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      Okay, the Ledbetter party has adjoining rooms, the Olivers have that extra day they wanted, and the Muenzlers are now in 308. That should do it. Satisfied, Denise Elgin locked the next week’s reservations into the Cougar Ridge Ski Resort’s room blocking system. The resort had become a popular hiking and mountain biking destination during the warm months when its ski slopes were bare of snow, and June was shaping up to be a busy month for guests.

      She noticed a man in a khaki uniform shirt with a gold badge approaching the desk and smiled. “Hey, sheriff. Did one of our guests do another stupid human trick?”

      Sheriff Caleb Lynch shook his head, not even cracking a smile at the shared shifter joke. “I’m here to talk to Jack. He around?”

      Denise checked the work schedule. “Looks like he’s refilling the first aid stations.” A wolf shifter and former SEAL, Jack Hawthorne was recently married to the resort’s general manager and owner, Kate Chandler-Hawthorne, and filled in with the resort’s maintenance team as needed. “I’ll get him on the walkie-talkie.”

      Lynch touched a finger to the brim of his Stetson. “Thanks.”

      She grabbed the unit that sat on its charger behind the desk and thumbed the transmit button, turning towards the back of the reception desk to muffle her words from the human guests. “Jack, this is Denise. You copy?”

      A crackle, and then, “Roger, D. What’s up?”

      “Sheriff Lynch is here.” She peeked over her shoulder at the lawman. He was leaning casually on the desk, doing his best to look like he was admiring the lobby’s architecture. “He wants to speak with you toot sweet.”

      “Problem with the guests?”

      “Not this time.”

      Another crackle was followed by a sigh. “Roger that. Tell him I’ll be there in ten. Over and out.”

      She cut the call, slotting the walkie-talkie back on its charger. “He’ll be here in ten minutes.”

      “Good. I’ll wait in the coffee shop.” Lynch, a coyote shifter, gave her a canine grin. “Don’t want the tourists to think there’s something wrong.”

      She grinned back. “Thank you. Tell Nina to put your order on the house account.”

      “That’s okay. Don’t want the voters thinking I’m open to bribes.” Giving her a friendly wink, he ambled over to the lobby coffee shop where guests could get their caffeine fix before heading out to enjoy the great outdoors.

      As promised, Jack came through the front door within ten minutes, sliding his sunglasses up as he entered the dark, cool lobby. Denise pointed with her chin at the coffee area and the wolf shifter changed direction, greeting the sheriff. She watched them chat for a moment before Jack’s mouth pursed and the two males headed for the hallway that led to the resort offices.

      Her curiosity was frustrated as a trio of new guests arrived. Not your circus, not your monkeys. Shoving the mystery to the back of her mind, she got to work checking in the humans.

      She had just finished handing them their room keys when Jack and the sheriff returned to the lobby. The males exchanged a terse nod before Lynch left.

      Jack came over to the reception desk. Denise waited until the guests were out of earshot before asking, “Bad news?”

      He grimaced. “You might say that. Apparently some rich asshole stopped for gas at the Texaco down near the highway. While he was gassing up his Hummer, his pet tiger, if you can believe that, got out and ran off into the damn woods. Oh, and get this—the tiger’s name is Mister Stripey.”

      That was bad news in a number of ways. Not only did a tiger on the loose pose a threat to the tourists at Cougar Ridge, it also threatened all the shifters who lived in Esposito County. “Any idea where it went?”

      “Uphill is all the asshole said. Could be coming here, could be cutting north, we don’t know. Lynch is activating Search and Rescue with an armed backup and we’re going to track it down.”

      She frowned at that. As a cougar shifter, she had a natural affinity with all felines and didn’t like the idea of the tiger being harmed. “Are you going to kill it?”

      “I don’t want to, Den, but a tiger is a wild animal, no matter how long it’s been in a cage. We’ve got hikers, climbers, and residents all over the crest—to a big cat, that’s a buffet on the hoof. Some of the shooters will carry tranq darts in case we can take it down safely, but chances are it’s already started munching on the local critters. We have to make sure it doesn’t take down a human—or worse, one of ours.”

      “I know.” She hated the thought of a SAR team member shooting a creature as majestic as a tiger, but she also didn’t want Sheriff Lynch explaining to a grieving family that their loved one had been mauled to death. “How can I help?”

      “I already left a message on Kate’s phone, but I need you to run communications here. Get on the horn to Dave and tell him I want security armed with rifles on the perimeter. If anyone asks, tell them a mountain lion was spotted in the area. Any groups on the trails, get ‘em back. And if someone spots Mr. Stripey, tell them to note the position and contact me via walkie-talkie.”

      She jotted down the instructions. “Got it. You leaving now?”

      He nodded. “The sooner we get on its trail, the sooner this is over.”

      The lobby was starting to fill with people wearing backpacks and other climbing gear. “What do I do if guests find out?”

      He scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Tell them the sheriff’s office is handling the situation. If they want to leave, refund their money for the rest of their stay. But try to keep it under wraps if possible. I don’t want an Amity situation here, but I don’t want to scare off our profit for the week, either.” He frowned at her. “You carrying?”

      Even in a shifter haven like Esposito County, there was still the occasional asshole, usually human, who thought a single mom was easy meat. Denise had gotten her concealed carry permit and a Glock on Kate’s advice, who had made sure she was competent with the weapon. “In my purse, and I have the Remington up at the cabin.”

      “Okay. If Mister Stripey’s still on the loose by the time you get off work, you get Addie and stay in town. Alex will give you a bed.”

      She bit her lips to smother a smile. Jack was a male, a SEAL, and a wolf Alpha—a triple threat when it came to dominance. Giving orders to anyone he saw as part of his pack came naturally, despite her actual membership in Alex DiSantis’s cougar pack. Oh, well. He’s adorable when he’s bossy.

      “I better get started on those calls,” she said. Jack gave her a brief salute and headed off.

      The rest of the shift was uneventful, consisting of guests checking in or wanting to know how to log onto the resort’s Wi-Fi. As five o’clock rolled around and there was no news from Jack or the sheriff, Denise began to relax. Handing off the desk to the evening clerk, she grabbed her purse and headed out to the parking lot where her new-to-her Honda CR-V sat in the corner. It was a 2011 model, paid for by her insurance after an accident totaled her beloved old Grand Cherokee, and it turned over like a champ when she hit the ignition. She pulled out and headed down the winding mountain road to the county seat of MacComber, where Addie spent the weekdays at Mountain Rose Preschool.

      The little girl barreled through the other little kids when she spotted Denise in the pre-school’s hallway. “Momma, Momma, I drew you a picture!” she called, waving a crayon-covered paper in the air.

      “Let me see it, honey.” Denise took the drawing and studied it. It was a recognizable drawing of a cougar sitting on the porch of what she assumed was their house. Once again, she was impressed at her daughter’s artistic skill. “That is gorgeous. Should we put it up on the fridge, or can I take it into work with me?”

      “Work.” Addie nodded firmly as punctuation. “Let Auntie Kate see it.”

      “And Uncle Jack?” Denise prompted.

      Addie grinned, shaking her head. “No. He’s a puppy.”

      Denise glanced around. Everyone in the building was a shifter or related to a shifter in some way, but it was a good idea to instill a sense of caution in Addie early on. “We don’t talk about that outside of the house, remember?”

      The little girl’s mouth contracted into a sad rosebud. “Sorry, Momma.”

      “It’s okay, honey. We just need to be careful.” She kissed Addie’s soft hair, smelling the familiar, comforting scent of little girl. “Hey, maybe we can see Auntie Kate and Uncle Jack this weekend, how about that?”

      Addie’s mood lightened immediately. “Yes!”

      “Okay, then.” She straightened up, taking her daughter’s hand. Sometimes she regretted that things hadn’t worked out with Addie’s father. Kirk Sawyer had been one of the ski instructors at the resort, a tall, handsome cougar shifter with turquoise eyes and an easy grin. According to him he’d fallen madly in love with Denise the moment he spotted her on her first day of work, and she’d responded just as quickly.

      The problem was, they weren’t mates, that incandescent bond of heart, mind, and soul that some shifters were lucky to share. Without sharing a mating bond, the initial love she had shared with Kirk died out after a few years. They’d parted on amicable terms and Kirk moved on, finding work at a ski resort in Colorado that catered to other paranormal creatures. He was a good dad and a good ex, calling Addie every week and visiting her every chance he got, and sending his support check like clockwork. When he’d spoken to Denise at the end of one call and mentioned that he’d found a new girlfriend, she was genuinely happy for him. Their relationship might not have lasted, but she’d gotten Addie out of it and that made everything worthwhile.

      The drive home was full of news about what had happened at the preschool that day, followed with the two of them singing some of Addie’s favorite songs. When they pulled onto the gravel driveway that ended at their cabin Denise paused, studying the newly green foliage and trees surrounding their home. No news about the tiger ran both ways; either SAR was still hunting it, which meant it was still on the prowl, or they’d captured it and were quietly removing it from the mountain. She knew it wasn’t practical, but still hoped that Jack and the other SAR members wouldn’t have to kill it.

      “Momma, I gotta potty,” Addie said from her car seat.

      She glanced back. “Sorry, baby, I was distracted. I’ll get you out.”

      Once in the cabin Addie raced to the bathroom and hopped on the Big Kid potty chair in the corner of the bathroom. Making sure that the little girl wiped properly and washed her hands, Denise emptied the pot into the toilet and rinsed it out before slotting it back into the potty chair, hoping that Addie would be big enough to use the regular toilet soon. Shifter kids grew more rapidly than human kids, and she was eyeing something called a Squatty Potty that would help Addie climb up once she was ready for the big girl seat.

      After washing her own hands, she headed into the kitchen. Addie was already at the kitchen table drawing. “How about chicken for dinner?” she suggested.

      “And mashed potatoes?” her daughter said hopefully.

      “Yes. And roasted green beans.”

      “Yay!”

      “Okay, then.”

      She was deep in meal prep when she heard her brother’s ringtone emanating from her purse. Rinsing off a hand, she dug into the front pocket and pulled out the phone. “Hey, Franklin.”

      “Hey, Den.” Her twin brother worked at the sporting goods store in MacComber when he wasn’t leading tourists on guided hikes and hill climbs for Rambling Adventures. He was also a member of the county SAR team so it was likely he’d been included in the hunt for the tiger. “Did Jack tell you about our unexpected guest?”

      Denise turned so that Addie couldn’t overhear the conversation. “Yeah, he did. Did you get it yet?”

      “Nope. We caught the trail a few times, but then it disappeared. Even Parker couldn’t find it again, and he could scent a four-leaf clover in a field of hay.” Franklin sounded frustrated, and Denise understood why. Matt Parker was the wolf shifter owner of Rambling and led the SAR team—he wouldn’t stop until he found the dangerous animal, which meant that SAR would be out on the mountain, in shifts if necessary, until the job was done. “You at the cabin?”

      “Where else?”

      His response made her grateful Addie couldn’t hear the conversation. “I want the two of you to stay at my apartment until we take down the tiger.”

      She rolled her eyes. Her brother’s place was clean enough, but he went through one-night-stands like Kleenex and had a bad habit of leaving his used condoms lying around the apartment in unexpected places. “I appreciate it, but it’s not necessary. I’m keeping all the windows closed and the door locked, and I’ve got both the Glock and the Remington within easy reach. Besides, I doubt it’ll come anywhere near the resort. It’s too noisy here, and there’s easier pickings lower down the mountain.”

      “That’s what Parker said, but I’d still feel better if you were in town. I’m pretty sure there’s no, uh, evidence lying around that Addie can find.”

      She loved her brother, but she wasn’t about to rely on his haphazard cleaning habits. “Seriously, it’s okay. You concentrate on finding Mister Stripey and don’t worry about it. We’ll be fine.”

      “Okay, if you’re sure. But the offer stands—if you need to bug out, you still have the key, right?”

      “Yup.”

      Franklin’s sigh was gusty even across the connection. “I hope we find this damn thing soon. I’ve got a hot date tonight and I do not want to miss it.”

      Denise wondered if it had dawned on him that a hot date and a sister and niece sleeping over did not mix. “Good hunting—on both fronts. And take care.”

      “Thanks, sis. You, too.”

      Twenty minutes later the chicken, mashed potatoes, and green beans were ready. She loaded her own plate, then Addie’s extremely battered but no less treasured unicorn plate with the food, mentally blessing Patty MacLeish’s method for getting kids to eat vegetables—chop up the veggies, toss them with olive oil, garlic, salt, and pepper, then put them in a broiler pan underneath whatever meat was cooking for dinner. The vegetables came out caramelized, soaked in meat juices, and absolutely delicious. Even Brussels sprouts were amazing this way and had become Addie’s favorite vegetable. If Mom had known about this when I was a cub, I would’ve eaten them with every meal.

      Addie was working on nibbling a bean down to the fork when she said, “Momma, Miss Holly says we can bring in stuff for show and tell tomorrow. Can I bring in my treasure?”

      Like most of the children in the area, Addie enjoyed wandering in the woods on Sandia Crest and had gathered an impressive collection of old bones, feathers, interesting pieces of wood, and pretty rocks during her rambles. She referred to the diverse assortment as her "treasure."

      Unfortunately, her latest acquisition, a knot of pine wood as big as Denise’s fist, had hosted a small but very annoyed ant colony. Denise had hurriedly deposited the
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