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      Gunnar hated small spaces like this.

      As bars went, Willie’s Corner was more of a hole in the wall than a proper bar. All around Gunnar, the smell of unvarnished wood and must mixed with the scent of shifters and humans milling around him, which encroached on his senses and made him more on edge than he normally would be in this sort of situation.

      As a basilisk who’d lived for centuries on his own out in the wild, barren wilderness of West Texas, being around groups of people was far from one of his strongest suits.

      Then again, he and his other two basilisk companions weren’t here in the little town of Clawson’s Creek for fun.

      They were here on a mission.

      In fact, this was their first assignment as a squad of awakened monsters who’d known nothing but protecting their whole lives. Only now, instead of protecting the beautiful Texas land from forces much larger and more dangerous than humans or shifters, they’d emerged in the modern world with the singular desire to protect people from more practical problems than the ones he and the others had faced long ago.

      That and to hopefully see if basilisks could have mates.

      Have people always been this short? Gunnar thought to himself as he took another look over the bar, keeping track as both wolf and bear shifters made small talk in separate groups, speaking in hushed tones amongst themselves.

      To the right, several tables had been lined up next to each other, and he could see papers that had been set neatly over them. Closer to the small bar on his left, the other tables had been grouped up, and a dozen or so patrons sat at different intervals as an air of nervousness and anticipation filled the space.

      Their mission, according to the double dragons Troy and Jack who’d put Gunnar and the basilisks up to this in the first place, was to oversee the signing of a peace treaty between two rival shifter groups that had been causing problems in the town with their feuding for decades.

      As he’d been told, a powerful family of bear shifters had settled into this remote part of Texas several generations ago, only to be challenged by a large wolf pack that moved in afterward on the other side of town.

      Ever since, they’d been going at each other’s throats like bears and dogs, putting the humans that lived in town in the middle of the conflict.

      With luck—and a little bit of basilisk oversight (thanks to their terrifying and unmatched strength)—the two groups had a shot at finally setting aside their differences once and for all.

      Gunnar scoffed to himself at the idea, though. He’d observed people for a long, long, long time. They were pros at making trouble out of nothing at all, and the people gathering here in this little bar were no different.

      At another corner of the establishment, Gunnar could see Diesel, the second basilisk that had awakened, keeping lookout as more people filtered in. His deep-blue eyes were alert, watching for any sign of trouble, and there was always something primal in the way he moved or looked down at the people around him.

      At the other end, Ajax had sequestered himself in a dark corner of the bar. And while he munched on bar peanuts slowly, his two red eyes seemed to glow with cool disinterest toward the things going on. But the third and final addition to their crew missed nothing, in Gunnar’s experience, and he just had to trust that the savagery he’d come to know Ajax for worked in their favor, not against it.

      Thankfully, after a long summer of living and working at Thunderwolf Ranch with Reno (a rogue wolf who’d earned Gunnar’s begrudging respect) and his mate, Dani, Gunnar and his friends knew a lot more about modern humans and their practices than they had before they’d awoken mere months ago.

      “You smell funny, you know that?” Gunnar’s attention snapped forward and down, settling on three young wolf shifters in their twenties, all standing at least a half foot shorter than him.

      “Like rocks and old dirt and stuff,” another one chimed in with a sneer.

      Crush them, the voice of Gunnar’s basilisk boomed in the back of his mind, rumbling like the sound of nearby thunder.

      But Gunnar restrained himself. After all, he was the alpha. He needed to set the example for his friends, or else their whole plan to go out into the world and harness their protective instincts would turn sideways real fast.

      Then they’d never find out if basilisks could have mates.

      Instead of taking his basilisk’s suggestion, Gunnar just leaned over the first wolf and growled, baring his teeth in a snarl.

      Reflexively, they cowed in an instant, bowing their heads and practically shivering with fear as their inner wolves responded to the energy of something much more ferocious and much more deadly than anything with fur could ever be.

      “I-I-I’m sorry,” the first wolf stuttered, and as quickly as they’d appeared, they left, skittering like rats toward their friends at the other end of the bar.

      Gunnar just huffed. It was the way of the wild, after all. And he had no compunction against putting upstarts in their place without mercy.

      Across the bar, he noticed a bear shifter female with bright-blond hair appraising him with warm interest. And when she winked at him, Gunnar looked away, annoyed by even her preliminary advances.

      Ignore her, his basilisk rumbled. No disagreements on that one.

      Gunnar hadn’t been around humans like this for very long. But he knew the effect he had on women of all types from the first time he and his friends had tried going to a hoedown at Dani’s suggestion a few weeks ago.

      That particular outing had only lasted five minutes and resulted in a fiasco the likes of which Gunnar had no intention of repeating.

      Instead, he focused back on the mood in the bar. The glares he could see being thrown back and forth between the half dozen bears and the twenty or so wolves crowding the different ends told Gunnar this rivalry probably wouldn’t end with just a piece of paper.

      In his experience, violence was the only universal language everyone seemed to understand.

      What the hell do they need three basilisks here for? Diesel’s voice interrupted Gunnar’s thoughts as the ground beneath his feet trembled slightly.

      Back when they’d been titanic guardians fending monsters off of their territory, the basilisks had communicated with each other over long distances with low, unearthly sounds that only they could understand. But in the weeks and months since their awakening, they’d discovered they could do the same thing in their human forms so long as they were touching the ground.

      To make sure things go smoothly, he replied. Though, as the second-in-command, Diesel had a point. One basilisk was overkill for this job.

      There was a low chuckle that wasn’t Diesel’s voice. We’re just a freak show to these people. The double dragons are just using us as errand boys, Ajax chimed in, the sound of his voice cool like ice even as his red eyes blazed from his corner.

      No one asked you, Ajax. So shut it, Diesel said back with a growl.

      Or what, you’ll stand on a chair so you can’t hear me anymore? Ajax sent a smirk in Diesel’s direction, and Diesel glowered.

      From the moment he’d awoken, Ajax had had a knack for getting under people’s skin. And he used that talent every time he had the chance.

      If you don’t both get in line, I’ll use those antlers hanging behind the bar to pin you both to the wall so I don’t have to put up with your shit, Gunnar said, and he watched as Diesel and Ajax appraised the aforementioned large rack of antlers in unison.

      Diesel scratched the back of his neck and went back to watching the front door.

      Ajax rolled his eyes and threw another peanut in his mouth but remained quiet.

      Just then, the small bell above the front door chimed again, and a middle-aged man in a dusty gray suit with greasy black hair strode in, looking as nervous as a squirrel in a dog park. He looked around, spotted Gunnar, and hurried forward, carrying an aged briefcase that had seen better days.

      Punch him, his basilisk ordered, and Gunnar’s fist tightened, then relaxed at his side.

      He’d been alive long enough to get a good idea of people from his first meeting with them. Like a dog that could smell cancer, he just knew if someone looked and acted trustworthy or not.

      But just because this person possibly deserved a fist to the face didn’t mean that it was in Gunnar’s best interest to hit everything his basilisk said had it coming.

      After all, his basilisk was a violent, albeit extremely protective, bastard.

      “Mayor Mansley at your service,” he said in a nasally voice, adjusting thick glasses on his face as he looked up at Gunnar in awe and fear. “You must be one of the basilisks that Troy informed me would be here.” He reached out a sweaty, trembling hand that Gunnar didn’t take.

      Instead, he grunted in response.

      It was odd to Gunnar how people in this town openly knew about things like shifters or double dragons, whereas the rest of the world was still slowly waking up to the fact that beasts and monsters lived in their midst.

      “I see your friends are here too. Good, good. If you’ll excuse me, the pack leaders will be arriving soon. Just keep doing what you’re doing.” With a bow and a nod, he hurried over to the tables that were set up at the back and began to rifle through papers.

      The idea that humans had “elected officials” still confused Gunnar. In the wild, it was survival of the fittest, and only the strongest survived.

      Which explained why he and the other basilisks had lived for so long, he supposed.

      Just then, a woman came around from behind the bar, carrying a tray with cold beers and other drinks with her, and something jolted Gunnar’s insides.

      At a glance, her appearance was fairly nondescript. Long, frizzy light-brown hair pulled into a loose ponytail. Black jeans and a black shirt with a name tag he couldn’t see at this distance.

      But she was far more than her haphazard, almost frazzled appearance seemed to show. Beneath her worn clothing, she had sumptuous curves that made the cool skin on his fingertips suddenly go warm. And her face, heart-shaped and cute, was oddly expressive (though she tried to hide it), with little dimples that showed when she smiled even slightly and full lips he wanted to drink deeply from and never stop.

      And her eyes, framed by dark, arched brows, were a light blue-gray, the color of an overcast winter sky that seemed to utterly captivate him in a way no person ever had before.

      Gunnar scented the air and could tell she was all human, though her fragrance seemed to rise above the dust and sweat and booze of the bar like a water lily on the surface of a muddy pond, fresh and scintillating to his senses in odd, unshakeable ways.

      Protect her. The familiar voice inside boomed like an earthquake in his ears.

      We’re not here for that. Gunnar tried to reason. Though, there was nothing reasonable about his initial response to her.

      PROTECT.

      Gunnar just ignored his basilisk, instead focusing on watching as she gingerly weaved her way between tables, chairs, and people alike, delivering orders with surprising grace.

      When she reached the last table, not far from where Gunnar was standing, she set down the oversized plate and handed out beers to several wolf shifters that appeared to be in their thirties and forties, men and women that were higher in the pack hierarchy than the young pups he’d scared off earlier.

      “Thanks, April,” the man closest to her said with a cordial smile.

      So that was her name? Curious.

      But behind April, where she couldn’t see, Gunnar watched with disgust as the same man’s hand reached toward her backside with lascivious intent while she unknowingly handed out the other drinks.

      In that instant, Gunnar saw red.

      With a flash of unnatural speed, Gunnar rushed forward to catch the man’s wrist in one hand and yanked it backward to the sound of a loud pop, while the other hand grabbed the back of his neck and slammed his face down onto the heavy table with a thunderous THUD, smashing him into the heavy wood. Around him, the bottles on the table leapt upward, some landing miraculously upright, others toppling onto their sides or falling onto the ground with clinks and crashes.

      Beside him, April leapt off her feet even farther than the bottles had, squeaking in surprise and dropping a notepad she’d had in her hand to the ground, her gray-blue eyes going wide with shock.

      But Gunnar didn’t care. He’d pound this wolf shifter to a fucking pulp just to make a point if he had to right now.

      At the table, the other wolves just watched agape as Gunnar leaned into the man’s ear.

      “Next time, this will be your neck,” he said with a barely contained growl. Then he twisted the arm he had trapped harder, and an even louder snap resounded through the eerie quiet of the bar as everyone just watched, totally silent.

      The man’s crushed nose was spewing blood onto the table, and he whined in pain but didn’t move. Not that he could even if he wanted to.

      Suddenly realizing he’d gone from silently watching the bar to threatening to break someone’s neck in less than a second, Gunnar stood back up, still holding the man down. “That goes for everyone in here,” he said, his voice low but loud enough to be heard clear as crystal throughout the small space.

      Then he let go of the man’s arm and neck, letting him slump forward onto the table, and folded his arms.

      Beside him, April just continued to stare, mouth hanging open, hands trembling, eyes wide with terror, shock, or probably both.

      Then, to his surprise, she reached down and picked up her notepad quickly, not taking her eyes off him for a second, then bolted past him like a mouse cornered by a cat and disappeared behind the bar somewhere.

      The rest of the room remained silent for a moment as Gunnar made his way back to the corner he’d been enjoying just fine before some handsy fucker had set off his protective instincts like a bomb.

      And after a moment, everyone went back to what they were doing as the wolf shifters at the table helped their shaken friend with the busted arm and nose.

      As a shifter, he’d heal. Probably.

      It wasn’t Gunnar’s business either way.

      He was just here to make sure some papers got signed, after all.

      But as he went back to watching over the bar and trying to focus on his assignment, he couldn’t shake his curiosity at how a person, a tiny human woman of all things, could have possibly had such an effect on him.

      Or why, in spite of himself, he couldn’t shake a growing feeling of dread inside him, even as he hoped he’d be able to catch another glimpse of the girl with the gray-blue eyes one more time before their mission was over.
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      Keep it together… Keep it together, April told herself as her entire body seemed to practically shake with tension from what had happened mere moments ago.

      Even hidden from the bar’s view in the small kitchen that served as her hiding spot when things got a little too hectic, she could still feel dual-colored eyes watching her in the back of her head. One sapphire blue, clearer than Crystal Lake up in the hills at summer. The other deep red, like a ruby lit by fire from within.

      The gaze of the basilisk as he’d appraised her with what looked like intense curiosity or disdain. Or both.

      She could still hear the crunch of Bill’s face on the table beside her. Could see the fury in the basilisk’s eyes as Bill’s hand—which had been inches away from groping her—had been wrenched backward in a motion that almost made her gag with the unnatural direction it had been pulled by the much larger, much scarier man.

      April grabbed a spare glass and tried to fill it with water, fingers trembling. When she tried to lift it to her mouth, though, she almost spilled it all over herself and opted to instead put it down while she tried to catch her breath.

      After all, it wasn’t the first time someone had tried to get handsy during one of her countless shifts at her uncle’s bar.

      This was just the first time someone had actually done something about it.

      “So those three big guys are supposed to be the huge, rocky monsters that showed up on TV a few months ago?” April’s co-worker, Tiffany, interrupted the relative quiet of her reverie, appearing from the back with a new box of beers. She set them down, then peered around the corner of the doorway to catch another glimpse of the towering monsters patrolling her family’s bar like guardians.

      April opened her mouth, then shut it, fidgeting with the pen in the pocket of her black apron as she tried to make sense of what had just taken place.

      “You’re looking a little pale. Did something happen?” Tiffany looked at April and folded her arms sternly, always acting like a parent even though she was only a few years older than her. Her bright-red hair was pulled back in a ponytail like usual, and her green eyes were full of concern “Bill didn’t say something gross again, did he?”

      “No.” April shook her head.

      “Was it Vern, then?” She frowned, then started to head out into the bar. “I’m going to go give those wolves a piece of my—”

      “Wait, don’t.” April caught her friend by the arm, but April saw Tiffany’s eyes go wide as she looked over at table six, where Bill and his wolf friends were probably still sitting.

      Thankfully, Tiffany didn’t resist and allowed herself to be pulled back into the kitchen. “Why is Bill’s face all messed up?” she asked a little too loudly.

      April wasn’t sure how to explain it herself. One moment, she’d been serving drinks and taking orders. The next, a huge stranger with one red and one blue eye had broken the pack beta’s arm like a freaking twig.

      Just the thought of it made her heart race, though not entirely from fear. Something else, dark and thrilling and unfamiliar to her.

      It wasn’t that she was unused to being around shifters. In fact, it had been an open secret for decades in the little city of Clawson’s Creek as a silent war for dominance had raged between a large pack of wolf shifters and the tight-knit family of bears that had settled this place a long time ago.

      And as one of the normal humans caught in the middle of it all, April had learned to keep her head down and try to not get involved in the whole thing whenever she could.

      Until recently, shifters had been unknown to the world at large, so she and others like her friend Tiffany had had to cope with the fact that there were people walking around who were actually ferocious animals in disguise.

      So far, she’d gotten along just fine. And with a little luck, the treaty that had been brokered between both sides would be signed soon and things would finally calm down a little in Clawson’s Creek.

      But she had an irksome feeling in the back of her head telling her it would take more than a treaty to stop their town’s personal Hatfield and McCoy feud.

      There was a rap on the wall as a figure popped his head from around the corner. “Anyone home?” Mayor Mansley asked, face looking tired and sweaty even though the late summer weather had been surprisingly cooperative as of late.

      “This area is for employees only, mayor,” Tiffany said, folding her arms.

      The mayor just waved a hand dismissively. “I’m on personal terms with the owner. In fact, I was hoping your uncle was going to show up today. Where is he, April?” As he spoke, he had the audacity to help himself to one of several unopened water bottles on the counter.

      April sighed. “They’re on their yearly trip to Corpus Christi. Didn’t he tell you?” Frankly, given the importance of this event, she’d assumed her uncle would be in attendance as well.

      The mayor took a long swig of water, then wiped his mouth with the arm of his suit jacket. “Oh, that. Yes, of course. Well, a successful entrepreneur like himself needs to take a break once in a while.”

      Tiffany shot April a knowing glance, which the mayor didn’t seem to notice. “Yeah… Can’t have him overworking now, can we?” She rolled her eyes exaggeratedly, and that time, the mayor saw it and frowned.

      “Mr. Keller runs most of the human-owned businesses in this town. We owe him a great deal,” Mansley said, puffing up.

      Tiffany just folded her arms. “If by running you mean underpaying his employees and never lifting a finger to do an ounce of work himself, then yes, Marvin runs them just fine.”

      Mansley looked over at Tiffany imperiously, then shrugged, turning to face April. “You need to keep a tighter watch on your uncle’s employees, April. Also, I would like a coffee with cream and sugar. Bring it out to my table.” Then he came a step closer, his muddy brown eyes full of something she couldn’t quite place. “And I hope there won’t be any more incidents like the one I just saw a minute ago. I’ve worked very hard to make this treaty happen, and I think I speak for all the humans in Clawson’s Creek when I say everyone will be very disappointed if something goes wrong.”

      Tiffany fumed. “You can take that coffee and shove it up your—”

      But Mayor Mansley had already turned on his heel and exited the back area while Tiffany was midsentence, and she stomped her foot with a huff as he disappeared back into the bar.

      “That pompous jerk! Like whatever happened to Bill was your fault in the first place.”

      April nodded, still a whirl of emotions she couldn’t easily sort roiling inside her like a tornado. “I’m sorry. He shouldn’t have acted like that. He’s probably just stressed about the treaty.” As she spoke, she pulled a warm container of coffee from the machine and started to fill a glass.

      “More like he’s too busy kissing your uncle’s ass to lift a finger about what he’s been doing. Everyone knows who pays for his reelection campaign every year.”

      “I mean, he’s just trying to do his best like everyone else.” She set aside the glass and went to the mini fridge to get cream.

      “The mayor or your uncle?”

      “Both, I guess…” April responded distractedly. She could still feel the heat of the basilisk’s body above her, vibrating with a kind of rage she could only describe as feral.

      What was his name?

      And why had he protected her like that, so suddenly and without provocation?

      “The mayor is just weak like most people. Your uncle, though. He’s a real piece of work,” Tiffany scoffed.

      April didn’t have anything to say to that. She’d heard it from Tiffany or her other co-workers a dozen times already.

      She just didn’t really have a choice in the matter.

      Tiffany continued, talking animatedly with her hands as she did whenever she was nervous. “For years, you’ve been running this place by yourself! I mean, I know your aunt and uncle took you in when you were young, but he is a whole new level of lazy, and they treat you more like free labor than family.”

      The back office, piled high with paperwork and unpaid bills that she’d had to start taking care of herself just in the past year, was testament to the truth of what Tiffany was saying.

      That and the fact that her family spent more time on vacation than not.

      April clenched a fist, feeling stuck as always. If she could only save up enough to buy a business for herself in town. Or maybe move somewhere else.

      Someday. Somehow.

      But today wasn’t that day.

      Tiffany seemed to notice and came beside April. “I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t mean to go off like that. Here, I’ll take the mayor’s coffee out to him.”

      “No, you don’t have to do that.”

      “I mean it. I’ll also handle those jerks over at table six. Give them a talking to.”

      April giggled nervously. She suspected the mysterious basilisk had done more in two seconds than whatever earful Tiffany would certainly give Bill and his friends.

      “You give yourself a quick break. I’ll see to things out there.”

      “You sure?” Tiffany gave her that motherly Are you positive? look that April knew worked on Tiffany’s five-year-old son.

      But April wasn’t going to back down. Especially not when the shifters in town thought they could act like that with impunity.

      Also, she couldn’t shake her curiosity at getting another look at the basilisk, though she’d never admit it to Tiffany.

      “Okay. I’ll just be in the back office checking in with Frankie’s day care.”

      “Where will you sit?” April asked with a grin. After all, every surface was covered in unopened mail or paperwork.

      “I’ll sit in Marv’s chair,” she responded and disappeared down the cramped hallway with a swish of her hips, making April laugh and relieving some of the tension tightening her chest.

      Her uncle had a thing about people using his chair for some reason, even though he only came into the bar once or twice a month.

      It served him right, April supposed.

      Once again, she was alone. Out in the bar, she could hear more muffled conversation, and the air of anticipation only seemed to intensify, along with her own anticipation.

      “Only way to keep steady is to keep busy,” April said to herself, finishing preparing the coffee for the mayor. On a whim, she grabbed a cold beer from the fridge and opened it, wondering if perhaps the basilisk might want a drink while keeping watch over the drama happening right in the middle of her small town.

      Do basilisks drink beer? she wondered. Did basilisks even drink water?

      So many sudden questions.

      She grabbed both drinks and went to the doorway leading into the bar, standing there for a moment as she looked around.

      April ignored the lustful glances from wolves and bears alike as she looked for the mayor.

      After all, as a curvy woman, she’d found out pretty early in adulthood that shifters preferred curves (and had been told such to her face on multiple awkward occasions), so she’d learned to just ignore all the unwanted attention and advances from them even as human men in town had passive-aggressively admonished her to lose weight.

      She didn’t have time for romance or crappy opinions in her life anyways.

      Her eyes wandered to the back corner where she saw one basilisk with two glowing red eyes and dark-blond hair watching coolly over the proceedings inside. Another, one with a full dark beard and short black hair, was busy patrolling between tables, arms folded, showing off tattoos along his arms. Curiously enough, that one had two blue eyes.

      Then her gaze moved to the last one. The one that had saved her. He was wearing heavy black boots and dark jeans, with a navy work shirt that was only half buttoned up, showing a white undershirt beneath. The cuffs of his shirt were rolled up, revealing impressive forearms that bulged with muscle, accentuated more so by the long, intricate dark patterns of tattoos that weaved up his arms and peaked out from above the collar of his undershirt as well.

      He had rich-brown hair that was shorn on the sides and a little longer on the top, enough to make her wonder what it would be like to run her hands through such thick, glossy hair. And his jaw was stern and straight, as if it had been cut from the most stubborn of stone.

      Then her eyes met his, and her whole body shook with surprise as she realized he’d been staring back at her. Perhaps the whole time she’d been ogling him.

      Oh crap… April thought, stunned as he glowered over at her from twenty feet away, his tall, ripped body unmoving like a statue from his spot near the front door of the bar.

      That unfamiliar, tense, fear-like sensation whirred inside her and sent jolts of something electric up and down her back as she found herself rooted in place by the gaze of the basilisk. And the longer she stood there, the harder she found it to tear her eyes away from his, almost losing herself in the dual-colored depths of his irises that sent her head spinning.

      After what could have been ten seconds or two minutes, she saw the corner of the basilisk’s mouth curve up in a slight grin, and the force of it nearly bowled her over even as she got the impression that the huge, scary man rarely smiled. If ever.

      Finally, she looked away nervously and took a deep breath before striding back out into the bar.

      She’d grown up surrounded by monsters her whole life. Wolves and bears she’d seen break chairs or tables in half like twigs.

      But now, as she felt the basilisk’s gaze continue to follow her, she felt an altogether different kind of fear being around something that supposedly had walked the earth for centuries and could level this town in mere minutes (if the rumors were true).

      And for the first time in her life, she was no longer scared of Bill and his buddies or the burly Clawsons with their growls and threats.

      She was scared of what the man with the dual-colored eyes might do next.

      All she had to do was put her head down, keep the bar running smoothly long enough for the much-awaited treaty to be signed, and get home to take a nice, long bath.

      Hopefully, she just got through all of that alive.
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      April strode out into the bar, determined to not let her nerves get the best of her.

      While she did, the front door opened, and there was a hush as she saw the big alpha bear of the Clawson Clan stride in, flanked by his wife and brother. But even at his height of six-three, the giant of a man seemed small by comparison now. She made her way toward the mayor’s table where his assistant sat waiting, while Mayor Mansley shot up from his seat and strode to greet Clawson with as much deference as possible.

      She noted that the alpha of the wolf pack, along with his betas, were already seated in a tight group at the left side of the table, including Bill, whose face looked horribly bruised. All of them tensed noticeably as Clawson came in to meet the rest of his family before taking their seats at the opposite end.

      Months ago, when the treaty was still in discussion, a neutral place to sign the document had been needed, and her uncle was the first to suggest Willie’s Corner as the location for the event, telling April animatedly in private that it would be “great for business.”

      Assuming a fight didn’t break out. Or worse.

      She barely dodged one of the big bears as they strode in like they already owned the place, keeping the drink in her hand steady even as her fingers started to tingle from the cool perspiration on its exterior.

      That and probably all the testosterone filling the air as the wolves and bears postured like madmen was putting her on edge.

      Not at all because she was going to go face the basilisk standing in the corner.

      Not at all…

      The familiar scent of the aged wood of the bar filled her nostrils as she turned toward the mysterious, towering man. And when she took one step toward him, her brain almost short-circuited, stopping her in place like she was about to step into a pit full of snakes.

      There was something primal about the sheer, raw, barely contained energy surrounding him that left her petrified and excited at the same time.

      But he’d done something kind for her. And she wasn’t going to ignore that kindness, especially when it was in such short supply these days.

      She took another step forward.

      The basilisk’s eyes met hers, and she nearly shrank back.

      Behind her, the mayor had just begun a speech. Something about finally having peace and bringing prosperity to Clawson’s Creek, but the sound was muffled as the blood in her ears seemed to rush, pulsing to the racing of her heartbeat.

      Three steps later, she was finally standing in front of the basilisk, who appraised her with guarded interest.

      Darn, he was even taller when she was this close, and she had to practically crane her neck to look up at him.

      He was even more handsome close up too.

      “Th-th-this is for you,” she said, teeth chattering a little, and she bit down on her tongue to keep from sounding like an idiot.

      It was like standing next to a feral lion, knowing it could bite your arm off with ease. Like the human part of her couldn’t comprehend what she was looking at without fainting or running away.

      The basilisk reached a huge hand forward and took the bottle slowly, looking it over before downing it all in one surprisingly quick gulp.

      So Basilisks drink beer. First question answered…

      As he drank, she couldn’t help looking at the intricate tattoos on his arms, entirely black as they swirled and twisted and accentuated the hard angles of his muscles there.

      When he was finished, he handed the bottle gingerly back to her, leaning over her and making her feel incredibly tiny even though she wasn’t particularly short at five-foot-six.

      As April took the bottle in her hand, his gaze lowered down her, and a full-body shiver rippled from the ends of her toes all the way up to the top of her head and out to the tips of her fingers even as his expression seemed to only register mild interest.

      Already, being this close, she was more than a little curious what his massive pecs felt like. What his big hands could do other than break arms or down beers in one go.

      What are you even thinking? April’s thoughts yelled at her as she continued to gape.

      The basilisk cocked his head ever so slightly, studying her for a moment that seemed to stretch on forever, like he had all the time in the world. For the first time, she got the distinct impression that this person, this… creature, had been around for much longer than she had.

      That only made her more curious.

      “I… um… was…” Holy crap, April, great job using your words. She wasn’t even sure what she’d been trying to say in that moment.

      “Your back door. It’s broken,” the basilisk said directly, surprising her with how deep and rumbly his voice was and cutting through the haze of fear, interest, and something else she seemed to be drowning in being this close to so much male.

      “Oh. That.” She scratched the back of her head, looking over at the fire escape door. “Yeah, my uncle had it chained shut because drunk people kept setting off the alarm.”

      He grunted and frowned slightly, folding his arms and showing off how impressively large his biceps and shoulders were in the process.

      April gulped. “I know. It’s stupid, right? I told him it shouldn’t be that way, that it’s unsafe, but he wouldn’t listen.”

      He remained silent as a rock.

      Behind her, she could hear voices arguing about something. Probably the Clawsons going at it again.

      Her better judgement insisted on leaving as fast as possible, but April still wanted to thank him for what he’d done, whether he had been helping her intentionally or not.

      “By the way, thank you,” she said awkwardly.

      He raised a single dark eyebrow slightly, as though he had no clue what she was thanking him for.

      “I mean, not that you weren’t just doing your job. But…” He continued to just stare, watching her every movement like a hawk, and she felt her face flame with embarrassment. “Sorry for bothering you.”

      At that, she whirled around and beat a hasty retreat before she could get herself even deeper into trouble.

      Just something about him had such an effect on April that she didn’t even know what to do to compose herself.

      Not that he’d been particularly chatty himself, though.

      And what was with all the glaring and mystery? She was just trying to say thank you, after all. Was that too much to ask?

      Her thoughts were swimming, and she ignored the sound of the mayor trying to calm the two rival groups as she made her way toward the back.

      And the smell hit her.

      Smoke.

      Maybe Tiffany just left the toaster oven on or something, she thought, focusing on work instead of the basilisk’s eyes watching her intently.

      She passed through the doorway into the back when a wave of heat hit her, followed by black, billowy plumes that were rapidly filling the small area.

      Not the toaster oven.

      The entire prep area off to the side was alight, but aside from the window at the end of it being broken, nothing could have explained how one minute everything had been fine and the next minute the place was on fire.

      She had to think quick. She needed to grab the extinguisher, tell the customers, and call—

      “Where is it?” a deep voice boomed from behind her, and April jumped from the sudden nearness of the sound.

      When she looked behind her, it was the basilisk. His eyebrows were lowered, and he’d already found the source of the smoke.

      Thankfully, her words didn’t fail her this time. “Not a problem. I’ll get the extinguisher. You just get everyone through the front door.”

      She looked past the basilisk into the main bar where people were already standing, aware something was going on or probably smelling the smoke.

      But to her dismay, before either she or the basilisk could do either of the things she’d said, the two small windows at the front of the bar broke inward with a crash, and two bottles filled with liquid sailed into the bar.

      In mere moments, the contents of the bottles smashed across the ground and turned into raging flames that covered the front door and licked up the walls with shocking speed.

      “Nothing to worry about. No need to panic,” April said loudly and calmly as she came around the basilisk to speak to the patrons, trying to act as collected as possible.

      “Fire!” someone shouted.

      “Every wolf for himself!” another man said in a high-pitched voice.

      Suddenly, Willie’s Corner was mayhem as dozens of people got up and started to throw chairs and tables aside as they made for the exit. Someone tried to open the front door, but the fire was already spreading onto the ceiling, and they burned their hand trying to grab the metal doorknob, pulling away quickly as the entire storefront became an impassable wall of orange heat.

      April thought fast. There wasn’t time to hesitate.

      She rushed for the back exit off to her left and shoved at the handlebar. But the door didn’t budge. She tried a second time, pushing her shoulder into it as more shouts and panic filled the bar, but it wouldn’t move.

      Suddenly, someone grabbed her by the arm and shoved her aside with a growl.

      “Wolves before humans,” one of Bill’s friends said as he kicked at the door, managing to dent it.

      The darn thing had probably rusted over after years of being shut like that.

      Definitely not good.

      Then more figures appeared around her, rushing for the back door, bumping and pushing her, and she heard a thwack as someone punched someone else, though it was difficult to see with the rising smoke and the press of bodies.

      “Out of the way for the Clawsons,” someone said loudly as  big, burly bear shifters started hitting anything and everything in their way.

      This was getting worse by the second.

      Instead of opening the door and cooperating, the bears and wolves were too busy fighting each other for access to their yet-unopened escape route, trapping everyone else inside the bar.

      She wanted to scream, but that wouldn’t likely help.

      A chair sailed through the air, and April raised her hands to protect herself as she braced for the impact.

      But it never came.

      A huge shadow appeared in front of April, looking down at her as the chair smashed into his back, shielding her from any harm as splinters and wooden bits cascaded all around.

      “You all right?” The basilisk’s eyes were serious, and if she wasn’t mistaken, his one blue eye was looking a little darker. More like a deep purple-indigo, though she didn’t have time to think about it for long as two similarly large figures appeared instantly at his sides.

      “Gunnar?” The one with the beard and two blue eyes looked to his friend as if for direction.

      So that is his name.

      Like a true leader, Gunnar acted in an instant, not wasting even a precious moment that could save lives. He motioned to the one who’d asked him and looked over his shoulder at the melee of shifters still battling it out. “Diesel, sort that mess.” Then he glared at the other one, the one with red eyes. “Ajax. A new exit.”

      With a growl that was more excited than anything else, Diesel literally leapt into the fighting, fists raised as he punched his way toward the back door, laying out anything and everything that stood in his way. Off to the right, Ajax smirked and moved toward the back wall, cracking his knuckles for a second before cocking a fist back.

      He wasn’t really going to…?

      CRASH.

      Ajax’s fist flew into the wood-paneled wall, and rubble exploded as his arm went straight through as if he’d been punching paper, not concrete. Then his other fist pounded through, and he wrenched his arms downward, tearing a five-by-five hole into the wall.

      Meanwhile, bodies moved back and forth, and when someone tripped free of the fray, almost ramming right into April, Gunnar’s fist flew forward and caught him in the jaw, laying him out cold as April’s body jumped from the ferocity of the impact.

      By the time she looked back at Ajax, the hole was twice the size of the front door, and all around her, people started to rush outside as Ajax stepped aside to let them through.

      To the left, Diesel had fought his way past the Clawsons and the wolves, and with a heavy boot, he kicked the fire escape open, grabbed the nearest two people he could reach by the neck, and hurled them outside into the sunlight with a dark laugh.

      She felt a warm, heavy hand on her shoulder and realized Gunnar had begun pushing her toward the gaping hole in the side of her uncle’s bar while, at the same time, he dragged the man he’d just knocked out by the back of his shirt, not leaving him behind in the quickly encroaching flames.

      In moments, she and everyone else were outside as there was the sound of something exploding inside the bar. Ajax and Diesel were the last two out, and all around April, people coughed and hacked from inhaled smoke.

      She quickly took in the familiar faces. The mayor who was wiping tears from his eyes. The Clawsons off to the left, snarling as they looked suspiciously over at the larger group of wolves that were helping their friends up who’d been on the receiving end of Diesel’s fists a moment ago.

      But something wasn’t right…

      “Tiffany!” April shouted as she didn’t see her friend amongst the people. She looked again but didn’t see her.

      Oh no.

      April didn’t even think. She just ran, her feet flying back toward the bar. Vaguely, she heard someone call out to her, but she ignored it, not able to leave her friend behind.

      In all the rush, all the chaos, April hadn’t had time to make sure her friend had gotten out.

      Already, the bar was almost completely ensconced in flame, and she had to duck between burning furniture as the heat became nearly unbearable. Thankfully, someone had left a heavy jacket on one of the chairs, and she pulled it over her head and around her shoulders as she rushed for the back, knowing the only place to check.

      The kitchen was a swath of blazing fire, and she had to leap over the smoldering floor to reach the short hallway that connected to the back office. Smoke so thick she could barely see or breathe greeted her as she made her way deeper into the bar.

      “Tiffany!” she called out, her lungs desperate for air.

      “April!” her friend responded, the sound of her voice muffled by the deafening crackle surrounding them.

      She reached the office just in time and, to her dismay, saw that one of the cabinets that had been placed precariously within the hallway had toppled sideways, barring the door from opening.

      “The door’s stuck. I can’t get out!” Tiffany shouted.

      “I’ll get it,” April replied, holding back a cough as she tried to pull the overfull hunk of metal backward. The cabinet was so hot it nearly burned her fingers, but with a grunt and a heave, she pulled it backward where it crashed onto the floor.

      The door flew open, and her friend Tiffany came out of the office as even more smoke billowed into the hallway.

      “I tried to get out, but there was—”

      “Let’s get us both out of here.” April interrupted, taking her friend’s hand and pulling them both back toward the kitchen and their only way out.

      Thankfully, the blaze hadn’t spread much farther, and April handed Tiffany the coat and pushed her forward and quickly over the floor that was so hot she could feel her shoes starting to sizzle from the heat of it.

      Once Tiffany was clear of the worst of it, April steadied herself, ready to jump over the fire.

      There was another explosion from somewhere at the other end of the building, and the ground shook, knocking April off her feet and onto her butt. In the same instant, the roof collapsed in front of her, separating her from Tiffany, and Tiffany screamed in horror.

      “April, no!”

      More beams fell through overhead, and April pushed herself backward, back into the hallway as whatever wasn’t already covered in fire and smoke began to burn even brighter now, giving her only a glimpse of Tiffany through the wreckage.

      “Run for it!” April shouted back.

      The irony of the situation didn’t escape her, though.

      Just great. I’m going to die in this rundown place I’ve been working for years to escape, April thought darkly.

      Then, to her surprise, she saw a huge figure appear next to Tiffany. Then another. One of them picked her up and threw her over their shoulder, disappearing into the smoke.

      At least Tiffany got out safe.

      There was no way anyone could reach her now, not with all the—

      Her mouth fell open as the familiar figure on the other side of the fire began literally punching his way through the flaming wreckage, exploding fallen beams of wood and kicking flaming roofing and insulation to the side.

      In less than a second, she was staring up at Gunnar. Again.

      “You have a real way with entrances, you know that?” she exclaimed incredulously.

      He just frowned down at her like he thought she was a complete fool for being here.

      She kind of was.

      But he didn’t say a word as he reached down and picked her up into his arms effortlessly as though she weighed absolutely nothing. On instinct, her hands clutched him, her vision going hazy through all the smoke.

      Gunnar turned to make his way out the direction they’d just come in, when the rest of the roof fell downward in a deafening roar of fire and rubble, blocking the way out with a wall of flames.

      Darn it. After all of that, she was going to get Gunnar killed too.

      But Gunnar didn’t seem fazed at all as he backed away from the wreckage, turning toward the hall. However, in the moments since Tiffany had gotten out of the office, the flames had found all the piled-up paperwork, and all she could see was a ball of fire ahead.

      Trapped.

      And she’d never gotten a chance to ask him about his tattoos. She’d always secretly loved tattoos on a man.

      Yep, she was definitely getting delirious.

      “Hold on.” Gunnar’s voice immediately roused her as he spoke low into her ear, and she could feel his big arms pulling her in closer, tighter, his huge shoulders shielding her from the worst of the fire and smoke.

      “Hold on! Why?”

      But he didn’t answer. Instead, he pulled back from the wall behind her and kicked forward into it, creating a boot-sized hole that rays of welcome sunshine poured through.

      There was no way they were going to fit through that.

      Unbothered, though, Gunnar just clutched her close and backed a few steps from the wall, enough for a running start, and April’s fingers held on so tight to his shirt her hands went numb as she realized exactly how Gunnar intended to get them out of this.

      Oh dear…

      Gunnar shouted and charged the wall, and April shut her eyes in horrified anticipation.

      There was an explosion, followed by a heavy rumble that shook everything around her.

      Then nothing.
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      In all his years walking the earth, Gunnar had never seen someone do something so ridiculous, so foolhardy, so utterly idiotic as he’d just seen the curvy little bartender do a minute ago.

      Or so courageous.

      He’d had to be careful crashing through the wall with the delicate little human in his arms, and for a moment, he’d feared she’d passed out from the fumes after they first came out into the cool summer breeze.

      But she’d allayed his fears when she came to a second afterward, gasping for breath, tears streaming down her face.

      Thankfully, Diesel had gotten her friend to safety, and the two women were now sitting safe on the sidewalk a block away from the now-smoldering blaze as the fire department continued to douse whatever was still burning.

      From the looks of it, the red-haired woman wasn’t even family. Or a child. He’d seen people stick their necks out for close relations, but not just a co-worker, of all things.

      Maybe this human is more interesting than we thought? the voice of his basilisk rumbled.

      Even so, Gunnar had bigger problems on his hands right now.

      Two of them, to be exact.

      “You were supposed to make sure nothing happened, not burn down the whole damn meeting place.” Troy groaned as he raked a frustrated hand over the delicate features of his face.

      As dragons went, Troy and his partner, Jack, were prettier than most. Troy had bright-green eyes and short, vibrant blond hair, while Jack had longish black hair with streaks of blue in it and observant blue eyes, along with a penchant for dressing like a cowboy at all times.

      Someone had apparently tipped off the two dragons about the fire because they’d shown up in less than twenty minutes, Troy hurling obscenities at the snafu that was supposed to have ended in a signed treaty, not a charred pile of rubble.

      As a powerful pair of double dragons, they ensured peace and safety within their sprawling region of Texas, which included Clawson’s Creek.

      A few months ago, when Gunnar and his friends were still settling into living as humans, Troy and Jack had begrudgingly agreed to let the basilisks help out with some of their missions. Apparently, since the knowledge of shifters was becoming more common, more incidents were creeping up. And as a town full of wolves and bears, Clawson’s Creek had been high on their list of problems for a long time now.

      “I was in the middle of an interrogation too,” Troy said, frowning at the smoldering heap where the bar had been.

      Gunnar growled, and Troy flinched almost imperceptibly. “Not our fault.”

      Even though he didn’t like dragons, Gunnar respected the double dragons since they were protectors.

      And there wasn’t a thing in the world Gunnar and his friends understood better than protecting.

      In the background, the wolves and bears had been arguing the second they’d escaped the fire. And more than once, Diesel had jumped in to stop another scuffle from starting.

      Meanwhile, Gunnar found himself standing closer and closer to the cute little woman. What was it about her that drew him to her like this?

      “You Clawsons probably set this whole thing up! Tried to wipe out our pack leadership!” some wolf yelled in the background.

      “Bullshit. All you wolves are lying, thieving mongrels. The only good wolf is a dead wolf,” someone else responded.

      Gunnar grinned with amusement as Jack, Troy’s partner, tried to intervene. But when someone shoved the blue dragon backward, Troy’s attention immediately flew from talking with Gunnar toward the group of shifters behind him. “You touch my partner one more time, and I’ll turn you all to fucking ash!” he shouted, whirling around and leaving Gunnar by himself next to the heroic woman and her friend.

      He turned to look down at April. She’d wiped most of the soot off her face, and long, curly wisps of hair had escaped her ponytail, giving her an adorable, frazzled look.

      She’s cute. Let’s make her ours, the basilisk growled.

      One thing at a time.

      “It’s not your fault, April. It’s your damn uncle’s fault for not keeping the place up to code,” her redheaded friend said, comforting her.

      April. What a pretty name. It reminded him of Texas wildflowers in full bloom. Of blazing spring sunsets and fresh air purified by rainstorms.

      “I know. But the fire… Someone started… Never mind.” She trailed off, staring at the water bottle in her hands. “Your boyfriend will be here soon, right, Tiffany?”

      There was a honk of a car horn, and Tiffany looked over her shoulder. “Yeah, that’s him. You sure you’ll be okay getting home, honey?”

      April nodded, and at that, Tiffany left to join whoever had come to pick her up.

      Leaving Gunnar alone, standing next to April.

      “You okay?” he asked, his voice feeling dry every time he saw her luscious curves that begged to be held. To be loved so fully she forgot even her own name.

      April looked up at him, startled, and Gunnar didn’t know if he should be amused or annoyed. She looked so scared every time he was near.

      Granted, she’d been through a lot.

      And he was a scary-looking fucker based on how other people reacted to him.

      “I… I think—I mean, I’m down a job, but I can’t say I’ll miss working there, honestly.” There was a hint of a grin on her face at the end, and Gunnar wanted to do whatever it took to see her really smile.

      He just grunted in response.

      She opened her mouth, then shut it, looking pensive for a second. Then when she looked at him, her gray eyes caught the late-afternoon sun, and Gunnar felt a jolt of something so raw and magnetic he almost kissed her right there.

      “Also, I wanted to thank you. Again…”

      “For what?”

      In response, she creased her eyebrows, looking confused. But she couldn’t hide the flush of redness creeping up her cheeks, though perhaps it was just the sun beating down on them right now.

      “You know what!” she exclaimed, standing on her feet and facing Gunnar. He folded his arms, amused by this little firecracker with no self-preservation instincts who seemed unable to speak her mind.

      Gunnar just shrugged nonchalantly.

      He wanted to make her blush everywhere.

      “Don’t think I didn’t see what you did to Bill back in the bar. Not to mention, you saved everyone’s lives by handling that whole mess a minute ago. And then… when you came back for me, I—”

      Gunnar was hanging on every word, every expression on her heart-shaped face, when behind them, a sudden ruckus trailing angry voices came toward them.

      He turned in an instant, putting himself between April and the mass of shifters that reminded him of humans wielding torches and pitchforks, minus the actual implements.

      “It’s the human’s fault!” Someone at the front jabbed an angry finger in April’s direction.

      “Never trust a human!” one of the bear shifters said.

      “She probably knows who did it,” another chimed in.

      Gunnar growled, fists clenching, ready to beat this whole mob down as the basilisk in him roared for blood.

      If they wanted someone’s head, he’d serve all of these fuckers up on a silver platter before he let them lay a single finger on April.

      “Now everyone just wait a damn minute.” A familiar face appeared at Gunnar’s side, redirecting the mob’s attention.

      Gunnar looked and saw Reno, the alpha wolf from whom he and the other basilisks had spent the summer learning about the human world. His blond hair was longer now, and he was a lot less uppity now that he was mated to his partner, Dani, but Gunnar knew the wolf shifter who could shoot lightning from his fingertips wasn’t a force to be messed with.

      As part of their deal with the double dragons, Reno was staying in town and had agreed to oversee the basilisks as they undertook missions to help keep the world from falling into chaos. With his vast knowledge of shifters and his extensive contacts within the shifter world itself, he was a powerful ally for the basilisks.

      Gunnar snarled, a little disappointed he wasn’t going to be beating these people up after all.

      The second he’d seen how they treated April or others like her in this town, he’d decided they had it coming.

      The group paused and listened as Reno started using fancy words like “thorough investigation” and “diplomatic solution.” And though they were certainly suspicious of the newcomer’s sudden appearance, as an alpha wolf of the highest pedigree, Gunnar could see them calm enough to at least pause in their warpath of accusing innocent people.

      Miraculously, after a minute, the crowd began to disperse gradually as shifters headed back for their homes. In the background, Jack spoke with the mayor while Diesel and Ajax continued to patrol for trouble before joining their little group.

      “I had it under control,” Gunnar said to Reno with a huff.

      “I know you did. But sometimes words are more powerful than fists, my friend,” Reno replied, clapping Gunnar on the shoulder.

      “Not my fists.”

      Reno laughed at that and put an arm around his mate, Dani, who’d been standing off to the side while he’d been talking. With all but a few people left now, Diesel came over to join them, smiling like a kid all alone in a candy shop.

      “This mission was fun. I want another.” Given the basilisk’s proclivity toward violence, it didn’t surprise Gunnar his friend felt that way.

      “For now, I think it’s best you all lie low while the double dragons and I have a look around. I’ll talk to the O’Dell pack’s leaders, see if there’s anything suspicious that might implicate them.”

      Diesel groaned disappointedly.

      There was a little squeak, like someone clearing their throat, and everyone looked past Gunnar toward April.

      As all three basilisks and their alpha wolf friend looked at her, she seemed about ready to faint with fear. “They don’t actually think I would do something like burn down my uncle’s bar, do they?”

      Reno sighed, scratching the back of his head. “Short answer: it’s possible. Shifters like these tend to be overly suspicious. Just know it isn’t you. It’s them.”

      “But… I would never.”

      Reno nodded. “I know. Just be patient while we look into this, okay? I can give you my number, and if you anyone bothers you or something comes up, I—”

      “No,” Gunnar said immediately, his voice causing everyone to go stock-still as they stared up at him.

      He’d be damned before he left this badass, helpless little woman all alone to fend for herself in a town full of rowdy shifters that seemed more than willing to take matters into their own hands if provoked.

      So Gunnar was going to take matters into his hands.

      There was a long pause as everyone waited for a response.

      “No what?” April was the first to speak up, to Gunnar’s surprise.

      At that moment, Jack and Troy joined them.

      “I’m not leaving her,” Gunnar said with a growl.

      There was something special about her. He knew it. His basilisk knew it.

      He would protect her with his life.

      “She’ll be fine. We can’t protect every human all the time,” Troy said.

      Gunnar bristled.

      She’s MY human, was what he wanted to say.

      “She’s in danger,” was what he actually said.

      “We don’t have the resources to watch out for everyone in this town. We have a lot of other things on our plate,” Jack added, trying to be helpful.

      To his credit, Reno didn’t seem to agree with the double dragons. “Gunnar’s right. I’ve seen shifter groups do horrible things, especially when they’re agitated like this. She’s better off with a basilisk around.”

      “Wait, what’s going on right now?” April asked. Her pretty eyes darted up to Gunnar’s, then over to Reno.

      “Gunnar here is going to watch out for you, at least until things settle down,” Reno said.

      “Whatever. You and your basilisk buds can do whatever you want, then. See if I fucking care,” Troy said as he threw his hands up, though Gunnar got the impression that he was perhaps a little stressed out as of late because he wasn’t normally this hard.

      That didn’t mean Gunnar trusted him.

      Jack just tipped his Stetson and smiled. “I like this plan. Best of luck, guys,” he said cordially before turning around and jogging to catch up with his partner.

      “What plan?” April said, her voice getting higher.

      But Reno was saying something to Diesel as the two other basilisks followed Reno and his mate in the other direction. Within moments, it was just Gunnar and April all alone on the sidewalk as she folded her arms and looked up at him, her blue eyes blazing with energy.

      He couldn’t help grinning a little at the sight of her like this.

      “So what, you’re just gonna follow me around everywhere I go now?”

      Gunnar nodded.

      “Do I even get a say in this?”

      He moved a little closer to her, making them only inches apart, and her eyes went wider as he did. He could scent the fear on her, along with her annoyance. And though she tried to guard her expression, he could sense exactly how she responded to his nearness even as she frowned stubbornly.

      “No.”

      After all, he was a basilisk. The alpha of the basilisks, the strongest protectors in the world.

      Whether she liked it or not, he was going to watch out for April.

      Even if she hated him for it.
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      April didn’t know how her day had gone so suddenly from bad to worse. She felt like a trout who’d jumped from the frying pan and landed in the fire, only to be rescued from the fire by a huge beast of a man that looked like he wanted to eat her every time their eyes met.

      After a staring contest that had lasted all of two minutes, April had stormed off in the direction of her home, only to be followed by the gigantic Gunnar, whose heavy steps seemed to literally shake the ground around him as he walked directly behind her. All the while, he growled at anyone and everything within a thirty-foot radius like a monstrous Rottweiler the size of a truck protecting his bone.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t like Gunnar. In fact, it was quite the opposite. She couldn’t help feeling a warm, hot feeling creep over her skin and course through her insides whenever she looked up at him. But the presumptuousness with which he’d decided, without her input, to suddenly be her bodyguard when she was perfectly capable of taking care of herself bothered April to no end.

      And to make matters worse, it seemed like the big, silent man had the audacity to find her whole predicament amusing.

      “I’ve had an incredibly long day. So you can go join your friends and just leave me be.”

      She heard him grunt behind her, but his steps continued to follow her closely.

      The difficult part was Gunnar was possibly right in his decision. In the past, when the Clawsons and O’Dells had gone at it, people often got hurt, though usually it was the shifters on either side of the conflict.

      She didn’t know what to think of the fact that they thought she might have been the one to do it.

      Someone had certainly set her uncle’s bar on fire, but it wasn’t her or Tiffany. They’d been inside the whole time.

      Oh crap, she thought to herself. Her uncle might not have even heard about the whole ordeal yet. And when he did, April was probably going to be on the receiving end of one of his horrible shouting fits.

      Just great…

      “Why do you keep following me around?” she asked, not even sure she’d get an answer.

      “It’s my duty to protect you,” he replied low, even the husky sound of his voice making her ears tingle.

      She spun around, raising her hands to speak. “Like I said before, I’m really grateful you saved me back there, but—”

      Unbeknownst to her, Gunnar had been walking a lot closer than she’d expected, and immediately, her hands pressed against a wall of muscle and man that rose before her like some scary Adonis who crushed boulders for a living.

      Gunnar raised an eyebrow as April fought the urge to explore him farther. Just the light brush of her fingertips and palms over such soft, steely muscle hidden beneath his work shirt made her go weak in the knees, and it took all her sizable self-control to not drool right there on the spot.

      “But what?” he asked matter-of-factly.

      In her lust to explore Gunnar’s taut, ripped body, she’d completely forgotten what she had been saying.

      And if she wasn’t mistaken, there was a hint of mirth creasing the corner of his sculpted mouth.

      Suddenly, her phone began to ring loudly in her pocket, breaking the tension between them, and April stepped back a few feet and pulled her old flip phone out and opened it, surprised the old hunk of plastic was still kicking after all these years.

      The second she did, a familiar, rage-filled voice filled the air over her earpiece.

      “What the hell did you do to my bar? And why the fuck didn’t you call me earlier?” Her uncle’s voice pierced the cool early evening air, all too audible.

      “Hi, Uncle Marvin. Sorry, I—” She flushed with embarrassment, trying to cover the phone so Gunnar wouldn’t hear.

      But he wasn’t in any mood to listen. “Bill told me everything, and I have to say I have never seen such idiotic, careless, stu—”

      Suddenly, the phone disappeared from her grip. It was there one second, and the next, Gunnar had whisked it out of her hand. And with the ease of a child squashing a grape, he’d crushed her phone in his palm with a single, effortless motion.

      When he opened his hand, the old hunk of plastic she’d had since she was a teenager was a million pieces of plastic.

      “My phone!” she exclaimed. Granted, it was on its last leg, but that didn’t mean Gunnar had any right to obliterate it.

      Not that she regretted not having to listen to her uncle rant for the next three hours.

      “That man was yelling at you.”

      “That was my uncle!”

      “Why was he yelling, then?” he asked seriously.

      She huffed and ran a hand through her hair. “Probably because he’s stressed. After all, his bar just got burned down.” Though, she’d almost been burned alive, if not for Gunnar’s intervention.

      Not that anyone from her family had called or texted to check in on her.

      “Any man that yells at a woman deserves a punch in the face,” he said with a completely straight face.

      She chuckled nervously at that. It was almost too much to take, seeing how overprotective he really was of her for no reason at all.

      “Is that how you solve all your problems as a basilisk?”

      He didn’t answer.

      In her heart, she had to admit he was right. If it had been some dude yelling at Tiffany like that, April wouldn’t have let it stand.

      She was just too used to it from her own family after so many years.

      “You still broke my phone. What am I supposed to do now?” Around her, the aged trees lining the street on the outskirts of town where they were walking swayed in the wind, carrying the scent of aspen and oak with them.

      Gunnar rolled his eyes and deposited the shards of her old phone in his back pocket. “I’ll buy you a new one.”

      “What? You will?” she replied a little too excitedly. She’d been saving up for a year to get something that wasn’t from the 2000’s, but other expenses had kept taking precedence. “You won’t break that one too, will you?”

      Gunnar just folded his arms sternly. “Depends. Do all the people in your life yell at you like that?”

      “No.” When her family members in town weren’t yelling, they were either complaining or making her run errands for them.

      Her heart ached at the thought, and she stomped in the direction of her home again, finding the sound of Gunnar beside her more comforting than annoying now.

      For someone so big, he could be oddly cute at other times.

      Monsters aren’t cute, her brain warned her.

      “But let’s get this straight. You can’t just go around deciding things for me all the time,” she said over her shoulder.

      “When it comes to your safety, I can.” His stubbornness made her want to tear her hair out.

      Or jump his bones.

      Potato, potahto.

      But it was clear he wasn’t going to give an inch.

      And as with so many other things in her life where decisions had been made without her, April figured it was best to just roll with the whole thing rather than fight it at this point.

      Ironically enough, this was the first time in her life that someone was going out of their way for her rather than making her go out of her way for themselves or someone else.

      “Well, if you’re coming home with me, I guess a proper introduction couldn’t hurt.” She stopped on the uneven, cracked sidewalk, and Gunnar came to a stop next to her.

      She reached out her hand. “My name’s April. April Nelson.”

      Gunnar looked at her hand, appraising for a moment. Then in an instant, her hand disappeared in his as it became totally enveloped by his gigantic palm and fingers.

      Even the platonic contact made zings of something electric go up her arm at his touch as his calloused skin made contact with hers. Such strong hands.

      What could a man like this do with hands like that? she wondered.

      “Gunnar.”

      She giggled nervously at how stoic and serious he was. And at the absurdity of her current situation. “Do you have a last name?”

      “Gunnar Basilisk.”

      Her giggle turned into a laugh as she tried to distract herself from that warm, almost boiling sensation under her skin where he touched. And after a few shakes, he let her hand go, though there seemed to be an air of reluctance in his gaze when he finally did.

      She reminded herself that this person wasn’t human like she was.

      But as April turned around and headed once again for home, ignoring the warmth in her cheeks, she found it difficult to erase in her mind how quickly she’d responded to his touch.

      Gunnar might not be human.

      But he certainly was all man.
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      For the next few minutes, she and Gunnar walked in relative silence as the late afternoon turned into early evening over Clawson’s Creek, bringing a warm breeze and casting the world around her in orange and yellow hues.

      When they were almost back at her home, Gunnar grunted behind her.

      “You have a long walk from work.”

      She looked over her shoulder at him, still amazed to see him following her around.

      “No car?”

      She wondered if the half-hour walk might be tiresome for someone of his size. But based on his calm expression and the easy stride of his long, powerful legs, she got the distinct impression he could do this all day and that he was asking out of curiosity, nothing more.

      “Yes.” She looked ahead and winced. “Well, no.”

      “Yes or no?” his deep voice responded.

      “I mean, I have a car, but it broke down a couple months ago.” That, and the money she’d set aside for its repair had to be spent on an getting someone to come in and fix the broken AC back at the bar a week ago.

      When she’d told her Uncle Marvin about it, he’d been dismissive as usual, so she’d footed the bill for the contractor before they lost customers to the summer heat.

      How ironic, considering the bar, along with the not-broken AC, were just a pile of ash and rubble now.

      But for some odd reason, she didn’t want to tell all of that to Gunnar. The last thing she wanted was his pity.

      They turned the corner and finally reached her house. It was shaped like a box, only one story high, and the aged white paint was cracked and peeling practically everywhere. In front, the small yard was full of weeds she’d tried very hard last year to take care of, only to have them all come back again this year.

      Home sweet home.

      Gunnar stood next to her, and he looked at her humble abode, folded his arms, and grunted in a displeased-sounding way.

      She looked up at him, annoyed now, and saw his lips were turned down in a slight grimace as he continued to appraise her house.

      “Hey, I agreed to let you protect me, not make fun of me!”

      “This isn’t safe to live in,” Gunnar stated matter-of-factly.

      “What are you talking about?” She waved a hand toward the off-white structure, ignoring the huge splits in the sidewalk and the cracked windows and the loose siding along the walls. “It has… character.”

      After all, she’d been living here almost her whole adult life after moving out of her family’s attic back at their home. For years, her uncle and cousins had promised to fix the glaring issues with the place, but unsurprisingly, her problems had always taken a back seat to everything else in their lives.

      “How much does your uncle pay you?” He looked down at her with disapproval.

      She was silent at that.

      No reason to make him angrier than he already was.

      He waited for a moment, and when April didn’t respond, he let out a low grumble that seemed to come from his chest, not his throat. Then he extended a hand toward her, palm open. “I’ll fix your car first.” Then his fingers made a give them here motion, which she could only assume meant he wanted her keys.

      “What? You’re joking, right?”

      “Do I look like I’m joking?” The stern set of his thick brows, coupled with the slight frown on his face, only made him more intimidatingly handsome as it accentuated his high cheekbones and full lips.

      “I…” She stopped, hands hanging limply at her sides now.

      She wanted to be mad at him. After all, he wasn’t the boss of her.

      But then again, he was the only person in her life actually offering to do something for her rather than promising to help while leaving her hanging.

      “Fine,” she said, pulling her key ring from her pocket and unthreading the key to her old rust bucket of a car. When it was in his hand, it disappeared between his rough fingers, and he seemed to calm slightly even as she trudged up the steps to her house. “But just my car. And that’s it.”

      She felt afraid she’d fall for him too hard, too fast with the way he seemed intent on disrupting the status quo that always put her at the bottom of people’s worries.

      Gunnar watched her as she reached the top of the rickety steps and pulled on the screen door.

      Then, as if to make a point, with a metallic clank, it fell off completely as one of the hinges gave way, and April jumped in surprise as it clattered onto the ground.

      When she looked back at him, Gunnar was full-on grinning as if to say, Yeah, right.

      Smug jerk, she thought.

      She ignored him, unlocked the front door, and went inside before more things could break around her.

      Inside, the familiar musty scent of her house calmed her heart slightly, and she went over to the answering machine once she saw the little red light beeping on the front of it.

      Since her cell phone had only worked half of the time, she’d kept the old landline running in case it ever went kaput (though she hadn’t planned on Gunnar crushing it like he had).

      There were three messages, and she pressed play.

      The rasp of her uncle’s breathing came on a split second before his screech. “How dare you hang up on me, April? After all I—”

      Beep. April deleted it before Gunnar overheard it and came crashing through the front door to crush her answering machine as well.

      Not that the image wasn’t hilarious as it played out in her head.

      The next was from Tiffany, who’d left a long message thanking April again for her heroism and for saving her life.

      April hadn’t done it for the gratitude. She’d done it because it was the right thing to do.

      To her surprise, at the end of the message, Tiffany’s exuberant thank-yous turned to curiosity, and her voice came over the speaker in the secretive tone she always had when talking boys. “And by the way, did I see you walking home with that basilisk when you crossed Pine Street?”

      April rapidly hit the “next message” button, her face flaming with embarrassment.

      More like followed her home like a stalker.

      The last was from her neighbor, Carl, a half wolf who’d been her friend off and on her whole life and who just happened to be her neighbor, though their houses were a few hundred feet apart as the homes on the outskirts of town got farther and farther apart.

      In a hurried tone, he said he’d heard about what had happened and that he was coming over immediately.

      April sighed. Carl had always been nice. There’d just never been a spark, at least on her end.

      She smelled soot and ash and worried for a moment her house had miraculously been set on fire too, then quickly realized she smelled like the fire and made a note to take a shower.

      But first, she strode over to her fridge and pulled out a water bottle. Then, unsure if Gunnar would prefer water or something else, she grabbed a bottle of beer as well and took both outside, already curious to see if Gunnar had made any progress (not that she’d expected him to).

      Her expectations for people were pretty low these days.

      She’d only barely gotten out her front door, being careful to avoid the aluminum carcass of her fallen screen door, when she spotted Carl jogging down the sidewalk.

      April could only barely see Gunnar, as his back was to her while he messed with things beneath the hood of her car.

      She didn’t even have time to take the drinks to him as Carl met her at the bottom of the steps, his medium-length red hair mussed, his blue-green eyes full of worry.

      “You didn’t call me back or answer my messages. I’ve been worried sick,” Carl said, running a hand through his hair.

      April supposed he might be considered attractive, with his boyish looks and approachable height, but she saw him more like an older brother than anything else.

      “Sorry. Something happened with my phone, and I haven’t had a chance to—”

      “Who are you?”

      April felt Gunnar’s presence behind her in an instant, his voice booming in her ears and making her jump on the inside as he came around and stood in front of her, appraising Carl with a literal growl.

      Dang, she hadn’t even heard his footsteps. He was either fast or could move eerily silent when he wanted to. Or both.

      Carl shrank back a few inches as Gunnar glowered, then tried his best to look brave, though the expression was more petulant than defiant.

      “I’m just her—”

      “Back off,” Gunnar said gruffly, and April had to run around in front of Gunnar just to stop him.

      “This is just my neighbor, Carl. We’re friends.” She pressed her hands, which still had a bottle in each one, placatingly on his chest.

      “Yeah,” Carl said from behind her. “Who are you, anyways?”

      Gunnar just huffed like it was none of Carl’s business.

      “It’s okay, Gunnar. Here, you have these.” She handed him both drinks, which he took. Then he stared at her, then Carl, then back down at her again. “We’ll just be talking over there. Nothing to worry about.”

      Gunnar’s gaze still blazed with suspicion toward her neighbor, but after a few moments of more prodding, he finally turned back toward her car at the other end of the property, still glancing over his shoulder at Carl.

      April was both annoyed and a little pleased at his crazy overprotectiveness, even though pulling him away from a fight was like trying to get an alligator to let go of something in its mouth at times.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help. I’ve been worried like crazy something happened to you,” Carl said, and April turned around to face him, wondering if at any moment Gunnar might show up again.

      “Thankfully, I’m all okay, as you can see.” After all, this wasn’t the first instance Carl had expressed worry on her behalf.

      “You should stay at my place. I heard the Clawsons and O’Dells are all over town, trying to make trouble and find out who started it all.”

      April groaned. Of course they were.

      “I’ll be just fine by myself tonight.” She could use a little peace and quiet.

      Well, assuming either peace or quiet were options with Gunnar around.

      Carl seemed to notice the direction of her thoughts, and he looked past her toward the direction Gunnar had gone. “He’s not one of those basilisk things the double dragons brought in today, is he?”

      She remained silent. It wasn’t his business either way.

      “You know they’re just monsters. I’ve heard about them. All they do is fight and crush things. They’re not human like you are.”

      She felt anger toward her neighbor rise in her chest in an instant. “You don’t know anything about Gunnar at all. He saved my life,” she said, her voice rising a little too obviously.

      April surprised herself with the suddenness of her response to stand up for Gunnar.

      It wasn’t like he needed her help at all.

      But she wasn’t going to let anyone, not even an old friend, talk bad about him while she was around.

      Carl backed off, but there was something in the glint of his eyes that made April nervous. “You’re right. I shouldn’t make assumptions like that. But everyone else is thinking it too.”

      “I don’t care what they think.”

      “So what will you do for work?” Carl asked, changing the subject.

      Thankfully, she still had her morning job at the coffee shop. At least now she’d maybe have some free time to catch up on the long list of things still waiting to be done around the house. “I’ll get by. It’s not like I was raking in the money working at Willie’s Corner anyway.”

      “I guess not.” At that, Carl asked if there was anything he could help with, and April told him cordially that no, there wasn’t. A minute later, he was gone, walking back down the long stretch of empty sidewalk toward his place.

      While April was wondering what could have come over Carl to suddenly be so jealous, the breeze wafted past her, filling her senses with a late-summer scent that promised the advent of fall any day now.

      “Your car’s fixed.”

      April squeaked, spinning around to see Gunnar standing behind her again, literally inches away this time, and he was grinning as she let out the rest of her pent-up breath.

      But even as her nerves calmed, her body began to warm at the sight of his huge chest and wide shoulders. At the confident, bordering-on-cocky expression he had as he rubbed grime off his big hands with a towel. She didn’t know where it had come from.

      If he kept scaring her like this, she’d have a heart attack.

      Or worse, lose control and want to do something really stupid with him.

      “What? How? Also, you can’t keep sneaking up on me like that!”

      “Loose spark plug,” he replied with a chuckle as he seemed to be more amused the more he caught her off guard. “It’ll need a new one, though, among other things.”

      Dang it, he was already being so helpful she didn’t know how to handle it.

      And every time he was this close, she wished he could pick her up in his arms again. Wanted to feel her body against his in lustful ways that made shivers go down her back.

      “Thank you, Gunnar,” she replied, walking past him toward the house. She needed a cold shower, fast.

      As she reached the steps, she figured she should at least invite him in for dinner. “Can I make you something to eat? What would you like?”

      Gunnar just grinned. “Fresh beef is my favorite.”

      Fresh? “How fresh are we talking here?”

      “Right off the hide.” And when his grin widened a little more, baring white teeth and long canines, April felt the blood rush out of her face at the stark reminder that Gunnar, for all his strengths, didn’t act like a normal person because he wasn’t a normal person.

      Then he shrugged nonchalantly. “But I’ll eat whatever’s around.”

      “How’s spaghetti sound?” she replied nervously, the tension in the air thickening by the second.

      “Perfect.” But when he licked his lips and his gaze raked down her, April got the distinct impression it wasn’t the thought of spaghetti noodles that made him look at her that way.

      Like she was a delicious meal and he wanted to eat her up personally. Slowly and thoroughly.

      Good heavens, what is going on here? she thought to herself as she hurried back inside. And for a minute, she watched through her peephole as Gunnar turned around to go back toward her car.

      Maybe Carl was right. She would do well to remember that she was on a different level of the food chain than Gunnar.

      But basilisk or not, she wanted him. More badly than any man she’d ever met in her entire life.

      And if she wasn’t careful, she just might fall for the protective, stubborn, sexy beast in her front yard right now.
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      Gunnar grunted with satisfaction as he tested the screen door a few more times before shutting it and putting aside the tools he’d used to repair the rusted hinges.

      After some grease and new screws, it was looking a lot better, though he’d probably send Diesel or Reno into town to get an actual set of tools he could work with rather than the odds and ends he’d salvaged from the dusty garage at the back of April’s place.

      During the summer, he and the other basilisks had spent their time repairing, refinishing, restoring, and otherwise taking apart and putting back together every vehicle, appliance, or building that had lain wasting back at Thunderwolf Ranch (which had formerly been owned by a gang of wolves known as the Copperheads who’d left the huge property and its contents to rust and rot in disrepair).

      So even though he wasn’t a trained professional, Gunnar knew how most things worked.

      Overhead, the afternoon sun had darkened as heavy clouds gathered, making the air muggy and thick with the scent of late-summer blooms and dry earth about to be soaked.

      His basilisk growled.

      Basilisks didn’t like rain.

      From inside, he could hear April moving around as the smell of tomato and pasta wafted outside.

      Mate, his beast grumbled, though Gunnar figured it was just his empty stomach.

      Just because he wanted her desperately didn’t mean he knew that quite yet.

      Though, his basilisk was rarely wrong about anything.

      The main door opened with a creak, and April’s gray eyes appeared from the shadows inside her house, watching him with curiosity (and something else) while he set things aside.

      “Dinner’s ready, if you’d like to come in.”

      He could still scent fear on her as well as jasmine and lavender she’d probably used when she’d showered.

      Damn, he wanted to get close enough to taste her, not just smell her.

      “Door’s fixed. For now.”

      “Oh my gosh, it is?” she said, marveling as she tested her screen door again. “I didn’t even get you tools or anything.”

      “I’m good with my hands.” He watched with amusement as she gulped when he looked over at her, and he could see her pulse go a little faster by the throbbing of a small vein at the base of her neck.

      “I can see that.” Her eyes darted away from him, and she moved aside so he could come in.

      Into April’s home.

      She’d changed into soft black lounge pants that hugged her curvaceous ass, with an oversized pink T-shirt he wanted to rip off so he could see all of her softness.

      His cock twitched as she walked past him toward the kitchen, so sexy and kissable she made his mouth water much more than whatever she had boiling over on the small stove.

      “I’ll get everything ready. You’ve done enough in one day to last me all year.” She gave a little smile over her shoulder before disappearing around the corner.

      She was already acting a little less scared around him, though he didn’t know if that was foolish or brave on her part.

      Maybe both.

      He went to the bathroom to wash up. In spite of the disrepair outside, the interior of her small place was quite homey, with little splashes of color here and there intermixed with the variety of furniture that looked like it had all come from secondhand stores.

      Gunnar made notes on all the things he wanted to start fixing, varnishing, or otherwise improving for her while he checked in with Diesel through his thoughts.

      Any news in town? he asked.

      There was a pause, then the telltale rumble around his feet. Reno’s been busy asking around. Nothing yet, Diesel replied.

      Gunnar growled. Trouble between the Clawsons and O’Dells meant trouble for April.

      Tell him to keep looking.

      I will, Diesel said.

      What’s Ajax up to? As the third member of their crew, and the most standoffish, Gunnar always kept an eye on their red-eyed friend. Especially since Ajax was the least forthcoming with his intentions.

      Whereas Diesel was a little too forthcoming with his desire to find a mate sometimes. To the extent that he’d thought every woman was his mate when he’d first awakened.

      He’s still downstairs doing… whatever it is he’s still doing.

      For weeks, Ajax had sequestered himself in his room, only coming out for missions or to work. To date, neither Gunnar nor Diesel knew what it was all about.

      Gunnar asked if Diesel could bring a few things over for him in the morning and ended the conversation just as he left the bathroom and came back into the kitchen to see the table had been set for two.

      In spite of the smallness of the table, or the fact the chairs didn’t match, the setup was oddly intimate, and his heart clenched uncomfortably as April appeared around the corner with a pot in her hand.

      Her eyes met his, and his inner basilisk growled possessively.

      In the same moment, April’s foot bumped into something, and she squeaked as her body pitched forward, pot still in hand.

      In a blur, he was there next to her, one hand catching the pot before its contents spilled all over her clean floor, the other catching April around the side. For a moment, his fingers where he touched her hip burned for more contact. And when she looked up at him, agape, her cheeks were red with either embarrassment or something else.

      Before he pulled her in closer than they already were, Gunnar moved back and set the pot on the table, even as all his nerves clenched with the desire to take her in both his hands and never let go.

      “Wow, you’re fast, you know that?” she said awkwardly as she brushed her hands off and kept her gaze on the floor as she went back into the kitchen to bring in bread and a jar of water. “Thanks for catching me. I’m still a little frazzled after… well, everything.”

      Gunnar nodded. And when she came to sit down, he got her chair for her like he’d seen humans do in old-timey movies before taking a seat himself.

      For a minute, they ate in silence and Gunnar tried his best to not stare as April’s pretty gray-blue eyes seemed to want to look everywhere but at him.

      He’d never had dinner alone with an attractive woman like this.

      Dinner as a basilisk usually meant waking from hibernation in the middle of the desert, devouring whatever was around (preferably bovine), and going back to sleep again.

      And small talk had never been his strongest suit.

      “So is this place yours?” he asked, blurting out the first question that came to mind.

      “I wish. Half of the problems I have are because I’m technically renting, so I can’t do whatever I want without approval.”

      “So it’s your uncle’s?” he guessed on a grim hunch.

      She nodded bashfully as she took a bite of spaghetti.

      Don’t stare, dammit, Gunnar.

      “He owns a lot of properties in and around town. Most of the human establishments at least,” she added, and Gunnar wanted to use his tongue to wipe a stray bit of sauce lingering at the corner of her mouth.

      “Human?” he asked, throat feeling dry.

      “Yeah. There are businesses owned and run by both the Clawsons and the O’Dells on opposite ends. As you can imagine, neither side likes to go to the other’s. Then there are the human businesses, which are kind of like neutral territory, though if one group runs into the other, it can lead to trouble. Uncle Marv is behind most of those.”

      “Sounds pointless.” Though, aside from his anger at these bears and wolves making trouble for humans caught in the middle of their idiotic conflict, Gunnar’s rage toward April’s uncle grew even hotter, imagining some rich, well-to-do pillar of the community who’d let his own niece live in such a ramshackle home.

      He’d fix April’s place from top to bottom just to spite him.

      “I guess it is. It’s just how things have been here for so long. I can’t imagine them being different,” she said with a sigh.

      “Tell me more about you,” he said, changing the subject toward something he was much more curious about.

      “M-me?” she stuttered, dropping her fork on her plate, and Gunnar did his best to hide his grin at her cute surprise.

      “Yes, you. Unless there’s someone else here I don’t know about.”

      She giggled nervously. “No, just me.”

      “Are you from around here?”

      She let out a long breath, gaze looking past him toward nothing in particular. “No, not originally. I was born in Oklahoma. My parents lived in a little place outside Tulsa. But they divorced when I was six, and between their addictions and refusal to get help, it wasn’t safe for me there. So they sent me to live with Uncle Marvin, my dad’s brother, out here in Texas. It was supposed to only be a temporary situation, but…” She trailed off.

      Gunnar’s chest flooded with uncomfortable emotion as he watched April’s gaze go unfocused, then back down to her food as she shrugged. “The rest is history. No point complaining, as my aunt always says.”

      His fist tightened as he listened. Then when he relaxed it, the fork he’d been holding was bent in half, and he hid it in his lap before she could see.

      He didn’t know who to hate most in this situation.

      Everyone but April, he supposed.

      “I’m sorry they weren’t there for you. For what it’s worth, you deserved better.”

      “I just tell myself other people have it worse and that I’m just doing my best, and I feel better.” She wiped something from her eye with a napkin, then grinned again. “So what do you do for a living, Gunnar?” she asked, her voice full of curiosity once more.

      “I’m a basilisk.”

      “What do basilisks do? And can you really turn into those huge things I saw on the internet?”

      “They do basilisk stuff. Protect the land. Keep intruders off our territory.” He kept the part about finding a mate and making her his to himself, though. “To answer your other question…” He paused, just for effect. “You’ll just have to see for yourself.”

      She’d practically been leaning over the table in eagerness, and in response, she jabbed her fork in his direction. “No fair! You can’t leave me hanging like that. After all, I’ve seen bears and wolves shift. I even saw the double dragons change when they visited town a few years ago. But I’ve never seen something the size of a mountain covered with spikes and rocks. You have to admit that sounds pretty cool.”

      He felt his cheeks go warm just hearing her excitement.

      As the basilisk in this situation, no, he didn’t know what it felt like to see a monster like that because he was the monster.

      “I’ll show you sometime,” he said, taking a big bite of spaghetti before he made even more silly promises to this sexy little woman.

      “Promise?” She practically had stars in her eyes at that point.

      He nodded.

      She almost knocked over her glass of water in her excitement, and Gunnar continued to answer her questions about where he’d been, what things he’d done while being a human, and a million other questions until dinner was finished.

      Normally, he hated talking about himself.

      But if it took the sadness out of her eyes, if it distracted her—even for a moment—from thoughts and worries about her own past, he’d talk all damn day if he needed to, whether he actually had much to say or not.

      By the time they were done and he’d helped her wash the dishes (managing to only break one of her plates in the process), it was already late, and the crickets outside had turned the quiet forest surrounding her place into a symphony of chirps and whistles.

      “I’m sorry I don’t have a guest room. My place isn’t quite fancy like that. But I do have a pull-out bed.” She started to unpack the pillows on the sofa, but when she tried to pry out the slightly rusted bed nestled inside, it didn’t budge.

      She deserved a mansion with a thousand guest rooms, all for her, in his opinion.

      “I got it.” At that, he nudged her gently aside and pulled it out with one hand.

      When he looked over, she was yawning, stretching one arm up and making his mouth water with the sight of her curves. “You need sleep. Get to bed,” he demanded before she fell asleep where she stood.

      She’d had a damn long day. She deserved rest.

      April folded her arms and raised an eyebrow. “Okay, Mr. Bossy Basilisk.” But even as she made her way toward the hall that led toward her room most likely, she couldn’t hide the rosy hue on her cheeks.

      Then she paused at the doorway, looking vulnerable and nervous. “Thanks again. I can’t even express how grateful I am, Gunnar.”

      “Don’t mention it,” he said with a wave of his hand, avoiding eye contact.

      His beast was already too connected to her. Too hungry for her. Any closer, and she’d see what he really was.

      A possessive, obsessed, insatiable monster that had no business with someone as perfect and beautiful as she was.

      “Good night,” she said, lingering a second longer and watching him set up the bed before disappearing down the hall.

      Toward her bed.

      It took every ounce of his sizable self-control to not picture her undressing. To not think about her soft hips and full lips and expressive eyes he wanted to make roll back in pleasure more than anything else in the world right now. To not imagine what her voice would sound like caught up in the throes of pleasure as he made her come over and over.

      Fuck, he thought. This isn’t going to end well.

      Too awake to possibly sleep right now, he went out the front door and sat on the porch instead, focusing on the chaos in Clawson’s Creek and what he and the others were going to do about it.

      He didn’t know what was going on in this crazy town, but he hoped Reno and his friends got to the bottom of it fast, before any more danger came for April.

      Though, not too fast, he supposed.

      His basilisk was too interested in her to leave just yet.
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      The next morning, April awoke suddenly with a gasp.

      All night, she’d been running from furred creatures as flames had tried to stop her in her path at every turn. Then, just before she’d awoken, she’d stared up at something colossal with glowing red eyes that made her feel oddly at peace despite everything chasing her.

      Her thoughts filtered back to the day before.

      Did that all really happen? she wondered as she got up and started to get ready for work upon seeing she only had a half hour before she needed to be at the coffee shop before the morning customers arrived.

      She remembered the meeting. Bill’s face getting crushed. The fire.

      Then Gunnar following her home.

      She pulled on a pair of leggings, followed by her blue work shirt that read “Claire’s Cafe” on the pocket, just as the smell of bacon and eggs hit her senses, and her stomach growled.

      By the time she was striding into the kitchen, pulling her frizzy, undone hair into a bun, she still wasn’t sure if there actually had been a giant, sexy beast of a man that had followed her home or if it was just a figment of her imagination.

      Then she saw Gunnar in the kitchen, preparing breakfast.

      Nope, not a dream, she thought as her mouth watered, not from the food.

      He’d changed from his work shirt into a white T-shirt with a logo on the back that hugged the muscles of his shoulders tightly, granting her a better view of the tattoos that went all up his forearms and biceps and even poked out from beneath the collar of his shirt.

      Do they go everywhere? she thought for the twentieth time.

      He’d also changed into black jeans that showed off an impressive ass and thick, muscled legs that went down to the black work boots he’d worn yesterday.

      A girl could really lose herself looking at such—

      “What are you staring at?” Gunnar’s voice cut the silence that had been punctuated only by the sizzling of bacon a second before, startling April and making her wonder how in the heck he’d known she was there.

      When he looked over his shoulder at her, he was grinning. And as she came toward the table, he set a plate of food out for her, followed by one for himself.

      If this was all a dream, she definitely didn’t want to wake up.

      But the eggs were real and delicious. As was the bacon.

      Eating just made her hungrier for something else, though.

      “So you have work today?” Gunnar asked, peering at the name tag attached to her shirt.

      “Yeah, I work at a coffee shop weekday mornings.”

      Gunnar gave her a suspicious glance. “Let me guess, one owned by your uncle?”

      She gulped on the glass of milk she’d been drinking and held back a cough, trying to not choke on it.

      “Yes.”

      Gunnar rolled his eyes at that. “That’s why I’m coming along.”

      “What? No. You can’t. You’ll scare off the customers.” She could picture it now, Gunnar growling angrily as patrons came in, a terrifying sight to behold in a tiny cafe.

      On second thought, maybe that wasn’t a bad thing.

      “That depends. Do you have customers that need scaring off?” He raised an eyebrow at her, his one red eye seeming as if it could stare into her soul.

      “Not… usually.” Anything was possible when the town was in an uproar like this.

      “My point exactly.”

      She opened her mouth to argue, then shut it.

      For once, it was refreshing to be around someone that was firmly on her side. Not the Clawsons’ or O’Dells’ or her uncle’s. It soothed her soul a little and made her attraction for him even more desperate.

      “Your car’s working if you want to drive.” He interrupted her thoughts and pushed her plate toward her, reminding her to eat.

      “The cafe is a lot closer, and I enjoy the walk.” That and she enjoyed walking next to Gunnar. Enjoyed getting to know more about him.

      Not that he wasn’t incredibly nice to look at too.

      “Then we walk. And on the way, I’ll tell you about the other things around your place that need fixing and what I’m going to do about it while I’m here.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” she said back with a giggle, both excited and afraid to find out.
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      “April, thank goodness you’re here. The coffee machine is acting up again,” April’s co-worker, Raven, expressed loudly the second she and Gunnar strode into the cafe.

      After the short walk with Gunnar, she didn’t know if she should be amazed by all the things he’d discovered needed replaced or fixed on her property or worried that her house could burst into flames at any moment.

      But as she quickly strode in and came behind the counter, she didn’t have time to overthink things.

      Raven, who had dyed-black hair and was in her late forties, had been a part-time worker for a long time, so all the major problems that plagued Claire’s Cafe tended to fall on April’s shoulders.

      “Dang it. I told Marvin last month he needed to order a new one,” April said to herself as she started to fiddle with knobs and dials, trying to bring their coffeemaker back into working shape before the morning started.

      Raven nodded, standing aside, then looked up behind April as her dark eyes went wide with surprise, interest, or both. “And who is this?”

      She looked over her shoulder and saw Gunnar coming around the counter as he appraised the coffeemaker with the same cold glare she’d seen him use on her car and front door.

      “Let me take a look,” he said in that surly don’t question me tone, and April backed away, knowing better than to try and fight him on being helpful.

      “You new in town?” Raven asked, eyes glinting with curiosity as her gaze raked over Gunnar’s muscles.

      My basilisk, her thoughts yelled suddenly.

      Her basilisk? That was a crazier idea than any she’d ever had in her entire life. Like keeping an untamed pet crocodile. Or base jumping without a parachute.

      “Gunnar’s in town for a few days. He’s my…” She trailed off, uncertain what to say exactly.

      Gunnar growled something to himself, and for a moment, April could have sworn she heard him say the word “mate.” But then she looked over at him, and he quickly responded, “Personal bodyguard.”

      He went silent at that, and Raven took the moment while his focus was on the machine to lean in and whisper conspiratorially in April’s ear. “I’d let him guard me personally too, if you know what I mean. I hope you and he are—”

      Suddenly, there was a loud hiss, and hot steam spewed from the machine, enveloping Gunnar’s hand that had been tinkering with it as well as his whole upper body in white mist.

      In an instant, April grabbed a towel and rushed to the sink, running cold water over it and then running toward Gunnar as he pulled back and the steam began to dissipate.

      “I’m so sorry, Gunnar! It does that sometimes. I should have said something.” She took his hand and wrapped the cold towel around it, pressing her fingers lightly to try and cool his skin.

      After all, she’d been burned dozens of times by the machine. And Gunnar had left his hand lingering in the steam way longer than she normally would have.

      Gunnar just stared down at April, not pulling his hand away but not saying anything either.

      For several moments, she held the ice-cold towel on his hand, ignoring the warmth that rose within her core at just the nearness of his body. At the odd intimacy of the touch as Gunnar let her care for him.

      It was like she could fit two of her hands just in one of his. Such big, strong hands…

      But he didn’t wince. Or make any noise at all, which was odd for someone whose hand likely just got burned.

      When she looked up at him, he was smirking at her in amusement.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked, annoyed as his grin widened slightly. “I was just trying to help. I’ve been burned lots of times by this thing, you know.”

      “Look for yourself.” He motioned toward his hand.

      Gingerly, she pulled back the towel, expecting there to at least be some redness. But instead, it was just Gunnar’s palm, which extended out to big, rough fingers.

      Everything looked perfectly normal and unharmed.

      Leaving her with just the shivering feeling coursing up her own fingertips wherever her skin touched his and the vague sense he was toying with her.

      The audacity.

      “Your coffeemaker works now,” he said with a low, cocky voice that sent another shiver down her neck.

      Her face flushed, and her heart raced as she took the towel and stormed back toward the sink with a huff. “When were you going to tell me you were completely fine the whole time?” In honesty, she was glad he hadn’t been burned.

      But just the effect he had on her worried April. No one got under her skin like he seemed to do effortlessly. And worse, he seemed to enjoy it entirely all too much.

      Strangely, it did nothing to quell her interest in him.

      He shrugged, deciding he didn’t need to answer, and grabbed an empty coffee cup off the counter and pressed a button as dark, fragrant liquid came freely from the now-fixed machine. Just then, a customer came in, and Raven took their order as April hurried about setting up the rest of the shop and preparing their drink.

      However, she was in the middle of pouring cream into the person’s coffee cup, her gaze fixed on a smug-looking Gunnar who stood in the corner, arms folded, when Raven came up beside her.

      “I think that’s a little too much cream, dear,” she said, and April looked down to see the cup was overflowing with liquid, to the extent it was running onto the small saucer beneath.

      Dang it, he was distracting her too much.

      So she did her best to ignore Gunnar while she remade the coffee and focused on work for the next half hour, hoping there wouldn’t be any further incidents to disrupt her already-hectic day.

      However, fate was not on her side.

      It was only a little past ten when a small group of wolf shifters strode into the cafe, the four of them (two boys and two girls) in their mid-twenties. Old enough to be full shifter adults, too young to likely be more than lackeys in the O’Dell pack hierarchy.

      “Hey, you see her? That’s the lady everyone says did it,” the blond-haired boy said to his friends.

      “No way. The coffee lady torched the bar?” his companion responded incredulously.

      Gunnar was standing next to April in an instant, and as before, she didn’t know how he’d even crossed the cafe to be next to her so quickly. He made her jump as he growled at the incoming wolves.

      She put a hand on his chest placatingly. “You promised you wouldn’t scare customers off,” she whispered, hoping the wolves couldn’t hear.

      Since most of their pay was based on tips, if they didn’t have customers, she and Raven wouldn’t make a whole lot.

      “No, I didn’t.” Gunnar frowned even as he impressed her by calming slightly and backing away a few feet, still watching coolly but not looking like he was on the verge of starting a fight as he had a second ago.

      Raven took their order while April prepared it, ignoring the secretive snickers the wolves shared between each other and the way the two men leered at April while she just tried to work.

      Water off a duck’s back, she reminded herself. It wasn’t the first time people had been cruel or judgmental toward her. It certainly wouldn’t be the last.

      She took the tray with their orders out to the table, on guard as they all stared at her openly with suspicion or interest.

      “Can I get you anything else?” she asked, trying to not grate her teeth. She could practically feel Gunnar growling from ten feet away, though she couldn’t hear it.

      “Actually, yes. This coffee has a hair in it,” the blond man said. And she watched as he pulled a hair from his arm, put it in the coffee, and handed it up back to her. His grin was mean as he glanced over her.

      “I’m not taking that back,” April said.

      “What, the Keller family’s personal servant is suddenly too proud to take care of clients?”

      “I can think of something else she can take care of… in my pants,” the brown-haired one said, licking his lips.

      A hand appeared suddenly between her and the wolves, and it slammed a fifty-dollar bill on the table as all the wolves sitting pulled away, startled by Gunnar’s sudden appearance.

      “Get out,” Gunnar growled, setting aside the bill as if paying for the order while demanding they leave. April could see his hands and arms tensing like it was taking everything he had to hold back.

      The two men hid their fear in an instant and instead looked past Gunnar toward April, then back at Gunnar.

      “No, I don’t think I will. After all, we already know plenty about you basilisks. All growl and no bite at all,” the blond said.

      Gunnar’s frown deepened, and he looked at them like a shark deciding whether to tear a small school of fish to shreds.

      She didn’t even blame him. The wolves in Clawson’s Creek were expert harassers, and this wasn’t the first time this same group had come in acting like they owned the place with their lewd comments.

      “Leave. Now,” Gunnar said. Only, his voice was eerily calm, and it scared April to wonder what would happen next.

      “The O’Dell pack runs this town. So as we see it, this human is our property, and we’ll do or say whatever we like.” He made a dismissive, shooing motion toward Gunnar, then looked over at April and winked suggestively.

      He regretted it immediately.

      With the ease of someone plucking an orange off a tree, Gunnar’s hand was on the man’s throat in an instant, pulling him up off the ground. The man kicked, knocking over the chair he’d been sitting on a moment ago with his gasping and flailing.

      Then Gunnar’s other hand came up to the man’s face, and long claws extended from his fingertips, glinting with a hard, cold reflection as though they were made of blue-tinged obsidian that was razor sharp.

      “You fucking look at her one more time, and I’ll tear your throat out,” Gunnar’s voice boomed through the cafe, shaking the windows, and April’s whole body clenched with terror.

      To her shock, both of Gunnar’s eyes were a deep, glowing red, and she didn’t want to know what it would be like to be on the receiving end of his glare. Or of his ferocious, dominant, destructive power.

      The jerk bag wolf looked ready to piss himself. And when she looked from him back to Gunnar, and Gunnar wasn’t backing down, she feared he really would kill him just for a few gross comments.

      No human had ever stood up to the shifters in Clawson’s Creek. Ever. Even the policemen in town wouldn’t respond to trouble if it involved shifters.

      Yet here Gunnar was, unafraid to commit murder on her behalf.

      She really didn’t know what to make of it.

      “Never again. Pack’s promise…” the blond man choked out. His face was quickly turning purple, and like a killing machine with no off switch, Gunnar showed no sign of backing down whatsoever.

      “It’s okay, big guy. You can let him go.” She went to Gunnar’s side, and when she brushed a hand over his arm, the muscle so taut it was like touching stone, she felt him calm slightly.

      A second later, he dropped the wolf shifter unceremoniously onto the ground where he hit his ass, and he gulped for air. Then when Gunnar advanced just an inch on the group, they fled immediately, almost breaking the door off its hinges in their desperation to escape the rage of the basilisk.

      For a long moment, Gunnar just stood there, taking long breaths, chest heaving as his face remained contorted in a snarl. Then gradually, the claws on his left hand retracted, and he closed his eyes and took in a deep breath.

      Holy moly, that was close…

      “I’m sorry. I tried to stop. But I couldn’t stand listening to what they were saying…” Then he gazed down at her, and she noticed his right eye was blue once again, as it had been before. “Or stand having them look at you like that.”

      Her heart almost stopped right there and then as she felt something like electricity coursing between them, only inches apart.

      “If you ask me, those asshats had it coming,” Raven said from her spot behind the counter.

      “Why… why are your eyes like that?” April couldn’t help reaching a hand forward to graze his chest, and she could feel his heartbeat thudding beneath her palm, rhythmic like a thunderstorm over the mountains.

      Gunnar leaned in a little toward her, making the contact of her hand on his body even more intense as he loomed above her. “Don’t get too close, or you just might find out.”

      Her curiosity roared with interest, and she almost had the wild idea to take the big man home right now so they could do something much more interesting, much more sensual, than serving coffee to half-awake customers.

      But the door dinged behind her, interrupting her attention for a split second. And when she looked back up at Gunnar, he was already gone, striding toward his shady corner of the cafe.

      Only his glare was on her now, not the front door.

      In that moment, she knew there was something much more between the two of them than just Gunnar being her protector.

      And as she worked, her mind raced with possibilities. Ways she could maybe find out how mutual his interest in her actually was.

      Even if it put her up close and personal with the scariest man on the planet.
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      “You didn’t have to go this far, Gunnar. Anything off the shelf was going to be better than the dinosaur I had for a cell phone.”

      Gunnar shrugged as April followed him out of the phone store that afternoon. Thankfully, there hadn’t been any further incidents that had required Gunnar’s attention.

      Which meant his attention had been on her all day. Watching her smiles. Watching her furtive glances. The way she’d blush and look away whenever he caught her looking over at him.

      What was he going to do?

      The plastic bag carrying her new phone swayed in his hand, and once they were headed back toward April’s place, he handed her the weighty little box to distract himself from thoughts of what he wanted to do to her.

      “I’ve never had something so nice. I don’t even know how to thank you,” she said as she fruitlessly tried to pry the clear plastic wrap off for a moment.

      He took the box from her, extended a claw to slice a clean line through it, and handed it back to her. “Then don’t.” Her eyes went wide with confusion.

      “How could I not?” April’s footsteps were almost at a jog, and Gunnar had to remind himself to slow down a little.

      He waved a hand, grunting. “I did it because I wanted to. Nothing more.” He felt his cheeks go warm and looked away so she wouldn’t see.

      And he had. The second they’d walked into the phone store, he’d growled at the salesclerk to bring the fanciest phone out for April, then bought it on the spot, with cash.

      It helped that the basilisk’s benefactor, Reno, wasn’t hard up for money if it meant Gunnar could do things like spoil his mate like this.

      He wanted to see her smile like this every day.

      He wanted to see her come more than he wanted his next breath.

      But he had to be careful.

      They walked in silence, April only muttering off and on about Gunnar’s “going way overboard” or how she “was never going to be able to pay him back,” and he tried to keep from grinning like a damn idiot at seeing her so flustered by something so small.

      At least small for a basilisk.

      “Okay, first things first. What’s your phone number so I can put it in my contacts?”

      He was a little surprised, and flattered, that she’d thought of him first.

      Gunnar gave April his number, but when he saw her grinning secretively to herself as she typed in something else, he couldn’t help looking over her shoulder.

      “What are you doing down there?”

      “Just putting your name in… along with other important details.” Her grin was outright mischievous, and she turned her phone around to show him.

      On the screen it said, “Name: Gunnar B. Basilisk.” And beneath, on a line beneath, he saw, “Company: Big Bad Basilisks.”

      He didn’t know if he should be amused, annoyed, or miffed.

      “That’s a stupid name for a business,” he said.

      She gave him an adorable shove that did nothing to actually move him. “Hey! I mean, that’s what you are, right?”

      Well, yes, they were big. And they were bad (to people that deserved it). And he was a basilisk.

      “What the hell does the B stand for on my name, then?”

      She flushed and stuck her phone in her back pocket, her eyes not meeting his. “It stands for big. Because… well… I mean.” She glanced down his body, then back up, eyes lingering a little along his chest and arms. And when he flexed the muscles there for her, Gunnar saw her visibly gulp and look away.

      Fuck. She was going to be his undoing, wasn’t she?

      Maybe she already was.

      Ours, his basilisk growled possessively.

      They walked in silence again for a moment, the afternoon hotter today than yesterday since it hadn’t rained, the air muggy and sticky.

      “I’m making hamburgers tonight. Does that sound good?” April asked tentatively as the sight of her little home came into view.

      He nodded and did his best to not picture eating her out instead.

      God, she was already too delicious to just look at.

      So as she went inside, Gunnar spent the next hour repairing the barely-making-it front steps of her porch as he replaced the cracked wood slats with new ones. Even though they weren’t painted yet, at least she wouldn’t risk tripping or falling when one of the old steps gave out.

      When she came back out, she’d changed into jean shorts that showed off curvy, mouthwatering thighs and a long-sleeved green shirt that hung slightly off one shoulder, and he wanted to nip the skin there just to see how sensitive she was.

      “Inside or outside?” she asked with a grin, offering him a plate. Already, she looked more relaxed after her long day of work.

      If he had his way, she’d never work another day in her life.

      “Outside,” he said, and they went over to a space that had been cleared to the left of the entryway where there were two old plastic chairs and sat down to eat together.

      As they ate for a minute, enjoying the quiet breeze and the sound of birds making their way home for the evening, Gunnar sat in amazement at how… human it all felt.

      Basilisks were used to guarding the mountains and plains from roving monsters that once roamed the untamed wilds long ago.

      Now he was sitting here eating dinner with a woman that made his body tighten with arousal every time he looked at her.

      “So tell me about your tattoos. I’ve been curious since the moment I saw them,” April prompted. Though, when Gunnar looked over at her, she raised her hands. “I mean, not if you don’t want to, of course.”

      “I didn’t say that.” Hopefully, she’d see how badass she truly was and not have to look so afraid all the time, even when asking a simple question.

      Until then, he’d scare as many people as it took to ensure she was safe.

      He thought for a moment, not sure what to say. He’d never had to describe basilisk things to humans before because he’d never been so close to one.

      “They’re markings. Markings that are connected to my basilisk form.”

      She dropped her half-eaten hamburger on her plate, enraptured. “How does that work?”

      “It’s primal magic. The tattoos have always been there, and they keep the huge beast that’s a part of me contained when I’m in human form. Keep it from bursting out.”

      “So like wards or runes?” she asked.

      He waved a hand. “Something like that. When the monster is close, I can feel them change.” He focused on a specific thought, a memory of a terrible battle long ago that brought his basilisk to the surface, and when he flexed his arm, the pitch black of the tattoo swirled with red and orange for moment, like fire moving over the markings of his skin.

      April watched in amazement, and when the tattoos went back to normal, her mouth hung open. “So cool!”

      “It isn’t normally that easy to do.” But being around April, his monster was much closer to the surface.

      Dangerously close.

      April began to rapid-fire questions, but Gunnar deflected the other questions about his basilisk because talking about it only made him feel even closer to this fiery, frightened little woman that was stealing his heart more each minute.

      So instead, they talked about what he’d been doing over the summer at Thunderwolf Ranch and how he’d learned to “be so dang handy” (in April’s words) around the place.

      When they were done and dinner was over, it was still only early nighttime, the last hints of the sun dissipating in the indigo-blue sky above her house.

      They went inside and cleaned up, and when they were done, April went into the living room.

      “I’m not quite ready for bed. Want to watch a show with me?” April asked as she stood over by the TV, looking at him tentatively where he stood in the kitchen entrance.

      Watching TV? With April?

      Dammit, she was playing with fire getting close to him like this.

      Someone would get burned.

      But he couldn’t resist her cute smile as she plopped back onto one corner and put a pillow in her lap as classical music started playing from the TV.

      “What are we watching?” he asked, moving over to sit on the opposite end of the couch. When he did, the opposite side lifted an inch off the ground, and April squeaked in surprise as she almost fell over before Gunnar shifted his weight and the couch sat flatly on the ground again.

      Oops.

      She pushed back several stray strands of her curly hair, which was loose tonight as it flared wildly around her face and down to her shoulders. “You certainly know how to keep a girl on her toes.” She giggled. “And we’re watching a show I’m still catching up on. It’s called Bridgington.”

      “What is it about?” He had half a mind to sit on his corner of the couch hard enough to send her rolling downward into his lap, like a seesaw, then reconsidered it immediately.

      “It’s about dukes and royalty and courtship. And scandals. And drama.” To the side, people in opulent clothing spoke to each other in the corner of some magnificent ballroom that looked like it belonged in a castle or something.

      “Do they fight?” A man wasn’t worth shit in Gunnar’s mind if he couldn’t protect his mate.

      She thought for a moment. “Well, they duel with pistols to defend the love interest’s honor.”

      Gunnar grimaced. That sounded sillier than a grizzly going on a diet before winter.

      But if it interested April, then it interested Gunnar too.

      “Let’s see what they do,” Gunnar replied, folding his arms and watching the TV.

      For a minute, he watched quietly, trying to figure out was going on and doing his very best to not jump from his place on the couch and pounce the curvy little woman that was teasing him to his limits with her sexiness. But then he heard April make a little ahem sound, and he looked over to see she was watching him, not the TV.

      He raised an eyebrow at her, and whatever she’d been about to say, she almost didn’t.

      “Speak up,” he said, wanting to know what was on her mind.

      After all, he wasn’t a dragon. He didn’t read thoughts.

      But he read body language. He read people.

      “I… You can come a little closer if you want. You don’t have to be a stranger around me, you know.” She patted the spot on the couch next to her, and Gunnar tried to hide his extreme interest.

      He moved over only a few inches, and her face went from cautious curiosity to annoyed amusement. “That’s barely any closer at all,” she pouted.

      He grinned back at her and moved a little closer. When he did, she smiled too, though she had the doe-eyed look of prey staring up at a predator.

      “Closer?” he asked. There was only a foot between them now.

      She bit her lip and nodded.

      Shit, was there anything in the world he wouldn’t do for this woman if she asked it of him?

      He shuffled farther until there was only an inch between his leg and hers, and he looked down at the space, then over at the TV. He could feel her body tensing with excitement, or anticipation, and Gunnar thought it was safe to say it wasn’t the conversation being had over tea on the TV that was making her feel this way.

      If she wanted to be up close and personal with the basilisk, though, he’d make her come at least part of the way.

      Just a little.

      To his utter shock, she did, scooting just enough so her curvy thigh made contact with his leg, and he felt himself go instantly hard at even the slightest contact between them.

      He let out a harsh breath as the basilisk in him roared to pleasure her senseless.

      “Everything okay?” she asked.

      “I’m fine.”

      Slowly, like butter melting on a warm afternoon, she relaxed against him. First, she leaned slightly onto him, her shoulder brushing his side. Then her hand came up to grasp his arm during a moment where the duke was attacked by mysterious intruders who appeared from the shadows.

      She was the bravest, stupidest human to ever walk the face of the earth, doing what she was doing right now.

      And it wasn’t his fault at all when he reached an arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer to lean against his chest, holding her tightly but gently.

      It was just his basilisk getting protective. That was all.

      “I like being close to you… like this,” she said, watching the TV even as he could feel her heartbeat racing wherever her skin made contact with his.

      She wanted him.

      And the raging erection that he tried to keep hidden in his jeans was all the evidence needed to know he wanted her right back.

      But this was dangerous. He was a monster, not a human who watched TV and cuddled (even though he was increasingly more sold on the whole idea the longer they were entangled like this on the couch).

      He looked down and used his finger to tilt her chin slightly to look up at him. “Don’t get too close.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Because you’re the only person alive that could be this close to a basilisk and not run away screaming.” Which, in his mind, either made her foolish, stubborn, or both.

      Her lips quirked slightly in a mischievous look. “I’m not scared of you.”

      Gunnar leaned in slightly, and he could feel his body heat as his basilisk surged within him.

      “You should be,” he growled.

      She gulped, and Gunnar nearly broke right there and kissed her. It would be so easy. So worth it.

      And so stupid.

      After a moment, she lay back down against his chest, and they resumed watching as Gunnar reveled in the soft feel of her against him as the night wore on and they enjoyed each other’s company.

      She made the beast in him feel at peace, a strange emotion he’d never experienced in his whole life.

      But it was for the best if she kept very, very far away from him, even as everything in him demanded to hold April so close, so tight that he’d never want to let go.

      And that was the most dangerous possibility of all.
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      As they returned home from work the next day, April still couldn’t wrap her head around everything going on in Clawson’s Creek.

      The town had been in a hubbub, as news of the fire department’s report had spread among human and shifter circles.

      The torching of Willie’s Corner had been deemed arson, though no culprit had been determined yet. Unfortunately, anyone that might have seen who had done it had been inside the bar at the time of the occurrence.

      Which just meant both the Clawsons and O’Dells had taken up their accusations of the other side with renewed vigor.

      Oddly enough, the cafe had been quite busy today as well, and more than half the customers she’d served had been out-of-towners or visitors to Clawson’s Creek, which was unusual this late in the summer.

      Of course, Gunnar had been more watchful during her shift than a giant guard dog, glaring at anyone and everyone that so much as raised their voice a little too high or didn’t say thank you earnestly enough when their order came out.

      She didn’t see how her life could be normal with him around.

      She didn’t think she wanted it to go back to the way things were before either.

      To make things worse, last night had been as fun as it had been frustrating. On more than one occasion, she had felt Gunnar move as if coming in to kiss her. Or put his hand on her in places that made her go instantly wet with anticipation, even though his touch had been light and comforting.

      Needless to say, she hadn’t slept very well last night. Not when thoughts of his lips on hers (and on other places) had tortured her mind and worked her into a tizzy.

      And those intense, watchful eyes of his.

      Gunnar really was something else.

      They’d eaten out for dinner tonight, and April was full and happy and already planning on binge-watching the rest of the series with Gunnar in the hopes that maybe—just maybe—the interest she so deeply felt for him was mutual.

      By the time they were walking back up to her house, it was almost nighttime, and the long shadows cast by the aged trees near her home gave her a creepy feeling that wouldn’t go away.

      She was just glad Gunnar was there with her.

      To add to her trepidation, there were several vehicles parked on the street in front of her house as they came up.

      Gunnar tensed by her side, and if she wasn’t mistaken, she could hear him scent the air as they reached the concrete walkway leading to her house.

      “Stay close,” he said, and immediately, his big arm wrapped around her, nestling her into his side and making her feel tiny.

      And safe.

      For the moment.

      They hadn’t taken more than three steps when, suddenly, blinding lights shone on them like floodlamps from two directions. She raised her hand to shield her eyes from the glare and saw a truck with floodlamps parked up her driveway, another one on the street behind them, surrounding them in a bright spotlight-like glow.

      Gunnar growled, and she could feel his hackles rise as he quickly appraised the situation.

      What was going on?

      From the shadows around her house, which were nearly impossible to make out with such bright lights on them, tall figures emerged as though they’d been lying in wait to ambush her when she got home.

      And though it was hard to make out their faces, she recognized Derrick, the Clawson patriarch’s son, standing in the middle as eight figures surrounded them from every angle.

      Having been around bears and wolves her whole life, she knew these men were all bears by their stocky, thick builds and their love of beards and flannel.

      And why in the heck were they all here at her house of all places?

      Derrick came forward, enough so the light poured over his built frame. And though she’d never had any personal issues with him or his family, April couldn’t shake a horrible feeling inside as his gaze moved from Gunnar to her.

      “We’re here for the girl. She’s coming with us,” Derrick said, his dark-brown eyes almost black in the stark contrast of the light, his short chestnut hair mussed.

      Gunnar stepped forward and snarled, folding his arms and looking unintimidated by the sudden appearance of eight burly bear shifters. “No.”

      Derrick frowned. “We need to take her in for questioning. Someone threatened our alpha, and we’re going to get to the bottom of who did it. She was there when it happened.” He pointed a finger at April, and she felt a cold chill make her toes and fingers go numb. “So she’s our prime suspect.”

      April gulped.

      It wasn’t that Gunnar wasn’t extremely scary. But the Clawsons had a reputation for being some of the biggest, strongest bears in the whole state of Texas.

      And though the bears in town were fewer than the wolves by a large margin, they were more prone to violence or destructive acts when things got dicey.

      Gunnar stared straight at Derrick, his brows furrowed. “I don’t follow anyone’s orders but mine.”

      She found herself standing behind him, clutching the back of his shirt, and he remained steady like a wall of iron between her and the suddenly horrible situation she found herself in.

      Derrick looked frustrated, as if he’d expected this to go easier. “Just because you’ve scared a few wolves doesn’t mean we won’t hurt you, basilisk. Fuck, we’ll just enjoy it more if you fight.” His eyes glinted meanly.

      “Come for what’s mine, and I’ll end you,” Gunnar said calmly, as if he were commenting on the weather, not promising violence and destruction.

      “Have it your way,” Derrick said, cracking his knuckles as he and the others beside him took a step froward.

      April felt the blood drain out of her face.

      This was bad.

      She felt something moving behind her, and she looked over her shoulder just as a big hand appeared from the shadows, reaching for her. She didn’t even have time to cry out in shock before Gunnar was in front of her in a blur of motion, catching the man’s arm by the wrist as it came within inches of her shoulder, his other fist rocketing into the guy’s face with a thunderous CRACK that sent him flying back into the shadows where he’d come from.

      There were growls around her that made her nerves go haywire, and Gunnar turned just as two men approaching from the left lunged as if trying to carry her off before Gunnar could even stop them.

      She felt like a minnow surrounded by sharks.

      But Gunnar was there in an instant again, putting himself between them and her. One man threw a wild punch that Gunnar dodged more quickly than she could see right before his fist flew upward in an uppercut so fierce she heard something shatter, though she wasn’t sure what.

      The other man growled and charged Gunnar as if trying to catch him in a bear hug, but Gunnar just sidestepped and kicked his knee upward and into the guy’s gut, knocking the wind out of him and sending him crashing backward into the overgrown bushes off to the side.

      “Give up, dammit. You can’t win against all of us,” Derrick said, moving closer as the others around him started to join in the fray simultaneously.

      “Yes, I can.” Gunnar moved left to stop one as he charged toward her. But even though the bear shifter moved fast, with malicious intensity, Gunnar’s booted foot slammed into the man’s chest before he could come within five feet of April, knocking him to the ground where he groaned in pain. “And I will.”

      The ring of lights cast around her became a frenzy of motion as the bears, seeing their numbers dwindle, charged in unison, perhaps hoping to overwhelm Gunnar.

      But Gunnar wasn’t having it.

      He raised a fist to block one punch, then immediately reached behind him to grab a different man’s arm as it reached for April. Then with utter ease, like plucking a new weed from the ground, he wrenched the arm he had trapped and flung the screaming bear shifter into his friend, toppling them into each other.

      More fists flew, and Gunnar blocked and shrugged off the powerful blows like nothing as he whirled around to beat off everything and everyone that came for her.

      April would have felt flattered if she wasn’t so utterly frightened.

      But even as Gunnar continued to knock them out one after the other, catching one by the neck and head-butting him so hard she saw liquid fly from his nose and splatter onto the grass off to the side, she knew she was safe with him.

      All she could do was stare in awe as both his eyes started to glow a deep red. Like some sort of beast was trying to break out of him so it could rip the bears to shreds rather than just knock them out cold.

      In moments, only Derrick was left standing, the others totally unconscious or barely moving as they groaned around her.

      Derrick had a deeply blackened eye, having been on the receiving end of one of Gunnar’s blows already.

      “What the fuck are you?” he said, eyes wide with fear. April wondered if anything had ever challenged the big man enough to make him make that face.

      Gunnar snarled, and it looked like his teeth were longer. Sharper. “I’m a monster.” Then he stepped toward Derrick, and the bear shifter cowered back an inch. “I’m her monster.”

      She just gaped, adrenaline making her heart race even as her mind was comforted by Gunnar’s absurdly protective words.

      What kind of person talked like that?

      Then again, it was painfully obvious—to her and to everyone she’d seen him beat down—that he wasn’t an ordinary person. Not by a long shot.

      Derrick yelled and charged at Gunnar desperately, and Gunnar’s arms rose as their hands locked together. Derrick pushed forward, trying to move Gunnar, but Gunnar didn’t budge a centimeter, standing solid like a rock made of pure lead.

      And when Gunnar’s hands clenched down hard on Derrick’s, she heard pops and snaps as Derrick yelped.

      But it wasn’t the sounds that bothered her. No, it was the way she could see Gunnar’s tattoos as they began to glow like his eyes, swirling with red and orange as she could feel unfettered fury come off Gunnar in what felt like waves of energy.

      Gunnar’s grip tightened farther, and Derrick fell to his knees, eyes bulging with horror.

      Then with a single punch from Gunnar that was faster than lightning, Derrick’s face flew to the side, and he collapsed back onto the ground.

      Holy freakin’ shiitake mushrooms.

      Gunnar let out a low growl and turned around in a circle to appraise the bodies surrounding them. As he did, the unnatural glow that seemed to light his tattoos from the inside out dissipated.

      He strode over to the most conscious-looking bear, who was slowly dragging himself away on his elbows, grabbed him by the nape of his neck, and spoke low and angrily into his ear, something about, “You have five minutes to clear this shit out of here, or I’m going to bury it where no one will find it.”

      Was he talking about their trucks or the people?

      She felt her mouth go dry. Probably both.

      Maybe her ears were playing games with her, though.

      Then he slapped the man in the back of the head and strode toward April, his teeth still clenched, his body vibrating with heat and ferocious intensity.

      She opened her mouth to say something but was whisked off the ground in an instant as he took her toward the front door, opened it with her keys, then slammed it behind them and did the lock.

      Leaving her alone in her house with the person that had just made eight bear shifters seem like easy prey.

      He set April on her feet, then looked her over as if checking to make sure she was unharmed before pacing around her in a circle and checking the front window occasionally to make sure the bears were leaving.

      The sight of such a big man looking so angry and agitated would have been cute if she hadn’t seen what she’d just seen.

      She just stood there, unable to avoid listening as the sounds of engines starting then driving away punctuated the silence of her living room, until only the thump, thump, thump of Gunnar’s pacing was left.

      All the while, he continued to grumble. Words that sounded like “mate,” “mine,” and “protect.”

      “Hey, big guy, you doing okay?” she finally asked, and she had the inclination to reach forward and grab his hand lightly.

      He stopped pacing immediately, his eyes settling on hers, and every cell in her body wanted to jump backward, make for the front door, and run away.

      But he wouldn’t hurt her. She knew it in her heart. He’d shown her again and again.

      And by the way his tense hand slowly relaxed in hers, there was something about their connection that seemed to be wrapped up in all of this.

      In an instant, he came forward and wrapped his arms around April, enveloping her in his warm strength. He smelled of granite and male musk, and just his steady, comforting embrace calmed her nerves enough that she didn’t feel scared senseless for the first time since arriving home.

      Leaving her hot and bothered for an altogether different reason.

      She tried to wrap her arms around his midsection, but he was too broad for April to even reach all the way. Even still, the silence of her home became comforting as she just let the man she was quickly falling for shut out the world and all its troubles with just his sheer protective, possessive presence.

      When they pulled away from each other a little, she felt weak in the knees and desperate for even more of him.

      And as their gazes met, his handsome, rugged features were too much for her to hold back anymore, even as he looked torn between warring emotions she couldn’t decipher.

      She wanted him so badly.

      And was that such a bad thing after he’d shown her so much of who he really was?

      She leaned up, going all the way on her tiptoes, and kissed his cheek, almost having to hop off the ground to reach him.

      Gunnar’s eyes widened in surprise as he looked down at her in confusion.

      “Just something I wanted to do.” Even the little peck, which made her feel like an embarrassed high schooler all over again, had taken all her courage to muster up the gumption to do, and she felt her cheeks blaze.

      His gaze shuttered as he watched her like he could see into her very soul, and April felt his hand move smoothly up her back to cup the back of her neck, his big fingers entwining in her hair and tightening slightly.

      Her whole body shivered as he stared down at her and smirked.

      “Foolish.” Though, by the way he said it, April had no clue if he was referring to her or himself.

      She didn’t care either way as his other hand pulled her into him tightly, and she could feel his rippling muscles press against her breasts and thighs.

      Then his lips crashed over hers, and all rational thought fled her mind.

      Warmth like hot coals flooded her veins as their lips pressed together, and she moaned against him, lips parting as his tongue thrust inside her mouth with sensual harshness. She felt her knees buckle, but Gunnar had her trapped against him, unable to move or escape or do anything but sink into him deeper as she felt his tongue expertly explore the inside of her mouth.

      Her hands, which were trapped between them, clutched his shirt, her fingers wishing she could tear his shirt away so she could explore the velvet iron of his taut muscles hidden beneath.

      But she didn’t have time to move, or even think, as he deepened the connection further, going slower as her hips quivered with pent-up desire. And when she groaned again, the muffled noise barely reached her ears as only the sound of her heartbeat thudding like a hammer could be heard while he relentlessly stoked the fire inside her that had been steadily growing for days.

      Then suddenly, the house phone rang, and Gunnar pulled away from the kiss, looking toward the sound with a snarl.

      Leaving her breathless, wet, and practically shaking.

      Gunnar quickly strode over to the phone, unplugged it from the wall, and came back over. As he did, she saw that his one blue eye had been red again, though it was quickly shifting back to sapphire, making her wonder how it all worked.

      “We need to relocate.”

      “What?” she replied, still in a haze of lust.

      There was no question about it. He did want her. He couldn’t take back the way he’d kissed her just now.

      “We shouldn’t keep you here.”

      All she wanted was a room, alone, with him.

      But the phone call had been a sudden, unwelcome reminder that there was a town full of shifters that were still after her.

      “Where would we go?” She wrapped her arms around herself, the air in the room feeling cold after being next to Gunnar’s warmth.

      Then his gaze raked over her before he looked away and grunted, acting tense again.

      “Somewhere outside of town. Somewhere safe. Reno has a place we can use.” He started pacing again. But now, seeing his huge muscles work, seeing his big hands clenching at his sides, all April could think about was what it would be like to have him on top of her, pleasuring her while he growled protective things.

      She took a breath, having forgotten to breathe for the last ten seconds as her mind had wandered.

      “Do we go now?”

      He shook his head. “Tomorrow morning. Early. I’ll help you get your things ready.”

      The seriousness with which he took everything brought back memories of the bears creeping from the shadows to surround them, flooding back into her thoughts. And when he looked over, he seemed to sense her worry, and he picked her up and set her on the couch, off her feet. “Don’t worry. I’ll be here with you.”

      “Can you stay with me in my room tonight?”

      He raised an eyebrow and thought for a moment, as though he wasn’t sure if it was a good idea. But when he spoke, he smiled warmly at her. “Of course.”

      She motioned for him to come sit next to her. “Can we finish Bridgington while you hold me, just for a moment?” In spite of their sexy kiss and the white-hot connection she felt with him, all the chaos in Clawson’s Creek was affecting her. Probably more than she wanted to admit.

      He immediately sat next to her and pulled her into his lap. “Until the sun comes up, if that’s what you want. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      And as he turned on the TV and she rested her head on his firm chest, she let the worries from the past days melt away in the safety of his big arms and lap. And though once or twice she had the inkling to kiss him again, there was something guarded about his expression that she figured would be best to look into once they were at wherever Gunnar was planning on taking them.

      Until then, being held by her protective basilisk was enough.

      She’d see what tomorrow would bring.
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      “So this is what the old Farmington place looks like?” she asked in wonder, as they pulled up in front of a big, log cabin-style mansion that sat at the top of a plateau high up in the hills above Clawson’s Creek the next morning.

      She’d heard about the place her whole life, though she’d never found the time to make the long drive out of town to come see it for herself.

      For years, it had sat abandoned. Though, looking at it now, it seemed better kept than the pictures she’d seen of it before.

      Gunnar opened the door of his sparklingly restored vintage black Chevy muscle car and held out a hand to help her up. As she accepted, fresh pine and early autumn spruce filled her nostrils, and the sound of a nearby creek tickled her ears as they reached the long, hewn-log steps that led up to big double doors.

      Outside, tools and spare lumber and dozens of implements she didn’t recognize filled the yard. Apparently, whoever was living here had been busy.

      Then the doors swung open, and a familiar face appeared, one she hadn’t seen since the day of the fire.

      “Welcome to our humble abode,” said a man with blond hair and striking light-blue eyes. Next to him, a curvy woman with deep-black hair stood, their hands entwined as they met her and Gunnar at the top of the steps. “I’m Reno, if Gunnar hasn’t told you yet. And this is my mate, Dani.”

      They all exchanged handshakes, and April felt an instant kinship with both of them as two huge figures emerged from inside the place.

      When their gazes fell on April, Gunnar growled.

      “Hey, you guys again. Let me remember… Diesel,” she said, pointing toward the one with the big beard and blue eyes, and he seemed slightly abashed by even her having remembered his name. “And Ajax.” She pointed at the dark-blond one.

      Ajax just shrugged and looked like he didn’t care about anything in the world.

      “Pardon the mess. We only moved in a couple weeks ago, and the basilisks have been hard at work since,” Reno said, motioning for them to come inside as Gunnar carried her two beat-up pieces of luggage she’d packed last night.

      She could still feel his body against hers. Could taste his lips on her mouth, hot and hungry.

      Needless to say, she hadn’t gotten a lot of sleep last night. Though, when she had, it had been deep and restful, with Gunnar lying next to her on the bed, watching her all night.

      She walked in and stared in wonder at a huge polished chandelier above them in the entryway. The scent of aged wood mixed with freshly dried varnish and paint filled her nose, and the huge multicolored rug at their feet was so soft it was like walking on fresh moss. “So you’re moving into Clawson’s Creek?”

      Reno laughed, a jovial, cheery sound. “Oh, no. This is temporary. But when the basilisks go on a mission, I find it’s best to have a base of operations with lots of space. So we just buy whatever place looks best and available, and the basilisks go to work repairing it top to bottom while we’re in town. Keeps them busy.”

      She looked up at Gunnar, shocked by how much work had been done with such a small team. “So you helped with this?”

      Gunnar tried to hide his satisfied grin, and April wanted to do whatever it took to see him smile like that, every day if possible.

      Reno showed them around for a moment, giving April a little tour of the big place that would have reminded her of some abandoned hotel up in the mountains if not for the fact that everything looked so new and shiny. The windows were all open, letting the full morning light cascade around her everywhere.

      For once, it was fun to get out of the house and see new places, and her heart tugged with the desire she’d been harboring a long time to make enough money to leave Clawson’s Creek.

      If there were more places like this to visit, more experiences to have, then she wanted to go out in the world and start seeing them now.

      But not before she and Gunnar sat down and talked about why he was being so darn evasive with her since last night.

      When they were in a long hallway, looking at old paintings of mountains and forests, April saw Diesel look over at her with rapt curiosity. And when he muttered, “She’s pretty,” she didn’t have time to decide if she was flattered or not because Gunnar was in front of Diesel in an instant, practically snarling in his face as his huge body bristled with anger.

      Diesel’s face screwed up as he growled back, and the two of them looked like they were ready to start a fight any second now.

      “Use your words, guys, or I’ll start zapping, and I won’t stop until you’ve worked out your problems like humans,” Reno said firmly, though there must have been something he knew that she didn’t because April would never get between two basilisks that looked like that.

      Gunnar and Diesel both appraised Reno with annoyance and rage at the same time, and Gunnar tensed, looking ready to fly off the handle still.

      Then he let out a breath, moved a step away from Diesel, and growled.

      “Mine.”

      “Fine,” Diesel replied with a huff, and April made a note to ask what the heck had just happened.

      In the background, Ajax just watched with cool interest, not saying anything.

      They reached the west wing of the mansion shortly after, and Diesel and Ajax left as Reno brought them out onto a deck that faced out over the most miraculous view she’d ever seen.

      She went over to the bannister, taking in the sight of the sprawling forests that went on forever past Clawson’s Creek, just as a cool breeze blew past them.

      “You two can have this side of the place all to yourselves. We’ll be working on the other end, so you shouldn’t hear much of the construction. I’ll update you at dinner if I get news of anything going on in town, Gunnar. That all right with you?” Reno said, enjoying the view for a second before joining Dani back at the doorway.

      “Thanks, Reno,” Gunnar said gruffly, and with that, her new friends disappeared back inside.

      Leaving her alone with Gunnar.

      He’d changed into a black shirt with white markings on it, and the dark fabric hugged his muscles and only further accentuated the lines of the tattoos on his arms.

      All of this seemed like something out of a fever dream she’d never thought possible. Like she was on vacation, high in the hills, all alone with the man that made her feel such unbearable want she could hardly contain it any longer.

      And even if she got to feel him, just once, she highly suspected she would only want him more. More and more until their lives were so inextricably entwined she could never let go.

      A fantasy that someone cast aside like her had no business holding on to.

      Until her basilisk had come along and upended everything.

      Gunnar stared out at the view, then down at her, looking devastatingly handsome as the sunlight carved his features into panty-melting relief.

      For a minute, she just looked into the distance, deciding what she was going to say. For every time he seemed like he wanted to pull away from her, there were a dozen instances where he’d protected her, saved her, looked at her like he wanted to eat her, and (as of last night) kissed her senseless.

      He was a confusing man; that was for sure.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked, and she tried not to stare at his lips while they moved.

      “I’m thinking you’re a confusing person, Gunnar.”

      He cocked his head slightly.

      “You tell me to stay away. That I should be scared of you. And yet the second you’re near me, all I can think about is… doing things with you.” She felt her cheeks blaze but had the courage to not look away.

      Just being around him was making her braver each day, even if just by his example of utter fearlessness.

      “What kinds of things?” He gave her a suggestive grin and practically licked his lips.

      “There you go again with the mixed messages,” she said, throwing her hands in the air. “Where is this all going, hm? Do you even want me?” she asked, though his interest in her seemed obvious.

      Gunnar seemed shocked she would even say such a thing, and he moved forward, looming over her, shading her from the sun’s light as he did, making all the hairs on her neck stand on end at his utter strength and nearness.

      But he didn’t say anything, even as she could hear that low, unearthly rumble from deep in his throat.

      “Do you even like me? Or is it just because you’re supposed to be protecting me that you’ve developed a crush and nothing else.” Frustration at all this unresolved tension welled in her, along with annoyance that she could sense his interest but that he was being stubborn and was refusing to give them both what they wanted right now, for reasons unknown.

      When he didn’t respond, she whirled on her heel, turning to go back inside.

      Then he caught her by the wrist, gently but firmly, before she could go, and she looked up to see his eyes were glowing, both blue and red. Like his emotions were warring inside him.

      “Of course I want you, April. I’ve wanted you since the moment I laid eyes on you,” he said seriously.

      Her mouth went dry. Hearing him say something so romantic was the last thing she’d expected.

      And when he pulled her slowly toward him, she didn’t resist.

      He’d only pushed her away every time they’d come close.

      Only, now he wasn’t.

      The thought scared and aroused her at the same time.

      “Then why do you keep pulling back?” she asked softly.

      He growled. “I’m a basilisk. I don’t do casual. I don’t do relationships. I don’t do the things normal humans do. Don’t feel what they feel.”

      She gasped as both his hands were on her hips now. “What do you mean?”

      He took in a deep breath, looking between them where their bodies met, then back at her. “Flirting. Dating. Breakups. Divorce. People are constantly changing.”

      “What about you?” she asked.

      “I always knew that when I took a mate, I’d be so possessive I’d want to keep them all to myself. Never let go.” As he spoke, he didn’t break eye contact with her, even as his words melted her insides. “I don’t do casual.”

      April sighed.

      As someone who’d been rejected, pushed around, and abandoned by those who were supposed to have loved her for her whole life, she didn’t see how any of what Gunnar was saying was a bad thing.

      “I’m not interested in casual either.” She wasn’t sure what to call this. Love didn’t quite sum it up at all, though if he asked her if she did have feelings for him, she’d probably say yes.

      His arm wrapped around behind her, pressing them together again, and his irises seemed to flood with fire and intrigue.

      “Basilisks don’t take kindly to being toyed with. It’s why I’ve tried so hard to hold back from you. Because I know the second we’re together, I’ll hold on so tight I’ll never be able to let go.”

      She let her hands rove up his chest freely, and his muscles responded instantly to the contact, making her feel powerful and wanted by him.

      “Maybe I don’t want to be let go, Gunnar.” She rested her head on his chest. “Maybe you’re not the only one who’s possessive.”

      After all, she’d thought of him as her basilisk much earlier than she would probably ever admit.

      Then his hand was on her cheek, directing her gaze to his. And she gaped in amazement as she saw both his eyes were red now, but a darker, more sensual red than she’d seen when he’d been fighting. “Then this is your last chance to say no, April. Because I can’t hold back any longer. I want you. My basilisk wants you. And no matter how many times I try to show you I’m a violent monster that isn’t human, you’re still here.”

      “Then don’t. Don’t hold back. Keep me by your side. Show me everything.”

      April squeaked as he lifted her by her ass, big hands holding her effortlessly as her legs straddled his midsection, so high up the valley below almost made her dizzy as the distance stretched on in her periphery.

      But she didn’t have the time to think about anything but pleasure lighting up her insides as Gunnar’s lips sealed over hers, rough and eager. Before his tongue could even press inside, she opened her mouth to let him rove, let him claim her and show her all of what he meant.

      Then he squeezed her ass, their hips pressing together, and she felt something huge and firm inside his jeans stroke against her center as he carried her toward the room behind them.

      Holy crap, he really is huge in more ways than one… Her thoughts raced alongside her heart even as the perfect way his tongue slid across and over hers was making April wetter by the second.

      Gunnar brought her inside, kicked the door behind them, and came up to a large, lavish bed where he plopped her down, making her yelp in surprise.

      He loomed over her, licking the wetness from their kiss off his lips as he tore his shirt away, revealing all his magnificent, utterly ripped glory.

      So his tattoos do go everywhere. She had only a moment to gape in wonder at his strength as he looked her over with a feral gaze.

      She was alone and trapped with a hungry-looking basilisk.

      And she’d never been more excited for anything in her entire life.
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      Gunnar growled as he looked over the helpless, defenseless, beautiful little woman who’d managed to finally break down his walls to reveal the insatiable monster inside him.

      April.

      OURS, his basilisk said.

      Gunnar agreed.

      She’d put on a light-blue button-up shirt earlier this morning, along with jean shorts that did nothing to hide her luscious curves. It made his mouth water just looking at her, her brown hair splayed out over the bed beneath her, eyes wide with excitement or terror, though he could tell by just the way she reacted to him it was the former.

      And based on the way her gaze seemed glued to his chest and abs, she liked what she saw too at least.

      Every time he’d gotten too close, he’d pulled away to protect her. Protect her from himself and from the fact that he’d known she was his mate for a long time now. Maybe even from the first time he’d laid eyes on her.

      He hadn’t known basilisks could have mates.

      Now that he did, he wanted to make April his immediately.

      But first, he wanted to fulfill every wicked promise he’d felt her yearning for in the moments they’d touched. Blow away all her perceptions and hold on so tight she’d never even think about another man.

      He came over her on the bed, feeling the subtle rise in temperature from April as he got closer. He could scent her desire, knew she was already wet with need for him.

      She’d be soaked by the time he was done with her, dammit.

      Gunnar leaned down to kiss her neck, and April sighed as he started light, just little nips and pecks, before moving toward her ear. Then he took her earlobe in his mouth, sucking and rolling the soft flesh there back and forth with his tongue, gauging her every reaction while he did.

      Meanwhile, he ran his hands up her sides, pushing her shirt up with it, revealing silky skin beneath that made his fingers heat up from even the lightest contact.

      “Gunnar, ah…” April moaned as he bit down a little harder on her ear, kissing along the shell before coming to the base of her neck to suck hard.

      Then he moved lower, listening to her sounds of pleasure as he tugged her shirt aside so he could lick along her shoulder, going over her collar and dipping to the swell of her cleavage before coming back up.

      Fuck, there was too much clothing, and he wanted to kiss her everywhere.

      He started to undo the buttons on her shirt as he kissed her, but either his hands were too big or the buttons were too small.

      After a moment, barely getting the first one undone, he heard April giggle.

      “I’m sorry. I should have worn something else,” she said, appraising the situation.

      He grunted and tore her shirt open, making buttons fly around the room in every direction, and April’s eyes widened in shock as he saw the lacy black bra she had on.

      Then she grinned up at him, a sultry look that nearly broke him. “I have more,” she said, wiggling her eyebrows at him.

      He’d planned to go slow, consume her layer by layer, but even kissing was setting his nerves on fire.

      She was going to come. He needed to see her come.

      He extended a black claw and slid it underneath the front of her bra while April stared, gray-blue eyes utterly focused. With an effortless slice, her bra came undone, and he pulled both her bra and shirt up her arms, leaving her beautiful chest completely bare to him.

      But when the tangle of clothes reached her wrists, he left it there, keeping her arms pinned above her head with one of his hands while he straddled her legs easily.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” he said with a growl, and the flush on April’s cheeks went even deeper, going down her neck.

      She was his now.

      He’d do whatever he damn well pleased with her.

      So soft, he thought to himself as he leaned down to kiss one nipple, and April’s hips bucked against him with arousal. But her movements were that of a mouse hoping to escape a cat the size of a house, utterly futile.

      Then he squeezed her breast with his free hand and sucked on the firm tip at the center, and she cried out even harder.

      “So sensitive, so…” April’s words trailed off as he went from one breast to the other, kissing and torturing her nipples first with his tongue, then brushing his thumb over and across, then sucking with his mouth until she was thrashing with arousal beneath him.

      Then he kissed down her belly, still keeping her arms pinned while he played with her belly button, then licked up the sides of her hips.

      And when his hand found the zipper of her shorts, he slowly drew it down, watching April’s gaze follow its path downward with eager desperation.

      He’d never tire of seeing her turned on like this.

      Hell, there was nothing about her that wasn’t perfect.

      The zipper undone, Gunnar looked down to see April had put on silky red panties today.

      His basilisk was oddly pleased by that.

      Gunnar shoved his hand into her shorts, feeling her wetness on his fingers instantly, even over her underwear, and she groaned even as her legs tightened from the contact. And when he stroked his finger up her wet slit, slowly and intently at first, she relaxed a little.

      But that didn’t last long as he worked her into a frenzy, pushing her underwear lower so he could stroke directly over her precious clit.

      “Damn, Gunnar, I’m close,” April said, and Gunnar grinned to himself as he heard her swear for the first time since being around him. Maybe the first time ever, though April didn’t seem to notice as he spread her folds with his fingers so he could get even better access.

      He liked that she only had a dirty little mouth for him.

      He’d have her swearing like a sailor by the time they were done.

      Only the wet sounds of his fingers working over her sex, along with April’s taut breaths, interrupted the utter silence of the cabin around them as he felt her get nearer and nearer to the edge.

      Then, with one more stroke, April came immediately, eyes rolling back in her head as she arched back.

      He tossed the bundle of her shirt and bra away just as she slipped over the edge, allowing her arms to be free, which immediately moved to grasp his legs as she screamed in pleasure and her whole body clenched and released.

      He just took in the experience of watching her come and felt his cock throb with tightness at the sight and sound of her release.

      Inside, his basilisk growled possessively, and he felt hot all over.

      With a long sigh, April relaxed back against the bed, hands free now, though she almost didn’t seem to know what to do with them.

      “Holy… moly, is that what it’s supposed to feel like?” she asked between rapid breaths.

      “I don’t know. You’ll have to tell me after your next one,” he said, voice dry and husky as he peeled off her pants and underwear in one motion and tossed them aside before spreading her legs.

      Her wetness on his fingers teased him. Made him hungrier than a century of hibernation ever had.

      God, she looked delicious.

      “My next what?” she asked incredulously, watching as he lowered himself to her center, which was already glistening with arousal.

      Basilisks had always had a reputation for being ravenous bastards.

      April was about to find out exactly what that meant.

      He didn’t respond, just spread her lips with his fingers and kissed her clit deeply, surrounding the tiny nub with his mouth and flicking the tip of his tongue against it.

      April shuddered so hard he wondered if she hadn’t already come. But he could tell by just the speed of her heartbeat that she wasn’t there yet, and he was excited to see what other things she’d do while he tortured her to her limits.

      He pulled her legs over his shoulders, trapping her sex against his mouth while he started to lick and lave his tongue across her over and over. At first, April almost didn’t seem to know how to respond, thrashing her head from left to right as her hands gripped the sheets tightly at her sides. But as he alternated his pace, going slower, then rapidly lapping at her, coming and going in waves, April relaxed more into the feel of it, and within minutes, she was quivering, so near the edge he could tell even a light breeze might push her past it.

      He paused, letting April catch up before sucking on her clit roughly.

      She came immediately.

      “Gunnar, Gunnar!” she screamed, so loud her voice filled the room around them, its log walls and vaulted wooden roof absorbing the sounds she made that belonged to him and him alone.

      Gunnar just watched her orgasm with rapt attention, feeling energy surge inside him.

      And the second she slumped back onto the bed, he was at it again.

      Only, he went faster this time. Harder. Didn’t give her a chance to recover her breath. Wanted to make her come so many times she’d forget her own name.

      In minutes, she orgasmed again, her irises looking grayer in the natural light that flooded through the big bay windows that led out onto the back deck.

      “Fuck, you’re beautiful. So perfect. So mine,” Gunnar growled, and he kissed lower down her pussy, not caring where her wetness got on his face.

      He’d take a bath in her arousal if he could.

      She mewled. “Yes, ah, please.” She sounded lost and desperate as he licked along her entrance. Then he slowly thrust in with his tongue, pushing inside her and feeling her sheath clench around him in arousal before he slid his tongue out and went back to her clit.

      He brought a hand between her legs and, after he saw April nod down at him in approval, slowly inserted one finger, then two, stretching her and stroking up against her G-spot.

      Meanwhile, his mouth had a mission to protect April’s clit from not getting enough attention, and as he slowly pumped his fingers inside her, he sucked on her little nub with his mouth.

      She was gasping in no time at all. And when he used a third finger to fill her up more, she was practically thrusting her hips into his fingers while he made out with her center, filling his thoughts with what it would be like to be inside her, pumping deep with his cock.

      Based on the way her eyes kept going down to meet his and the way her body clenched every time his fingers moved within her, he wasn’t the only one thinking it.

      But that was maybe too close. His basilisk was already growling, pacing inside him. And each time April came, his skin flared with heat, making him nearly lose control.

      With three more pumps, April came, her whole body glowing with exertion as she held her mouth tight and didn’t say anything, eyes shut while the rhythmic pulses of release moved through her.

      When she relaxed against the bed, Gunnar finally sat up, licking his fingers and lips while she watched and covered her eyes in embarrassment.

      “How can you be so forward like that?” she said, not able to hide her grin even as she watched him between her fingers.

      “I’m a basilisk. I know what I want.” The taste of her arousal was a welcome distraction from the rumble of need that demanded he claim her fully.

      He should pull back. Take things slow with April. He’d taken too much for himself already.

      And if they went all the way, he really wouldn’t be able to let her go. Not that he even could now, not after seeing her like this. Holding her. Touching her. Tasting her.

      But before he could say another word, he felt April’s hands fumbling with the thick leather belt on his jeans, and the sight of his sexy woman so near his cock almost pushed him past the limits of his self-control.

      He growled and took her wrists in each hand, pinning them at her sides on the bed before she did something she couldn’t come back from.

      “Don’t do this unless you’re certain,” he warned. But April’s gaze was firm, looking surer about this than anything else.

      He grinned and licked up her neck, loving the way her skin seemed to buzz with energy whenever he had her held down like this.

      “I am,” she said.

      “Then tell me you want this beast. Tell me you want this monster inside you.” He growled again and nipped at her skin, and she squeaked in arousal.

      “More. Everything. I want to feel all of you.”

      At that, he let her go and practically leapt off the bed in one motion and tore his jeans off with the ease of ripping tissue paper, then his black boxer briefs. And he watched in amusement as April’s mouth went from shut to hanging so open it looked like her jaw would fall off.

      “Damn,” she said, looking at his huge length, not blinking at all.

      But he didn’t waste time as he pulled a condom from the back pocket of his tattered jeans, tore the packet, and pulled it on (with only a little difficulty given the tightness).

      Then he was on the bed above her, and he positioned himself between her legs, cupping her face easily in his palm and watching in amazement as she nestled against it.

      For a moment, he just teased her with his tip, pressing his cock into her entrance and watching as her face tensed and relaxed. Then, with a slow motion, he started to move inside, the fit so tight he almost wondered if it wasn’t going to work.

      “Keep going,” she muttered, face strained as she took long, calming breaths.

      Gunnar kept going, giving her time to acclimate to his sheer girth before moving in a little more until, gradually, they were all the way together, so deep Gunnar’s whole body tightened from it.

      He waited as April looked up at him.

      And he saw the moment the pressure inside her shifted into something else, something white-hot, and April’s eyes flew open as her hands reached up to grasp his chest.

      “Oh fuck… that’s… It’s so big, so full,” she muttered, words getting more unintelligible by the second. Everything inside her seemed to buzz with rapidly growing need, and Gunnar moved out halfway, just enough so that when he thrust in, the thickest part of his cock stroked over April’s G-spot.

      A scream tore from her throat as she came in an instant. Only, now that they were connected, he could feel even more of her release, feel her sheath tighten around his cock, feel her nails dig into his skin, feel her skin throb with the release of pent-up pressure.

      Dammit, he wasn’t going to last long like this either.

      Insatiable for her, he slammed his lips over hers, kissing April deeply and devouring her sounds of pleasure for himself. As he did, he began to move slowly, emptying and filling her over and over to a steady rhythm that had her already tensing for her next release. And when he left her lips, she gasped for breath even as he continued to place more kisses on her cheeks, her neck, her ears, everywhere he could reach.

      Somewhere between her last release and now, she’d wrapped her arms around his midsection, pulling them even closer together as Gunnar started to go faster, her body getting more accustomed to him with each passing minute.

      As they went further, deeper and quicker, Gunnar felt something like fire burning along his arms, and when April looked over at his bicep, her eyebrows rose in surprise.

      He looked, and the tattoos all over his body were glowing, red and orange and yellow, and he felt his whole body go hot from top to bottom even as he continued to thrust into April, making her moan with pleasure.

      No one had ever had this effect on his basilisk.

      No one else ever would. He knew it.

      April was it for him.

      Thankfully, the warm glow from his body didn’t seem to bother April at all, and her head flew back against the pillow as they met again.

      He ignored the flaming tattoos, ignored the tension rippling up his arms and shoulders as he continued to pump, ignored his basilisk as it roared to claim its mate.

      He kept focused on April and nothing else.

      The wet sounds of their joining echoed through the room, mixed with April’s gasps, and every cell inside him felt ready to explode, pushed to the limit by pleasure and seeing his utterly sexy mate come so many times.

      He wrapped his arms around April, pulling her close, wanting to hold on tight and never let go, and she looked up at him, eyes full of wonder and looking desperately close to the edge.

      “I need you,” he growled.

      “I… love you,” she whispered back, the sound barely audible over the colliding of their bodies.

      Then with one more thrust, one that felt so deep it was like his soul could reach out to hers, April came, hard and loud, shuddering with release that pulled around him so tight he couldn’t help but come with her.

      He growled as protectiveness so strong, so uncontrollable he didn’t know if he’d actually be able to physically let go of April when this was over, raged through him while his cock jerked inside, setting off another wave of release in April.

      She wrung him out completely, the muscles in his back and arms so tight for a moment they made steel seem malleable by comparison as pleasure and the solitary word “MINE” blared through his insides like a foghorn.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck, she made him happy. Made him even more voracious for her than he already was. To the extent he considered flipping her onto her front and doing it all over again from behind.

      But when he looked down and saw strands of her wild hair sticking to her forehead, watched as her parted lips, which were swollen from kisses, took in slow breaths, he knew she’d had enough for now.

      She reached a hand up to touch a tattoo on his pec, a sunburst pattern that flared in an ever-expanding circle that still glowed with an ethereal red light, and he felt a rush of coolness move over his skin the moment her fingertips brushed him.

      Then, miraculously, the fire melted into a cool blue hue, one that expanded out across the rest of his tattoos before slowly ebbing and returning to their normal black.

      They’d never done that before…

      So she really did have a calming effect on his basilisk, as he’d suspected from the start.

      “Both your eyes are blue,” she said in amazement, looking back and forth between his irises, and he nuzzled into her shoulder and kissed her again, not wanting the moment to end.

      For now, just being here with April, the only woman he’d ever wanted, was enough.

      But if anything came for her, if anyone dared to trifle with the property of the raging basilisk within him, he wouldn’t hesitate for even a second to crush them completely. Erase them from the world without remorse or regret.

      Even if they weren’t mated yet, April was his now.

      And nothing would ever be the same.
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      Later that afternoon, April’s body was still humming from release as she sat in the front seat of Gunnar’s restored Chevy. It was like her body was still trying to process all the orgasms she’d had during her mind-blowing encounter with Gunnar.

      Her heart tightened whenever she looked over at him still, yearning for more of him, more connection, more of his kisses.

      After a much-needed nap, Gunnar had served her lunch in his room, then asked her where she wanted to go or what she wanted to do for the day.

      As much as her mind had yammered, “Seconds!” on the sexing, she figured a nice quiet place where she could be alone with him was the next best thing.

      So here they were, carving a path up a familiar dirt road on the outskirts of Clawson’s Creek, one she’d taken many times, toward one of the few places she had found where she could be alone over the years.

      Gunnar had changed into a navy-blue shirt that hugged his muscles tightly, and as he easily palmed the wheel of the car with one hand, she bit her lip from the recent memory of all the wicked things those hands had done to her.

      A few minutes later, they pulled up to a flat area at the edge of a ravine where a faded sign with holes and dents on it read, “Keep Out,” but nobody in town had ever minded.

      Gunnar helped her out of the car, and his gaze seemed much more comfortable just following her around wherever she went, making her blush with its intensity.

      “Is this the place?” he asked as she walked ahead through a row of pine trees, Gunnar close behind.

      “Yup, it is.” As she passed the trees, the ground fell off before her, opening up to a wide view of the abandoned granite quarry that had sat idly up in the hills for a long time now. Beneath them, a little lake that had formed from heavy rainfalls sparkled with blue and green as the early evening light glinted off the white and black-speckled stones.

      Her quiet place.

      “Wow,” Gunnar said, nodding as he came beside April and took her hand in his. “You have good taste.”

      She flushed and pulled him with her toward a little spot to the side where several stones sat beside the quarry’s edge.

      Every day she spent with Gunnar made her feel bolder than all of her years working to be an adult but only getting pushed around.

      When she sat on one of the smaller stones, pointing for Gunnar to take the larger one, he growled and, instead, pulled her into his lap to face her toward the direction of the silent, rocky abyss. Above them, robins and jays hustled about preparing for dusk as the brilliant Texas sky blazed in pink and orange and vibrant blue.

      She sighed as she let her thoughts drift and her body relax.

      She’d always loved stones. The texture, the feel of them. Cool to the touch and so solid.

      Kind of like Gunnar in many ways.

      “Tell me more about this place. Why you like it.” Gunnar held her in his lap as though she meant everything to him.

      Though she’d been told a million times by her aunt to “not run around with boys because they only want one thing,” April had the powerful sense in her heart that Gunnar wasn’t like any other man. Not in the way he made love, not in the way he watched out for her and protected her.

      She wanted to share everything with him.

      “Harlowe’s Quarry. It’s been abandoned for much longer than I’ve lived in town. The bears and wolves all ignore it because it isn’t useful to them. And most humans are too afraid of shifters out in the wild to come this far. So for a long time, I’d come up here to be by myself whenever I had free time.”

      “What about friends? Or your family here?” Gunnar asked, though if he was trying to hold back a sneer when he said the word family, he only half succeeded.

      “When I told them about it, they said it was gross and full of bugs and laughed. So I kept it to myself, which was all the better because I never got along well with my cousins anyways.” She kept out the part where she’d been bullied out of being able to use the family pool while her uncle and aunt had turned a blind eye and merely said, “You should just be grateful you’re not living with your parents.”

      “They’re stupid. This place is… peaceful,” he said, looking out as he let out a long breath.

      “You like it?” Secretly, she had hoped he would like it too.

      “Of course I do. Anything that’s special to you is special to me. But also, the ground here is still.” He closed his eyes as if sensing something she couldn’t possibly perceive. “Steady. Solid.”

      She cocked her head, so curious to know everything about him. “Can rocks talk? Can you hear them as a basilisk or something?”

      He looked confused. “Of course not. They’re rocks. But everywhere you go, there’s a certain feeling you get. I’ve been a lot of places, and this is a nice one.”

      “Tell me more about being a basilisk. What was it like before you woke up and became human?”

      He thought for a moment. “We’ve always had a human form, but I never needed it. As for what I was doing… the same thing I’d always done as a basilisk.”

      “Which is?”

      He looked amused by the eagerness of her question. “Protect the land, the earth, from destructive forces. Fight. Hibernate. Keep intruders off our territory.”

      “Fight what, earthquakes?”

      He grimaced. “No. Monsters. Great beasts that once terrorized the land and who only know chaos. But it’s been a long time since they’ve been around.”

      She was admittedly very curious to know what those things were, but she’d ask him another time.

      “So when did things change?”

      He paused. “We fought the dragons from Dragonclaw Ranch for a long time. I’m not sure who started it. Probably because we thought they were on our land, and they thought we were on their land. But recently, the dragons found mates, and that changed how they saw us. And seeing them settled, seeing them happy, made us want the same thing too.”

      When he gazed into her eyes, both his irises were that cool sapphire blue, the color of the sky at dusk, and it sent a shiver down her at the sight of him like that.

      It was like her life was on a collision course with this man. Like he’d come at just the right time to be in her life when she needed him most.

      Hopefully, he felt the same way about her.

      She got up out of Gunnar’s lap, thoughts already wandering to what they’d done that morning, and she strode over to the edge of the cliff near them. She looked down the thirty-foot drop she’d leapt off hundreds of times when here by herself and suddenly felt like swimming.

      “Want to hop in with me?”

      April pulled off her shirt, and Gunnar’s one eye went red again as he stood up and moved toward her, gaze roving over her.

      He peered over the edge and frowned. “Are you sure it’s safe?”

      “I’m positive.” She sent him a sultry glance as she pulled off her jeans too and set them aside, loving the visible effect she had on Gunnar. “What, do basilisks hate water?”

      “Basilisks don’t like swimming. But no, I don’t hate water.” He looked down again, distracted.

      Emboldened by his nearness and feeling more than a little mischievous in the moment, April came up behind Gunnar and pushed him forward into the water so she could join him.

      He didn’t make a sound, just looked up at her as his huge figure fell downward and plummeted into the deep water beneath her, making an impressive splash.

      She waited for him to surface, practically giggling to see how he’d respond.

      But he didn’t come up.

      “Gunnar?”

      She waited a few more seconds. Bubbles rose to the surface but no Gunnar.

      Oh crap…

      Maybe basilisks really couldn’t swim and he’d just been hiding it from her because he was trying to be nice about not joining her in the water…

      “Gunnar!” she yelled, but nothing moved in the inky green darkness.

      She covered her nose and jumped in immediately. Oh no, oh no, oh no, her brain kept thinking on repeat as the air sailed past her before she felt icy coolness surround her and the rush of water in her ears as she swam for the surface.

      A second later, she broke the surface and spun around in a circle, already trying to determine where he’d fallen so she could start swimming down. She’d never forgive herself if anything ever happened to—

      She’d just taken a huge intake of breath, ready to dive deep, when a familiar face rose from the water in front of her, almost eerily silent. The top half of Gunnar’s face appeared, his expression unamused, water covering him from the bottom of his nose down.

      “Gunnar, you’re alive. I’m so, so, so sorry. I didn’t mean to.” She swam toward him and wrapped her hands around his shoulders. “I didn’t know you couldn’t swim.”

      He chuckled at that. And when his hands came around her, pulling her into him, the warmth of his body a stark contrast to the nearly freezing water of the quarry, her worry immediately began to melt.

      “I said basilisks don’t like water. That doesn’t mean we can’t swim.”

      “But… you were down there for so long.” She had to tell her brain that he was okay, or else she wouldn’t stop worrying.

      No more practical jokes, that was for certain.

      “I’m a heavy guy. It took me a second to swim up from the bottom. Also, basilisks hibernate underground, so we don’t need air the way humans or other shifters normally do.” He nuzzled her into his shoulder, treading water for the both of them.

      “You really scared me there,” she said.

      “Call it even, then, for pushing me in in the first place.”

      She nodded emphatically at that.

      If nothing else, her immediate reaction to the utter horror at the idea of something happening to him was enough to give her heart pause.

      Even after only so little time, she’d never be able to be without him.

      “Tell me everything. About basilisks.” She just relaxed in his arms, enjoying the sun beating down on them as his powerful legs moved them in lazy circles, moving toward the middle of the small lake.

      “Well, you know how I feel about water, though with you here, it’s a lot more fun than I thought it would be.”

      She smiled at that.

      “Basilisks are also nearly immune to fire. It’s one of the reasons dragons hate us so much. They can’t use their fire on us.”

      “So the coffeemaker… or the fire at the bar, that’s why you weren’t harmed.”

      He nodded. “Basilisks are also very poisonous, at least in our beast form.”

      She gaped at him. Apparently, being huge and monstrous wasn’t enough for these guys. They were poisonous as well?

      Her curiosity had never been greater.

      “Can I… can I see it?” she asked tentatively, body tensing with fear and excitement.

      “You sure?” He seemed oddly reserved about the idea. “It’s not pretty. Or majestic. It’s a killing machine. A remnant of the old world, something that’s been around a lot longer than cities or civilization.”

      “Of course I do. One, it’s a part of you, and I want to see everything that makes Gunnar, Gunnar. Two, I’ve only seen blurry videos on the internet that don’t do it justice. Three…” She trailed off, distracted by his hard body pressed against hers in the water.

      “Was there a third thing?” His low laugh, relaxed and provocative, made her hot inside.

      “Because I asked nicely. Pretty, pretty pleeease.”

      He snorted in response to that. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” And to her chagrin, he let go of April to swim away toward the other end of the quarry, covering the distance with surprisingly fast strokes. When he was a hundred or more feet away, he looked back at her like this was her last chance.

      “Show me what you’re made of, you big, silly basilisk,” she said, her voice echoing between the granite walls surrounding her.

      He nodded.

      Then he changed.

      In moments, his shape grew upward and outward in every direction, changing from the burly man she loved into something so huge, so gigantic it almost filled the quarry from one end to the other.

      Instinctively, she swam backward to get a better look, until she was hugging a rocky wall as she stared up in awe, terror, and amazement.

      A basilisk. Gunnar’s basilisk.

      The videos really hadn’t done it justice.

      He was humongous, more than the length of a football field from end to end. He had a huge head with a craggy face that resembled a dragon mixed with a dinosaur, with a big mouth lined with rows of jagged, razor-sharp teeth that protruded at every angle and horns that curled outward and forward, so long they were like school buses.

      His eyes looked more reptilian with slitted irises that glowed, one blue, one red.

      He had a large domed back that resembled a tortoise shell on steroids, though it was covered in huge patches of dirt and loose rock, so much she wasn’t sure where the rocks ended and the basilisk began. But all along the top, gigantic, long blue spikes colored like obsidian and sapphire protruded upward, bunching together as they formed a deadly-looking row down a long tail that ended in a bundle of spikes that made her cower in terror at what it would be like to be on the receiving end of those spikes.

      His underbelly was scaled, though still covered in soil and rocks that gave an even more earthy feel to him.

      If dragons ruled the skies in the world of shifters, these guys certainly ruled the earth.

      It was like Godzilla had a baby with the scariest-looking dragon imaginable, but was also related to a dinosaur. The big, four-legged kind with spikes.

      His front paws were buried in the water before her, but at the back, where the lake got shallow, she could see thick legs that came down to huge talons like the ones he’d had in the cafe but a million times bigger, so big they would shred a skyscraper in half with ease.

      She finally let out a breath and reminded her legs to keep swimming or else she’d drown.

      Good heavens, he was scary.

      And amazing.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about because I think this is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen in my entire life,” she shouted upward, shaking her hands up at him. The huge creature’s eyes glanced away as if slightly embarrassed.

      Even five stories high and interminably scary, Gunnar could be cute at the most unexpected times.

      Then he reared back and bellowed, his roar low and ominous, shaking the trees and the very canyon around her and causing wildlife to flee in every direction. Even the ground seemed to quake from the sound he made.

      She wished she could always be with him

      And in that moment, April knew she wanted to be with Gunnar for the rest of her life.

      Forever even, if it were possible.

      He was amazing in every way. And she’d spend every day making sure he knew exactly how amazing he was.
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      After spending the rest of the evening in the quarry, swimming together while Gunnar heard more about April’s history, they took the drive back down the canyon in relative silence, listening to April’s favorite tunes.

      As quiet creatures, basilisks didn’t listen to a lot of music. But his mate had good taste; that was for certain.

      Ever since she’d looked up at his basilisk form and not screamed in terror (which he’d half expected her to do), he’d felt even more connected to her. More protective, if that were even possible.

      And the more he knew about her, the more he learned of the hardships she’d endured living here, the more he wanted to take April away from it all. Take her all the places she’d never seen. Visit the mountains in the West. Show her things she’d never have a chance to witness if she stayed here in Clawson’s Creek.

      They pulled up to her house in town, as April had said she needed a few things, including a few more changes of clothes (in case there were “repeats of this morning,” she’d said with a beet-red face).

      “I’ll just be right back,” she said, hopping out.

      But he was already out of the car, joining her up the steps. “Not without me.” He scented the air, and though it seemed like bear and wolf shifters had come by the place today, he only smelled human right now.

      But something told him to keep his guard up.

      They came through the front door, April moving in front of him to turn toward her room, and his suspicions were confirmed immediately.

      “There you are!” A short, half-bald man appeared from the kitchen instantly, reaching forward to try and grab April by the wrist. “You ungrateful little—”

      In an instant, Gunnar’s hand yanked him off the ground by the front of his dark suit jacket, and he screeched and kicked his legs around.

      “Unhand me! I’ll sue you! I’ll sue!” he yelled, florid face spitting obscenities as he flailed.

      “Uncle Marvin? What are you doing here?” April, who’d only barely seen what had happened, looked up at her relative being held a foot off the ground.

      From the kitchen, a woman of similar age that Gunnar assumed was April’s aunt appeared, and when she saw her husband, she ran forward and started screeching as well. “Let my husband go, you barbarian!”

      Gunnar rolled his eyes. So these were the people April had had to make do with for family all these years?

      Based on the stories he’d heard, he wasn’t surprised, just disappointed.

      “You can let him down now,” April said, moving to Gunnar’s side, and Gunnar had the inclination to not let go of her uncle. Make him squirm a little longer.

      Squash him like a bug… His basilisk growled. There was no kindness in these people’s hearts. He could tell just from the smell on them.

      But that wouldn’t likely go over well with April, so he gingerly set down the short, stocky man, who immediately straightened his clothes and composed himself as if he hadn’t just been squealing like a pig a moment earlier.

      “The audacity.” Marvin huffed.

      “You’re back from your vacation. I didn’t know you were in town, Aunt Barbara,” April said meekly, and Gunnar wanted to boot these people out just for how they’d handled the incident with the fire that had endangered her.

      “Of course. We couldn’t reach you. We thought something happened,” Barbara said.

      “I spoke with Uncle Marvin on the day it happened. I was completely fine.”

      “When I tried calling back, hoping to sort this mess out, you never answered,” Marvin said, readjusting a gaudy-looking timepiece on his wrist.

      “Something… happened to my phone,” April replied, looking at the floor.

      Gunnar positioned himself between her and her relatives.

      “Of course it did. Just like you to screw up and make things worse for your family,” Marvin scoffed.

      Gunnar growled, and Marvin went bug-eyed.

      “This isn’t one of those basilisk… things I’ve heard about in town, is it?” he asked with disdain.

      “Those things are dangerous. Only someone with a death wish would fraternize with such monsters,” Barbara said, clutching a literal strand of pearls on her neck as she appraised Gunnar, though she couldn’t hide her lusty interest in her imperious gaze.

      April stepped forward. “This man saved my life. You don’t have a right to say things like that when you know nothing about him.”

      Marvin sneered. “I know everything I need to know just by looking at him. A lowlife brute who talks with his fists instead of his words. The foulest kind of person.”

      On that, Marvin wasn’t technically wrong, Gunnar mused to himself.

      Besides, Gunnar didn’t give a damn about people insulting him.

      But if these windbags were going to keep coming for April, he wasn’t going to stand for it.

      “We’re very disappointed in you, April. The whole town’s in a tizzy, and you’re off playing hooky with a basilisk, of all things. We had to wait all evening for you to just show up,” Barbara said.

      “I’m sorry. Things have just been hectic with… everything,” April replied.

      “I can’t say I expected any better. Not with how you’ve bungled things your whole life already. Letting that fire destroy my bar is just the last thing in a long line of careless mistakes you’ve made, April,” Marvin said.

      Gunnar advanced on Marvin again, and April had to physically pull him away, though Gunnar didn’t back down easily.

      “But I didn’t do anything. Why does everyone keep looking at me like I did?” she asked, still trying to restrain Gunnar.

      “She works eighty-hour weeks for your shitty businesses, you pond scum,” Gunnar said, bristling with rage. “She would have been better by herself than with guardians the likes of you.”

      Barbara wailed at that as if Gunnar had said something so personally insulting that crying was the only option. Marvin consoled her.

      “How dare you come here and talk to my family that way, you criminal?” Marvin said, raising his voice.

      “You say another word about my woman, and you’ll need to buy a new face.” Gunnar jabbed a finger at him, and Marvin shrank back behind his wife.

      He pulled her away, toward the door, while Barbara’s crying turned into furious rants about things like, “After all the things we sacrificed for you!” or, “You’re just like your father,” and, “We should have thrown you out on the street all those years ago,” in an endless train of words.

      Cowering behind her, Marvin pointed at April angrily. “There’s a town hall meeting tomorrow night. You’ll be there to help sort out this mess you caused, or I’ll be sending my lawyers to make you pay for the damage your carelessness caused!”

      “Out!” Gunnar growled one last time, and at that, Marvin and Barbara turned on their heels and fled. A second later, Gunnar could hear a car parked behind the house start up and drive away at a reckless speed, leaving Gunnar and April alone in the quiet.

      He looked over at April and saw that a single tear had fallen down her cheek.

      Gunnar pulled her in close, cradling her against his chest.

      He knew humans could be terrible, even to their own family at times. From the first time they’d tried to call her, Gunnar had had a bad feeling about them, but they’d gone further than even he could have expected.

      “You okay?” he asked, and April sniffled lightly, just hugging him tight.

      She was silent for a minute, quaking slightly, and Gunnar just stood in amazement of her inner strength and determination to have survived people like this for so long.

      When she pulled away from him, her eyes were glossy, and Gunnar wanted to do anything in the world if it meant he could wipe away the sadness he saw there.

      Sometimes the best answer was to just listen.

      “It’s been a lot, you know. The fire. The wolves. The Clawsons. A lot of things have changed in a short period of time, and I’m still adjusting to it all,” she said.

      He nodded.

      “I knew I’d have to confront them sooner or later. I think… I don’t know.” She shook her head. “I guess I hoped they wouldn’t act like this, especially with you around. But it’s not the first time they’ve been this way. It’s not even the hundredth time, and it won’t be the last. Just, now that I have you, it’s harder to see people who treat me bad as loving, even though they tell me they love me.”

      “If love isn’t backed up by action, it isn’t love.”

      She wiped her nose with the back of her hand, grinning with her lips but still sad. “I’d always thought that too. There just wasn’t anything else to compare it to, you know? I just thought I was lucky to not be dead or living on the street.”

      “Just because they kept you alive doesn’t mean they deserve to treat you wrong.”

      She sighed, already looking more relaxed with each minute that passed. “I guess it just makes my path a little clearer to me now. I’d always wondered if there was something salvageable with my relatives, but with this whole thing, with the fire giving me time to examine my life, I’m not sure there ever was to begin with.”

      “What about the town hall?” he asked.

      “I want to go. If people are still suspecting me, then I need to face them head on, not run. They’ll just be convinced I did it if I don’t show.”

      “You don’t owe this town, or anyone in it, anything.”

      “You’re right, Gunnar. But I want to anyways. I’m not so afraid of everything… when I’m with you.” She looked up at him with admiration, and he wanted to pull her in close and never let go.

      “Then I’m coming along,” he said gruffly.

      She giggled lightly, so adorable when she made the cheery sound that it felt like his rocky heart could thaw for just a moment.

      “I figured you’d say that,” she replied.

      He picked her up into his arms and headed to her bedroom. “Let’s get your stuff and get back to Reno’s. Then we can finish up that last episode of Bridgington.”

      Her cheeks went red as she nestled against him, one finger drawing a circle around his chest sensually. “And maybe we can pause it… to do more stuff like…” She trailed off.

      He chuckled and nuzzled his face into her neck, making her squirm in his arms. “Fuck yeah, babe.”

      Sometimes escaping the past meant living in the present.

      And once they got back, Gunnar was going to make her come so many times she’d forget all about this town, her family, and her troubles.
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      After a raucous night of almost nonstop lovemaking, April found even walking straight a little difficult the next morning.

      She’d been pleasured, filled, tortured and had her world rocked in a dozen different ways.

      And Gunnar showed no signs of slowing on his warpath to boot all the bad things out of her life while replacing them with new things so wonderful she didn’t feel like she deserved them.

      They’d had breakfast alone earlier. Then Gunnar had carried her to the back of the house, saying there was something he needed to do with the others before they spent the rest of the day together.

      Though, as she sat in a comfy chair and watched Gunnar, along with the other two basilisks, pulling heavy objects into individual piles at three separate corners in a wide, cleared-out space, April could only gawk in curiosity.

      A minute later, Reno and Dani came out, and Reno laughed to himself as they came over to where April was sitting to join her.

      “Is it that day of the week already?” Reno exclaimed.

      “What day is it?” April asked.

      Dani, who’d taken the seat next to her, just grinned mischievously at the display. “You’ll see in a second.”

      Dani already felt like a new best friend, and April had taken an immediate interest in Dani’s photography, wondering if it was something she could try out in her spare time with Gunnar.

      She tried again to see what Gunnar, Diesel, and Ajax were all up to, but she was plumb out of ideas.

      Each basilisk had amassed a pile of everything ranging from baseball bats and chairs to logs the lengths of cars, car parts that looked like exhausts or pieces from big engines, and even odd-shaped rocks and broken-down appliances.

      “I’m honestly lost here,” April said.

      Dani’s green eyes creased with mirth. “It’s basilisk beatdown day.”

      Her mouth went slack-jawed. “Basi-beatdown-what?”

      Were they really going to go at it with all of that… stuff?

      Reno, who stood off to the side, spoke eagerly with his hands. “It’s something they just do to blow off steam.”

      She looked over at Gunnar, who pulled off his shirt, revealing rippling rows of abs and sculpted pecs, and he winked over at her.

      She got a little wet just seeing him shirtless and cocky like that.

      Meanwhile, the other two men took their shirts off as well, displaying different but similarly intricate tattoo patterns.

      “This looks insane,” she said, waving a hand.

      “It was Gunnar’s idea in the first place,” Dani said matter-of-factly.

      Somehow, that wasn’t surprising at all.

      “Back at Thunderwolf Ranch, we kept the basilisks busy learning and fixing, but they would still break out in fights from time to time. So Gunnar came up with the idea, and over time, the basilisks started using all the leftover junk around the place when they got bored of using their fists.”

      “So they just go at each other?”

      Reno shrugged in assent. “It’s also how they vie for dominance with each other. Know who leads the pack.”

      When she thought about it, it all made sense. In a brutal, primitive sort of way.

      She didn’t know if the whole thing was horrifying, hilarious, exciting, or a little bit hot.

      Though, that was probably just the noonday sun making her warm as Gunnar showed off his ripped, glistening body.

      She looked over jealously at Dani to see if she was watching Gunnar too, but Dani was just talking with Reno about something while the basilisks finally looked content with their individual stockpiles of trash.

      Gunnar stepped into the middle of the ring of dirt that had been packed down, probably thirty feet in diameter. And when he folded his arms, glancing at Diesel and Ajax sternly, April had to fan her face.

      “You know the rules. No eye or groin hits. No powers. No shifting. When you’re done, leave the ring. Everything else goes.” His multicolored irises were commanding as he waited for nods of assent from the other two.

      “I’ll be the apex basilisk this week,” Diesel said, cracking his knuckles eagerly.

      On the other side, Ajax just yawned, though he easily had the biggest stockpile of the three of them, as though he’d been saving things to use for days.

      “Apex?” April whispered to Dani and Reno.

      “The alpha of the group, the very top of the food chain. The apex predator, as Gunnar described it to me,” Reno replied just before his gaze locked onto the eerie silence in the clearing.

      There wasn’t even time to think, not even a horn or a “go” from anyone, before Diesel grabbed an engine block that looked like it belonged to a semitruck, raised it above his head, and hurled it directly at Gunnar.

      CRASH. Pieces of metal and other things flew away as Gunnar dodged to the side, allowing the heavy hunk to roll past him. But Diesel was just getting started, and he picked up a huge log and hefted it like a sword, charging Gunnar at full speed with an unearthly growl.

      Totally calm, Gunnar grabbed a metal baseball bat in one hand and an old oak chair in the other and ran at Diesel.

      With such speed and ferocity it made her palms sweaty to watch, Diesel swung the log like it was made of foam, and Gunnar ducked under it just barely. In range now, Gunnar slammed the bat into Diesel’s face with a clang, bending it completely in half as Diesel’s face flung to the side.

      But as quickly as he’d been knocked back, Diesel retaliated, hefting the log in a wide arc, and it connected with Gunnar’s midsection.

      To her utter shock, the log broke in half as Gunnar blocked it with both arms, sending a heavy mist of wood shards and splinters filling the clearing as Diesel tossed the other half of the log aside. Then Gunnar flung the chair into Diesel, making it break into dozens of pieces as he kicked Diesel back onto his ass.

      The whole thing was as horrible as it was awesome.

      Gunnar advanced on Diesel as the haze of splinters still obscured her view slightly. Then, from behind, a blur leapt at Gunnar, holding a big chrome muffler over his head like a sword.

      “Look out!” she called instinctively. But Gunnar was already whirling on Ajax as he attacked from the back. But he wasn’t quick enough to block the hit as the muffler made contact with Gunnar’s shoulder, knocking him to the side with a heavy metallic thud.

      In the moments his attention had been turned away, Diesel had gotten up and produced a big, rusted folding metal table from his pile and was heading back into the fray.

      Ajax, his face eerily calm in spite of the violence, swung the bent muffler again. But Gunnar blocked it this time, and he grabbed it with both hands and wrenched it away from Ajax just in time to lob it at Diesel. Diesel, who didn’t see it coming, made an oof sound as the heavy thing hit him, though it didn’t stop him in his warpath.

      “That’s not fair,” April said, not liking that they were going two on one at the moment.

      “Rules are rules. Gunnar made them in the first place. In his opinion, if you can’t fight off everyone at once, you don’t deserve to be the apex,” Reno said plainly, though the fighting seemed to make him tense as well.

      She grimaced as she watched. Just because it made a violent sort of sense didn’t mean she had to like it.

      Ajax and Diesel advanced on Gunnar now, and Gunnar grabbed a long metal pipe from his pile behind him, eyes glinting between his two opponents.

      Ajax went first, using only his fists, and Gunnar brought the metal pipe horizontally across Ajax’s midsection, bending it like a straw. Before Ajax could respond, Gunnar twisted the pipe like a pretzel, pinning Ajax’s arms to his sides, and kicked him away just in time to duck Diesel’s table as it whooshed above his head, missing by less than an inch.

      With an upward kick that was more like a blur, Gunnar smashed the table in Diesel’s hand in half before he cocked a fist back and punched Diesel in the jaw, sending him flying backward into his pile of junk, making it explode like a volcano of heavy refuse.

      To the side, Ajax snarled and ripped the twisted pipe off like it was paper, and his red eyes seemed to glow as he raised his hands and rocks came up from the ground and started to fly toward Gunnar.

      Rocks started pelting his face and body at horrible speeds. “Dammit, I said no powers,” he growled, but Ajax didn’t seem to even hear him as even more stones materialized from nothing and started to fly at Gunnar.

      April got off her seat, wanting to intervene, but Reno put out a hand, stopping her. “Just let them work it out.”

      Thankfully, Gunnar seemed to already have a plan, and he pulled a huge iron sheet of metal—the kind you see laid out in the road when construction’s going on—and held it like a shield, deflecting the rocks for a moment. Then he kicked it so hard it flew forward at an unnatural speed like a rocket, and in his obsession to keep hitting Gunnar, Ajax barely saw it coming as the six-by-six metal plate bowled him over.

      Gunnar charged at Ajax this time, growling, and for the next several minutes, fists and blunt objects flew as Gunnar, Diesel, and Ajax fought each other simultaneously while the blazing sun bore down on them.

      Thankfully, for every time two of them would gang up on one (and it wasn’t just the other two fighting Gunnar every time), the tides would turn, resulting in a free-for-all before two of them would focus on another, and the process would repeat all over again.

      April was practically exhausted from all the violence and excitement as, finally, Ajax stopped fighting, stared at Diesel and Gunnar beating the crap out of each other for a minute, shrugged, then walked away like he’d had his fill and was interested in doing something else. He didn’t even wait to see who won, instead walking past Reno without even a nod and strolling back into the mansion.

      From what April saw, he didn’t seem tired, though there was blood and sweat and grime all over him.

      Maybe he just wasn’t interested in being the apex, though there was something intense in his red gaze that made her uneasy.

      In the middle of the clearing, though, it was obvious Diesel wasn’t going to give up.

      The two of them had worked through both of their respective piles, sometimes even using each other’s objects against one another. Around them, pieces of all sorts of refuse lay strewn about, making the place look like a junkyard, though Dani had whispered earlier that the losers would pick everything up and take it to the dump afterward.

      Diesel was furious, his two blue eyes now shimmering red as they blazed with anger at Gunnar.

      On the other side, Gunnar was calm, though his entire body was raked with damage that, even as it healed, looked painful to say the least.

      Diesel grabbed a deck chair that was already falling apart at the hinges and swung it at Gunnar. Gunnar didn’t even flinch as the plastic and metal frame shattered into bits, and Diesel’s face met the working end of Gunnar’s fist as the plastic fell like sharp snow around them.

      Bruised but far from beaten, Diesel lunged at Gunnar, catching him around the midsection and bringing him onto the ground. With a feral shout, Diesel’s fists came down like two-ton hammers, and the ground at April’s feet trembled from the continuous heavy impacts.

      Dani made a worried sound beside April, surprising her. “Oh no, it’s Diesel this week. He’s—”

      “I’ll stop them if they go too far, honey,” Reno replied, and April saw a flicker of something blue in his hand that crackled like electricity.

      But she couldn’t take her eyes off the melee.

      Come on, you can do it, Gunnar, she thought, her whole body tense.

      Gunnar took another hit to the face. And another. Then, positioning his leg between the rampaging Diesel and himself, he kicked upward and flung Diesel over his head, making Diesel land hard on his back. Diesel tried to get up, but Gunnar was there in an instant, reversing their positions as Gunnar’s swift blows slammed Diesel’s jaw and nose repeatedly.

      “Give up, dammit,” Gunnar swore angrily.

      “I’m the strongest protector. I’m the apex basilisk,” Diesel said, his voice having a strange, low boom to it that sounded nothing like he did normally.

      With a surge of strength, he pushed Gunnar away and leapt to his feet, and his eyes glowed red like he wanted to kill Gunnar if he could.

      Gunnar, though, squared off with Diesel, taking heavy breaths. And in the noon sun, she could see his eyes were red too, turning reptilian like they’d been when she had seen his basilisk form at the quarry.

      Diesel bellowed, and both men charged each other simultaneously. As they met, their hands locked, both of them heaving with all their strength to overpower the other.

      “I’m the apex,” Gunnar said, his voice low and strange like Diesel’s, but different. And when Gunnar’s eyes glanced past Diesel to look at April, she felt a shiver go through her at the sheer ferocity she saw there, though it was more reassuring than terrifying.

      Still looking at her, he clenched his teeth and growled. “Mine.”

      She shuddered.

      With a grunt, Gunnar quickly grabbed one of Diesel’s wrists and yanked him backward, tossing Diesel over his head and slamming him into the dirt behind Gunnar. The ground shook like a mini earthquake, sending dust flying upward into the air while Gunnar kept Diesel trapped, not letting go of his wrist.

      For a moment, Diesel struggled, trying to get back up, but Gunnar held him down, twisting Diesel’s arm back behind him.

      “Give up, you stupid basilisk,” Gunnar said angrily.

      “Never!” Diesel shouted.

      Then April heard a snap as Gunnar pulled hard. To her shock, Diesel didn’t even make a sound, just slumped forward as the two men remained locked together, breaths slowing gradually.

      Reno stepped back and put his hands in his pockets, suddenly more at ease.

      A moment later, Gunnar finally helped Diesel up, and she noticed that Diesel’s eyes were slowly going blue again.

      “Surrender sooner next time, or I’ll break both your arms, you big bastard,” Gunnar said, wiping his hands off.

      Diesel just appraised his arm hanging limply at his side like a nuisance, and April covered her eyes as he went to unceremoniously set it back in place with a pop and a grunt.

      “Next time, I’ll win,” Diesel said resolutely, unbothered by his injuries. Then he clapped Gunnar on the shoulder in a friendly gesture. “Good fight.”

      “Good fight,” Gunnar responded, and Diesel walked off like the whole thing had gone perfectly normal and it was just another Tuesday.

      “Well, that’s definitely the most exciting basilisk beatdown we’ve ever had. Glad you could come watch,” Reno said, tipping an imaginary hat and taking Dani’s hand as they walked back inside.

      As Gunnar strode toward her, she got up to meet him halfway.

      She didn’t know if she should be amazed or worried, given the fact that his entire chest and arms were covered in dirt and blood, though she wasn’t even sure whose it was at this point.

      “Looks like I’m the apex for another week,” he said, giving her a solid smile.

      “Even if you weren’t, you’d still be my overprotective basilisk.” And she pulled herself into him willingly, rising on her toes to give him a kiss.

      The second her lips met his, fire shot through her veins, and he cupped the back of her neck to deepen their connection even further.

      When they pulled away, she was already panting.

      “I need a shower,” he said, appraising himself. “Want to come—”

      “Can I come?” she asked simultaneously, and his grin made her laugh loudly at the absurdity of how perfect they were for each other.

      One thing was for certain: Life with Gunnar and the basilisks would probably be crazier than a tornado in a hailstorm.

      But so long as they had each other, she would never get tired of it.

      If only all the problems in town and her dread of the upcoming meeting could go away permanently.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      After the basilisk beatdown, Gunnar and April spent the afternoon locked up in his room, relaxing and watching TV to try and keep her mind off the town hall meeting.

      But as night fell over Clawson’s Creek, even as Gunnar tried to dissuade her from going, April’s mind had been made up.

      So together, with Reno and the other basilisks following in the truck behind them, they went into town to see what was up.

      By the time they’d parked and gone into the aged brick building that served as the community meeting place, Gunnar’s hackles were already up as loud voices spoke angrily inside.

      To his surprise, the building was packed, full of humans, wolves, and bears.

      “I’ve never seen this many people in one place before,” April said, keeping close to Gunnar’s side as more people pressed inside, looking for seating. “I didn’t even know so many people lived in town.”

      From the smell of it, and the sight of two news vans outside that didn’t seem local, they weren’t all residents.

      Nothing brought flies like this faster than the smell of violence.

      And by the way insults were being flung back and forth between the Clawsons and O’Dells, this town was on the brink of it.

      “Stay close,” Gunnar said, and not too soon, as Marvin and Barbara Keller came striding in like they owned the place a second later.

      With disdain, they spotted April, and Gunnar stood in front of her, though it didn’t keep them from hurling their own verbal daggers.

      Barbara came rushing toward April, arms outstretched for a hug, and Gunnar just glowered down, making her back off.

      “You were like a daughter to me. One of my own children!” she said dramatically as people nearby stared.

      “She’s gone astray just like my brother. An insult to the family. A disgrace—”

      Gunnar cracked his knuckles, loudly, and Marvin paled, stopping his tirade.

      Gunnar had never wanted to beat something to a pulp like he wanted to beat Marvin in that moment. But he knew the second his fist flew, other fists would start flying, and he needed to show restraint, for April’s sake if nothing else.

      Marvin and Barbara walked off in a huff, several people who apparently knew them joining them with nods of assent.

      But when he looked at April, she looked pissed, not sad this time.

      She scoffed, her hand still on Gunnar’s bicep. “Yeah, a daughter they let sleep on the floor of a dark attic her whole childhood. A daughter who worked for less than minimum wage. Good riddance.”

      Good girl. Keep fighting them, Gunnar thought proudly.

      As a basilisk, Gunnar didn’t have family, except the family he made with those around him. But tight familial bonds, the kind April was struggling against even now, took more than brute force to get away from.

      And as much as he wanted to whisk her away, he knew his part in her story was to help her become the amazing, proud, courageous woman he knew she was inside.

      And punch everything and anything that tried to get in her way.

      Diesel and Ajax, already experts at crowd control, patrolled the rows of folding chairs that had been set up, stopping arguments and otherwise keeping mayhem from breaking out.

      After a short wait, the mayor, who looked disheveled as ever, stepped up to a podium, and the air split with the sound of feedback before he adjusted the microphone and started to speak.

      “Thank you all for being here. Tonight, we’ve gathered to discuss—”

      “Where’s the criminal that tried to kill our alpha?” Some wolf interrupted, standing up and shaking an angry fist.

      Ajax was there in an instant, shoving the man back into his seat with a low growl. “Sit your ass down.”

      Mayor Mansley frowned. “Currently, we are looking into the source of the arsonist’s attack on Mr. Keller’s business. We don’t have any leads as of yet, but I assure you, we will get to the bottom of this.”

      “Bullshit,” someone yelled.

      “This place should be run by bears, not humans,” a bear shifter retorted.

      “I’d rather torch this whole town than let a stupid bear make the decisions!” a wolf yelled back.

      This was bad.

      If the room was a pressure cooker, Gunnar could hear the squeal of a pot about to blow.

      “N-n-now please keep order. After all, we all live here.” The mayor attempted weakly to deescalate the situation. But it wasn’t working.

      The boisterous crowd hushed slightly as a huge man (though still small by basilisk standards) rose from one end of the seated crowd, his long brown beard done in a braid.

      Rick Clawson, the leader of the Clawson family.

      “This place belonged to my family long before any of you ingrates showed up. I think it’s time we settle this like shifters. No more talk.” He pointed a meaty finger toward the alpha of the O’Dell pack and frowned. “An alpha challenge. We settle this once and for all. Winner takes all.”

      Mansley tried to interject. “L-let’s not be so hasty…”

      But the wolf alpha, Harry, along with several of his friends (including Bill), rose in unison, and Harry shook a fist a Rick. “I accept. And when I win, we’re gonna boot you bears out and interrogate every last human in this damn place until we find out who did it.” His mean eyes settled on April, and Gunnar stood in front of her, glaring back at Harry.

      “Tomorrow morning at dawn. At the border between our lands,” Rick said gruffly.

      “Wait, stop this immediately. You can’t—” But Mansley’s voice cut out suddenly as someone over in the corner unplugged his microphone.

      Several more wolves rose, and in response, the entire Clawson family stood up. “Why wait until tomorrow? Let’s settle this now!” Rick shot back.

      The crowd was getting rowdier by the second, and as more insults flew between the shifter groups, human bystanders started either running for the door or watching with rapt curiosity.

      Gunnar nodded at Diesel, who broke up a scuffle off to the left that was moments away from a real fight. And when Bill tried to harass a bear sitting near him, Ajax hurled a hardcover book (which Gunnar had no clue where it came from) that slammed Bill in the cheek, knocking him back into his seat and shutting him up for a second.

      Beside him, Gunnar could feel April’s tension and fear, and he backed farther into the corner, shielding her from everyone else in case something broke out.

      She was his number-one priority. Everyone else could go to hell in his opinion.

      “Everyone, return to your homes.” A loudspeaker suddenly broke over the rising dull roar of everyone talking at once.

      Gunnar looked over and saw Reno holding a blue and white speakerphone in his hand.

      Rick and Harry both looked over at the alpha wolf with suspicion, as if both determining whether it was worth it to defy him.

      Reno grinned sharply. “Do it, or I’ll let the double dragons decide for you.”

      That seemed to work, and with snarls sent in every direction, the Clawsons and O’Dells separated, walking out different exits of the building as, slowly, the tension abated. In the back, Mansley spoke animatedly with Uncle Marvin and several others, though Gunnar couldn’t hear them.

      “I thought the double dragons were on a mission for the next few days,” Gunnar grunted to Reno.

      Reno shrugged. “What they don’t know won’t hurt ‘em. You two get out of here. I’ll stick around with Diesel and Ajax and make sure no one gets up to any shenanigans tonight.”

      “What do we do about the challenge?”

      “I don’t know what we can do. Shifter rules are rules, whether people like it or not. I’ll make some calls, but I don’t know if I can make anything happen on such short notice.”

      Gunnar wrapped an arm around April and started moving them toward the exit. “We’ll think of something,” he said, turning his focus to April and getting her back in the car and out of this place.

      He wasn’t going to keep his mate in this town’s mayhem any longer.

      If he had his way, he’d stomp everyone in April’s path and take her far away, someplace where she would never have to be around people like this again.

      But life wasn’t always that easy.

      And as they got in the car and drove back to his place at Reno’s, Gunnar’s mind tumbled with possible solutions.

      Whatever it took to protect his mate.

      Anything.
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      Once he and April were safely back at the mansion and Gunnar had procured something hot for both of them to drink (black coffee for him, hot chocolate for April), he took his mate onto the back deck and set her in his lap. Immediately, she snuggled against him, the worry and tension from the fiasco that had been the town’s meeting finally washing from her expression and muscles.

      For a few minutes, they just sat there watching the Milky Way sprawl above them in millions of white and blue sparkles as scattered crickets continued their nighttime serenade.

      “Thanks for watching out for me back there. I honestly didn’t expect things to go so… poorly,” April said softly, her hand relaxed against his chest, curvy body already teasing him with its softness.

      Poorly was a definite understatement.

      “I’ll always watch out for you, April.”

      She looked up at him with beautiful gray-blue eyes that looked even more blue in the darkness, like a clear winter sky at dusk. “You keep saying things like that. How can I not fall for you?”

      His basilisk sat up in interest. “What do you mean?”

      He’d fallen for her from the very start. He knew how badly she wanted him, knew how desperately he craved her.

      “I just… This town and its people were my whole life before I met you. The customs, the habits, the quiet times, and the chaotic times. I thought it was the way things were always going to be, stuck between my family, the O’Dells, and the Clawsons. Then you came along, and… it all changed overnight.”

      Just the mention of this shitty town made Gunnar growl, though he tried to hide it. “This place never deserved someone as wonderful as you. I hate it.”

      She sighed, shifting her position in his lap slightly so she could look up at him better. “It’s not the town I hate. In fact, it was one of the only reasons keeping me here for so long. Well, that and the misguided belief I owed my uncle and aunt anything.”

      Gunnar grunted.

      “I know, right? Using me for free labor as a kid, then treating me worse than their own employees as an adult. It was toxic from the start. But I still love these hills. The forests. The quarry. All the quiet places I’ve become familiar with after so long. I hate to see it all torn apart over some squabble between a bunch of jerks.”

      His heart swelled with pride and amazement at how sharp his mate was. How kind and merciful while still being strong and determined in all the important ways.

      There was no doubt in his mind she was his mate.

      He hadn’t known if a monster like him that knew only fighting and protecting could find love, such a seemingly warm and passionate emotion.

      But he knew he loved her completely.

      And he would turn the very earth on its axis if it would make her happy.

      “Can you see a life with me, April?” Gunnar asked, surprised by the turbulence in his own heart at the possibility she could say no.

      She paused and looked him straight in the eyes, so different from the scared, timid person he’d met back in that dingy bar. “I can. I mean, I do. I honestly can’t stop doing it.”

      Gunnar felt hot inside at her words. “Do you want to be with me?”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Gunnar B. Basilisk, are you having doubts you’re not telling me about?” She playfully batted him on the shoulder.

      In an instant, his hand caught hers by the wrist gently, and he pulled April closer into him as his lips crashed over hers. She made a muffled sound against him, then relaxed into his kiss, groaning as he thrust his tongue in to explore her for a minute before pulling back, leaving April panting in his lap.

      He let her hand go, and she nestled against him, blushing furiously.

      “Fuck no. Not once. You’re my everything. But…” He paused, trying to collect his thoughts. “I’m a basilisk. I’ve never been in a relationship. I don’t know how humans do things. I don’t want you to feel rushed.”

      “Tell me what you do know, then,” she said quietly.

      “That I want to protect you more than I value my own life. That I want to make you happy more than anything else in the whole world. That I want you to be mine, forever, and I never want to let go. I’m too possessive to allow anything else.”

      Her smile was so wide he nearly kissed her again. “Well, I’m pretty sure that’s what we normal humans call love, Gunnar.”

      “Then I love you. I need you.”

      She giggled happily and suddenly started moving in his lap, changing her position so she was straddling him with her sexy hips as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and looked him straight in the eyes. “And I love you too, Gunnar. You’re a more perfect man than I could have possibly imagined, though maybe that’s because you’re a basilisk. Either way, I feel the same for you. And I don’t see those feelings changing anytime soon. Or ever, if I’m honest.”

      Gunnar growled with happiness, nipping at her ear and making April sigh. “Then let’s leave this place. Bury the past where it belongs. Let me show you everything you never got a chance to see, babe.”

      April smiled, but her eyes didn’t, and she looked off toward the side in the direction of Clawson’s Creek. “I will… Just not yet.”

      “Why not?” He wanted to know her thoughts and feelings. Wanted to know her heart so intimately he lost himself in her.

      “I need to see this through to the end. I’ve never been strong like you, Gunnar. Or brave. But I won’t have people thinking I’m a coward.”

      Gunnar opened his mouth, but she put a finger to his lips, keeping him from interrupting.

      “I know I don’t owe them anything, and you’re right. But I think if I ran now, I’d always feel like a coward inside. I’d feel like the people who have tried to terrorize and scare me into doing what they wanted their whole life won.”

      In Gunnar’s opinion, the reality was that you could never truly win against bad people like this. The only way to succeed was to get them out of your way as fast as possible and enjoy a life free from them.

      But he’d given himself the mission to protect her from that first day. And whatever was important to her—even this crappy town and its inhabitants—was important to him in a very real way.

      He reached a hand to cup the back of her neck, stroking her skin there and entwining his fingers in her wild hair. “You’re braver than you’ll ever know, April, just surviving as you have. I know what it’s like to fight monsters ten times my size. I know what it’s like to stare death in the face and crawl away, clinging to life. I know what true evil looks like. And yet in all my years alive, I’ve never met someone so strong, so badass as you.”

      It was April’s turn to try and interrupt, and he pressed his thumb over her lips because he wasn’t done telling his mate how amazing she was.

      “Being brave isn’t about violence. Or killing. It’s about fighting. And everywhere I look, I see people you’ve had to fight, tooth and nail, to survive with the horrible deal you were given at birth. I see the struggles you’ve overcome and the loyalty of your friends because of your integrity, and I’m left in awe of you. No one could have done what you did. In my mind, that’s a real badass in the truest sense of the word.”

      She just watched as he spoke. And when he was done, he saw a single tear fall down the side of her face, and he leaned forward to kiss it away.

      “No one’s ever said something like that.” Her eyes sparkled like they were full of stars, but no more tears fell.

      If they did, he’d be there to catch them.

      “Then you’ll just have to take this cold, stony monster’s word for it.”

      She giggled nervously, and her head slumped into his shoulder, and he just wrapped his arms around her, bringing them closer.

      “What are we going to do about the dang alpha challenge?” she asked tentatively.

      “Reno is looking into some things, but I don’t think he’ll be in time. Do you trust me?” he asked.

      “More than myself, honestly.”

      “I have an idea, but you might not like it.”

      She sat back up and cocked her head. “Why?”

      “Because it’ll be violent. Probably bloody.”

      She took a long breath and nodded. “I’ve learned a lot about standing up for what’s important over my life. The people here—my friends, Tiffany, Raven, others—they don’t deserve to be caught up in this mess between the Clawsons and O’Dells any longer. So if violence is what it takes, then we do it.”

      “Spoken like a true badass.”

      Then his lips met hers again, and for several minutes, he kissed her senseless, caressing her cheeks and neck and ears with his lips as her sighs of pleasure turned into erotic moans.

      In no time at all, she was practically grinding her hips into his cock, teasing him with her body, and he lifted April, making her squeak in surprise.

      “I need to know one last thing,” he said.

      “What?” she asked, gaze already moving down his body while he took them back toward his room.

      “When this is over, when we’ve finished what you need to do here, will you be my mate?”

      Her eyes went wide, and for a second, he feared her response meant no.

      But then she smiled so big it cast any doubt from his mind.

      “I mean… I don’t know how it works for basilisks, but I know what that means for wolves and bears. And if it’s remotely the same thing, if it means I get to keep you to myself, then that would make me the happiest woman alive.”

      Gunnar grinned like an idiot, but he was too happy to try and hide it, especially from this mate.

      “It would make me the happiest basilisk alive; that’s for sure.”

      “Then yes, of course, Gunnar! Of course I want to be your mate!” she exclaimed just as Gunnar kicked the door to his room closed behind him.

      “Perfect.”

      “What about the plan, though?” she asked, though her eyes were eagerly focused on the bed behind her.

      “That can wait. Right now, I need to pleasure my mate.” He kissed her again, then growled as they pulled apart. “Soon-to-be mate.”

      “Hopefully very soon,” she said, then yelped as he tossed her onto the bed, already working at peeling off her clothes.

      And as they made love, Gunnar’s basilisk roared with anticipation and excitement.

      His basilisk did have a mate.

      And he couldn’t wait to have her all to himself.

      If things worked out tomorrow, hopefully he would.

      If not, then Clawson’s Creek would soon see what a truly angry basilisk looked like up close and personal.
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      April’s hands wouldn’t stop fidgeting in her lap as she sat in the passenger seat of Gunnar’s car early the next morning while Gunnar calmly drove down the mountain, headed toward the site of the alpha challenge.

      As someone who’d lived in Clawson’s Creek her whole life, she’d never seen things get so tense, so chaotic, overnight, though perhaps the fire and everything else just pushed things past an edge they were already teetering on.

      But as much as Gunnar’s love and his help and safety meant to her, she wasn’t going to back down. No matter how scary things got.

      After a short drive that took them deep into the forested hills above the town, they pulled up to a large fenced-off area that might have had another use at some point but now was full to the brim with angry, mean-looking shifters crowded at both ends.

      She shivered with fear, then felt Gunnar’s hand on her, calming her immediately.

      “We’ll stick to the plan. And if anyone asks—”

      “I’m your mate. Got it,” April replied, already loving how the words sounded on her lips.

      She couldn’t wait until they were actually mated.

      They got out and approached the fence. Then Gunnar swung a heavy gate open as the voices got nearer. She could see a smaller group on the right, the Clawson bear family, and a much larger group on the left, the O’Dell pack.

      She still worried about Gunnar in this.

      She’d seen him do some crazy things in less than a week, but stories about the bears of the Clawson family were local legend. That, and she still didn’t know if the plan would work out or not.

      April trusted Gunnar, though.

      Rick Clawson and Harry O’Dell were already squared off, shirtless and thirty feet apart, still hurling insults at each other while ironing out the terms of their challenge, it seemed.

      “No mercy. To the death,” Harry said, sounding a little more tentative about the whole thing. But who wouldn’t if your opponent was a huge, scary bear?

      “Just how I like it.” Rick licked his lips. “And when I win, this whole mountain will be ours, and the humans will pay for ever settling on this land.”

      April grimaced. That didn’t sound good.

      Harry opened his mouth to retort, but in the same moment, Gunnar shouted loud into the clearing, silencing both groups as everyone’s attention fell on him in unison. “I challenge!”

      Both the bear and wolf alpha stared over at Gunnar, looking dumbfounded.

      “You what?” Harry asked.

      “You can’t do that,” someone random said off to the side.

      April found herself practically hiding behind Gunnar to avoid the stares of everyone as they moved from Gunnar to her.

      “I’m a shifter. Yes, I can,” Gunnar said.

      Rick Clawson spat into the dirt. “Bullshit. You have no pack. No land. You have no jurisdiction.”

      “I’m the alpha of the basilisks. My territory is the land west of Dragonclaw Ranch. You can ask the dragons there yourself if you doubt me,” Gunnar said firmly, folding his bulky arms.

      Harry’s jaw went slack, as did several other wolves. Apparently, the mention of Dragonclaw Ranch meant something to them.

      But Rick wasn’t convinced.

      “This is a local dispute. You have no right to interfere,” he huffed.

      “My mate is April Nelson, a resident here in town whom you all likely know. I fight for her.”

      April peeked from behind Gunnar and waved a hand as everyone watched her with curiosity, anger, or annoyance.

      Rick flushed with indignation, but as he started to barrel toward Gunnar, his son Derrick and several others came up to restrain him. Meanwhile, Harry began conversing with his pack betas, whispering low.

      “Harry?” Rick yelled over at his nemesis as if asking for backup to deny Gunnar.

      Harry stepped forward. “He’s technically right. It’s unorthodox, but it follows our rules.”

      Rick cracked his knuckles, then pointed at Gunnar. “Fine, but if you fight, no using that… thing you got locked up inside you I seen on TV. It ain’t natural. It ain’t right.”

      April wanted to yell at him and say what they were doing, fighting like this, wasn’t right, but it didn’t seem like a very helpful thing to do in the moment.

      Rick continued. “Also, you gotta fight both of us, at the same time. This was our fight to start, so we reserve the right to kill you and finish this ourselves.”

      April couldn’t hold back, and she burst out from behind Gunnar, feet stomping. “That’s not fair at all, you jerks! You pompous, stuck-up, violent jerks!”

      In a blur, Gunnar was in front of her, facing her, his hands on her shoulders. “It’s okay. I can handle this,” he said, and she tried to cool her nerves as he turned to face the two men again. “No basilisk form. Two on one. Anything else?”

      The two alphas smirked with amusement at April, then at Gunnar. “Yeah. And thanks for bringing the little human we’ve been after right to our doorstep. Saves us the trouble of looking for her,” Rick said with a growl.

      “The only thing you’ll be looking for is your teeth when I’m done with the both of you,” Gunnar said, and he turned his back to them to bring April back to the fence they’d crossed, a fair distance where she could watch apart from the rival shifter groups.

      He set her on top of the fence, handed her his car keys, and kissed her.

      “You’re not actually going to let them be this unfair, are you?” she asked.

      “I don’t have a choice. Either way, if anything happens to me…” He paused seriously, then stopped and chuckled in amusement. “Just kidding. I got this.”

      She batted his shoulder. “Stop scaring me like that.”

      “Would I really be a basilisk if I did?”

      She thought for a second. “I guess not.”

      “You stay right here. This will be over soon.” Then he set his leather jacket on the fence next to her and turned back toward the men waiting for him, cracking his knuckles as he did.

      The air was practically buzzing with anticipation as the three of them squared off.

      Then Harry and Rick shifted, and April’s face fell in terror at what she saw.

      A gigantic grizzly, probably eight or nine feet tall at the shoulders, appeared to Gunnar’s right, baring humongous fangs and showing long black talons. On his left, a huge gray-and-black wolf appeared where Harry had been, only half the height of the Clawson bear but with a long, sleek body and a row of razorlike teeth that showed as Harry snarled at Gunnar.

      To make things worse, April had heard talk for a long time of Harry having some sort of alpha power that was a family secret, something even the Clawson family feared.

      Even with his impressive height and build, Gunnar looked small next to the big, feral beasts. And regardless of his incredible strength, she didn’t know how that compared to such fierce-looking creatures.

      She’d seen Gunnar’s basilisk. Knew he could shift and kick these guys around like bouncy balls if he wanted to. But they’d made him promise to not use his basilisk form.

      “Prepare to die, flea.” Rick’s voice came through, bearlike and barely intelligible.

      Gunnar just stood there, facing the two monsters like the situation was completely normal.

      April held her breath and tried to be brave, for Gunnar if nothing else.

      The bear roared, shaking the trees and earth around them.

      And charged.

      Barreling like a freight train, the heavy beast ate up the distance with rapid strides that made April’s hands clench the fence beneath her so tight she couldn’t feel her fingers.

      Then she watched, with curiosity at first, then amazement, as the tattoos on Gunnar’s arms glowed red, so bright it was like fire and sunlight shone from inside him. Then, as the air around him seemed to go fuzzy, he grew upward, taller, growing to ten or eleven feet in milliseconds.

      But that wasn’t the only thing that changed about him.

      His clothes faded away as his skin turned into stony-looking scales the color of deep-brown rock, all down his back and arms and covering his entire body. Meanwhile, he got bigger in the upper torso, arms becoming longer and more hulking as sharp obsidian spikes shot up from his shoulders and down the backs of his arms.

      His dark hair disappeared, replaced by more scales and two huge horns that looked like miniature versions of his basilisk’s, still probably two or three feet long.

      He looked over his shoulder at April for a moment, and she saw glowing red eyes the color of molten lava blazing, reptilian and horrifying. And his canines were longer, protruding over both his upper and lower lips, everything about him looking Gunnar-ish but basilisk-y all over.

      The whole thing had taken less than two seconds.

      And in those two seconds, Rick Clawson’s horrible expression had shifted from a snarl to wide-eyed shock.

      Gunnar looked back in the direction of the big bear, standing taller than even Rick was now (though not larger from end to end), calmly cocked a huge fist back, and threw it forward just as the bear leapt off the ground, jaws aiming for Gunnar’s head.

      His fist slammed into the bear’s maw so hard something that sounded like a sonic boom echoed through the clearing, and the blow shifted the huge bruin’s trajectory to the side where it rolled over the ground with a series of thumps as the bear tried to stand back up.

      When he came to a stop, the whole clearing was silent.

      Harry snarled. “We said you couldn’t use your basilisk form.”

      Gunnar’s meaty left hand opened, and black claws, like bigger versions of the ones she’d seen him use in the cafe the morning after the fire, extended from his fingertips. “Do I look… like a basilisk?” His voice was unnaturally low, eerily inhuman, while still sounding kind of like Gunnar, though speaking didn’t look like it came easily in this… form.

      She had no clue how he did it.

      All she could do was watch.

      Harry and Rick both stared, unable to disagree with Gunnar’s logic.

      April let out a breath in partial relief. Of course he’d thought of something, though she was certainly curious to know what this seemingly part-human, part-basilisk monster was all about.

      But she didn’t have time to wonder as Harry charged, howling while his wolf rushed toward Gunnar.

      Gunnar just hunched forward, bracing himself, and when the big alpha wolf leapt, Gunnar slashed his clawed left hand downward, catching Harry across the shoulder as a stream of liquid splattered onto the dirt.

      But there was no time to rejoice as Rick was there in an instant as well, roaring and slashing at Gunnar with huge paws. Gunnar dodged back quickly, surprisingly agile despite his size, and Rick reared back onto his hind legs, standing terrifyingly tall at maybe twenty or more feet as he continued to swipe at Gunnar, trying to use his bear’s size to his advantage.

      In a blur, Rick lunged from Gunnar’s side, looking to catch him off guard, but Gunnar just sidestepped, and the wolf missed, putting him up close and personal with the legendary bear of Clawson Creek.

      Caught from two sides at once, Rick slashed Gunnar across the chest with a long rake of his claws, and the sound of thick talons scraping over the stony scales of his chest made the hairs on April’s neck stand on end as some blood fell to the ground from the blow along with what looked like bits of rock.

      But Gunnar, seemingly unaffected, grabbed the huge bear around the midsection, daring to bear hug a literal bear almost twice his height as the two of them wrestled back and forth.

      Rick tried to slash down on Gunnar’s shoulders and back, but his paws were met by the huge obsidian spikes protruding on his arms and shoulders, which cut Rick right back.

      Meanwhile, Gunnar pressed forward, and he pulled his right fist back and slammed it into the bear’s midsection, making Rick emit a guttural groan of pain as Gunnar pounded his gut again and again.

      About to topple backward off his hind legs, Rick shoved Gunnar away from him just in time for Harry’s jaws to clamp down on Gunnar’s left arm, blindsiding him.

      Gunnar only grunted in annoyance as his fist met Harry’s face, and the wolf yelped, a huge bruise forming around his eye almost immediately, and Harry leapt back to avoid another punch.

      “Don’t underestimate me,” Harry said angrily. And suddenly, the gray fur on his back grew longer, sharper, turning into steel needles the length of April’s arm as his whole body became covered with a metallic, chrome-like sheen.

      April just stared in horror. She’d heard of alpha powers like strength or speed, but this was something else entirely.

      What was Gunnar going to do?

      Harry’s hackles went up, and the spikes that had been his fur a second ago pointed forward. Then, without any warning, dozens of the needlelike things flew toward Gunnar like huge arrows made of pure metal, and Gunnar raised his arms to shield his face as they hit him all at once. Some missed. Others glanced off his rocky scales, while several pierced his arms and chest, hitting their mark, sticking out of him like something from a horror movie.

      Gunnar quickly appraised the steely barbs as they protruded from him like deadly porcupine needles and pulled out several with a gag-inducing sound that made April wonder if he was all right.

      Please be safe, Gunnar, she begged silently.

      Rick, bruised but not done fighting, leapt for Gunnar, using the momentary opening offered by Harry’s alpha power to try and catch Gunnar off guard.

      In a flurry of black paws, Harry tore at the air around Gunnar as he ducked beneath blow after blow.

      Then she saw Gunnar’s claws extend onto his right hand as they had his left earlier.

      And the air filled with horrible ripping sounds as Gunnar retaliated.

      At first, the huge bear shook off the blows, his thick brown fur offering some protection from Gunnar’s talons. But before long, she could see dark liquid mottling the bear’s hide as Gunnar deflected and ignored the bear’s blows, returning each cut or scrape or gouge with three times the fury.

      “How. Dare you. Threaten. My mate?” Gunnar growled furiously as he caught Rick in the shoulders, on his legs, anywhere that was in reach of his long arms.

      Wounded, Rick snarled and backed away, trying to retreat. In the same moment, another volley of spikes came from Harry, pelting Gunnar’s side, but he ignored the spikes like they were paper airplanes or something.

      Harry, seeing Rick on the brink of defeat, charged at Gunnar. Even his long, jagged teeth seemed to be made of metal, and Harry leapt onto Gunnar’s back, mouth clenching Gunnar’s neck even as the spikes in Gunnar’s back and shoulders cut into Harry at harsh angles.

      “Why won’t you die?” he growled, mouth full of Gunnar’s rock-hard-looking scales.

      In response, Gunnar plucked the huge wolf off his back and threw him onto the ground, so hard Harry’s gaze went stunned for a moment. Then, with a huge foot that resembled a more human version of his basilisk’s paw, Gunnar kicked Harry so hard he flew backward twenty feet and slammed into the skeleton of a dead tree.

      The tree cracked, buckled at its midsection, then toppled forward, missing Harry by inches and causing his fellow pack mates to scatter where the top of it landed.

      Gunnar whirled on Rick, eyes glowing even brighter.

      The glossy black eyes of the Clawson bear registered only terror.

      As Gunnar moved, the seams between his scales began to glow red as well, undulating with a bright ethereal energy that emanated only pure rage as he took long strides toward the cowering bear.

      To April’s surprise, the claws on his hands retracted. And when the bear lunged for him one more time, Gunnar’s fist flew forward, catching him in the snout.

      But Gunnar wasn’t done.

      He grabbed the humongous beast by the scruff and began punching Rick over and over in the face, beating him with loud thumps that echoed through the eerily silent clearing as both bear and wolf shifters on both sides watched aghast.

      “Stupid.” Thwack. “Greedy.” Thwack. “Power-hungry.” Thwack. “Bastards,” Gunnar growled loudly, his harsh words punctuated by the hail of blows.

      Until, with one final, devastating punch, the bear toppled backward, and April covered her eyes as the bear disappeared, leaving Harry sprawled out facedown in the dirt in his human form.

      Off to the side, partially covered by tree branches, Rick groaned in pain as he tried to get up in his human form as well.

      It was over.

      But Gunnar still glowed, and he looked down at Harry in disdain. And for a moment, even as Harry’s supporters rushed forward to cover him in a blanket, April feared Gunnar wouldn’t back down until he’d finished the job.

      She leapt off the fence and ran for him with all her might, only satisfied when Gunnar looked over his shoulder at her, and she saw that the glow in his eyes was slowly abating.

      He turned to meet her, and in the moments before she leapt into his arms, his huge, hulking form shifted back into the Gunnar she recognized. His shirt was tattered in a few places, and she could see deep cuts that were rapidly healing, but based on the expression she saw, he seemed relatively unharmed.

      His arms came around her, pulling her in tight, and all her worries melted away.

      “Damn, how did that happen?” someone muttered as they helped Rick stand up.

      Not far off to their left, several of Harry’s friends were helping him limp toward them, a wool blanket wrapped around his midsection.

      Someone from behind them muttered something about, “This is far from over,” and in a fit, Gunnar whirled around to face the mixed group of bears and wolves standing together, eyes wide with anger.

      “Why can’t you coexist, dammit?” Gunnar bellowed, and Rick’s eyes went so wide in fear April would never forget the image.

      “You don’t have to take it so personally,” Rick said, acting tough despite being covered in deep gashes that looked like they needed stitches.

      Or would if he wasn’t a shifter, April supposed.

      “You all made this personal when you fucking threatened my mate,” Gunnar, still on edge, replied.

      “If you want, we can go another round. And next time, I won’t hold back,” Harry said, surrounded by his friends.

      “Will you all just calm down a damn minute?” April said at the top of her lungs, feeling a surge of something inside her that had finally had it with all the taunts and threats and male posturing.

      The clearing went quiet, and everyone, including Gunnar, stared down at her.

      Like a mouse with dozens of cats watching her, April considered whistling a tune and walking off. Pretending she hadn’t said anything.

      But if she had their attention, then she was going to be brave and speak her piece for once.

      “I’ve lived in this town almost my whole life. And I’ve loved Clawson’s Creek like only someone who really knows this place could love it. The air here. The forests. The wildlife. The feeling of home every time I walk down Main Street.”

      Everyone continued to watch.

      “But all of that has been ruined over the years by your incessant, nonsensical rivalry. You’ve torn the town apart with your fighting. Frightened the good people here who are all just trying to make the most of the little they have. Terrorized both humans and shifters who all just want peace and who would have it if you could all just get along for two minutes!”

      To her surprise, there were some nods of assent on both sides, and Gunnar nodded gruffly as well.

      “Especially you two.” Emboldened by their attention, she strode up to Harry and Rick and pointed between them. “Always bickering and trying to one-up each other. What’s stopping you from making peace and finally setting aside your differences?”

      They paused a long time and looked at each other, then her. Rick spoke first. “Nothing, I guess.”

      “Just pride,” Harry added.

      “Then put away your pride for a dang second, shake hands, and make up. Then work together so we can all enjoy this wonderful, beautiful place we share together, humans and shifters.” She didn’t even know where the words or the courage were coming from. She just didn’t want to stop.

      The two stubborn men glanced at each other, and Rick surprised her by coming forward first and offering Harry his outstretched hand.

      “Friends?” the bear shifter offered.

      “Friends,” Harry replied, and they shook slowly at first, then more eagerly. “Your people are welcome on our land whenever they want, as allies, not enemies.”

      “The same goes to your wolves.”

      “There you go. Was that so hard?” April exclaimed.

      She felt big, comforting arms wrap around her as the two men started to talk more, and Gunnar carried her off to the side, placing kisses on her cheeks and ears.

      “Of course my cute mate would sort this mess out faster than any fists could,” he said, sounding pleased.

      “What was that thing you changed into?” She couldn’t hold back her curiosity as well as a rising anticipation to start her future with Gunnar as soon as possible, quickly filling her body with warmth. “How did you do that? You were amazing!”

      “It’s my half-basilisk, half-human form.”

      “Can the others do that?”

      He shook his head, and as she looked up and saw his eyes, one red, one blue again, it all kind of made sense. “The connection to our beast is different for each of us. I’m able to hold the place between the monster you saw in the quarry and my human form best, which allows me to take a shape that isn’t so… huge. It’s been useful for settling territorial disputes like these in the past with other rival shifter groups.”

      “Holy… Wow! What can Diesel and Ajax do, then?”

      He grinned. “I’ll tell you some other time. For now, let’s just get you—”

      But he was interrupted by someone patting him on the shoulder, and Gunnar looked behind him angrily.

      “Sorry, Gunnar was it?” a blond man asked sheepishly. “Sorry to interrupt, but you’re the new alpha of Clawson’s Creek. So you need to decide what the rules are.”

      Gunnar rolled his eyes. “I forgot about this part.” He looked at the crowd behind him and sighed. “This might take a little longer than I thought. But Reno should be on his way to help sort it out faster.”

      She reached up and kissed him on the cheek as an idea that had been forming since last night was reaching a boiling point in the back of her mind.

      “While you do that, I’m going to go take care of something real quick.”

      He frowned, not liking the idea, but she spoke before he could get too worried.

      “I just need to talk to my uncle. Tell him it’s over, that I’m done with the family, and that I’m leaving.”

      “I’m going with y—”

      “I know, I know. But all the shifters that were threatening me are here, right? I’m a grown woman, and I’m not scared of my family any longer. Not like I used to be. And besides, the sooner I’ve taken care of this, the sooner we can start our adventures, right?”

      His face said he didn’t agree with her at all, but he didn’t stop her when she pulled the keys to his car out of her pocket and jingled them.

      “Their house is only five minutes from here. I’ll go there, tell them, and be back before you’re even finished up with this, okay?”

      Gunnar bristled but calmed slightly when she kissed him on the cheek again.

      “Besides, I’m still thinking about that promise we made last night and all the things you’re going to do to me when we mate…” she said, batting her eyelashes at him.

      Gunnar blushed, looking to the side, and she gave him one last kiss before jogging toward where his car was parked.

      Her heart clenched with excitement that he’d be hers, all for herself, very soon. Mates for life.

      She drove away. And as the clearing, and Gunnar standing in the middle of it, disappeared in the rearview mirror, she counted the seconds until the moment she’d get to be back in his arms.

      Now that the dispute between the Clawsons and O’Dells was finally over, there was only one final thing to see to.

      Nothing could possibly go wrong.
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      In no time at all, April turned a corner to a familiar cul-de-sac in the nicest part of town, seeing a brilliant white-painted mansion at the end that was two stories high and sprawled out in every direction, looming like some specter from her past that needed to be confronted one last time before she could start a new life with Gunnar, clean slate and all.

      Her excitement mixed with fear in turbulent ways inside her as she pulled up the familiar driveway.

      She’d lived like a pauper here her whole childhood, made to feel like a burden while the brunt of the family’s labors fell on her for no other reason than because she was unwanted by her own parents.

      April felt loved and wanted now, by Gunnar. These people’s opinions didn’t matter to her any longer.

      She parked, headed up the front steps paved in clean, unmarred brick, and knocked on the front door.

      There was no answer. She considered ringing the doorbell, but if her aunt and uncle were power-tripping like they’d been the last two times she’d seen them, they’d probably shut her out just to make a point.

      But she wasn’t timid April anymore.

      And she was family, technically, though not for much longer.

      She tested the front door and noted, to her surprise, it was unlocked. Good, they didn’t deserve the satisfaction of screaming at her through the intercom while they made her wait.

      The tall, lacquered oak door opened quietly, and she heard voices speaking inside. Emboldened by the thought of Gunnar’s love, she strode through the familiar entryway, headed toward the sound, which seemed to come from Uncle Marvin’s study.

      She shuddered at the thought of the room. The only time spent there was either staring at a corner in timeout or being berated, sometimes for hours on end, by her uncle.

      Another second in this place would be a second too long.

      She realized the voices were male, and she found herself tiptoeing as the sound became clearer.

      “What do you mean they’re cooperating? They were supposed to be fighting,” her uncle hissed.

      “My contact in the wolves says they reached a truce. Something about the basilisk intervening,” the other man said in a simpering voice, too quiet to distinguish.

      “Those damn basilisks. They’ve been a thorn in my side since the second you agreed to let the double dragons invite them to the treaty signing, Mansley,” Marvin said.

      So the mayor was here with her uncle? And what were they talking about?

      “They were supposed to be stupid as rocks. How should I have known that they’d get involved so personally?”

      “You’re a useless waste of space. Now the shifters are working together. It’s only a matter of time before they find out who was behind the fire.”

      April’s body froze, like icicles were crawling down her fingers and toes, as the horror of her situation dawned on her.

      “You were supposed to keep them at each other’s throats. After all, it’s good for business, is it not?” Marvin said.

      “I-I’m not sure anymore. I should have never agreed to this thing in the first place, all for a little insurance fraud and news exposure,” Mansley replied.

      Not good.

      April’s thoughts of confronting her uncle rapidly vanished as she began to walk backward toward the door.

      When she was halfway back, she turned on her heel and made a run for it.

      And ran, unsuspectingly, face first into a familiar person.

      “Whoa, what are you doing here?” Carl, her neighbor, stopped her in her spot as he put his hands on her shoulders.

      “Carl, the fire, it was a setup,” she said rapidly. Hopefully, her longtime friend would help her, though why he was here, at her uncle’s home, she wasn’t sure.

      In the back, she heard muttering. Then her uncle said, “Someone’s here.”

      “What are you talking about?” Carl asked.

      “We have to go, immediately,” April said hurriedly, trying to get Carl to move out of the way, run, do anything but stand there and stare at her.

      Then his surprised expression fell, and his bluish-green eyes went cold as his lips flattened. “I don’t think you’re going anywhere, April.”

      There wasn’t time to move as footsteps came up behind her, and she looked over her shoulder to see Marvin, who went wide-eyed as he spotted her, then bored as he looked behind her at Carl.

      “Oh, it’s you. You’re late,” Marvin said with a wave of his hand. “What’s that little ingrate doing here?”

      “I think you have a visitor,” Carl said coolly, turning her around to face Mansley and her uncle, his grip surprisingly firm on her shoulders.

      Marvin scoffed. “Another loose end. Just what I needed before the golf tournament tomorrow.”

      April tried to pull away from Carl, but he held her there. “Is it true? That the fire was your fault? That this whole thing was a setup!” The rest of the house was empty, echoing her words around her, and she clenched her fists at her sides in frustration.

      After all, without Gunnar, she would have died in that fire.

      And no one would have mourned her death, it seemed.

      “It was supposed to go much easier than this. Torch the bar, which was already hemorrhaging money, collect on the insurance. Meanwhile, the shifters in town get uppity, start a conflict, and the town profits from the tourism and increased interest. More and more people want to see shifters in person, and we’re one of the only towns in Texas that is openly aware of shifters. A perfect business opportunity,” Marvin said calmly.

      “You’re a monster!”

      Her uncle strode forward and grabbed her chin roughly. “You’re a thorn in my side. And when the shifters implicated you, instead of the man we hired, we almost got away with it too.”

      She spat at him, and her uncle moved away as Carl chuckled behind her.

      Then it dawned on her.

      “Carl. No. It couldn’t have been you,” she said, looking over her shoulder at the man that was supposed to have been her friend, her neighbor, for so long.

      Carl shrugged, much colder than she’d ever seen him be before. “I’m a half wolf. Not shifter enough to attract any woman’s eye, not wolf enough to be allowed into the pack. I’ve wanted nothing more than to stick it to the damn O’Dells and Clawsons. Watch them rip each other apart. Then maybe you’d finally notice me.” He tried to grin suggestively, but she only saw cruelty there.

      “After all, he’s been spying on you for me for years now. Hiring him to destroy my bar was a mere business transaction,” Marvin said matter-of-factly.

      So that was how they had been able to catch her off guard the other day at her home. Or how her uncle and aunt had shown up unexpectedly dozens of times over the years, usually when she was packing up to leave or trying to make repairs to her home.

      “Did it ever occur to you that I almost died?” she yelled.

      Mansley paled. Marvin looked annoyed by her outburst.

      “I’ve always liked you, April. This whole thing… I never wanted to hurt you.” Carl tried to sound earnest, but the whole setting-her-workplace-on-fire-and-nearly-killing-her thing kind of contradicted his words.

      “We never should have done this…” Mansley stuttered.

      “Stick to the plan. We need to get rid of her before she tells anyone else,” Marvin said.

      And she needed to get out of here, fast.

      She elbowed Carl in the gut as hard as she could and bolted to the right, dodging her uncle and Mansley as they tried to stop her.

      She was almost through the kitchen, headed for the back patio, when Carl was there in front of her, blocking the path and grinning meanly. “I may not be all wolf, but I’m a lot faster than—”

      She kicked him in the groin, and Carl yelped, falling to his knees as she turned around and made for another exit, the mansion feeling like a maze now.

      With her trapped in the middle.

      She bolted for the front door, but Mansley was there, arms reaching wildly for her. So she ran past, hoping to reach the exit on the other side of the house, looking over her shoulder to see if Carl was still following, when her uncle appeared in front of her, violently swinging an iron fire poker that barely missed her face.

      This was bad.

      She ducked back into the room behind her, only to discover she was trapped in Marvin’s den. The familiar scent of aged wooden shelves and horrible cologne assaulted her senses as she backed behind Marvin’s huge mahogany desk just as all three men filtered in at once, each in various states of panting for breath.

      She grabbed an elaborate letter opener and swung it wildly, but the three men bore down on her slowly.

      “Don’t do anything hasty,” Mansley said.

      “You’re going to regret that,” Carl said, face still a little purple.

      “You should have died in that fire,” Marvin said cruelly.

      She was stuck. No weapon. No way out. She could try to toss something through the windows behind her, jump into the bushes, but the second she turned her back, she knew they’d catch her.

      And she didn’t want to find out what they were planning to do to her right now.

      Gunnar, I’m so sorry. Her thoughts spun, her heart beating like a racehorse in her chest nonstop for the past few minutes.

      Then there was a rumbling at her feet, quiet at first, distant, like a semitruck going down the highway. But it got louder and faster in seconds, and April backed away from the desk even as the three men continued to advance.

      What was going on? Was it an earthquake?

      Suddenly, without warning, the wood-paneled flooring in front of April exploded upward, splitting the heavy desk in two and making the cracked halves roll to the sides as something big and human-shaped shot up from the ground.

      And amid a hail of dust, upturned earth, and broken wood that cast a blurry haze over everything, April saw Gunnar standing in front of her, his arms folded, his clothes looking a little dustier but the same as she’d seen him only a few minutes ago.

      Before she could register what was going on, she saw a hole in the ground at Gunnar’s feet close behind him, but she didn’t have time to ask how he’d gotten here as he looked at her, then at the three men before him.

      His eyes went red in an instant.

      “Time to die,” he growled furiously, his voice so sharp and rage-filled it almost made her faint.

      He’d come for her. How, she didn’t know yet.

      Gunnar lunged and slammed the back of his hand into Marvin’s face, sending him rolling to the side like a runaway tire. In the same instant, he grabbed Mansley by one hand and raised him into the air as Mansley emitted a fearful, high-pitched screech that hurt her ears.

      Carl rushed forward, attacking Gunnar, but Gunnar’s free hand rocketed forward and hit Carl in the jaw, sending him collapsing onto the ground in front of him just as Gunnar’s boot slammed onto the top of Carl’s chest, trapping him.

      Gunnar just growled. And his growl was getting louder and louder, like a feral lion set off on a violent rampage.

      He threw Mansley backward like a toy, and Mansley collided into a row of bookshelves off to the left, and heavy books rained down on him, partially burying him.

      Then Gunnar’s attention glanced down at Carl beneath his boot, and his fist came down in another heavy blow on his quarry, knocking Carl out in an instant.

      But April’s mouth opened in a gasp as she looked over and saw her uncle hiding in the corner where he’d been thrown and pulling out what looked like a gun from his suit pocket, aiming it directly at her with malicious intent.

      Before he could even cock the hammer, though, Gunnar was there in a blur, yanking the weapon from him and crushing it like plastic in his powerful grip. Then Marvin was yanked high into the air as a low, deafening rumble started to vibrate through the room.

      And Gunnar’s tattoos started to glow red.

      Oh no…

      Uncle Marvin couldn’t even speak as Gunnar’s grip around his neck tightened, and Gunnar raised his other hand toward Marvin’s face. Then his claws extended, slowly, coming so close to him April could see the razorlike tips press into the soft flesh beneath Marvin’s jaw, ready to impale him completely with even the slightest twitch.

      “Piece of shit. You die now,” Gunnar said calmly, pressing the black blades that looked like knives a little harder, slowly, and blood trickled down Marvin’s neck where one had already punctured him.

      “Gunnar, no!” she yelled, rushing to his side, yanking on his arm that was inches away from doing something neither of them could take back.

      Gunnar hesitated, growling angrily like he didn’t want to back down.

      She didn’t blame him.

      If she had come upon a similar circumstance where he was trapped like this, she would have wanted to kill everyone that had endangered him as well.

      But she was safe now that he was here. And though she was horrified by what might have happened, she wouldn’t have her soon-to-be mate become a murderer just because he was overprotective and didn’t know how to stop sometimes.

      Gradually, the flaming red of his tattoos went blue, then dissipated back to black, and Gunnar pulled his clawed hand away. Her uncle still sputtered, frothing at the mouth for air a moment longer before Gunnar slapped him so hard his eyes rolled back in his head, and Gunnar dropped him to the floor in a heap.

      “He doesn’t deserve to live,” Gunnar said, shoulders still tense.

      Seeing her uncle bruised, beaten, and exposed for the utter criminal he was was vindicating enough for April, though.

      Her heart calmed just at Gunnar’s nearness. And when she grabbed his hand, his fingers entwined around hers before he pulled her into his chest, snuggling her close.

      Now that she knew who was behind the whole thing, and peace had been brokered between the shifters of Clawson’s Creek, it was all over.

      She didn’t care what happened next as long as it meant she could start her new life with Gunnar.

      Nothing else mattered.
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      It took a long while for Gunnar’s basilisk to calm down from seeing the image of three men—people April should have been able to trust—that had all been after her like they wanted to kill her.

      In the moment, it seemed only fair to him that he kill them instead.

      Thankfully, April had pulled him from the brink, as usual, and when Diesel showed up a minute later, Gunnar instructed his friend to keep an eye on the three beaten criminals until the proper authorities arrived.

      With the double dragons’ help, he’d make sure Mansley and Marvin went away to prison for a long, long time. And Carl, in spite of being only half shifter, would be punishable by shifter rules, which were notoriously harsher than human laws.

      Those bastards.

      Just the thought of them made his claws want to extend from his hands.

      Instead, he focused on his beautiful, strong mate sitting in the passenger seat of his car as he made his way toward Reno’s place.

      And how, hopefully, she’d be his mate very soon.

      “That was amazing what you did back there. I didn’t know you could… Well, what exactly was it that you did anyways?” she asked, watching him with a puzzled expression.

      Gunnar grunted. “Basilisks are subterranean dwellers. One of our powers is to shift the earth around us, allowing us to move through it. In my basilisk form, it’s a lot easier to burrow and dig due to our claws and our size. But since awakening, we’ve figured out we can move through the ground in our human forms much faster.”

      “Kind of like how Ajax could control rocks and stuff?”

      “Sort of, though only he can do that specifically. But we all have power over the earth beneath us. To move and shape it so we can get from place to place silently and without warning.”

      She gulped, and yes, Gunnar supposed being able to pop out from beneath the ground at any time might be considered scary to most people.

      Hopefully not April, though.

      But she looked only curious and interested as ever. “But how did you find me? How did you know where I was?”

      He reached over and lightly tapped the left side of her chest, making her blush. “Your heartbeat.”

      “My heartbeat?”

      He nodded. “Basilisks can sense vibrations from long distances. It’s why the rain wakes us up. Or how I can track footsteps or feel a tree falling a mile away. But you’re special, something I only discovered after our first kiss.”

      She just watched him like he was her whole world.

      Fuck, if he didn’t feel the exact same way about her too.

      “No matter where I’m at, no matter how close or far from you I am, I can always hear your heartbeat. Like a signal in the back of my mind that tells me how you are. I sensed the second your heart began racing that something was wrong. I just followed the sound until I found my mate.”

      She let out a breath, looking stunned and so cute he considered parking his car and mating her right there. “That’s amazing.”

      “Just further evidence that you’re my mate, April. I want you, and only you, for the rest of our lives.”

      She bit her lower lip and looked away, cheeks red. “So tell me more… about mating.”

      His cock jerked at how sexy she was, still wearing the green sweater over her white tank top with blue jeans that hugged her curves. “I’m not positive, but all we should need to do is have unprotected sex. If it’s like dragons, which I would expect since they’re our closest relatives, we should also share our lifespan.”

      “How long do basilisks live?” she asked excitedly.

      He grinned. “You’re going to be stuck with me for a long time. Maybe forever. So don’t make this decision lightly.”

      She reached across the middle of the car and wrapped her arm around his, nuzzling her head on his shoulder. “I already said yes the first time you asked. I’m only more sure it’s what I want now, Gunnar.” She sighed. “I want to see the world with you. Learn new things with you. Make love to you. Meet new people and help you and the other basilisks save others out there that need it.”

      He growled. “We’re not going anywhere until you’re mine, April.”

      She shuddered beside him, and he could sense her arousal at his words. Up ahead, the log mansion high on the hill came into view, and he tried to not speed in his eagerness to get April home so he could pleasure her completely.

      The car stopped, and April’s pretty gray-blue eyes looked up to meet his. “Then what are you waiting for, big guy?”

      In an instant, he was out of the car and on her side, nearly ripping the car door off its hinges in his excitement as he picked April up out of the car and immediately started to shower her with kisses.

      FINALLY, his basilisk roared inside, and arousal and need surged within as he carried April up the steps toward his room.

      April would finally be his mate.

      Gunnar the basilisk would never be satisfied without her.
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      April’s body clenched with arousal as Gunnar carried her through the quiet home, the whole place warm and silent and making her skin hot from just the contact of his big hands squeezing her ass while she wrapped her legs around him.

      They were only halfway down the hall, and April leaned in to tease and kiss Gunnar’s ear, secretly loving how he got all sexy and caveman-y whenever she played with him like that.

      In response, he growled and moved to a short table littered with odd paraphernalia that sat idly in the hall, one they’d passed a dozen times before. And with the swipe of one hand, the contents spilled onto the floor as he set her on top, pressing his big body into hers.

      “Oh, Gunnar…” She sighed as he sucked at that sensitive spot at the base of her neck so hard it would certainly leave a mark tomorrow, but she didn’t care. Then his hand was at her pants, undoing the button, and she got wetter just in anticipation of feeling those deft fingers slide up and down her center. “Wait, but—”

      “No one’s here. They’re all in town, sorting out the treaty,” he said gruffly against her skin, even his breath teasing her in erotic ways. “You’re too delicious. Too sexy to wait a second longer. I need to see you come apart, April.”

      Her hands clenched his shoulders as the zipper on her pants slid down, and in response, Gunnar easily gathered both her wrists in one hand and pinned them to the wall above her, trapping her between it and his ripped body, unable to move.

      She struggled against him slightly, testing his grip, but he was immovable. Yet when he held her like this, showed her his absolute strength, she could also feel his restraint just for her. Like he knew exactly what she wanted in the moment just by the way his beautiful eyes could read her like a book.

      April let out a long, pent-up breath as Gunnar’s gaze roved over her, and he licked his lips, long and slow. Then his hand slid beneath her underwear, spreading her slick folds, and he stroked slowly against her clit, making her whole body ache for release from just the arousal that had been building since the second they’d left the car.

      But he took his time, withdrawing his glistening fingers and sucking them slowly in front of her while she felt her whole body go red from embarrassment and arousal.

      “Only I can make you feel this way,” he said as he finished licking his fingers off.

      She nodded desperately in assent.

      He glared at her possessively, his blue eye going red like the other. “Only I get to touch you like this, ever.”

      “Yes.” Her sex clenched for more of him. All of him.

      “Only I can see you like this. Hear you like this.” His rough palm smoothed over her belly, then lower, so close she could almost feel him. “Promise?”

      “Yes. Yes, yes, yes. Only you.” She couldn’t want another man like she wanted him. Not before. Not now. Not ever.

      And seeing him so hot and fiercely possessive like this only made her more eager to come with him.

      “Perfect,” he said. Then his fingers found her clit, and arousal like warm lightning shot through her veins as he started to stroke her quickly.

      But he wasn’t satisfied with just his fingers, and as he continued to kiss her neck, her collar, the tops of her breasts, still keeping her pinned, April knew she wouldn’t last long against the overwhelming sensation of her protective basilisk pleasuring her like this.

      In moments, she came, screaming his name, the sound filling the halls of the empty house for long seconds as Gunnar continued to tease her clit, making her release even more intense. Her legs tightened around his midsection, pulling his huge hardness against her, and the thought of his cock inside her wrung the last bit of her release out of her.

      When it was over, she was breathless and desperate for more.

      “Now I take you to the bedroom,” Gunnar said harshly. Then he let her hands go, which she let slump over his shoulders just as he hefted April up again like she weighed nothing—her pants still hanging open—and resumed his path toward the room.

      In a matter of seconds, they were in his room, the familiar sight and smell of it already feeling like home to her.

      Though, in reality, wherever Gunnar was felt like home. He was home to her.

      And for someone who had never really felt at home anywhere, the thought was so warm and comforting it burned to touch it.

      She’d never be grateful enough for him.

      He set her on the bed, making her bounce against it, and was on top of her in a second, peeling off her clothes with unyielding intensity until she could feel the heavy afternoon air warming her skin everywhere.

      “Yours too?” she asked, and he didn’t deny her, literally tearing off his shirt and pants until he was naked and above her in all his perfect male glory.

      Just the two of them.

      Heavens, he was a sight to look at.

      His eyes were still red as he leaned down to squeeze her breasts, kneading them as he kissed and licked each nipple slowly and lovingly. And when he sucked the turgid peaks there, zings of arousal went up and down her back, making her squirm against the soft bedsheets beneath her.

      He took his time. Kissed her everywhere like he wanted to mark her as his own in some primitive, sensual way. Write his name on her skin with his tongue and lips and steady hands.

      All the while, his huge cock teased her with its perfect shape. The sheer size of it, both the memory of it from the times they’d been together and the feel of it as it pressed against her at different angles while he kissed her shoulders, her arms, each finger, her legs, her belly. Everywhere.

      And when he spread her legs and his tongue finally closed over her aching clit, she came instantly, stars blinking brightly in the space behind her eyelids as her whole body arched back in release.

      “Mine. Mine. Mine,” Gunnar said while she came, his voice huskier with each word as she heard—and felt—his tongue lap at her center in quick succession the moment her orgasm ebbed.

      Holy crap, she wouldn’t last long.

      And she didn’t. Because the sight of his beautiful face and his masculine, handsome features watching her from between her legs was too much to bear all at once (along with, perhaps, the way he knew how to suck lightly on her clit at just the right intensity).

      “Gunnar! Damn, fuck…” She sputtered obscenities, and Gunnar just grinned mischievously as she swore some more when he flicked the tip of his tongue across her clit.

      He was overwhelming.

      She would never get enough of it.

      As her orgasm came down, she slumped against the bed, exhausted and still hungry at the same time. And when Gunnar came over her again, lips and face glistening with her own arousal, he kissed her long and deep, muffling her moans as his tongue thrust deep inside her.

      But even though thinking was hard when being kissed like that, she quietly brought her hands between them and began to stroke over his firm length, the skin there velvet-smooth to the touch, the shaft so hard it was like steel, so thick her hands couldn’t wrap all the way around it.

      Gunnar grunted, his body tightening at even the light touch, and she watched in awe at how a small human like her could have such an effect on a big, powerful basilisk like Gunnar.

      In response, Gunnar spread April’s legs wider, positioning himself between them, and she held on to his cock as long as she could, enjoying the feel of it in her hands before she felt his huge tip at her entrance.

      She let go as white-hot arousal teased the edges of all her senses, and her hands had nowhere to go but to her sides as he took his time just letting her body clench with the desire to have all of him inside.

      “You little vixen, playing with a basilisk like that,” Gunnar growled, pushing himself partially inside, then withdrawing, making her ache for more of the wet, erotic contact.

      “You’re driving me crazy,” she said with another gasp as he had the audacity to flick his thumb across her clit while he continued to watch her intensely.

      “Good. Because I have no intention of stopping.”

      Then, with one long thrust, he finally buried himself in her wet sheath, and April groaned loudly as they met hip to hip.

      Without a condom, she could feel every inch of him, every ridge, coursing up and through her insides, stretching her in every direction until she wanted to scream with pleasure and never stop until she felt him come with her.

      Gunnar propped himself up on his hands, and she could see his jaw clench as he seated himself all the way in, more effected than even he seemed to have expected.

      Then he moved.

      And April lost all semblance of rational thought.

      He withdrew most of the way, just enough so her body was already yearning to have him back by the time he shoved inside once more, coursing over that specific, sensitive area that made all her nerves feel like frayed wires shooting sparks all over the place. But she focused, looking up at Gunnar and bringing her hands around his midsection as he continued to move for them both.

      What they’d done over the past few days was sexy and mind-blowing and wonderful.

      But what she felt right now rocked her whole world.

      He started to go faster as if anticipating her own body’s desire to build toward a final explosive cascade. And in no time at all, April found herself pushing her hips in to meet him as he made steady, long thrusts that felt like they got deeper each time they came together.

      Knowing she had someone she could finally trust in this harsh, unforgiving world, someone she could love and that would love her back, would have been enough to make her cry in happiness in that moment.

      If she wasn’t so close to coming right now that her legs felt like jelly.

      “Close. Close,” she said desperately.

      “I know,” Gunnar said, his body glowing from exertion, from holding back for her. All his muscles were taut, and she almost went over the edge imagining how beautiful he looked when he was coming.

      Not long now…

      But aside from the overwhelming physical sensations, there was something else that tugged at her awareness. Like a warm buzzing feeling that—in the back of her mind—felt special. Magical even.

      A sense that there really was more to all of this than just two people having the best sex in the world.

      Gunnar pulled April in closer, his breath hot on her shoulder as she bit down on her lip to try and hold out. She curled herself into him, her breasts rubbing against his pecs, legs wrapped around his midsection even as his rhythmic pumps were like trying to touch fire while not getting burned. The arousal was so fierce. The sensation of being filled to the brim was so strong.

      Then, as even she felt Gunnar get close to the edge, his tattoos glowed bright blue, then red, and when she looked up, his eyes glinted with reptilian-like slits for a moment as if his basilisk was close to the surface.

      And then, as quickly as she’d seen it, it was gone, his tattoos normal, his eyes normal again.

      “I love you, April,” he said.

      And in that exact moment, his cock thrust in one more time, so tight she felt like a rubber band about to snap.

      And April came.

      She called out his name and tried to say she loved Gunnar too, but the most powerful orgasm of her life ripped through her in that moment, rolling like a thunderstorm from end to end as pleasure shook her whole body.

      A second later, Gunnar came with her, grunting a low sound, and she could feel his cock jerk deep within her. The pulsing, pushing movements as his entire body clenched and released with her only made April come harder, forcing all the air out of her lungs as the entire world blurred around her.

      It abated slowly, leaving April breathless and panting as she slumped backward onto the bed. Gunnar lowered himself with her, keeping their sticky bodies together as little aftershocks of release went through her, wringing the last bits of their supernatural experience together out of April.

      She knew in her heart they were mated. That he was hers and that she was his now.

      And along with it, a strange thump, thump, thump sound she could hear, going fast but steadily slowing down as the seconds passed.

      “Gunnar, is that…?” She put a hand on his chest and realized the beating she felt beneath her fingertips was the same sound she heard in the back of her mind.

      Gunnar’s heartbeat.

      She found that, with the slightest ease, she could tune the sound out of her mind. But when she listened for it, it was there again, going at the exact same pace and intensity as the thumps she felt with her hand.

      “What are you doing down there, mate?” Gunnar asked, finally pushing himself up enough to look at her.

      “I can hear your heartbeat,” she said eagerly. And when he shifted slightly, his still-hard length moved inside her a bit, making April almost forget what she was saying.

      “Really? I guess it makes sense since I can hear yours.”

      “It’s like our hearts, our souls, are connected,” she said, enjoying the feel of his chest on her hand and the knowledge that, anytime, anywhere, she would know Gunnar was alive and well just by tuning in to the steady sound. “My mate.”

      “My mate,” he growled, and his lips crashed over hers in a possessive, all-encompassing kiss that made her heart soar with joy at how far they’d come together.

      And this was only the start.

      After they came apart, Gunnar slowly pulled out and went to the bathroom to clean up before returning to the bed to gruffly pull her into his chest, snuggling her tightly against him.

      She’d always feel like a tiny spoon next to him, but that was just perfect for April.

      She would always feel safe in his arms.

      “You’re stuck with me now,” Gunnar said, and he nuzzled his face into her neck, his five-o’clock shadow tickling her skin there.

      “You mean it?” she said, whole body giddy with excitement for all the good things that had happened.

      And excitement for all the things that were yet to come.

      “With all my heart.” Then he kissed her again, and she melted into his arms.

      Before Gunnar had come into her life, she’d felt like a raft tossed on hopelessly rough rapids. No control over the direction her life went in, nobody to help or care or break her out of the never-ending cycle of feeling trapped forever.

      Then her apex basilisk came along and changed the course of everything in her whole world. His love had given her the strength to finally fight back.

      And wherever he went, she’d be there with him, loving Gunnar and keeping his heart safe.
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      The next few days flew by as Gunnar and April spent every spare moment they weren’t packing up her things making love in all the remote corners of the house, expressing their undying love for each other on one another’s bodies.

      The more he had April to himself, the more Gunnar wanted her, always.

      And if they were ever apart for more than a few minutes at a time, he found himself listening for her heartbeat. Checking in to make sure she was okay.

      Thankfully, Reno’s experience in shifter laws and politics meant he was able to sort out the problems in town with excellent efficiency. And so far, the transition to a new town council—one represented by bears, wolves, and humans equally—was going smoothly as the Clawsons and O’Dells put aside their differences and agreed to work together to make the town a better place for everyone.

      All of this made April quite happy, which in turn just made Gunnar happy.

      His phone dinged, and he saw a new voicemail had arrived. Around him, Diesel and Ajax were packing the last few things to be brought with their group into the back of a modest semitruck parked in front of the mansion.

      Now that the mission was over, the basilisks weren’t needed in Clawson’s Creek, though he’d certainly become fond of the place in his short time here.

      He unlocked his phone, and the voice of Troy, the black dragon, came through.

      “Jack made me call to tell you…” He paused like he was reluctant to say more. “Thank you for everything you did here. I can’t say it’s how I would have handled things, but because of you and the others, hopefully Clawson’s Creek will be a lot less trouble for us and everyone involved… And that’s all I’m going to say about tha—” There was the sound of someone hitting or perhaps elbowing him hard in the background. “Also, Jack says to tell you congratulations on mating. Hopefully, you two are happy for a long time. As for your next assignment, I’ll send the details over to Reno soon.”

      The message ended, and Gunnar chuckled at hearing the dragon eat crow, at least a little.

      But as long as there were people that needed help or protection (especially protection), he and the others would be there.

      After all, they were basilisks.

      The door to the mansion opened, and Gunnar looked over to see April, wearing a red and blue sundress that made him instantly hard. And when she spotted him, she did a little twirl, so confident in herself and so beautiful it made him smile like an idiot at how much she’d come into herself without her family and the rest of the town trying to push her down.

      Thankfully, the mayor had been ousted and thrown in prison almost immediately. Marvin, despite his lawyers, was going to jail for an even longer time, thanks to the double dragons pulling some strings to ensure April’s uncle didn’t pay off anyone or get his sentence commuted for any reasons.

      As for Carl, the shifters were still dealing with him. And since both the bears and wolves that had torn up the town looking for the perpetrator finally had the guy they’d wanted in their custody, Gunnar could only imagine what sort of long-term punishment they’d cooked up for the traitor in their midst.

      Now that Gunnar had April, the rest of those people were irrelevant to him.

      “You’re looking beautiful today,” Gunnar told April as he came up to pull her into his arms for a kiss. She relaxed in his arms as he did, and when they separated, she was already blushing furiously.

      “We all ready to go?” Reno called out, interrupting the moment.

      There would be others. Endless moments he looked forward to having with his mate. To kiss and hold and give her all the love she deserved.

      “We’re good,” Gunnar said.

      “Me too,” Diesel replied from the side.

      Ajax just nodded, silent as usual.

      Dani came out of the door behind Reno, and the two of them made their way down the steps. Gunnar and April joined them as everyone formed a loose circle.

      “Great job, everyone. I’m really amazed by what you guys did here,” Reno said, wrapping an arm around his mate. “Gunnar, you’re the alpha. Any last words before we head out?”

      Gunnar just looked to Diesel and Ajax, who both watched him intently. “Thank you. For helping save my mate. For protecting this town and its people from harm. You’ve been true basilisks, and I’m proud to have you both in this crew.”

      Ajax shrugged and pretended to not be pleased, but Gunnar knew otherwise.

      Diesel just nodded, arms folded. “Same to you, Gunnar. But don’t get soft on me. I still plan on being the alpha next time.”

      “I’ll be ready for you,” Gunnar replied with a nod.

      Reno slapped a hand on his leg in assent and adjusted the white Stetson on his head.

      “So are the Big Bad Basilisks ready to roll out!?” he called excitedly.

      Gunnar frowned. “Who decided that was going to be our name?” he asked Reno gruffly.

      Diesel, however, didn’t seem to notice Gunnar’s remark, and he whooped loudly in response to Reno’s words and practically leapt into the seat of his huge black and chrome motorcycle. With the kick of his stand and the flick of his wrist, the motorcycle exploded to life and immediately roared down the dirt driveway, flying down the hill at a reckless speed only safe for someone as hardheaded as Diesel.

      Reno grinned nonchalantly at Gunnar. “Not sure who came up with the name first. I just heard it somewhere and liked it enough, so it stuck.” He glanced at April, who suddenly became interested in her nails as she ignored Gunnar’s frown.

      It was hard to be annoyed by something, even a silly name, when it had come from his mate in the first place.

      “I like it, I guess,” Gunnar said.

      Her guilty expression disappeared with a wide smile. “You do?”

      He shrugged. “It’s not like ‘basilisk squad’ was any better. It has a certain ring to it.”

      April hugged him, but before she could say more, Dani stared out at the slowly dissipating cloud that Diesel had left in his wake. “Does… does he even know where we’re going?” She pointed toward the distant sound of a motorcycle engine revving hard.

      Reno looked at his phone. “I only just got the coordinates from the double dragons two seconds ago.”

      Gunnar raked a hand through his hair in annoyance. “So you’re saying he has no fucking clue.”

      Reno laughed uproariously at that, and Dani and April began to laugh as well while Gunnar thought darkly about how many punches Diesel was going to get when they arrived at their new destination.

      “I’ll track his ass down,” Ajax said, and he hopped into his big, glistening red truck and sped down the mountain after him.

      Still laughing periodically, Reno took Dani’s hand and helped her into the passenger seat of the big blue semitruck. “He’ll figure it out soon enough. Or call us when he runs out of gas. Oh, and one more thing…” He paused and pulled something out of his pocket. Then he threw it to Gunnar, and Gunnar caught it in his palm. Then he opened his hand so April could see what it was.

      A ring of keys.

      “Those are for you. Well, the two of you, as a couple,” Reno said earnestly.

      “Wait, those aren’t…” April trailed off.

      “Yup. This place is all yours now. It’s fixed up good, so you can keep it as a vacation home or even sell it, for all I care. I put the title in your name, Gunnar, when I first bought it. Call it a hunch.”

      “We couldn’t possibly accept this,” April said.

      “It’s yours anyway. Figured you might like a reason to come back to Clawson’s Creek once in a while.” Then he moved around the front of the truck and got inside himself. “We got a long drive, so no rush trying to catch up to us, if you know what I mean.” He winked at them both, then waved out of the window as the truck pulled forward with a hiss, and it slowly started down the mountain.

      Leaving Gunnar alone with April.

      In front of their new house.

      Gunnar didn’t quite know what to say. For days, he’d asked April if she wanted to buy a place in town. And though she was insistent about only looking ahead in their adventures, he’d secretly been planning to purchase one of the old vacation homes on the other edge of town, though he’d been waiting for a moment to ask April about it.

      “What are you thinking, honey?” Gunnar asked as April just gaped at the keys, then at the log mansion.

      The blush on her cheeks deepened, and her sensual look shook Gunnar to his very core. “I mean… it would be a pity to not… you know, since we have the house to ourselves.”

      He growled and picked her up, deciding the best room to take her inside to where he could hear April’s screams of pleasure as he made her come.

      “Does it bother you, having a place here?” he asked.

      “No. I’ve loved this place. All the memories we’ve made here.” Her hands stroked through his hair, rubbing across his scalp and making him harder than he already was. “It makes me happy to know we can come back and make more memories here, whenever we want.”

      “My memories of you go wherever I go. And wherever you are, I’m coming with you, mate,” he said with a growl, biting on her ear.

      “Then take me there. Take me to heaven and back, Gunnar. As long as I have you, I’m the happiest woman alive.” His body thrummed with arousal as he took her up the stairs toward the doors, the forest quiet again as the sounds of vehicles or people were nowhere to be heard.

      She’d teased him from the second she’d walked out in that dress, and he was going to make her pay for it by giving her even more orgasms than usual.

      For a cold, lonesome monster like he was, a happy ending like this had never been in his future.

      Until his curvy little mate came into his life and became the center of his whole universe.

      She’d taken the heart he once thought to be only made of stone, put it in her hands, warmed it, and shown him what it meant to be human. What it meant to love and cherish and hold.

      Not a day would go by without the feeling that he was the luckiest basilisk in the whole world to have April by his side.

      And for the first time in his long, violent existence, Gunnar felt completely at peace.
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      Zach, Isaac Morningstar III, touched the chunky iron chain around his neck as he caught his reflection in one of the dingy shop windows he passed. Anger contorted his expression as he withdrew his fingers and started again down the street of the bad neighborhood he’d been dropped in.

      He was still getting used to the modern world since he’d been woken up some months ago, but even he knew this wasn’t the type of place he would ever have chosen to go back to when he had full access to his dragon powers and a massive treasure trove that allowed him to live in comfort whenever he felt like being in human form.

      And yet here he was, leveled, humbled, shackled by this collar until the oracle who watched over shifters was sure he could be “trusted”, barely able to partially shift, with no money and nothing but the clothes on his back.

      Despicable state of events.

      Not that he blamed the oracle. In his day, hundreds of years ago, dragons had been more akin to powerful, despotic demigods who terrorized humans when it pleased them and roamed the countryside freely. In human form, they were often dukes or lords with power to match, able to hide in the countryside in a massive estate if they so chose. To hell with caves.

      Here, dragons had been remodeled to become something much more civilized. Now they worked in pairs, enforcing the laws of the shifter community and protecting shifters and humans in their area.

      Protecting them.

      The thought was ludicrous. Zach had never in his life met someone he wanted to protect, and he doubted anyone here in the selfish, petty human world was going to change that for him.

      Thunder cracked overhead and he looked up with an annoyed scowl to see dark clouds overhead. A few more steps and he felt the patter of rain on his shoulders and shook his head in disgust. He looked around him to gain his bearings and saw a shop across the street that seemed friendly.

      A human woman stood in the front window, smiling as she chatted with a man in front of her in a low chair. She had long hair, a mix of dark brown and red that shimmered over her shoulders. Soft, pale skin with rosy cheeks. A sweet mouth.

      She was touching her male client’s hair, and Zach felt an odd rumble of jealousy at the sight of it.

      She was providing some kind of service. Zach would go over and see what, and get out of the rain at the same time.

      When he pulled open the heavy glass door, all eyes turned to him. Various men and women with striking colors of hair looked up at him in shock. Their clients, all arrayed in black cloaks, stared as well.

      He saw seats to the side of the door and sat in one, glaring at the humans to try and deter the stares he was receiving.

      He was a dragon, a powerful one. The world could rise or fall on the whims of him and his friends. They should show him respect, not this mixture of shock and disgust.

      The girl he’d seen from the window turned to him with soft blue eyes. Kindness. That was unexpected. “Did you want to make an appointment?”

      He pursed his lips and leaned back in the chair. “For what?”

      “A haircut, of course,” she said, a smile touching her full lips.

      Zach sat up a little straighter as a little bolt of warmth coursed through him. Most unexpected. He touched his shoulder length mop, tangled from the trip here and damp from the rain. “No. I do not need one.”

      She smiled and shrugged. “Okay.”

      Other customers sent nervous glances around and Zach ignored them. He picked up a magazine from beside him and pretended to hold it in front of him while he studied the people.

      He wasn’t wholly ignorant of the modern world. He’d been living on a shifter-only island, but they had all of the technology. Just none of the humans.

      As he assessed the people around him, he realized when this place closed, it would be evening, and time to find lodgings. He’d been walking all day, and would need somewhere to stay at night. If he could still take his full dragon form, he could go out into the woods and sleep there. His dragon form was impervious to cold. But his human form would probably freeze.

      Drat.

      He stared at the human again, narrowing his eyes.  The man in the chair in front of her stood as she removed his cloak and took him to the counter where payment was taken. On the way there, he turned to Zach with a scowl.

      “You could stop staring, hobo,” he said, before turning his back on Zach.

      Zach gaped. Hobo? As in, a homeless beggar? For a moment he was speechless at the audacity of it. He was the furthest thing from that. Or was he? After all, he had incredible wealth but none of it was accessible. Incredible power but no way to use it.

      He was kind of a hobo, wasn’t he?

      “What is he smiling about, anyway?” the man muttered.

      “Shush, Gerry,” the woman said. “You know I welcome anyone here.”

      Negative one point for humanity for Gerry, Zach thought. Plus one for the girl with the kind eyes. He glanced around the shop. Probably not going to be any more positive points around here.

      The oracle had said she’d remove the collar when she felt she could trust him with humans. He had no idea what that meant, but probably it meant hating them a little less. Being less aghast at the thought of protecting them.

      When the man had left, the girl with kind eyes removed her black apron, revealing a soft, curvy body in a short pink dress with black leggings underneath. She sat next to him, just a chair away, and gave him a kind smile. It made him tingle slightly.

      Dragons did not tingle.

      He shifted uncomfortably.

      “My name is Erin,” she said, leaning forward with a smile.

      “Okay,” he said curtly. For some reason, this little human set him off balance. He was still considering what that meant.

      “Can I help you with something?” she asked. “I can call a shelter or maybe someone you know…”

      He pursed his lips. “How about you just let me stay here and continue my observation? Or is that too much trouble for you?” His tone was slightly sarcastic and she raised an eyebrow in amusement.

      “No, it’s no trouble at all,” she said sweetly. “You’re welcome to just stay in out of the rain as long as you like.” She looked at the clock. “Well, until we close. I was just making sure you didn’t need help.”

      “I don’t,” he said flatly. He was frankly a little offended that she thought he was some kind of invalid seeking help. What about him was giving her that impression?

      He flinched back when she reached for a lock of his hair that was falling over his face.  “At least let me give you a wash and a shave,” she said. “On the house.”

      He frowned. He didn’t want to accept this human’s pity, as in his other form he could eat her in one bite. But he’d seen her hands in the other man’s hair, and he wanted that. Wanted her touching him. Looking at him.

      “All right, human.” He bit his lip and ignored the way he’d referred to her as she let out a light, tinkling laugh and led him over to her chair.

      He sat down, sinking into the soft cushion with a sigh. She had to put the chair all the way down to work on him because he was extraordinarily tall compared to most humans. And good-looking, and muscled, if he said so himself.

      As he faced the mirror, he admitted he was a little the worse for wear after his travels. He had an overgrowth of black beard, but that was manly. And his hair was tangled from wind and the slight rain.

      He’d worn a long black trench over his clothing because it would provide shelter from the rain and elements and he didn’t know how long it would take to find lodgings.

      But he didn’t see anything wrong in the mirror. If anything, he just looked masculine. Strong.

      She leaned him back and helped rest his head on the sink. “I bet you’ll be a whole new person after this,” she said with a wink.

      His eyes skimmed her curvy body, so close and warm, and then came back to her eyes, a beautiful clear blue like wildflowers.

      Her hands worked through his hair, soaping and kneading, and he relaxed into her touch, her scent, the soft sound of her voice. The look of her kind face. The press of her body as she leaned over him. Even being a dragon, and very impervious to heat, he was on fire.

      He stared at her, feeling shock unlike anything he’d felt as she finished washing and wrung his hair dry. Then she reached for a razor and foam to start the shaving.

      As she carefully glided over his face, dipping in and out of a bowl, rinsing and wiping the razor so as not to cut him, he found there was a great deal of eye contact to be found in a shave.

      What was she doing to him, the minx? His body felt warm. His throat tight and dry. Every touch was hot agony.

      She was still humming happily as she grabbed a towel and dried his face, bringing him to a sitting position. He took the towel from her, keeping it over his face a little longer to hide his reaction until he calmed down.

      He was an immortal dragon. He did not fall for human hairdressers, no matter how kind they were. He set the towel down.

      The salon was instantly silent. Zach turned in his chair to see Erin standing a few feet away, a fresh towel in her hand hanging limp at her side, eyes wide, lips parted.

      The humans were looking at him differently now. Several of the women who’d been scorning him before were giving him looks of lust. Invitation.

      But he cared only for the reaction of one person. Erin, who was standing there frozen in pure shock. Maybe not even the good kind.

      “Good heavens, what is it?” he snapped, yanking the cape from around his neck and jerking it to the ground as he stood with folded arms. He brushed his wet, black hair behind his ears and stared them down.

      Another woman stepped forward, this one pale with blond hair, looking more like the wenches from his day in England. “Can I take your coat?”

      He shrugged and handed it to her. “I demand to know why you’re staring,” he said to the room.

      The woman who had taken his coat was gaping at him, her eyes wandering up and down his body.

      He smirked. That was the response from human women he was more used to. He turned back to Erin, and realized the fact that he cared so much about what she thought could only really mean one thing. Something he’d never considered before in either of his lives.

      Even as she marched up to him, irritation flooding her beautiful face, the possibility overwhelmed him.

      The oracle had sent him out here to find out if he could get along with humanity. She should be happy that he had possibly just found a human mate.
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      Tiger Protectors Series

      A Tiger’s Bounty

      A Tiger’s Treasure

      A Tiger’s Destiny

      A Dragon’s Heart

      Tiger Protectors Boxed Set

      

      Bear Claw Security Series

      Bear to the Bone

      Bear-ly a Hero

      Bear to the Rescue

      Bear-ly Human

      Bear to the End

      Bear Claw Boxed Set

      

      Lions of Pride Island Series

      King of Rock

      Prince of Fate

      Protector of the Pride

      Lions of Pride Island Boxed Set

      

      Awakened Dragons Series

      Onyx Dragon

      Sapphire Dragon

      Ruby Dragon

      Diamond Dragon

      Amethyst Dragon

      Emerald Dragon

      Awakened Dragons Boxed Set

      

      Trapped in Bear Canyon Series

      Sheltered by the Bear

      Craved by the Bear

      Redeeming the Bear

      Secrets of the Bear

      Trapped in Bear Canyon Boxed Set

      

      Rent-A-Dragon Series

      Steel

      Iron

      Titanium

      Rent-A-Dragon Boxed Set

      

      Date-A-Dragon Series

      Gold

      Silver

      Platinum

      Citrine

      Date-A-Dragon Boxed Set

      

      Awakened Sea Dragon Series

      Zircon

      Tourmaline

      Aquamarine

      Awakened Sea Dragons Boxed Set

      

      Dragon Guard of Drakkaris Series

      Lead Dragon

      Cadmium Dragon

      Arsenic Dragon

      Zinc Dragon

      Cobalt Dragon

      Chromium Dragon

      Dragon Guard of Drakkaris Boxed Set

      

      Nightmare Dragons Series

      Midnight

      Nightfall

      Starlight

      

      Built Fur Love Series

      Love at Furst Sight

      Mine Furever

      Purrfect For Me

      Built Fur Love Boxed Set

      

      Frozen Dragons Series

      Lord of Winter

      Master of Frost

      Prince of Ice

      

      Club Crimson Series

      Max

      Lock

      Benny

      Felix

      

      Bad Dragons Series

      Kiss of the Dragons

      Heart of the Dragons

      Soul of the Dragons

      

      Forgotten Dragons Series

      Dragon Next Door

      Dragon Meets Girl

      Dragon to the Rescue

      Dragon with Benefits

      Dragon in Love

      

      Wings, Wands and Magic Bonds (Fae)

      Found by Frost

      Defended by Darkness

      Held by Heat

      Loved by Light

      

      Reclaimed Dragons

      Dragon Released

      Dragon Redeemed

      Dragon Reformed

      

  




Rogue Dream Fae

      Sweet Dreams

      In Her Dreams

      Wildest Dreams

      

  




Texas Dragons

      Cowboy Dragon

      Rancher Dragon

      Wrangler Dragon

      Outlaw Tiger

      Rogue Wolf
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