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      “You’re under arrest.”  Officer Landon Scott pulled his handcuffs off his belt.  He could tell this was going to be a difficult one already.

      “For what?  Having a sense of humor?”  The woman giggled and put her hand over her mouth instead of holding her wrists out to be cuffed.

      “Disorderly conduct, but I think you already know that.”  He was trying to be patient, but he saw the way the other women were looking at him.  They were a little older than the crowd this particular offender was hanging out with, and they clearly didn’t appreciate their time at the vineyard being so disrupted.  If he stayed there much longer, they’d be marching over and telling him how to do his job.

      “Is this really necessary?”  A dark-haired woman he recognized as Shannon Wood stood and looped her arm through her friend’s elbow.  “Michelle’s just had a little too much to drink.  I can take her back to my place and get her into bed.”

      “If drinking too much wine was all she did, I’d be open to that,” Landon replied.  “But mooning half of the winery and then the responding officer is a different story.”

      “Come on, now,” Michelle slurred loudly.  “Maybe those Karens over there didn’t like it, but you know you did.”  She awkwardly winked as she held out her wrists.

      He clamped his teeth down on the inside of his cheek and focused on the cuffs instead of those wide eyes.  His job as a police officer for the small city of Carlton, Oregon usually had him dealing with fender benders or petty theft.  The wineries were prevalent around there, but most of them attracted well-behaved crowds.  When he’d gotten the call, he hadn't even been sure he’d heard it right.

      Not until he’d come through the front door, only to be greeted by Michelle’s bare ass.  There was plenty of it, and though the sight of it had made his bear stand at attention, he was an officer of the law and had a job to do.  “Ms. Lyons, I’m going to have to ask you to keep your voice down.”

      “Whatever you say.”  Michelle smirked and turned toward her group.  “Men.  I tell ya.”

      Shannon bit her lip as she laid a hand on her friend’s shoulder.  “It’ll be fine.  I’ll come right over to the station and bail you out as soon as you get there.”

      Landon shook his head.  “Being as late as it is, you might as well wait until morning.  She’ll have to be fully booked and stand before the judge.”  He’d had people show up too early before, wanting to wait around while trying to get their friends and family out, and it usually caused more drama than it was worth.

      “Oh.  Okay.”  A deep line of concern formed across Shannon’s forehead as she looked at her friend.  “You call me as soon as you can, and I’ll come to pick you up.”

      “All right.  Let’s go.”  Landon could feel the stares of the older women even harder on him now as they whispered to each other, shaking their heads.

      Michelle teetered to her feet and fell straight forward into his arms.  “Oops!  Damn.  You’re built like a brick shithouse, aren’t you?”

      This woman had caused a scene and needed to understand it wasn’t acceptable.  His bear was reacting, too, and he shoved that down in the process.  Whatever it was insisting on could be dealt with later.  “Out the door.  Come on.”

      “Hey, what’s that say?”  She was walking now, sort of.  Her thick legs wobbled as she tried to put one in front of the other, but her focus was still on his chest as she pointed at his name badge.  “L. Scott.  What’s the L stand for?”

      They were outside now, where the patrons she’d pissed off couldn’t hear or see them anymore.  He knew he probably shouldn’t answer her question, but he found himself doing so anyway.  “Landon.”

      “Landon?” she repeated, rolling his name around on her tongue.  “Like the guy from Highway to Heaven?”

      Great.  He thought all the Michael Landon jokes had stayed in the 80s with his elementary school days.  “No, not exactly.”

      “Oh, sorry.  Did you like Little House on the Prairie better?”  Michelle could barely stand on her feet as the two of them staggered toward his squad car.  “Is this your wagon?” she cracked.  “Are we headed out West?”

      He put his arm around her to keep her from sliding to the ground as he opened the back door.  “Something like that.”  He made sure she was all the way in the back before shutting the door.  Landon sighed, knowing his shift was just about over, and he’d be able to go home soon.

      “Bitches,” she mumbled when he got in the driver’s seat.

      “Excuse me?”  Landon lifted his gaze to glance in the rearview mirror.

      She’d leaned forward against the partition, her curly hair poking through.  “Those women at the winery.  That’s why I mooned them.  They deserved it for being such snobby assholes.  But you’re not one.  I don’t know.  Are you?  Do you cheat on your wife?”

      The question struck something deep within him, something that made him turn around.  Landon made it a policy not to interact with the criminals he worked with any more than he had to.  He didn’t want to mix his personal life with business, and he knew how some people would get you talking just to get your sympathy.  He was already failing at that with Michelle, not liking how his hardness began to crack as he looked into her eyes.  They may have been glassed over at the moment, but he could see the hurt there.  “I’m not married, but if I were, I’d never do that.”

      “Good.”  She sat back and nodded.  “At least one man in Oregon knows how to keep his dick in his pants.”

      He put the car in drive and headed downtown, knowing it was going to be a long night.

      “Wait, wait, wait.  Where are we going?”  The teasing, flirty Michelle was suddenly beginning to panic.

      Landon guessed a little bit of that wine was wearing off.  “You’ve earned yourself a free ride downtown, just like anyone else in cuffs,” he answered dryly.

      “Is this a joke?  Did Shannon set this up?”  He heard the metallic clink as she pulled her wrists apart to test the cuffs.  “Wait, I know.  You’re a stripper, aren’t you?”

      Landon tightened his grip on the steering wheel.  “No, ma'am.  I’m taking you down to the station.”

      “Seriously?  I can’t go to jail!  I’ve never been to jail!”

      His bear was kicking up inside him all over again.  It didn’t like the fear in her voice and wanted to comfort her.  Landon knew this wasn’t the time to be sensitive, though.  It wasn’t like he could just turn around, drop her back off at the vineyard, and say he’d changed his mind.  That wasn’t how the law worked, and he’d sworn to uphold it a long time ago.

      “No!  Oh, God.  This isn’t good.  This isn’t good at all.  I think I’m going to be sick.”

      Landon cringed, but he only heard some soft moaning from the back seat.  No doubt her buzz was fading, and she was suddenly realizing what she’d done.

      At the station, he ignored the shaking of her fingers as he took them one by one and rolled them across the ink pad and the print card.  He pretended not to see or care about the wide, petrified look in her eyes as her mugshot was taken.  Landon even told himself he was doing the same thing he’d do for anyone else when he escorted her to the last cell at the end of the line.  Michelle would be locked up on her own there instead of thrown in with whatever riffraff had been rounded up throughout the night.

      On the outside, he could be nothing but the hard, seasoned officer that he’d been trained to be.  It was on the inside that he couldn’t fool himself.  His bear raged inside him, demanding that he protect this human woman.  He didn’t understand why, or maybe he just didn’t want to as he tried to focus on what he needed to do.  His fingers hovered above his keyboard as he tried to remember the login to his computer, but his bear was insistent.  It bellowed, furious with him.  Putting Michelle in a cold corner cell with a hard platform to sleep on was the exact opposite of what it wanted.  Landon had already seen her generous backside, and he remembered the sensation of her warm hands splaying across his chest.  His body easily recalled how it felt to put his arm around her and have her lean into him, and it craved that feeling once again.

      Footsteps sounded behind him, and the fine hairs on the back of his neck bristled.  It was just Chief McMillan, and Landon nodded toward him as he approached.  “Evening, Chief.”

      “What are you still doing here?”  McMillan gestured toward the small pile of files still on Landon’s desk.  “It hasn’t been that busy of a night.”

      “Not too bad,” Landon agreed.  Not when it came to the number of calls coming through dispatch.  But McMillan didn’t know the battle that Landon was fighting inside himself.  “I’ve just got some docs to finish up, and then I should be out of here.”  Landon hoped that was enough and the chief would retreat to his office, but he wouldn’t be that lucky.

      The chief tapped one of the files.  “I heard we had some trouble out at one of the wineries tonight?”

      “Minor stuff.  Nothing to worry about, really.”  Landon purposely avoided glancing over at Michelle’s cell, even though he could see most of it from where he sat.  His bear pulled hard toward her, and he tensed his toes inside his shoes to keep himself in check.

      The chief nodded.  “That’s good.  The tourism those places bring in is huge for this town, and the last thing we need is a bunch of wild out-of-towners ruining it.”

      “Nope.  All good.”  Landon felt every tiny creak of his chair as he leaned back slightly.  He was being slowly tortured, both from the inside, and as he waited for Chief McMillan to leave.  If only he’d pawned off that last call onto someone else, the entire night might’ve gone differently.

      McMillan checked his watch.  “Okay.  I’ll let you get back to it, then.  I’ve got to get home.  The sitter is already running on overtime.  See you later.”

      “See ya.”  Landon’s breath was frozen in his lungs until the chief was gone, and then he let it out slowly.  The moment the door closed, his eyes roved over to that last cell.  Michelle was curled up on her side on the platform that served as a bed but was no better than a wooden plank.  She moaned softly.

      He knew what he should be doing.  He needed to get the last of this paperwork done, sign off, and get the hell home.  He was sure he had other things that needed to be taken care of instead of sitting around at the office and wasting time on someone who couldn’t handle their liquor.  But another whimper emanated from Michelle, and his bear was about to go apeshit if he didn’t do something about it.

      Landon got up and came around his desk.  He stood at the bars for a moment, thinking that at forty-four, maybe he’d been on the force too long and had finally gone off his rocker.  “You all right?” he asked quietly.

      Her eyes fluttered.  “I’m so uncomfortable.”

      His jaw tightened.  People were supposed to be uncomfortable when they were in jail.  It wasn’t a hotel suite.  Still, he turned away and went to a cabinet.  This wasn’t the state penitentiary or even the county facility.  There was no rule saying he couldn’t toss her a pillow and a blanket.  Granted, there was also no rule saying he had to find the softest pillow available or that he had to give her two blankets, yet he watched as his hands did just that.  He also didn’t have to carefully place the pillow under her head or tuck the blankets around her.

      “Oh, thank you,” she groaned.  “I still think I’m going to be sick.  I think I need to eat something.”

      Landon’s own guts twisted as he looked down at her, with her dark curls strewn over her cheeks and her brow line tense.  Meals were served regularly, but breakfast wouldn’t be coming around for a while.  “Hang on a second.”

      Landon slipped back out of her cell, firmly shutting the door behind him.  He might be acting like an idiot in some ways, but he wasn’t going to be a complete fool.  The other officers were out at the moment, and Chief McMillan had gone home.  The few other detainees were asleep or at least pretending to be.  Either way, no one was around to see him step over to the fridge and get out his lunch bag.  It was just a salami sandwich and a banana, something he would’ve eaten on his last break if he'd gotten one.  No big deal.

      Or at least that’s what he told himself as he brought it to her.  It’s also what he told himself a couple hours later as he continued to sit behind his desk, watching her sleep as the sun rose.
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      The throbbing in her head woke her first.  Michelle wanted to ignore it and slip back into a dreamless sleep, but the aching of her joints against the hard surface she slept on wouldn’t allow it.  Her shoulders twinged with pain, and all the muscles between them were tight.  Michelle shifted slightly, but her stomach rolled with hunger.

      Slowly, she opened her eyes.  While she hadn’t been able to afford the fanciest rental in Carlton, the concrete block wall across from her was definitely a few steps down from what she and her landlord had agreed to.  Michelle stared at it for a long moment, trying to piece the previous night together.

      There was laughter and dancing, all drowned in a wine-colored haze.  A few hateful faces from a nearby table at the winery.  A cool breeze on her backside.

      Oh, shit.

      Her eyes traveled down to the concrete floor.  She jerked her head up off the pillow, wincing as it sent a bolt of pain through her head.  The handsome officer.  The Michael Landon jokes.  The handcuffs.

      Double shit.  This was the absolute wrong way to start fresh in a new school system.

      “Good morning, sunshine.”

      Michelle jumped again at the deep voice.  She glanced over to see Officer Landon Scott putting the key in her cell door and swinging it open.  His uniform was slightly rumpled, and there were bags under his eyes.

      “Did you sleep well?”

      Michelle shoved herself up on one hand and wiped the other across her face.  Shame heated her cheeks as she remembered that this wasn’t the most compromising position Officer Scott had seen her in.  “I’m—I’m so sorry,” she stammered, blinking her eyes and trying to return to the real world.  “I never should’ve done that.  In fact, I don’t do things like that.  I swear.”

      Those dark, steely eyes were on hers, and his mouth was a straight line.  “I hear that a lot.”

      “I guess you do, but it really is true.  I—I need to find those women and apologize to them or something.  I really can’t have something like this on my record.  Who am I kidding?  I can’t have a record.  Shit.”  Michelle was absolutely mortified as she realized the full impact of what she’d done.  All she’d planned was a fun night out with her friends, a chance to celebrate her big move to Carlton that signified the beginning of her new chapter.  If this was the beginning of her new chapter, then it was one hell of a rocky start.

      Officer Scott folded his arms across his wide chest.  “Actually, Ms. Wood was able to get them to drop the charges.”

      Michelle froze, unsure if she’d heard him correctly.  “She was?”

      “Why do you think I’m standing here with the door open?” he asked, a slight smile lifting one side of his mouth.  “I don’t usually give people the chance to just walk out of here unless they’re allowed to.”

      “Oh.  Okay.”  Michelle got to her feet.  The world was tilting a little around her, but it wasn’t as bad as she’d expected.  She vaguely remembered eating some food the night before, food that was placed tenderly in her hands.  “I guess I need to call her and get a ride.”

      “I’ll give you a ride.”

      She glanced at him as she walked past and out into the open area of the jail, unsure if she’d heard him correctly.  That voice had been deep and smooth, like dark silk.  “What?”

      Officer Scott cleared his throat and concentrated on shutting the door and locking it.  “I’m heading out anyway, so I can give you a ride in the squad car.  I’ve already got your address on the paperwork, and you’re actually on my way.”

      “No offense, but I don’t think I want to get back in a squad car anytime soon.”  Michelle swallowed at the mere notion.

      “Relax.  You can ride in the front this time since you’re no longer in custody.”  He took a moment to grab a few things off his desk, and they walked out to the parking lot.

      The morning sun was far more intense than she’d imagined.  Michelle blinked against the temporary blindness, nearly stumbling as she recalled the way she’d already stumbled the night before.

      Right into his chest.  It was strong, wide, and sturdy, and he’d easily held her up even though she’d hardly been able to keep her feet underneath her.  The man was rock solid, and as she squinted at him in the bright light, she was also reminded of just how gorgeous he was.  Of course, she had to get arrested by the hottest guy in her new little town.

      Apparently, he was some sort of gentleman, too, since he opened the passenger side door to let her in.  Michelle fiddled with her fingers in her lap as they headed to her place, then chewed her nails.  She’d made a colossal mistake.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked as they turned a corner.  “I already told you Shannon got the charges dropped.  You’re free to go.”

      “I understand.  It’s just…”  She tried to pull in a deep breath, but she could only get so far before her lungs refused to hold any more air.  Michelle had been so confident about this move, knowing it was the perfect way to separate herself from her old life and start anew.  She hadn’t been nervous about getting a new job or a new house.  These were things she could handle.  Now, she wasn’t so sure.  “I’m supposed to start as a teacher for the middle school this year.  Charges or not, once they get a hold of that report, I’m done.”

      He hesitated a little as he turned onto her street and slowed down.  “I wasn’t planning to file it, so that’ll make it hard for them to get a hold of.”

      She gaped at him, wondering if she was still drunk and just imagining all this.  “Really?”

      “You say that a lot, you know.”

      She gazed at the dark stubble that graced his jawline and up to those eyes.  Michelle had a hard time getting past them.  They were like granite, and she could easily see him rounding up criminals without a care in the world.  But there was something much softer behind them.  There had to be, considering all that he’d done for her.  Even in her wine-soaked stupor, she’d been aware that he’d gone out of his way to make her time in jail a little less miserable than it would be otherwise.  “Really?” she joked.

      It brought out a bit of that softness in him as he laughed, although he covered it up quickly once again.  “Yes, really.  No real harm was done, and no charges were filed.  You don’t need to worry about it.  This is it, right?”  He pulled into the driveway.

      The house still didn’t look familiar to her, and only her little black sedan helped her know this was indeed the home she’d rented just last week.  Her son’s car wasn’t parked next to hers, so he must have already been out and about for the day.  “Yes.  Thank you.”

      “Of course.”

      With her fingers resting on the handle, she paused and turned to him.  “Listen, I really do appreciate everything you did last night.  I know you must be hungry.  Could I at least make you breakfast or something?”  She knew it was an odd offer, but it was one she genuinely wanted to make.  She was a stranger in this town to everyone but Shannon, and the officer had no good reason to be as nice to her as he had.  She figured he’d probably turn her down and make excuses about something he had to do, but for some reason Michelle didn’t quite understand, she wasn’t ready to say goodbye to him just yet.

      “Sure.”

      She felt so strange, walking up to the door with him behind her, yet a little thrill zinged through her chest, knowing he was about to come in.  Horror hit her as the door swung open.  “I guess I should explain that I just moved in,” she said as she stepped in and held the door.

      He took in the stacks of boxes that filled most of the living room and narrowed the hallway.  “I can see that.  It takes forever to get it all unpacked, doesn’t it?”  There was that hint of a smile again.

      “At least the kitchen is pretty much done.”  Michelle led the way, gesturing toward a seat at the table.  “Why don’t you get off your feet and I’ll whip something up.”

      He eased down into one of the chairs, and she could feel those sharp eyes on her back, watching her every move.  “You know you don’t have to do this for me.”

      “What, you mean all the people you’ve arrested don’t invite you over for breakfast?”  Michelle clicked the button on the coffee pot, glad that she’d already had it set up and ready to go from the previous day.  She checked the fridge, relieved she’d gone grocery shopping before her little excursion to the winery.  She began pulling ingredients out and setting them on the table, deciding on what would be a quick but still decent meal.

      “Usually, they’re more interested in getting as far away from me as possible,” he admitted.

      Michelle glanced over her shoulder as she reached into a cabinet for a cutting board.  “Seems kind of harsh after the Officer Scott Luxury Hotel treatment.”

      “Hey, that’s not for everyone.  Only for people who prepay by showing me their butt just before I put them in cuffs.  And then, of course, I have to enjoy the view.”

      She pressed a hand to her forehead as she once again relived that embarrassing scene.  “What can I say?  I thought it was hilarious at the moment, but I guess I’ve spent too much time around junior high kids.  Let me tell you, though, the next time I flash you my bare ass, I expect a more comfortable bed.  These knots in my shoulders aren’t going to let go for a week!”

      The next thing she knew, he was standing behind her, his thick fingers kneading at the hard knots of flesh she’d just indicated.  His skin was hot against hers, and she could even feel the radiating heat from his body where he stood just an inch behind her.  Some small voice inside her said she should resist, that he was just another man trying to get whatever he could out of her, but her body gave in to the craving he created.  Her body slackened, and she rested her palms against the front of the stove.  She hadn’t even managed to turn on a burner yet.  “Officer Scott, you don’t have to do that.”

      “I want to,” his deep voice intoned just behind her ear as his fingers worked their magic down her spine.  “And please, call me Landon.”

      But she couldn’t call him anything.  Only stuttered breaths pushed past her lips as she melted into his hands.  When he reached her lower back, digging his knuckles in, she remembered that she was supposed to be making breakfast.  She also knew this had to be wrong on some level, and she turned around to tell him so.

      As she did, she found her breasts pressed up against him.  Goosebumps broke out all over her skin, and a shiver of pleasure went down her spine in the relaxed path he’d just created.  Michelle parted her lips to ask him if he wanted some coffee, but then she saw the look in his eyes.

      Gone was the hard granite she’d seen the night before at the winery and even this morning.  That hint of softness he’d let out had taken over fully, and those dark irises were pure velvet as they roved over her face.  Michelle had already found him attractive when she’d met him, but this was something entirely different.  The last of her resolve melted as their lips met.

      Damn.  If she thought his eyes were velvet, then it was only because she hadn’t met his lips yet.  Michelle leaned into him, splaying her fingers across that wide chest on purpose this time.  She closed her eyes and relaxed her shoulders.  They tensed up again a moment later when he eased her mouth open, but she reveled in the feeling of his tongue sliding against hers.

      His hardness throbbed against her as she wrapped her arms around him, and Michelle couldn’t help but be flattered.  She hardly knew this man, but he clearly wanted her.  Though she hadn’t imagined she’d feel this way so soon after starting her life over, Michelle knew she wanted him, too.

      Their lips parted as Landon pulled back, his face still only an inch from hers.  “Do you want this?”

      She sensed the heat of him, the wetness she’d left on his lips, and her entire body was alive.  “What about your breakfast?”

      He shrugged as he pressed his mouth against hers once more, drawing in a deep breath through his nose as though he was trying to inhale the very essence of her.  “That can wait.”

      She was still pinned against the stove, the oven door handle pressing into her ass.  Not that she minded, not when she could feel his hands running up and down her curves.  They were strangers.  But the feelings sparking to life inside her made her feel as though she’d known him for a lifetime.  “The bedroom’s that way.”

      “I’m not sure I’ll make it that far.”  He captured her mouth in his once again.

      Michelle melted, her blood turning to lava at the heat of his need and the touch of his hands.  The tip of his tongue lingered on hers for one achingly long moment before he pulled back.  His strong hands easily found the hem of her shirt and pulled it over her head.

      She felt a brief moment of inhibition at standing topless in front of him in the middle of her kitchen.  It’d been so long since anyone but her ex had seen her exposed, and she knew she wasn’t exactly a fit twenty-year-old anymore.  But seeing the way his eyes greedily consumed her lit a fire inside her core, burning any shred of insecurity to ashes.  She reached for his belt buckle.

      Landon stripped himself of his uniform top, looking sexy as hell in the tight white t-shirt underneath that enhanced the width of his chest and the strength of his shoulders and biceps.  The view got even better when he pulled off this last layer.  Soft black and silver hairs curled like a luxurious rug beneath her fingers and narrowed to a thin line that descended into the waistband of his boxer briefs, where his package was barely restrained by the thin cloth.

      He slipped his fingers inside the top of her leggings, freeing her of them.  His hand dipped into her cotton panties, gently stroking the wetness between her legs as he ravaged her with kisses.  His attention took her breath away, but not so much that she couldn’t manage to find him.  Her fingers caressed the soft skin of his cock, encircling it.  He moaned into her mouth as she touched him, brushing her thumb over the tip before gliding back down to his hilt once again.

      As they pulled away the last of their clothing, Landon dug his wallet out of his pants and quickly rolled on a condom.  She squealed in surprise as he lifted her in his arms and planted her on the kitchen table, sending the various ingredients she’d just taken out of the fridge clattering to the floor.

      She didn’t worry about the mushrooms bouncing across the linoleum as Landon slid inside her and their bodies melded together.  He pulsed into her slowly at first, taking his time.  Her sensitive nipples pressed against the hair on his chest, and she could feel the power of his solid thighs against her soft ones.  Landon’s fingers twined through her curls and gently pulled back, exposing her throat.  He dropped kisses against the delicate skin, turning them into tiny nips with his teeth as she tightened around him.

      Michelle felt herself steadily getting closer as his member found the sensitive spot in her depths.  “Yes!  Right there,” she panted.  She didn’t allow any doubts to come racing forward, gladly giving herself over to the rapture that was coming.  His thrusts came faster, his teeth clenching as he pounded harder, and Michelle spiraled as a cascade of electric pleasure clenched her body, and ragged breaths escaped his lungs.

      Panting, she brought her head forward to look at him, feeling as though she’d just woken up from a dream.  Landon slowly disentangled his hands from her hair and grinned at her.  “Still hungry?”
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      “Thank you very much.”  Landon took his fresh coffee refill from the young man at The Night Owl the following afternoon.  He turned and sat at a table across from Officer Brecken Hewitt.  They only had a few minutes to enjoy their break, but he often looked forward to a bit of time to sit somewhere other than behind the wheel of a car.

      “Do you think they’re watering this stuff down?” Brecken asked, dipping his jaw as he peered into his cup.  “I swear it doesn’t keep me awake like it used to.”

      “That’s just because you’ve finally been on the force for more than a couple of years,” Landon replied drily.  “It happens to all of us.  Work enough odd shifts and put in enough overtime, and you’re so fried, it doesn’t matter how much of this stuff you pound down.”

      Granted, he’d felt far more refreshed that morning than he had in a long time, but it had nothing to do with sleep or caffeine.  That had all been thanks to Michelle.  She was an incredible woman, one who made both his human and bear completely lose their cool.  Never in his life would he have imagined going home with someone he’d arrested, but being with her was like coming home.  She was warm and generous, soft and kind, all the things he didn’t see in his day-to-day life enforcing the law.  Everyone else looked at him with fear and loathing, worried he was going to bust them for something.  Michelle saw something different in him.  He could tell by the way her eyes crinkled up at the corners or how her fingers so gently touched his cheeks.

      And that breakfast she’d made afterward!  Holy hell.

      “That sounds like a hardened cop to me, but you sure don’t look like one today,” Brecken noted.  “You’ve been smiling like a dumbass ever since we got here.”

      “We’ve only been here for a few minutes,” Landon pointed out.

      Brecken narrowed his eyes.  “I’m not sure that negates the point.”

      “Can’t I just be in a good mood, man?”  Landon fiddled with a sugar packet just to have something else to focus on.  His coffee could’ve been black and bitter as hell and he wouldn’t have cared.  Not today.

      “Not when Duke is cracking down on us like he is,” Brecken grumbled.  “You heard that speech he gave about too many things slipping through the cracks and how we’re all just letting our friends and families get away with things because we don’t want to deal with the paperwork.”

      A twinge of guilt played at the back of Landon’s mind, but he hadn’t really done anything wrong.  The charges against Michelle had been officially dropped, and since no physical damage had occurred, he’d been well within the department’s rules not to file the report on her.  “That’s only because Pierson magically got rid of all his sister’s parking tickets.  Duke already dealt with him for that, but he had to make sure he addressed everyone else about it, too.”

      “But it’s not like we did anything wrong!” Brecken protested.  He flicked an irritated hand through his dark blonde hair.

      “Don’t let it bother you.  He’s young for a chief, especially compared to some of the other small departments in this area, and he thinks he’s got something to prove.  He doesn’t want anyone to come around behind him and be able to point out what he did wrong.”  In a lot of ways, Landon couldn’t blame him.  Duke McMillan had a lot of pressure on his shoulders.  His wife had died and left him with three children to raise, so he spent all his time focusing on his job and family.

      “Well, I’ll try, but with my luck, everyone will be driving like little old ladies today.”

      Landon smiled, but at least it wasn’t about Michelle this time.  “Sometimes that’s a ticketable offense.”

      “And then it’ll turn out to be my own grandma.  I’d better get going.”  Brecken grabbed his hat from the corner of the table and stood up.

      Since their break was over, Landon followed him.  “See you at the end of the shift,” he called out as he got behind the wheel of his cruiser.  Maybe Brecken was right, and there wouldn’t be much action today.  He had mixed feelings about that as he pulled out onto the road.  A busy day with plenty of calls and tickets would probably make Duke happy.  On the other hand, a slow day would mean he’d have plenty of time to lose himself in fantasies of Michelle, to think about what it would be like to show up at her door when he got off work.  To find her, wide-eyed with her hair falling around her shoulders, her thin t-shirt barely covering all those luscious curves of hers.  To be invited inside to the warmth and comfort of her bed, to explore that succulent body.

      A flash of white whizzed down the road, bringing Landon back to reality.  He flicked on his lights and slammed on the gas, adrenaline pumping through his body.  Hell, he couldn’t remember the last time that’d happened.  Landon called it in, half-expecting a pursuit that would require assistance.  No one sped through downtown Carlton, not when they knew they were flying right past the police station and all the typical cop hangouts.

      The car swung over near Claire’s Confections and came to a halt.  Landon got out, his pulse throbbing in his veins.  He approached the driver’s side window to find a young man.  His hands were on the wheel where Landon could see them, and he was already holding his driver’s license and insurance information.  He also had one hell of a defiant look on his face.  “Do you have any idea how fast you were going?”

      “Isn’t it your job to tell me?” the driver snapped.  He flicked his hand out the window, impatiently waiting for Landon to take his information as if this would get things over with any faster.

      The cold eyes that stared at him from the driver’s license shot were the same ones that stared at him from the driver’s seat.  He looked somewhat familiar, but the name didn’t ring a bell.  Gavin Fleming from Portland.  An out-of-towner.  Well, that would keep him busy for most of his shift.  “You were going at least thirty miles an hour over the limit in the middle of town.  I’m afraid I’m going to have to take you in.”

      “Come on, man,” Gavin sighed.  “Can’t you give me a break?  I was having a medical emergency.”

      Landon took a quick look at the young man’s car.  The back seat was filled with bags and boxes, and the front was littered with drive-thru cups and empty chip bags.  “Really?  How far apart are your contractions?  I’d better get an OB/GYN over here, stat.”

      The driver’s frown deepened, and he tossed his head against the headrest as he sighed.

      “All right, buddy.  Let’s go.”

      As he loaded him into the back of his squad car and turned for the station, Landon found himself falling into the routine of his job.  He reported the arrest and called the abandoned vehicle in to the tow company.  He didn’t bother glancing in the rearview, and the two of them didn’t attempt any sort of conversation.  At the station, Landon went through the procedure of getting Gavin’s fingerprints and mugshot with indifference.  This distraction was exactly what he needed.

      As great as Michelle was, he knew he didn’t have any business being with her.  Not considering everything he knew about himself, and the potential consequences that could come.  In fact, he’d probably already given in to his bear too much.  It was fine for now, but he was going to open up a can of worms if he pursued this.  Landon needed to focus on work.  That was exactly what’d gotten Chief McMillan the position he was in, and though the man had a reputation for being a hard ass, he was damn good at what he did.

      “Well, well,” Brecken said when he came in a little while later.  “Not just a ticket, but an arrest.  Aren’t you a good boy?”

      Landon kept his face neutral.  “Did you get your grandmother in cuffs yet, or are you waiting until the end of the shift so she can spend the whole night in jail?”

      Brecken shook his head.  “Actually, as I was investigating her speeding habits, I realized she’s the head of a big drug cartel.  I’m working with the staties to get all the evidence on her before we bring her down for good.”

      “Thank god we’ve got you patrolling the streets,” Landon cracked.  “I’ve just got to finish up a little paperwork on this guy and then I’m out of here.”

      “Unless this one’s here to bail him out.”  Brecken nodded toward the door.  “Definitely not someone who’s here to turn herself in on a warrant.”

      Landon turned.  He wasn’t sure what he expected, but it definitely wasn’t Michelle.  Her hair was pulled back, and as he crossed the room to greet her, he envisioned himself reaching up, pulling that hair tie, and watching her curls slowly descend around her shoulders.  Instead, he managed a simple “Hey.”

      “Hey.”  She bit her lip and glanced to the side.  “I’m really sorry to have to say this, but I’m here to bail out my son.”

      “What?”  Landon’s head snapped back on his neck.  Seeing Michelle again was an unexpected surprise.  He hadn’t figured out just how long he should wait before contacting her again, or if he should at all.  But this, well, this was something else entirely.

      “Gavin Fleming,” Michelle supplied when she saw his confusion.  “I took my maiden name back after I got divorced.”

      “Oh.”  Shit.  So much for this being just a simple procedure that wouldn’t affect him personally.  “I didn’t realize.”

      Michelle lifted her eyebrows.  “What?  You didn’t automatically assume that my family is a long line of criminals?  You must not be as good of a police officer as I thought.”

      “Well, he wasn’t quite as charming as you were.  He didn’t fall all over me or make fun of my name, so I didn’t quite see the resemblance,” he replied.  His bear was reacting to her again, pulling strongly toward her.  He didn’t feel that protective urge this time, probably because she was on the right side of the bars, but something was definitely still there.  It’d been less than a day since he’d taken her on her kitchen table, something he wouldn’t mind doing again very soon.

      “I hope you treated him well.”  Michelle bit the inside of her cheek as her eyes traveled down to his chest and roved across his badge.  “I know this isn’t the most comfortable place to be.”

      “Hey, now. I do my best.  At least he was smart enough to get arrested in the middle of the day, so we could get him in front of a judge right away to set bail.  I can’t help that you decided to wait until after hours.”  Landon liked this sassy side of her.  Hearing how easily she teased him and made fun of her own situation was incredibly attractive.

      “Maybe I just wanted to make sure I could spend more time with you.”  She touched a finger to a button on his shirt.

      It was the slightest touch, one that Landon could barely even feel physically, but it radiated through his body.  Shivers and heat moved through him, and he wished they weren’t standing in the middle of the jail so he could actually do something about it.

      “Are either one of you going to do anything about getting me out of here, or are you just going to stand there and flirt?”

      Both Landon and Michelle turned to the side.  Gavin was there in his cell, his elbows propped on the bars and his hands dangling, glaring at them.

      Michelle cleared her throat.  “We’re getting to that.  You don’t need to be so impatient.”

      Landon gestured toward his desk.  “If you’ll step right this way, we can get all the paperwork done.”  As Michelle moved past him, he saw her suppress a snicker.
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      Michelle’s cheeks were scarlet by the time she got back behind the wheel of her car, and she didn’t need to check the mirror to know.  She could feel the heat singeing under her skin, intensifying with every moment she had to sit in front of Landon’s desk.  He’d made the process quick and easy, but Michelle had been all too aware of his body.  His fingers on the keyboard.  The tip of his tongue darting out to touch the corner of his mouth as he studied the screen.  The rising and falling of his broad chest as he breathed.  It was all perfectly normal, yet it was torture to sit and watch without being able to put her hands all over him.

      “What the hell was that all about?” Gavin asked as he got in the passenger seat.

      “I should be asking you the same thing,” she returned as she hit the ignition button.  “You’ve been in Carlton for all of two seconds and managed to get yourself arrested.”

      “And by the sound of it, so did you,” Gavin pointed out.  “Or did you think I missed that?”

      Michelle scowled as she pulled out of the parking lot and onto the main road.  She opened her mouth to answer and then shut it again.  For most of his life, she’d done what she could to protect Gavin.  He was her son, after all, and he hadn’t needed to know about the ugliness of adult life.  He was twenty now, though, and there wasn’t much point in hiding anything from him.  “I had a little too much wine and got rowdy.  It wasn’t that big of a deal, and no charges were filed.”  Granted, it’d all been smoothed over thanks to Shannon and Landon, but it still counted.

      “I don’t think you’d be telling me it wasn’t that big of a deal if I would’ve done the same thing.”  He slouched down in the seat and glared angrily out the window.

      “But you didn’t do the same thing.  I didn’t put anyone’s life in danger.  Speeding through town like a maniac is completely different.”  She gripped the wheel and shook her head.  This wasn’t the first time Gavin had gotten in trouble with the law, and it could’ve been much worse, but that didn’t make it enjoyable.

      “I really don’t need your judgment right now, not when you’re fresh out of jail yourself.”

      Michelle clamped her lips together and waited for several seconds to tick by.  It felt like Gavin had been in a mood for the last ten years.  She’d learned it was best not to let herself be baited by his nasty attitude or snarky comments, the truth of them notwithstanding.  She slowed down and turned off the main road.  “Gavin, I’m trying really hard to start over here.  I want you to have that chance, too.  It means something different for each of us, but Carlton could be a great place for you.  No one here knows you or the reputation you made for yourself back in Portland.”

      “Seems to me like I’ve already been judged,” he snorted.

      “You can’t exactly blame them when you were doing twice the speed limit,” she reminded him.  “Gavin, I love you.  I want to see you make more of your life, to really put some effort into it.  If you’re going to stay with me, I want to see you make a decent effort at straightening yourself out.”  This was what she’d been asking him to do for years.  So had his high school teachers and counselors, as well as a slew of doctors, officers, and well-meaning relatives.

      “Like you’re doing?” Gavin retorted.  He ran a hand through his hair, and judging by the wild array of his dark locks, he’d done that quite a bit lately.

      She didn’t like his attitude, and it didn’t bode well for him trying to get his life on track.  But she also understood that she didn’t have a good platform to speak from, considering she’d gone a little off the deep end at the winery.  “I made a mistake, but I’m an adult and I got it taken care of.  I’m not saying that makes it all right, but I am saying it’s not something I’ve made a habit of.”

      “Which is exactly why it’s so weird.”

      She glanced to the side, seeing that he looked sad now more than angry.  It was an improvement for him.  If he had any idea what she’d done to land herself in jail, he’d probably think it was a lot weirder.

      “It’s also strange to see you batting your eyelashes at some rando,” Gavin added.

      Her breath froze completely in her throat, and it was only because her body was getting used to the drive home that she managed to turn onto the correct street.  “What?” she managed to eek out.

      Having the upper hand now, Gavin sat up a little straighter in his seat.  “Come on.  You weren’t exactly subtle while you were flirting with Officer Hardass back there.”

      For some reason, it felt stranger for Gavin to know she was interested in Landon than that she’d spent the night in jail.  There was no harm in what she’d done, and she certainly didn’t regret having some of the most toe-curling sex of her entire life.  Still, she felt guilt wash over her as she pulled into the driveway and stepped out.

      She waited until they were in the front door and away from the possibility of any nosey neighbors before she replied.  “I don’t suppose I have to remind you that I’m single now,” she said quietly, looking around at all the boxes that still filled the living room.  She set down her keys and purse and marched over to the tallest stack, needing something to do.  The first box was heavy, full of books.

      “I know,” he sighed.  “I just don’t think I’ve ever seen that side of you.”

      “There wasn’t exactly a chance for it, was there?”  She’d been married for all those years, after all.  She supposed she’d flirted with Pete a little when things were good, but that wasn’t the same.  Michelle pulled hardcovers out of the box, finding part of her collection of classics.  Harper Lee.  George Orwell.  F. Scott Fitzgerald.  The Great Gatsby wasn’t exactly her favorite, but it’d still earned its place.

      Gavin took the next box and pulled open the flaps.  “Ugh.  Romance?  Geez, Mom.”

      “Don’t bother unpacking it if it bothers you so much,” she sniped, not liking how much her own son was judging her.  There was plenty she could say to make him get a different perspective on things, but she’d always felt there was a fine line between being honest and going too far.  “It’s not just smut, you know.  There are actually some great stories in most of those books, and they’re better written than people give them credit for.”

      He held a paperback in his hand for a moment.  The cover was a typical one, showing a man with flowing hair, his shirt half unbuttoned, and his arm around the waist of a lustful woman who was practically fainting in his arms.  “Is this what chicks really want?”

      Michelle looked down at it.  “No, I’d say not.  It’s a very romantic story, but a lot of drama gets in the way of them getting down to a decent relationship.  I guess some people actually thrive off of drama, but I’m not one of them.”

      “Yeah.”  He put the book up on the shelf and held it in place with his left hand while he added more from the box next to it.  “Unrealistic expectations, right?”

      “Something like that.”  Michelle lifted Moby Dick out of the box, thinking that finding a romance as true as what the pages of a book promised was sort of like hunting down that great white whale.  It might seem like you were gaining on it, but then the ship would get taken right out from underneath you.

      Gavin emptied the box and set it behind him while he reached for another one.  “I know about Dad and Sonia.”

      Michelle expected him to start complaining about how many books she had, and she was prepared to argue back that she was a literature teacher, after all.  She definitely hadn’t expected him to drop a bomb like that.  She turned away from the hardcovers she was arranging, barely hearing when some of them fell over.  “You do?”

      He kept his eyes on the next cardboard box as he pulled it open, this time revealing an odd assortment of old sci-fi paperbacks.  “Yeah.  I just thought you ought to know.  You know, in case you wanted to talk about it or anything.”

      Slowly, Michelle sank down onto the couch.  “Talk about it?  I didn’t even want you to have to know.”  She’d been trying so hard not to say anything.  Gavin was old enough to make his own judgments about his father, regardless of what Michelle might have to say, but she’d be damned if Pete could come back at her and suggest that she tried to turn their son against him.

      One book went on the shelf, and then another.  Slowly, but steadily.  “I’ve known for a long time, actually.”

      She tried to swallow, but it felt as though her throat had closed up.  “How long?”

      His pause was only momentary before he reached for another book, but it was long enough for her to notice.  “Probably since I was about ten or so.”

      Rage and sadness fought within her.  “Oh, god.  Gavin, I’m so sorry.”

      “You don’t have any reason to be sorry,” he snapped as he thwacked a book into place on the shelf.  “It’s not like it’s your fault that Dad was having an affair or that he was sloppy about it.  I caught them together.  They were just fooling around, not like they were naked in bed or anything.  I knew that wasn’t how things were supposed to be, but he told me it’d be our little secret.  That’s how he put it, too.  ‘Our little secret.’  Making it sound all innocent like a surprise birthday party or some shit.”

      She thought she’d gotten over all the heartache she could possibly feel when it came to Pete, but this was a piece of the puzzle she hadn’t yet known existed.  He’d hurt her plenty, even though she hadn’t deserved it.  Michelle had been a good wife, or at least the best one she’d known how to be.  For Pete to have dragged Gavin in on this was simply unforgivable.  “That wasn’t right of him.”

      “I know.”  He put another book up, but now he was back to setting them in place instead of slamming them.  “It wasn’t right of him to do what he did with Sonia, and it wasn’t right of him to make me keep secrets from you.  But the thing is, Mom, it also wasn’t right of me to keep that secret from you.”

      Forcing herself to take regular breaths, Michelle took a moment to fully understand what he was saying.  “But you were just a child.  You can’t blame yourself for that.”

      “And what am I now?  I mean, I’m old enough to go off to war if I wanted to join the military, and I have been for a while.  I should’ve told you a long time ago, and I’m sorry for that.”  Gavin kept his back to her as he filled in the rest of the shelf.

      So many times, Michelle had felt uncertain about Gavin’s future.  He’d fallen in with the wrong kids in high school, and no matter how much she encouraged him or tried to steer him onto a different path, he stubbornly forged ahead in his own way.  His temper, run-ins with the law, and terrible grades had made her worry about him being a functional member of society once he reached adulthood.

      She still worried about that, and the fact he’d just gotten himself thrown in jail that day proved she still had plenty of reason to worry about it, but there he was apologizing to her for something that was no real fault of his own.  It was the most mature thing he’d ever said to her, even if it was the most heartbreaking.

      “Gavin.  Gavin, honey.”   When he didn’t turn around, she got up and went to him.  She put her hand on his shoulder.  “Thank you for your apology.  You don’t have anything to be sorry for, but I understand what you’re saying.  I appreciate it.”

      He nodded.  “I’m just glad it’s all over with now.”

      She’d only known about the affair for a short time, and it’d weighed on her shoulders like an elephant.  It was impossible to imagine just how much heavier it’d been for Gavin, carrying that burden around for half of his life.  “Yeah.  Me, too.”
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      Landon tapped his fingers against the center console of his car.  The rainy weather kept most people indoors, and the radio had been almost silent for the past hour.  Absolutely nothing was happening.

      At least, not in Carlton.

      Plenty was happening in his mind.  Sitting just off the intersection and waiting for someone to roll through a red light, his mind constantly wandered back to Michelle.  There was still that logical part of him that said he had no business even thinking about her, human or not.  The risks were still too great, and he’d spent most of his life avoiding that threat.  He’d already witnessed the damage that could be done, and it simply wasn’t worth it.

      But Michelle made him want to take anything logical, wad it up like a piece of paper, and chuck it out the nearest window.  He remembered her scent when he’d nuzzled his face into her neck.  Even after a night in a jail cell, her skin emanated the citrusy zing of a sun-kissed orchard.  Those eyes were dark, but he’d seen them in the natural light and knew they held every shade of brown with flecks of gold and green.  Everything about her was soft and comforting, and he longed to get his hands back on her curves.

      Maybe it wouldn’t be that big of a risk, after all.  He’d have to explain things to her, and that was a problem in and of itself.  Being a shifter meant that even on his best days, he still hid a difficult secret for most people to understand.  Still, there was no denying the chemistry between them.  It would take time.  He’d have to build her trust, and he’d have to know he could trust her in return.  It wasn’t entirely impossible, though.  Right?

      “All available units.  Ten-fifty at Forty-Seven South and Pekkola Road.  Multiple vehicles.  Ambulance and fire being dispatched.”

      Landon jolted into action.  He flicked on the lights and sirens and slammed on the gas, heading south of town.  Who did he think he was kidding, anyway?  Michelle had been a nice distraction for a day.  She was pleasant and fun, but it simply couldn’t be.  His bear was just going to have to stuff it if it thought for one second there was any chance that the two of them would ever work out.  Frustration crept in on the edges of his mind as he raced to the scene of the accident.  The only thing he needed to concentrate on right now was work, and the rest could wait.

      It wasn’t hard to find the scene as he hurtled south.  Twisted metal took up both lanes, and a blazing fire burned amongst the wreckage.  Sirens screamed in the background as the rest of the emergency crews were on their way.  Landon hardly noticed as his feet splashed into a puddle when he got out of his squad car and ran toward the scene.

      He first took in the party bus, then the compact car smashed into the front of its grill.  Whoever had been driving it had already gotten out, and Landon covered his face as he made sure the backseat was empty.  The bus, however, definitely wasn’t.  Scared faces stared at him from the windows.  He shoved the door open and climbed up the two stairs.

      The driver was slumped over the wheel.  The severe angle of his leg told Landon that he wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.  The ambulance would be here soon, and so would the fire department, but he had to act quickly if he was going to make sure there weren’t any more injuries.  “I need everyone off the bus!  Let’s start with the people at the front, and I want everyone to file out through the back door!”

      The passengers stared at him in awe for a moment.  They were dazed and probably drunk if they’d been on one of the winery tours.  Once he’d shoved open the emergency door at the back, however, they finally realized what was happening.  Two men hopped down first, reaching up to help the rest of their fellow passengers down.  There was some jostling, and Landon could hear panicked voices telling each other to hurry, but the bus was slowly emptying.  He had to get back to that driver.  He just hoped he could do it in time.

      “All the way over there, get as far off the road as you can,” Landon ordered.  A small amount of relief swept over him as he saw that people were actually doing what they needed to do now.  The shock of an accident always seemed to make people run around like chickens with their heads cut off, and they often needed someone to show up and tell them what to do.

      The windows filled with a blur of red as the fire truck pulled up beside the bus.  Familiar faces clambered around the large vehicle, obstructed a moment later by helmets as a spray of water descended over the front of the bus.  Landon handed down the last passenger before he returned to the front, just in time to see Blake in the bus’s doorway.

      “He’s got a broken leg and maybe more,” Landon informed the paramedic, frowning at the trickle of blood slowly making its way down the driver’s temple.  The fire was quickly turning to steam now that it had the full attention of the Carlton Fire Department.

      “I’ve got it,” Blake said with a nod.  He gave a cursory glance through the broken windshield as he set down his medical bag and began assessing his patient.

      Another paramedic was climbing up the steps to assist, so Landon went out the back.  He hopped down just as Hugh came around the back of the fire engine and whipped off his helmet.  “It’s a good thing you got those people off the bus.  If that fire had gone for just another minute or two, this whole scene would’ve been an inferno.”

      “What about the driver of the other car?” Landon pressed.  He hadn’t seen anyone, and he was starting to worry.  What if he’d simply overlooked them?

      “I’m going to guess that’s him right over there.”  Hugh pointed across the street, where a man with a cut on his forehead sat in the grass.

      “Thanks.”  Other squad cars had arrived, and no one would be getting down the highway anytime soon.  Landon jogged over to the man in question.  “Were you driving the red car?”

      The man nodded somberly.  “I was.  I—I don’t know what happened.  I looked, but I didn’t see anyone coming.  Then it hit me.”

      “Yeah, pretty damn hard, too.”  Landon noticed that even though the man was sitting down, he seemed to sway back and forth.  His eyes weren’t quite focusing on anything, either.  “Let’s get you some medical attention.”

      Once he’d flagged down Lisa, the other paramedic, and he knew that all those involved in the accident were accounted for, Landon stopped to take a breath.  Steam rose off the front of the bus.  The tiny car in front of it looked like little more than the remains of a trash fire.  Glass and other debris littered the asphalt, and crews were working on getting that cleaned up.  Lights of every color flashed through the misty air.  He leaned against his squad car, unsure of exactly how much time had passed since he’d shown up there.  It’d felt like no more than a few minutes, but the amount of work that had been done told him it was much longer.

      “I understand you’re the hero of the hour,” Chief McMillan commented as he walked up, his thumbs caught in his belt loops.  Soot streaked his forearms, unaffected by the misty rain coming down.

      Landon lifted a shoulder.  “I don’t know if I’d say that.  I was just doing what needed to be done.”  That was exactly what had appealed to him when it came to going into law enforcement.  For Landon, it’d never been about writing the most tickets or dragging the most delinquents in off the streets.  It was about stepping in and taking action when needed.  And yes, sometimes it did involve tickets and arrests.  Today it’d required something different altogether.

      Duke took a handkerchief from his back pocket and swiped it down his arms, although it did little good.  “It’ll make a good story when you report in as the new resource officer down at the junior high.”

      “Is that so?”  Landon’s bear perked up, but he did his best not to show any reaction on the outside.

      “I know it’s not the kind of duty everyone fights over, but you’ve got the training and I need someone in there.  Most kids will see you as a tough guy, and they’ll either try to get you to crack or be scared shitless of you.  It’s just for the first semester, and then we can see about switching you out with someone else.”

      Landon’s eyes swept over the remains of the accident, but he wasn’t really seeing any of it.  He was thinking about his upcoming role.  He’d be breaking up fights, encouraging kids to talk things out instead of using their fists, and probably giving some talks about the dangers of drugs and alcohol.  Some officers might rather be tied to their desks than pull school duty, but Landon didn’t mind.  After all, the middle school was exactly where Michelle would be.  His bear swelled instantly at the thought.  “Yeah.  We’ll see.”

      Duke nodded.  “The open house is in a few weeks, and they want you there for it.  They don’t want the kids to be surprised to see an officer on campus.  We’ve got some stickers and bookmarks you can give out while you’re there.  It’s the kind of crap my kids always bring home, and they’ll go nuts for it.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “That’s it?  No arguments about how the newer cops should have to do it instead?”  Chief McMillan eyed him warily.  “You’re not feeling sick or anything, are you?  I’ve heard there’s a stomach bug going around.”

      Landon grinned.  “You might expect bitching and moaning from the others on the force, but you’re not going to get it from me.  Now, since you seem to have this all well in hand, I think I’d better go finish my shift.”

      He left the accident in the rearview, wondering how he’d gotten lucky enough to be tapped for the new resource officer.  It’d be easy to cozy up to Michelle when he was right under her nose.
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      Michelle took a sip of wine, scrunched her nose, and set her glass back down again.  “Does this taste funny to you?”

      Shannon reached for her own glass and took a sip.  “Seems fine to me.”

      Putting her finger in the air to catch a waiter’s attention, Michelle ordered a glass of soda instead.  “It’s probably just because I managed to make a complete ass out of myself the last time I drank.”

      “All the more reason to help yourself find a way to enjoy it,” Rachel added as she took some prosciutto and Asiago from the big charcuterie tray in the center of the table.  She was a new friend of Shannon’s that Michelle had recently been introduced to, and Michelle was finding that she liked her quite a bit.  “Not that I’m really one to talk.  I sit here the whole time worrying about my kids.”

      “They’re doing just fine,” Shannon assured her.  “Kinsley just texted me and said Quincy is being absolutely adorable.  Here, she sent a picture.”

      They all took a moment to enjoy a sweet photo of Quincy, but Michelle felt there was still a little distance between herself and her friends.  She’d told herself they wouldn’t have invited her out—especially to a winery—if things weren’t copacetic between them, but there was still something she needed to get off her mind.  “Ladies, I’d like to apologize.”

      “For what?” Amanda asked, tossing her dark waves behind her shoulder.  “You haven’t even gotten drunk yet, and now that you’ve swapped drinks, I don’t think you will.”

      “That’s exactly the thing,” Michelle clarified.  Amanda and Stephanie had come back down from Portland so they could all catch up again.  “I really got out of hand, and I made a big scene for all of you.  When you pick up a glass of wine, you never expect to end up mooning a bunch of people and getting arrested.”

      Laughter exploded around the table.  “That was priceless,” Stephanie said, wiping a tear from her eye.  “Those stuck-up bitches deserved it.  I thought it was just as hilarious as you did when it happened.  What about after that, though?  I mean, did you actually have to stay the night in jail?”

      “I did,” Michelle admitted.

      “Oh, honey.”  Amanda sobered up for a moment as she reached across the table and put her hand on top of Michelle’s.  “That had to be awful.  I am so sorry.”

      Heat crept into Michelle’s cheeks.  “It wasn’t that bad, really.  Officer Scott was very nice to me.  He even made sure I had some food in my stomach so I didn’t barf all over the jail cell.”

      Rachel waggled an eyebrow.  “He was kind of cute.  Did you get his number when he finally took the handcuffs off of you, or did you even bother waiting that long to ask for it?”

      The smile on her face was a familiar one, since it’d hardly left her face ever since that morning with Landon.  “Actually, I decided to pay him back with some breakfast the next morning, plus a little dessert to go with it.”

      “Get out!” Shannon squealed.  “Are you serious?”

      Michelle blushed as she ran her finger down the side of her glass.  “Yup.”

      “No way!  Did you make him read you your rites first?” Rachel cracked.  “Or did you have to do a strip search?”

      “Are we going to find a pair of handcuffs dangling from your headboard?” Amanda teased.

      “Actually, it happened on the kitchen table.”  Michelle covered her now beet-red face with both hands, her body shaking from laughter.

      Hoots and hollers had the other tables looking their direction.

      “Hey, good for you, girl,” Stephanie enthused, slapping her lightly on the arm.  “What’s next?  Are you going to call him?”

      “No, no.”  Michelle dipped a crispy chip into the spinach artichoke dip, which was really hitting the spot.  “We had a little bit of fun, but I’m not interested in anything right now.  The divorce is still way too fresh in my mind.  I don’t want to turn around and jump into anything.”

      “It doesn’t have to be a full-blown relationship,” Amanda reminded her.  “You could always be friends with benefits.  I mean, you kind of deserve it after the way Pete cheated on you.  Fucking bastard.”  She knocked back the last of her glass and quickly refilled it.

      Michelle knew there was some truth to that.  She was an adult, living her own life.  Even though Gavin was staying with her for the moment, he was more than old enough to take care of himself.  There was nothing wrong with having an innocent fling, but with a guy like Landon, it would be hard to keep things that casual.  And anyway, the conversation had gotten completely off-track.  “Be that as it may, I just wanted to say that I’m really sorry for it all.  It was a lot of trouble for you guys, and I think I was just working off some steam after all the bullshit with Pete.”

      “I think you needed that,” Shannon pointed out.  “Men can really suck sometimes, and they have no idea what they leave us with in the wake of their bullshit.”

      “That’s true enough.”  Michelle grabbed another chip, still thinking about Landon.  He was a police officer, but she knew that alone didn’t necessarily make him a good guy.  Still, she liked the way he’d taken care of her when she’d landed herself in jail.  And she’d definitely liked the way he’d come up behind her while she stood at the stove, rubbing her shoulders and putting his arms around her.  Then there was the sex!  If she closed her eyes, she could vividly remember every delicious detail.  It’d never been that good with Pete, even when he’d taken his boner pills, and there was definitely some potential there.

      But then what?  After being with her husband for so long, Michelle needed to figure out who she was.  She hadn’t even lived alone since college.  No matter how good things seemed on the surface, there was no telling what it’d really be like if she pursued a relationship with Landon.  No, it was better to leave things alone and just cherish the memory of the way his hands had felt against her skin.

      Amanda took another chug of wine and set her glass down with a thunk.  “I’ve got an uncomfortable question for you.”

      “Considering half the population of Carlton has already seen my big dimpled ass, I’m not sure there’s much you can say that will make me uncomfortable,” Michelle joked.  She figured it would be something about her jail time.

      “How did you find out Pete was cheating on you?” Amanda asked, staring thoughtfully and without full focus at the red liquid in her glass.  “I mean, it’s not like he just walked right up to you and told you about it, right?”

      “Yeah, no,” Michelle agreed.  “I don’t think he ever would’ve told me if I hadn’t caught him.”

      “Ouch, you caught him?  Like right in the act?” Rachel asked.

      Michelle realized that she hadn’t really talked about it all that much.  The ink had barely dried on her divorce papers, and it’d been difficult to just sit down and discuss it all.  She knew she couldn’t blame herself for that, considering that the news had pulled the rug right out from underneath her, but maybe it was time.  “Basically, yeah.”

      “How did you catch him?” Amanda pressed.  “I need to know if I’ve got anything to worry about.”

      Blinking, Michelle met Amanda’s defiant and angry gaze from across the table.  “You think Isaac is cheating on you?”  She’d always known there was a little tension between the two of them, but she never imagined it would come down to him actually going astray.

      She quirked up one side of her mouth as she reached for her drink again.  “It’s just something that I’ve worried about.”

      “Everyone is different,” Michelle warned.  “What happened to me isn’t going to be the same as what happened to you.”  She took a sip of her wine, but the horrid taste reminded her that she definitely wasn’t interested.  She washed it down with her soda.

      “I’d still like to know,” Amanda replied.  “Now that I’ve got this in my mind, I’m starting to drive myself crazy with it.  I’m constantly wondering who might be texting him if he gets a notification on his phone, or if he has a legitimate reason for coming home late.  I’ve got to figure it out, but I can’t just ask him.”

      “I like to think that if I’d had any suspicion, I would’ve asked Pete,” Michelle admitted.  “I’m sure he would’ve just denied it anyway, but it didn’t make me feel any better that I didn’t have a clue.”

      Seeing that the rest of them were closely focused on her, Michelle cleared her throat, pushed away the bowl of dip, and started.  “It was all innocent enough, really.  Pete had texted me that morning to say he was going home from work sick.  I asked if he needed me to come home, but he said he’d be going straight to bed and didn’t want to be bothered.  That wasn’t unusual for him, so I didn’t think any more about it.  I stopped at the store after work and picked up some soup, crackers, and ginger ale in case he needed them, but when I got home, I saw a dent on the back of his car.  It hadn’t been there before, and I got all worried that he might’ve been more than just sick.  I ran up to the bedroom to find him lounging in front of the TV.  He said he didn’t know anything about the dent and that I should ask Gavin about it.”

      Her stomach twisted in a knot as she recalled that specific moment.  Pete had been lying to her for a long time, and the more she thought about it, the more she realized just how good he’d been at it.  Gavin had caused plenty of other trouble in their lives, so it was easy to blame him.

      “So I did.  I found Gavin downstairs.  He said he’d just gotten home a little before me and didn’t know anything about it.  Given his record, I didn’t believe him.  It’s not like he made a habit of openly admitting every time he did something wrong.  So I kept pushing, trying to get him to come clean.  Finally, I told him I would review the security footage from the driveway.  I thought for sure he’d crack, but he just shrugged and told me to go ahead.”

      Shannon put a hand on her arm when she paused.  “You don’t have to go ahead with this if it’s too hard for you.”

      It was hard.  Sometimes just thinking about it was harder than all of the arguments that’d ensued, the consultations with her attorney, and the countless late-night cries.  But it wasn’t going to do her any good to bottle it all up, and it just might help Amanda if she let it out.

      “It’s all right.  I pulled up the footage and had to rewind it all the way back until earlier in the morning, shortly after Pete had gotten home from work.  A car pulled into the driveway and nicked the back of his car, but I didn’t recognize it.  Then this woman gets out, and it’s Sonia.  It wasn’t the greatest video of her, but she has some very distinct looks.  She was a college student that used to babysit Gavin, but we hadn’t used her for probably eight years.”

      The snacks and drinks on the table before her at the winery completely disappeared as she relived that tape.  She’d been able to get past her feelings for Pete.  They’d been growing apart for years.  As soon as she’d known the truth, Michelle hadn’t even considered finding a way for the two of them to reconcile.

      The betrayal itself was something different, something far more painful.  The way Sonia’s hair had bounced in its ponytail as she’d come in the garage, and the grin on Pete’s face when he pulled her into his arms and kissed her thoroughly.  “She was there to see him, and I wanted to pretend there was some legitimate reason when I first saw her.  Like maybe she needed a good reference for a job interview or something stupid like that.  But they didn’t realize that when the garage door is left open, the camera looks right in at the kitchen.  They had all their clothes off before they even got past the refrigerator.”

      “Wait.”  Amanda smacked her hand down on the table.  “He just brought her right in the house and fucked her?”

      “Right where I made meatloaf for twenty years,” Michelle affirmed, wishing she could scrub the image out of her brain.  Her heart had completely shattered when she’d seen it, and it’d taken her several hours before she even managed to confront Pete about it.

      “That’s horrible,” Rachel whispered.

      “It’s worse than that,” Michelle admitted.  “Pete wouldn’t say much about it when I asked him, and maybe I wasn’t quite ready to hear all the gruesome details anyway.  But Gavin told me just the other day that it’d been happening for years.  Years that he’d been going behind my back and fucking the babysitter.  The asshole even got Gavin to keep his secret for him when he caught them as a little kid.”

      Rachel, Stephanie, Shannon, and Amanda all gaped at her.  “Holy shit,” Amanda said, finally dropping that angry expression.  “I’m so sorry.”

      Michelle flicked her hand through the air.  “It’s fine.  I mean, it’s not, but at least it’s all over with now.  If the stupid bitch hadn’t accidentally hit his car, I never would’ve found out.  Now I get to start all over, even if I’m not doing a very good job of it.”

      Shannon cleared her throat.  “To be honest, it was the story of what Pete did that got those ladies to drop the charges against you,” she admitted.  “I felt bad for telling them your story without your permission, but they completely understood.  In fact, I think if they’d had a little more wine in them themselves, they might’ve tracked him down and cut his balls off.”

      There was still a lot of pain shimmering just under the surface, but Michelle smiled through it.  “Hey, at least there was some benefit.  And now you all need to stop looking so grim.  This is supposed to be a night for us to get out and have fun, isn’t it?”  She raised her glass, remembering to trade it out for the soda before taking an actual sip.  Things had been rough.  She’d been betrayed and hurt, but that didn’t mean she had to sit around and dwell on it.  It was time to move on, and it was okay that she didn’t know exactly what that meant for her yet.
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      The hallways of the small intermediate school were flooded with students.  Some of them lagged behind their parents, dragging their feet as they cautiously eyed the classrooms and the smiling teachers who stood next to them.  Other children practically dragged their parents as they shoved their way through the crowd, searching for their lockers.  Others shouted for their friends, and several groups stood in corners with their heads together as they compared their schedules for the year.

      Landon took it all in.  He’d served as a resource officer a few times before, but it felt different this time.  His bear sensed the excitement that moved through the air around him, almost a tangible thing.  He made his own way through the hall, although he wasn’t concerned about finding his locker or what teachers he had on his schedule.  He was looking for someone.

      The modest auditorium was already packed.  Parents and students, an odd mixture of bored and nervous, took up the seats and lined the walls near the back.  Landon slowly strode through them, perfectly aware that he was getting plenty of looks.  It was something he’d had to get used to as soon as he’d started wearing the uniform.  People were either afraid of cops or thought he was only there because something had gone wrong.  If he did his job well, he’d change a few minds about that before the semester was over.  He found an out-of-the-way spot near the steps that led up to the stage.

      “If everyone could please have a seat,” Principal McFadden said through the microphone.  “Or at least find a place if there aren’t any seats left.  Thank you.  I’m so happy to welcome you all to a new school year.  We have a few changes we’re implementing this year, but I think they’ll be exciting ones that will continue to improve our school.”

      As the principal went on about the parent pick-up process and the new clubs being offered, Landon’s mind wandered.  That was nothing out of the ordinary for him lately.  In fact, it felt like his job was the daydream, and his thoughts of Michelle were the reality.  He hadn’t seen her for weeks and told himself it was better that way.  They still didn’t know each other well, and he’d rather jump off a bridge than divulge his secrets to her.

      But the universe had its ways of working, no matter what the players of the game might think, and he had a good notion that it was already doing its magic since he’d been chosen as the resource officer.

      His eyes scanned the crowd.  He could sense her, even amongst hundreds of people.  His bear knew she was there with absolute certainty.  It wasn’t just a logical conclusion since she worked at the school and all the other teachers were there as well.  It was something much deeper, a knowing that he’d only felt with his other clan members before.  Even then, it wasn’t quite the same.  His intuition made his eyes drift to the far side of the auditorium.  The lights from the stage created deep shadows near the wall, but Landon could tell that a group of people was standing over there.  He knew Michelle was one of them.

      “I’d like to take a moment to introduce you to your teachers this year,” Principal McFadden said.  “You’ll recognize some old faces.  Well, not old.  I don’t think they’d appreciate me calling them that.”

      The children laughed, just as he’d hoped.

      “There will be some familiar faces as well as some new ones.  You’ll get the chance to go to the different classrooms when we’re done here and meet the teachers you have for your specific classes, but I hope you’ll get to know all of our faculty.  They’re all here to help you.  Whether you’re in Mrs. Cook’s computer class or not, I’m sure she’d be more than happy to help you find your locker or deal with a personal issue.”

      A woman with blonde hair and wireframe glasses standing in front of the stage nodded her agreement.  Landon guessed she must be Mrs. Cook herself.

      “Teachers, please come up to the stage as I call your name.”  Principal McFadden went through the list of names, bringing up a handful of teachers of all ages.  The children screamed their enthusiasm for some of them, and others got a mere smattering of applause.

      “Ms. Lyons, who comes to us teaching literature this year.”

      A shadow departed from the section of wall Landon had been watching just a few moments ago and made its way up to the stage.  Suddenly, there was Michelle in the brilliance of the stage lights.  Landon didn’t pay any attention to how the audience reacted to her because he truly didn’t care.  He only knew of the way he reacted.  His bear gripped him as he watched her join the short line of teachers, clawing him on the underside of his skin and wondering why he hadn’t done something about this already.  He could still taste her lips against his own.  She was only a short distance away from him, yet it felt like miles.  Landon couldn’t remember a time when a woman had made him so crazy.

      She created a dilemma within him like none he’d ever dealt with.  He wanted to do something about the way she made him feel.  Landon had already tried to let it go but found it simply didn’t work.  Michelle had been etched onto his brain permanently.  She was the first thing he thought about in the morning while he made breakfast and wished she was there to share it with him.  She haunted him while he worked, and he jerked his head every time a dark-haired woman entered his peripheral vision, looking to see if it might be her.  At night, he thought about calling her to ask if she might want to see him again.  Michelle hadn’t officially given him her number, but he could get a hold of it easily enough.  Hell, he could drive over to her house if he wanted to.  He knew the route there as well as he knew the way from one end of his place to another.

      “And one final person I’d like to introduce tonight is this semester’s resource officer from the Carlton Police Department, Officer Scott.  Come on up here.”

      The principal’s announcement caught him off guard.  He’d been so busy concentrating on Michelle, he was lucky he’d even heard Principal McFadden say his name.  The lights blazed into his eyes as he took the stairs and joined the others on the stage.  Michelle was halfway down the row of teachers.  Had she glanced at him?  Was that a smile?  He couldn’t quite tell, and he knew that all eyes were on him.

      “Officer Scott will be around this evening and during the school day if you have any questions for him,” the principal continued.  “If you’re having trouble with bullies, or if you need help with things at home, or even if you want to know what it’s like to be a police officer, he’ll be happy to help you.”

      Fortunately, Principal McFadden concluded the assembly just a few moments later and released the students to go explore their school for the upcoming year.  The crowd left the room like a violet stream, barreling out through the double doors.  The teachers also rushed off to their classrooms so they’d be ready to answer questions and accept donations of paper towels and hand sanitizer.  He looked for Michelle, but she was already gone.  He’d missed another chance.

      By the end of the night, he couldn’t stand it any longer.  Landon roved through the hallway near the office, casually glancing at the teacher’s name on each classroom door, but he didn’t see Ms. Lyons anywhere.  Sweat threatened just under his skin.  He knew she was there.  His bear could feel her, and he’d seen her with his own eyes.  Keeping that distance between them was starting to make him lose control.

      As the number of students roaming through the halls dissipated, he took a moment to close his eyes and let his bear take over.  He couldn’t shift, not there, but he could still tap into a number of instincts while in his human form.  Landon evened out his breaths and concentrated.  It was easy to find her in his mind.  He couldn’t have told someone else exactly how he knew to go down the hall and take a left.  He couldn’t have explained how he understood to pause at the third door on the right without checking the name on the door before he walked in.

      Desks were spaced evenly throughout the room.  Several boxes sat on the floor near an empty bookshelf.  Bags and plastic totes were littered underneath the marker board.  Paper towels, tissues, zipper bags, and sanitizing wipes had all been dumped on a counter off to one side, presumably by tired parents who’d brought in the items from the school supply lists so their children wouldn’t have to.  A stack of posters sat on one of them next to a clear plastic box of tacks.  A stepladder had been set up nearby, and Michelle was standing on it.  Her back was to him as she reached out her hand to pin a poster in place.

      Landon watched her for a moment, admiring the way her body moved as she smoothed her hand across the poster.  He had a nice view of her luscious backside, although not as nice as the one he’d gotten last week.  The gray slacks and pale blue blouse were flattering, but he knew the treasures they covered.  “I was never a fan of Charles Dickens myself.  I preferred Treasure Island.”

      Michelle’s hand jerked back, sending the thumbtack to the floor.  It bounced and pinged, shooting off under a desk somewhere as she clutched the top of the ladder.  “Shit!”

      Landon rushed forward, reaching around her and clamping his hands onto the sides of the ladder to keep her from falling.  “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      She let out a frazzled breath.  “That’s all right.”  Abandoning the poster, she stepped off the ladder.

      He moved back to give her room, although not before her ass rubbed against his chest.  Landon wouldn’t have let go at all if he didn’t have to.  He wanted to pull her close and just hold her there, taking in her scent.  Instead, he was relegated to small talk.  “Getting everything ready for the year?”

      “I’m trying to, but it’s slow going.  I’ve still got all these posters to hang, a metric ton of books to put on the shelves, a supply cabinet to stuff, and several corkboards to decorate.  That doesn’t include all my lesson plans, either.”  She shuffled through the posters as she spoke, pulling out one that depicted Sherlock Holmes.

      “Can I help?”  Putting a classroom together wasn’t exactly at the top of his list of exciting things to do, but he’d gladly put all the books in alphabetical order if it meant he got to spend time with her.

      She looked up and smiled at him before turning away to finish affixing the poster to the wall, this time on a lower section that didn’t require the use of the ladder.  “That’s okay.  I just had a few minutes now that things have slowed down tonight, but I’ll work on it more over the next few days.  I’m new here, so it’s not like it’s a big deal that I’m a little behind.”

      “I guess I have the advantage since I get to roam the halls without having to worry about an actual classroom.  I understand they’ve carved out a corner of the office for me when I need to sit and have a coffee break.”

      “That’s not much of a refuge from the storm,” Michelle commented as she bent down to secure the bottom of the poster.  His bear rumbled inside him.  Did she have any idea what that plump ass of hers did to him?  “I’ve been in and out of that office while making copies and turning in paperwork, and I can tell you those secretaries chatter more than my students will.”

      “I’m sure I can find a way to entertain myself between breaking up fights and telling kids that I can’t give them a ride in the squad car.”  Landon moved so that he stood between Michelle and the pile of posters.  “Hey.  Do you think you’d want to have dinner with me sometime?”

      The flirty smile she’d regarded him with slowly faded.  Her eyes changed as she walled something off from him.  Her fingers shook slightly as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and Landon was instantly reminded of the way she’d shaken when he’d taken her fingerprints.  He wanted to reach out and grab that hand, to press her fingers between his and calm them.  But Michelle was moving away from him and around the backside of the desk.

      “I really don’t have time.”  She said as she opened a drawer and swept a small pile of pencils into it.

      He tucked a thumb into his belt loop as he watched her.  Landon was no fool and knew there was more to the story than that.  His bear surged forward once again, demanding to know what was really happening here.  He slowly walked between the row of desks until he stood in front of hers.  “I may not be a teacher, but I highly doubt you’ll be here all night.  The custodians might not appreciate that, and I happen to know the school resource officer wouldn’t.”

      The battered wooden desk separated them, and her breath lifted the corner of a piece of paper when she let it out in a frustrated huff.  “To be honest, I’m just interested in working on myself right now.”

      It wasn’t an unreasonable demand, not to the rational, human part of his mind.  Just because he wanted to spend time with her didn’t mean he had any right to demand that she do so.  But his bear filled with frustration.  It wanted nothing more than to be near her.  How could she not feel the same way?  How could she not understand the depth of what was going on between them?

      But Landon knew she was human and would probably never get it.  His jaw tensed as he turned on his heel.  “All right.  I’ll see you around, then.”

      “See you.”

      He paused at the doorway.  He could tell her everything.  He could explain that there was more than mere attraction between them.  Once again, he knew that would be opening the door to a much bigger conversation, one that he wasn’t ready to have yet.  Landon headed out into the hallway.  It was going to be a hell of a semester, haunting this school while knowing she was right there under the same roof.
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      Michelle’s heart hammered in her chest a few days later.  She braced herself against the bathroom wall, but the dizziness didn’t go away.  She sank down onto the floor to make sure she didn’t fall.  The porcelain tub would do too good of a job cracking her head wide open, which was the last thing she needed at this point.

      The house was empty.  Gavin had gone out to look for a job, or at least that was what he’d told her.  Michelle had yet to witness him do anything to further his life since their talk, but he hadn’t gotten himself arrested again.  Yet.  The mere thought of the police station made her stomach turn.  She grabbed a washcloth from the cabinet—glad that the bathroom was one of the first parts of the house she’d unpacked—and drenched it with water from the tub faucet before slapping it against her forehead.  Cold water ran in rivulets down her temples and cheeks, dripping down onto her shirt.  It helped some, but it wasn’t enough.  Nothing would be.  Nothing would fix this.

      With a dry throat, she managed to fish her cell phone out of her pocket.  “Hey.  Are you working today?”

      “I just finished my shift, actually,” Shannon replied.  “I was going to ask if you wanted to do something, but you don’t sound good.  Is something wrong?”

      Michelle swallowed, able to take only a tiny amount of comfort in the fact that Shannon knew her so well.  “Yeah, but I want to tell you about it in person.  Can I come over?”

      “Do you want me to come to you?”

      Her eyes drifted over the pink floral shower curtain, making her sick again.  It was going to be a challenge to drive, but maybe the fresh air would do her some good.  “I’d rather come to your place if that’s all right.  I think I need to get out of the house.”

      “Are you sure?  You sound like crap, and I’m a little worried.”

      Pulling the washcloth off her forehead to replenish the water on it, Michelle shook her head.  “I think I’ll be okay.  I’ll see you in a bit.”

      “Okay,” Shannon replied doubtfully.  “You call me if you have any problems.”

      “I will.”

      It took her a few more minutes before she could get back up off the floor.  She knew she had to find her strength.  How many times had she been strong before, especially in recent months?  She’d gotten through everything else in her life so far, and she could get through this just the same.

      Couldn’t she?

      Once she managed to get herself behind the wheel, Michelle rolled down the windows.  The cool fall air hit her skin and immediately helped alleviate some of the anxiety that had taken over her body.  It was still there, humming like a live wire, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to make it go away quickly even once she got to talk to Shannon, but at least she didn’t feel like she was going to pass out.

      “Everything’s going to be fine,” she told herself as she headed through town.  Glancing down at her speedometer, she eased up on the gas pedal.  She definitely didn’t need to see Landon today.  “You’ve been through harder things.  It’s not like you’re completely inexperienced.”

      She passed the police department.  Michelle had no idea if Landon was working that day, and even if he was, he wasn’t necessarily sitting there at his desk.  It seemed like everything she did and everywhere she went, there was some reminder of him, and it was only going to get worse.

      Cutting around behind The Cart Market, with its hustle and bustle of various food carts, Michelle drove up a road through the woods.  The trees fell away to reveal Shannon and Drew’s house, a large structure built to hold their blended family.  There were still a few lumps of mud here and there around the foundation, and the landscaping wouldn’t be fully finished before winter came, but the house itself was completed enough that they’d been able to move in.

      Shannon was at the front door before Michelle had a chance to knock.  “Hey.  Are you all right?”

      “Yes.  And no.  I’m still trying to figure that out, and I was hoping you could help me.  Is anyone else home?”

      Shannon pulled her dark hair aside with one hand as she brought Michelle into the living room.  “No.  Drew is still at The Warehouse, and Kinsley took the other kids shopping.  I swear that’s the only thing they want to do these days, but at least they get along.  Sit down.  You want something to drink?”

      “Maybe just some cold water.”  Michelle tried to take a deep breath, but her chest refused anything beyond a shallow pant.  She looked around the room, decorated in shades of walnut, navy blue, and white.  It was far more modern than she would’ve expected Shannon to want, and she smiled to herself as she realized just what a stereotypical thought that was.  Shannon had told her she was a witch, and Michelle had a pretty good idea that meant Shannon liked to put herbs in her bath or carry crystals in her pocket.  It didn’t mean she had to live in a creepy old house with a familiar.

      “There you go.  I brought you a few snacks, too.  I wasn’t sure what you wanted, but you look pale as hell.”  Shannon curled up on the corner of the sofa and looked at Michelle seriously.  “Now, tell me what’s going on.”

      Michelle hadn’t yet said the words out loud.  Doing so would only make them real.  But she couldn’t deny the reality of how her body felt, and she definitely couldn’t deny those two little pink lines.  “I’m pregnant.”

      “Oh.  Oh.  Wait.  Just to be clear…”

      “It’s Landon’s.”  Michelle took the top off the cold bottle of water and let the liquid wash over her tongue.  It only made her feel a tiny bit better.  “Don’t think for a second that it’s Pete’s.  I’ve had to see him here and there as I dealt with moving out and the final paperwork, but we haven’t done anything in months.”

      “Well, that’s good.  Have you told him yet?”

      “Ha!”  Tears sprang to Michelle’s eyes.  “Told him?  I can barely even handle the news myself, much less deal with telling someone else.  It wasn’t even all that easy to tell you.  Not that I won’t tell him,” she quickly amended when she saw the doubtful look on Shannon’s face.  “I’m just really freaking out.”

      Shannon got up and crossed the room to the mantel.  She rooted around in a wooden box for a moment and then returned with a shiny stone.  The light caught and streaked on its surface as Shannon pressed it into her palm.

      “What’s this?”  Michelle examined the way the silvery colors danced through the smooth rock that fit so perfectly in her palm.

      “Labradorite.  It’s a calming crystal, and I thought you might need it.”  Shannon retrieved a small, pale purple candle from a cabinet, put it on the coffee table in front of them, and lit it with a match.  “Lavender.”

      Michelle didn’t think any of this would help, but she did like the weight of the labradorite in her hand.  She rubbed her thumb across it, finding a perfect little indentation in the top of the stone that seemed to be waiting for her to touch it.

      “How did this happen?” Shannon asked, then she grinned.  “I mean, I know how this happened.  But did you guys use protection or anything?”

      “Yeah, but I guess the condom must’ve failed.  I feel like such an idiot.  This is the kind of mistake teenagers make, not a forty-year-old woman.  But Pete’s swimmers weren’t the best, and we were lucky that we even managed to have Gavin.  I hadn’t worried about birth control in such a long time.”  She pressed her hand over her eyes, realizing just how lucky she’d been not to have to even think about it.  Now it was the only thing on her mind, but it was far too late.

      “I know this can’t be easy, but everything’s going to work out, you’ll see.  I don’t know Landon all that well, but he seems like a good guy.  You know that Drew and I are here to help you, too.  And the kids.  We’ve formed a little collective with Rachel, exchanging babysitting and spending time together.  You’re part of that, too.”

      It all sounded nice, but Michelle knew it wasn’t that simple.  “And what about my job?  I mean, I just started.  I already tried to get myself fired when I whipped my pants down at the winery.  I guess you could say all my troubles lately have come from taking my pants off.”  She sagged against the back of the couch, still rubbing the stone as the scent of lavender slowly drifted through the air toward her.

      “It’s not like you’re the first teacher to get pregnant,” Shannon pointed out.  “And you’re skilled in dealing with middle school students.  The kids will have questions, and they’ll probably even try to help you name the baby.  You’ll have to take some time off here and there for doctor’s appointments, but I imagine you’ll make it through most of the school year before you’re due.”

      “You are far too positive, you know that?” Michelle said with a smile.  “I don’t mean that.  I appreciate it, especially because I can’t seem to find a good side of this.”

      “You will.”  Shannon rubbed her hand up and down Michelle’s arm.  “It’s all right if it takes you some time to adjust.”

      “Time,” Michelle murmured as she touched her free hand to her belly.  “It sounds selfish, but I think that might be one of the things that upsets me the most.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Gavin is grown.  He still needs guidance, apparently, but it’s not like I have to take him to soccer practice or ask him about his report card anymore.  Pete is out of my life, and even though that’s been kind of devastating, I thought this was a chance for a whole new sense of freedom.  No more worrying about anyone but myself.  I can have cereal for dinner if I want and watch whatever trashy TV shows catch my eye without worrying about what anyone else thinks.  I don’t even have to fix the water heater now that I’m renting a home.  All of that is just…gone.”  She felt the loss of it even as she felt the gain of a new life inside her.

      “I’m sorry, honey.  I know it’s not going to help you very much right now, but I don’t think this will be anything like the experiences you’ve had before with family.  You can still find those moments of freedom once the baby comes.  I’ll personally guarantee it, and I’m sure Kinsley will hardly be able to wait to get her hands on that baby.”

      “You think so?”  Michelle found that the smile on her face was genuine.  There were still plenty of doubts and worries floating around her head, but it was good to know she truly had someone at her side.

      “I do.  Of course, the baby isn’t here yet.  You’re going to need to get yourself to a doctor soon.”

      “Shit.  Yeah.”  Michelle pulled out her cell phone to start searching.  “I don’t even know if there are any good docs around here or if I’ll have to go back to Portland for those visits.  I hope not.”

      “Nope.  Don’t worry about it.  I know a fantastic midwife.  I’ll send you her number.  Liz operates out of her home, but don’t be thrown off by that.  This is a small town and people do what they can.  She also runs her reiki practice from there.”  Shannon tapped her cell screen a few times.

      The text notification beeped on Michelle’s phone, but she didn’t look at it yet.  “Reiki?”

      “Energy healing,” Shannon explained simply.  “It’s incredible stuff.  She completely fixed all the shoulder problems I was having.”

      “Okay.”  Michelle wasn’t entirely sure about all that.  She made a habit of placing her trust in science and modern medicine, but just because this woman was into reiki didn’t mean she wasn’t a good midwife.  “I’ll make an appointment.”

      “Good.  When are you going to tell Landon?” Shannon challenged.

      That dizzy, sweaty feeling Michelle had been experiencing ever since she’d taken the pregnancy test that morning quickly returned.  Landon had this cold, hard demeanor that he took on when he was working, but she’d seen that gentler side that he kept hidden so well.  “I’m not sure how I feel about him, but some of that is because I don’t even think I want a relationship.  I want the time to work on myself before I have to deal with someone else.”

      “That’s fair, but it’s not fair not to tell him,” Shannon replied quietly.

      “I know.  I don’t think he’s very happy with me right now, though.”  Michelle rubbed her thumb harder into the stone in her palm.

      Shannon’s brow creased.  “Why is that?”

      She blew a puff of air through her lips, feeling like the whole thing was silly.  “Well, he’s the school resource officer this year,” she began.

      Now Shannon was smirking.  “Sounds like an interesting twist of fate.”

      “You could say that.”  Michelle had certainly been thinking the same thing.  “He came up to my classroom at the end of our open house the other night and asked me if I wanted to go out for dinner."

      "That’s great!” Shannon enthused.  “That’s the perfect chance for you to tell him.”

      “Except that I turned him down,” Michelle pointed out.  She focused on the dancing candle flame, trying to force her body and mind to calm down.  It was impossible not to see the anger and hurt on Landon’s face, though.  “It was a nice idea, but talking with you and the other girls at the winery the other night reminded me that I deserve to have some space to myself.  I spent so much time with Pete.  Landon does seem like a nice guy, and I’m obviously attracted to him, but I’m just not ready.”

      “Then maybe you’ll need to tell him that, too.”  Shannon smiled, her dark blue eyes compassionate.  “I think if you just go to him and—”

      The front door swung open and slammed shut again, admitting a grizzled old woman.  Her long, gray hair was bound in a braid that swung around her dramatically as she hobbled into the room.  She scowled at the two women on the couch.  “Do you have any basil?”

      “Right in the kitchen cabinet.  Lenora, you remember my friend Michelle, right?”  Shannon gestured toward her friend.

      “I’m old, but I’m not senile,” the old woman grumbled.

      Shannon’s aunt had always made Michelle want to giggle behind her hand.  Michelle had only met her a few times, but she was such a character that she hardly even seemed real.  “It’s nice to see you again, Lenora.”

      “Hmph.”  The old woman pushed her head forward on her neck as she squinted at Michelle.  “You’re pregnant, aren’t you?”

      Michelle blinked, and she clutched the labradorite even harder.  “How did you know that?”

      “I’m not stupid.  You’ve got enough bags under your eyes that you oughta be traveling to Paris, and the rest of your skin is as white as a sheet.  It’s even in the way you’re sitting, with your hand on your stomach and all.”  She pointed with a sticklike finger.

      Michelle straightened on the couch, completely unaware of how her body gestures had been giving her away.  The sensation on the pads of her fingers told her she’d been rubbing them over the front of her jeans for quite some time, just as she used to when she was pregnant with Gavin.  It was a subconscious habit and, apparently, one that would carry over into this pregnancy.  “Oh.”

      Lenora shook her head.  “Should’ve kept your pants on.  That’s what I told this one, too, but you girls don’t listen.  I swear.”  Lenora flicked her fingers at Shannon briefly before she moved off toward the kitchen, still grumbling to herself.
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      Landon set his mug down, almost sad to see that it was empty.  “That was some damn good stuff, Chase.”

      The bartender and owner of The Warehouse grinned at him.  “The food or the beer?”

      “Both,” Blake confirmed.  Like Landon, the paramedic was still dressed in his uniform, and he brushed crumbs off the front of his shirt.  “That crusty bread was awesome with that Italian dip sandwich.”

      “I’ll be sure to let Drew know, although I think he already does,” Chase said with a grin as he calculated their tabs.  “Everyone’s been ordering it, and he’s already asking me to buy a bigger slow cooker just so he can keep up with the demand.”

      “Then you ought to do what he says.”  Landon wiped his face one last time and shook his head as he pulled his wallet out of his back pocket.  “It’s just too damn good.”

      As they made their way out into the parking lot, Blake clapped his friend on the back.  “Thanks for having dinner with me, man.  I know I won’t see you much once the official school year starts.”

      “Yeah, that’s true.”  Landon looked down at the gravel of the parking lot as it crunched under his feet.  His bear was going to give him absolute hell being trapped in that building with Michelle.  He wished he hadn’t asked her out.  Then things would still be up in the air, and the possibilities would still be laid out before him.  She’d dashed all hopes of that, though, and now he’d be stuck trying to avoid her as much as possible.  Unfortunately, even if he didn’t see her, it wouldn’t stop his bear from sensing her.

      “You might miss being out on the streets.  I know it was one hell of a day today.  Usually, it’s pretty slow, but I had this one patient over on the south side of town that just wouldn’t cooperate.  I mean, it’s not like I can make them go to the hospital if they don’t want to, but this guy was in some major medical trouble.  He just about wrenched my arm out of the socket when I tried to listen to his heartbeat.”  He rolled his shoulder.  “I need to find the time to shift so I can get this healed up.”

      Landon sensed that they weren’t alone, and he looked up.  He put the back of his hand against Blake’s chest.  “You just might get that wish.  Look.”

      The Warehouse was in the rural area on the outskirts of Carlton, and the parking lot was surrounded by thick woods on three sides.  Emerging from them was a large grizzly.  Its fur was wild, as was the look in its eye.  Landon studied the way it charged out of the trees and paused before its massive paws had a chance to touch the gravel.  It lifted its muzzle to sniff the air, but its feral eyes stayed locked on the two of them.  A pale streak of fur down the front of its chest looked hauntingly familiar.

      “Can that be?”  Landon felt a mix of hope and fear in his chest.  “After all this time?”

      “You don’t really think it’s him, do you?”  Blake was watching the bear closely.  “You’d know better than I would.”

      They had their chance to find out.  The newcomer came charging out of the woods, gravel flying out from under his paws.  Foamy saliva dripped from his jaws, and a low growl emanated from his throat.  He was gaining on them quickly.

      Landon didn’t bother glancing behind him to see if anyone was watching.  If he remained in his human form, there was no way he was going to make it.  He let his bear come forward, his muzzle pulling and stretching at the front of his face.  His paws hit the gravel hard as he fell forward, and his spine twinged with pain as it stretched.  Thick, shaggy fur erupted over his body just as the intruder reached them.

      He slammed into Landon, knocking him backward.  Gravel ground through his fur and into his back, a burning sensation that Landon easily ignored in favor of the snarling teeth that snapped just above his throat.  Landon shoved with his paws, but he was at a distinct disadvantage like this.

      Another heavy body hit the new bear in the flank, sending him tumbling off to the side.  They rolled together until they crashed into the door of a nearby truck.  The sound of splitting steel shrieked through the parking lot as claws scraped into the side of the vehicle, and they each fought to gain control.

      Cub.

      The word resounded in Landon’s head as he got to his feet and scrambled to join the fray.  Blake had already saved his hide, and now it was his turn to return the favor.  But that one word let him know exactly who they were fighting.

      Corey.  Landon charged over, putting himself between his older brother’s thick claws and Blake’s throat.  He dug the top of his skull into the hollow between Corey’s throat and his shoulder and pushed hard, ignoring the deep cuts and blood that welled up and ran down through his fur.  Corey, it’s me.

      Cub, he repeated.  Here.

      What the hell?  Landon’s mind raced as he pushed Corey further back, using the loose gravel to his advantage.  There’s no cub here, Corey.  It’s just Blake and me.

      The growl that vibrated so close to his ear was menacing.  Territory.  Mine.  Kill.  Cub.  Corey reared back, dodging the pressure Landon had been putting on his shoulder.  He lifted himself to his hind legs and came down hard, sinking his teeth into Landon’s back.

      His vision sparked with pain, and all the breath left his body.  Landon froze for a moment, but his adrenaline kicked in quickly.  He fell to the ground to force Corey’s mouth to let go of him.  As soon as he came in for another bite, Landon slammed his head upward and knocked him right in the face.

      Blake rejoined the fray now, stepping in before Corey had a chance to recover and strike once again.  He raked his claws over Corey’s chest as he shoved him further backward.

      Feeling that the momentum was on their side, Landon got to his feet.  They attacked viciously, knowing they didn’t have a chance if they tried to go easy.  Whether this was their clan mate or not, he wasn’t going to give up.  They had to fight and fight hard.

      Corey’s teeth gnashed and his eyes rolled.  He scraped his claws through the air, seeking to split any surface he could get a hold of.  Then, just as suddenly as he’d attacked them, he retreated.  He backed away, and as soon as he was out of reach of their claws, he turned tail and ran toward the woods.

      Blood dripping down at his feet, Landon watched him go.  Slowly, he brought his human form back.  It was just as painful of an undertaking as shifting to a bear had been a few minutes ago, but at least he could feel his skin knitting back together in the process.

      “That was him, wasn’t it?”  Blake was bent forward, his hands on his knees as he caught his breath.

      “No doubt.”  Landon had heard that voice.  It was raspy and wild compared to what he remembered, but it was still his brother.

      “Holy hell.  It’s been, what, a year?”  Blake straightened up, still watching the place in the woods where Corey had disappeared.  “Why would he come back now?  And what was all that business about a cub?”

      Landon sighed.  It hurt his heart to see Corey like this.  It wasn’t fair or right, but no one had been able to figure out a way to fix him.  The clan had kept him confined for years for his own safety and that of others, but he’d managed to find a way out.  Had he been sticking around Carlton this whole time?  And why was he showing himself now?  There were simply too many questions, and he didn’t have any of the answers.  “I don’t know.  Communicating with him has always been primitive since he’s been like this.  It sounds like he’s being extremely territorial, but I don’t understand why.”

      “There haven’t even been any babies born all that recently, and certainly not any that he should care about,” Blake noted.

      “Well, that implies that there’s some sort of reasoning going on in that mind of his, and I’m pretty sure that’s not the case.”  It hurt Landon to say it, but it was the truth.  Corey wasn’t just a shifter, and he wasn’t just a shifter stuck in his animal form.  He was far more feral than any of them were on their worst days.

      Feeling bitter and powerless, Landon got in his car and headed home.  Corey’s voice still haunted him, grunting about a cub.  Blake was right.  There hadn’t been any little ones born recently that should make a bit of difference to Corey.  They belonged to their clanmates, but they weren’t closely related enough that it should bother him, even in this twisted state he was trapped in.

      As he drove through town, he started to think about Michelle.  She was the newest thing in his life, and she’d taken up so much of his mind lately.  Was there a possibility that Corey knew something about Michelle that he didn’t?  If Corey had been hanging around in Carlton, it was feasible that he’d been around Michelle in some capacity.  Landon had been around her, but not in his bear form.  Some senses were simply blocked when he was in his human body.

      The ideas creeping into the back of his mind made him incredibly uncomfortable, but he didn’t know what he could do about them.
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      Michelle stood in front of the mirror.  She’d switched her outfit several times, and nothing felt comfortable.  Things were too new for her body to have changed, but she still felt different.  Shirts clung to her too closely, and her pants hung like they’d been tailored to someone else.  Her hair felt heavy on the back of her neck when she let it hang down, yet she felt too exposed if she tried to put it up.

      “I’m going out!” Gavin shouted from down the hallway.  

      “What?”  Forgetting about her outfit for the moment, Michelle stepped out of her bedroom.  

      Gavin was standing in the living room, dressed in a t-shirt and jeans.  He frowned down at his cell phone with his hand on the doorknob.

      “Where are you going?”

      Irritation wrinkled his brow, but he didn’t look up.  “Out.  Like I said.”

      “Out to do what?”  She remembered having a similar conversation when he was fifteen or sixteen, when he’d first started going out with his friends without parental supervision.  It’d made her nervous as hell to think about how the world might treat her baby boy.  She’d been right about some of those concerns, it turned out.  Now she was feeling them all over again as she worried not only about getting Gavin on the right track, but also about what sort of path this new child would be on when it came.

      He shrugged and pocketed his phone.  “I don’t know.  I’m just bored, and I’m going out.”

      Michelle sighed.  She reached up and put her hands gently on each side of his face, studying the man who’d used to be her little boy.  He’d once been so innocent and sweet, interested in finding frogs in the backyard and building bridges across mud puddles for ants.  The changes in him had come overnight, and even after all these years, she wasn’t sure how to handle them.  “Be careful, okay?”

      He narrowed his eyes, studying her.  “Are you all right?”

      “I will be.”  It was the most honest answer she could come up with.  

      When Gavin was gone, Michelle knew she’d wasted as much time as possible.  In the end, it didn’t matter what she was wearing or how she’d done her hair.  Things would go as they were meant to, and the color of her shirt wasn’t going to change anything.

      It’d been easy enough to do a quick internet search and find out where he lived.  Michelle felt like a stalker as she drove to the other side of town and turned onto the right street, but in a small town like this, she probably could’ve just stopped at the grocery store and asked someone for the address.  

      She pulled up in front of the white ranch-style home.  The driveway was wide enough that she could park next to his squad car.  The idea made her nervous for some reason, but it also confirmed that she had the right house.  The picture window on the front, trimmed in black, showed a light glowing through the curtains.

      The afternoon’s rain had dissipated, but it saturated the concrete walkway leading up to the front door.  Michelle wished the skies would open up and pour down on her so she had an excuse to get back in her car and drive away.  She thought of herself as a strong person, someone who could handle almost anything.  For some reason, she didn’t feel that way right now.

      She knocked on the door and waited, fingering the smooth hunk of labradorite in her pocket.  She’d found herself getting attached to it as she’d sat at Shannon’s place, and Shannon insisted that Michelle keep it.  Michelle didn’t believe it was anything more than a rock, something shiny that someone happened to dig out of the ground.  Somehow, though, knowing that Shannon felt it worked made her start to think so, too.  It was at least something that kept her from chewing her nails while she waited to get this over with.

      The door popped as it was flung open, startling her enough that she stepped backward and stumbled off the stoop.  She stayed on her feet, thank goodness, but she had to put her arms out to keep herself from falling on her ass.  Even if she hadn’t tripped, she would’ve needed to regain her balance after she got a look at Landon.  Those eyes were even harder and wilder than they’d been before, brimming with anger and annoyance.  He’d unbuttoned his uniform top, and his white undershirt showed in the gap.  The thin material did very little to hide the planes of his muscular chest.  Michelle clearly remembered running her hands across it, but judging by the deep wrinkle across his forehead, this definitely wasn’t the time to come on to him.  

      “Michelle?”  His voice was barely above a growl.  He tightened his eyes, looking like he couldn’t quite believe he saw her standing there.  “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m—”  Her voice caught, so she cleared her throat and tried again.  “I’m sorry to bother you at home, but I really need to talk to you.”

      He let out a breath through his nose.  “It’s not a great night.”

      Though the weather hadn’t wanted to cooperate with her earlier, it did now.  Big, wet drops began falling on her head.  

      “Come in, come in.”  Landon held the door open wide to allow her inside.  Once she’d entered, he poked his head out the door and looked up and down the street before he shut and locked it behind them.

      “Is everything all right?”  Michelle took in the living room.  The warm hardwood floor butted up next to a large brick fireplace.  An overstuffed sofa sat along one wall, and several books and magazines were scattered across the coffee table in front of it.  Through a doorway, Michelle could see the patterned tile of the kitchen and a set of dark chairs near the breakfast bar.

      More than the house, though, she noticed Landon.  In her few encounters with him, he’d always been so put together.  He was the sort of man she considered unflappable.  Even when she’d mooned him at the winery, he hadn’t shown as much as a smirk.  It was more about what needed to be done than how he felt about it.  He’d allowed her to have a peek behind the veil of that hardness, but the wall had slammed right back down once she’d rejected him for a dinner date.

      Now, she wasn’t sure what she was picking up on.  Just being close to him set her body on fire, sending streaks of energy through her nerves and flashes of heat under her skin.  It was too early to blame that on the changes in her body, so she knew it was purely from being near him.  That angular face, the way his dark hair swept back from his forehead, and the twinge of gray showing up in his stubble.  His mouth was slightly crooked, but she found it incredibly charming.  Despite his natural seductiveness, she could see that something was very wrong.  His hair was mussed as though he’d dragged his hand through it several times, and he impatiently tapped his finger against the side of his leg.  In theory, he was standing still, but he had an energy about him that suggested he might run out the door any minute.  

      He was barefoot, and Michelle found herself staring down at his feet.  It wasn’t as though she’d never seen them before, but it suddenly felt like an incredibly intimate thing.

      “Yeah.  Things are fine.”  His tone suggested otherwise, and he lifted a hand to rub the back of his neck.

      She couldn’t believe him, but she didn’t blame him for not telling her what was happening in his life.  They hardly knew each other, and she’d turned him down.  He had every right to be reserved around her.  It was no different from the war she was fighting within herself.  Michelle could easily see herself riding off into the sunset with him if she allowed herself to dive into her emotions.  But the sensible part of her brain constantly reminded her that it wasn’t right, or at least not just yet.  It was too soon, no matter what the rest of her wanted.

      “Listen, I really need to talk to you.  If this isn’t a good time, then maybe we can meet up for lunch tomorrow or something.”  Michelle twisted her hands in front of her, completely unsure of what to do with herself.  She wanted to sit down, but the nervous energy that’d been building inside her all day demanded that she stand up.  This was already turning out to be much harder than she’d imagined, and she hadn’t even told him yet.

      “I can’t.  I’ll be working tomorrow.”

      “But school hasn’t started yet,” she argued.

      He raised one dark brow.  “My job goes on regardless of whether or not school’s in session,” he reminded her.  “I’ll be working out of the station tomorrow.”

      “Right.  Arresting all sorts of hooligans, I’m sure.”  She gave a nervous laugh that sounded fake and hated herself for it, especially when he didn’t join in.  “Well, maybe there’s some other time we can get together, then.”

      “I don’t know.  I’m trying to figure some things out, honestly.  It doesn’t really help that I asked you out to dinner and you said no, but now you’re standing here wanting to go to lunch.”  He flung his hand out in the air and let it slap against his leg as it fell.

      “I know.  I can see why that’s odd.  I just…”  She trailed off.  This wasn’t going the way she’d hoped.  Michelle had envisioned herself marching up to his door, being forward, firm, and direct, and just telling him.  It was as simple as that, right?  But now that she stood there, she kept stumbling over her tongue.  

      He gave her a wary look.  “What is it?” 

      “I’m pregnant.”  There.  She’d let it out.  There was no more stepping around it or holding it back. 

      He was eerily still.  Michelle watched him for a long moment, but she regretted looking at him when his eyes finally lifted to hers.  "Are you sure?”

      His voice made something in her stomach coil.  “Yes.  I was having all the symptoms, and then I took a pregnancy test.”

      “How accurate are those things?”  His teeth didn’t move as he growled out the words.

      “Well, pretty accurate.  Shannon suggested a midwife to me, so I’ll be getting an appointment with her.  But I’m very sure that this is what’s happening.”  Michelle resisted the urge to rub her lower abdomen.

      "Shit."  Landon moved past her to the couch.  He sat down so fast, he created a breeze in the room.  He braced his elbows on his knees and pressed his hands to his forehead.  “This isn’t good.  This isn’t good at all.”

      “Well, it’s good to know you’re so happy for us,” she replied sarcastically.  

      He didn’t seem to have heard her.  “I did what I should’ve done.  We used protection.”

      “Which obviously didn’t work.”  There had always been a chance that it wouldn’t, but in that moment of passion with him, she hadn’t even thought about it.  Neither of them had, judging by his reaction.

      Landon slid his fingers up until they met in his hair.  “You just…you just don’t even understand what’s going on here.”

      “I don’t?”  All of that nervous energy was quickly converting into anger.  “I’ve had a child before, you know.”  Granted, it was over twenty years ago, but she still knew what was happening.

      Flinging his hands down to his sides, Landon shot up off the couch.  “That doesn’t mean it’s going to be anything like this one!  Michelle, this is really bad.  I mean—you just can’t even know.”

      “I don’t know why you’re freaking out so much.”  She felt her strength returning to her, wondering where it’d been all this time.  She’d had a kid before.  She had plenty of people surrounding her who cared, and she had a steady job.  While the pregnancy was inconvenient, it wasn’t the end of the world.  “Do I need to remind you that I’m the one who has to carry this child for the full nine months?  That I’m the one who has to go through labor and all that?  Not to say this doesn’t affect you, but I hardly think you have any right to go off your rocker like that.”

      “Damn it, Michelle!”  He crossed to the fireplace and braced his hands on the mantel.  Even through his loose shirt, she could see that his muscles were tight.  “This wasn’t supposed to happen!”

      “It’s not like I did it on purpose!”  She stomped her foot, feeling the vibrations move through the hardwood floor.  “In fact, I’m pretty sure both of us were very involved in making this happen!”

      “I know that!  I fucking know that!”  He whirled around but stayed on the other side of the room.  “You just can’t even imagine the impact this is going to have!”

      “No, I guess I can’t,” she confirmed, lifting her chin in the air.  “I can’t imagine how this could possibly impact you more than it does me.  I’m the one who’s having the baby.  I’m the one who has to hope the school will give me good benefits for maternity leave.  What do you have to do?  Buy a few diapers and a car seat?  Even in the most ideal situation, you wouldn’t be bearing the burden like I am.”

      He was silent for a moment that stretched into eternity.  When he finally spoke again, his voice was gruff, barely above a whisper.  “I’m going to need some time to think.”

      “Well, there’s only so much to think about,” she snapped.  “I’m going home.  If you decide you’re done thinking, give me a call.”  Michelle turned on her heel and let herself out the door, slamming it behind her.  She fumed on her way to the car, hardly caring that the rain was still pounding down.  Fine.  Let her get soaking wet.  Let Landon be a total fucking asshole when she came to him with this sort of news.  If that was how it was supposed to be, fine.  She’d deal with it, just like she always had.
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      Landon’s stomach was twisted in knots, but it had been for a full day.  He wasn’t sure he would ever feel anything different, not with the news Michelle had given him.  He pulled up in front of the Thompson clanhouse, sighed, and got out.

      He knew he’d reacted poorly, but Michelle simply couldn’t understand the implications behind this.  She had no idea how bad this was going to be, yet he had no good way of telling her.

      Landon swiped his hand over his forehead, envisioning the shock and disbelief that would inevitably come over her if he tried.  Hell, she’d probably laugh him out of the room.

      Stepping through the doorway, he nodded at the others who’d gathered in the living room before he made his way down to the basement.  He'd hurt her.  In the moment, he’d been too full of shock and terror to see it.  Later, long after she’d stormed out of his house and driven off into the rain, he’d come to realize just how much of a dick he’d been.

      Landon wanted Michelle.  His bear needed her with a driving force he couldn’t quite understand.  Thinking about her made him all soft and mushy inside, while most others made him feel cold and indifferent.  And what had he done when she’d come to him, so vulnerable and probably scared?  He’d yelled, cursed, and made it seem like this was all her fault.

      He was a real asshole.

      The doorway to Chris’s office was open, but Landon knocked on the frame.  The Alpha jerked his head and jumped up from behind his desk.

      “Come on in.  I have some things I need to discuss with you.”  Landon shut the door firmly behind him.

      “I need to discuss something with you, too,” he replied soberly.  The summons from the Alpha had been a surprise, but the timing couldn’t have been more perfect.  Chris might not be able to help him with any of this.  After all, he couldn’t stop a curse that’d been in effect for the last several decades, but at the very least, Landon was obligated to tell him about what he’d done.

      “Listen, I know this will probably be a little hard to hear, but a bear that matches Corey’s description has been seen in the area.”  Chris had sat back down behind his desk, but even in his plush leather chair, he didn’t look relaxed.  His deep blue eyes danced with anticipation as he studied Landon across the expanse of the desk.  “It was from a distance, and he hasn’t come toward anyone yet, but Pax thought he saw him while he was out logging the other day.”

      “I see.”

      Landon had nearly forgotten about his scuffle with Corey.  This baby that was going to come into the world and completely change his life had taken over his brain.

      “We hadn’t seen him anywhere in the area over the past year, so we assumed he’d gone off to find some other territory, maybe someplace he could think of as his own,” Chris continued.  The Alpha was in his normal planning mode, trying to look at a problem from all angles to find the best way to solve it.  That was exactly what made him such a good leader, even if he sometimes got a little too wrapped up in his projects.  “My first plan of action is to find a better way to confine him.  I never imagined that he’d get out in the first place, but obviously, he did.  I don’t think there’s any point in trying to go after him unless we know we can keep him safely confined.”

      “That makes sense.”  Landon’s throat was dry.  He’d never liked that his brother had to be locked up, even if it was for his own good and for the safety of everyone else in the area.  If only he could find his human side again, things would be different.

      As it was, Corey was feral and dangerous.  He was worse than a full-blooded bear, with remnants of his human life mixing dangerously with his animal, making him completely unreasonable.

      Chris drummed his fingers on the desk.  “I’ll deal with that, but if you have any suggestions, I’m more than happy to hear them.  I’m going to get everyone available to work on this so we can keep Corey safe and make sure he doesn’t injure anyone in the process.  The biggest question I have right now is why he’s here.  I don’t understand why he’s come back.”

      The upholstered chair beneath him probably would’ve felt comfortable on any other day, but right now, Landon felt every fiber itch and poke at him through his clothes.

      “I'm pretty sure I know why, but it’s not good.”

      “I’m listening.”

      He pulled in a breath to speak but then let it out silently.  Damn.  He knew exactly what was happening, but it was much harder to say out loud than formulate the thoughts in his head.  No wonder Michelle had gotten so upset with him.  “I’ve gotten someone pregnant.”  The silence in the room was so thick that Landon felt like he couldn’t breathe.

      Chris finally nodded.  “That’s a tough situation.  May I ask who it is?”

      Landon stood up.  The air had returned to his lungs, but it didn’t make him feel any better.  He needed to move, to get outside, shift, and just go tearing through the forest for an hour or two, but he had things to take care of.  “A human named Michelle Lyons.  She just moved here.  I was careful, but not careful enough.  She just told me last night.”

      Chris leaned back in his chair.  He folded one arm across his chest and propped the other on top of it, resting his chin thoughtfully on his fingers.  “It’s never easy to become a father.  There are too many things to worry about, even if all goes exactly as it should.  I know this is going to be even more of a challenge for you in particular.”

      “That’s one way to put it,” Landon remarked, irritation crawling under the surface of his skin.  “As far as Corey is concerned, Blake and I saw him outside The Warehouse.  He charged at us and attacked.  We managed to fight him off, but he ran back into the woods before we could do much else about it.  While in my bear form, I could hear him grunting something about a cub.  I didn’t know what he was talking about at first, but then I realized what it might be.  I was trying to figure out what to do when Michelle came and told me about the baby.”

      “Almost like it was all meant to be,” the Alpha noted quietly.

      “I suppose so.”

      Fated or not, it felt incredibly unfair.

      He’d gone home from that encounter with Corey feeling heavily troubled.  Landon hated the idea of needing to find his brother and lock him up once again, and he dreaded what the truth might be behind Corey’s primitive communication.  When Michelle had shown up, he’d been driving himself crazy trying to decide if he should call her, contact the clan, or do something else entirely.  The way she’d shown up was almost like he’d summoned her out of a dream.

      “I know it isn’t easy to believe right now, but we can get through this,” Chris reminded him.  “You have the whole clan at your side.  Corey is the most immediate threat.  I’ll get the best men devising some better containment for him, and then we’ll work on getting him under control.  I don’t know exactly what that will mean, but I anticipate you’ll need to be highly involved.  He’s always been more interested in you than anyone else.”

      “Yeah.”  Not that it made him feel any better about the situation.  In fact, it made him feel far worse to know he might be the only link Corey still had to the regular world.  Lost in his cursed, delusional cloud of a mind, Corey was neither human nor animal.  He was caught in between, feral, without hope.  “You know, I’ve never quite forgiven myself for him.”

      “Forgiven yourself?” Chris asked.  “I’m pretty sure you didn’t have anything to do with him going feral.”

      “Not directly, no.”  Landon moved to the window.  The clanhouse was built on a hillside, meaning that even though he was in the basement, there was a broad overlook to the beautiful Oregon countryside surrounding it.  The day was misty, with vapor rising up from the trees after the rainy evening, creating a scene so familiar.

      It was a lifetime ago, yet Landon could easily relive it as though it’d just happened.  Corey had always taken his role as the older brother very seriously, and when he’d heard about Landon’s trouble with the Johnston clan, they headed out into the woods to talk about it.

      “You can’t let them get under your skin,” Corey had advised.  At twenty years old, he was only two years Landon’s senior.  He’d seemed so wise, so knowing.  “I had plenty of beef with them back in the day, too.”

      “You did?”

      It’d been hard for Landon to picture Corey getting ruffled about anything.  Landon’s temper usually got the best of him long before he could ever get the chance to handle something rationally.  When he knew someone had wronged him or someone he cared for, he wanted to make them pay for it.

      “Sure.  The rivalry between our clans goes way back, and the Johnstons are hotheaded,” Corey explained rationally.  “You pretty much have to operate as though it’s a guarantee that they’re going to misbehave.  Then you know what to expect.”

      “Just expecting them to be assholes isn’t going to stop them from doing the kinds of things they have been,” Landon had replied, angst building up in him once again.  He was so done with high school, and he couldn’t wait for the next couple of months to go by so he could graduate.  “I mean, they beat the absolute shit out of that kid because he was a little different.”

      “Yeah, and now you can expect us to beat the absolute shit out of you, too.”  Four of the Johnston boys had stepped out of the woods, ready for a fight.

      “Not today, thanks,” Corey said calmly, putting his hands in his pockets to show just how determined he was to stay peaceful.  “We’ll just be on our way.”

      But the Johnstons filled the path, curling their fists.  “That’s not how it works around here.”

      Everything had been slow and filled with tension one moment, and the fight broke out in an explosion the next.  The Johnstons had attacked without any further warning.  Landon had shifted with lightning speed, something he’d been perfecting privately because he knew he was the one his family would need to rely on for protection.  Corey couldn’t shift, not without a massive risk.

      But he had, and he’d never been the same again.

      That was exactly what had made Landon go into law enforcement.  He’d seen the way Corey always tried to keep the peace by encouraging others to do the right thing instead of throwing punches.  It was one way Landon could honor his brother even in his feral state, whether Corey knew it or not.

      “You can’t blame yourself for that,” Chris said gently, bringing Landon back to the current moment.  “It was a long time ago, and you were just kids trying to deal with a burden on your family from long before that.  If you want to blame anyone, blame the Johnstons.”

      “I’ve tried,” Landon admitted, scratching the back of his ear.  “It didn’t really help.”

      “I guess it wouldn’t,” Chris admitted.  “But now you’ve got a child you have to look out for.”

      “How am I supposed to do that when I know it’ll be cursed, too?”  Landon felt a burning sensation at the back of his eyes, and he blinked it away.  “It would be hard enough trying to raise a child and get it to understand how shifting works and that it’s not something we can just do out in public.  But telling a child that it can shift, but shouldn’t?  That they might throw their entire life away in one moment of intensity?  It’s just not right.”

      Chris scratched his jaw.  “You know, there’s always a possibility that the baby will be born without shifting capabilities if its mother is human.”

      “I know,” Landon acknowledged.  “I tried using that to hold onto hope, but it’s still no guarantee.  It seems to be about a fifty-fifty shot, and I can’t say I like those odds.”

      Chris sighed.  “I wish I knew the answers.  All I can tell you is that I’m here for you, whatever happens.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      Landon turned away from the window and back toward Chris.  “I’m not trying to be difficult about all this.  I just don’t know what to do with myself.”

      “Try not to worry too much.  And maybe think up some ways that you can talk to this Michelle woman.  She needs to know what’s going on with this baby well before it comes into the world.”

      The knots in Landon’s stomach twisted even harder.  “Easier said than done.”

      “I can imagine,” Chris agreed.

      Landon felt trapped, stuck in one spot when he should be out doing something about this problem.  He didn’t know what exactly, and he understood that Chris had his back, but standing around talking didn’t feel like much of a solution.  “I’d better get going.  I appreciate your time, and let me know what I can do to help with Corey.”

      “Of course.”

      Landon left the clanhouse.  Chris was right.  He’d have to tell Michelle eventually, but he wouldn’t go to her until he had all the answers.
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      Landon stepped into The Warehouse and quickly spotted the redhead on the patio.  He nodded to Daisy behind the bar as he made his way back.  The brewery was a place where he always felt comfortable.  Though it was a public restaurant, it was owned and staffed by shifters.  It felt almost as much like Thompson territory as the clanhouse did.  This time, he felt a lot less certain as he moved back toward the French doors that led to the outdoor dining space.

      Kelly looked up from her book and smiled.  The breeze tugged at her wild curls, the grey streaks mingling with the red in her barely contained bun.  “Hi, Landon.  I hope this spot is okay.  It’s already starting to feel like fall, and I wanted to enjoy it as much as possible.  It’s my favorite season.”

      “It’s perfectly fine,” he assured her, not only because he didn’t mind being outside but because they were the only ones out there.  What he needed to say to her had to be kept private at all costs.  He pointed at the book in her hands.  “I didn’t keep you waiting too long, did I?”

      “Hm?  Oh, no.”  She smiled as she tucked the volume back into her bag.  “I almost always have a book with me.  The five minutes I’m stuck in a drive-thru or waiting at the doctor’s office can really add up.”

      Daisy swept out to their table.  “Hi, there!  Beautiful day, isn’t it?  You’d better enjoy it while you can because we’ll have to close up the patio as soon as it starts getting cold.  What can I get you guys today?”

      “I’ll have the brisket, please,” Kelly replied.

      “Very good choice.  And you?”

      Landon hadn’t even glanced at the menu, and he hardly cared about what they were offering at the moment.  He wasn’t hungry and wasn’t sure he’d be able to eat again until he figured out what he was going to do.  “Um, I’ll take an Italian beef if you still have those.”

      “Sure do!”  Daisy happily scribbled it onto her pad.  “It’s been one of the biggest sellers lately.  Everyone’s nuts over it.  I’ll have those right out for you guys.”  She breezed back into the building.

      Kelly waited until she was gone before her chestnut brown eyes zeroed in on Landon.  “I don’t have to be a psychic to know you’re going through something painful and confusing right now.  I can see it written all over your face.  I’m curious to know how it involves me, though.”

      “Okay.”  Landon shifted in his chair.  He was constantly uncomfortable lately, and he knew much of that because his bear was so miserable.  It wanted to be with Michelle and knew a cub was on the way.  The protective urges were getting stronger as it constantly reminded him that he should be making sure she was safe instead of running around pretending he could find some solution for this problem.  “This isn’t very easy to explain.”

      She gave him a soft smile.  “No worries.  I’m used to that.”

      “I suppose so.”  There wasn’t enough air out there for him, but it would have to do.  “Hugh may have told you, but my brother Corey has been under a curse, remaining in a feral state ever since his first shift back in '96.  The clan kept him confined for a long time, but he escaped about a year ago.”

      Kelly pressed her lips together and nodded.  “I think I did hear something about that.”

      “Well, he’s back in the area after completely disappearing for a while.  Normally, this would be a good thing because we'd have the chance to get him back into our custody.  Unfortunately, I had an encounter with him a couple of days ago, and I think he’s after my unborn child.”

      “You’re having a little one?  Congratulations,” she enthused, patting him on the back of the hand.

      He didn’t feel like congratulations were exactly in order, considering everything else at stake.  “You’d think so, but the same curse impacting Corey will probably also affect my child.”

      All the excitement quickly drained out of Kelly’s eyes, and even her cheeks paled.  “Oh.  That really is a problem.”

      “I know.  I’d just like to find a way to fix it.”

      She leaned forward, putting her elbows on the table.  “What can I do to help?”

      Landon double-checked that no one was around before he leaned forward as well.  He should’ve asked her to meet him at the clanhouse, his place, or hers, anywhere he wouldn’t have to worry about someone overhearing.  Everyone within the Thompson clan already knew about the curse on Landon’s family, but some random humans who might come to dine al fresco at the next table would be an entirely different matter.  “You can speak to the dead, right?”

      “Yes.  I’m a medium,” she confirmed.

      “And other psychic powers go along with that, too, right?  Like reading minds?”

      “Eh, sort of.”  She leaned back and smiled as Daisy brought them their sandwiches, but as soon as the waitress was gone, she was intent on the conversation again.  “It’s more like reading their moods and intentions or generalized thoughts.  Most of the time, I couldn’t tell you what someone is thinking word for word.”

      That wasn’t exactly what he’d been hoping for, but he was going to press on anyway.  “I was wondering, if you got close enough to Corey, would you be able to communicate with him?  If you can talk to the dead and understand the living even when they aren’t speaking, I thought you might be able to make some sort of connection with him.”  He picked up half of the Italian beef and set it back down again.  It would be delicious any other time, but he was too worked up to eat right now.

      “I don’t understand.  Can’t you talk to him telepathically when you’ve shifted?”  Kelly pulled a hunk of meat off her sandwich with her fingers and slipped it between her lips.

      “Yeah, but it’s like talking to a caveman.  He just says a word or two, and most of the time, he doesn’t make much sense.  I got just enough words out of him to know that…”  He hesitated, not knowing how to refer to Michelle.  She wasn’t his girlfriend, and he couldn’t exactly call her a mate since she hated his guts right now.  “I know that the mother of my child is in danger,” he finally finished.

      “So, you’re not able to communicate with him well enough to convince him either to come home or to leave the baby alone,” Kelly concluded.

      “Right.”  It was probably a ridiculous idea, but Landon was grateful for her understanding.  He’d already unloaded on Chris, but the Alpha was a little too hopeful and optimistic for his liking.  Not that Kelly was cold and distant.  She had a warm personality that bubbled over, and Landon found her easy to talk to.

      “Hmm.  That’s quite the problem.”  Kelly picked up half of her sandwich and took a bite.

      Landon felt a chill go down his spine.  He turned around to look at the French doors, but the reflection of the bright sunshine meant they were nothing but solid rectangles of light.  His bear was reacting to something, but whatever it was, he couldn’t see it.

      Kelly dabbed at the corners of her mouth.  “There are times I can reach out and read people’s thoughts.  From everything I’ve learned from Hugh, though, I don’t think this is really any different from what shifters already experience with their clanmates.  I’m willing to help you in any way that I can, but I’m not sure this is the right path.”

      “Damn.”  Landon had hoped that he might be able to find a better way to communicate with Corey.  His Uncle Ted had gone through the same fate as Corey and had died relatively young, unable to get back in touch with his human side and the real world.  If he could find some way to truly reach out and touch Corey, he might have some hope of bringing him back.

      Now, that sounded impossible.

      “I know that’s not what you wanted to hear, but it doesn’t mean you’re out of possibilities,” Kelly pointed out.  “He’s cursed, right?  So, what about breaking the curse?”

      Landon scoffed.  “Trust me, if there was some way of doing that, I’d have done it a long time ago.  But this isn’t some fairytale movie.  He’s going to have to do a lot more than wait for a pretty princess to kiss him to lift this curse.”

      Kelly was unaffected by his pessimism.  “Maybe so, but there’s very little in this universe that’s truly irreversible.  When someone dies, we can’t bring them back to life.  But we can find ways to talk and share our last expressions of love with them.  Maybe my experience with that has colored my opinions, but I think there’s got to be a way.”

      “I think my grandfather tried, back when it first happened.  That was a long time ago, though, and I'm not really sure what transpired.  You don’t happen to be as talented with breaking curses as you are with talking to the dead, are you?”  He gave her a weak smile, knowing it was a pathetic attempt at reaching out for help.  He was Officer Landon Scott.  He was the person that everyone else was supposed to come to, to lean on.  One mistake, and he could hardly even hold himself up.

      “It’s definitely not my specialty, but there are some others here in Carlton who might be able to help,” she offered.

      “Yeah, maybe.”  He turned around and glared at the French doors again, but he couldn’t see through them any better than he could a few moments ago.  There was an electric sizzle to the air, something that reached down inside him and touched places he usually kept locked away.  He shook it off, chalking it up to feeling vulnerable by asking for help.

      Kelly chewed thoughtfully for a moment and then swallowed.  “You know, I chose to keep my day job and only do my psychic and mediumship work here and there on the side.  It was a bit too much to take on full-time because people always got so emotional and tied up trying to figure out if their great aunt knew how much they loved her.  They worried a lot about whether or not they’d ever have answers, and sometimes they got hung up on contacting a medium, to begin with.  They felt silly or thought others would make fun of them.  But when they actually got in touch with me or another medium, it changed their entire lives.”

      Landon had never been entirely sure of how he felt about things like talking to the dead or other psychic powers.  He knew several women who’d been incorporated into the clan knew about such things, but he’d never witnessed any of it himself.  Even though he knew it was hypocritical of him since he was a shifter and not a ‘normal’ human, that left him feeling skeptical.  “I’m not sure I get your point.”

      “Don’t give up,” she said emphatically.  “I know this isn’t going to be easy, but there’s got to be something you can do.  Keep looking until you find it, and of course I’ll do anything I can to assist.”

      “Thank you.  I guess I’ll see what I can do.”  Landon finally picked up his sandwich, deciding he wasn’t doing himself any favors if he didn’t eat.  He was going to need to fuel his body if he was going to get this figured out.
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      “Oh, this looks really cute!”  Angelina Newman, the math teacher who had her classroom across the hall, stepped inside and looked around, admiring all the posters, books, and comfy reading areas.

      Michelle looked up from her desk drawer, where she was slipping in files for each student for the upcoming year.  She wanted to be as organized as possible, but she had so much on her mind that she didn’t quite feel it was possible.  “Thank you.  I’ve been worried I’m spending too much time on decorating instead of everything else I need to do.”

      “That’s going to happen,” Angelina replied with a wave of her hand.  “You’ll think you’re all caught up, but then there will be a meeting, or someone will be out sick, or you’ll need to change your lesson plans for some reason.  But look at me talking to you like you’re new!  You’re only new to us, not teaching.”

      “I think I needed to hear that,” she admitted.  “I’m more nervous for the start of this school year than I ever was in Portland, and that was a much bigger school.”  In fact, the crush of students and teachers in the hallways could be overwhelming, but it was something she’d gotten used to over the years.  There were far fewer people here, but they all seemed to know each other.  It was a bit intimidating.

      That was only magnified by the knowledge of the new life that’d started inside of her.  What would everyone say once she started showing?  It wasn’t any of their business, but it would definitely generate some rumors.  By that time, Landon would be assigned to some other duty.  Hopefully.

      “You’ll do fine,” Angelina encouraged.  “We all have each other’s backs here.  Just remember to never drink out of the water fountain down by the teacher’s lounge.”

      “Why?  What’s wrong with it?”

      “Nothing right now, but every year some jokester manages to rig it so it squirts all over you as soon as you push the button.  The kids know that’s the one the teachers usually use since it’s so close to the lounge, so they wait around to see how many people get wet.  Don’t give them the chance.”  Angelina winked.

      “Thanks.  I’ll be sure to remember that.”  Michelle truly appreciated knowing that another teacher was genuinely looking out for her and not just saying that.  Maybe working in a small town was going to be a little easier than she thought.

      Footsteps sounded in the doorway, and they both looked up.  Landon stood there, his uniformed figure filling the frame.  He looked just as dark and serious as he did when he was officially on duty.  His eyes met Michelle’s and sent a shiver through her body, despite how stuffy it was in the classroom.  “Michelle, do you have a moment?”

      Angelina looked him up and down and then grinned at Michelle.  “I’ll be across the hall putting batteries in calculators.”  She gave one last appreciative look at Landon as she slipped past him.

      He completely ignored Angelina as though he hadn’t seen her at all.  Landon strode into the room and stood in front of Michelle's desk, his hands clasped behind his back.

      Feeling stubborn, she continued labeling and sorting her files.  It kept her eyes off him for the most part, which was good because she knew she’d be in trouble the moment she looked up.  She was furious with him but didn't know if she wanted to punch him, slap him, or kiss him square on the mouth.  And that was exactly the problem.  There was something about Landon that was utterly irresistible.  Was it too early to blame it all on hormones?

      He cleared his throat.

      “Well, go ahead,” she said, slapping a folder into the drawer.  “You were the one who said you wanted to talk.  As I recall, the last time I tried to do the talking, it didn’t go so well.”

      “No, it didn’t,” he admitted quietly.  “That’s why I’m here, actually.  I want to apologize.”

      She risked a glance up and instantly regretted doing so.  Michelle wanted to pretend she was melting inside because she was still mad at him, but she knew that wasn’t it.  Even though he’d pissed her off beyond belief, something about him made him hard to resist.  Men didn’t do that to her.  After she’d married Pete, she merely noticed that someone was attractive and moved on.

      Things were different with Landon, and seeing that softness finally return to his eyes made it even more intense.  They were dark and inviting, like a comfortable bed in a dim room she could sink into.  “That would be a start.”

      He nodded.  “It was a surprise, and I reacted badly.  I…I already had some other concerns on my mind, and hearing the news made it all seem pretty impossible to deal with.  That’s not your fault, and I shouldn’t have made you feel like it was.  I also made it sound like this was more my problem than yours, which wasn’t fair, either.  I hope you can forgive me and that we can start talking about this.”  Landon’s eyes shifted ever so slightly, looking at her pleadingly.

      That sounded like a legitimate apology.  Michelle had always known men to give ones that were nothing more than a few of the right words strung together with no true intention behind them, but Landon was being genuine.  She pressed her lips together and tapped her nails on the file folders, thinking.  If he was going to be that forward with her, then she could do the same.  “I appreciate that, and I agree that it’s important that we talk.  I know that you and I don’t know each other well, and goodness knows we sure got off on the wrong foot when we met, but I do have a request from you before we go any further.”

      “Anything.”  He brought his arms forward and steepled his fingers on the edge of her desk.

      She studied those fingers.  What was it about a man’s hands that could be so sexy?  They certainly looked capable, and he kept his nails short and clean.  She traced up the lines of his wrists to his muscled forearms, biceps, and firm shoulders, then to his neck and face.  That damn face.  Michelle reminded herself that she needed to be strong above all else.  “I want you to be honest with me.  I think the both of us deserve that from each other.”

      Something flashed in his eyes and then was gone.  His brow wrinkled.  “When have I not been honest with you?”

      “The night I came to your house,” she replied.  “I asked you if you wanted to go out to lunch, but you said you had to work the next day.”

      “Right.  And I did.”

      “Well, you certainly found time to have lunch with someone else.  Rachel and I went to The Warehouse for lunch and saw you on the patio.  You were leaning over the table and getting pretty intense with a redhead.”  Tension strangled around her heart at the memory.

      She had no claim over Landon, and she understood that on a logical level, but the shot of adrenaline that’d bolted through her body when she saw their forearms on the table, and the way they were leaning toward each other meant she had plenty more going on than anything rational.  They were talking intently, and judging by the looks in their eyes, it was something far more important than what was on TV the night before.  They’d even chosen a table that was well away from anyone else at the restaurant, and she was still feeling the stab and twist of a knife in her chest that had no business being there.

      “Oh.”  Landon straightened, his shoulders rigid.  “I did work from the office yesterday, for the record.  As for lunch, it’s a complicated matter.”

      The weight of the world sagged at her shoulders.  Michelle’s jaw tensed as she felt a thin sheet of stone encircle her heart.  If that’s how things were going to be with him, then fine.  Michelle was long past trying to change people.  “Look, I’m not trying to get into your personal business.  It’s obvious you have a lot going on.”

      “Michelle—”

      “No, let me finish.”  She sure as hell didn’t need him saying her name, not with that voice of his.  It was smooth and deep, a pleasant rumble even when he was reading someone their rights.  She couldn’t let any of that get in her way.  “Neither of us planned this, but it is what it is.  I don’t expect any kind of commitment from you.  I just hope that when this baby is born, you want to step up and be a part of its life.”

      “Of course I do,” he snarled.

      She’d insulted him.  Considering how much he’d insulted her when she’d tried to come to him and tell him what was going on, fuck it.  He might not like what she had to say, but it was nothing more than the truth.

      “Good.  I’m glad we can be adults about this.  Fortunately, we’ve got some time.  I have plenty of things I need to figure out with my own life, and I hope you do the same.”  She grabbed the next folder and pointedly began working on a label for it.

      Landon let out a breath that sounded more like a growl.  He stood there for a moment but then, understanding he was dismissed, he turned on his heel and marched out of the room.  She could hear his footsteps in the hallway, all the way to the end.

      Michelle flung her pen onto the desk and pressed her hands to her forehead as she leaned back in her chair.  Given his fury when confronted about the pregnancy and his lunch with another woman, Landon clearly had a lot going on.  She had plenty happening in her own life as she worked on getting past her divorce, starting a new job in a new town, and trying to figure out how to help Gavin.

      They had all of that stacked against them.

      Why couldn’t things ever be simple?
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      “Getting to work early?”  As Landon headed through the downstairs hallway toward the front door, Principal McFadden stepped out of his office dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. “You’re more dedicated than any other resource officer we’ve had before.”

      “I just needed to check on a few things.”  It wasn’t entirely a lie.  He’d needed to check on Michelle to make sure she was okay, and the school was the most likely place she’d be.  He’d found her right where he imagined she’d be, putting the finishing touches on her classroom.  His bear had sighed with relief, seeing and being near her again, but the sensation quickly vanished with that cold look in her eyes.

      “Sure.  Hey, can I ask you something?”  At Landon’s nod, the principal stepped out of his office and moved down the hall with him, away from where someone might overhear.  “I’ve heard rumors of a wild bear hanging around.  I mean, I’m sure that’s not exactly your department, but I know the kids are going to come in talking about it and asking questions.  I just thought I’d check with you to see if you knew anything.”

      Without a conscious effort, Landon brought down that wall around him he so often used when he was working.  It kept him from showing how he truly felt about a situation, and he definitely needed it right now.  So far, Corey had only been his problem.  “What are they saying this bear is doing?”

      “Just coming closer to the city limits and people than most wildlife would,” McFadden explained as he adjusted his glasses.  “Nothing crazy, but with having a big field behind the school that butts up to the trees, I’m sure it’ll be a hot topic.  Of course, the students always find something to overdramatize, but I’d like to be sure there’s no actual danger before I dismiss it as just a rumor.”

      Landon nodded, thinking.  He couldn’t tell the principal there was no need to worry.  Corey had only come after Landon so far, and there was a good chance he might come for Michelle, but he’d be damned if he was going to attack a bunch of schoolchildren.  There was no way Landon could dismiss all the man’s fears just because he wanted to protect his brother.  He had to figure out a plan.  “You still have a few days before the kids get here.  I’ll check into it, and as soon as I know something, I’ll get back to you.”

      “Thanks.  I really appreciate it.”  Principal McFadden turned back toward his office.  “I’m looking forward to a great school year!” he called over his shoulder as his footsteps echoed down the hall.

      That sure as shit wasn’t going to happen if Corey turned out to be more of a threat than he’d realized.  Landon was going to have to do something, and quickly.  He pushed out through the front doors and trotted down the old stone steps.  Crossing the grassy lawn toward his car, he thought about his options.  Kelly had told him not to give up and to try everything, but it was hard to know where he should even start.

      He glanced up through the windshield as he started his patrol car, instantly finding Michelle’s classroom window amongst the others.  She was in there, probably still fuming at him.  He’d gone to her hoping to tell her the truth:  that he was a shifter, and he was cursed.  And that their child would be both of those things as well.  She’d been blunt when she’d told him about the pregnancy; maybe he could do the same in telling her the rest of the story.

      But Michelle was so cold when she spoke to him, she might as well have been covered in ice.  If she was that hostile toward him when she thought he was human, how would she be when she learned his true identity?  He’d have to find a way to tell her sooner or later, but it might be a good idea to let her thaw out a bit first.

      He pulled out onto the main road and slapped his palm against the steering wheel.  Then there was Kelly.  He’d gone to her for advice, not knowing where else to turn.  It was just his luck that Michelle had seen them, and now she wondered if he had a fling going on with her, too.  It was pure coincidence, but the fact that he couldn’t just make it all plain to Michelle made him look bad.  He could just imagine the look on Michelle’s face if he’d tried to explain that Kelly was a psychic medium mated to someone in his bear shifter clan.  He’d gone to see her in the hopes she might be able to help him telepathically communicate with his brother, who’s been living as a feral bear since the 90s and probably wanted to kill Michelle and their unborn child.  Yeah.  That would’ve gone over just fucking great.

      He reached the other side of town and started to make a turn to continue his patrol, but Landon instinctively guided the car a little further out of the way.  Michelle was irked with him at the very least, and Kelly didn’t know how to help him, but one person might have some answers.

      Landon passed the driveway and had to back up.  It was really little more than a track into the woods.  The trees inspected him as he went by, their roots growing across the path acting as speed bumps and their limbs gently brushing against the side of his car.  Finally, they parted to reveal a small log cabin.  His tires crunched on the gravel as he pulled up in front of it.  He knew to approach slowly unless he wanted to meet the wrong end of her double-barreled shotgun.  Delicately woven spiderwebs served as porch brackets, and windchimes delicately clinked.  Several chairs and benches cluttered the porch, and a small round table held the burned-out remains of a candle and a few small piles of ashes.  Landon leaned down, curious when he saw some sort of herb sticking out of them, but he bolted upright again when the storm door swung open and slammed against the side of the house.

      “Were you going to knock, or are you too busy nosing around my property?”  Lenora Millhouse glared at him from the doorway.  She was dressed in a long cardigan sweater, bell-bottom jeans, and a pair of flip flops.  As expected, her bony hands clutched her shotgun upright at her side.

      Landon had always heard what a character Lenora was.  She’d made a reputation for herself with her eccentric clothes, snarky remarks, and of course that weapon, and she didn’t put up with anyone’s bullshit.  Despite her coarse personality, she was well-respected around town.  Even teenagers looking for trouble didn’t bother her.

      “Well?  What do you want?” she demanded.

      Landon realized he’d been staring.  “I’m sorry.  My name is Officer Landon Scott.”

      “Do you have a search warrant?”  Her keen blue eyes bored into his.

      “No, ma’am.  I’m actually here on personal business.  I was hoping you might be able to help me.”  Apparently, her reputation for being a cranky old lady wasn’t just a rumor.

      “Hm.  Help you?  I don’t see why everyone keeps coming to me for help.  There’s an awful damn lot of self-help books out there, you know.”  A fat spider descended on a strand from the doorway she stood in and suspended itself in front of her face.  Lenora gently caught it on her finger and transferred it to the door trim.

      Landon nodded.  “You’re right, but in this case, you’re the most qualified person around here regarding my issue.  You see, there’s a curse on my family.”

      “Scott, did you say?” Lenora barked.  She twisted her face and nodded.  “Fine.  But you’ve got to help me first.  Come on.”  She used her shotgun like a walking stick as she trudged past him.

      He followed her off the side of the porch, down a rickety set of steps, and around to the back.  Landon had no idea what kind of assistance he could give her, but he was certainly willing to try if there was any chance that she could help.  They soon arrived at a rather large garden.  While many people made fancy raised beds and kept all the weeds at bay, Lenora clearly had other ideas about gardening.  A cucumber vine snaked up and around an old bedspring tied to two posts in the ground.  It was starting to turn brown, as were the tomato plants that cast their herbaceous aroma into the air.  Sticks and strings made a structure for peas and beans, while weeds grew in the areas between the plants.

      “Here.”  Lenora reached into a small shed and retrieved a hefty square basket.  “You work on the tomatoes.  Leave the green ones. They might still ripen up yet.”

      Landon couldn’t remember the last time he’d harvested anything straight from the plant.  He didn’t really know what he was doing, but he was in no position to refuse.  He reached out and plucked a plump red tomato.  “I was wondering if you could lift the curse on my family.”

      Lenora had grabbed a second basket for herself, and she was quickly twisting cucumbers off the bedspring.  “I don’t know why you’re talking to me about it.  That was my mother’s curse, not mine.”

      “I understand that,” he replied slowly, not sure that he actually did.  Landon wouldn’t believe in magic at all if he hadn’t been living under this curse for his entire life.  “I just thought it might be something you could do.  I mean, it was a really long time ago, and it’s causing some huge problems.”

      “We’ve all got problems,” the old woman replied as she lifted a few broad leaves to check underneath them.

      “Maybe I should explain a little more.”  Landon dropped several tomatoes in the basket, and the plants emitted more of their grassy, green smell.  “You see, there’s this woman—”

      “Ah.”  Lenora flicked her hand in the air dismissively before she hoisted her basket and moved over to the green beans.  “So that’s what it is.  I don’t do love spells, and no self-respecting witch would attempt to.  You can’t change free will, especially when it comes to things like that.”

      “No.  I’m not asking for a love spell.”  If he could do something to change the way Michelle felt about him, would he?  Lenora was creating too many new questions in his mind, and he had enough of them already.  “The fact is she’s pregnant, and our baby will be under this curse as well.  My uncle and brother have already suffered for it, and I don’t want my child to have to do the same.”

      Lenora was silent for a long time.  She tossed her long, pale braid over her shoulder as she bent down to inspect some peas and ended up flinging a handful into her basket.  Landon wasn’t sure she was going to talk to him again, and he felt the tiny bit of hope in his chest fading away.  “It’s funny how shifters are so into the idea of fate, but when it comes down to brass tacks, they usually try to resist it just like the rest of us do.”

      “I don’t think you can call it fate when someone curses every firstborn child in the family,” Landon commented.  He was walking a fine line between insulting her and being honest.  It was hard to know exactly where he stood with the witch.  “I’ve been spending my entire adult life worrying about this.  It’s kept me from looking for a mate or, up until now, having children.”

      She shrugged.  “For all you know, this curse saved you from taking a nagging mate or having an ungodly brat.”

      The next tomato he tried to pick had a wormhole in it, and it squished in his hands.  He grimaced at the mess as he flung it off his hands.  “I ought to be able to find out for myself.”

      “Maybe so.”  Lenora snagged several more peas off the vine.  She popped one in her mouth and crunched down loudly.  “It was your grandfather, you know.  He came around with his dashing good looks and polite manners and enchanted my mother right off her feet.  Literally.  She gave so much of herself to him because she thought there was some sort of cosmic connection between them.  Apparently, she was wrong since your grandfather turned around and said he’d found the she-bear he was destined to be with.”

      Landon had heard the story, but always from his grandfather’s perspective.  The words were subtly different, but he could instantly see how a small change made it look entirely different.  Joseph Scott had told Landon how Matilda Millhouse had taken a little of his flirting as much more.  She’d gone off her rocker when he’d explained he wasn’t available.  “Destiny can be difficult to deal with.”

      “It can fuck you right up the ass,” Lenora agreed.  “But maybe if your grandfather had been more of a gentleman or cared more about the people around him, things might’ve been different.”

      Realizing he hadn’t picked any tomatoes in the last few minutes, Landon moved to the next plant and started again.  “If it makes any difference, I’m truly sorry for everything my grandfather did.  If I could travel back in time and change things, I absolutely would.  I don’t think Grandpa believed Matilda’s curse was real until his first son, my Uncle Ted, shifted and found himself stuck.  You wouldn’t think it would be so terrible, but there are still some remnants of the human mind when this happens.  He was really sick, both mentally and physically, and he died young.  The plan for my generation was that my older brother would just never shift.  He’d keep that side of him locked away for eternity until one day when he couldn’t help it.  We’ve had to keep him detained to prevent him from hurting anyone, but right now, he’s free.  He’s roaming around Carlton with all this rage, and it seems like he wants to kill my unborn child.  I have no idea what he might do to anyone else.”

      Done with the peas, Lenora turned around to inspect a scraggly bed of spinach.  She plucked a leaf, examined all the holes in it, and tossed it aside.  “That one’s for the rabbits.”  She parted the plant, finding the tender leaves at the center.  “You don’t know the depth of what you’re asking,” she continued.  “There are inherent dangers that come with trying to break someone else’s spell, even if it’s someone as close to you as your mother.  She was a powerful witch, and while I might not agree with her putting a curse on a family, it’s not like I can snap my fingers and make it disappear.”

      “So that’s it?” Landon let the basket hang at the end of his arm.  “There’s nothing you can do?”

      If he’d hoped he could goad her into breaking the curse just to prove that she could, he was wrong.  Lenora shook her head.  “There are many things at play here that you don’t understand.  I get that this curse is a problem for you, but you’re just going to have to find some other way to deal with it.”

      Shit.  He’d hit another brick wall.  That seemed to be the only thing that happened to him lately.  Eventually, he was going to run out of options.  He put the basket of tomatoes up on the back porch where Lenora wouldn’t have to heft them up the stairs.  “Thank you for your time.”

      “Hmph.”  She shrugged her bony shoulders and snagged a few more pieces of spinach.
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      The sound of the bell blasted through the building and sent a shiver of expectation up Michelle’s spine.  There was always something thrilling about the first day of school that made her feel light on her toes and full of hope for the rest of the year.  She grinned as she watched her students come streaming into the room. Despite all her worries in life, she was so glad to be back in the classroom.  This was just the distraction she needed.

      She saw all the same hope she felt inside herself reflected in their eyes as they filtered in.  Some were confident and carefree, with their heads up and their eyes watching everything.  Others peeked into the room like rabbits in the springtime, trying to decide if it was safe to enter.  They then darted in and took a desk as close to the back as possible, hoping not to be noticed.  Michelle saw students clinging to their friends, making sure they got seats close to each other, and talking about how unfair it was that their lockers were at opposite ends of the hall.  There were plenty of loners, too, kids who didn’t have many friends and pretended as though they didn’t care.  These were the kids who would find their friends in books and in her, and they would excel in this class.

      “Holly, I thought you were going to dye your hair last night!” a girl near the front chided her friend.  “It was supposed to be purple for the first day.”

      Holly, her hair a tawny red, shrugged.  “I needed Mom’s help to get the back, but she was too tired after working a double shift.”

      Her friend frowned.  “That sucks.”

      “It’s fine,” Holly said with a shrug.  “I was busy making sure Rose and Dahlia had everything ready to go for the first day of school anyway.  My dad kept telling me he would come to pick us up and get us our supplies and new clothes, but he never did.”

      “Did you call him and remind him?” the friend asked.

      Holly sank a little in her chair, a sullen look coming over her face.  Michelle thought she saw a bit of resentment there, too, maybe because her friend simply didn’t understand how much of a struggle it was.  “It doesn’t matter.  He always does stuff like this.  He says he’ll take us out for ice cream, buy us clothes, or show up to our band recitals.  But then he says he’s sick, out of money, or has to work.  There’s always some excuse.  I’m getting to the point where I don’t even want to talk to him anymore.”

      Now it was the friend’s turn to sag down a little.  “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right.”  Holly sent all those concerns whisking off with a quick flick of her binder cover as she reached in for a pencil.  “I walked the girls down to the dollar store, and we got the basics.  Mom can take us out for the rest later.”

      Michelle kept her head down, pretending to focus on her attendance sheet as she listened.  This girl was so strong!  She knew her troubles at home had to be eating away at her, but she was pushing through and staying focused for the sake of her little sisters.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d known junior high kids to have massive amounts of resilience.  Shannon’s son, Liam, had dealt with bullying back in Portland.  He was a good kid, but that was exactly the problem.  For whatever reason, it seems that teenagers were programmed not to like anyone who followed the rules or got good grades.  And that had turned Liam into the opposite of his nature.  His grades had started slipping, and he was constantly getting himself in trouble as he searched for ways to get revenge.  Michelle was one of the few teachers he would actually talk to, and that was how she and Shannon had become such good friends.  The final straw came when Liam set fire to a kid’s locker.  Michelle smiled, thinking she might never have come down there if it hadn’t been for that odd twist of fate.  She might have to figure out how to raise a new baby on her own, but she was beginning to really like Carlton.

      The first period went quickly as Michelle took attendance, went over the basic rules that the kids already knew and didn’t care about, and discussed what they’d be covering that year.  When the bell rang yet again, she crooked her finger.  “Holly, could I talk to you for a moment?”

      Holly’s friend widened her eyes in fear.  “Come find me by my locker when you’re done!”

      Holly nodded and stepped up to the side of the teacher’s desk, looking at Michelle expectantly.  “If this is about talking during class, I’m sorry.  I just hadn’t seen Kylee all summer because she was on vacation.  Well, not the whole summer.  But I’ve been kind of busy since she got back.”

      “No, it’s not that.”  Michelle waited until all the kids had drained out of her class.  She had at least a minute or two before anyone started filtering in again.  “I apologize because I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I overheard you talking about some of your troubles at home at the beginning of class.”

      “Oh.”  Holly’s eyes dropped to the floor for a minute and then flicked back up.  “Are you going to make me go see Mrs. Montgomery?”

      Michelle thought a visit to the social worker might be exactly what Holly needed, but she also knew that junior high kids were stubborn, tenacious creatures who really only wanted to do something if it was their own idea.  “I’m not going to make you do anything.  I think a visit to Mrs. Montgomery would be a good idea, and I’m happy to help you set that up if you’d like.  But I also want you to know that I’m here if you ever want to talk.  I know sometimes it can be helpful to have an extra person who will listen.”

      Holly shrugged.  “Okay.  It’s not like it’s that bad, really.  I mean, it sucks that my mom has to work so hard, and I get stuck taking care of my sisters most of the time, but Mom and I talk a lot about what’s going on and how I feel about everything.  It’ll be all right.”

      “Okay.  Well, like I said, I’m here for you.”  A few students were starting to trickle in.  “Let me write you a pass so you won’t be late for your next class.”

      At the end of the day, Michelle was utterly exhausted.  The students still seemed full of boundless energy as they called each other’s names in the halls and high-fived outside the doors, and she wished she had just a fraction of that.

      “It’s only going to get worse,” she told Gavin when she got home.  “When I was pregnant with you, I could just about fall asleep standing up.  You were like a little energy vampire.”

      “I guess that tells me how your first day went.  Exhausting.”  He sat at the kitchen table, looking through job openings on his phone.

      “It was also good, in a lot of ways.  There’s this girl named Holly in my class.”  Michelle told him about the girl’s plight and how well she was holding up.  “I just don’t know how she has that much strength at such a young age.  Hell, even at my age, I’m not always sure I have enough strength.”

      “Strength for what?”  Gavin picked up a pen and made a note on a piece of paper.

      “You know.”  She hadn’t expected to cry.  In fact, she’d been trying her damnedest not to.  Landon had apologized, and even though she had plenty of doubts about him, she had a feeling he was the type of man who would be loyal to their child even if the two of them didn’t have a relationship.  She had a job.  She had friends.  But she also had these hormones streaking through her body and creating havoc.  Michelle set down her wooden spoon and wiped a tear away.

      Hearing the tremble in her voice, Gavin looked up.  He saw her face and recoiled a little.  “Why are you crying?”

      “I guess I should warn you that it’s something I’ll be doing a lot of,” she sniffled.  Gavin hadn’t yelled or boiled over with anger like Landon did when she told him about the pregnancy.  He’d seemed shocked more than anything as he’d listened to her news and then to a lecture about how he shouldn’t go and be as careless as she was.  Ever since, he’d treated her like a broken porcelain doll that he didn’t know how to pick up without making it crack further.

      “I’m sorry.”  He left his phone on the table and got up, coming around the breakfast bar.  “Why don’t you let me finish dinner?”

      “Because I want to actually be able to eat it,” Michelle laughed through her tears.  “I still remember when you put cinnamon in the chicken alfredo.  That was so gross!”

      “I didn’t know what I was doing, then.”  Gavin looked at the three pots she had going on the stove and the multiple timers that’d been set.  “Okay, I still don’t know what I’m doing now.”

      Michelle was now laughing so hard she thought she might pee herself.  She recovered enough to give him the wooden spoon.  “Just stir that sauce, okay?  Then you can look in the fridge and see if you can find some parmesan cheese.”

      Gavin did as he was asked, and then he picked up the spoon to give the sauce another stir.  “You know, Mom, you don’t have to be strong all on your own.  I’m here for you, too.”

      She looked up at him, blinking the last of her tears away for the moment.  They’d be back because that was just how things went with pregnancy, but for now, she could see clearly.  So many times, when she looked at her son closely, she still saw him as a little boy.  Now, she could see the man he was trying to become.  He wasn’t quite there yet, but he was definitely trying.  She only wished she could know for sure that he would keep at it.  It was so easy to give up, and his past was bound to haunt him.  Gavin couldn’t keep himself together, and there was no way he could be there for her in the way he meant.

      The fact that he was even thinking about it, though, meant the world to her.  She put her arms around him and leaned on his shoulder.  “Thanks, baby.”
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      Even as a small-town cop, Landon had been in all sorts of altercations that would make plenty of other people a nervous wreck.  He’d been shot at and nearly run over.  He’d helped with numerous medical emergencies, even having to break the lock on a door to rescue a woman who’d fallen and was severely injured.  He’d become desensitized to it over the years and often thought that nothing could rattle him.

      Then he’d met Michelle.

      Now, he was getting ready to meet her once again, and he was more nervous than ever.  He wrapped his hands around the steering wheel to stop his fingers from shaking, but he couldn’t stop the way his heart shuddered with every beat or the overwhelming feeling of having far too much adrenaline in his blood.  There was a warm coffee from The Night Owl in his cupholder, but he couldn’t even think about drinking it right now.  Caffeine was only going to make things worse.

      “Keep it together.  Just tell her.  She had something difficult to tell you, and you can do the same,” he reminded himself.  “Granted, people get pregnant all the time.  They don’t know about all the other bullshit that happens beneath their noses.”

      His bear sensed her as soon as she pulled into Carlton Lower Park, and his body flooded with desire and terror as her little black car parked next to his.  He was sure that the two sides of him were fully at war now.  He couldn’t tell her, but he had to.  He couldn’t be with her, but he wanted to.  Nothing was right, but he’d do his best to make it as right as possible.

      “Hey,” he said as he came around the side of her car and saw that she was already climbing out.  A pale pink shirt dress, cinched at the waist with a wide black belt, hugged her curves.  “Are you all right in those shoes if we walk a bit?” Moving around had to be better than standing still when he had news like this to give her.

      She glanced down at her black flats.  “Oh, I’m fine.” With her keys in her hand, she joined him on the narrow road that ran the circumference of the park.  Michelle seemed to be looking at everything but him.

      “I appreciate you coming today,” he started, knowing that someone had to get this conversation going.  Considering he’d been the one who’d asked her out there, he figured it might as well be him.

      Michelle dipped her head slightly to the side in acknowledgment.  “It seems like a good first step to us being adults about all this.  I probably should’ve been more receptive to your apology, but I was still a bit annoyed.”

      “I don’t blame you.” Knowing what he needed to reveal to her, Landon would’ve been willing to concede to her even if she insisted the sky was plaid.  He really didn’t blame her in this case.  “I was an ass, and I hate myself for it.”

      “Don’t do that.” Michelle carried her keys in her hand, and she swung the ring slowly around her finger.  “All of this is difficult and awkward enough.  I’m willing to move on and just navigate it the best we can.”

      “That sounds good.” This wasn’t going to be easy, but they were starting off on the right foot.  A boy on the baseball diamond, practicing with his friend, waved to Michelle.  She waved back and smiled.  “I guess the kids have already taken a liking to you?” Landon asked.  It was easier than what he really had to say, but how long could he put it off?  She’d only hate him more if he waited.

      She lifted a shoulder.  “I guess you could say that, although I’ve heard a few of them making comments when they don’t think I can hear them.”

      “Like what?”

      “Oh, you know how kids are.  ‘Don’t pass Ms. Lyons in the hallway.  If she runs into you with her big butt, you’ll go flying out into the football field!’” It was mean and rude, but she smiled.  “I’m pretty sure I’m not that talented, but maybe if I am, I can get recruited by the Mariners.”

      Landon opened his mouth to compliment her gorgeous ass and tell her that he appreciated it even if a bunch of kids didn’t, but he stopped himself.  He wasn’t trying to flirt with her or get her to be his girlfriend right now.  They had much bigger fish to fry.  “Just in case that happens, I guess I’d better go ahead and clear the air.”

      Michelle finally looked at him, tipping her face up to the side at an angle.  Autumn was making the light change, and the glow it cast in her eyes was hypnotizing.  “I thought there was probably something you wanted to tell me.”

      “A few things,” he amended, and he’d start with the easy one.  “First of all, you asked me about the redhead I had lunch with.”

      “Which really wasn’t any of my business.” Michelle held her hands up, palms out.

      “I guess not, but I still think I should tell you the truth.  Kelly is a friend.  I know her because she’s in a relationship with another friend of mine.  I just went to her for advice on things, and it wasn’t anything more than that.” One down, two to go.

      “I would've understood that right away if you’d just told me instead of getting all squirrelly about it,” Michelle replied honestly.  “That could be me.  I’ve always thought the ‘It’s complicated’ excuse just meant someone was too embarrassed to tell the truth.”

      That wasn’t entirely inaccurate.  Landon wasn’t embarrassed, but he couldn’t have told her the entirety of the truth when she’d first asked about Kelly.  “Bear with me because the rest of what I have to say does get a little more complicated.”

      “Try me.”

      “I’m not human.”

      The words had been stuck in his throat all day, and he hadn’t thought he would get them out.  But this was Michelle, and she had a way of making everything change for him.  Now that he’d gotten the first phrase out, it was like opening a floodgate.  “I’m a shifter.  For all intents and purposes, most of the time, I am human.  But I can change into a bear if I need to.”

      The openness he’d seen in her face was quickly receding.  “What?”

      “I know, it sounds crazy.  It’s not the kind of thing you hear about because we can’t risk letting our secret get out into the public.”

      “Wait.” She put a hand on his arm to stop him.  “We?”

      Landon nodded.

      Her touch made his bear go wild all over again, even more so now that it knew its cub was in her belly.  He felt like he was dangling over a dangerous precipice, taking a risk that had to be taken yet could kill him in an instant.  “There are quite a few of us.  It’s not my place to tell you exactly who, but for the moment, let’s just say that you’ve probably spoken to quite a few shifters in the short time you’ve been in Carlton.  You probably work with some, and I’m sure some of the students in your class are shifters as well.”

      Her eyelids fluttered, and she shook her head.  “You’re trying to tell me that you’re half bear and half human?”

      “That’s one way you could put it.  It’s not exactly like that, but it’s hard to explain.  I had to tell you because it means that the baby—our child—will be half shifter.  It might have shifting abilities, and it might not.  All we can do is wait and see, but I couldn’t just let you go on through this whole pregnancy without knowing.” He dared to lay his hand over hers, willing it to stay there, willing her to believe him.

      Her fingers slipped out from underneath his.  “Landon, I’m a literature teacher, not a science teacher.  I enjoy all kinds of fantasy stories, believe me.  But I also know that some of them are just fiction.  And what you’re telling me right now is pure fiction.” Michelle started walking again.

      Trotting quickly to catch up with her, Landon knew this wasn’t going well at all.  The universe had brought them together.  It had bound them in a way that any shifter would understand.  Unfortunately, there seemed to be a wall between the two of them that they could never find their way around.  “It’s not, Michelle.  I swear it’s the truth.  And there’s more that I have to tell you.”

      “Let me guess: You’re from another planet?  You traveled here with your space bear buddies to impregnate earthling women?  That’s some pretty cheesy sci-fi, if you ask me.” She was walking a little faster now.

      His long legs easily kept up with her, but Landon was fully aware that he was losing her.  “I’m afraid it’s worse than that.  My family has been cursed.”

      She flashed him a level look.  “Oh, come on.”

      “I’m serious.  I won’t bore you with all the details right now, but my grandfather was cursed by a witch, and now the firstborn children of everyone in our line have to pay for it.  If they shift, they never get to return to their human state again.  They remain feral, not quite like a full-blooded bear, yet not human.  It makes them very dangerous.” His eyes lifted to scan the tree line around the park.  He only saw a group of girls hanging out in the gazebo.

      “Okay, hold on.” Michelle stopped again, but now she put her fists on her hips and turned to face him.  Her brows were down over her eyes, and she wasn’t squinting at him because of the sun.  “Now you’re telling me that not only are you a man-bear, but this child will be one.  And it’s cursed, so at some point, it may turn into one and never be able to turn back.”

      He opened his mouth, trying to find the right words.  Landon knew she didn’t believe him, and in so many ways, he couldn’t blame her.  It had to sound completely insane.  But, in essence, she got it right.  “Yes.”

      “This is ridiculous.” She touched her fingertips to her forehead and then flung them out again.  “Is this your way of trying to keep me out of your life?”

      “Whoa, hey.  No.”

      “Because there are much easier ways to do that,” she continued, hardly hearing him.  “You could just come out and tell me that you don’t want anything to do with me.  I’m not saying I wouldn’t be hurt, but I’d get it.  I can just walk away now, and we never have to see each other again unless you find another reason to arrest me.”

      Desperation filled his chest.  “Michelle, please.  I know it’s a lot.  I know it sounds insane.  But I’m not trying to drive you away.  If anything, I’m trying to figure out how I can keep you closer.  You see, there’s more you need to know.  It’s for your own safety.”

      “Oh, stop it!” Gravel crunched under her flats as she turned and headed back the way they’d come.

      “Where are you going?”

      She loudly jangled her keys.  “Back to my car, obviously.  I’m not going to stand around and listen to this bullshit for another second.  I have too much respect for myself.”

      Shit.  Shit, shit, shit.  As nervous as he’d been, Landon had told himself that he could do this and that she’d believe him.  The conversation was falling apart, and his whole world was crumbling beneath him.  “Please.  I need you to trust me.”

      “Why the fuck should I?” she screamed, getting the attention of a couple with a small child who'd taken off their shoes and were splashing in the creek.  “What reason do I have to listen to another man?  Aren’t they all the same?  Just lying sacks of shit trying to get away with everything they can?”

      With a few strides, he caught up and got in front of her, stopping her from getting any further away.  “That’s not what I’m trying to do at all.  I—I really care about you.” He wanted to tell her more than that because it went so much deeper.  But that would require more explanations, and Michelle clearly wasn’t up for that at the moment.

      “Oh, really?  Because I’ve had a man care about me before.  For over twenty years, he said he cared about me.  He went to work, paid the mortgage, and came home every night.  He bought me flowers on my birthday and never complained when I wanted to go out with my friends.  Do you know what else he did?” Color bloomed in her cheeks now, flushing them a deep pink.

      It made her even more beautiful.  Landon felt his breath coming in short, fast strokes.  He didn’t like thinking about her with another man.  He knew she was divorced, but the simple idea of anyone else touching her dug under his skin like a dull, insistent knife.  Landon wasn’t even sure he wanted to know what else he did.  “What?”

      “He fucked the babysitter,” she spat.  “Not just once, either.  He fucked her for years, even after she didn’t work for us anymore.  He even swore my son to secrecy when he caught them.  Years, Landon.  Years that I thought I was in a nice stable marriage, even if it was a little boring.”

      Landon could feel the way her heart shattered.  He saw the pain in her eyes and found fury building inside him at the thought of anyone daring to hurt her.  His muscles clenched as he longed to reach for her, pull her against his chest, stroke his fingers through her curls, and tell her that it was all right because he sure as hell wasn’t going to hurt her that way.

      But he already had.  He’d already slept with her when he’d known there would be no good way of having a relationship.  Then he’d gotten angry and went off on her.  To top it off, he’d brought her out there and told her things that made her feel like she was being betrayed yet again.  Landon wanted to fix this.  There had to be some way to make it right, but he didn’t know what it was.  Especially not when she was pulling away from him like this.  “I’m so sorry,” he whispered, feeling helpless.

      “Don’t.” Tears glistened in her eyes, and her lips trembled.  “Don’t feel sorry for me, Landon.  That’s the very last thing I need right now.  Goodbye.”

      He felt the loss as she stepped around him and returned to her car.  He could hear her car door slamming, the engine firing up.  Standing there with his back turned, he listened as she headed out onto the road.

      Was he ever going to figure out a way to make this all right?
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      “Hey.”

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”  Michelle got in her car with a bag from Tacos by Amy on her lap.  She’d heard great things about the little food cart, and the bag sure smelled delicious.  Her stomach rumbled, and she found that she was already craving protein.  Her first bite of the salmon taco was pure heaven.

      “Are you sure?” Shannon asked over her headset.  “You sound like you’re down.”

      “I’m just still trying to wrap my head around this whole pregnancy thing.”  Michelle frowned down at her taco, but then she took another bite.  No matter how shitty of a time she was having, it wouldn’t do her any good to starve herself.  “It’s been a pure roller coaster.  One day, I think everything is going to be just fine and dandy because I’ve decided that’s the way things will be.  The next day, or even a few hours later, I think there’s no way I’ll ever get through it.”

      “I remember feeling that way,” Shannon admitted.  “It sucks.  But I think the truth is that everything will be just fine and dandy.”

      Michelle snorted.  “You only think that because you weren’t there to hear what Landon had to tell me the other day.”

      “What happened?”

      Finding a napkin in the bottom of the bag, Michelle dabbed a bit of the sauce from her mouth.  “I’m worried about even saying it out loud because it’s completely ridiculous, but here goes:  He tried to say that he’s part bear and that this child is going to be one, too.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah.  Nuts, right?  Totally fucking bonkers, which is what he must think I am if he imagined I would ever believe that.  Then he tries to tell me about how his family is cursed or some shit.  I don’t even remember all the details because I think I just zoned out by that point.  I don’t know.  I was just so pissed about it, and I still am.  I don’t like to think that even if I randomly slept with a guy, I’d pick one who’d be capable of treating another person like that.”  Finishing off the first taco, Michelle fished the second one out of the bag.

      “That’s a lot to take in,” Shannon said slowly.

      “Tell me about it.  The thing is, I’m not going to.  I don’t have to put up with that.  It’s not like I need the extra stress right now.”   Michelle glanced at the clock on her dash.  “Shit.  I’m going to be late for my appointment.  I’d better let you go, but I’ll talk to you more later.”

      “Okay.  Let me know how it goes!”

      Michelle pulled away from The Cart Market and out to the address she’d already plugged into her GPS.  Carlton wasn’t huge, but she was still getting used to it.  As she polished off the last taco and popped in a breath mint, she found the right place: a cute little tan house with shrubs and vining plants incorporated into the landscaping.  Now that it was getting into fall, the plants that’d probably been a riot of flowers earlier in the summer were now dying back.  It could’ve been the home of just about anyone, but the sign let her know it wasn’t.  ‘Liz Burke, Energy Healing.’  Shannon had told her how Liz used to be a midwife full-time, but now she just did it on the side.

      She stepped into an office that smelled of incense, and the sound of Tibetan singing bowls filtered softly through the air.  A woman about her age sat behind a desk, typing at her computer.  Her hair, in multiple shades of deep blonde, had been pinned back into a tightly braided bun.  She looked up and smiled.  “You must be Michelle.  I’m Liz.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.”  Michelle shook her hand, surprised to find that she’d instantly taken a liking to this woman after only exchanging two sentences.  There was something about her that was warm and caring, which was exactly what she needed in a midwife.

      “Let’s step in here, and we can get started.”  Liz led the way through another door and into what might’ve counted as an exam room, except that it didn’t look like any exam room Michelle had ever been in before.

      Tapestries covered the walls, potted plants occupied the floor, and the soft music carried over from the other room.  The table was wide and comfortable, draped in a soft cotton cloth instead of annoying paper that would stick to her sweaty thighs.

      “Have a seat, and we can discuss your medical history,” Liz said as she picked up a notepad.  “We can start with the fun stuff and calculate your due date.  I can go off of the date of your last period if you don’t know the date of conception.”

      “No, I know it,” Michelle replied, twisting her lips.  Once.  Just one time and that was all it’d taken.  Just like they always said in health class.

      Liz did a quick calculation.  “Looks like we’re right around May fifteenth.  It’s a beautiful time of year, isn't it?  It's nice that you won't have to carry the baby during the peak heat of summer.  Now then, let’s get the rest of your medical information down.  Have you been pregnant before?”

      They ran through the list of questions easily enough, exchanging snippets of conversation easily.  Michelle had felt irritable and angry on the way there, but she felt some of that starting to go away.  Even when it was time for the vaginal exam, which was never a fun process, Michelle found herself feeling as though she’d known Liz forever.

      “I’ll send you over to a local lab for blood and urine testing,” Liz said as she snapped off her gloves and washed her hands.  “Do you have any questions or concerns?”

      Michelle knew she should be asking how to deal with this pregnancy at a much older age or inquiring about the local hospital, but she couldn’t quite let go of Landon and his ridiculous announcement.  Her brain had latched onto it and wouldn’t let it go.  “I don’t think so.”

      Liz tipped her head to the side as she considered her.  “Are you feeling all right about things?  I don’t mean to get too personal, but I know there are a lot of emotions that surround a new pregnancy.  I practice reiki, and there’s a lot I can do to help with that.”

      “Really?  I guess I don’t know much about reiki.”  In fact, she’d thought it was kind of odd that this midwife who’d been recommended to her was also into something like that, but there were only so many options for care in a small town like this.

      “It’s all about focusing energy in the areas of the body where it’s needed and keeping things balanced.”  Liz offered her a sweet smile.  “I’m also here to talk if you’d like to.”

      Something swelled up in Michelle’s chest and instantly overflowed.  She’d told her student Holly the same thing, but hearing it from someone else was just too much.  “I don’t know what to think,” she said, wiping tears from her eyes.  “I hate to admit it, but the father of this child isn’t anyone I’m in a relationship with.  We just ‘hooked up,’ I guess you’d say.  I thought he was a nice guy and that we could at least maturely work together to raise this child, but now he’s making me feel as though I’ve gone completely crazy!”

      Liz handed her a tissue.  “How is he doing that?”

      “He told me this whole stupid story about how he’s a shifter.”  Michelle launched into the whole story, telling it with far fewer cuss words than when she’d told it all to Shannon.  She knew this was probably the last thing Liz wanted to hear, but she was a medical professional.  Maybe her reassurance would mean more than anyone else’s.  “Isn’t that ridiculous?”

      “Hmm.”  Liz scratched the back of her head.  “That’s very interesting.”

      “That’s one way to put it.”  Michelle wiped her eyes again, not even caring if she messed up her makeup.  “I just can’t believe he would make something like that up and expect me to believe it.”

      Liz laid her hand on Michelle’s knee.  “Maybe he wasn’t making it up.”

      Horror gripped her bones at the thought of anyone believing this.  “Get out of here.  What do you mean?  Those kinds of things only exist in movies.”

      Liz took a few slow and careful breaths.  “These aren’t my secrets to tell.  I’m only human myself, but I can tell you that there are people like what he described living here.  Quite a few of them, actually.  It’s important that you know that for your child's sake and your own.”

      Michelle stared at her, and then she began shaking her head.  “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am, actually.  Shifters don’t usually talk about this unless it’s absolutely necessary or they’re with the person they love, so this couldn't have been an easy thing for him to tell you.  Can I ask his name?”

      Michelle was still shaking her head, not sure if she was going to fall over and pass out or start laughing hysterically.  “Landon.  Landon Scott.”

      “I don’t know him well,” Liz replied, “but I do know him.”

      “And he’s…?”  Michelle wasn’t even sure she really wanted to hear the answer.  She’d already practically called Landon a liar to his face.  It would be a cruel twist of fate to turn around and find out that he’d actually been telling the truth.

      Liz nodded.  “Since he’s already told you, I don’t mind confirming that.  He seems like a nice guy.”

      “But—but a shifter?” Michelle protested.  “That’s just impossible.  I feel like I’m living in a nightmare.”

      A smile played on Liz’s lips.  “I can very much understand that.  I felt the same way when I found out they existed, and I got thrown into the truth far too quickly.  I suggest you take some time to gather your thoughts and then talk to him.”

      “He probably won’t want to talk to me at all at this point,” Michelle said miserably.

      “I bet he will,” Liz reassured her.  “I understand this is going to be a difficult time for the two of you, but I imagine you can work it out.  I can even be there with you when you talk to him if you’d like.”

      Michelle sniffled and looked at Liz in shock.  “You’d do that for me?”

      “You have a little one coming into this world,” Liz said, pointing at Michelle’s belly.  “It’s going to be some of you and some of him, but it will need both of you.  I’m happy to do anything I can to help make that happen.”

      It was a generous offer, but it was one Michelle hoped she wouldn’t need to take her up on.  “Thank you.  I appreciate it.  I’ve just got to figure some things out.”

      “Of course.  Just call me.  Anytime.”

      Leaving Liz’s office felt like walking out of a spa after an incredibly deep tissue massage, the kind that’d worked out a bunch of knots and toxins but left you feeling sore and exhausted.  The afternoon sunshine felt too strong on her eyes as she got behind the wheel.  There was nothing she wanted more than to go home, fall into bed, and sleep away all of these crazy thoughts and feelings.

      But then she remembered the way Shannon had hesitated when they were on the phone earlier.  Michelle had told her of Landon’s story, and she didn’t come right out and say he was a deranged lunatic.

      She turned and headed back toward The Cart Market, figuring she could pick up a couple more salmon tacos on the way to Shannon’s place.
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      Landon waited.  He knew that on some level—okay, maybe several—what he was doing was wrong.  If Michelle knew that he was sitting just down the street from Liz’s house in his personal vehicle, waiting for her to come out, she’d be livid.  She’d also be pissed if she knew Landon had watched her grab food from Tacos by Amy.

      He reasoned, though, that she was already angry with him.  She’d flown off the handle when he’d tried to tell her his truth, and she wouldn’t even let him finish.  That was the reason he was there.  He knew that Corey very well might come after her, and since Chris had reported more sightings of him to Landon, the odds were only going up.  This was for her safety, and he couldn’t make her any more irate than she already was.

      What bothered him more than her anger toward him was knowing how her ex-husband had treated her.  Landon knew what a good woman Michelle was, even if he did have to arrest her for baring her ass to him in public.  She had a stubborn streak a mile wide, but she was also intelligent, caring, and sensual.  After having a beautiful creature like that in his arms, how could any man throw her away for someone else?  It completely baffled him, and it pained him to know of the heartache Michelle had suffered at his hands.  He wished he knew a way to make it right.  There was no way to reverse what’d happened or how she felt about it.

      Landon at least had some small comfort in knowing that Michelle had gone to Liz.  She had one hell of a reputation in the Thompson clan, which started after she’d helped Brandy and Chris through a particularly complicated delivery that could’ve killed Brandy and the baby.  Since then, she’d helped several other clan members deliver their children or fight off diseases.  They all thought of her as quite powerful, despite the fact she always said she was just a person who cared.

      Could Liz do anything to help Michelle with all she was going through?  He hoped so.  He only wanted the best for her.

      The sound of a car door yanked him back to the moment.  Landon hadn’t realized he’d drifted off that far, but now he saw Michelle heading up to the end of Liz’s street.  The car hesitated for a long moment and then turned left.  He waited as a few seconds ticked by, then followed her.

      He had to keep enough distance to prevent her from spotting him, but he still had to be close enough to react if anything happened to her.  Not that he had any reason to believe Corey would actually do anything while she was in a car, but he couldn’t be sure.

      She pulled into The Cart Market a few minutes later.  Landon chuckled to himself as he saw her returning to Tacos by Amy.  He couldn't blame her for wanting a second round and had to admit he was a bit jealous.  Food sounded terrific right now, especially those salmon tacos, but he watched and waited while she made her purchase.  Instead of heading back into town, Michelle drove to the narrow road that came out the back side of The Cart Market, her car bumping along.

      He was only confused for a moment before he remembered who lived back there.  It was a little harder to disguise his vehicle since he was no longer on a suburban street where there were any number of cars at all times of the day.  Landon kept to the shadows at the end of the driveway, right under an overhang of tree branches, and watched as Michelle went inside.

      Just as he was glad she’d seen Liz, he was also glad she was there to see Shannon.  Michelle needed a friend right now because she sure as hell wasn’t going to talk to him about any of this.  What were the two of them discussing?  Was Michelle telling Shannon everything that she and Liz had covered?  Did she hear anything about the baby that he should know?  Damn, he hated himself for screwing all this up.   He wished he could talk to her.  He wanted to be as much of a father as possible, even if his child was cursed.

      Landon felt his chest compress as if his emotions had literally punched him.  He’d put aside the idea of having children for his entire life.  He’d seen what Corey and Uncle Ted had gone through, and he’d reasoned that it was far easier to make sure there was never a chance for the curse to take effect.  It would make him the last of the Scott line, and the curse would die with him.

      But now that he knew a child was on the way, Landon realized how much that meant to him.  A son or daughter, one he could play with in the yard, build a tree house for, and help reassure when it was time for their first dance.  He had that chance, but it was all being taken away as swiftly as it was given.

      The sunlight reflected off the front door as it opened, and Michelle and Shannon stepped out.  Landon froze, knowing they’d surely see him.  He should’ve left as soon as he knew she was safe in Shannon’s house.  But instead of looking down the driveway, they headed along the wraparound porch and sat on a bench swing.

      His shoulders sagged with relief, but tension took over him once again when he saw that he wasn’t the only one watching them.  Landon was out of the car like a lightning bolt.  “Get back inside!” he yelled as he charged up the driveway.

      Michelle and Shannon both turned their heads to stare at him.  Shannon was on her feet, moving toward the edge of the porch near the stairs.  “What?”

      “Get inside!”

      He barely got the words out before his bear took over.  It could feel the danger coming on and knew there was only so much time.  Landon darted off the driveway and into the yard as he fell forward onto his paws, his claws digging into the soft earth surrounding the newly constructed home.  His ears moved up on top of his skull, and the keen hearing that came with his animal form told him even as he watched his challenger approach that Michelle and Shannon were getting inside as he wished.  He heard the front door slam and the bolt click into the lock just as he collided with Corey.

      Cub.  Corey’s voice boomed inside his head as his claws whistled through the air near Landon’s ear.

      I know about the cub.  Landon knew it was pure desperation that made him even bother trying to communicate with his brother.  There was no real getting through to him, no matter how badly he wanted to make him understand.  He dodged the next paw of swinging claws and rammed his shoulder into Corey’s side.  The cub isn’t doing anything to you.  You have to leave it alone.

      Kill.  It was a low, menacing word, even in their telepathic link.  Kill...it.  Kill...you.

      Landon’s heart shattered as he sank his teeth into the ruff of fur at Corey’s neck, knowing it wouldn’t deal a fatal blow.  The skin there was too tough.  But there was a chance that he just might have to kill him to keep him from hurting anyone else.  No.  No kill.  I can take you to a safe place.

      If Corey understood, there was no sign of it.  The feral bear was full of the energy and strength that came with being so distant from the civilized world.  His jaws snapped in the air as he tried to reach around and get the advantage on Landon.  His muscles thrummed as he whipped his head to the side and away, breaking Landon’s hold.

      Landon attacked again, knowing it was the only thing that would drive Corey back.  It hurt to fight with him like this, trying to find enough purchase with his claws to convince his brother that the fight wasn’t worth it.  It wasn’t like when they were kids, wrestling to see who got control of the remote.  The consequences of this fight were much greater.  Don’t you remember what it was like when you were staying with the clan?  You had everything you could ever need.  Plenty of food, and you didn’t even have to hunt for it.

      No!  Corey’s voice intermingled with his roar as he rolled Landon to the ground.

      Landon didn’t know if he was protesting the idea of being in captivity or simply arguing because that was all he knew how to do, but it didn’t really matter.  There was no reasoning with him.  Corey was on top of him now, his saliva flinging as he snapped his jaws.  Landon was pinned to the ground with the bigger bear on top of him.  But he knew that didn’t necessarily mean Corey had the advantage.  Landon scraped his claws down the underside of Corey’s stomach, sending a streak of blood splashing to the ground.  He kept his head back, his skull pressed against the dirt, waiting for the right moment.  He saw it as soon as it came, when Corey dipped his own head for just a moment.  Then he shot forward and closed his teeth around the very end of his brother’s nose.

      Corey let out a rumbling moan as he fell backward.  He flapped his jaw in irritation as brilliant red blood poured out of the wound and down the side of his face.  Corey attempted to lick the wound, but his efforts only made it hurt more.

      Without another word, he turned and loped back into the woods.
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      “Here you go.”  Shannon handed Landon a glass of water.  “Do you need anything else?”

      “No.  I’ll be fine.”  Landon glanced down at the scratches on his hands and arms and shrugged.  “It’ll heal up.”

      Michelle stared at him in bewilderment.  She knew what she’d seen.  It’d happened right before her eyes, and she could still see it as though it were happening right now.  But it couldn’t be right.  People who turned into animals didn’t exist.  Her entire life had taught her that stories were a fun pastime, but at the end of the day, they were just that: stories.  Now, she was living in one of the strangest tales she’d ever imagined.

      Shannon knotted her fingers together in front of her as she eyed the two of them.  “I’ve got some laundry to do.  If you’ll excuse me.”

      Michelle knew exactly what her friend was doing and didn’t know if she should be angry or grateful.  She continued to stare at Landon, trying to reconcile the image of him now before her with the bear she’d seen just a few minutes ago.  “You were telling me the truth.”

      He was sitting in the armchair nearest the couch, looking fatigued.  After taking a sip, he leaned forward to put his glass on the coffee table.  “This isn’t the way I wanted you to find out.”

      “Which is exactly why you tried to tell me, I suppose.”  Her mind was completely malfunctioning over this.  She’d arrived at Shannon’s place a complete mess, unsure of what to think of a world where everyone seemed to know about bear-people except her.  The look on her friend’s face when she’d demanded to know the truth was all the proof she’d needed that it wasn’t just Landon and Liz who believed this.  Shannon had suggested they go out onto the porch swing to talk, where they could enjoy the fall breeze, but then Landon had come barreling out of nowhere, yelling at them to get inside.  Her instincts had told her to do as he asked, but she hadn’t been able to keep from looking over her shoulder.  “I’m still not sure I’d believe you if I hadn’t seen that happen with my own eyes.  It looked…painful.”

      She was used to seeing a stern look in his eyes, and he brought out that softer side every now and then.  Right now, it was something else entirely.  Exhaustion, probably.  “Sometimes it does hurt.  It just depends on how long it’s been since I’ve done it and how quickly it comes on.”

      “I see.”  What a strange thing to be sitting here talking about!  “And you have control over this?”

      “Completely.”  He reached for his water and took another sip, staring thoughtfully at the condensation forming on the glass.

      Michelle’s stomach swirled.  “I guess it’s all real.  Now I understand where you’ve been coming from all this time.  Listen, I owe you an apology.”

      He shook his head.  “You don’t have to—”

      “Yes, I do,” Michelle insisted.  “I know this isn’t something you can just blurt out to anyone on the street.  It’s like Clark Kent revealing he's Superman, and it’s going to bring all the villains in as soon as they know.  You came to me and told me, and all I did was chew you out.”

      One corner of his mouth stretched upwards.  “It seems to me like I probably deserved that.”

      “I’m not sure I agree with that.”  She twisted her hands in her lap.  Her very human hands, with fingers that would never be anything other than what she saw right now.  “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you.  It didn’t seem real.  I can’t imagine a grown man actually trying to use that as a tactic to get out of having to deal with someone, but I jumped to some pretty big conclusions.  I shouldn’t have done that.”

      The glass went on the table again, and he braced his elbows on his knees as he leaned forward.  “Michelle, I can’t lie to you and say I wasn’t hurt.  But I do understand.  You and everyone else have been raised to believe that people like me are impossible.  I’m sorry that it worked out like it did, but there’s so much more that I need to tell you.”

      Landon was only one seat away from her, yet the distance felt like miles between them.  She found much of her anger simmering down into desire as she thought about him fighting to protect her the way he had.  Did that make her a hopeless romantic like the simpering women on the covers Gavin made fun of?  “I’ll do my best, but I have to admit I’m still reeling.”

      “Do you need to lie down?  Take off your shoes?  I’m sure I can find you some food or something to drink.”  He started to get up off the couch.

      She held out her hand to stop him.  “I’m fine for the moment.  Just tell me.”

      Landon rubbed his hands together and then tapped his fingertips.  “All right.  I told you that my family was cursed.”

      “Yes.”  She’d figured out the shifter thing, but now she had to figure out the curse thing.  Michelle was going to need a few more salmon tacos after this.

      “As I explained before, every firstborn in my family line will remain in their bear form forever after their first shift.  What you saw out there, the bear that I was fighting off, that was my brother.”

      “Oh, Landon!”  Michelle clapped her hand over her mouth, horrified at the truth of it.  She scooted closer on the couch, daring to reach out and touch his hand.  “I’m so sorry.”

      He grasped her fingers between his own, infinitely grateful for that small touch from her.  To him, it meant that some of the barrier was down between them.  He’d take it.  “Don’t feel too sorry for me.  It’s something I’m used to since he’s been in his bear form for over twenty-five years.  But the really important part is that he’s after you.”

      “Me?”  She spread her fingers on her chest, unsure of what she had to do with all of this.  “Why?”

      “Because you’re pregnant with my child.  Bears in the wild are very territorial, and they sometimes kill cubs that they come across.  Corey can sense your pregnancy.  His feral condition means that those instincts are even stronger than they would be in a wild bear.  That’s why he was here.”

      Dread dripped down over her.  Michelle’s hand drifted down until she pressed it protectively over her stomach.  “Good god.  And you say there’s a chance that our child could turn out like this?  Isn’t there anything we can do?”

      “I’m hoping so.”

      Shannon came back into the room, dragging Lenora behind her.  “I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, I promise.  I went next door and had a chat with my dear aunt here.  I didn’t know all the details about this curse until now.”

      “Well, what do you want me to do about it?” Lenora demanded.  “I already told the sucker he’s out of luck.  I can’t undo what my mother did.”

      “Wait.  Hold on.”  Michelle let go of Landon’s hand to press her fingers against her forehead.  “I thought you just put herbs in your bubble bath and read tarot cards, stuff like that.”

      “It’s a bit more than that, honey.”  Lenora folded her sticklike arms over her chest.  “We’re dealing with a lot of power here.  My mother was an incredibly strong witch, and just knowing that she cast a curse that could last this long proves it.”

      “You’re powerful, too,” Shannon pointed out.  “There has to be some way we can break this spell.”

      “Pfft.  No.  Like I said, I already talked to him about it.  It’s dangerous, and it’s very unlikely to work.”  Lenora lifted her chin in the air.

      “Please.”  Michelle’s throat was tight.  This was all so much, and she knew she’d be reeling for days over it.  “What about my baby?”

      “I told you, you should’ve kept your pants on,” the old woman reminded her.

      “Lenora!” Shannon scolded.  “Michelle and Landon have a serious predicament on their hands.  There’s a feral bear out there who wants to kill Michelle and the baby.  Once it gets old enough that Corey doesn’t want to come after it anymore, we still have to worry about it shifting and becoming just like him.  There has to be something we can do.  I can help.  We can pool our energy.”

      Lenora squinted up at her.  “The two of us?  Matilda would be insulted at such puny magic being used against her spell.  You didn’t know her, kid.  You don’t know what she was capable of.”

      “But I know what you’re capable of, and I’ve certainly come into my own lately.  We’ve also got Kinsley and Liam to help us.  That makes four witches all together.”

      Michelle watched the two of them discussing this, feeling like she was at the most intense tennis match in the world.  Landon got up and moved over to sit next to her on the couch.  She’d been so angry with him, but there had always been that underlying magnetism that’d been impossible to deny.  It wasn't just simple attraction, and she knew that, but there was so much more they needed to sort out between them.  For the moment, she took comfort in the warmth of his strong body next to hers.

      Lenora let out a frustrated huff.  “I won’t deny that the four of us would collectively make quite a bit of power, especially considering how far along Liam and Kinsley have come in their magic.  But you’re forgetting that this is my mother’s spell.  I can’t do anything about it unless I can raise the dead, and I sure as shit can’t do that.”

      “Maybe someone else can,” Landon offered.  “What about Kelly?  She’s a medium, and she knows how to speak to the dead.  I already talked to her to see if she might be able to communicate with Corey and get him to understand what he’s doing is wrong.  She couldn’t help me with that, but she did offer her help with breaking the curse.”

      Bear-men?  Witches?  A medium?  What else somehow slipped under Michelle’s radar all this time?  At least now she fully understood why Landon had gone to Kelly.  He needed advice, as he’d said, but it was more complicated than she’d ever imagined.

      Shannon tapped a finger on her chin.  “That just might work.  We’ll need to spend some time doing a little research, but I think we could make this happen.”

      The old woman unfolded her arms and let them hang down at her sides.  “Fine.  We’ll try it, but I don’t want anyone to come crying to me when this backfires.  We’re going to need a full moon, though.”

      Shannon nodded.  “That’s tomorrow night, which will give us some time to prepare.”

      “You had all better understand the risk we’re taking,” Lenora warned, her finger in the air.  “I don’t just mean us witches, either.  There could be consequences for everyone involved, and I can’t even promise you what they’ll be.  I’d better go scrub myself down with salt to prepare for this shitshow.”  With a deep frown on her face, Lenora stomped out towards the back door.

      Shannon gave Michelle a compassionate look.  “I’m really sorry that all of this has fallen on you the way it has.  The universe has a strange way of working sometimes, but I really do believe that everything works out the way it’s supposed to in the end.  It’ll be okay.  I’m going to go work some things out with Lenora on breaking this curse, but you guys stay as long as you want to.”  She swept out of the room, and the back door slammed shut again a moment later.

      “Landon.”  Michelle felt so many fears and emotions swirling inside her that she thought she was going to be sick.  “I’m scared.  I don’t know what to do.  I don’t know…well, anything, apparently.”

      Landon took her hand in his once again, this time more solidly.  When those deep earthen eyes gazed into hers, she felt like she could fall into them.  “Michelle, I’m so sorry.”

      “What do you have to be sorry for?”  There were plenty of apologies that could be exchanged between them, but after all this business with the curse, the idea seemed moot.

      “Because, if I really think about it, I’m the one who put you through this.  If I’d told you all about myself before we ever slept together, then maybe it would've saved both of us a lot of heartache.”  He took her other hand now and turned slightly toward her.  “You’ve already been through so much, and I’ve made it so much worse.”

      “Don’t say that.”  She leaned in toward him, wanting to be as close to him as she could.  Michelle felt her heart reaching out for him, her very soul longing to be near him.  It wasn’t anything she could explain, and she didn’t think it had anything to do with her pregnancy hormones.  Whatever this relationship was, it’d been so tumultuous that she didn’t want to jump into anything without being sure.  “No one tells someone everything about themselves on the first day they meet.  Considering the kind of secret you’re talking about, I can’t blame you.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Landon replied.  “I mean, you certainly showed me an awful lot about yourself the moment we met.”

      She gave him a playful slap on the chest.  “You’re never going to let that go, are you?”

      He pretended to think, lifting his eyes toward the ceiling and tapping his chin.  “Hmm…no.  Probably not.”

      Michelle looked around Shannon’s cozy living room, a place she would've felt completely safe and secure at any other time in her life.  Right now, she was watching the windows and wondering just how desperate his brother might be to get at them.  “What are we going to do now?”

      His arm was draped across her back, and he used that hand to rub her shoulder.  “For the most part, we wait until Shannon, Lenora, and Kelly try to break this curse.  Beyond that, we just have to stay safe.”

      “I guess I’m not sure how to do that,” she replied, her voice shaking.  “I mean, I don’t think I’ve ever been targeted like this before.  What do I do?”

      “Don’t worry,” he said as he got up off the couch.  “I’ve got an idea.”
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      Landon’s headlights illuminated the road in front of them, but he was constantly watching the fields on either side.  He knew what direction Corey had gone, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything.  He was monstrous, and he wasn’t in his right mind.  He could travel pretty damn far if he wanted to, and it wouldn’t be entirely random for him to show up out there.

      Michelle was in the passenger seat, her hands knitted together tightly over her stomach and a worried look permanently fixed to her face.  They’d made a brief stop at her place, and her overnight bag sat at her feet.  Gavin wasn’t home, so she’d sent him a text letting him know she’d be staying elsewhere for the night.  She’d mentioned his reply was nothing but a string of flame emojis, but Michelle let him believe she was just out for a night of fun.  Explaining the reality of the situation would have to be saved for another time.  “So, let me get this straight.  You and the other shifters belong to a group called a clan.  And you all own a home together?”

      “Sort of.  Our leader, the Alpha, lives there with his family.  A few others who rank under him live there, too.  But it’s also a place where we gather for meetings and parties, and at times, it’s used to shelter those in need.”  It still felt a little strange to explain shifter business to her, but Landon thought it was also a relief.  It was far better than yelling at each other and stressing over how he was going to tell her.

      “Even some random person like me?”

      Landon reached over and rested his hand on her leg.  He liked having it there, and seeing that she laid her hand on top of his, she did, too.  “Michelle, you’re anything but random.  At the very least, you’re carrying my child.  You’re also in danger because of another member of this clan, one who needs a lot of help.  I think you’ll find that we’re pretty open and generous.”

      “I don’t mean to say that you aren’t.  I’m just a little weirded out, that’s all.  I mean, I’m a human, and I’m literally heading into the bears’ den.”  She giggled nervously.

      “You’ll be safe here,” he said, weaving his fingers in hers and giving them a squeeze.  “I promise.”

      Instead of parking in the front, Landon pulled around to the private driveway in the back.  They’d been waiting for him, since the garage door slid open silently.  He pulled into the large space and turned off the engine.  “Wait until the door is shut before you get out.”

      Michelle’s eyes were wide as she watched the garage door slide slowly back down in the side-view mirror.

      By the time it did, a curvy woman with long dark hair and a friendly face had stepped out from a door and into the garage.  She met Michelle at her side of the car and held out her hand.  “You must be Michelle.  I’m Brandy, Chris’s mate.”

      Michelle’s eyes fluttered in confusion at the last word, and Landon knew there was still a lot he needed to clarify for her.  “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “I’m sure that’s not entirely true, given the circumstances,” Brandy said with a smile.  “Come on in.  I’ll show you around.”

      Landon put his hand on the small of Michelle’s back as they headed up a few stairs into the basement of the clanhouse.  He had never been one to spend a ton of time there, since he was always busy with work, but he felt a sense of peace come over him for the first time in weeks.  Michelle was with him, and she was safe.  His protective bear finally calmed down, knowing it was doing its job.

      “The basement isn’t all that exciting,” Brandy explained as she led the way to the stairs.  “Up here, we’ve got the kitchen.  You’re more than welcome to come in any time, day or night, and fix whatever you’d like.  Down this way is the library, which of course is also open to you.  And here we have the living room.  Good so far?”  Brandy paused in her tour guide routine and turned around to check on her guest.

      Michelle still had that doe-eyed look.  “It’s all very nice.”

      “It’s a collaborative effort.  The most important thing I want you to understand is that you’re a welcome guest here.  I know things are a little strange for you right now, but we’re all here to protect you.  I have guards posted all around the perimeter.  Even though everyone has made themselves scarce for the moment for your own comfort, there will always be several of us in the house.”

      Michelle swallowed.  “That seems like a lot.”

      “We take threats to our own very seriously.  In fact, that’s also why the room where you’ll be staying is up on the second floor.  Let’s get you settled in.”  She turned for a set of stairs with a wide banister.

      Even Landon was impressed with the care Brandy had gone to.  He’d phoned Chris while they were back at Shannon’s.  He wasn’t home at the moment, but he’d instantly agreed to house Michelle.  A group of men had been dispatched near Drew and Shannon’s place to see if they could find Corey, although Landon didn’t imagine they’d have much luck.

      “Our family quarters are over here to the right,” Brandy said when they got to the top of the stairs.  “Yours are just down here on the left.”

      She opened the door.  A large bed with a soft blue cover sat under a wide window, and dark hardwood floors thumped beneath their feet.  Another open door off to the left revealed an attached bathroom, also decorated in a relaxing shade of blue.

      “I’ll let you get settled, but let me know if you need anything.”  Brandy turned and left, closing the door softly behind her.

      “Wow.”  Michelle walked around the room, taking it all in.  “This is a hell of a place.  It’s nicer than most hotels.”

      Landon set her bag down near the closet.  “It’s been in the clan for a long time, so it’s been kept up and repaired over the years.  I think you’ll be comfortable here.  It really is the safest place you could be.”

      “It sounds like it, from what she said.”  Michelle leaned into the bathroom, flicked on the light, looked around, and then turned the light off again.  “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Of course.”

      She sat on the edge of the bed and toed off her shoes.  “When Brandy introduced herself, she said she was Chris’s mate.”

      Landon sat down next to her.  “Yeah.  It’s basically how we refer to the person we’re with.”

      “It seems sort of…odd, I guess.  I’m used to people saying boyfriend and girlfriend or husband and wife.”  She rubbed her fingers against the soft bedspread beneath them.

      “It’s more than just a marriage contract, really.  As shifters, we believe there’s only one person in the world you’re supposed to be with.  It’s the other half of your soul, the one who fits together with you so perfectly that everyone else seems to fall by the wayside.”  His heart thrummed in his chest.

      She turned to look at him, her face only a few inches from his.  “Isn’t that terribly lonely, then?  I mean, wouldn’t that make it hard to find each other?”

      He lifted one corner of his mouth as he studied her face.  “The universe has a way of making sure it happens at the right time.  I found you, after all.”

      “Me?” She let out a hesitant laugh.  “How can I be that person for you?  I’m not a shifter.”

      “You don’t have to be.”  He laid his palm against her cheek.  “I wondered about that, too, but I’ve been a complete idiot.  Michelle, I was trying so hard to avoid the consequences of this curse that I refused to see what was right in front of me.  From the moment I met you, I knew something was different about you.  I tried to pretend I was just doing my job, but it wasn’t like that.  Not at all.  My whole world has revolved around you ever since that night.”

      She laughed again.  “That’s funny.  I thought it was just me.”

      “You’ve felt it, too?”  He knew she had to, at least in some sense, but it still felt good to hear it.

      Michelle’s lips pressed together, turning a sensual shade of deep pink when she let them go.  “It’s like it’s more than just a crush, more than just attraction.  I admit I got pretty damn pissed at you when I didn’t understand everything, and I thought that was that.  But then I’d see you again, and I couldn’t stay mad at you.  I just wanted to spend time with you.  I thought maybe I was just rebounding too hard, but it wasn’t that either.”

      He leaned forward and kissed her.  His bear groaned with satisfaction at even that small gesture.  They’d been going back and forth for so long, arguing and getting angry, when this was what they really needed to be doing instead.  “I love you, Michelle.  I always have, even if I haven’t done a great job of showing it.”

      “I love you, too.”  She kissed him this time, her hand coming across to rest on the side of his ribs.

      Landon pulled her in close, deepening their lip lock and stroking his tongue against the side of hers.  His body was bursting with need for her already, a need that’d been building for some time now.  Now that he knew she felt the same way, there was no longer any reason to hold back.  Landon clutched his hand around the curve of her hip as he trailed his kisses down the side of her neck and to the hollow of her throat.  The fragrance of her perfume mingled pleasantly with the natural scent of her body, driving him wild with desire.  The vibration of her throat as she let out a quiet moan of appreciation only sent him further, and Landon knew this wasn’t just a kiss goodnight.

      Michelle’s chest heaved against him as her breathing became shallow.  Her fingers drifted up his arm and around the back of his neck, sliding through his hair and sending a shiver down his spine.  She let her head fall back to give him access, holding onto him for balance.

      Landon focused on her grip and took deep pleasure in knowing she was relying on him.  He easily slipped the buttons of her blouse free, revealing the deep cleavage hidden beneath.  Landon pushed the sides of her shirt away, skimming his lips downward.  Though he’d seen her breasts once before, he felt a deep thrill pass through him as he reached around her ribs to her back and unclasped the wide strap of her bra.

      Michelle helped him, pulling away her blouse and flinging her bra to the floor.  Her fingers plucked at the buttons on the front of his uniform, and when she got him down to his white undershirt, she skimmed her fingers across his chest.

      He could feel his heart thundering against her touch, every powerful stroke reminding him that it beat only for her.  The next few moments were a tangle of limbs and fabric as they quickly removed the rest of their clothing, not wanting even a thin layer of material to keep them apart.

      When they’d moved up onto the bed, Landon took a moment to thoroughly admire her.  He knelt with his knees on either side of hers, tracing his eyes over the fullness of her breasts and her pebbled pink nipples.  The swell of her stomach was soft and gentle right now, but knowing it would soon grow from the seed he’d planted there made his member strain with urgency.

      She smiled coyly up at him from the pillow, her dark curls a contrast to the pale blue of the sham.  “What are you doing?”

      “Enjoying the view,” he admitted.  “You look great with your clothes on, but this is even better.”

      “Oh, yeah?”  Her cheeks flushed, making Landon harder by the second.  Her eyes roved over his body, and when they landed on his rigid cock, he felt his whole body flush with heat.  “Looks like someone else is enjoying the view, too.”

      He leaned forward, scooping his fingers underneath to get a couple handfuls of her generous backside.  “Do you have any idea how much I love this ass of yours?”

      “I have a hunch.”  She quirked one eyebrow.

      “And these tits?” Leaning forward, Landon captured her nipple in his mouth.  He flicked the tip of his tongue against it before sucking it in past his teeth, reveling in the pillowy softness of her.

      Michelle let out a strangled cry, her palms smoothing up his back.

      Letting go, Landon turned to the other breast to make sure it got the treatment it deserved.  God, she had an amazing body.  The way her curves fit against him satisfied something dark and sensual within him.

      With ecstasy building inside him, Landon released her nipple, leaving it wet and hard, and rocked forward on his knees.  With the tip of his shaft against her, he stared into her eyes and saw his own desire reflected there as he sank into her heated flesh.

      She gasped and spread her legs wider, inviting him to plunge to her greatest depths.  Feeling the tightness of her around him as he buried himself into her over and over, Landon didn’t know how they’d managed to wait so long to do this again.  He stroked inside her slowly, savoring every moment.

      Michelle wrapped her arms and legs around him, keeping him close.  When Landon ground against her, he felt her body coiling like a spring.  Her fingertips dug into the flesh on either side of his spine and then abandoned him altogether to twist the bedspread beneath them.  Her core clenched around him, pulling him right along with her.  Their breaths shortened.  Grips tightened.  Muscles strained as they flew higher and higher together, finally breaking free in a riot of endless pleasure.
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      Michelle felt strange as she and Landon headed out to Lenora’s cabin.  Her body was still buzzing from the night before, and being with him brought her a deep sense of calm.  At the same time, she couldn’t help but be nervous about the road ahead of them.

      “You okay?” Landon asked.

      “Well enough,” she admitted.  “I just hope this works.  It’s going to affect the rest of our lives.”

      He leaned his head forward and looked up through the windshield.  “I know.  It’s always affected my life, and having the chance for it to be reversed is…well, it’s almost as important as finally finding you.”

      She took his hand and squeezed it, knowing they were both in this up to their elbows now.

      They slowly rolled up the long, bumpy driveway that led to Lenora’s cabin.  Several cars were already parked there.  Shannon emerged, her dark hair wet and dripping, and trotted down the steps.  “Good.  You’re here.  Everything is out back.”

      “Did you just get out of the shower or something?”  Michelle asked, noticing the way the water ran off her hair and left long, damp runnels down her clothing.

      “Ritual bath,” Shannon explained simply.  “It cleanses off all the negative energy and prepares me for spell work.  Normally I would dry off, but we need to stack the odds in our favor as much as possible.”

      “I see.”  She didn’t really see at all, and Michelle had a feeling she’d have a ton of questions to ask later.

      They followed Shannon around the back of the cabin, past the garden, and into the woods.  Michelle noticed that Landon was keeping an eye on everything around them, and she felt a cold finger trace down her spine as she recalled that Corey very well might be lurking somewhere out there.  At the clanhouse, with other shifters on guard and Landon in her bed, it’d been easy to forget about the threat.

      The path twisted one way and then another, finally opening into a large clearing.  Birch branches, their white bark glowing in the light of the full moon, had been laid all around the edge of the clearing, intertwined like a small fence.  Black candles had been placed about every two feet within the entangled twigs.  The flames flickered and bobbed, reflecting off of numerous tiny stones that had been worked into the perimeter as well.  The scent of fresh herbs reached her nose.  Michelle guessed they were also in among the birches, but it was too dark to see them.

      Lenora stood in the middle of the clearing.  Kelly, the redhead Michelle had seen with Landon at The Warehouse, stood facing her.  Shannon’s two teens, Liam and Kinsley, were on either side.  The four of them held hands as they took deep breaths.

      “Hi, Ms. Lyons,” Liam said.

      “Hi, Liam.  You can call me Michelle, you know.”

      He shrugged.  “I know.  It's just weird to go from having you as a teacher to hanging out with you outside of school.”

      Weird wasn't the word.  In a million years, Michelle never dreamed she'd be involved in a ritual to raise a dead witch with one of her former junior high students.  “I get it.  It's good to see you.”

      Shannon turned to face Michelle and Landon, a serious look on her face.  “You’re probably going to see some bizarre things here tonight.  I’ll do my best to let you know what’s going on, but there won’t always be time.  I’ll have to answer all your questions later, I’m afraid.  My best advice to you is simply to do what you’re told.  We’ll keep you safe.”

      Michelle tried to swallow, but the lump in her throat would hardly let her.  “Okay.”

      “Did you leave your cell phones in the car?”

      They both nodded.

      “Good.  You’ll need to be cleansed as well.”  Shannon lifted a small jar of water and poured it slowly over Landon’s head.  He closed his eyes and waited patiently for it to be done.  Michelle was next.  It was cold as hell, and it seemed kind of weird, but she didn’t complain.  “Now come into the clearing.  You’ll need to be inside the circle before we cast it.”

      Landon held Michelle’s hand as they lifted their feet over the birches.  He was strong and steady, and Michelle had to wonder if he felt that way on the inside because she sure as hell didn’t.  This was her child’s life they were dealing with, and possibly her own.

      Lenora spotted them and pulled away from the others.  She handed a small, handmade mug to Landon.  “Here.  Drink this.”

      He put his nose over the rim.  “Ugh.  It smells like mud.”

      “I didn’t ask you what it smells like,” the old woman retorted.  “I told you to drink it.  The whole thing.  All at once.”

      With a shrug, Landon tipped up the mug.  He made a few noises as he chugged it down, and his face was twisted in disgust when he handed the empty vessel back to her.  “Wow, that was gross.  What was that?”

      Lenora’s face broke into a snaggletoothed grin.  “You don’t want to know.”

      “She’s kidding,” Shannon added.  Then she glanced off to the side and down toward the ground.  “Sort of.  Anyway, it’s time to cast the circle.  You don’t need to do anything.  Just stand here near the center with Kelly.”

      “Hi.”  Michelle smiled sheepishly and held out her hand.  “It’s nice to meet you.  I appreciate you helping out with this, especially since you don’t even know me.”

      “Oh, I don’t have to know you, honey.”  Kelly ignored her hand and came in for a warm hug, her hair dripping wet as well.  “Everything is going to be fine.  I know you’ve been worried, but we’re all going to do our best.”

      “Thank you.”  Michelle had all the support she needed from Landon and Shannon, but hearing those words from Kelly nearly brought tears to her eyes.  She instantly liked her, just like Liz.

      “The circle is a place between the realms, though it may not look like it,” Shannon explained.  “You can’t leave it once it’s created, not until we take it down again.”

      She joined Lenora, who was standing on the east side of the clearing now, holding a small dagger.  “Spirit of Air, we call upon you to create this circle with us and protect us as we cast our magic.  Hail and welcome.”  Shannon, Liam, and Kinsley repeated the last line.  Following her, Shannon sprinkled saltwater, Kinsley held up a thick bundle of smoldering incense, and Liam sliced delicately through the air with a feather.

      Lenora moved around toward the southern edge, repeating her phrasing as she called in the elements of fire, then water, and then earth before coming back toward the center.  “Great spirits above and ancestors who have come before us, we call upon you.  Support us in our time of need, and allow the traveler of the realms we seek to come to us so that we may free those who are shackled without worthy cause.”

      Michelle slipped her hand into Landon’s, swearing she could see a shimmering blue light in the form of a dome around them.  She blinked up at the moon as clouds swept in front of it.  Surely it was all a trick of the light.

      “Now we’ll invoke the spirit of the one who cast the spell,” Shannon said softly.  “Are you ready, Kelly?”

      The medium crouched down and lit a white candle at her feet.  “I’ve never done it quite this way before, but yes.  I can tell you that she’s already here.”

      Michelle noted that Kelly’s eyes were fixed on a space a few feet in front of her, but there was nothing there as far as she could tell.

      “Matilda, thank you so much for joining us tonight.  We have important work to do, and we need your help.”  The sweet smile on Kelly’s face quickly faded.

      “Well?” Lenora demanded.  “What’s the old bat saying?”

      Kelly lifted her chin and blinked her eyes.  “Nothing nice, that’s for sure.  Matilda, please.  You put a curse on Joseph Scott many decades ago, and—”  She stopped speaking for a moment, and her eyes widened.  “Oh.  I see.”

      “What’s wrong?” Shannon asked.

      “Nothing exactly.  She says she wants to communicate with you directly.”  The breeze lifted her damp hair, and her shoulders shook with a shiver.  “The only way to do that is to let her take over my body.  Give me a minute.”  She closed her eyes.

      Michelle looked at Shannon, asking only with her wide eyes if this was safe, hoping Shannon understood they should stop right away if it wasn’t.  She didn’t want anyone else to be in danger.  Shannon only shook her head slightly.

      A moment later, Kelly’s shoulders slumped, and she fell to the ground.  Michelle started to step toward her, but Landon caught her by the elbow.  She turned a questioning gaze to him, but he only shook his head.  What did he know that she didn’t?   Michelle was bursting with questions and worry, and the cold night air on her wet hair and clothes didn’t make things any better.

      But Kelly began to stir.  She slowly pushed herself up to a seated position, still slumping forward with her hair in her face.  Opening her eyes and blinking, she shoved her hair back with one hand and glared at it.  “God damn it, it hurts to be in a body again!” she grumbled.  “I don’t know why I agreed to this shit.”

      Well, there was no question where Lenora had gotten her sparkling personality.

      Kelly—or rather, Kelly’s body with Matilda’s spirit—slowly rose from the ground.  She was wobbly on her feet, stepping too far to the left and then too far to the right before she found her balance, scowling the entire time.  When she was mostly steady on her feet, she glowered at those gathered around her.  “I can see your casting skills have improved, Lenora,” she said to her daughter, “but I don’t understand what we’re doing here.  You know as well as I do that I cast that spell for a reason.”

      Lenora put her pointed chin in the air.  “And you know as well as I do that the people suffering for it now didn’t have anything to do with Joseph and how he hurt you.  It’s time to let it go, Mother.”

      Matilda made another agitated swipe at Kelly’s red hair.  “I don’t want to.”

      Reaching inside her old leather coat, Lenora pulled out a long coil of hemp rope.  “Would you rather I bind you?”

      The old spirit recoiled.  “You wouldn’t do that to your own mother.”

      “If it's necessary.”  Lenora spoke softly, and even her eyes were gentler than usual.  “You’re my mother, and I’ve always respected your power.  But you broke all the rules with this one, and you know it.  It’s time to make things right.  Joseph’s grandson is here with us, and he’s about to have a child.  You’ve caused enough pain to be repaid for your own, and there’s no need to let it go on for another generation.”

      Michelle’s chin trembled.  She was used to Lenora being cranky and mean, and she’d never heard her speak so sweetly before.

      “Hmph.”  Matilda turned and marched over to Landon, looking him up and down.  Kelly’s eyes were those of Matilda now, narrow and judging.  “You look just like your grandfather, you know.  He was all good looks and no good sense.  I hope at least something has improved with the generations.”

      Landon said nothing.  When Matilda turned her eyes on Michelle, she thought remaining silent was probably the best response.  While Kelly herself had been sweet and welcoming, there was nothing kind in that gaze.  Her breath froze in her lungs while the old spirit scrutinized her.

      “You’re a human?” Matilda asked, leaning closer.

      Michelle could smell Kelly’s perfume, citrus and lily-of-the-valley, but another scent rolled off of her.  Cold earth.  “Yes,” she barely managed to reply.

      Matilda was nodding now.  “I see that perhaps some things have changed.  You’d better be prepared for this, though.  Do you have the stuff?”  She turned to Lenora.

      “It’s all right here.”  Shannon brought forth a small wooden tray and set it at Landon’s feet.  She then took Michelle’s hand and led her as far away from Landon as she could be without stepping outside the circle.

      Bending down, Matilda retrieved a feather from the tray.  She dipped it in the wax of a burning purple candle and then rolled the shaft of it between her fingers, making it flick from side to side as she brought it up one side of Landon’s body, over his head, and down the other, murmuring to herself the entire time.  Shannon, Lenora, Kinsley, and Liam each moved to the same cardinal positions where they’d called in the elements, facing outward with their hands raised.

      Michelle watched, uncertain as to how something that seemed like a simple enough spell required so many witches.  She guessed it had something to do with casting the circle or perhaps because they thought Matilda might turn around and curse them.  So many questions!

      When she’d reached Landon’s ankles again, she knelt on the ground and held the feather in front of her.  Taking a bit of gold string, she wrapped it around the feather.  Michelle could still hear her mumbling, but she had no idea what she said.  With one final, mischievous grin, Matilda turned the feather so that the tip of it faced down and touched it to the flame of the purple candle.

      Blue fire burst out across the circle, flooding every square inch of air, swirling and burning.  Michelle’s heart seized.  She tried to scream out for Landon, terrified that he was injured.  But the fire was around her, too.  It moved upward and curled over as it hit the top of the circle.  She gasped for air, certain that she couldn’t breathe and that she was going to die any minute.

      Then, as quickly as it’d come, it was gone.  The four witches still stood in the four corners.  They slowly dropped their hands and turned around.

      “Is everyone all right?” Shannon asked.

      Michelle sought out Landon.  He was right where she’d left him, blinking and rubbing his eyes.  “That was different.”  He looked down at his feet, where Kelly lay in a crumpled heap.

      “Kelly?  Are you okay?”

      The medium stirred slightly.  She touched her hands to her chest and head, finding a tangled knot of hair right near the front.  “Yes, but remind me never to let anyone borrow my body again.  Did she make me do anything stupid?”

      Shannon laughed as she helped her friend to her feet.  “Nothing you would regret.  I don’t think we ever would've been able to convince her to help us if it hadn’t been for you.”

      “I hate to be the one to ask this,” Michelle started, “but how do we know if it worked?”

      Landon looked down at his body.  “I don’t know.  I don’t feel any different.”

      “Trust me,” Lenora groused as she took her dagger and began slicing through the air to open the circle.  “If that rotten old bitch sets her mind to something, she gets it done.  I’ve been more than happy to not have seen her for the last thirty years, so you owe me one, big boy.”

      This last part was directed at Landon, who smothered a chuckle with his hand.  “I do, don’t I?  How about Michelle and I take you out to dinner sometime?”

      “The food carts at The Cart Market don't count,” she said snidely.

      “No, no.  Someplace really nice, like The Crimson Lily,” Landon insisted.  “In fact, all of us should go.  Maybe tomorrow, though.  I think we’re all a little tired after tonight.”  He put his arm around Michelle.

      “Fine, then,” Lenora agreed.  “But you'd better not drag it out all night.  Do you have any idea how much sage, salt, and palo santo I’m going to need to clear all her negativity from this place?  I’ve got a lot of damn work to do.”  Still cussing, Lenora stomped off down the path.

      The rest of them filed out as well.  Liam and Kinsley were gushing about how cool it was to be part of such a big spell and how the reversal of the magic might’ve flooded the whole town if they hadn’t helped hold it back.  Shannon was asking Kelly what it was like to have mean old Matilda occupying her body.

      Everything seemed normal, or at least a new kind of normal that Michelle was still getting used to.  “Do you think it’s too early to celebrate?” she asked Landon as she leaned into his side.  “I mean, I know Lenora said it’s fine, but how do we really know?”

      He kissed the top of her head and rubbed her back.  “I’m not sure, but considering I’ve been living under this curse for so long, I’d like to have some time to at least believe that everything really is going to be okay.”

      “That works for me.”  She pushed up on her toes to plant a kiss on his lips.  “Ew.  Whatever Lenora gave you to drink is sure sticking around!”

      Before he could make a comment about getting his teeth brushed, a rustling sounded in the woods.  Landon pushed Michelle behind him as he looked around.

      Michelle clung to him.  She was a strong woman, but not strong enough to fight a bear.  She watched a thick stripe of fur erupt from the skin along the backs of Landon’s arms.  He was ready to fight.  “What should I do?”

      “You and the others need to get back to Lenora’s place.  Get inside and lock the doors.”  He was still watching, waiting.

      Shannon took her by the arm.  “I’ve got her.”

      But Michelle wasn’t concerned about herself.  She only worried about Landon.  “Come with us.”

      “I can’t.  I’ve got to see.”  His voice strangled as the rustling sound grew closer.

      “Come on!” Michelle pleaded.

      Shannon and Kelly were dragging her down the pathway now.  Michelle’s blood buzzed in her ears.  She’d waited her whole life to meet someone like Landon.  She couldn’t just lose him now.  He’d already fought off Corey twice from what he’d told her, but who was to say he could do it a third time?  Desperate to make him come with them, she planted her feet and turned around.

      Just in time to see a man emerge from the woods.

      His salt and pepper hair was long and scruffy, just like his beard, and what little clothes he wore were hanging in tatters off his body.  The moonlight highlighted the gauntness of his frame, and as he stepped onto the path, Michelle could see that he had the same eyes as Landon.

      “Corey?” Landon asked.  He pulled his brother into his arms, squeezed him tightly, and then pushed him back to hold him at arm’s length.  Tears glimmered in his eyes.  “Holy shit!  It’s really you, isn’t it?”

      “Landon.”  Corey slowly lifted one hand and touched it to his brother’s cheek.  “Why do you look so friggin' old?”

      Landon’s laugh echoed through the woods as he pulled Corey close once again, but his laughter turned to sobs as he cried on his older brother’s shoulder.  “I've fucking missed you, man.”

      “Me, too.”

      Michelle couldn’t watch any more of their reunion because her tears were flooding her vision.  She put her hands over her belly.  “You’re going to be all right, little one.”
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      Landon looked down at the bassinet they’d set up in the living room.  A spring rain had come down that morning, and the freshness of it still filtered in through the open window.  For four weeks now, he’d looked at the crib, bassinet, and tiny clothes in the dresser in the nursery and wondered what it would be like to have a child of his own.

      Now he finally had one.

      He scooped his hands under the little bundle wrapped in a receiving blanket and lifted baby Corey into his arms.  “You’re the most wonderful thing I’ve ever seen, do you know that?” he whispered to the sweet little face.  “I didn’t think I’d ever get to have you.  You make me so happy.”

      “Landon?”

      “Oh, Mommy’s awake, too!  Let’s go see what she needs.”  Landon carried his child down the hallway to the master bedroom, where Michelle was propped up in bed.  She smiled sweetly at him.  “Are you spoiling that baby?”

      “As much as I can.”  He leaned down and kissed her forehead, too.  “In fact, I’ve decided it’s my life’s mission to spoil the both of you as much as possible.”

      “I think I could get used to that.  Right now, though, I’ve got to get ready.  Everyone is going to be here soon.”

      “Right!”

      They’d only been home for a day, and he was already having difficulty keeping up with everything that needed to be done.  “You get ready, and I’ll take care of the baby.”

      His brother was the first to arrive, driven over by Chris and Brandy.  As soon as the curse had been lifted, they all knew that Corey would have a tough time readjusting to regular life.  The clan had come together, though, as they always did.  He was currently staying at the clanhouse whenever he wasn’t at Landon and Michelle’s, and someone was always around to help him navigate through life physically, mentally, and emotionally.

      Corey bent down and studied his brand-new nephew.  “What a handsome little dude.  You shouldn’t have given him such an ugly name.”

      “Stop it!” Michelle said as she gave him a hug.  “You look like you’re doing well.”

      He gave a shy shrug.  “I still have some weird dreams, but I’m working on it.  My appetite’s been crazy, though.  Have anything I can munch on?”

      “Of course!  We’ve got some drinks and snacks set out on the table.”

      “Do you remember when Edwin was that little?” Brandy cooed.  “He’s just adorable!”

      Chris laughed as he shook Landon’s hand in congratulations.  “Don’t go getting any ideas, hun.  Actually, maybe you should.”

      Brandy gave her mate a playful slap on the arm.

      Shannon and Lenora arrived next.  Being Michelle’s best friend, Shannon had already come to the hospital to see the baby, but this was the first time Lenora had seen him.  She put her hands behind her back as she scrutinized young Corey.

      Landon held his breath, waiting for yet another one of her comments.  He only hoped it wasn’t anything that would upset Michelle too much.  She’d been so happy over the last several months, settling into her new job and making a home there with Landon.

      Finally, the old woman nodded.  “That’s a fine piece of work right there.”

      Shannon grinned at her aunt.  “I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said.”

      “There’s no need to point it out, you know.  Besides, if you think about it, I did have something to do with how he turned out.”

      Shannon rolled her eyes and guided Lenora to the kitchen.

      Landon heard several car doors slam, and he looked out the front window.  “Looks like we have a pretty big group arriving.”

      “What?  Who?”

      But instead of answering, Landon opened the door in time to admit Angelina Newman and a string of six junior high kids, all carrying cards and gifts.

      “As soon as they knew I was coming to see you, they just had to come along,” Angelina insisted.  “I figured you wouldn’t mind.”

      “Mind?  Oh, my goodness.  You guys are making me so happy I’m going to cry.  Come over here and see the baby.  Hi, Holly.”

      A redheaded girl stepped forward with a gift bag in her hand.  “I made something for the baby.”

      “You did?”

      Michelle lifted out a small, crocheted blanket.  It was a bit lumpy, and the edges were uneven, but Landon could see by the look on her face that Michelle thought it was the loveliest thing she’d ever seen.

      “Sweetheart, this is gorgeous.  You made it?”

      The girl nodded.  “Mrs. Lang started teaching me during study hall.  It’s not the greatest, but I wanted to be able to give you something.”

      “It’s absolutely perfect,” Michelle assured her.  “In fact, let’s see how he likes it.”  She tucked the soft blanket around Corey.

      The house was in complete chaos, but it was blissful chaos.  Landon made sure the students got plenty of snacks.  The elder Corey stayed out of the way, but Landon could see he was soaking it all in.  Even Lenora was still behaving herself.

      When the guests began to leave, though, he noticed a somber look on Michelle's face.

      “What’s wrong?  Do you need me to take Corey for a minute?”

      “No,” she said with a frown.  “I was just hoping Gavin was going to come by.”

      “Mmm.”  Landon rubbed his chin.  He knew how badly Michelle wanted to help Gavin and for him to be a part of their lives.  Michelle had even let him keep the place she’d rented when she’d first moved to Carlton, but lately, he’d been having trouble making the payments.  Landon thought he was doing better, but it pained him to see that he was disappointing his mother.  “I can call him.”

      “No, that’s okay.  If he’s busy, then—”  The knock at the door startled her.

      Landon swung it open, glad to see Gavin.  “We were just talking about you.  I didn’t hear you pull up.”

      Though it wasn’t normal for him, Gavin was grinning from ear to ear.  “Sorry I’m late.  I had some things to do.  Where’s that little brother of mine?”

      Landon could see the love simmering over in Michelle’s eyes as Gavin bent down to hug her and then sat on the couch next to her to admire the baby.  “Oh, honey, I’m so glad you’re here!  I feel like I’ve hardly seen you lately.”

      “I know.  The job search has been really tough,” he admitted.

      “You know, if you can’t keep up with the rent on that house, we can find a place for you here,” Landon offered, noting the adoration on Michelle’s face.  “It might not be anything fancy, but I’m sure we can work something out.”

      “You’re a good guy, Landon.  Far better than my father ever tried to be,” Gavin admitted.  “I don’t think I realized that until recently.  I’ve seen how you treat Mom.  You give me something to aspire to, and that's exactly why you guys don’t need to worry about the rent on the house or letting me crash here.”

      Michelle had been watching all of this while a range of emotions passed over her face.  “What do you mean, honey?”

      “I was late today because I had a job interview,” Gavin explained.  “I’ve had a lot of them lately, but this time they offered me the position on the spot.  I’ll be working at Mer de Verdure Vineyard.  It’s just a labor position right now, but it pays well, and there’s room to move up.  They’re even letting me start tomorrow.”

      “Gavin.”  Michelle pulled her son close, holding both of her boys in her arms.  “I’m so proud of you.”

      He put his arm around her and laid a hand on little Corey’s foot.  “I guess we both get a new start, don’t we?”

      Michelle looked up, her eyes meeting Landon’s.  “The best kind.”

      Landon had never felt more satisfied as he watched his mate and the love of his life with her sons.  No, their sons.  Gavin might not be biologically his, but it was clear to Landon that he finally had the family he’d always dreamed of.

      He’d gone through his whole life thinking this would never happen, but now, it was all right there in front of him.
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      “Remind me again why we didn’t hire movers.”  Tricia Fitzpatrick put yet another box on top of one of the numerous stacks already littering the living room.  Well, it was supposed to be the living room.  Right now, it was just a cardboard jungle gym.

      “Because we’re strong and independent,” her twin sister Tara reminded her.  “Or some crap like that.”

      Shaking out her arms, Tricia reached up to readjust her ponytail.  “I guess I thought all this physical labor would be a cakewalk after being on my feet every day in the salon.”

      “Doing highlights isn’t exactly the same as hefting boxes and furniture all day,” Tara pointed out.  She put her hands on her hips and looked around.  “This is a pretty great place, you know.”

      Tricia frowned at the ancient crown molding, the wobbly hardwood floors, and the odd layout.  She could see the kitchen through the doorway, where someone had attempted to make the old room look bright and fun with a coat of sunshine yellow paint.  It hadn’t worked, and it definitely didn’t hide the discolored linoleum floor.  “You’re just saying that because you weren’t the one who inherited it.”

      “I’ve got my hands plenty full with this whole winery thing.  I don’t have a clue how to run it, and there’s a ton of pressure on my shoulders considering the place has been winning awards.”  Tara crossed the room to examine the windows on the front of the house.

      “Way to make me feel better about it,” Tricia remarked.  “Do you hear music?”

      Tara paused and listened, but she shook her head.   “Nope.  Probably just ghosts.”

      “Sure, why not add ghosts to the list of shit I have to deal with?  There are probably bats in the attic and giant spiders in the bedroom just waiting to land on me when I fall asleep.  Honest to god, I think this was Fiona’s last prank on me.  She knew I hated getting my hands dirty, so she left me her rundown farmhouse and a friggin' pumpkin patch.  Shoot me now.”

      Tara smiled brightly.  “Hey, you’ve been complaining about being tired of all the busybody gossip and long hours at the salon.  All this fresh country air and a beautiful old house with a ton of history could be a great change for you.  And did you see that glass?  It’s all wavy.  It’s probably from the late eighteen hundreds when this place was built.”

      "You don't say," Tricia frowned at her sister.  “My life’s dream is now complete.”

      “You never did appreciate history.  Do you mind if I run upstairs to check out the bedrooms?”  Tara pointed toward the stairs.

      “Have at it, but watch out for those ghosts.  I hear they like to possess women who tease their little sisters.”

      Tara was already halfway up the stairs.  “You’re only two minutes younger than me!”

      “And you’re two minutes older, you hag!  You’ll fit right in with the ghosts.”  Tricia smiled as she turned back toward the boxes.  She and Tara hadn’t been able to spend much time together over the last few years.  She’d been too busy doing hair, and Tara had been swept up in her helicopter-mom duties.  It was good to have her there.

      Tricia turned her focus back to getting the place organized.  She hadn’t planned to pick up and move.  Not until the farmhouse had been left to her, along with what seemed like the perfect opportunity to get a refresh on life.  She’d come out there hoping it would be even better than a new hair color or a good blowout, but so far, it was just a lot of sweat and work.  And creepy ass cobwebs.

      It didn’t help that she wasn’t used to living in the country.  Hardly anyone was out there, and though that sounded peaceful right now, it would probably be pretty lonely in the winter.

      The music she thought she’d heard earlier started up again.  No, not music, exactly.  Singing.  A male baritone, smooth and steady as it belted out some tune she didn’t know.

      Tricia walked slowly through the living room, wondering if Tara really had managed to find some ghosts upstairs, but the sound got quieter.  She moved back the other way, closer to the kitchen doorway.  Nothing was happening in the kitchen, and no radios had been left on.

      Stepping back into the living room, Tricia grabbed the cord for the blinds and yanked them up.  The first thing she saw was the thick layer of dust that would need to be cleaned off sooner rather than later.

      The second thing she saw was that she definitely wasn’t alone.

      The houses out there were few and far between, but the nearest neighbor was close enough that she could see straight into the window.  The curtains had been drawn back, revealing a buck-naked man stepping out of the shower.  Tricia knew she should look away.  It was a total invasion of his privacy, whoever he was, but her eyes were glued to the scene before her.  The man continued to sing as he grabbed a crisp white towel and dried off his hair, moving down to attend to his muscular shoulders and attractive arms.

      He paid attention to his chest next, and so did Tricia.  She leaned against the sill, wondering how a man could look that perfect.  “Bet he doesn’t have an ass,” she murmured to herself.

      As though he’d heard her, the man turned around to grab something off the counter and proved her completely wrong.  As he toweled off his upper back, his firm, sculpted cheeks were on full display to her.

      “What’s up?” Tara asked as she thundered down the stairs and jumped off the last two.

      “Nothing!”  Tricia snagged the cord and sent the blinds clattering back down to the sill.  “Just…checking out the pumpkins.”

      “I wish I knew how to help you, but I guess we both have a lot to learn.”  Tara grabbed her purse from on top of the nearest stack of boxes.  “I just realized that I’m running late for my meeting with the manager of the winery.  I’m so sorry, but I can come back and help you unpack later.”

      “It’s fine.  Don’t worry about it.  You’ve got a lot to do at your place, too.  We’ll get together later.”  She grabbed the nearest box and lifted the flaps open, needing to find some way to move and burn off all her nervous energy.  Tricia waited until her sister was out the front door before she turned around and yanked the blinds open again, sending a whirl of dust into the air.  The bathroom window just on the other side of the narrow strip of pumpkin field was now dark, and the naked man wasn’t there anymore.

      Disappointed but knowing this would at least keep her on track with what she was actually supposed to be doing, Tricia turned to the box she’d opened.  Several items were wrapped in tissue, and she smiled as she lifted out the one on top: a stained glass suncatcher in the shape of a sunflower, a gift from Fiona over two decades ago.  Her aunt had said it reminded her of Tricia’s bright blonde hair, and Tricia had kept it hanging up ever since.  Cleaning off the dust from the glass, she put it up in the window she’d just been looking out of.

      The knock on the door made her jump before she could pull the next thing out of the box.  Tricia frowned, wondering if Tara had forgotten something.  She would've let herself in, though, and Tricia didn’t know anyone else in Carlton.  She crossed the room and opened the creaky old door.

      She had to stop her mouth from falling open.  Tricia had seen the man standing on her porch before.  Just not with his clothes on.

      She could tell now that his hair wasn’t as dark as it’d looked when he’d just stepped out of the shower.  It was more of a soft brown, and it contrasted nicely with his dark blue eyes.  He’d covered up that delicious body with a t-shirt and jeans, but that didn’t stop her from appreciating what she knew was underneath.

      He held out his hand.  “Hi.  I’m your neighbor, Chief McMillan.”

      “Chief?” she stuttered as she reached out to take his hand, wondering if he could feel the same zing up his arm that she did when their fingers touched.

      “Yes.  I’m the chief of police here in Carlton.”

      Of course he was.  She’d inherited a weird old pumpkin patch with a house that might as well be haunted, and she’d already spied on the chief of police on her first day in town.

      “I see.  And did you come here to arrest me for being a peeping tom?”
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      “I’m so friggin’ done with this week.”  Liz grabbed a comfy pair of sweats, whipped off her bra, and pulled a faded George Michael t-shirt over her head.  She padded into the kitchen, where a chilled bottle of Moscato was waiting for her in the fridge.

      “Did you finally get the sign changed?” Jenna asked into Liz’s Bluetooth headset.

      “Yep.  The guy showed up today.”

      “Was he cute?”

      Liz rolled her eyes as she coaxed the cork out of the bottle and started pouring it into her favorite glass.  “Don’t start with me on that.”

      “But you and Greg got divorced, like, five years ago.  Don’t you think it’s time to move on?” Jenna argued.  “You can’t be single forever.”

      “Actually, I can,” Liz replied.  It was something she’d thought about a lot.  She’d had the whole world in her hands when she and Greg were together, or so she’d thought.  Once she’d realized what an ass he was and what a lie she’d been living, Liz was determined never to do that again.  “It’s a lot easier to be single, you know.  Or actually, to be single and be fine with it.  When I see a hot guy in the produce section, I can just appreciate his hotness instead of checking his finger for a ring.”

      “Oh, come on.  You know you’d want him to handle your melons to see if they’re ripe.”

      “Pfft.  My melons were ripe a long time ago,” Liz huffed as she headed into the living room.  “But who knows?  Maybe I’ll let a guy handle them again someday.  Does that make you feel better?”

      “Much.”

      “Great.  Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a date with Netflix.  I need to unwind a little before I pass out for the night.”  She put her glass on the coffee table and picked up the remote.

      “What are you going to watch?”

      “Eh, maybe some new true crime documentary or Supernatural.  I can never decide.”

      “I know, those menus are never-ending.  Are we still on for lunch next week?”

      “You bet.  I’ll talk to you later, hun.  Night!”  Liz hung up and sank into the sofa.  No matter how much Jenna seemed to think she needed a man in her life, Liz appreciated just how peaceful it was to be there alone.  No one could criticize the fuzzy pink throw she kept draped over the back of the couch.  No one could question her choice of wine.  No one could tell her her sweats were getting too tight.  Best of all, she was the queen of the remote.

      After flipping around a bit, Liz settled for Forensic Files.  Her lifelong geek-out over medicine and the human body had led to an interest in crime scene investigation, but only when it came to TV.  While finding out how far blood could splatter from a knife wound fascinated her, she’d been much happier delivering babies in real life.  In fact, she knew she’d miss that part of her life now that she’d closed her midwifery practice, but she had a new calling.

      Liz had nearly drifted off when a loud pounding at the back of the house startled her.  She sat up straight on the couch, tossing the pink fuzzy blanket aside.  She listened for a moment, but only heard silence.  Maybe her neighbors were working on something in their barn.  They were way out on the other side of the field, but even out there in the boondocks, they managed to make a lot of noise.

      But then she heard it again, and it was definitely coming from the other side of the house.

      Grabbing her cell from the coffee table—and nearly spilling her Moscato in the process—Liz slipped it in her pocket and tiptoed down the hall toward the addition she’d turned into her office.  She stopped in the kitchen to peek out the window, knowing the angle of the house would give her a discrete view of whoever was at the door before they saw her.

      Ho-ly shit.  Jenna would definitely need to hear about this fine specimen.  He was gorgeous, with broad shoulders and muscular arms that bulged from his tight black t-shirt.  No wonder he was able to bang on her door until it damn near fell off the hinges.  His dark hair was brushed back from his forehead, but under the security lighting, Liz spied the faintest hints of silver at his temples.

      She swallowed.  He obviously wasn’t going to be leaving anytime soon.  She reached over to the counter for some sort of weapon, but her hand closed only on a wooden spoon.  Great, Liz.  Just stir him to death.  There was no time to rethink her choice, though.  He was pounding on the door again, and the whole house was bound to come down if she didn’t answer it soon.

      Moving the last bit of distance down the hall and into her office, she poised herself just inside the door.  “What do you want?” she barked in her best attempt to sound fierce.

      “My sister-in-law’s in labor and needs your help.  I think she’s dying.”  His booming voice was only slightly muffled by the door.  It was deep and gravelly, making Liz’s toes curl.

      “Shit.”  Liz opened the door, but only a crack.  She left the chain on, even though this guy looked like he could just bite through it.  “I don’t do that anymore,” she explained.  “See the sign?”

      He glanced at it only briefly before looking quizzically at the wooden spoon she’d gestured with.  “Look, lady, I don’t care if you’re part of the Psychic Friends Network now.  I was told you’re the best in the county, and Brandy needs your help.  Now.”

      “That’s very flattering, but you should really just call 911.”  Liz started to close the door.

      His fist pounded into it, sending a shudder down the wood and making the screws on the hardware strain.  “I can’t get the authorities involved in this,” he pleaded, his brows drawing together.  “I need you.”

      There was something about the way he said it that made Liz think of something far different from a medical emergency.  She ignored the heat that spread through the center of her body.  “All right, hang on.  I just need to get dressed and get my bag and my keys.  I’ll follow—"

      “There’s no time for that.  Just get your bag and I’ll take you.”

      Christ.  Despite her better judgment, Liz soon found herself being ushered into the passenger seat of a luxurious sedan, tucking her medical bag between her feet.

      “So, um…”  She hesitated, not having a clue as to his name.  She’d lived in Carlton for five years, but she was quite sure she’d never seen him.

      “Tyler.”

      “Tyler,” she repeated.  “I’m Liz, but I guess you probably knew that.  Don’t worry.  Most labors go just fine.  I’m sure she’ll be okay.”  With his tense jaw and stiff shoulders, he looked like a bomb of anxiety just waiting to go off.

      “I don’t know about that.  My family usually does home births without a problem, but this one isn’t going so well.  Don’t ask me for the details.  I don’t know about that stuff.”  He made a hard turn onto an unnamed back road.

      Liz grabbed the oh-shit handle to stabilize herself.  At that moment, she realized she was still braless, and Jenna’s remarks about melons floated briefly through her mind.  “I’m sure I can help…if we make it there alive,” she grumbled.

      “What the hell is energy healing, anyway?” he asked as he raced into a curve without slowing down.

      Never in her life had she stomped the imaginary brake on the passenger side of the car so hard, not even when Jenna was driving back when they were in college.  The dried corn stalks that hadn’t yet been cut down for the winter whizzed by.  “I use reiki, an ancient Japanese form of alternative medicine.  It’s about transferring energy to different parts of the body to encourage it to heal.”

      “You can do that?”

      Her shoulders scrunched in a little toward her neck.  “Well, sort of.  It’s something I’m working on.”

      “But you’ve got that sign outside your place.”

      She couldn’t tell if he was genuinely asking her about it or if he was just giving her shit.  He sure as hell wouldn’t be the first person who thought she was a total nut job, even though Liz knew the old practice could do some miraculous things.  “It just hasn’t gone quite as well as I’d hoped so far, but I’m still new at it.  I’ll get there.”

      Slamming on the brakes and taking a hard left, Tyler thundered up a narrow driveway.  He turned to her despite the fact that his foot seemed to be all the way down on the gas.  “Listen, whatever happens here tonight, you can’t tell anyone about it.  Ever.”

      A wave of alarm moved through Liz.  “Uh, what do you mean?”

      “I can’t really explain it.”

      Scenarios swept through Liz’s head.  Was this guy a drug dealer or something?  Part of the mafia?  “Am I in danger?”

      He rolled his shoulder as he brought the car to a screeching halt in front of a large brick home.  “Let’s go with no, for now.  Just promise not to talk.”

      What the actual fuck?  It was too late to turn back now, anyway.  Whatever kind of trouble her good heart had gotten her into this time, she sure as hell hoped she’d find a way to get back out of it.  A woman’s screams burst through an open second-story window and ricocheted out into the trees.  “Sounds like we’d better hurry.”

      It was hard to keep up with Tyler.  Once he’d practically pushed her into the grand foyer, he bounded up the stairs.  He was huge, with the body of a bouncer instead of an Olympic runner, but he sprinted up the stairs so fast, it made her think otherwise.

      “Got her,” Tyler announced as he entered a room at the end of the hall.

      The scene before Liz was complete chaos.  About a dozen people were milling about, far more than necessary for a simple home birth.  They were whispering to each other in concern, but they all turned to stare at her with disdain as soon as she stepped over the threshold.  It was disconcerting, to say the least, but it created a part in the crowd that allowed Liz to see a woman on the bed in obvious labor, curling her fists in the sheets and screaming in pain.  She had her dark hair pulled back, but loose strands were plastered to her skin with sweat.  The sheets were completely soaked with blood.

      A man just as big as Tyler but with dark red hair gripped Tyler’s elbow.  “This isn’t supposed to be happening yet!”

      Liz pushed forward, elbowing the others out of the way.  Blood was inevitable when it came to birth, but she didn’t like the amount she was seeing.  Even if she successfully delivered this child, a trip to the hospital by ambulance might be necessary.  Talking about it wasn’t going to make the mother feel any better, though.

      “You’re going to be all right,” Liz soothed as she crossed the bedroom and stepped into the bathroom to wash her hands.  As soon as she came back, she had her bag open and whipped on a pair of gloves.  After so many years in the industry, she had no qualms about looking between a strange woman’s legs.  She was glad to see the very top of a head of dark hair emerging.  “All right.  Looks like you’re on your way.  Do we know if this is a boy or a girl?”

      A few of the others in the room gave her odd looks for her perky attitude, but the ginger next to Tyler shook his head.

      “Well, the good news is that the little one’s head is crowning.  I’m going to need you to push when I say so.  And I know you’re tired, mama.  I can tell.  But we can push through this and get it over as quickly as possible.  Okay?”  She waited for another contraction.  “Now.  Push, push, push!  Really bear down!  That was a good one.  Now you just have to do that for me a couple more times.”

      The mother nodded.  Her face was completely twisted in terror, but at least she was listening.

      Good god, this kid is hairy, Liz thought as she readied for the next round.

      Liz turned to the father.  “You get behind her.  Really support her head so she can focus on what’s happening down here.  All right.  Here we go again.  Push like you mean it!  That’s it!  Just a little more!”  She started to smile, pleased at the progress they were making, but any semblance of joy disappeared as soon as she saw the next few inches of the child that appeared.

      It had a lot of hair, all right, but this wasn’t just a baby blessed with a full mop.

      The ears, the eyes, it was all wrong.

      She looked up at Tyler, who stood in the back corner of the room.  Their eyes met, and she now understood exactly what he’d meant when he’d said she couldn’t tell anyone about what happened that night.

      Liz hadn’t just delivered a baby.

      At least, not a human one.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Start reading Bear’s Midlife Midwife HERE.

        Available with Kindle Unlimited!

      

      

    

  







            Also Available In Meg Ripley’s Shifter Nation Universe

          

          

      

    

    






Read With Kindle Unlimited!

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Fated Over Forty Series

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Wild Frontier Shifters Series

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Special Ops Shifters: L.A. Force Series

      

        

      
        Special Ops Shifters: Dallas Force Series

      

        

      
        Special Ops Shifters Series (Original D.C. Force)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Werebears of Big Bend Series

      

        

      
        Werebears of Glacier Bay Series

      

        

      
        Werebears of the Everglades Series

      

        

      
        Werebears of Acadia Series

      

      

    

  







            Also Available From Meg Ripley

          

          

      

    

    






Read With Kindle Unlimited!

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dragon Mates: The Complete Dragons of Charok Universe Box Set

        (Daddy Dragon Guardians and Shifters Between Worlds)

      

        

      
        Forever Fated Mates Collection

      

        

      
        Shifter Daddies Collection

      

        

      
        Daddy Dragon Guardians Series

      

        

      
        Shifters Between Worlds Series

      

        

      
        Beverly Hills Dragons Series

      

        

      
        Dragons Of The Darkblood Secret Society Series

      

        

      
        Dragons Of Sin City Series

      

        

      
        Packs of the Pacific Northwest Series

      

      

    

  







            Reverse Harem & Other Romances Co-Written With Lark Sterling

          

          

      

    

    






Read With Kindle Unlimited!

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Shifters Of The Elements Series

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Love Audiobooks?

          

        

      

    

    
      Click HERE to check out the audiobooks I have available. Your first one is FREE when you sign up for a FREE 30-day trial on Audible!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ABOUT THE AUTHOR

      

      

      

      Steamy shifter romance author Meg Ripley is a Seattle native who’s relocated to New England. She can often be found whipping up her next tale curled up in a local coffee house with a cappuccino and her laptop.

      

      To keep up to date with her latest releases, sign up for her newsletter HERE. You’ll also receive a copy of the prequel to the Fated Over Forty series, Alpha’s Midlife Baby.

      

      You may also follow her on:

      
        
        Amazon

        TikTok

        Facebook

        Instagram

        Bookbub

        Goodreads

        Pinterest

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
ATED OVER (E ORSISY

MEG RIPLEY





images/00001.jpeg





