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Cara

I stopped at the market on my way through town. Nowhere, California, population 672, and a bustling metropolis compared to my cabin in the woods.

For a couple of minutes I just sat, enjoying the feel of being in a vehicle that wasn’t moving. But it was still a cramped metal box, even if the scent of pine blew through my open window. So I dragged myself out of the SUV and into Sophie’s Get-It-Here Market and Mail Delivery.

The scents of sawdust, semifresh produce, raw meat, and cleaning supplies hit me. An open package of goldfish crackers was stashed somewhere nearby.

Sophie sat behind the scarred wooden counter, her feet propped up on a barrel while she read some unidentified novel on her tablet. I speculated sometimes, but I didn’t really want to know. I wasn’t eager to share my reading habits with anyone else either.

Putting her tablet down, she stood and stretched with an audible creaking of her joints. “How was the wedding?”

“Perfectly lovely. Georgette made the sweetest bride. Bear is happy as could be.”

As my brother should be, having found his mate. I felt a gnawing hunger for mine, whoever and wherever he was. Not in California, apparently. It seemed like every unmated shifter in the state attended Bear’s wedding, and not one of them made my bear stir. Give it time, Mom always said.

Time time time. Bah.

For an instant I considered being more open to human males. That thought died a fast death. I was too big, too clumsy, too different to appeal to humans. Human men weren’t interested in living in a cabin in the woods with a part-time trail guide. As far as they were concerned, I was invisible.

“Gordon is putting in a new well,” Sophie said.

“What’s wrong with the old one?”

“Got contaminated somehow. He said.”

Yeah, Gordon said a lot of stuff. But he didn’t usually back it up with action.

“Contaminated with what?” I asked.

“He never said.”

“No?”

“I think he doesn’t know what it is.” Sophie dragged the rubber band out of her ponytail, scraped back her carrot-red hair until the salt-and-pepper roots looked like they’d pull right out, and replaced the rubber band. “But I think this time he wasn’t just talking through his hat. Cliff and Jenny are getting their well tested too.”

“Hmmm.” I’d have to talk to them.

“By the way.” Sophie gave me a speculative look. “We’ve got newcomers.”

“Where?” Although the Maldonado lot had been for sale for years, it was hard to believe they’d finally gotten a taker.

“They don’t say.” She lowered her voice even though we were the only ones in the market. The before-closing flurry of shoppers hadn’t started yet. “I think they’re camping out on federal lands.”

“Really?”

“You didn’t hear it from me.” She sliced her hand across her throat.

“Of course not,” I said automatically. “I’d better get my stuff. It’s been a long day.”

I was grabbing milk out of the dairy case when a motorcycle rumbled into the parking lot. The blast of noise rattled the walls. The arrogant fool riding it should keep on going down the road and leave my forest behind.

A couple of minutes later the door opened, the bells strung across the top clanging sharply.

I put my milk, yogurt, and other groceries on the counter without bothering to look at the new customer. The people who rode into town on those loud bikes were tediously similar: shaggy hair that looked unclean, aggressively tattooed to the point of being comical, and overly fleshy. I liked big guys—how could I not? bears were my people, and I packed some weight myself—but the bikers just looked flabby, no real muscle behind the flesh. And I disliked their smell.

“Good evening, Val,” Sophie said, her voice subtly different than when she spoke to me.

I raised my eyebrow at her. She didn’t notice. Her gaze focused on the new customer, she twiddled with her shirt, pulling it down and smoothing out the wrinkles across her chest.

“How you doing,” the new customer responded in a deep voice. The response rumbled in my chest the same way the bike had shaken the market walls.

I glanced over my shoulder, and involuntarily turned to get a better look. Tall, taller than me. Lean but well-muscled. Dark hair tousled from his helmet, but smelling cleanly of him. Silver studs glinted at his ears, silver chains glittered around his neck and wrist. His scent… I breathed in. Not a bear, but not human either. Sexy and sleek, and very male. My bear approved.

Well, I didn’t. A pretty package didn’t negate the metal monster he’d ridden in on. I’d had enough problems with bikers who came in and thought they could do whatever they wanted in the forest.

Not in my forest, they couldn’t.

He was taking stock of me in turn. His gaze ran up and down my body, my skin under my clothes tingling as though he’d run his hands over me. I cursed the unlined bra I’d worn, and just managed not to hunch in an effort to hide my hardening nipples. At least he couldn’t see the tingling between my legs, and the spreading dampness.

But he could smell it. He sucked in a breath, and the pupils of his eyes swelled till the iris was a thin blue rim. His tight T-shirt didn’t hide his nipples either, and his taut leather pants—

Abruptly I turned back to Sophie. “Can you ring me up?” I think my tone was nonchalant.

The stranger moved, retreating down an aisle. I felt an irrational disappointment, even as I tracked his movements, sensing when he stopped to read a label, and knowing when he picked up a gallon of fruit juice.

“Sure can.” Sighing, she scanned my items and put them in my cloth grocery bags.

After I finished swiping my card, I helped her bag them.

“By the way, did I get any mail?”

“Just a Big Girls catalog.”

“I’ll get it next time then.” When there wasn’t an impossibly sexy stranger wandering up and down the aisles.

Door bells jingling, I exited the market.

The stranger’s motorcycle was parked next to my SUV. Like him, it was sleek, despite being fitted with saddlebags and a trunk. Matte black with brushed steel, it exuded understated power.

I put my bags in the trunk of my boring beige SUV and slammed the hatch shut. The motorcycle fixed in the corner of my eye, I strode to the driver’s door. And paused.

The hand grips, the flashiest thing on the motorcycle, had a flames pattern worked in gloss black against flat black. I wondered if they were comfortable to hold. Without thinking I reached over and grabbed a hand grip.

An alarm immediately started whining.

Holy crap. I hastily slid into my SUV.

The stranger came outside in time to see me leave.

Pretending obliviousness, I sedately drove off.

Val

The bitch touched my bike.

She pulled out of the parking lot, mocking me with that innocent “not me” face.

I let her go. My wolf snarled, wanting to lunge after her. I wanted to lunge after her.

My cock still tingled from the way her gaze raked over me. Her scent, not human and not wolf, tantalized me. She had to be some kind of shifter that I hadn’t run across yet.

Which wasn’t surprising. Other shifters and smart humans knew to stay out of our pack’s way. Ted, our alpha, led the Outpack with vicious thoroughness. He said snarl, we snarled. He said bite, we bit. He said kill, we killed.

Current orders were to not start trouble in town. So I wouldn’t.

I reset the alarm on my bike. With the sudden quiet, the pumping of adrenaline into my veins slowed, and stopped. I took a deep breath to clear my lungs of the bitch’s scent. It lingered, sharp and compelling.

The smell would fade after I got back on the road. I finished my shopping, loaded my bike, and took off at a crawl down the narrow main street. Four or five lanes branched off the main drag, and that was it, the town of Nowhere.

We might as well have stayed in Idaho. Except at least here no one hunted us. I bared my teeth in a grin. Even in Idaho, nobody hunted us more than once.

When the final building showed in my rearview mirror, I hit the throttle.

Ted said we could move product more easily on the West Coast. He was right about that. But I was starting to have my doubts about the whole business. I didn’t care so much about the toll on the humans who got suckered into buying it. Humans had never cared much for me, not even my mom, and they’d just have to watch out for themselves.

I leaned forward, the air rushing past. My bike ate up the road that wound up the mountain. On my right the shoulder ended in a rugged drop to the churning river below.

Now my pack, them I’d watch out for. The whole fiasco in the other den was a direct result of wolves partaking of the product. I’d told Ted their getting stupid-addicted was a problem, and got my nose smacked for putting it where it didn’t belong. “Your job is to follow orders,” he’d growled.

So I kept my mouth shut now, but I watched. And I made damn sure not to be one of the ones who took that shit. It didn’t just mess with their heads, it messed with their bodies too. Ted had to be able to smell how it fucked with wolf chemistry.

Leaning in, I rounded a blind curve. Up ahead a vehicle was stopped, near where we’d put that warning rock.

I grinned as I got closer. Well, well. Who was it that found our little marker? Could it be the bitch from the market?

And now she wasn’t in town.


Chapter 2
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Cara

My juvenile spurt of euphoria wore off fast enough as I took the road out of town to my cabin. Twenty-six years old, and the highlight of my day was setting off a car alarm? That was just too sad.

And inaccurate. My thrill for the day was the stranger himself.

If only he’d been a bear shifter. My eyes glazed, heedless of the familiar road passing under my wheels. Because Cora Bruin of the Northern California bears, daughter of the former chief and sister of the current chief, wasn’t about to take up with some mongrel shifter, no matter how sexy he was.

What happened next was the stranger’s fault. If he hadn’t been in my head, I would have seen the rock. But instead of the dusty asphalt of the road, I saw the T-shirt hugging his chest and abs, and the definition of his thighs under those leather pants.

Then something banged underneath my SUV. With the first loud impact, the engine stalled, followd by a loud thunk. The SUV lurched to a slow skidding stop, the steering wheel locked up. I clung to it anyway, riding out the skid.

The SUV stopped. Afraid to breathe, I waited for the rocking to end. When the SUV was absolutely still, I grabbed my purse and carefully opened the door and eased myself out. The driver-side wheels just touched the edge of the asphalt. The front passenger wheel dug into the rocky dirt at the edge of the drop-off. Fifty yards below, the river coursed along its stony bed.

But the situation wasn’t as bad as it seemed. Several deep breaths, and my shakiness faded. The rear passenger wheel was wedged tight against the guard rail. The SUV wasn’t going anywhere, down the slope or back on the road, without some help.

I dug through my purse and took out my cell phone. Zero bars. Reception was intermittent on the mountain, with dead spots where stone blocked the towers. Of course I’d broken down in a dead zone.

The nearest help was back in town. If I shifted, it wouldn’t take too long to get there. Except I hadn’t been planning to shift and didn’t have a carry bag for my clothes. Unless… I opened the back hatch. No carry bag there, just my suitcase and the bags of groceries.

Walk it was, then. It would be well after dark before I got back in town. Not that it mattered exactly when I got there. The tow truck driver wouldn’t come up the hill at night. I’d just have to beg Sophie to let me stay in her spare room.

I’d only gone twenty feet before the arrogant rumble of a motorcycle sounded. Hiding my scorn, I plastered a look of unconcern on my face and kept going.

He slid his motorcycle to a halt in front of me and cut off the engine. With lazy grace he pulled off his helmet.

I could sidestep him and walk past, with the probability that he would think I was a timid fool, or I could hear what he had to say.

And then sidestep him and walk past. I knew already that whatever he wanted wouldn’t line up with what I wanted.

What I did was neither.

Because when I looked in his eyes, all my thoughts about mongrel shifters versus home and hearth dissipated into mist. There was just him, and my bear mewling at me.

“Who are you?” I breathed, involuntarily moving closer.

His grip on the helmet tightened until his knuckles turned white. His confident laugh held a note of strain. “Val Stanton at your service.”

“Val,” I whispered. His name tasted right.

“And you?”

“Cara—Cara Bruin.”

He didn’t recognize my name. He couldn’t be from the West Coast, then, and he wouldn’t have any preconceived ideas about me. The idea that I wouldn’t have to uphold any standards—unless I chose to—was freeing.

“Cara,” he drawled, his air of uncertainty leaving him. He slid a mask of cockiness over the hunger in his eyes. His fingers on the helmet relaxed. “Looks like you’ve got a problem.”

“A big one.” I smiled ruefully. I could play the game too. “I’m just on my way back to town to take care of it.”

“Want a ride?”

“I’d love it.”

For a moment he seemed at a loss, as though he hadn’t expected my easy agreement. Then he pulled off his leather jacket and draped it over my shoulders. “Here.”

“You shouldn’t—”

“Just put it on,” he said curtly. His air of strain had returned.

I slipped my arms into the sleeves. They were still warm from his body heat. Not protesting further, I let him ease the helmet onto my head. It felt inevitable that he should give me his jacket and helmet. Wearing them felt like sliding inside his skin. My bear purred in satisfaction.

Climbing onto the seat behind him, I leaned forward and wrapped my arms around his taut muscles. When he shuddered at my touch, I held him tighter.

He started the engine. The roar was deafening, and wonderful. He turned the bike, and we started our ride down the hill.

We went faster than I was used to. Going around the curves, the bike leaned at an angle that made me suck in my breath. It felt like we were flying, and the thrill was exhilarating, similar to when I romped in bear form but with an element of danger.

His body next to mine brought a different kind of excitement, more physical than the air rushing past my face or the thunder filling my ears, and at the same time flush with emotion. My legs pressed his hard thighs, my arms clung to his waist, my chest rested against the heat of his back.

Want surged through me. Heat spread throughout my core. I wanted to merge with him completely. My pussy pulsed with desire. I wanted to feel his cock inside me.

Shamelessly I rubbed against his back. My nipples, hard as pebbles, ached with need for him. My hands, if I only dared, could touch the cock I wanted. All I had to do was reach…

We arrived at the first stop sign in town. The slowing and then the full stop shook me out of my trance.

My face burned. I’d been about to fondle a man I’d just met. It didn’t matter how delicious he smelled or how much my bear egged me on, I knew better.

“Where to?” he asked without turning his head.

“The market.” It should be open for a while longer, and if it wasn’t, Sophie lived in the little house just behind it.

He stopped the motorcycle a couple of parking spaces from the market door. The quiet sounded alien.

I climbed off awkwardly, my legs shaky. He got off too, and took the helmet I handed him. Reluctantly I shrugged out of the jacket.

“Well.” I smiled graciously, remembering that I was Cara Bruin, sister and daughter of chiefs. “Thank you for the ride, Val.” I held out the jacket, my last connection to him.

“It was nothing.” He didn’t meet my eyes when he took the jacket.

“Well then.” I squared my shoulders and walked into the market.

Val

She disappeared inside the building. Forcing myself to pretend it was no big deal to me that she just walked away, I put on my helmet and jacket. They were still warm from her flesh.

To hell with her. I took off from that nest of humans, humans and whatever she was.

It wasn’t supposed to feel like this. I shouldn’t feel like I’d left part of myself behind with her.

She was just a bitch on the side of the road, prey for dogs like me.

But those eyes… She recognized something in me. I didn’t know what it was. There was nothing there to recognize. I was just one of the pack, a lesser dog to the alpha.

She climbed on the bike without a sign of concern. She should have been worried. No matter what kind of shifter she was, once I took her back to the den she had no chance. The pack could take down anything.

I let her wear my helmet. What kind of insanity was that? No one ever wore my helmet, or my jacket. They were the only things I claimed for myself, besides my bike. Everything else belonged to the pack.

Everything.

Those soft tits mashed against my back, those thighs pressed against mine, those arms wrapped around me…

Passing the last building, I accelerated. The faster I left her behind, the better.

My jacket carried her smell. A strand of her hair had got caught in the helmet. It blew against my cheek, burning like an electric wire. Her scent was branded into my senses.

I’d know her anywhere now.

But I could have nothing else to do with her. She needed to stay as far away as possible from the Outpack.

Because I couldn’t share her.


Chapter 3
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Cara

I’d slept with the curtains open. When the first light of the day shone in Sophie’s spare bedroom, I got up, restless and ready to make things happen. I made myself useful by brewing a pot of coffee, and a few minutes later Sophie lurched out of her bedroom.

“Ooh or,” she mumbled on her way to the bathroom.

When she came back out, she was slightly more awake. She dropped into her seat at the dinette table and stared out the kitchen window with unfocused eyes. Outside, jays were poking through the patches of low grass beneath the pines. A branch shook as a squirrel leaped onto it.

Taking the mug of coffee I handed her without another word, she sucked it down. “Ah.” She held out the mug for a refill.

“Do you want french toast or pancakes?” I asked, giving her the refreshed mug.

“You don’t need to fix anything. Cereal’s fine.”

“For you maybe,” I said lightly. I couldn’t imagine starting out the day with cold cereal. “Besides, let me feel like I’m paying you back for letting me spend the night.”

Sophie yawned. “French toast then.”

I got out the milk and other ingredients. “Tell me about Gordon’s well.”

“What a way to begin my morning.” She yawned again. “His dog. You know the one, right? That yappy peekapoo?”

“Uh-huh.” I cracked the eggs into the bowl. “What about it?”

“Gordon swears he’s being poisoned.”

“But why the well?”

“Because Gordon.”

We both cracked up a little at that. I put the first slices on the griddle.

“Seriously,” Sophie continued, “he threw out all the dog food and bought new brands. Twice. So he decided the problem was the well. And now his dog only gets bottled water.”

“What about Cliff and Jenny’s well?”

“They say they’re seeing the same thing. But they can’t buy enough bottled water for all their goats and the emus too.”

“Scary.” I served the hot french toast to Sophie.

I started another batch cooking and let her enjoy the first few bites in peace.

“Umm,” she said when she came up for air. “Can’t eat like this every day though.”

“So what are they seeing, anyway?”

“Cliff and Jenny? The animals seem to lose their appetite, but they don’t lose any weight. They get more aggressive, too. Jenny said she wouldn’t even have noticed the food thing if Gordon hadn’t mentioned it. She thought her stock were just upset over the new horse.”

“Horse?” I sat down with my plate.

“One of the little ones. It’s no bigger than a dog. The others are jealous because it gets to go inside the house.”

“Oh. So did Gordon get his well tested?” I slathered maple syrup over my french toast.

“Honestly, you’ll have to ask him. I kind of tune him out when he gets on one of his rants.”

I would ask him, and I’d talk to Jenny too. First I’d enjoy my breakfast. Then I’d rouse the tow truck driver.

• • •

Joe of the Tow and Fix Garage picked me up in front of the market. I climbed into the cab of the tow truck with a cheery good morning.

“You’re pretty chipper for someone who’s ruined her car.”

“It’s not— Never mind.”

When he pulled up behind my SUV, he frowned across the seat at me. “Looks like you did a good job of breaking things.”

“The guard rail is still standing.”

“Huh.” Joe got out of the cab, and I followed him as he examined the SUV from all angles. “When did you break the hatch?”

“I didn’t.”

For answer he lifted the hatch, releasing a gust of sour milk and raw egg.

My groceries were strewn all through the storage compartment. The yogurt was left untouched, but the milk carton had been slashed open and half the milk had drained onto the now-soggy felt that lined the compartment. One broken egg joined the mess. The other eggs, sans carton, were missing.

My suitcase was gone too.

Maybe I’d left the hatch unlocked after I looked for the carry bag… No, there were gouges around the keyhole.

Bending closer, I sniffed. That strong acrid scent was urine. I found the sparse yellow dribble on a grocery bag. The big bear in the sky was smiling down on me; at least the shifter who trashed my SUV didn’t have a full bladder.

Small comfort. The destruction was infuriating. The liner would have to be pulled out and discarded, and the compartment scoured and disinfected. If the fumes had soaked into the upholstery and carpet, I might as well replace the SUV.

My movements tight and controlled, I poured the rest of the milk over the edge of the guard rail. With an angry flick, I tossed the empty container back into the compartment.

“That’s a shame,” Joe said. “Kids these days…” He got down on his knees to check out the front end.

“Yeah, kids,” I said to his back.

But among the scents wafting out of the SUV, there wasn’t a hint of human. I closed my eyes to focus. A shifter. A feral shifter, from his despicable actions.

Whatever kind of shifter he was, his scent matched up with that of Val Stanton, the biker from yesterday. Shifters of the same type had a common smell with individual differences. Unlike Val’s, the scent of the shifter who tore up my SUV had a strong chemical overlay. I memorized the mongrel’s scent so I’d know him when I ran across him.

Just like I could recognize Val’s. Thinking of Val made an involuntary tingle shoot through my body, and that just fed my anger. That and the sense of betrayal.

It was no coincidence that I ran into two unfamiliar shifters of the same type
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