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      Courtney stared out the window at the passing scenery. “Are you sure this is the right thing to do?” She looked at the man driving the huge SUV. His short military cut did little to hide the red highlights in his brown hair. His skin still supported a dark tan, even though it was the middle of winter. Scott Anderson was a good-looking man. Even the scar on his right check did not detract from his handsome face. Instead, it left people with a sense of dangerous mystery.

      She knew the aura of danger and mystery surrounding him was not an illusion. It was real. The man was as dangerous as the animal sharing his soul. Yet, he treated her with a gentle kindness.

      “You will be safer in Bryant Station, especially with my brother and cousins there.” He glanced at her. “Don’t worry. Everything will be okay. Who knows, one of them just might be your mate.” He grinned at her. His green eyes twinkled.

      Courtney felt her cheeks heat. “I’m not looking for anyone, especially a mate. That’s the last thing I need right now.” Images of Jared flashed through her mind. A shiver ran down Courtney’s spine. She had one stalker, and that was enough problems.

      “Finding your mate wouldn’t be a bad thing.” Scott wrinkled his nose against the sour scent filling the vehicle. It angered him. Courtney was beautiful. She deserved happiness without fear.

      “Says you, the confirmed bachelor.” Courtney looked back out the passenger window. She bit her bottom lip and did her best to roll her fear into a tiny ball and shove it to the back of her mind. She didn’t want the sour smell irritated Scott and his bear. Courtney did not want to be any more trouble than she already was to him. Depending on anyone irked her, but she did not know how to fix her problem on her own.

      Scott reached over and took one of her hands in his. “You can’t compare a mate to him. A mate will love and cherish you. A mate will give his life to protect you because you are everything to him—his friend, his lover, the mother of his cubs. Jared doesn’t want any of those things. He wants to control and use you.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of. Hagen has already died because of me. I won’t let anyone else to die, especially a mate.” Courtney blinked several times. She refused to cry anymore. Courtney was not one of those females who whined and cried about everything. She was stronger than that, but since Hagen’s funeral, crying seemed to be all she did. It was as if something had broken inside her.

      Scott squeezed her hand. “Shifters, especial Kodiak bear shifters, are harder to kill.”

      Courtney gave him a weak smile. “So you’ve told me.” She squeezed his hand back. “Ever since Hagen’s funeral, I’ve felt so lost. My entire family is gone. It’s just me.” Courtney shook her head. “I’ve been thinking about Hagen’s wreck. It wasn’t an accident. I realize there’s no physical proof, but I have a gut feeling Jared somehow caused Hagen’s accident.”

      “I think you’re right.” Scott growled. He shook his head. Courtney knew more than he thought she did, but her grief and fear were muddying up the water, so to speak.

      “Why? Why would he kill my brother?”

      “He wants you alone and vulnerable. It’s the only explanation.”

      Courtney sighed. “Get rid of the girl’s family and she will be easy to seduce because she won’t have anyone to turn to for help, except him.” She looked out the window and wiped away several tears. It was hard to accept her brother died because a man was obsessed with her and refused to take no for an answer.

      Scott glanced at Courtney. He thought about the phone call he had gotten six months ago from Hagen. The call surprised him, though it should not have. When he and Hagen got out of the Marines, Scott had told him to call if he ever needed anything. It was not idle talk. He meant it.

      Though not blood related, they were brothers born on the battlefield. Hagen, though not a shifter, had known Scott was a bear shifter, just like he saw things ordinary humans didn’t see in the world surrounding them.

      In the phone call, Hagen told Scott he had a problem he needed help with, but did not want to go into details over the phone. Scott agreed to meet him and made the trip to Amarillo. He felt odd being back in Texas after all the years he spent living in other states and overseas. He talked to his family, but it was not the same as seeing them, and being in Texas made him homesick—more homesick than he realized.

      People enjoying the sunshine filled the park where he was supposed to meet Hagen. Even with the crowd, it did not take long for Scott to find his friend.

      “Scott. You doing okay?” Hagen held out his hand.

      Scott clasped it. “Hagen.” He stared at the man standing in front of him. It had been almost two years since he last saw him, but Hagen was different. His sandy blond hair hung in shaggy layers below his ears. It looked like he hadn’t cut since the last haircut the Marines gave him. However, Hagen’s eyes bothered him the most. Scott saw worry, fear, determination, and acceptance of death in their depths.

      The worry, fear, and determination were not what bothered Scott. It was the acceptance of death that had him worried. Too many times, Scott had seen the same look in the eyes of fellow soldiers just before they went into battle. The soldiers accepted their fate because they had a premonition or something, telling them they would not live through the fight. It was the same look in Hagen’s eyes—a look that should not be there.

      “Thanks for meeting me.” Hagen scanned the park.

      “You want to go over there and sit down?” Scott gestured toward several empty picnic tables. He looked around too, but didn’t see any sort of danger. Even his bear sensed nothing out of the ordinary.

      “No.” Hagen shook his head. “Courtney is in the truck. I can’t leave her alone. It’s not safe.”

      Scott frowned. He knew Hagen was protective of his younger sister, but something was not right.

      Too much fear, growled his bear.

      He reeks of it. I don’t understand. He has never been like this, not even when we were under fire.

      His bear grunted.

      Scott glanced at the truck. A strawberry blonde sat in the driver’s seat. The pictures Hagen had shown him while they were overseas did not do her justice. She was beautiful, and she did not look too happy. “What’s wrong?”

      Hagen sighed. “I need help protecting Courtney.”

      Scott raised an eyebrow. “And who does she need protection from?”

      Hagen stared at Scott. “Not who, but what.”

      “Be more specific. You’re not making any sense.”

      Hagen’s eyes traveled to his sister. “Something is stalking Courtney. I don’t have a clue what it is, but it is not human and it reeks of evil. Whatever it is, it wants her and it will do anything to get her. I can’t let that happen. I have to protect her, but I’m not enough. I can’t do it by myself.”

      “What do you need me to do?” Scott did not even hesitate.

      “It has already tried to kill me because I’m the only thing standing between it and Courtney. If something happens to me, I need you to protect her. Do whatever you need to do, but keep Courtney safe. She has to live and find her mates.”

      “I’ll take care of her.” Scott did not question Hagen’s prophecy. Too many times, Hagen’s prophecies had saved their asses. Hagen had foresight, just as his nephew, Ben, had foresight and the ability to speak to the Great Mother Bear.

      Relief filled Hagen’s face. “It appears to be a man when it’s stalking Courtney. He is a source of evil like I’ve never seen or sensed before, and we’ve come across many evils on our tours. Watch out for him. I’m trying to figure out a way to stop him, but I haven’t come up with anything yet.”

      The three drove to a local diner and made plans. Courtney was not happy. She did not want anyone getting hurt because of her and her problems.

      Scott moved into their apartment, pretending to be Courtney’s new boyfriend. A week later, Hagen died when his truck ran off the road and slammed into a tree. The police ruled it an accident, but Scott knew better. The evil stalking Courtney had caused the wreck. It killed Hagen to remove the last obstacle between it and Courtney. What would it do when it realized Scott was another obstacle?

      After the funeral, Courtney and Scott worked to settle Hagen’s estate. Several months, Scott convinced Courtney to move to Bryant Station with him.
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      “Jared is the worst kind of evil there is. He’s an ancient evil, and that makes him dangerous.”

      Courtney’s words broke into Scott’s thoughts. “What did you say?”

      “There’s a black tarry aura of evil surrounds him.” She looked at Scott. “I don’t want anyone else getting hurt or killed because of me. I want you to drop me off in the next town.”

      Scott glanced at her. “You want me to do what?”

      “I want you to drop me off before we get to Bryant Station. I don’t care where you drop me off. You can stop the SUV right now and I’ll get out.”

      “And why do you want me to do this?” His grip on the steering wheel tightened.

      Courtney’s chin quivered. “I’m tired of running. I have to face him and put an end to this. He is my problem. I don’t want anyone else to get hurt or killed because of me. I’ve already lost Hagen. No one else is dying because of me.”

      Scott’s skin started itching. He felt his bear pushing to get out. “You can’t sacrifice yourself.”

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      Scott growled. He gave his bear a mental shove. “You’re going to Bryant Station.”

      Courtney shook her head. “It’s better if I face him alone.”

      “You don’t understand what you’re dealing with and what it’s capable of doing.”

      “Do you?” Courtney looked at Scott.

      “No.”

      “Then pull over so I can get out.”

      “No, I’m not doing it.”

      “It’s my decision. Not yours.” Courtney crossed her arms.

      “You are my responsibility.” Scott forced himself to relax his grip on the steering wheel.

      “I’m not your responsibility.”

      “Hagen asked me to take care of you, and I told him I would. That makes you my responsibility.”

      “But—”

      Scott shook his head. “I’m not dropping you anywhere. You are going with me to Bryant Station. I will protect you.”

      Courtney glared at him, but said nothing.

      I want to rip evil apart, growled Scott’s bear.

      Join the club. I’m worried about Courtney.

      She is not our mate. His bear sat down. It sounded disappointed.

      No, she isn’t, but we must protect her.

      She is ours. She belongs with bears and we will protect her from the evil until her mates can protect her.

      Scott was glad his bear agreed with him. It made his life easier when his bear agreed with him. “We will be at Bryant Station in about an hour. Why don’t you try to get some sleep?”

      Courtney nodded. She leaned her head against the headrest and closed her eyes. “Stubborn bear,” she muttered.

      “You have no idea.”
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      Jared twisted his head from one side to the other. The sound of bones popping echoed in the narrow hallway leading to Courtney’s apartment. His thoughts drifted over the last six months. With her brother out of the way, she should have been easy to seduce. She should already be huge with his spawn, and she would have been if it were not for the bear that moved in with her.

      Fucking bear shifters!

      He hated them and the goddess who spawned and protected them.

      His eyes narrowed. Once he removed the bear protecting Courtney, he would have the means to destroy all bear shifters. The spawn he sired with Courtney would make it possible. She was the key to reclaiming the world and remaking it in his image.

      Jared reached for the doorknob just as the door behind him opened.

      “Are you the new tenant?”

      Jared turned around.

      “I hope you’re not into wild parties or loud music. I like my quiet.” A short, bald man stood in the doorway.

      “I’m not the new tenant.” Jared frowned. “I am here to see Courtney Greenwood.”

      “You’re a little late for that.” The man tried to close his door.

      Jared moved, surprising the bald man with his speed. “What do you mean?”

      “I—uh—” The man trembled.

      Jared’s nostrils flared. Sweet waves of fear rolled off the bald man, making Jared’s mouth water.

      “I meant nothing.” The man got the words out. He stepped back and tried slamming the door shut.

      “I don’t think so.” Jared put out his hand, preventing the door from closing. He smiled at the frightened man. “You are going to tell me what you know about Courtney.”

      “I—I—I know nothing.” Sweat rolled off the man’s shiny head. He stepped back and tried closing the door again.

      Jared laughed and shook his head. “I don’t think so.” He shoved the door open with a force that sent the man flying across the room. He hit the far wall and slid down it. Jared stepped inside the apartment and shut the door behind him.

      Screams filtered through the wooden door, and then silence. A few minutes passed, the door opened, and Jared stepped out of the apartment. He glanced at the withered shell lying on the floor just inside the apartment.

      Jared cracked his knuckles and closed the door. The bald man’s essence was not strong, but it made a good snack. Jared glared at the door to Courtney’s apartment. His eyes turned black.

      It was not her apartment anymore. She had moved out. The bald man was not friends with Courtney, but he was a snoop.

      As he devoured the man’s essence, Jared learned the information the man had learned.

      He knew where Courtney was going.

      “You can run if you think you must, but I will find you. I will always find you.” Jared turned and walked downstairs to the parking lot.

      He got into the sleek, black sports car. He would have preferred a different means of transportation, but while using the human body, he was limited to what humans could do.

      The leather seats hugged Jared’s body. The engine purred. Jared slipped on a pair of sunglasses. He grinned. Human transportation was not all bad, he thought as he pulled out of the apartment complex. “My sweet, sweet Courtney. The chase only makes the capture sweeter. You belong to me, and I’m coming for you.” Jared chuckled as he headed toward the Interstate, and toward Bryant Station.
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      “Crap!” Ben muttered as he pulled the old blue truck over to the side of the road. No one enjoyed seeing red and blue lights flashing in their rearview mirrors, but Ben knew he was in serious trouble. His dad was going to kill him when he found out. There was no way around it.

      He was not supposed to drive without a licensed driver in the truck with him, but Uncle Todd’s phone kept going to his voicemail and Uncle Harrison’s phone was off. What Ben had to tell them could not wait. It was too important.

      They had to know.

      They had to be ready.

      The tap on the window startled Ben. He looked at the officer and swallowed. Yeah, he was in some serious trouble. Ben rolled down the window.

      “Turn off the engine, give me the keys, and get out of the truck.”

      Ben stared at his Uncle Todd, who was also the town’s sheriff.

      “Do you have a hearing problem?”

      “No, sir.” Ben shook his head as he turned off the truck and handed the keys to

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





