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Chapter One



Madeline 

“Why do you have to be such a dick about it?” I shout.  

Firefighter Lucas Adams says quietly, “My tone hasn’t changed once, Miss Charles. You’re asking me to change something that isn’t going to change.” 

“You just don’t give a damn that all these single parents and their kids have nowhere to stay and nowhere to grow until they’re self-sufficient. You just don’t care!” 

He looks at me and sighs, which is a whole hell of a lot more maddening than if he’d yelled at me. “I’ll let you calm down before I respond to that,” he says. He turns and starts for the door. It pisses me off that he dismisses me like that, of course. It pisses me off more at the moment, though, that when he turns, the fact that he has a perfect upper body on top of a perfect lower body is very obvious. 

Damn it, why couldn’t he have a boring, flabby, flat butt? 

But he doesn’t. He has a perfect butt. Damn it. 

“Hey!” I shout. He turns around and looks at me with a rage-inducing look of longsuffering patience. “Why don’t you say what you’re going to fucking say, you jerk?” 

His eyes narrow and for the first time I see anger behind them. “I didn’t ask to fill in for the fire inspector. I’m used to fighting fires, not inspecting buildings.” 

I scoff at that. “Well, I can tell.” 

“So, when a spoiled little brat says that I don’t care about single parents and their kids having nowhere to stay, I have a response. Until you’ve seen what it’s like to find the body of a mother who died trying and failing to protect her baby from the fire, shut your mouth. Just shut your mouth and build the place in a way that protects the single parents and kids who will live here.” 

I feel slapped in the face. 

No. I feel punched in the gut.  

I feel stunned. That’s for sure. 

I stare at him in shock and I can’t come up with words to speak. He turns around and walks out. I just stare. What he said is kind of a perfect drop the mic moment, isn’t it? Maybe that’s why I’m so stunned. I mean, I’m stunned and I’m also about as pissed off as a girl can be! Obviously, I don’t want to make the place unsafe! Obviously, I don’t want to risk the lives of the people I’m trying to help. 

How dare he suggest otherwise? 

How dare he? 

I rush out and see him about ten yards from his fire truck. I run to him and grab his arm, whirling him around. “I don’t know who you think…” My voice falters. It’s not because his face is handsome although you better believe his face is handsome. It’s because I recognize Norman Brannock walking toward us. Norman Brannock and Harold King. 

The estate lawyers. 

“Please pretend that we’re engaged, Lucas,” I whisper desperately. 

“What?” 

“Please. I know you hate me and I know that you think I’m a horrible person but please pretend…” 

“I don’t hate you and I don’t…” 

“Please, Lucas. Just pretend we’re engaged.” 

It’s too late. They’re here. I keep myself from breaking down into tears. I don’t want to do it in front of those men and most definitely not in front of Lucas. “Maddy,” Norman says, “We’re here to⁠—” 

I whirl around and point at him. “It’s Miss Charles, Mr. Brannock. I’m your client. You and Mr. King work for my family. I’m not a child for you to call by her childhood nickname.”  

“I’m sorry, Miss Charles,” he says. There’s no way on Earth he could possibly be less sorry. “But we’re here to make sure that you still will be our client. Next month is the deadline and you haven’t returned our calls.” 

“I told you I’m engaged.” 

“We need more than you telling us, Miss Charles.” 

“Can’t you take a hint, Poindexter?” Lucas growls. “Leave my fiancé alone.” I turn my head and look at him and for the first time, I think I look at him with worship in my eyes. He looks at me and says sweetly, “I need to get back to work, Babe.” 

Then he kisses me! 

He takes advantage of the situation and kisses me! 

I can’t deny that it’s an amazing, powerful kiss. His mouth presses against mine and the feeling of it travels through my entire body. His tongue slips easily into my mouth and slides over mine. My lips part and I grow weak. This kiss!

I relax into it for a moment, before I recall where I am and that the guy kissing me is the same guy just minutes earlier suggesting that I didn’t care for the people I want to help. 

I pull away from him and manage to make myself smile. “Okay, Honey, I guess it’s better anyway. This will just be some boring and annoying clerical stuff anyway.” I stare pointedly at the two desk jockeys as I say that. “I’ll give you a call later and update you on the shelter work.” 

“Okay, you better.” Lucas gets in his truck and drives away, waving to me as he disappears from view. 

Holy hell! The guy was being such an asshole and then he does this.

My thoughts are interrupted by the two lawyers going nowhere. “What do you need me to do? What will be enough?” 

“Well, there needs to be some form of documentation for the inheritance to stay in your name.” 

“Documentation? Well, we’ve only just gotten engaged. I tell you what, when my ring is ready, I’ll come by your offices with it.” 

There’s more bickering over details and then, they agree to check in in a few weeks. I still don’t know what will keep them at bay. I can’t keep having Lucas come to the rescue. That would drive both of us crazy. 

So, here’s the deal. I have a very, very nice inheritance coming my way from my great grandmother, but the catch is that I have to be married by my twenty-third birthday. That is not exactly years away. In fact, it’s only a few weeks away. However, a small bonus is that I can get another year if I’m engaged. In that case, I don’t have to legally tie the knot until I’m twenty-four.

Then, the deal absolutely has to be sealed. 

It’s old-fashioned and fucking ridiculous, but my great granny was a very old-fashioned gal. She got her fortune the good old-fashioned way, through marriage. So, she never saw it as an issue that her heir should also ensure the family holds on to the money by marrying. I get it, you know, and then again, I don’t. All I know, is that I’ve been taking the estate assets and putting them into charity organizations.

Of course, my activity awakened the great dragon of a law office. They noticed what I was doing and decided to check in on me. Here’s the thing, I didn’t create all these charity groups to hide money. I really want to help people in a way I never could on my own power. Now, I have to live with the total panic of what could happen to all the people being helped by the organizations I’ve put together. 

Okay, so this is a lot of ridiculous exposition to say that I’m worried that I fucked up. I act with a lot of bravado with these idiots just now, but once they’re gone, I feel the full force of my panic hit me like a gut punch.  

My God, I really can’t handle anyone else randomly showing up and making me feel like my world is about to be shattered. 

Even if the person who shows up kisses like a fucking gorgeous god of romance.


Chapter Two



Lucas

“Oh, slumming with the losers today, Adams?” Garrett asks as he steps into the kitchen at the Company 417 firehouse.  

Garrett is a supervisor of sorts. He’s a sergeant but the ranks here don’t really matter. I don’t mean that ranks don’t matter in the fire department. I just mean that in our particular circumstances, the ranks don’t really matter. Company 417 is a unique firefighting company. It’s the only one in the country, in fact. 

Garrett is a gorilla. That’s not a description of his appearance. He’s an actual gorilla, a shifter. Everyone here at Company 417 is a shifter. We have wolves. We have lions. We have panthers and tigers. We have two horses. We have a dragon. Dragons are interesting and never stay long. They’re drawn to firefighting for some reason. 

The world doesn’t know about dragons yet. Hell, we didn’t know about dragons until a few years ago. The rest of us came out to humanity a few decades before that.  

I’m a bear. 

“You’re the asshole who got me to volunteer for the damned inspection work,” I say. 

He chuckles. “Because you desperately need to learn how to talk to people.”  

I groan at that and say, “If you really want to do something to help me, why don’t you bring the damned coffee pot over here and fill my cup.” 

He laughs and refills my mug. “How long do we have you?” 

“Two/three for a while. Two days here and three as a fire inspector. Only for another two months. Any more than that, and they have to put me through additional training even though I know everything. The exception goes away.” 

“Are you going to do the training?” 

“Hell no. Maybe when I don’t have the body anymore to keep up with the firefighting.” Since we remain in our prime far longer than pure humans, that really means nothing. “No way, though. I don’t like this crap.”

Garrett laughs. “You don’t like anything.” 

“That’s not true. I like when I’m alone with a cup of coffee free from fucking monkeys.” 

“Monkey. Oh, wow. It’s not like I’ve never heard that one before. Besides, you’re way behind the times. Nobody argues about that anymore. Cladistically, apes are monkeys. You think you’re being a smartass but you’re not even being smart.” He says it in a singsong, teasing way.  

“What the hell does claw dicksly mean?”

“Cladistically. It means descended from the same ancestor in biological terms. You should have spent more time with your nose in a book instead of in the jar of honey.”

“Whatever, Baboon.” 

“Hey now!” he says, “that’s a real insult there.” It isn’t, of course, and he laughs. “Seriously, though, does this fire inspector thing suck so badly?” 

Immediately, that girl’s face flashes through my mind. Madeline Charles. She has the most beautiful face imaginable. Her eyes are striking and perfect whether she’s being sweet and kind or absolutely prepared to kill me. 

“Too much drama,” I say, “but I’ll survive the next few months, I guess.” 

“You know, if you need to go wild on your two days, just let me know. I’ll work around your days here.”  

“Thanks, man.” It’s a pretty damned breathtaking thing to offer me, actually. Go wild. That’s a way shifters describe shifting into our animal form in order to deal with the stress of being human.

Shifting clears away a whole hell of a lot of the crap in our heads and makes things a lot easier to handle. In general, any of us might take a few hours every four or five months, whenever we’re really dealing with something. Of course, we shift more often than that. But in terms of shifts designed just to be the animal, that’s going wild.

Vic, a lion, pokes his head into the kitchen. “Anybody got time to do a kid tour?” 

Garrett says, “We can both do it. Start them in the garage.” Vic disappears and Garrett says, “Come on, Yogi. Your picnic basket awaits.” 

“Whatever, banana mouth.” 

Yeah, shifters tend to use elementary school-level insults with each other. Don’t ask me why we do that. 

I follow Garrett out to the main garage. I drop my pristine coffee mug into the sink on my way. I never got my coffee and I don’t know what effect that will have on me while I’m trying to handle a bunch of kids. 

I’m not much of a kid person, to be honest. I have some nieces and nephews, all that good stuff, but I never gave it too much thought. Of course, my nieces and nephews are bears. My sister is a bear. All female bear shifters have shifter cubs. So, even though my brother-in-law is pure human, my nieces and nephews are bears.

And that makes them easy to handle. Bears are solitary creatures not too interested in interaction. I like that. Why would I want to deal with kids? I haven’t met the right girl so why would I think so much about kids?

Of course, having that thought brings the girl to mine. Madeline’s face flashes again, and I grit my teeth. I really don’t need a distraction right now.  

“Hey, everyone, I’m Garrett and this is my fellow firefighter, Lucas.” 

I wake up to the fact that there are about fifteen little kids around five or six years old now staring in my direction. I grunt and raise my hand at them. “Hey there.” Garrett gives me a look and I shrug. Not good with kids, okay? 

Especially a bunch of them like this. They all start trying to ask questions at once and then, they want to touch everything. My eyes dart everywhere at once.  

Garrett starts his spiel about our uniforms and what happens when an alarm goes off. We get dressed in our gear and the little guys get excited to try some on for themselves. I notice one little guy is getting lost in a pair of pants. I help him stand in just one leg, and he smiles. “Wow, you guys are like trees. These are huge!” 

I laugh and start to growl. “I am big as a tree and I can do anything!” 

He laughs. “You’re fun!” 

Wow, that’s a first. I’m serious. He might be the first person in all of human history to call me fun. I help him out of the pants and carry him over my shoulder to the group. They’re about to get on the ladder truck. Garrett gives me a little smile and I feel like sticking my tongue out at him. I guess these kids are getting under my skin. 

“Who knows the difference between a fire engine and a fire truck?” I ask.

The kid on my shoulder says, “Engines put fires out. Trucks rescue people from the fires.”

“That’s right,” I say with a laugh as I lift him up and set him down next to the truck. An engine has hoses and tanks of water and we use it to put fires out. But the trucks carry ladders and equipment for saving lives.”

I lift two of the little guys into the cab at once and they giggle like crazy. My phone buzzes. I set them down on the seat and give Garrett an apologetic look. “I have to check real quick. I need to make sure it’s not something about the inspections.” 

He waves me off. “Don’t worry, I’ll watch your kiddos for you.” 

I fake laugh. “Yeah, right, cause I’m such a big daddy.” I frown. “Wait, that didn’t work.” 

“Oh no, man, that worked perfectly.” 

“Yeah? Well, fu…” I remember the kids just in time and finish lamely with, “…gettahboutit.” Garrett smirks and I walk off. I don’t feel like giving him any more material to razz me about later. 

I pull out my phone and see that the message is from the girl from yesterday.

Again, I see her, pretty as can be and even prettier the angrier she got. I also remember how close I was to shifting right in front of her or even dragging her off into the woods and shaking her around a bit. I’m kidding, of course. Shifters don’t do that kind of shit. Well, they don’t do that kind of shit lightly.

But she is a lot to handle, that’s for sure. 

And now she’s texting me.  

I read her message, fully expecting her to start her tirade again, so I’m pleasantly surprised to see her apologize and thank me for being willing to step in like I did to help her out. She tells me she wants a chance to explain things and asks if I can come by her house to talk. 

I read the address and whistle. Yeah, that’s a very nice area.  

I think about blowing her off and saying that I just have too much going on, which I do, but something stops me. I guess I figure this message shows she’s not completely unaware of how out of line she was yesterday. I mean, it couldn’t have been easy for her to apologize and ask for help from someone she sees as a threat to her passion project. 

I figure I may as well hear her out. 

Yeah, I’m full of shit. I want to see her for reasons that have nothing at all to do with an explanation.

I compose a quick response, but I hesitate to press send. I don’t like getting involved with things like this. It just manages to make work, and life, messy. 

The kids are laughing and I look over to see they’re all in a line trying to hold the hose. Garrett is swinging it around from the back and they’re dancing around and giggling more. Damn, they do look adorable. 

I sigh. Why the fuck not?


Chapter Three



Madeline

Damn, I hate that I’m horny as hell right now. I hate that my nipples feel like they’re being rolled, tweaked, twisted, and flicked even though I’m wearing a pretty snug bra under a pretty loose blouse. I hate that it feels like my panties are actively squeezing and caressing. Damn it, I’m not even wearing sexy panties! They’re just comfortable briefs.  

Sensible. 

That’s it. 

Sensible. 

And I’m being anything but sensible right now. That’s the thing that’s really killing me here. I’m the exact opposite of sensible. 

Wait… you’re going to get the wrong idea. That’s not true. I’m being sensible in terms of behavior. I mean, I’m waiting for Lucas Adams to show up so that I can calmly and rationally discuss the situation. The man is an unyielding asshole but I think he’s also… 

Well, I don’t know. Why did he play along? I didn’t give him any explanation at all but he played along. Even now, he has only the vaguest understanding of the situation. He most certainly doesn’t have a complete understanding of things. So, why did he play along back then and… 

And why would he play along now? 

That is, of course, if I can get him to play along still. And that’s the whole reason I need to talk to him. Sure, he deserves an explanation but to tell the truth, I don’t really care all that much about that. He’s a thorn in my side on a pretty damned regular basis and if he never gets an explanation, I’m not going to lose sleep. 

But I still need his help, so this meeting is sensible. 

The thing that isn’t sensible at all is how desperately I want Lucas Adams to make love to me. Hell, I’ll be satisfied with him bypassing anything resembling making love and simply screwing the ever-loving Hell out of me! 

Actually, I think I prefer the screwing the ever-loving Hell out of me option.

And that’s the part that just doesn’t measure up at all. That’s the part that fails completely in the sensibility test. I don’t understand how I can be this turned on by this man, this totally and completely unable to clear my mind (and some of my body) of desire when the desire is contrary to all of my thoughts.  

Okay. All right, if this were pornography, it would be okay to be horny for Lucas. I mean, pornography is all about looks, right? It’s all about the guy’s body and his face and his penis and…

I let out a moan imagining Lucas’s penis.  

Damn it all!  

My face grows so hot, and I imagine I must look like a boiled lobster. 

What am I, a thirteen-year-old girl, for Pete’s sake? 

I sit here at my house waiting, and I swear it’s like torture. I feel like my arousal is just painted on me, if that makes any sense. I feel like I’m going to just… aw hell, how do I explain it? I feel like it’s going to be utterly obvious when he arrives that I’m totally turned on and desperate for him. I feel like there’s just no way for me to hide it. 

Of course, that’s all bullshit. 

I mean, I realize I’m just playing games with myself. 

This is still the asshole who arrogantly dismisses everything I say during his inspections. He’s still the man who calls me a spoiled brat. He’s still the asshole who stands between me and a working community ranch for single parents that will help people become self-sufficient who otherwise never would. 

And, damn it all, he’s also the asshole who might be standing between me and the loss of my inheritance. 

And then the doorbell rings and all of my anxiety and arousal comingles and goes through the roof. How is it even possible to have such fucking conflicting feelings about someone? I try to pull myself together as I go to open the door. 

He’s standing there looking at my rose bushes, something my Gran taught me to love and nurture. I don’t know how to feel about seeing this man who creates such storms in me admiring my roses. “Uh, hi Lucas, thank you for coming over.” 

He startles like I woke him out of a dream. “Oh, yeah, um, nice roses. I can’t believe you have the Firebird. It’s really beautiful.” 

I suddenly feel like I’m on planet nine. “You, uh, know roses?” 

“My dad and his mom, they both loved gardening, and Grams, well, she could touch anything and make it grow, but roses were her absolute favorite.” 

“Yeah, my Gran was like that. She taught me everything I know.” 

We stand there for a moment and it’s like the tension between us evaporates. It only lasts a short while, but it makes me want him even more. “Well, come on in.” 

I usher him in and I suddenly feel incredibly self-conscious. The place is not considered exorbitant in my world, but I know it’s way beyond the neighborhood where my charities are building. The furniture is very expensive but with some pieces that are family antiques. I have a huge kitchen and the art on my walls is made up of all gallery originals. 

I remember what he said about me being a spoiled brat who doesn’t care about other people, and I flushed with anger and, maybe, a bit of shame. 

But that isn’t going to help anyone, so I force myself to suck it up.

Yeah, suck it up, Buttercup!

I bring him to the parlor and start talking. I explain about the inheritance and how it’s set up to have me be married, well, at least engaged, in order to gain full control of the family fortune. I take a break and go to get us some drinks from the bar in the kitchen. When I come back, he’s studying a small sculpture on my table. I hand him his drink. “Thank you. And thank you for letting me see this private museum.” 

I can’t determine if he’s being sarcastic or sincere, so I continue my explanation, but a small angry knot sits in my stomach. “Yeah, well, anyway, if I’m not engaged, the money will go to a cousin, very distant, who is only nine, which means that the lawyers will have the money for the next twelve years. It will sit there and do nothing or do something very selfish and stupid that just benefits them.” 

“Lucas, I want to use that money to do some great things. I’ve always wanted that. I’m trying to get all of my charities funded enough so I can let go of the money without them losing out. I hate that things are set up that way, and I hate that I dragged you into it earlier this morning, but I really could use some help with this.” 

“You think a year is the time you need?”

“I think I can get most of it done.”

“So, over the next year, you need someone to be your fiancé. That allows you to allocate money so that when the year is over and you’re not married, it doesn’t matter that the fortune is out of your control. You’ve already done what you need to do to keep the work moving forward.”

“Yes.”

I hold my breath and wait for him to finish what he started earlier in the day, but he just nods his head, sips his drink, and then says, “All right.” 

I’m stunned. This man. How can I possibly hate him? How can I be so horrible when he’s just trying to do his job with the inspections? “I can’t tell you how much this means, Lucas. Because of your help…” 

“I need you to get twenty-five thousand dollars together for me ...” 

His interruption shatters my hope. I feel like I’ve been knocked in the gut. It’s a complete whiplash and the sudden anger I feel is hard and hot.  

And so is the slap I land across his smug assholish face.


Chapter Four



Madeline

He barely reacts to the slap and that really pisses me off so I slap him across the face again. 

At least, that’s what I intend to do. I don’t have any real luck doing it. I swing hard but this time he catches my wrist in his hand. He never even takes his eyes off my face before he catches my wrist that way. 

“I don’t know how someone so intelligent can be so stupid,” he says. If not for the fact that his impassive face is terrifying, I might get angry again. “Actually, I do know. You’re a spoiled brat and you’ve never had to deal with the consequences of your actions.” 

My eyes grow wide and his impassiveness isn’t so scary anymore. “That’s the second time you’ve called me a⁠—” 

“Shut your mouth right now!” Lucas snaps and there’s no way on Earth I can do anything other than instantly obey him. I stare at him in shock and he says, “You need to prove that you’re engaged, and that means an engagement ring.” 

My stomach drops a little. Damn it. I did it again. I spoke first and thought later. “You aren’t going to wear a ring that costs less than twenty-five thousand dollars,” he adds. “Not a rich brat like you.”  

Well, that does it. I’m pissed again. I yank my arm away from him and he lifts up his hand in a maddeningly patient way. “That’s what those silly Poindexter lawyers will think. They look at you like you’re a self-entitled brat and they aren’t going to believe anything cheap. So, why don’t you stop behaving like you are the idiot child they think you are and make arrangements to give me the money?” 

It’s really quite strange not to know whether or not I should be offended.  

I say softly, “I don’t think I… Lucas, we’re not talking about a million dollars or even tens of millions. I don’t need to make arrangements for twenty-five thousand dollars. I have it in cash here in my safe.” 

He seems surprised by that and then he confuses me. He says, “I know that it’s very important to you to help people.” 

“Yeah… um, why do you bring that up?” 

I go from surprised to shocked because he’s entirely right when he says, “Because that’s why you have so much cash on hand. In case you need to buy a car for a family or stop a foreclosure or a thousand other reasons. My guess is if you pull any substantial amount out, the lawyers might know so you deal with more drama. So, you pulled a lot out at once and put it in your safe.” 

I stare in wonder at him and slowly nod. He says, “But there’s a new condition to the deal. I want you to promise me that you’ll be careful and never let the people you help know where you keep the funds. Trick them into thinking you go to the bank. Something.” 

“You think I just help criminals? Is that it? All the lawyers aren’t even that crass. You think people who need help are more likely to be criminals, you son of a⁠—” 

“You just don’t know how to shut up, do you?” he asks. “You’re incapable of not lashing out. I swear somebody should have spanked you a long time ago.” 

“Who the fuck do you⁠—” 

His voice booms over mine. “I DON’T THINK THE PEOPLE YOU HELP ARE CRIMINALS!” I shut up and stare at him, a little afraid, and he adds, “But I think they talk. They’ll tell everyone how generous you are and they’ll let it slip where the money is and never think about how someone listening might not be nice. And you’re a twenty-two-year-old woman who looks like a fairy princess and lives alone!” 

I think it’s the fairy princess that does it. I mean, I know he means I look like a very easy person to victimize, to steal from, or to hurt. But I hear it differently. 

I guess I come back to the realization that my nipples are hard as hell and my pussy is pulsing like crazy. 

And that I’m so desperate for this man that I can’t think straight.  

But I can think well enough to recognize he’s trying to be sensible. “Okay,” I say in a tone much softer than before, “let me just go get that money. It’s over in my den if you want to go with me.” 

My den is like the rest of the house, but all the furniture is antique, and worth a hefty amount for those who know how to price such things. I always love the room because it is filled with memories. My dad’s favorite chair that he used at his own desk is my most prized possession, and behind it on the wall is a painting that is probably the piece with the lowest market value in the whole house. It’s my painting of my cat, Cornelia, from when I was thirteen. 

Lucas smiles as I walk over to it. “Wow, I like that one.” 

I smile with my back turned to him, but my voice is serious. “Yeah, it’s done in the style of the old masters, you know, Garfield, Felix the cat, Tom and Jerry.” 

I pull at the picture and it swings out to reveal a safe. Lucas sighs behind me. “That’s a bit obvious.” 

Why does he have to sound like he’s lecturing a dumb little girl every time he talks to me? I fight back a nasty response, though. “Maybe, but not many people are trying to run off with a Madeline, circa 2014.” 

I put in the code quickly and scanned my fingerprint. “You see, I’m not so dumb as to have a safe that isn’t state of the art. My family uses some very skilled people for our asset protection.” I wing the door open and reach for a smaller but still substantial lock box. “Here we go.” 

Lucas watches me set it on my 1932 French style mahogany writing desk. “I don’t think all the money in that box of yours would buy that desk.” 

Is there disdain in his voice? My anger flares up, but I remind myself that this arrangement with him is going to help a lot of other people. “It belonged to my great grandfather. It was my dad’s after that.” I count out thirty thousand dollars and put it in a big manilla envelope and hand it to him. “And no, this probably would not cover the cost.” 

He takes the money and then, he grabs a paper from my desk and cuts a strip from it with scissors that are older than me. “To measure your finger size.” 

“Oh, well, let me get this put away.” I hurry and get the box back in the safe and the safe door closed. My heart is pounding. My picture of Cornelia swings back into place and I try to calm down. “Okay, here.” I hold out my ring finger. 

He moves closer and holds my hand so gently as he wraps the strip around my finger. Are my hands shaking? He’s so damn close I can smell his cologne. He wears cologne? It smells like the woods and smoke and...  

“All done.” He lets my hand go. 

“Thank you.” l look at him and he holds my gaze. 

“You’re welcome.” 

We stand there not moving apart. I feel so awkward as time seems to stop and rush all at once. I try to breathe and calm my heart down, but my body heats up all the same.  

And I kiss him. 

Just like that. 

It starts soft, but in an instant his hands come up and he holds me close, and the kiss becomes hungry. Our bodies press together so every contour matches. He leans me into the desk, but I shift and steer him towards the loveseat in the corner.  

Our hands are everywhere on each other. I feel his chest through his shirt and my body aches to feel his skin against mine. I go lower at the same time his hand goes between my legs and I gasp, my mouth opening in a sigh where I’m kissing the curve of his neck. 

This is like a dream, beautiful and raw and fanciful. I grab my shirt and start pulling it up, wanting to feel his fingers brush over my skin directly. I’m feeling like a mad woman, out of control, and then I see my painting again. Cornelia in the sunlight. A little girl’s breezy artistic dream.  

A dream.

A little girl’s dream.

Not reality.

I stop and take a step back, almost falling onto the loveseat but miraculously avoiding that humiliation. I lower my shirt and pull in a ragged breath and then, two more. My pulse slows. I stare at Lucas with a mixture of apology and desperation. 

“You’re right,” he says, “this isn’t a good idea. We just got worked up.” He pulls my shirt down the rest of the way and straightens his clothing. 

I hadn’t said anything, but he understood. I can only nod. 

“I’ll call you tomorrow, let you know about progress on the ring.” 

I nod again. “Okay.” I breathe it out, softer than a whisper. 

“I’ll show myself out.” 

He leaves and I sit on the loveseat, shaking, as I hear my front door open and close. 

He left. 

I sit in a daze. He left and, well, nothing. 

Holy fuck, he left and didn’t take me here on the loveseat like some animal. He respected my boundaries.

Or realize he didn’t want the spoiled brat? 

No, not high and mighty fire inspector. His hose is too good for my fire, I guess.

Some part of me knows my slowly rekindling anger is not rational, but it only makes me angrier.  

And that anger infuses a very passionate masturbation session that night as I imagine we didn’t stop, and Lucas fucked me like crazy. 

Fucking bastard, just fuck me! 

It’s my angry mantra before, during and after, and it makes me want to cry.


Chapter Five



Lucas

Well, this is a fine fucking mess. 

I drove one hundred and three miles after leaving Madeline’s house last night. I know I drove one hundred and three miles because I turned around one mile ahead of my destination. If I’d gone that last mile, I would be kissing Joanne goodbye right now and the two of us would pretend I would call her or she would call me. 

Neither of us would call. And another month or two would pass before I would show up at her door. And we would spend another mostly meaningless night together. It would be mostly meaningless because there would be no obligation and no future in it. It wouldn’t be completely meaningless because Joanne does this dance with me because she hopes someday there might be a future. 

I’ve known that for seven months now. 

And I think taking advantage of her by showing up is the evilest thing I can do. 

And so, I’ve managed to keep myself from showing up for the last six months. I’ve never been so desperate for intimacy that I’m willing to hurt her that way. Last night, I came very, very close. 

I might be proud of myself for holding back if not for the fact that I’m most definitely fucked to high Hell right now. I made that drive because of what almost happened at Madeline’s house. If she hadn’t come to her senses, who the Hell knows what today might be? 

But she did come to her senses. 

And that made me come to my senses. 

But in the process, it also made things very apparent to me. I’m hung up on this spoiled brat. I’m hung up on her. She’s the worst kind of entitled in that she doesn’t understand that she’s entitled. She has a good heart, of course. She really does want to make the world a better place. I think that desire, though, keeps her from realizing how much she expects everyone to bow to her whims. 

And damn it, I’m getting hung up on her. 

Or I’m already there. 

In either case, this is a fucking problem. It’s a big fucking problem.  

It’s eight forty-five. I do something I haven’t done in a while. I know it’s going to cause her a lot of pain but I need to cut off the avenue for me. So, I dial Joanne’s number. She answers immediately with, “Where are you?” 

I’m kind of shocked by that. She’s never asked that before. Do I hear panic in her voice? “I’m back in the city. You okay?” 

She sounds very relieved when she says, “I’m fine.” 

“Okay,” I say, “But it sounded like…” 

“I’m really fine actually, Lucas, and I… I can’t meet with you this time. I miss you and I can’t say I’m not tempted but I got married and, well, and I got married. I couldn’t invite you to the wedding, of course.” 

“Joanne, I…” 

I can hear the tears in her voice as she says, “Please, Lucas. Please don’t try to convince me because I’ll cave and I’ll meet you somewhere and I’ll give everything up. Please don’t make me do that.” 

“No. I would never do that to you. Joanne, I’m calling…” It occurs to me that there’s no reason for me to end things now. There’s no benefit to it. Instead, I need to just let her be the one who ended things. “I want to try to convince you, Joanne. I want to but you’re right. It’s not a good thing to do. That husband of yours is a lucky man.” 

When I hang up, it occurs to me that maybe I really am the asshole Madeline thinks I am. If that’s true then at least I did one right thing with Joanne. At least one. 

I still feel like such an asshole. And why exactly am I the asshole? I get angry thinking about how all this entanglement with Madeline has made life complicated in a way I really don’t enjoy. 

And what is so complicated, huh, big guy? 

Damn it. Big guy. That’s something my father said when I was a cub. It was… He called me that when I was acting particularly foolish.

I growl low in my throat, frustrated at my own thoughts coming to haunt me. Finally, just feeling fed up with the whole back and forth, I grab my phone. The call is answered in a few rings. “Hey, Garrett, man, yeah. I need to call in that favor.” 

He’s a gorilla so we’re not alike. But he’s a shifter so he knows exactly what favor I’m asking for, so it isn’t a big surprise that he says yes. “Just don’t steal any picnic baskets and don’t lose yourself completely. I don’t want to have to look for you. And I don’t want to have to send the Mr. Ranger after you.” 

“Haha, a Yogi joke. Brilliant and so completely original and unexpected. Okay, thanks.” 

I hang up and instantly feel better. Not better enough but better. Knowing I’m going to go wild starts my adrenaline pumping. It’s always a nice thing to turn everything over to the bear. Only a shifter can understand that I think. 

I head to a remote spot in the woods I know doesn’t have people traffic. It’s better to shift to an area where there’s less chance of being seen. We’re out of the shadows now but most people will still never see one. Solitude makes it more relaxing anyway.

I park the car and start a short hike into the woods. I am carrying what preppers might call a bug out bag. It has a change of clothes and some first aid stuff and some food. More importantly, it’s what I’ll leave my keys and wallet in and the clothes I’m currently wearing. The first aid is in case I happen upon anyone hurt. Shifting itself is a healing process for us. If I can shift, any minor wounds disappear.

The light is changing under the trees. It’s getting darker but that won’t be a problem for me once I shift. Bears have excellent night vision. We have an extra membrane in our eyes, and it makes the light reflect twice and, wow.

I’m just out of it. That really is a bit too much information. What am I going to do now, explain to you why Asian poachers like our gall bladders? I’m really not feeling like myself, and I know why. 

Madeline. 

I reach a good spot and drop my bag. I can’t get undressed fast enough. I roll my stuff into a ball and cram it in my bag and then, I let nature take its course. 

The shift is extraordinarily fast. In the movies, there’s a chance for a practical effects genius or a computer programmer to do something amazing and show off their talents. The reality is it’s noticeable but too fast to really comprehend. If I were watching as an outsider, it would almost seem like my body is blurring.

I feel the usual rush of energy as my ursine senses take over. Like I said, my eyesight becomes more focused in the shadowy light of the forest canopy and my sense of smell becomes the strongest. 

I start to shamble along, enjoying the muscle movement below my fur. I catch the scent of a rabbit almost instantly. My thoughts about anything outside this forest and my own animal instincts dims and I just run. I see the rabbit and give a half-hearted chase. It’s just play.  

And it feels amazing.  

I climb a tree, my claws making the ascent easy. I pause in the branches to enjoy the soft breeze that carries the scents of the forest to me. The sun is getting lower and I know I have to get back and become human again, but the feeling of freedom is so overwhelming, so profound, that I linger. 

Eventually, I climb down and run off to take a quick swim in the stream I locate by smell. I grab a fish or two but again, I’m not really that hungry at the moment.

It would be so easy to just abandon the human world. 

I could live in these woods or I could fly to Alaska or Canada. I could just disappear to the woods and never be bothered by all of the bullshit.

But that is never a good idea, as tempting as it is. At some point, it gets harder and harder to hold onto our human reasoning. The form would essentially become a trap. It’s something shifters tease about, but also talk about like ghost stories. The shifter who forgot he was human. 

That’s far away, of course, I return to my bag and shift back. Getting dressed, the euphoria begins to wear off a little, but there’s clarity I wasn’t feeling before shifting. 

And that’s the magic of it all, really. The problem of Madeline and our agreement to pretend we’re engaged feels less dramatic. The important issue about Joanne is that she moved past me, not any hurt she felt before.

I hike back to my car and drive home. I may have no answers to anything, but I’m a lot better prepared to handle it all. 

And it’ll stay that way.

At least that’s what the bear in me tries to get the stubborn human in me to understand.


Chapter Six



Madeline

Although I grew up in a fairly religious family, I can’t recall ever feeling guilty about sex. Of course, part of being godawful wealthy is that you don’t really deal with the same kinds of rules that other people do. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not defending that. Hell, most of my adult life involves doing all I can to use my family money to do good in the world rather than just enjoying the benefits of being wealthy.

Anyway, where was I?

Right. Guilt and sex. The two things just don’t go together for me. Most certainly, I don’t feel guilty about masturbation.

And for the last four days, masturbation and I are pretty damned well acquainted.

I don’t feel guilty about the orgasms I give myself over the last few days but I can promise you that I don’t feel good about them, either. I sure as hell don’t feel good about them. I’m angry as hell at myself in fact.

Why in the world am I spending so much time imagining Lucas fucking me silly on the loveseat?

But I am.

I mean, I think I ordinarily masturbate once a week or so. Now I’m like two or three times a day! My mind goes crazy, too. I mean, I imagine being in all sorts of positions on that loveseat. On top of him, beneath him, bent over the arm, on my hands and knees.

I even masturbate on the loveseat a couple of times!

Before that, the shower and the bedroom are the only places for me.

Anyway, I don’t feel guilty about it but you can sure as hell believe that I feel angry about it. I mean, not right now. Right now, I’m whispering, “Please, Lucas. Please, no! Please!” as I imagine him ignoring my protests and fucking me regardless of me begging him not to.

Yeah, I don’t feel guilty about fantasies like that, either. You know you have them, too.

And right now, I don’t feel guilty as I cry out, “Lucas! Lucas!” and my move my fingers like crazy until I finally can’t move them anymore and I just lay there on my bed and stare upward until the images of Lucas leave my mind as my vision clears and I see the ceiling overhead.

“Fucking idiotic whore!” I hiss.

Okay. The anger is here now. I don’t mind the almost violent fantasies but I very much mind that I put Lucas’s face on the fantasy man doing it!

“You fucking, stupid bitch!”

I roll out of bed and stomp to the shower. I’m pretty free with the recriminations, and I can promise you if I were talking to another girl and not myself, you’d think I’m an unmitigated, absolutely horrible cunt.

But I would never talk to another girl this way because there’s no other girl on Earth so fucking stupid that she would end up obsessing about the asshole who stands between me and the chance of actually transforming the lives of countless struggling families.

Damn it.

And he also stands between me and failure. It’s like he’s my fucking tormentor and my defender at the same fucking time!

We have a meeting today. With my contractor. He’s going to explain directly what the contractor can do to meet the fire code requirements. It’s going to be more torture, I know it. Apart from the irritation of trying to get someone who doesn’t give a damn to work with me where the construction is concerned, I have to deal with being obsessed with him.

Damn it.

I head to the shower, and I get angry with myself because I actually start masturbating again!

Well, I stop.

And even though it’s a tiny victory, like some kind of an idiot, I feel proud of stopping. Like somehow resisting masturbation once in the last several days is a victory.

I’m in a bad mood when I get to the ranch, and I can’t deny that I end up in a worse mood shortly after the contractor arrives. That’s because Lucas arrives as well, and he’s not giving the contractor any easier a time dealing with the issues than he gave me.

But what really ticks me off, to be honest, is that from the way the contractor reacts, I think he’s hiding something.

Which is only a step away from believing that Lucas is right.

There are certainly things in this world that are worse than Lucas actually being right about the construction and the codes but I’m having a very hard time coming up with any of them.

Did I mention worse?

Yeah, that’s when I see the lawyers pull up. I groan as they get out of their cars. Since Lucas is pointing something out with the weatherstripping or something, I’m stuck there alone. “What do you want?” I ask when they’re close enough.

“Look, Maddy,” Norman says.

“Miss Charles.”

He ignores that and says, “We’ve been patient but you really need to deal with this.”

“I’m afraid that isn’t possible right now,” Lucas says. “We’re in the middle of a meeting. You’ll need to schedule one of your own. Good afternoon, gentleman.”

I hate being dramatic but I swear I could kiss him right then and there.

Damn it, I could probably drop to my knees and give him a blowjob!


Chapter Seven



Lucas

One of the Poindexter lawyers glares at me. “Look, Mr. Adams, we need to address this now.”

“And where’s your ring, Maddy,” the other one says.

“Miss Charles has already made it clear to you that you are not to address her by that name,” I say, taking a step forward. The lawyer looks terrified, which is exactly what I want. “If you call her that again, you’re going to picking up teeth off the concrete.”

He says, very weakly, “I’d sue you for everything you have.”

“Then you might want to wait until Miss Charles and I are married because until then, you really don’t have anything to get from me. I spent most of my net worth on the ring and that belongs to Miss Charles now.” I turn to the other one. “As for where it is, you vulture, it’s in the glove compartment of Miss Charles car.”

“What? Why would it⁠—”

“Since you’ve never done a day of work in your life,” I say, “you wouldn’t understand someone taking off a valuable ring when she’s getting her hands dirty. It’s probably a little too much for you to handle.”

“Okay, okay,” the slightly older one says, lifting up his hands. “I want to apologize for how this has become, well, negative and mean-spirited. Let’s take a step back. We aren’t trying to offend Miss Charles or you. Emotions are just running high.”

“Apology accepted. Now run along so the three of us can have our inspection meeting.”

“But Mr. Adams,” he says, “we need to deal with this now. It’s all very complicated. You wouldn’t understand some of it but it’s important that you let us handle it.”

“Oh, I see,” I say. “I guess you deal with a lot of complicated things. Is this one as complicated as a fee audit?” Their eyes register surprised but not worry.

Yet.

“Because I understand fee audits. Is it as complicated as a client trust account audit? I understand that, too. Is it as complicated as a forensic accounting audit of managed endowments, annuities, and mutual funds? I understand those, too. Is it as complicated as conservatorship of a fiduciary entity during litigation? I’m pretty familiar with that, too.”

“Are you threatening me?” this is the second one again.

“A threat? If I were threatening it would involve telling you that all of those things will happen if you don’t back away from Miss Charles right now. That would be extortion, in fact. I didn’t do any of that, though. I’m just trying to gauge the level of complication we’re talking about here.”

“So, you expect me to believe you’re not threatening to do those things?”

“I don’t care if you believe me or not. I’m not threatening you. I can’t.”

“What? What does that even mean?”

“I mean I’ve already instructed my lawyers to handle all of those motions. It’s not a threat and it’s not extortion when you’ve already done it. Now, you have two choices if you want to enjoy smiling without broken teeth. Choice one, you get the hell off this property so I can have my damned meeting.”

I just now notice Madeline looking at me. I want to tell you that I’m not dramatically affected by the look of worship on her face. I want to tell you that but it would be a lie. She looks like she worships me and there is nobody on Earth I want that from more than Madeline.

“The second choice is that we walk to Maddy’s car so you can see her ring and then you get the hell off this property.”

The men look almost pale. The older one of them says, “I… perhaps just a picture of the ring.”

“No. I take it back. You don’t have two choices if you want to enjoy smiling without broken teeth. You have one. Come on. You’re going to see her in her ring and then you’re going to back the fuck away until you get a copy of the marriage license.” I look at Maddy and say, “Come here, Honey,” in the same stern voice.

Yeah, I do that because it kind of turns me on to take charge of her.

She hurries to me and I take hold of her hand. I don’t exactly drag her along to her car but I can promise you that we’re not just walking next to each other and holding hands. I guess I’m enjoying being in charge of her since I have some leverage at the moment.

And, I can’t lie, I enjoy the feel of her hand in mine.

“I don’t care what these idiots say, Honey,” I say just loud enough for them to hear but just quiet enough to pretend it’s not intentional. “You keep your ring safe all you want.”

I pull open the door and then pop open the glove compartment. She sees the little velvet bag and immediately reaches for it. She puts it on and her eyes get really wide. It’s a beautiful ring. Twenty-five grand will do that. The fact that I just put it in her glove compartment makes it a surprise. Of course, they need to think she’s worn it and seen it before.

“I love how you’re always delighted at the sight of it, Honey,” I say.

Then I kiss her.

Yes, I’m taking advantage of the situation. What can I say? I’m only human.

And bear.

So, I’m taking advantage of the situation but I can’t help myself at all. This girl is more than any man or bear deserves and even if she’s a spoiled brat, I’ll take what I can get.

And at the moment, what I can get is her kissing me back!

I swear it takes restraint to keep myself from climbing in the backseat with her. Okay, that’s an exaggeration, obviously, with the men present. The kiss is beautiful but I cut it off and then take hold of her wrist and hold out her hand to the men. “It’s not as ritzy as you guys are used to, I’m sure, but it’s none of your business. She wanted one sone in a tiffany setting and you don’t get a say.”

They look at each other and I notice the contractor behind them. “Now get the hell off Miss Charles property so we can meet with our contractor.” I don’t wait for them to answer but kiss Madeline’s cheek and walk toward the contractor. She doesn’t speak to the men as they walk away.

Well, I cut through all of the contractor’s bullshit about what he’s able to do and he admits the problem with the insulation is a supply issue and delays from getting the right stuff in. There are some workarounds with proper additives. I negotiate with Maddy paying for half of the cost of that and him eating the other half for not being upfront about things.

And the conversation puts everything on track.

Of course, once the contractor is gone, Maddy finds a reason to call me an asshole and I find a reason to call her a spoiled brat. When we part ways, I’m pretty pissed off and so is she.

So, it’s only natural when she shows up at my house that evening that I think she’s there to fight.


Chapter Eight



Madeline

When he opens the door, the sight of him is enough to make me feel weak. “Madeline,” he says.

“Maddy, please,” I say. Yeah, the words are silent. I clear my throat and say, “Maddy. Please. Call me Maddy.”

He smiles slightly, tentatively. He thinks I’m here to fight. Maybe I am. I keep going back and forth between wanting to strangle him and wanting him to kiss me. “Hello, Maddy. Would you like to come in?”

I nod but still just stand there until he actually offers me his hand and then leads me inside like I’m a child who needs an adult to hold my hand when I walk somewhere. He leads me in and once I’m in, I say, “I… do you… I just… Do you really think I’m a spoiled cunt?”

I expect him to react either angrily or very sympathetically. Instead, he seems almost stern. “Maddy,” he says, “you used that word, not me. I said you’re a spoiled brat. Maybe that’s not very nice but I would never call you a cunt. You did that.”

He’s right, of course. How do I just miss that somehow? How do I convince myself otherwise? “I don’t know why,” I say.

“Yes, you do,” he replies. “Because your parents died and your grandfather died. And you were only seventeen. They tried to control you. Everyone tries to control you. So, you fight back. You do that even when someone’s not trying to control you. Somewhere along the line, you weren’t just fighting to keep someone from controlling you but to have control, too.”

Damn. He’s describing me perfectly. Of course, it’s kind of like a horoscope, right? I mean, everyone fits that a little. He adds, “And then a man comes along who doesn’t try to control you but doesn’t let you do the controlling either.”

“Well,” I say, “thanks for the psychological assessment, Mr. Freud.” I shake my head. “I don’t know where you get off…” Then I gasp. “I… damn it! I don’t want to fight, and you’re right, kind of. I mean, it’s not about control but if you called me a cunt then you’re the one who’s wrong and I’m not.”

“I should be gentle with you,” he says. “I should be gentler with people than I am. I know that.”

“Uh… Gentle is important,” I say. “But sometimes it’s… It’s not so important.”

“What do you mean?” he asks.

“I mean… I mean sometimes you can be rough.” After I say that, I just attack him.

I mean, I throw my arms around him and kiss him as hard as I can. Attacking this man would be a whole hell of lot like attacking a mountain. It would be like a skateboard attacking an eighteen-wheeler. Hell, I don’t know how to explain it but it’s a silly thing to even try to explain. I kiss him hard. I kiss him in an almost frenzied moment of desperation.

And it’s perfect.

He kisses me back and this kiss is so… Damn. I mean, there’s something to it, like we’ve gone through some catharsis or something. I don’t know exactly how to explain it except to say that I’m experiencing a real connection now. This is beautiful. It’s absolutely breathtaking, and I feel perfect.

Until he pushes me away.

I stare at him and I’m wavering between two horrible things. I’m on the razor’s edge between screaming at the asshole for stopping or just breaking down and weeping like a baby.

He says in a voice that’s filled with…

Well, hell, if his words were different, I might think of his voice as threatening. His tone is filled with ominous warning, if that makes sense. He says, “I won’t be able to stop myself this time, Maddy. I won’t be able to do the right thing. If we do this, I won’t be able to back down.”

His tone makes an already sexy statement even sexier. Scary, too. “You never called me a spoiled cunt but I’m definitely a spoiled brat, Lucas,” I breathe out. “Why don’t you teach me a lesson?”

All right, it’s not the sexiest thing I might say, I know. But it’s what comes out, and even if it’s a damned stupid thing for me to say, it works.

He pulls me to him and all restraint is gone. I don’t have any other way to describe it. He pulls me to him, and when he kisses me; there’s nothing at all holding him back.

I mean…

I think only now do I understand just what this man is capable of. I don’t want to be too overblown here. I don’t want to be any more of a drama queen than I already am. However, the only thing I can say is that it definitely feels like I’ve awakened the beast inside of him. Yeah, yeah. I know that’s a silly thing for me to say but it’s also an accurate thing for me to say.

He tears my clothes off.

I almost mean that literally. As my clothes come off, there are definitely tears and rips in the process. Buttons go flying, too. You better believe me that his clothes would also be torn off him if I even had the ability to do that.

And then, he just lifts me up and carries me, draped over one arm like… like… well, fuck, what the hell is that like? Who’s strong enough to carry a woman in the crook of his arm as though he’s thrown her over his shoulder.

This man isn’t strong. He’s Hercules. He’s Superman. He’s… he’s impossible!

And I’m naked and helpless!

And I’m so damned turned on I can’t think.

This is my second time at his house. The first time, I never went inside. I certainly don’t see much now because I’m upside down! But then I’m bouncing on a bed and staring at him as he looms over me. Damn, he’s so… fuck! He looks at me with such incredible hunger in his eyes, and I’m completely transfixed as he undresses.

And all I can see is his face.

I can’t pull my eyes away from the very powerful desire there. I can’t break eye contact. I just can’t! I stare at him in shock and something like desperation. Finally, though, he’s naked and as he tosses his pants and boxers out of the way, he turns his head slightly, breaking the spell.

Well, I do what I imagine any girl is going to do.

I glance downward.

And holy crap.

Holy crap, that cock of his is huge!

It’s huge enough that I think I might have to just use my hand and my mouth because how in the world is the damned thing going to fit inside of me? I stare at him and muster up the courage to say something. I hope like hell his comment about not being able to stop was rhetorical.

But he grabs my ankle, yanks me to the edge of the bed, and spreads my legs.

I plead, “Lucas, wait!”

Actually, that’s just what I think I’m going to do.

Instead, I whisper, “Lucas! Lucas, yes!” as he drops down and puts his mouth on me.


Chapter Nine



Madeline

Holy crap.

Nobody has ever gone down on me before.

Nobody!

I think that’s because the guys I’ve been with (and there aren’t many) are always so intimidated and hesitant. I don’t mean intimidated by me. I mean intimidated by the money and… Well, I’m rich as hell and even well-off guys get intimidated.

The point is, with guys, I’m always the aggressor. I end up giving blowjobs so they know I really want it. I’m twenty-two years old and have had sex about a dozen times with one boy back in college. It took two months for him to actually believe I wanted to have sex with him. That was after he hesitated for the first six times and just…

All right.

No mind wandering.

The point is that I’m always the aggressor to get past the guy’s intimidation so the idea of someone going down on me just isn’t an idea that ever occurs to me.

For fuck’s sake, this is the best thing ever! The sensations that run through my body go beyond anything in my experience. What’s really crazy about it to me is that it seems like a kind of subservient thing to do, you know, but there’s no way on earth anyone could ever call Lucas subservient.

And there’s no way anyone could experience what’s happening now and think of it as Lucas serving me! He’s not performing a service, for fuck’s sake, he’s consuming me. He’s completely controlling me by overwhelming my senses with pleasure I didn’t even know existed. That’s not just hyperbole. As his tongue slides over my pussy, I feel sensations I didn’t know a girl could feel.

Like, his tongue darts between my inner and outer labia and wriggles about there. I never knew that specific spot could sent pleasure through my body. It’s like I’m learning incredible lessons about my anatomy. I just… It’s amazing.

And when I cum, I feel broken. I feel like the orgasm is too strong and my spine will snap from the contractions.

And for the first time in my life, I feel absolutely unrestrained pleasure.

And then he’s up and on top of me!

I shriek as his cock slides into me.

I think it’s fair to say this is the first time in my life I ever shriek because of pleasure. My voice sounds very strange to me. Of course, since I’m experiencing sensations that go far beyond anything in my experience, I guess it’s not that strange of thing for my voice to sounds strange.

My skin feels strange.

My vision seems strange.

I can smell Lucas’s cologne, and that woodsy and spicy scent seems powerful and… Well, my sense of smell seems strangely acute.

And when he kisses me as I feel his weight atop me, I can taste myself. I can taste my pussy on his tongue! There may be nothing stranger than that.

But it’s all wonderful. Maybe strange is wrong. Maybe what I ought to be saying is that it’s all surreal. It all goes beyond reality, and I’m stunned and thrilled with how beyond reality I’ve gone. I hold him and shudder as my orgasm rages.

And then I learn a brand-new idea of beyond.

All of my reactions are to the surrealistic effect that results from his first powerful thrust. Now, though, Lucas thrusts again.

And again.

And each thrust drives that sense of unreality over me so it’s like I’m drowning in confusing but beautiful pleasure. It’s like I’m completely overcome and utterly unable to wrap my mind around anything.

But I can do a little bit of wrapping.

You better believe I wrap my arms around him. I wrap my legs around him as well, crossing my ankles right over his incredible butt. I hold onto him and move my hips as he thrusts. To be honest, I’m not very good at the moment.

I move haphazardly and haltingly because I can’t even come close to getting into a rhythm. I’ll lift myself up with my legs to meet his thrust and then gasp and shake as an explosion of pleasure impacts me. Or, as I try to move up, I end up freezing from a powerful contraction.

So, I mean, I’m not just laying there and being some kind of lifeless sex doll or something but there’s no skill in what I do. The orgasm is too powerful for me to move the way I want to move to enhance Lucas’s pleasure. As for my pleasure, there’s not a damned thing I can do to make it any better than it already is. I don’t think my body even has the capacity to experience anything better than this.

“Lucas,” I breathe out, “Lucas, I…” Well, what the hell do I expect to be able to say? I can’t think. I can’t move. I can’t really do a damned thing at all other than to try to survive the pleasure rushing through me.

Try to survive.

What a crazy, dramatic way to put it.

Well, it’s crazy and dramatic but it’s still a pretty damned good way to describe what’s going on. If there are infinite universes, I’m not sure I can say that there’s some universe out there where some girl is being challenged with more of a life-changing orgasm than I’m having right now. I’m the universe where the girl is experiencing it most.

Wow.

That’s me.

It isn’t good enough for me to be the center of attention. The world can’t revolve around me. Not even the universe can revolve around me. Nope. All universes. I encompass everything. What the hell is wrong with me? I think Lucas is right. I really am a spoiled cunt.

No. I’m the one who said that. I used the word cunt.

Well, right now my cunt is exploding with sensation and completely overwhelming me with pleasure!

I have to say, I would never use that word to describe my pussy under ordinary circumstances. Thinking about my pussy as a cunt right now adds a deliciously dirty kind of flavor to things, and I actually manage to move a lot more now.

Well, saying I manage makes it seem like I have any say. I don’t have any say. I mean, my body manages to do the movement and isn’t particularly interested in what my brain might have to say about it.

And my body decides to move in a blur like some kind of frantic demon when Lucas cums. It moves lie absolute crazy. I cling to him and I don’t have any control at all as my orgasm rages impossibly and I freak the hell out like some sort of…

Well, like a fairy princess who got fucked by a giant.

Damn, I get all the happy, beautiful feelings of laughter as that thought hits me, and all my energy finally disappears. I cling to him and say, “We’re still going to fight a lot,” through heavy, faltering breaths.

“Probably,” he replies.

“But if it feels like this every time, I’ll deal with you being an asshole.”

He chuckles and says, “And I’ll deal, too. You can be as much of a spoiled brat as you like.”

Well, I’m not a spoiled brat for the rest of the night. I’m not while we shower together or when we order pizza and watch an old black and while movie. I’m not a spoiled brat when we make love again not as explosively but just as perfectly before I fall asleep in his arms. I’m not a spoiled brat when we make love again in the morning after breakfast and before he heads to the fire station.

I’m not a brat with him for all of that.

I’m spoiled though.

You better believe that.


Chapter Ten



Lucas

I kiss her neck and, maybe because I just need the reassurance that I’m allowed to do it, I bite her nipple. Not hard. Not a nibble, though. A firm nip. She gasps and then breathes out a sigh. Then, she lets out a sort of hum of contentment. “When is the inspection again?” she asks.

“I can handle it with the contractor if you like,” I reply, “but it’s set for one-thirty.”

She hums some reply but rolls onto her side. I pull the blanket up and cover her shoulder before I kiss the back of her neck and head out. I’m lost here, well over my head. I don’t have any real frame of reference for it except that, really, she’s everything I could ever imagine wanting.

And until her, I was content to want nothing. I was content to take care of whatever need for intimacy I felt with relationships that meant nothing. I’m in my car when that thought hits me and I wince. The relationships meant more than nothing. They weren’t just nothing. At least one wasn’t. The relationship meant so much to Joanne that she knew if I pressed her, she’d give up all in her life that was good.

I don’t deserve to have Madeline.

You could bet an entire fortune on one thing for sure. There’s no chance in hell that Madeline would let me get away with being that kind of a man to her. After four months, I can tell you that with certainty. She and I still argue like crazy.

It’s just now, we reach a fever pitch and end up tearing off our clothes and screwing each other. It’s funny, too, because we start out having angry sex and it gets progressively calmer, sweeter, and gentler. It’s the exact opposite of a slow-build stereotype.

She spends almost every night with me when I’m not at the firehouse. I’m no longer a fire inspector except for two projects, Madeline’s and a ten home subdivision that’s almost done. When she gets her occupancy permit, which is about three weeks away, I’ll be done with her. I’m doing final inspections on the last four houses of the subdivision over the next week and a half.

At Company 417, I’m two-three right now. I spend two days a week at the station and then three days the next week. The other five nights and four nights, I either sleep at my house or Maddy’s but regardless of which house we’re in; we sleep in the same bed.

When we sleep.

And the girl is so much more than an incredible lover.

Well, of course, she is. I knew that before we got together, which is why it irritated the hell out of me that she was a spoiled brat back then.

And still. She’s still a spoiled brat.

And I’m still an unyielding asshole.

But when I’m with Madeline, I yield a little, and when Madeline is with me, she’s not so much of a brat.

The relationship makes it easy to keep up with the act, actually. I don’t have to pretend to have real feelings for her. I’ve got them. Also, as damned silly as it might be, I enjoy seeing the engagement ring on her finger and knowing everyone who sees her knows she’s taken.

And she is taken but…

Oh well, there’s no reason for me to even entertain these thoughts. We have a very specific mission. One year to get all of the charities in order so she can say goodbye to the inheritance but not to her dreams. There are eight months left, about.

“Maddy,” I say suddenly. “Maddy, I need to talk with you.”

She rolls over and smiles lazily up at me. “I’m sleeping, asshole.”

I chuckle. “You get enough sleep, you spoiled brat.”

She giggles and says, “Okay. What’s up?”

“You don’t have to marry me. I mean, I know you’re rich and you have to be careful but I love you. I really love you, and I don’t want this to end when we’ve got all the charities funded and ready. I can’t lose you. I want you forever.”

She stares at me for a second, and I can’t read her face. That’s about as terrifying a thing as possible, of course.

Then she leaps up and throws her arms around me. “About fucking time, asshole!” she whispers, and I can tell she’s crying a little bit. She holds me tightly and adds, “And marry me. We can get married right now. This weekend.”

I kiss her neck and say, “I just need you to know one thing first.”

“I don’t need to know anything else,” she says, “I love you, and that’s enough.”

“Okay,” I whisper, “but I need to show you something so I’m taking the day off and we need to go on a drive.”

“Where?”

‘The forest.”

She almost chuckles, which is crazy. “Okay, my love,” she whispers.

My love.

Wow.


Chapter Eleven



Madeline

We’re standing in the middle of the forest and he stands naked in front of me. “I don’t understand,” I say but I do understand. At least I have a pretty strong suspicion about what’s going on. “Why are we out here?” again, I’m pretty sure I know.

“I can’t tell you,” he says, “I need to show you.”

“It’s okay,” I say. I reach forward and stroke his cheek. “You don’t have to worry about me or my reaction.”

I’m rich.

I’m sickeningly rich.

This is why I’m going fucking crazy trying to make a difference with all the money I have. This is why I’m doing everything I can to make something out of my life that will last for generations.

But the point is I’m sickeningly rich.

I was raised in a mansion.

The point I’m making is there’s no kink that’s going to surprise me and him wanting to fuck me out here in the forest isn’t going to freak me out at all. I lean forward and kiss him briefly. “I promise. You don’t have to worry about my reaction.”

He’s not entirely convinced because he steps back. I keep from laughing. It’s hard, though. The sexiest man alive is completely naked in the middle of the forest. The whole cloak-and-dagger act he put on to get here was cute as hell. I can promise you I’m never going to tell him that sex in the forest isn’t that kinky. It’s not even the kinkiest thing that I’ve done in my life.

“it’s okay,” I say.

And then he disappears.

I mean that literally! He’s there one second and then he’s gone the next!

No. He’s not gone. Well, yes, he is. The man is gone. But in his place is an enormous black bear. Damn it all, even though it happened in a split second, I saw him transform. Now. It’s called shifting. He’s a shifter. I didn’t fully believe they were real.

I went through this whole bullshit preparation for his kink. I was fully prepared to screw him and act all conspiratorial with him like his big secret was that he liked sex outdoors. I told him time and time again that I already knew and that I wouldn’t be… wouldn’t be…

I’m going to hyperventilate!

The bear in front of me is bigger than any normal black bear. It’s huge, in fact, as big or maybe bigger than an elephant. In proportion to the body, the head is small. Of course, the head is not small when considered apart from the body.

The head is bigger than I am above the waist.

There is a long muzzle, and it makes the snout look almost canine although I know bears aren’t canine at all. The legs look short and stout in the same way the body looks stocky but it’s just the size of the thing making none of it look elegant.

The fur is glossy black but I can almost see a hint of red in there like maybe the fur is one red hair for every nineteen black hairs but the red can only be seen…Who the hell knows? I can’t trust my eyes right now. I can’t trust myself at all!

I see a shock of white on its chest. It’s almost... almost magical. I think the bear must weigh several thousand pounds, and it must also…

Wait.

Wait… wait!

I feel my heart beating like crazy. I can see… I look at the bear’s eyes. I look at the creature’s eyes. It’s not a creature! It’s not… it’s…

“Oh, Lucas!” I breathe out and suddenly my arms are around that giant head.

I hold onto him like that for quite a bit. Finally, I kiss his furry cheek and say, “I love you so much.”

And then, just like that, he’s not a bear anymore. The giant of a man I love is standing naked in front of me again. My arms are around his midsection, and I guess it says something about how big he is even as a human that my hands can’t reach each other behind him.

He’s my big man.

And my giant bear.

“I love you, too,” he says.

My face is pressed against his cheek. I say, “You’re such an asshole for not telling me about this earlier.” I have the same tone of voice as my declaration of love just a few seconds ago.

He says, “Well, maybe if you weren’t a spoiled little brat I would have trusted you earlier.” His tone is similarly sweet and wonderful.

I’m silent for a while and then I breathe out, “You’re so big!”

I hear a half chuckle and he gently strokes my hair. “All shifters are bigger as the animal. I’m bigger than most bears but we’re all bigger. Most of the time it’s about one and a half times as big. Bears run closer to twice as big but I’m three and a half times bigger. All shifters are bigger. Except dragons. Nobody knows if dragons are bigger because there aren’t any natural ones left.”

“Dragons?” Holy crap, there are dragons?

“They think there are no natural dragons. They believe they’re dragons who can turn into a human. They don’t think they’re humans who can shift into dragon form.”

I pull back and look at him. “What about you? Are you a bear who can shift into human form or a human who can shift into bear form.”

“I’m anything you want me to be, Maddy,” he says.

I blush at that, which is pretty silly. Given the situation, I’ll give myself a break about the silliness. “Even though I’m never going to stop calling you an asshole and you won’t stop calling me a spoiled brat?”

“I’ll be happy to fight with you forever, Maddy.”

I kiss him when he says that and then I giggle. “So, your bear is three and a half times bigger than a normal bear?”

“We call them natural bears because we’re normal, too,” he says with a laugh.

“Oh look, here’s your first post-reveal asshole. Asshole.”

“Spoiled brat.”

“Anyway, the reason I say that about your bear being much larger than a natural bear, is because when I was holding you and I said you were so big, I meant something different entirely.”

My hand slides down his body and takes hold of exactly what I was talking about.

What a crazy life I have. I inherit more money than anybody has a right to have and people fight to keep me from giving it away. And then, the man who seems to be fighting against me, too, turns out to be the best man on Earth.

Because he’s more than just a man.

He’s a perfect man.

And he’s mine.

[image: ]


Did you enjoy reading Fake Fiancé Bear's Enemies to Lovers? I hope so. I really enjoy writing about the Company 417 firemen shifters. You already know that if you’ve read any of the other books I’ve written. I’m definitely a shifter-loving girl. I don’t just have book boyfriends. I have a menagerie full of them! Bears, wolves, lions, tigers, and those giant majestic dragons!

I loved writing about Lucas. I think any girl can go for a sexy fireman, of course. To tell the truth, though, I go for the grumpy type. I love the guys that work so hard to build walls around themselves. And, of course, I love watching those walls come down because of a beautiful girl like Madeline. She’s got it made, right? She’s getting a hell of a sexy man, an incredible fireman, and the most powerful shift she can imagine. I just love that he can be a dangerous, giant, grumpy bear and she’s still going to keep him on his toes!

Maddy and Lucas are well on their way to a wonderful life, aren’t they? I love that they’re both really stubborn and I love that they both are certain the other person is being the jerk! I love all that energy and I love that they grow to understand each other.

And love each other, of course!

How about you? What did you like about the characters?

Naturally, I fell in love with Lucas while I wrote the book. That isn’t going to surprise any of you out there who’ve read my other Company 417 books. I fall in love with every sexy shifter leading man I write! I can’t help it and I always imagine I’m the girl, too. I guess I’m just hopeless when it comes to shifters!

Anyway, I really hope you enjoyed reading about Madeline and her bear shifter lover. These two have a really sweet and sexy happily ever after in their future, don’t they?

I’ll tell you one thing right now. I could go for that kind of happily ever after!

If you enjoyed this story, then I think you’ll love the next tale of paranormal romance in the Company 417 Fireman Shifters series.

For Payton Spencer, life just never seems simple. Sometimes it feels like her life is nothing but one horrible complication after another! She’s twenty-two years old but she feels like she’s lived a whole life of drama.

And then one day when she’s really overwhelmed with all the drama, she does something silly. She kisses Gage Hollings. She does it without thinking in order to make her best friend think she’s in a relationship.

The problem is Gage Hollings is her ex’s older brother.

He agrees to play along but now she’ll have to navigate all of the complications that arise from appearing to date her ex’s brother, an older man, and a sexy firefighter!

Well, she doesn’t mind the sexy firefighter thing. In fact, she gets overwhelmed with gratitude when he sticks with the fake relationship even when it gets tough. She ends up sleeping with this incredibly sexy man and it feels like the most profound moment of her life.

She doesn’t understand that it’s more complicated than she knows.

Gage Hollings isn’t just a sexy firefighter. He’s also a wolf shifter.

So now, what’s going to happen?

Find out all about it in Ex's Brother Wolf's Fake Relationship, the next exciting tale in the sexy, steamy age gap shifter firefighter romance series Company 417 Fireman Shifters!
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