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      The whistles and chirps of the birds greeting the new morning flowed into the cabin through several broken windows. A mockingbird landed on the kitchen windowsill. It tilted its head as if studying what it saw in the house, and then it mimicked the songs the other birds were singing.

      A low growl rumbled through the kitchen.

      All whistles and chirps stopped.

      The growl grew louder.

      The mockingbird flew away. A single feather fluttered into the sink below the window.

      A deeper growl erupted from the naked man lying on the floor, as one of his arms moved in a sweeping motion across the floor. It bumped several cans of chili scattered around him on the floor. The cans rolled into other cans filled with either soup or vegetables. The clinking metal caused the man to open his eyes.

      Cooper groaned and closed his eyes. His hand moved back and forth, searching for something. “What the fuck?”

      Cold tiles. Cans and open packages of dry pasta and rice covered the floor surrounding him. He knew where he was, and it wasn’t in his bed where he was last night when he went to sleep.

      Damn his beast!

      It wasn’t content roaming the woods and destroying stuff out there. It was now destroying the food in the pantry. The beast’s nocturnal roaming had to stop, especially if Cooper wanted to keep his sanity, at least what little was left of it.

      He rolled over onto his back and opened his eyes. The light filtering through the window above the sink blinded him. He threw an arm over his face to protect his eyes. “I hate sunny mornings. I hate cheerful birds singing their cheerful songs. And I hate waking up everywhere except in my bed.” A yawn brought his ramblings to an end.

      The man was exhausted.

      A few minutes later, with his hand sheltering his eyes, he made another attempt at opening them. He blinked as his eyes slowly adjusted to the morning light. After a few seconds, Cooper looked at his surroundings. The window blinds, as well as the glass, were missing from the window over the sink. A few fragments of glass clinging to the sides and top of the window frame were the only pieces of the window glass left. Cooper made a low grumbling noise in the back of his throat.

      Cooper stared at the ceiling and snorted. The fixture covering the fluorescent light was gone. Luckily, the two rather long light bulbs were still inside the fixture and were unbroken, which was a minor miracle considering the destruction that was everywhere.

      In the back of his head, a low growl grew louder. Cooper saw his beast staring at him.

      I don’t know why you’re growling at me. You’re the one that made this mess, and I’m the one who is always stuck cleaning it up. Destroying the house will not solve anything except leave us with no place to live, or is that what you want?

      The wolf stared at him as if it didn’t have a care in the world. Because it didn’t. At least not at that moment, anyway.

      Cooper yawned before he could stop himself. He was exhausted and pissed off with his wolf’s behavior.

      All Cooper wanted was to go to sleep in his bed and wake up there without having to worry about his beast taking over and destroying everything.

      Cooper yawned again.

      He needed sleep to function during the day, but his wolf didn’t care about what the man needed. His beast’s nocturnal escapades were taking a significant toll on him and were fueling his wolf’s lousy behavior. Something had to be done. The exhaustion was sending them into a downward spiral, and instead of slowing down, the descent was gaining momentum.

      Cooper sighed.

      Draven would have to decide to put him down sooner than anyone realized. The beast was too unpredictable. So far, Cooper had been lucky. The wolf had bitten no one. One bite was all it took to turn a human into a shifter, if the human survived the change. One bite from his wolf would create another out-of-control monster. Cooper didn’t wish his problem on anyone. The world needed no more shifters with dangerous monsters set on destroying itself and everything around it. One was bad enough.

      Cooper didn’t want to be put down a rabid animal. Hell, what shifter wanted his life ended before his time? But he couldn’t allow his wolf to continue having free rein to do what it wanted with no guidance.

      Cooper had two regrets. He wouldn’t see his niece or nephew, and he wouldn’t find his mate and start his own family. The thought of holding the one woman meant for him and watching his mate’s belly grow round with his pup filled him with almost unbearable longing.

      His beast whined and projected images of it playing with a couple of pups.

      And with your behavior, we won’t live to see the pups born.

      The beast bared its fangs at the man.

      Cooper gave his wolf a mental shove. Don’t flash your fangs at me. You know you’re half the problem.

      The wolf stretched out with its paws in front of it.

      Cooper sat up and looked at the mess surrounding him. Most of the cabinets were still closed. Somehow they had survived the wolf’s rampage. But the pantry was a different story.

      The bottom half of the door was missing. The hinge was still there, but the bottom half of the door was gone, and the upper half of the door hung at an awkward angle. Claw and teeth marks marred the wood.

      Inside, several shelves laid on the floor. The rest of the shelves were empty. The contents were scattered across the kitchen floor. Most of the boxes were ripped apart.

      “Damn, wolf. What have you done this time? Hell! How long were you in control?” Cooper didn’t realize he was talking out loud until he heard the raspy sound of his voice.

      The beast inside him raised its head and let out a deep growl. It yawned and curled back into a ball, tucking its nose under its paw. It stared at the man for a few seconds and then closed its eyes.

      That’s right. Go back to sleep. You sack of crap! Leave me to deal with the mess.

      The only answer he received from the beast was another growl.

      Cooper ran his hand over his face. For the third time this week, his damn beast had taken over and destroyed something in the cabin. But waking up naked on the kitchen floor, surrounded by the destroyed contents of his pantry, wasn’t the only problem. There was also lost time. How much time had his beast stolen last night?

      His stomach growled, and he remembered he was supposed to have met Mason and Carrie for breakfast around eight. From the angle the sun was shining through the broken window, it was well past eight. Maybe even closer to eleven o’clock or even noon.

      Crap! How was he going to explain standing them up this time? He was out of excuses. Plus, he was sure no one believed him. His family said nothing, but they knew he was in trouble. They knew his wolf was out of control. He saw the looks in their eyes and heard it in their voices. So much for keeping his family from worrying about him.

      In truth, his beast was out of control. It did what it wanted, when it wanted, and he couldn’t stop it.

      Cooper yawned as he picked himself up off the floor. He didn’t want to see the mess he knew waited for him in the rest of the house. The wolf was never content with just destroying one thing. Based on what the kitchen looked like, he could only imagine how bad the rest of the cabin looked. At the rate his monster was going, eventually, the cabin was going to fall around him.

      Broken windows.

      Chew marks and chunks of wood were missing.

      Broken furniture.

      The list of things the beast had destroyed in the last two years was endless. Maybe the wolf wanted the cabin to fall on them. Cooper did not know. The wolf didn’t communicate with him most of the time.

      Pain rippled through his body as he stood and stretched. His left side was sore, and even his shoulder was tender. He stared at his side and grimaced. Looking at the almost healed marks on that side of his body, Cooper knew his monstrous wolf had been in another fight. But with whom or what, he had no clue, and that was another issue.

      When the beast took over, it refused to let the man have any awareness of what was going on or what it was doing. It was as if two separate beings were forced to share one body, and both were fighting for control.

      Unless someone said something about seeing his wolf, Cooper would never find out what the beast had done or where it had gone. But in the past few months, the divide between man and beast had grown to enormous proportions. Shifters communicated with their animals and worked together, but not Cooper and his wolf.

      Cooper rolled his eyes. The lack of communication had to change.

      His wolf was mad at the world and was doing its best to let the world know it. The wolf didn’t seem to care if the man got hurt. Maybe it was trying to get someone to put it out of its misery before Draven had to do it, which would hurt Kelly, his mate and Cooper’s sister.

      Maybe a mate would help and give him and his wolf focus, and keep them from slipping into insanity. Perhaps she could bring them back together. But finding her was the problem.

      Cooper walked into the living room.

      A sour taste filled his mouth.

      Cooper sighed. A Category five hurricane would have caused less damage.

      Acid rose from his stomach, making the back of his throat burn. Unfortunately, his monstrous beast was more like a Category 13 hurricane; off the charts and unpredictable because there wasn’t anything like it.

      White fluff covered almost everything. The remains of the couch cushions and pillows had been tossed around the room. There was nothing left of the coffee table or the end tables except pieces of wood scattered around the room. Cooper pushed one piece of broken wood with his foot. Teeth marks were visible. “The tables aren’t to be chew toys.” Even as he spoke, he knew his wolf wasn’t listening.

      The place was trashed. Even the front door leaned at an odd angle. A frat party would have caused less damage.

      Cooper cringed as he turned away from the destruction. Wishing he were somewhere else didn’t help. Nothing could help him or his beast, except maybe…

      He shook his head.

      As much as he wanted a mate, the reality of his situation hit him. He would not subject her to the issues he and his wolf dealt with every day.

      It wouldn’t be fair to her.

      No one deserved to be stuck with him and his beast. Besides, in his heart, he knew it was too late to save him. He and his wolf were too far into their downward free-fall. Nothing could stop it. Rock bottom was just around the corner. Draven, the pack’s alpha, would give the order to save the pack and everyone else.

      Cooper accepted that fact. It was the only way to make sure his beast didn’t hurt anyone or accidentally turn a human. The world didn’t need more monsters. But his biggest worry was his family. They were the ones who would suffer, and it was because of him. He felt he had become a massive disappointment to them, especially his dad and stepmom.

      There was no way he could hide this or even deny it. Not anymore. His days were being crossed out on the calendar as he counted down to his end.

      A heaviness filled his heart. His dream of a family of his own would never happen. His mate, wherever she was, would have to live without him. At least, she would never know what had happened to him, and she would believe fate never led her to him. Cooper was thankful she would be spared that information. He hoped she would find someone to love and who would love her, because he wanted her to have a long life filled with pups. The life he wanted, but couldn’t give her.

      He was glad his brother and sister had found their mates, and he wanted to be the cool uncle to his nieces and nephews.

      Cooper shook his head. Some things weren’t meant to be.

      The shrill sound of his phone vibrated through the small cabin.

      Cooper turned his back on the mess in the living room. He followed the shrill sound back to the bedroom. Picking up the phone from where he had left it last night on the nightstand, he tapped the screen. “Hello.”

      “Where are you?” demanded Kelly, his sister. She was his stepsister, but he never thought of her as a stepsister. Kelly was his baby sister, and the only one not afraid of his wolf. Until recently, she had been human. Draven, her mate and the alpha, had turned her to save her life. Now she was carrying the next generation.

      “At home.”

      “Have you bothered to look at the time?”

      “No. I’ve been kind of busy.”

      She growled. “You were supposed to have been here an hour ago. What the hell have you been doing?”

      “Sleeping,” Cooper shook his head.

      “Sleeping? Really? That’s what you were so busy doing?”

      “I must have turned off the alarm because I didn’t hear it go off. I overslept. It happens.”

      “To humans.” Kelly’s tone sounded funny. “Shifter hearing is at least ten times better. You would have heard the alarm. If you’re going to tell stories, make up better ones than that lame excuse.”

      “I didn’t hear my alarm go off. I guess I overslept.” He didn’t know why he repeated the excuse when Kelly didn’t buy it the first time.

      “Really? Weren’t you supposed to have met Mason and Carrie at the cafe for breakfast? When you didn’t show and didn’t answer your phone, they called here. You’re lucky I was the one who answered. If it had been Pops, he would have gone over there and jerked you out of bed.”

      “What did you tell them?” Cooper was thankful Pops, or anyone else, hadn’t come to the cabin.

      “Just that you had to run an errand for me, and it must have taken longer than I or you expected.” There was a pause, and then Kelly sighed. “I’m worried about you, Coop. You can’t keep going on like this, and I can’t keep lying for you either. No one in the family believes the lies. They just choose to ignore the truth, but it’s getting harder for them to do that.”

      “You don’t need to be worrying about me. You’ve got plenty on your plate, especially with the pup coming.” He felt like banging his head on the wall because there he was causing her more stress. “I’ll be there in about thirty minutes.”

      “I’ll see you then. Oh, and don’t forget. You’re training the new bartender this afternoon.”

      “What new bartender?” Cooper frowned. He remembered nothing about a new bartender.

      “The one Pops hired yesterday to take my place, and the one you are training today. Just get here as soon as you can,” Kelly ended the call before Cooper could say or ask anything else.

      He tossed the phone onto the bed. They needed a new bartender or two, but why did he have to train the guy?

      He turned and went to take a shower. Cleaning the house would have to wait until after his shift at the bar.
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      Dru Piers grabbed the bottle of ketchup and drenched her fries until it looked something had bled all over her plate. Satisfied with her handy work, she put the ketchup bottle back into the basket in the center of the table. She grabbed one fry, made sure the red stuff almost entirely covered it, and then shoved the French fry into her mouth and chewed. She picked up her soda and took a sip as she watched the people coming and going.

      From the corner table, she could see almost everything going on at the bar and in the dining area. Most of the tables were empty, though several seats at the bar were taken. The few customers remaining were what was left of the lunch crowd. From their scents, she knew most of the customers were wolves.

      Dru picked up another fry and dunked it into one of the ketchup pools. She plopped several fries into her mouth and chewed. She watched one waitress clean tables while the other waitress checked on the customers.

      Conversations drifted to her from different directions. Mostly, she could tune them out, but some of the louder conversations weren’t as easy to ignore. Dru sighed. Sometimes having shifter hearing really sucked. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the waitress walk toward her table.

      “How are your fries?” asked Molly Turner. She held a pitcher of tea in one hand and a pot of coffee in the other.

      Dru plastered a smile on her face as she looked at the woman. “The fries are fantastic. Crispy on the outside and tender on the inside.” She smiled at the woman.

      “Do you want anything else? Like maybe a burger to go with those fries?” asked Molly.

      Dru shook her head. The waitress didn’t make any outright comments about what she had ordered, but Dru could see the questions written across the woman’s face. “I’m good, but thanks for asking.”

      “If you change your mind or need anything, just holler.” Molly moved to another table.

      Yeah, a double bacon cheeseburger sounded good. Dru sighed. She wanted a cheeseburger with extra bacon. Maybe two or three. Her stomach chose that moment to rumble.

      She hated not being able to have at least one good meal every day, but as much as she wanted the cheeseburger, she just didn’t have the money for it.

      Heck, as cheap as the fries were, she shouldn’t have spent what little money she had on them and the soda. But she counted them as her breakfast, lunch, and supper, all rolled into one plate. The sad part, today was just another one-meal-day in a couple of weeks of one-meal-days. And it sucked!

      Unfortunately, one-meal-a-day had slowly become the norm in her life. She hated it. Her bear hated it. The constant moving and changing jobs caused a considerable decrease in money, which meant she had to figure out how to save what she could by cutting corners and existing with the bare necessities. Good jobs required a good work history, references, and an actual address.

      But even those sacrifices weren’t enough.

      The few dollars crammed in her pocket were almost gone. The thought of being broke and stuck in the middle of nowhere scared her more than she wanted to admit. Pops Hayes hiring her as a bartender for the Starlight Bar was her saving grace.

      Cheeseburger sounds good, growled her bear.

      Dru shook her head. I guess you want a giant fruit salad too.

      Fruit salad. The beast reached out with its massive paw.

      Yeah, I want them too, and a slice of that apple pie with vanilla ice cream on top. She glanced at the table across the room from her. The man sitting there was eating a slice of homemade apple pie. The scent of cinnamon, sugar, and vanilla was heavenly. Dru bit the inside of her cheek. Like most bears, she loved sweets, and apple pie was one of her favorites. But unlike the female bear shifters in her old clan, in her human form, she was soft and curvy, and her love of sweets added to her extra padding. Her bear, on the other hand, was enormous and muscular. It towered over all the females and most of the males. We can’t afford to buy any of the things we want, but maybe after I get my first check for bartending, we can splurge.

      Her beast growled
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