”

      They all listened closely as Draven explained how his family was one of the great dragon houses who ruled in Medieval Europe, and how his father King Artorius was one of the old dragon kings.

      “I didn’t read that in my grade ten history class,” Axel said, looking at him funny.

      Jax laughed. “That’s because you were too busy jerking off to the bra section of the Sears catalog.”

      “Who do you think hired the writers of history?” Draven asked with a raised eyebrow. “History is written by the winners.’

      “My father was a great king,” he went on. “He’s known in literature as King Arthur.”

      “Like King Arthur from the Knights of the Round Table?” Zane asked, staring at him in shock.

      “Dragons of the Round Table,” Draven corrected. “But there was never any round table. I don’t know where that came from. My father always needed to sit at the head.”

      Draven explained how his father was a womanizer and gave birth to five sons and one daughter with six different women. Draven’s mother was the Queen, which made him the legitimate heir to the throne.

      “When my father was killed,” Draven explained, “my four half-brothers and my half-sister turned on me. They tried to kill me, but I managed to escape. I flew my dragon across the ocean to America and never returned.”

      “You flew across the ocean?” Gunner asked, staring at him in disbelief. “Did they not accept your frequent flyer miles?”

      “There were no frequent flyer miles back then,” he said. “There was hardly even an America. I landed in Ellis Island, changed my name to Daniel Boone and made my way to the west coast.”

      “You were Daniel Boone?” Gunner asked, staring at him in shock.

      “That was a long time ago,” Draven said with a shrug. He looked up at the ceiling and took a deep breath. “Why are they coming back now? I don’t get it.”

      “And how did they find you?” Axel asked.

      “They probably found my name listed as the owner of my cottage,” he said, running a hand through his red hair. “They may have this address too.”

      The five shifters looked around nervously, but there were no dragons swooping in to attack. It was just a regular sunny morning in Colwood, Montana.

      After warning everybody to stay vigilant, Draven turned to Zane with a knowing grin. “How was the rest of your date?”

      “Pretty amazing,” he said with a wide smile. That was a huge understatement. “I bonded to her.”

      The four guys exploded out of their seats, slapping his back and giving him congratulatory hugs.

      “I’m so happy for you, bro,” Axel said, squeezing him hard. “Does she have a sister for me?”

      Zane laughed as Jax pulled him in for a hug. “I’m glad you’re finally getting a chance to start a family,” he said. “If anyone deserves it, it’s you.”

      “Thanks, Jax,” Zane answered, “but you’ve always been enough family for me.”

      “A real family,” Jax said with a nod. “Just, please, don’t have any fucking kids.”
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      “What the hell is that?” Zane asked, staring at the monstrous muffin in shock. His mate was smiling widely as she struggled to hold the large platter with the enormous muffin on it. It was bigger than her head.

      Gwen placed the platter on the table in front of him, and then stepped back, standing proudly with her chin in the air.

      “That is for your bear,” she said with a grin. She was watching his face to see his reaction.

      “Is that… salmon?” he asked as he turned back to the muffin. There were large pink chunks of salmon sticking out of it, and big bits of… “Is that elk?” he asked as his mouth started watering.

      “It sure is,” Gwen said, hurrying back to the counter. She grabbed a big jar and hurried back. “I wanted to make a treat for your bear. Do you think he will like it?”

      “I don’t think he’s going to have a chance to try it,” Zane said as his stomach grumbled. He lowered his nose and took a long sniff of the delicious-looking muffin. “I want to eat it.”

      “Wait,” Gwen said. She opened the jar and poured sticky golden honey all over it.

      Zane’s bear whined and grumbled within his chest, wanting to get out and devour the snack made for him, but Zane wasn’t about to let it go without a fight. It looked too good to give up, even to his bear.

      “Can I try it?” he asked, looking up at her with hopeful eyes.

      “It’s for your bear,” Gwen complained.

      “He won’t mind,” Zane lied.

      She didn’t look too convinced. “Fine,” she said with a laugh. “Eat it. I’ll make him another one, but you have to promise to give it to him, and not eat it yourself.”

      “I promise nothing,” Zane said, licking his lips as he stuck his finger in the fresh honey. He hadn’t even tried it and it was already making him salivate.

      Gwen watched on proudly as he picked it up with two hands and took a large bite. It was like the inside of his mouth was having an orgasm. It was the best thing he’d ever eaten in his entire life.

      “And?” she asked as he stuffed another mouthful into his mouth. It was too good to stop and compliment her. It was too good to stop and breathe.

      “Fahcking fontostick,” he said with his mouthful. It had all of his favorite things: salmon, elk, muffin, and honey. What was not to like?

      Gwen clasped her hands as she jumped up and down. “Great!” she said, smiling so hard that her cheeks turned red. “I’m thinking of selling them in the shop. Do you think the bear shifters in town will buy them?”

      “I think you’re going to be a millionaire by the end of the weekend,” he said before stuffing as much of the muffin as he could back into his mouth.

      “Really?” she asked, staring at him with an excited gleam in her eye. “This may be exactly what I need to save my shop. Something that gets the whole town excited.”

      “This will do it,” Zane said as he licked the honey off the side. He was only halfway through, but it didn’t stop him from craning his head up to look in the kitchen to see if she had any more back there. He could definitely eat another one, and then another one after that.

      “I’m trying to come up with a name,” she said, tapping her chin as she looked up at the ceiling.

      “Oh, no,” he said with a laugh. He loved Gwen, but she wasn’t the best at coming up with names. Anyone could see that by looking at the name of her lesbian muffin shop: Muff Rules.

      “I like how you’re diving into it,” she said with a nod. “How about Muff Divers?”

      “How about you let me choose the name?” Zane answered with a shake of his head.

      “Why, it’s cute.”

      “It’s perverted.”

      “Everything is perverted to you,” she said with a roll of her eyes.

      “That’s why you love me.”

      She grinned at him. Gwen couldn’t argue with him on that one.

      “Or Muff Muncher?” she asked with her eyebrows up.

      Zane just shook his head as he finished off the heavenly treat. “You can call it whatever you want, and you’ll still be a millionaire. One taste of these, and you’ll have every bear shifter in Colwood coming daily for their fix.”

      His bear grumbled in jealousy as Zane picked up the plate and licked every last drop of honey off it.

      “Now will you give one to your bear?” Gwen asked as she walked back into the kitchen. Zane began drooling uncontrollably as she pulled out another one.

      “I sure will,” he said with his fingers crossed under the table. “Bring it over.”
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      “I’ll take eight,” Royal, the bear shifter from The Clawed Ranch said.

      Gwen cringed as she looked down the line of shifters waiting to order her latest creation. I’m going to need a few more ovens.

      Her new salmon, elk, and honey muffins, which she called Bear Buns after Zane continually vetoed her other cute suggestions, were selling like crazy. Every bear shifter in town was showing up every morning to get their paws on as many as they could.

      “I only have six left,” she said with a gulp. The big boys were never too happy when she sold out. They were so big and took up so much space in the oven that she could only cook about thirty per day. She sold them for twelve dollars each, which was enough to save her shop from bankruptcy. When she closed later today, she was going to drive to the store, and get a second oven. Maybe even a third. She was still in disbelief that not only would she be able to pay all her bills, but she might actually have some extra money lying around.

      “I’ll take all six,” Royal said, throwing his money at her.

      “No, you won’t,” the bear shifter behind him growled. It was Ashton, the tattooed bear shifter who worked at The Wilde Inn. He didn’t look happy.

      Royal turned with his huge arms flexed. “Are you going to stop me, little cub?”

      Ashton clenched his jaw as he stepped forward, staring up at the larger man with challenging eyes. “How are you going to eat it if you don’t have any teeth?”

      “Whoa, guys,” Gwen shouted as the shifters behind them started to get involved too. These guys went crazy if they didn’t get their fix. This must be the first muffin shop in history that needs security.

      “There’s four of you here,” she said. “You get one and a half each.”

      Royal and Ashton begrudgingly agreed, happily throwing money at her as she cut the Bear Buns up, placed them in boxes, and handed it to them.

      “Wow,” she said with a laugh as she flipped the open sign to close. It wasn’t even nine-thirty in the morning, and she was already sold out for the day. I never thought I’d say this, but business is good.

      It wasn’t the only thing that was good.

      She grinned as she looked out the side window and saw her man scrubbing the fire truck. Her cheeks turned as red as the vehicle he was washing as she remembered last night, and how Zane had slipped into her room while she was sleeping. He woke her up in the best way, and she slept beautifully in his big arms until her alarm went off in the morning.

      It had only been a few days since they bonded, but it was the best few days of her life. Each day got better and better as they connected and learned more about each other. She had absolutely no doubt that he was the one for her. She could feel it in her heart, but it was more than that. She could feel it in her bones, in her soul, in every thought and feeling she had.

      Zane said it was the intensity of the shifter bond that she was experiencing. He said it was pulling them together, and that it would only get stronger over time. It was already so strong that she couldn’t imagine he could be right, but she was more than excited to find out.

      She let out a tiny moan as he stood up with the wet sponge, and began scrubbing circles on the hood. She bit her bottom lip, feeling heat course through her as she watched his flexed arms as they cleaned the truck.

      “I’ll never get tired of this view,” she laughed to herself. “Best real estate in town.”

      The water was streaming down the driveway of the firehouse and pooling in the street. Gwen followed it down with her eyes and laughed when she saw what he did for her.

      She shook her head, still laughing as she walked outside. “If you can learn to be a good neighbor, than anything is possible,” Gwen said with a chuckle as she picked up her newspaper. Zane had placed it on the grass so the runoff water from his hose wouldn’t hit it.

      He turned to her with a grin on his sexy face. “I’m getting you wet enough these days, so I spared your newspaper.”

      “How thoughtful of you,” she said as she walked over. “If only you had started getting me wet sooner, we could have saved all of those poor newspapers.”

      “How can I ever pay you back for them?”

      She smiled as she stepped on her toes and kissed him on the lips. “I can think of a few ways.”

      Zane wrapped his big arms around her and pulled her in, holding her to his body. “Let the payments begin,” he said. Her heart pounded as he sealed her mouth with his.

      Life was good. Too good.

      She had a booming business that made tons of money, and of course, she had Zane. He did so much for her. It wasn’t just the fun company, and the earth-shattering orgasms—he made her world better. More than ever, Gwen was appreciating the world and everything in it. Sunsets were never so beautiful, animals never so cute, food never so good. Her worries were gone, replaced by a sense of euphoria.

      She felt safe and whole when they were together, which was pretty much always. Even when they were apart, he was only a quick walk to the property next door.

      Even the mysterious gray dragon didn’t worry her anymore. The town was full of powerful shifters that now loved her thanks to her Bear Buns. She also had Zane, two lions, and a polar bear shifter next door, not too mention a dragon shifter of their own in Draven. One measly dragon wouldn’t last long against those odds.

      Her head was dizzy and light when their lips finally separated. “Isn’t it better to love thy neighbor?” she asked with a grin.

      “Much better,” he answered before giving her lips a soft kiss.

      “Am I a good neighbor now?”

      Zane hissed in a breath. “I don’t know,” he teased. “Did you get rid of your van with the penis on your face?”

      She groaned as she narrowed her eyes on him. “It’s not a penis. It’s a nose.”

      “It sure looks like a penis,” he answered with a laugh.

      Gwen glanced back at her shop, picturing the cash register that was overflowing with crumpled up bills. At least I could afford a new wrap for the van now.

      But she wasn’t about to give Zane the satisfaction of changing it.

      “You’re just going to have to deal with it,” she said, grinning as she stuck her chin in the air.

      “Small price to pay,” he said, grinning as his lips hovered over hers. “For having you as a neighbor.”

      “So, I am a good neighbor?” she asked with an eyebrow raised.

      He grinned as he pulled her in close. “The best!”
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