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“YOU CAN’T BE SERIOUS.”

Lulu Orlando gawked at the small, red convertible waiting for her outside the airport car rental office. The smooth paint shone mockingly bright in the Colorado sun. This was not what she asked for, and it wasn’t going to work.

“Problem?” The voice on the cell phone she held between her shoulder and ear had an amused, smug tone. Ignoring it, she hurried back inside the office and caught the attention of the clerk who’d just completed the rental. “Excuse me. I reserved an SUV with four-wheel drive. Not a sports car.”

The clerk tapped on her computer obediently, making a show of doing her job, though the annoyed pull of her mouth said she’d rather be doing anything else.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Orlando, but the online form I have here specifically states sports car.”

She swiveled the monitor so Lulu could see. Sure enough, ‘sports car’ was checked on the vehicle type options list.

That couldn’t be right. She filled the form out herself a week ago. Once she got the green light from her editor to run with this story, she booked her flight and vehicle rental immediately.

“There must be a glitch. I clearly requested an SUV in case I have to go into the mountains.”

Every website and blog she’d read about visiting towns close to the Rocky Mountains suggested an SUV with four-wheel drive just in case of unexpected snow and ice, which was apparently a hit-or-miss thing in September.

“It appears an updated form had been submitted yesterday from your employer, Midtown Media. I’d be happy to provide you with an SUV, but unfortunately, they’ve all been booked. We have a nice mid-size sedan if you’d rather.”

A haughty, ‘got you’ laugh came through the cell phone. Lulu gritted her teeth and forced a smile. What the hell good was a sedan going to do her?

“It’s fine. Thank you.”

She couldn’t very well be pissed at the clerk when it was the asshole on the phone who was to blame.

Palming the keys, she hurried outside before unleashing on her caller. “Damn it, Rudd, this isn’t funny! I’m trying to track down a mountain man, and I can’t do that in a sports car!”

“You also can’t do it while wearing a pair of two-thousand-dollar Prada heels.”

She glanced at her feet, immediately regretting wearing the shiny, gorgeous, black shoes with wicked three-inch heels. They’d just gone so well with her outfit. Was it unnatural to feel affection for a pair of shoes? She loved these baddies and wore them literally everywhere.

“How do you know which shoes I’m wearing? Let me guess, you stalked me to the airport this morning, didn’t you?”

“Please. Just because you broke up with me doesn’t mean you broke up with the shoes. You wear them all the time, Lu. Come on. Fox Mitchell is going to take one look at you and laugh his ass off. He’s never going to talk to someone like you. Just admit that you’re not the reporter for this job and come home. I’ll take it from here.”

Oh, I bet you would.

She ended the call without another word. Rudd Demarksy created the mold from which all other jerks were created. She’d dated him way too long, and sure, after she’d kicked his ass to the curb, she kept the heels he’d bought her for her birthday. She’d earned these suckers after finding him screwing her next door neighbor on her living room floor. It had made working with Rudd at Men’s Adventure Magazine excruciating at times but seeing his face when she flaunted the shoes around the office helped.

A little. Sometimes.

She’d recently been promoted from copyeditor to junior reporter—a big feat considering she was only two years out of journalism school and the only female reporter at the magazine. Her editor had repeatedly called the owner of No Boundaries Survival, Fox Mitchell, after a video of one of his gritty outdoor survival courses had gone viral and drummed up a lot of attention about the company. Mitchell hadn’t returned a single call and her editor was adamant to get an interview for next year’s special edition on extreme survival courses for adventurists. 

Rudd had literally begged for the assignment, but Lulu was one step ahead of him. She had a sure-fire contact in Estes Park that could lead her directly to Mitchell, and she wasn’t about to share her informant’s name with anyone. Either she got the gig, or her editor could find another way to get the story.

Playing hardball wasn’t really her thing, but she’d wanted to stick it to Rudd.

Plus, she really needed a big story like this to make her father proud and show him she was getting serious about her life. She’d left fashion behind and was focusing on her future with a real job, just like he’d wanted.

This was her gig, and she’d go through hell or high water before she’d let Rudd take it from her.

Pressing a hand to her forehead, Lulu took a moment to get herself together. It was early morning with a chill hanging in the air. It felt refreshing after the red eye flight. She filled her lungs with it and let the breath out. Some of her frustration with Rudd went with it, but not all. So far, nothing had been able to completely erase her angst over what he’d done to her. 

Pulling up the map on her phone, she hit start on the directions to Estes Park and got into the tiny red Fiat. She’d done in-depth research on Estes Park in preparation for pitching her boss to give her this story, and nothing about the location felt overly exciting. Tourist town. Mountains. A historic hotel that claimed to be haunted. Meh.

Not the place she’d consider staying a few days extra for a mini vacation, though she definitely needed one. She wasn’t into rural life or hanging out too long anywhere that didn’t have high-rises, a screaming night life, and enough boutique shopping to keep her busy for days.

According to her informant and former college roommate, Olive Burns, Fox Mitchell lived deep in the forest and conducted his survival courses high in the mountains. He didn’t come into town all that often, and when he wasn’t working, he was in Alaska or Utah or some other godforsaken place to do more outdoorsy stuff.

Ugh. The outdoors.

The outdoors had bugs in it. Her throat tightened with an involuntary gag.

She hoped Olive came through on her promise to introduce Lulu to Fox quickly, preferably at a restaurant or something and not the woods, so she could get this interview and get back to the city. She wasn’t even at Estes Park yet and she was ready to leave.

The drive took about an hour and by the time she arrived, her eyelids were heavy from the dregs of the early morning flight. She had purposely skipped coffee before her flight so she wouldn’t have to use the public bathroom, or, worse, the one on the plane.

The GPS said she was only a few minutes away, thankfully, so she could caffeinate and find her hotel for a quick check-in before beginning her Fox hunt. She snickered.

Was Fox a fox? She’d looked him up online and had only found one very obscure photograph of him. His tall, broad body was surrounded by mist in the photo as he stood on the edge of a cliff. A hood covered his head and most of his face, showing only the tip of his nose and a bit of beard. Aside from that intriguing photo, the man was a ghost online. His website was basic and no frills, sporting a photo gallery of students building shelters, starting fires, and cooking something in a tin can. Something with thin, pokey-looking legs sticking straight up.

She gagged again.

There wasn’t enough money in the world to entice her to participate in half an hour of that nonsense, more less seven, fourteen, or twenty-one hellish days, depending on the outdoor survival package chosen. The more days you participated, the more gear you were allowed to take with you. It was a rope versus pocketknife-type decision. Screw that. She was staying in her hotel, with room service, and a full travel case of cosmetics thanks.

The landscape gradually changed from city to sparse population, to rising hills and mountain peaks. Clutching the wheel with both hands, Lulu leaned forward to peer out the windshield. The sun was out in full now, giving her a perfect view of the loss of civilization and the rise of wilderness.

Wilderness everywhere.

The road curved and the stretch of tree-lined nothingness emptied into the mouth of a small, rustic town that she recognized from her internet research. Thanks to the hours spent looking at the satellite images on the map app on her phone, she recalled the layout of Estes Park pretty well. First stop, a charming bakery she’d bookmarked because they had the ‘Best Gluten-Free Donuts in the West!’

Gluten-free donuts? Yes, please. She started every morning off with a satisfying fried, sugar-loaded treat from the local celiac-disease friendly bakery in Chicago and may have been a little more than excited that she didn’t have to skip that yummy tradition on this assignment. 

Parking the sports car at the curb outside Sticky Sweet Bakery, she searched for her hotel on her cell phone GPS before getting out. A slight breeze ruffled the ends of her overly curly brown hair. She tossed it back, mentally kicking herself for not wrangling it better before getting on the plane. Not that it would have mattered. Her hair did what it wanted to, period.

Slipping on her sunglasses, she felt better at the mere thought of coffee and something deep fried in oil and coated in sugar. The coffee had better be fresh ground and French pressed. They’d have a French press in a rustic town like this, right? Pour over wouldn’t cut it and coffee-turned-syrup from a carafe sitting on a heat plate for hours? Unacceptable.

The scent of something off-putting touched her nose as she stepped up onto the sidewalk. It mixed with the scents of coffee and pastries coming from the bakery and the smells collided in her brain.

“What is that smell?” She muttered the words to herself while looking around.

Glancing towards the large window at the front of the bakery, she spied two men peering out at her. It was hard to make them out thanks to the sunlight glinting off the window, but one appeared to be smiling as if he’d just made some remark about her while the other tried to hide the fact that he was openly gawking behind a hand over his eyes.

Her foot suddenly slid across the sidewalk with a slopping, wet sound. Sucking in a surprised breath, she glanced down to find her shoe covered in something brown and squishy. Little piles of it dotted the sidewalk as if an animal had walked by and... oh, no.

“What the fu...”

Her shoe slid like she was on ice. Lulu lost her balance and fell backwards, landing on her butt.

Squish.

Arms out to her sides, she held her breath, hairline tingling as wet warmth seeped through the bottom of her Anne Kline trench coat and the skirt beneath.

Her pulse rang in her ears, her limbs frozen, as she tried to think of what to do. What. Was. She. Sitting. In?

“I’m sorry about that. Can I help you up?”

Wide-eyed and not sure she could speak, Lulu looked up at a huge dark-haired man extending a broad hand in her direction.

“The caribou came through a little earlier than normal and we haven’t had the chance to clean it up.”

Caribou? It took her a second to reconcile what he was implying.

“You’re telling me that I have caribou shit on my... on my Anne Kline?”

The man’s brows knit together. “If you’re referencing the fancy coat you’re wearing, then yes. Yes, you do.”

Lulu thrust her hand into his. He pulled her up with a swift tug of his muscular arm. Pressing three fingers to her temple, she struggled against a well of defeat that threatened to choke her. She’d been here five minutes, and it was already a disaster. Wouldn’t Rudd get a kick out of this? He’d probably set up this little prank somehow too.

“This is unacceptable. I’m here on business. If you’re supposed to clean up the shit after the caribou takes a morning stroll through the neighborhood so customers don’t fall in it, then perhaps that should be a first priority. Do you understand what I’m saying? This is... this is unheard of. Unsanitary! Can I get a disease from this?”

The man put his hands out in supplication and shook his head. “No, ma’am. Again, I’m very sorry. Can I offer you a free coffee for your trouble? I’ll throw in a few donuts.”

A stunted huff broke in her throat. “How about I send a bill for my ruined coat, and we’ll call it even?”

He dug his wallet out of his back pocket and opened it. “Look, my brother and his wife own the bakery and they just had twins. It’s my fault the droppings weren’t cleaned up, so let me settle with you. How much for the coat?”

Lulu arched a brow. She’d expected backlash. “That’s noble of you. Forget it.”

“My brother doesn’t need any trouble. I said I’ll pay—”

Shrugging out of her coat, she leveled him with a stare. “Are you from here?”

“Yeah. Grew up here.”

Bingo. “Do you know Fox Mitchell?”

His eyes shone with interest. “Why are you asking?”

Lulu didn’t flinch at the hesitation in his voice. She was used to it.

“I’m a reporter. I’d like to talk to him about his business, but the man is a ghost. Line me up with his number, and I won’t bother anyone about the six hundred it’s going to take to replace my coat.”

His expression skewed disbelievingly. This guy was handsome—and married according to the gold band on his left hand. It was very hard not to notice his looks as he pegged her with piercing eyes.

One corner of his lips pulled tight. “Six hundred dollars for a coat? Christ. Sure. I’ll give you his number.”

Lulu took out her cell and opened her contact list. “Go ahead. I’m ready.”

He recited it off from memory, then watched as she typed it in.

“If there’s nothing else, I should get back to it.”

“Wait!” Lulu snapped. She might be fresh out of college, but she wasn’t stupid. Who remembered a cell phone number from memory these days? She dialed, watching the man for any reaction that he’d been caught giving her a fake number.

A voice mail clicked on. Leave a message for Fox. Beep.

Huh. Seems legit. Her chest swelled with excitement. Take that, Rudd!

“Thanks,” she said absently as she went to the trunk and tossed her soiled coat inside. Without another look at the man, she got behind the wheel and pulled away from the curb.

Things were looking up. This was going to be great.

She was going to crush this assignment and make it a huge success, and finally leave the disappointments of her past behind.
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“TELL ME THIS IS A JOKE.”

“Good luck, buddy. You’re going to need it.”

“You did not give that woman my phone number.” Fox Mitchell glared at his cousin Jett, who’d just sauntered in and announced the caribou mess had been cleaned and the angry woman from the sidewalk was the proud new owner of Fox’s phone number. He then tried to grab a box of sticky buns from the counter and bolt.

Fox grabbed Jett by the arm and forced their glares together. Jett was huge, but they were the same height and nearly the same build. They hadn’t always been evenly matched. Growing up, Jett frequently had the upper hand thanks to a crazy growth spurt at like twelve that made even full-grown bear shifters jealous.

“Do you think I’d be that stupid?” Jett broke Fox’s hold. “I gave her your dummy number.”

“Thanks for that. I owe you.”

Stepping back, he released Jett and ran a hand over his mouth. Something about that woman made him nervous, which was ridiculous because he hadn’t even met her. Jett had said she was a reporter. That’s probably what set him off. He didn’t have time for reporters, or anything to do with social media.

He was proud of the contacts he’d made on his own that helped his outdoor survival business grow. But it was really a stroke of good luck that had propelled him into almost overnight success. A contact of his cousin and ex-Marine Desi Mitchell had landed him a four-year military training contract and a significant fee, with guaranteed renewal. The local news had run a small story about it, which was picked up by a larger media venue, and then the news went national.

Not all the media had been good, though. A client had recorded several aspects of the survival course he’d taken and created a montage. The disjointed clips had been mashed together with overlying text like, ‘Badass Bootcamp’ and ‘Sasquatch Survival’ and other ridiculous things written in flashy, colorful font. Some of the videos had been embellished with little cartoon faces and objects—emojis, his cousins called them, and set to trendy music. He’d been appalled. Training people how to stay alive in survival situations was serious stuff, way more serious than the ‘Summer Camp for Adults’ shitshow the viral videos were making it out to be.

The videos had done something, though. In a matter of weeks, his course rosters were full for the next eighteen months. Despite the payoff from that, he had no intention of putting himself or his business in front of the media again anytime soon. He’d had enough of poop emojis and cats wearing dancing party hats being present in the same space as his business name, thanks.

So he’d created a dummy phone number to help ward off the stream of media inquiries that kept coming his way. Oh, he’d check the voicemail once every couple of months, but didn’t follow up on anything. He only handed out his real phone number when it was important.

Jett smacked him on the shoulder. “Why do you look so pissed right now?”

Fox grabbed his coffee from the table and tossed back the dregs of the cup. “Reporters.”

“You could take her out for a drink. Dinner, maybe.”

Fox scowled. “Why in the hell would I want to do that?”

“Because she’s attractive, not wearing a wedding ring, and you have five days and ten and a half hours to find a date for Desi and Kora’s wedding.”

Not this again. “I’m not bringing a date.”

“Yes, you are. You promised Kora.”

Fox scowled deeper. He’d played a game of cards with everyone after a family dinner a couple weeks ago. Bets were made. His family ganged up on him and said if he lost, he had to bring a date to the wedding. He scoffed because one—no way would he lose, and two—he had no interest in a date for the wedding or any other time. He thought his family had accepted the fact that he was happy going through life solo. But since all his cousins had found mates, everyone suddenly thought it was a great idea to gang up on him about getting a woman.

He lost the game of cards. Big time. And he still had no interest in that date.

He’d hoped that everyone would forget about the bet. His cousins Jett, Desi, and Dax reminded him daily, including a countdown ticker that they texted him twice a day because they thought they were funny. Assholes.

“I’m too busy for this, Jett. Come on. I’ll show up for the wedding. That’s good enough.”

“You barely showed up for mine.”

Fox shrugged. “I was there, wasn’t I?”

He’d dutifully sat through the ceremony and then hightailed it out of there and back to his cabin in the woods where he liked it. When he wasn’t teaching a course, he was traveling, or at home. Alone.

“You know, you’re getting to that age, Fox.”

“Shut up.”

“Clock is ticking. You’ve got what, a year or two left to find a mate before—”

“I don’t care.”

Jett hitched a brow. “You don’t care? Really?” He poked Fox’s bicep repeatedly. “You’re willing to lose all this because you’re too stubborn to find a woman to settle down with?”

The bell above the door jangled as a customer walked in. Taking that as his cue to get the hell out of here, Fox moved past his cousin and walked out. Jett followed, annoyingly.

Yes, he was aware that he was approaching the age where, if he didn’t take a mate, his physical strength and ability to shift from human to grizzly would wane. He wouldn’t be able to sire cubs. He’d age faster than normal. It really sucked that he was trapped by his DNA into something he didn’t want.

A mate and cubs weren’t on his list. He’d seen firsthand how it could all go wrong. He watched his mother suffer horribly when it did. He’d suffered. Staying away from the combining of lives was the only way to ensure there wasn’t a fallout when those lives separated.

“Can we not talk about this right now, please?”

Jett checked his watch. “Look at that. Five days and nine hours...”

“Are you coming to the meeting tonight or not?”

He stopped beside his truck and waited for an answer. He’d been trying to convince Jett to join the Estes Park Search and Rescue Squad for a couple years now. As captain, it was Fox’s job to find new blood and though he’d been actively looking; it was hard to recruit new members these days. The crew was running thin, and Jett’s strength, grit, and agility made him a perfect candidate.

“Only if you join Desi and me for a drink at The Rowdy Rooster afterward.”

“I already said I would.”

Jett slapped him on the shoulder. “Then I’ll see you at the station tonight at six for the meeting.”

Fox refrained from rolling his eyes. Bars and drinking were also not high on his priority list. Alcohol did bad things to people who were prone to its grip, and he stayed far away. 

“Maybe we’ll find you a date at the bar.” Jett winked.

Fox scowled. “God, I hope not.”

Done with this conversation, he slipped into his truck and waved at Jett before pulling away from the bakery and took a right toward the search and rescue station just outside of town. He’d been there all night thanks to a call that had come in but took a break from doing paperwork to grab a cup of coffee and look at what a fiasco that turned out to be. 

Fox glanced at himself in the rearview. He was grumpy. Not unusual for him, but it was worse right now.

He’d been up most of the night looking for an elderly woman who had wandered off from St. Mary’s Memory Care. Luckily, they’d found her in the woods about a quarter mile away from the residence before a chilly rain moved in. They’d deposited her safely with the EMTs and went home to dry off. It didn’t bother him to run on no sleep. Shifters were naturally able to go days more than humans without rest. But he felt bad for his crew that had also been up all night and still had to function at their day jobs today.

He was down five members, and after almost a year, hadn’t been able to recruit qualified candidates. As volunteers, members were paid a yearly stipend and a holiday bonus instead
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