
	How do you join a mountain wolf pack when you’re afraid of heights?

	 

	 

	When Smith Ryland develops a sudden, pathological fear of heights, he seeks professional help. A lifelong animal ecologist, he can no longer climb trees or trek through rainforests to follow the bird colonies he’s studied for eleven years. He takes a job looking after wild animals in the oddly named Timtuk Canyon Ranch, in the middle of California’s Mojave Desert. He’s astonished to find the ranch is in the mountains. How can he handle this unusual assignment? And what’s up with Jones, Just Jones, the mysterious, magnetic owner of the ranch?

	Jones has secrets. Smith intrigues him because Jones is the caretaker of numerous animals most people don’t even know exist. Smith is comfortable with all the animals, including the ones that aren’t part of the... everyday world. Jones senses Smith needs the ranch as much as Timtuk needs him. Can Jones trust this newcomer? Something is changing, bringing with it... magic, but also the threat of lethal danger to Timtuk Canyon Ranch.
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	“I never wished for prince charming. I dreamed of my big bad wolf.”

	 

	B.J. Magallanes

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	“You can do this. You got this!”

	Smith glared at his best friend, Adele, and shook his head. Why was she pumping her fists that way, as though he was about to climb Mount Everest? Why was it so damned hot in here? He wiped his brow and realized his hands were shaking. “No. I don’t got this. I’m taking off this gear. I’m going home.” He tried unbuckling the harness that had started to cause an unpleasant wedge in his...

	“Are you kidding? You’re really gonna embarrass me this way?” She grabbed his T-shirt by the collar and muttered in his ear, “Not to mention yourself?”

	He frowned. “Yeah.”

	“Smith. Seriously? Look at this place. I just posted all about it on Instagram. We can’t go running off now.”

	“You don’t have to. I’ll get an Uber.”

	“No, you won’t,” she yelled, stamping her foot. The rest of the class fell into a hushed silence. It didn’t help that the sound system in the place was stuck on the same song. It seemed designed to humiliate Smith over and over.

	“Look. This is the easy room.” Adele was trying so hard to be a good friend, but he still hadn’t gotten over the fact she’d submitted him for a job as a ticket-taker for the Museum of Failure. She thinks I’m a loser. The knowledge still galled him. His only saving grace was that the downtown-area museum was closing soon, and they no longer needed a ticket-taker. Thank God. Guess it’s a failure, too. Like me. Though it pleased him that she couldn’t push him to take the job, it annoyed him plenty that she didn’t think he’d injured himself enough for one day.

	“These walls are perfectly designed for a fraidy-cat like you,” Adele said. “Nice soft landing pads...”

	Snickers behind them made Smith tense even more, and he cringed, realizing Adele worked hard not to laugh. She was a great friend, though her inclination to be judgmental had only risen to the surface in the last couple of months. She could have been Judge Judy except she was blonde, blue-eyed, and well-stacked.

	He pulled at the restraints around his legs, thighs, and uh-oh, somehow squeezing his twig and giggle berries. I always wanted to be a soprano.

	“Honestly. Are you that scared?” She seemed astonished. Flicking her hair over her shoulders, she got to her knees as though she was about to undertake some delicate operation. She picked at the bindings, trying to release him from the safety harness. Adele glanced up at him and muttered, “Big baby.”

	It had been a nightmare since the moment he’d walked into Rock Me, the indoor climbing facility. Everybody else seemed so excited, but Smith couldn’t shake the feeling of dread. He’d endured a gruesome attempt at climbing the gym’s alleged, easy rock wall in one room, where music pumped out at shocking decibels. The old disco classic Lady Bump had people dancing as they climbed. But not Smith. It had further dented his wobbly ego as he slipped at the very moment Penny McLean crooned, “Just the music gets me high.”

	High? Why did she have to mention height? He peered down and lost his footing. Though he scrambled to hold onto one of the wall rocks, he shot down fast, crashing into a couple tying their shoelaces at the moment of impact.

	Smith had been given some brief instructions on how to fall before the climb. That was when he’d started to panic. Fall? He was gonna fall? The instructor had told them all, “When you slip off the wall, relax your body. Stay loose and hit the mat toward your heel. Don’t resist it. Just roll onto your back.”

	The words had sunk in, and the technique sort of worked. Smith landed on a back. It was just somebody else’s.

	The class instructor had given him a sympathetic smile, taken him by the hand and brought him in here. Smith had grimaced through a throbbing pain in his left ankle after hefting himself off his butt—the same one being squeezed right now.

	He’d limped into the second room, promising himself he’d do better there. Adele had been so encouraging. Now he wanted to kick her up a mountain, or preferably down it. The teacher claimed this was the room with the easiest climbing walls.

	Ha! Look at that overhang. It’s like a huge wave. I could fall.

	Again.

	The big, white walls with fake rocks jutting from them might as well have been Everest.

	“How’d you get that thing stuck up your ass?” Adele asked as she worked away beside him.

	Way to go, Adele. Shout it to the world, why don’t you?

	“Well, I guess it was designed for kids, after all,” she murmured.

	Behind them, wild laughter erupted, as her efforts tightened the bindings even more.

	I’m in my own personal version of Fifty Shades of Grey without the cute guy. Smith turned and glanced at the pint-sized critics, all harnessed-up and ready to go. They stood, staring, in various stages of fury and boredom. Some of them had their arms folded in front of them, hatred in their eyes.

	How can little kids act so mean? Easy for them to climb a rock wall.

	Adele turned to the teacher. “Congratulations. Nobody could ever get out of this thing. Even if they wanted to.” She cursed under her breath.

	One of the mothers sitting at the back of the room rushed over and covered her daughter’s ears with her hands.

	Now the adults hate me, too. Smith fretted as the harness bindings became almost unbearable.

	Adele looked up at him. “I can’t undo it. Maybe you’re really meant to go through with it. Climb, baby, climb.”

	“No. I can’t even walk.” He blinked at her as panic caught at his throat. “My balls are in agony.”

	A gasp went up from the mothers in the room. Smith couldn’t deal with their offended sensibilities. Not when one of them was wearing clouds of Charlie perfume. Are they still making that stuff? The smell floated over in huge drifts making it even harder for him to breathe. Stars danced before his eyes. Dots appeared behind them. I think I’m gonna be sick.

	“You really want to quit?” Adele got to her feet and swept a hand at their audience. “In front of all these little, itty bitty kids?”

	“Yeah. I thought I might. I’m in agony,” he repeated.

	This was worse than the time he played Cinderella’s cat in a school play and had to go to the restroom before he walked on stage. He had no idea as he crawled around it that his underpants were showing. The wedge in his butt was painful now.

	“My intention is to save myself.” Smith’s hands shook, and his whole face was wet with sweat.

	She put her hands on her hips. “Save yourself? Really? From what? It’s a kids’ climbing wall for cripes’ sake.” She glared at him.

	“Maybe your friend would like to try rope climbing instead?” the teacher suggested. “It’s not nearly as confronting as a... um, seven-foot wall.”

	The kids were rolling around laughing hysterically on the floor now.

	“My balls,” one of them cracked. Even the mothers laughed.

	Smith’s cheeks flamed, though whether it was humiliation or a pending heart attack, he wasn’t certain. He didn’t want to climb a rope. Ugh. What if it got tangled around his neck?

	Adele fumed. “Okay, let’s go.” She turned and stomped out of the place. He was certain he heard her spitting out the words dumbass and moron, but it might have been the panic attack clouding his judgment.

	The kids were hysterical, laughing and pointing at him. “Balls!” they kept shrieking. Would the shame never end?

	The teacher stepped forward and pressed a button at the base of Smith’s spine, and the harness fell away. “Better now?” he asked. His concern seemed to be genuine.

	“Yeah. Thanks.” This was the closest Smith had come to actual physical contact with another man in months, but it was far from the thrilling experience he’d been hoping for.

	It was devastating.

	“Please don’t give us a bad Yelp review,” the teacher begged. “We tried to help your fear of heights. Truly.”

	“I know. And thanks again.” Smith pretended to ignore the continued snickers from the children and walked out of the room just as a tiny girl, no older than maybe three, tottered over to the wall and climbed with the grace and nonchalance of Spider-Man.

	Adele’s right. I’m a dumbass.

	Outside, in the sprawling shopping complex, he looked for her. He’d lived all his life in Los Angeles, and it amazed him how the entire city, maybe the whole country for that matter, had become so bland and unimaginative. Every mall had the same stores. This one in Encino had the usual Payless Shoes, Target, Fantastic Sam’s hair salon, Chinese takeout, Thai takeout, Mediterranean cuisine, Petco, Ralphs, and more often than not, a 99 Cent Store.

	She hadn’t left him here because her purple Corolla, on loan from their mechanic, was still in the parking lot. He knew where to look next and found her parading around in a cheap dress shop, wearing a pair of scary-looking platform boots. Asian knockoffs of brand name clothing lined the far left wall. Endless display carousels in the middle of the store held handbags that were so heavily studded with metal embellishments they could have doubled as weapons. And incense standing in wooden holders infused the air with the scent of... was it Charlie?

	He swallowed as Adele pumped her fists up high. She always said that holding her hands up made her look thinner. He studied the label on the incense container next to him. “Scent of Charlie Perfume.” Man, can I ever get away from that stuff? Is it making a comeback?

	“What do you think?” Adele whirled around as she studied herself in a cracked, floor-length mirror. Smith tried not to think about the crack and who might be getting seven years of bad luck. He took in the sight of the garish floor-length gown Adele wore. She always managed to get everything to look like haute couture on her, but this dress was ridiculous.

	It reminded him of the one Ethel Mertz got stuck with on I Love Lucy when the girls borrowed outfits from a costumer. Ethel had worn a mix of Eskimo and Native American clothes. Adele had gone one better by putting her long, blonde hair in tight, sticking-out braids. She looked like Pippi Longstocking, if Pippi were a homeless person.

	“I don’t know what to say,” he told her.

	“It’s a great outfit, huh?”

	Ah, no. The seventies are calling.

	“You should go blond,” she told Smith. “You’d look like Prince William.” She fluffed up the few curls of hair he had above his forehead. “Volume, darling, volume.” She plunged into the back of the store. The moment her back was turned, he licked his fingertips and smoothed back the tufts she’d put there via a ruthless haircut.

	I should never have let her cut my hair. Mom always told me never to trust an angry woman with a pair of scissors in her hands. He sighed. I can’t help that I fell asleep while she was giving me a trim. Trim! Ha! She’d butchered his hair. He liked it short and curly, but she had a thing about minimalist style. That was fine when it involved home furnishings, or the lack thereof. Not his head.

	When he caught a glimpse of her again, she was wearing lime-green big mama panties, no bra, and snakeskin boots. That was Adele. She tried on another dress, and he settled himself in for a long wait in an old lawn chair near the locked cases of crap jewelry. Beside him stood a grimy glass cabinet filled with bright pink and purple wigs. They had all been stuck on clown heads. The effect was creepy.

	On the wall above this, Cheese in the Trap, the Korean soap opera—or K-drama as everyone called them—played on a small, flat screen TV. Closed captions made the dialog seem even clunkier than it sounded. Not that he could speak Korean, but man, what cute guys they had on that show. He and Adele had become addicted to the series on Netflix.

	She caught the action and flicked a gaze over at Smith, giving him a wicked grin. She held up a finger as though to say, “one minute,” then vanished into the dressing room again.

	The store manager pointed her remote at the TV and changed the channel to CNN. A small, white carriage horse, named George running loose in New York. The poor animal had become spooked when a woman opened an umbrella near his face, and he’d bolted. He had crossed three city blocks and mounted police were chasing him. Two passengers and the carriage driver looked petrified as they whizzed by the news crews.

	“Won’t be a moment,” Adele’s voice rang across the store.

	“No problem,” he called back. He glanced back at the TV.

	George had crashed into a taxi. People were hurt, but Smith didn’t care about them. He was worried about the horse, which galloped away again past Central Park.

	He’s totally freaked out.

	“This happened a few days ago,” the store manager came up and told him. She was hanging sequined tops on coat hangers.

	“It did? Is he okay?”

	“He’s been taken off the job. He’d only been doing it three weeks, and animal activists say there were signs he was abused.”

	“I think most of them are. People just don’t know,” Smith said. But he knew. He’d been raised by Amish grandparents, and they worked all their animals to death.

	“It’s still making the news because nobody knows where the horse is. The activists are protesting the secrecy surrounding his current whereabouts. The owners won’t say. I’m glad the activists are there. They are a voice for the voiceless.” She nodded vehemently. “I like horses.”

	He smiled at her. “I do, too.”

	She moved on, sliding hangers onto metal racks.

	Smith fretted for the horse. He loved animals and hated to think of bad things happening to George. What signs of abuse did people see? He’d have to Google the subject later. For now, left alone without his favorite cheerleader trying to give him pep talks, the full reality of his current circumstances hit him. It wasn’t
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