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      A Honeybear Christmas by Jacqueline Sweet — When the Morrissey brothers and their mates gather for a Christmas day cook-off, nothing goes according to plan, and the untimely arrival of the Winter Witch threatens to ruin not just their dinner, but all of Bearfield.
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      How the Bear Stole Christmas by Claire Ryann — When an opportunity to run a friend's coffee shop for the winter season lands Andi in the path of the surly man that the locals call "the Grinch" will she be able to see beneath his gruff exterior to discover that the California Grizzly never really went extinct?

      

      New Year Wolf by J.K. Harper — Caleb Bardou is a fighter at heart. When he was justifiably stripped of his Pack Guardian status, it knocked him out cold. But with his hard-won mate, Rielle, now by his side, Caleb forges a promising new path—until his arch nemesis threatens to take the shine off Caleb and Rielle's bright new year.

      

      Before the Hunt by J.M. Klaire — When a wolf shifter with commitment issues teams up with a runaway bride to find her a new groom, the claws come out and the fur flies.

      

      Bearing the Freeze by Christa Kelley — Polar bear shifter Gage Weston, known to the world as the Paranormal Problem-Solver, returns to his hometown to face down the one problem he could never solve: Mending Lily Tisdale's broken heart.

      

      The Cowbear's Secret Christmas Baby by Liv Brywood — Forced to hunt down the cowboy shifter who broke her heart, Rachel must convince Brady to help her save the dying son he never knew existed.

      

      The Alpha Warlock Shifter's Gift (An Alpha Warlock of Kala West Short) by Auriella Skye — It's Christmas time in Kala West, but with werewolf Danika being forced to marry a stranger and half-breed Blaine's out-casting from the warlock community, they aren't in the holiday spirit. When the two realize their past connection to each other, even Florida won't be a match for the magical heat between them.

      

      Winter Solstice by Gen Géricault — On the longest, darkest day of the year, magic sizzles the snow between cursed bear shifter Clayton Afters and his witchy true mate, Clementine Weatherspoon—but the winter solstice is full of surprises for this fated pair.

      

      The Panther's Runaway Surrogate by Alyse Zaftig — Surrogate Devanta is on the run, but the baby's father, a billionaire panther shifter, won't rest until he catches her.

      

      Bear Naked for Christmas by Edith Hawkes — Christmas in the arms of a handsome stranger, with a furry secret, wasn't on Katie's wishlist, but she sure wasn't going to say no and return him!

      

      Jingle Bell Howl by Misha Carver —  When reckless Laney Reynolds defies her parents and steals her mother’s car to go on a ski trip for Christmas vacation, things spiral out of control quickly. Will Nate, the handsome and charming billionaire wolf shifter be able to save her from herself as well as the forces that threaten to harm her?

      

      Snow Leopard Mountain by Suki Selborne — When workaholic executive assistant Cadence takes a business trip to Aspen, she never expected to find herself a suspect in a kidnapping — or to be swept off her feet by Sawyer, a hot snow leopard shifter who might just know how to make her dreams come true.

      

      Found by Olivia Arran — When Alpha Adam Colstone escapes to his winter cabin for some much needed solitude and relaxation, rescuing a voluptuous she-wolf from frostbite was definitely not part of his plan. Waking up in the arms of a sizzling hot stranger, Claire Kendal thought all her Christmases had come at once...but she had to keep on running–didn't she?
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      Mina took a deep breath of the cold, wintry air and steadied herself for battle. Weeks of preparation should have filled her with confidence, but they didn’t. If anything, she felt more nervous, as if all that time spent could not be wasted.

      It was almost noon in Bearfield, and the ground was thick with snow. Mina had spent most of her life in Chicago, so snow on the ground at Christmas felt normal to her. But this was Northern California. It snowed once a decade and never accumulated. Something weird was going on. But she was too intent on the contest awaiting her to worry about a little snow. It was the weather. It would sort itself out.

      If she made it to tomorrow, she could begin to worry about snow and ice and odd meteorological activity.

      She had to survive the day first.

      “Is this everything?” Matt asked. He was dusted with snow already. Mina turned and noted how it clung to his sandy hair and how flakes touched his hot shifter skin and melted instantly. Her husband was a bear shifter, from a family of bear shifters. He towered over her on the best of days, but with a puffy parka on, he loomed even larger. He clutched grocery bags and a canvas sack full of cooking supplies, looking like a tree from some children’s storybook that grew bags of flour instead of apples.

      “I’m not ready for this, Matt,” she said. Before her was a gravel driveway that led through thick forest to a house. The house was technically a log cabin, but the logs had been felled by the paws of the largest bear shifter around and meticulously worked until they shone red. It looked more like a castle, or a fortress. It was the home of her brother-in-law, the Alpha of Bearfield, Marcus, and his human son, Sebastian. “Marcus terrifies me.”

      “He’s not that bad. He’s a big softie once you—no, actually, he’s not really. He’s not a softie. He’s a hardie. Hardie? Is that a word?”

      “That’s not a word,” Mina laughed.

      “He’s the toughest, roughest, biggest, meanest bear shifter in California. But he’s our tough and rough and big and mean bear. He’s on our side.”

      “What if I mess up?”

      “You won’t mess up.”

      “What if he hates my food? He basically never comes to my bakeshop.”

      “He loves your food. And he’s just giving you personal space. If he showed up every day at your shop to eat your muffins and donuts and cronuts and pies and that frosted cinnamon bread and, wait, what was I saying? I got distracted mid-sentence.” He grinned at her again. He was being extra charming, trying to deflate and deflect her tension. “Oh yeah, if he rolled in every day you would feel like you were under surveillance. He knows the effect he has on people, it’s why he keeps to his ways.”

      “Y’know, I know you’re right, but it doesn’t feel like you’re right.” The wind picked up and swirled an eddy of snow up around Mina’s waist, sending a chill into her flesh.

      “We do this every year. It’s no big deal. It’s been a tradition for us ever since we lost our folks.” Matt took a deep breath and then bellowed, “The Great Morrissey Brothers Cook-Off! May the best bear win!”

      “I never asked, what happens to the loser?”

      “We’re not going to lose, so don’t worry about it.” Matt’s voice was cagey. Mina thought of it as his lawyer tone.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Plenty of things,” he grinned.

      “Matthew.”

      “Every marriage needs its secrets. I mean, if you saw my bedhead or smelled my morning breath or watched me bear out and eat a deer, you’d think twice before kissing me again.”

      “Tell me right now, or you can cook all of this yourself.”

      Matt shifted the heavy bags of groceries in his arms like they weighed nothing. “Okay, okay. First, the loser has to do all the dishes.”

      “When you were growing up, it was just the four of you, right? You and Michael and Marcus and Sebastian? That’s not so many dishes.”

      “True, and an excellent point from opposing counsel, but Michael always burned something to a pan so badly we had to shift to scrape it off. And there are going to be a lot more people here today. I mean, that orphan werewolf pack adds eight more sets of dishes, not to mention your mom and Sheriff Pete and whoever else Marcus invited.”

      “That is a lot of dishes.”

      “So we should try really hard to not lose. That’s my plan.”

      “Your plan is to not lose?”

      “That is the whole of my plan.” Matt grinned at her again. With every smile she felt tension leave her body. She couldn’t believe how lucky she was to have found the one man in all the world that was her fated mate. Or she was his? Just being near him, even if he was clearly not telling her something, made her feel better.

      “Just pull the band-aid off, okay?”

      “What?”

      “We both know you’re hiding something. Spill it.”

      “Okay, well, see,” Matt began, then paused to gather his thoughts. “So this tradition we have. Michael and I compete in the cooking, Marcus makes a roast or a turkey or something. And Sebastian judges who’s better. He has never once picked his dad, but that’s like a running joke between them. I just want to let you know that sabotage is not only allowed in the contest, but encouraged.”

      “Michael is going to sabotage my scones?” The mere thought brought a boiling heat to her wind-chilled face.

      “And we are going to sabotage whatever he’s making with Allison. I have a whole bag here with, like, food coloring and vinegar and crushed garlic. The only rule is that the food can’t be actually poisoned.”

      “No way.”

      “Huh?”

      “I am not going to serve Christmas dinner to my mother with everything full of turmeric or ghost peppers or whatever else you have planned. We need a clean contest. No cheating. Talk to your brother.”

      Matt’s brow furrowed. “Yeah, good point. It’s probably not fair to inflict our cooking war on other people. Though you should’ve seen Sheriff Pete’s face last year when he tasted the fresh whipped cream on the pumpkin pie. I slipped horseradish into the mix when Michael wasn’t looking and—” Matt caught sight of Mina’s horrified expression. She was a baker and a damn good one. The idea of someone tampering with her food was too much to bear. “And yeah, that sure won’t happen again.”

      “I can’t even imagine what I would do if I ate a piece of fresh pumpkin pie and it tasted like horseradish.”

      “Pete just kind of started sobbing, but in his defense, Michael and I had taken it to a whole new level last year. He bought some of those miracle berries that make sweet taste sour and sour taste sweet off of Amazon and spiked the cranberry sauce with them.” Matt laughed. “You should have seen Michael’s face when he lost and had to do the run, though.”

      Mina’s blood chilled.

      “The run? What run?”

      Matt glanced around, as if looking for an exit or something to hide behind. But when you’re a six-foot-six shifter built out of solid muscle, things hide behind you.

      Mina leaned closer and poked him in the belly with a cold finger. “Tell me.”

      “So yeah, this part is non-negotiable. The losers have to run down to the lake and back. It’s like a half-mile but the trail is wide and clear.”

      “That doesn’t sound bad.”

      “Naked,” Matt added.

      Mina wanted to be mad, but she couldn’t. It was exactly the sort of ridiculous tradition she’d come to expect from this family. “I’ll do it because I love you, and because I know we’ll win. Now come here and kiss me and warm me up before we have to get serious.”

      Matt tossed the groceries back into his Jeep and scooped Mina up in his big strong hands. He lifted her until she was in kissable range and pulled her close into his warm embrace. His hands kneaded her ass and sent electric shocks down to her toes as their mouths found each other.

      They were officially mated now and married, but the fever that had gripped her on their wedding night had never faded, only abated slightly. All it took was a kiss, a touch, some nights even a look, and she’d feel the heat well up within her. It made her dizzy and hungry for him on a primal level. Would she always feel the need to have him inside her? The need to be taken and mated?

      Matt’s cock hardened and pressed against her thigh. Reason and patience fled her, like shadows before the light. She needed him then, right there, before she did anything else.

      This is why shifters don’t rule the world, Mina thought. They’re too busy mating. And eating. And mating again.

      “Maybe we have time for a quickie in the car before we need to start cooking,” Mina said, her voice throaty with desire.

      “It would help relieve some of your tension,” Matt growled. He spun her around and carried her effortlessly to the Jeep. Matt held her up with one hand under her ass and opened the door with the other. He sat her on the Jeep’s seat and kissed her deeply, like he was never going to see her again. “I can’t believe we’ve never done it here,” Matt laughed.

      “In Marcus’s driveway?”

      “In my Jeep.” Matt slid his hands up Mina’s thighs and a tremble of excitement pulsed through her body. “I mean, look at this. This is just the perfect height.”

      Mina unzipped his ridiculous parka and ran her hands down his hard, flat chest to his hard, thick cock. It was hot under her cold fingers, even through his clothes.

      “We can be a little late,” she said, biting her lip.

      But just as Mina was unbuckling Matt’s pants, as flurries of snow fell fast and hard around them, a car pulled up and honked twice.

      “Mina,” Matt said. “I think your mother’s here.”
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      “I’ll be inside, getting started,” Mina’s mother said as she walked past. She definitely saw Matt’s hands under Mina’s skirt and Mina’s hands unbuckling his pants. But she didn’t comment other than a muttered, “Mmm hmm.”

      Sheriff Pete walked past next.

      “Thanks for picking my mom up, Pete. I really appreciate it.”

      “It’s no bother, Mina. I was dropping off Jolene anyway. I tell ya, her plan of spending the holidays in Hawaii makes more sense every second.” Sheriff Pete had a bristly white mustache that stuck straight out from his upper lip and wore his uniform, even on Christmas Day. His wide brimmed hat was caked with snow just from walking from his car.

      Pete saw what Mina and Matt were up to and he ripped the hat from his head and smacked Matt with it. “You damn fools. It’s Christmas Day. Save that stuff for later, after you run to the lake and back naked.”

      “Like we’re going to lose,” Matt said. His hands were still sliding up Mina’s thighs. With his big wide back to Pete, he blocked the view quite nicely.

      “Michael has been here since dawn, boy. And Allison started even earlier. By my count, they have a six-hour head start on you.” Pete smiled. He was the town’s lone law enforcement official, which was enough most days of the year. Matt was the town’s lone defense attorney, though, so they took pleasure in antagonizing each other.

      “That’s cheating,” Matt said. But it wasn’t. The only rule was that you had to do your cooking at Marcus’s house. There was no rule about when you could get started.

      “And I have a special treat for you this year, kid.” Pete held aloft a plastic shopping bag full of water guns.

      “What are those for?” Mina asked, pushing herself off of Matt’s hands.

      “What do you think they’re for? To squirt you with when you run tonight!” Pete let loose a loud belly laugh that was like nothing Mina had heard from the man before.

      “He takes this pretty seriously,” she said, giving Matt the side-eye.

      “Pete has a thing for pranks, but he rarely gets a chance to indulge it.”

      “Matt, listen to me now. I am being absolutely serious. You know I love the snow and the whole white Christmas thing. It’s a miracle that the weather is doing this.”

      “I know, it was like seventy last year. I had to beg Michael to wear pants as he cooked.”

      “I love the snow. I love Christmas. But I hate the cold.”

      “Hate?”

      “Hate,” Mina said, her voice sharp enough to crack a frozen lake. “I will not run down a frozen path naked, while our family squirts me with toy water guns. Do you understand?”

      “Then we better not lose.”

      Mina nodded and pulled him down for one last lingering kiss before battle. “Then we better not lose.”
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      The smell of fresh pumpkin pie greeted Mina and Matt as they entered the house. Followed by the sudden shocking warmth that eased the cold from Mina’s bones.

      Marcus built the house himself. Not just with his own two hands—he also designed it, from the ground up, to be comfortable for a shifter of his size. He was nearly seven feet tall and wider than most men. Some days he looked more like a walking bear than a man and his house reflected that. The ceilings stretched overhead. The doorways loomed large. The furniture was built to withstand the weight of the alpha.

      The front door opened onto a foyer that was crowded with boots and mud and ice. A nearby closet was stuffed with whatever passed for winter coats in Northern California, mainly thicker hoodies from the werewolf boys. Beyond was a massive living room with a crackling fire and a flatscreen TV that would have shamed most movie theaters. And a long low couch that was piled with a rowdy pack of werewolves who were all busy playing Playstation with Marcus's son, Sebastian.

      Adjacent to the living room was a dining room with a gorgeous table large enough for twenty. When Marcus built the house, Mina knew, he’d been planning on having as many children as physically possible with the love of his life. He wanted to single-handedly repopulate the bear shifter community of Northern California. But it hadn’t worked out that way. His one son had been born human, and soon after, the woman he’d loved had left. The big alpha tried to hide it, but to any woman who knew him, the scar of it was apparent, raw and fresh even after twenty years. It shouldn’t have happened. He was supposed to have found his fated mate, like Matt had found in Mina. But something went wrong.

      The bear-blooded people in town had their theories, and they still gossiped about it to that very day. Some said it was a false mating, a rare occurrence brought on by a man’s bear being not right. Others said it was because Marcus and his love didn’t wait the full year and a day to conceive, so the magic was spoiled. Others thought it was a love spell gone wrong, a trick from ancient enemies.

      What was sure was that the man hadn’t loved any woman since, and that his home was too big for just him and his son.

      Past the dining room was Marcus's kitchen, built to feed an army and blessedly with counters constructed at normal human heights. If Marcus had chosen to build them at his height, Mina would’ve needed stilts to cook. There was a second floor of bedrooms and an office and a library. All in all, it wasn’t very different from the home Mina shared with Matt, just five times the size.

      Mina stepped out of her boots and regarded the lake of melted snow between her and the living room. Before she could even contemplate jumping, Matt scooped her up in his arms and carried her across.

      “No wife of mine is going to have wet socks on Christmas Day,” he said with a bright smile.

      “How valiant.” Mina kissed him longingly. A fire had been awakened in her at his touch and she knew from past experience that it would only get stronger until she satisfied herself with her man. More often than not, their weekends were spent in bed. Sunday, especially, had become a day of sexual indulgence for them. Her bakeshop was closed on Sundays and Matt never saw clients, so there were no distractions to keep the mating heat at bay. Her body knew today was a Sunday and it had been trained to expect certain things—certain climactic, toe-curling, full-throated shouting with joy things.

      Matt put her down and went back out into the cold to get the supplies.

      The werewolf boys—all eight of them—yelled their greetings at Mina, but none of them looked away from whatever game they were playing. Mina thought she saw Darth Vader on the TV for a second, but it was impossible to tell.

      “Can you believe this weather?” Sebastian walked over to her and gave her a polite hug. “It was supposed to be in the nineties today.” He was a good kid, but a sadness clung to him. It couldn’t be easy being the human son of the Alpha.

      “Christmas miracle?” Mina shrugged.

      “Michael has already had to go out twice to tow tourists out of trouble. And my dad is out now, checking on a few of the elder Bearfielders, making sure they’re warm and safe.”

      “That’s really kind of him,” Mina said, meaning it.

      Sebastian shrugged. “He’s the Alpha.” Then, having said his piece and performed the most basic of host duties, Sebastian’s eyes slid to the giant TV and to the game the wolfboys were playing.

      “Go play, Sebastian. I’ll be fine.”

      “If you need anything,” he began, but his voice trailed off and he slowly walked to the Alpha-sized couch like the gravity of the wolf pack was too much for him.

      Mina didn’t know the wolves very well. Months ago they’d been kidnapped and brought to Bearfield by an insane shifter. Michael and Allison had rescued the pack and outsmarted the evil shifter guy. Some of the wolves went back to their homes, some fled, but eight had no place to go and sort of fell into all of their lives. It was embarrassing, but Mina couldn’t really tell them apart. They were all just these beautiful, cut, brown-haired boys. If she hadn’t been with Matt, would she have found them attractive? They seemed so young to her, even though she had maybe five years on the oldest.

      A huge Christmas tree stood at the edge of the room. It was trimmed with lights and garlands and strings of popcorn. Boxes of ornaments clustered around the base. Her mother knelt on the floor next to the boxes, looking through them all with a keen eye.

      “Mother,” Mina said.

      “It’s good to be with family on Christmas,” she said. “This is a beautiful home. But I do miss my ornaments from my own tree.”

      “Did you buy a tree this year?”

      “A small one. Every morning I put one—only one—of my favorite ornaments on it.” There was a wistful tone to her voice. “It’s funny to look at another family’s tree. You can see all of their past on display in their ornaments, can’t you?” She lifted a gold-plated bear ornament from the box. Sebastian’s name was etched in the side. “This is a house full of love, Mina. You’ve done well finding it.”

      Her mother took the bear thing well. Or at least never mentioned it, which was okay with Mina.

      “Next year though, you come to Chicago. Christmas at home. We can show Matt off to all the neighbors. They won’t believe the size of him.”

      The thought of Mina dragging Matt from house to house, bringing her charming, handsome, white husband to her mom’s Southside community made Mina grin. They’d love him. The women would fall over themselves to feed him their ham and sweet potato pie and potato salad.

      “Are you going to help us cook?” Mina asked.

      Her mother shook her head. “I tried to get started, but they chased me out. Said no outside help was allowed. And that if I insisted on helping, they’d bring in that boy band from the couch to help cook, too.”

      “They’re werewolves, Mom. And they work at Allison’s restaurant.”

      “Werewolves?”

      “Werewolves.”

      “And they can cook?”

      “They’re pretty good at it. Allison has been teaching them all she knows.”

      Her mother eyed the pretty boys. “Maybe I should take one of them home with me. I could use a pretty little thing like that in my old age.”

      “Mother!” Mina gasped.

      But Mrs. Brooks couldn’t stop laughing, so Mina turned to the kitchen. As soon as she entered, the day would begin for real. She wouldn’t leave or stop moving until the meal was done and plated. She had a long day ahead of her.

      Matt returned with the groceries, and Marcus in tow behind him.

      “Love, can you get started without me? There’s something weird going on,” Matt said.

      “Of course, is there anything I can do?”

      Marcus shook his head. He was trying to grow a beard and it made him look wilder and more savage than Mina expected. “I checked on some of the elders, and a few are missing. Front doors wide open. TVs blaring. Food still warm.” The Alpha growled, sending a dagger of fear into Mina’s belly. “Someone is taking my people.”

      “It’s probably nothing to worry about,” Matt added. “But we’re going to take Michael and Pete and do a quick check on some folks. We’re going to split up and make sure nothing’s wrong.”

      “What should I do?” Mina asked.

      Matt winked at her. “Don’t lose.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        The Winter Witch

      

    
    
      The Winter Witch had heeded the summons. It was so rare to be invited in, so rare to be wanted.

      The last time she had been invited was fifty years ago and she’d been so excited she’d frozen the town in one blast. The thrill had passed in seconds. Ice was known to her. Cold was known to her. It was the warmth inside all the little people that was new and unusual.

      Her bare white-blue feet made no sound as she walked on top of the snow. Her clouds hid the sun’s terrible wrath, locked it away from the sleepy little town.

      Nothing would melt in Bearfield that day.

      For one day, it was hers, as was everyone in it.

      She’d taken a few already. None could resist her call. The old, especially, were eager for her embrace. One touch of her ice-frosted lips and the Winter Witch would freeze a man solid. For the briefest of moments their warmth would be hers and she would remember what it was like to feel again.

      She left no footprints as she walked down the path.

      There was warmth in this town. Enough to sate her? No, never. But she would feast on it nonetheless.

      Her white dress hung from her in tatters. Icicles would never pierce her skin, but they ripped hemlines like razors.

      Her winds toppled trees and felled power lines. Snow fell in blinding sheets of white. The temperature plummeted like a rock into cold dark water.

      And the colder it got, the stronger she became.

      And hungrier.

      She walked her silent path on frozen feet until it came to a road. As a car passed, she sang her song, the only song she knew, and the driver pulled over. She sang and he opened the door and fell out onto the road. The man walked hesitantly, slipping in the drifts as he approached her. He was an older man, with a great round belly and a ridiculous white mustache. A gun hung from his hip, though it would do nothing to the Winter Witch, even if he had the presence of mind to draw it and fire.

      “What are you doing?” Sheriff Pete asked, walking off the road and onto her path. Plumes of steam escaped his body with every breath, an advertisement for the delicious warmth that lurked inside him.

      “Do you have a present for me?” the Winter Witch asked, her voice seductive, notes of her song lingering on her lips.

      “Lady, I don’t even know you.”

      “Everyone knows me,” the Witch said. She smiled and her teeth were blinding white behind her frosted lips. Snowflakes clung to her lashes and her hair. “I am the darkness you chase away with your fires and your furnaces. I am the part of you that grows sleepy when death is near. I am oblivion.”

      “But,” Sheriff Pete said, “it’s Christmas.”

      The Winter Witch seized him with one cold hand and pulled him in for a kiss before the spreading ice from her touch fully encased him. His mustache poked her like a hedgehog as she drank the heat from him in one long breath. Memories followed, flashes of a home full of life, of a dozen people around a warm fire, of big handsome men full of delicious heat.

      The Winter Witch dropped Sheriff Pete to the ground. He stared at her uncomprehendingly, fully sheathed in ice. He wasn’t dead. Not yet. But by morning he would be.

      By morning they all would be.

      The Witch turned toward the direction Sheriff Pete had come from. His memories hung before her like smoke in the air, leading her straight to the promise of warmth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    
    
      As the only married person in the house, and as the oldest, it fell on Mina to take over host duties, as well as cook. Technically her mother was older, but she was also an outsider. Mina wasn’t anymore. She belonged to Bearfield now.

      In the kitchen, Allison was cooking up a storm. Marcus had a double-wide stove and Allison made sure to save half of it for Mina, but even still she gave the impression of taking up all the available space with her preparations.

      Pies baked in one oven while a roast—Marcus’s traditional contribution to the meal—gave off a mouthwatering aroma from the second oven. Allison had four burners going at once, a pot simmering and steaming on each. Next to the stove she chopped celery and carrots on one cutting board while a dozen others held perfectly sized chunks of other fruits and veggies.

      “Hey,” Allison said, as Mina entered. “If I’m in the way, let me know.”

      “No, no. You’re fine,” Mina said. By the looks of it, Allison was an hour away from being done with everything. How could Mina compete? Some days she wondered if when Matt made her his mate, if some part of his sleepy, decadent bear spirit hadn’t rubbed off on her.

      “I just wanted to say that I love your cooking. Firstly. Your pumpkin scones are easily the best baked good I’ve ever eaten.” Allison was taller than Mina, somewhat. And more athletic. Though much like Mina, she still had more curves than a mountain road and plenty of junk in her trunk—the Morrissey brothers definitely had a type.

      “That’s so nice,” Mina said. “I adore the cocktails you’ve served us.”

      Allison smiled at her. They were friendly with each other, but hadn’t quite ever become friends. They were both so busy with their businesses and men that they’d never really found much time to socialize together.

      “Now that that’s out of the way,” Allison said with a grin, “you should know that I am crushing it in here. I hope you like the cold, because you are going to be running naked in it tonight.”

      “So that’s how it is?”

      “Oh that’s definitely how it is.” Allison had a steel in her eyes that Mina admired. Some day soon they’d be sisters-in-law and Allison would officially be family. But right then she was just competition.

      “May the best woman win,” Mina said.

      “I’m sure I will,” Allison laughed and moved a pan full of sautéed mushrooms off the stove.

      

      As they cooked, they bantered back and forth. Teasing each other gently, probing for sensitive areas and secrets.

      “You should know, I’m not here to make friends,” Mina said.

      “Well I’m not here to make friends either,” Allison agreed, then they both started laughing. The truth was that both of them were desperate to be friends with the other, but had no idea how to go about it.

      Allison cooked holiday classics like bread stuffing, cranberry sauce, mashed potatoes, candied yams and a dozen other dishes that you'd find on a million tables that evening. Of course, she did it better than most people. Allison was cooking to win, sure, but she was also cooking for Michael and for her adopted werewolf pack.

      Whereas Mina was cooking for her mother, and also for Matt. But Matt loved any food that was sweet or salty or fatty, so she knew he'd love the meal. For her mother it was different. It was the first Christmas out of Chicago for Mrs. Brooks, and Mina wanted her to feel at home. But Mina also wanted to win. She made mashed sweet potatoes with maple syrup and coconut milk for that extra richness. She made herb-blackened salmon that Matt had caught with his own two paws. She made pumpkin biscuits so fluffy and rich that butter slid right off them. She made a wedge salad, a potato salad with mustard, and sautéed rainbow chard served with a garlic sauce.

      There were other dishes, too, steamed carrots and peas and staples so standard that cooking them seemed to take no time at all. And then came the desserts. Allison might be an amazing chef and an outstanding mixologist, but Mina had been a baker her entire adult life. They were not competing on the same playing field at all.

      "It's almost better not having the boys in here," Allison ventured. Sweat trickled down her brow as she cooked. "I love Michael more than breathing, but he would just be in the way here."

      "They are some big men," Mina said before dipping her immersion blender into the flesh of a steamed pumpkin. With some heavy cream, sugar and eggs it would make an incredible pudding. "Matt can cook though. Basic stuff. Brunch stuff. But he's not afraid of the kitchen. I've been teaching him some tricks, too. It's been fun."

      Mina grinned at the thought of the last cooking lesson. It'd gotten derailed after too much time spent close together, and the meal had burned while she poured honey down her belly for Matt to lick off.

      "Mmm hmm," Allison said.

      Mina's mom popped her head into the kitchen. "Allison, dear, your sister Chloe is here and she's kissing one of those werewolf boys. Should I throw some water on them?"

      Allison huffed. "Only if you like the smell of wet dog. But those two, seriously, something needs to be done."

      "Oh I think something's getting done," Mrs. Brooks cackled.

      "Mother!" Mina gasped.

      "That bad?" Allison asked.

      "Her pants are still on. For the moment."

      "I can't leave this though," Allison said, nodding at the stove top.

      "I'll go," Mina volunteered. "I need a breath of fresh air anyway."

      She was in charge. Even if Chloe was Allison's sister and not hers, it was on Mina to lay down the law. This was their first Christmas together as a family and precedent had to be set.

      In the living room, the wolf pack sat in nearly the same spaces on the couch, playing the same game. Though there seemed to be fewer of them.

      Chloe was the last guest expected that day. Her werewolf boyfriend was nowhere to be seen.

      “Hey Chloe,” Mina said. “Merry Christmas!. It’s so great you could make it.”

      “I almost didn’t,” she said. “The weather is super weird out there. Did you know that outside of Bearfield it’s like in the eighties? But once you get near, it’s like driving into another world. Snow everywhere. I had to go like five miles an hour to avoid sliding off the road.”

      Mina’s phone buzzed. A text from Michael. “Have you heard from the others?”

      “Who?” she wrote back.

      “Pete or my bros?”

      “No,” Mina texted. A chill slithered up her spine.

      “Where is Donovan?” Chloe asked. “He was just right here and then he went off to get us drinks and never came back.”

      Mina walked over to the TV and turned it off. The wolf pack reacted with a chorus of moans, but with one sniff they could tell she was serious.

      "Everyone come to the kitchen," she said. "Something weird is afoot, but I also have to check on my biscuits."

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    
    
      Mina led the way to the kitchen, with her mother, Chloe, and the wolf pack following. They crowded in amongst the boiling pots and sizzling pans and Allison had to slap more than one hand away from the cookies she pulled fresh and steaming from the oven.

      “No,” she said. “These are for dessert.”

      “We need to do a headcount,” Mina said. “We’re missing people.”

      Chloe looked around the room and announced “Ten. We have ten people here.”

      Allison frowned. “There should be thirteen. Where is Sebastian?”

      “Where are Donovan and Harper?” Rhett asked. He was one of the wolves, and was lighter than the others in coloring.

      Mina checked on the biscuits and stirred a pinch of nutmeg into her mashed sweet potatoes. “So here is what we know: a freak storm blew in last night, dumping a mountain of snow on us and only on us. According to Chloe, every other town around is sunny and dry. People around town have gone missing, including Sebastian, Harper and Donovan. Not just mortals, but shifters, too. So whatever is taking people has to be tough. You can’t just snatch two werewolves off the street.”

      She was trying hard to keep it together, but this sort of mystical, magical mystery was far from her wheelhouse.

      “Did you hear that?” Mrs. Brooks said. “At the front door?” Mina’s mother left the kitchen and went to check.

      “Now the key thing is, we shouldn’t wander off alone. You do everything here with the group.” She yelled after her mother, “Did you hear me, Mom? Don’t wander off!”

      But there was no answer.

      Mina grabbed Chloe’s hand and Chloe grabbed Allison and the werewolves tagged behind in a long human chain to the front door.

      The door loomed open. Eddies of snow blew in. Mina’s mother’s boots and coat were still hanging in the closet.

      “She’ll be okay,” Allison said. “The boys will find her. Michael can find anything.”

      “Something took her,” Mina said.

      “Nine of us now,” added Chloe.

      Distantly, two lumbering brown shapes made their presence known in the midst of the snowstorm. Two bears, the smaller one larger than a Honda and the larger one the size of a van.

      “Where’s Michael?” Allison asked as the bears approached.

      The smaller bear shifted and Matt was there in front of Mina, holding her tight, his body burning with warmth and reeking of the sweetly spicy shift scent.

      The larger bear shifted and suddenly Marcus was in its place, naked as the day he was born. Mina had never seen Marcus naked before, somehow, despite having seen Michael naked almost every day she lived in Bearfield. The big Alpha’s muscles had muscles which also had muscles. He was a mountain that walked, a moving landmass. The man was built on a different scale than everyone else and primal fear gripped her whenever he got too close. Was it an effect of his Alpha-ness, or something else? Thick scars, brown with age, marked his belly and back. Five lines, deeper near the navel and then swooping upwards across his back, almost as if a massive clawed hand had tried to rip him in half.

      One day she’d get that story out of him. But not today.

      “Half of the town is gone,” Marcus growled. Rage radiated from him. Not for the first time, Mina looked at Marcus and thought of The Incredible Hulk. “Half of my people are gone.” He said the words quietly, but the anger blasted from him in a wave. It moved through Mina’s blood, stirring her to anger, too. Ever since she became officially mated to Matt and became part of their pack, she’d been linked on a mystical level to the bears. Usually she didn’t notice. Tonight she did.

      Everyone moved inside, with Mina directing them all to the kitchen.

      “Where is Michael?” Allison asked again, on the edge of panic.

      Matt put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “I’m sure he’s fine. He’ll be here soon. He probably just followed a trail or went to check on one of the remote cabins.”

      Mina grabbed Matt’s hand and squeezed it, seeking reassurance from him. He smiled at her, but there was pain in his smile. There was something he wasn’t telling her.

      Rhett walked around the kitchen and turned off all of the burners and ovens. “If we get taken, it’d be great if this house didn’t burn down, too,” he explained.

      “Marcus, do you know what’s doing this? Have you heard of anything like this before?” Mina asked.

      The Alpha shook his head. “I’m not an expert on the lore. I’ve never had to be. Nothing and no one dares mess with Bearfield, because they know our strength. They know what I’ll do to them.” He folded his arms and leaned back against his refrigerator, tipping it back with his weight.

      “So whatever is doing this doesn’t know any better?” Mina asked.

      “Maybe,” Marcus grunted.

      “That doesn’t sound good,” Mina said.

      “Knowing all about the supernatural has never been our strong suit. That’s what the Ladies Quilting Society does,” Matt added. “But let’s check off what we know and make a case.” He began to pace the kitchen, walking between Mina and Allison on one side and the six wolfboys on the other, as if he was in court. “One, it’s taking people regardless of age or sex or race or their supernatural status. So it’s greedy. Two, there are no signs of struggle anywhere. Everyone went willingly. Three, there is a giant snowstorm which may or may not be related.” Something in Matt’s voice was off. He knew something he wasn’t telling. Mina could sense it through their mate bond.

      “Likely suspects?” he asked. “Goblins only take children. Trolls only take adults. Both do so by force, so we’d see a struggle. The ravens are missing people too, so it wasn’t them. There were no leaves at the scenes, so we can rule out dryads, nymphs, and woodland fae.”

      Mina’s mind reeled. She had no idea such things existed. Matt never talked about the other things that lived in the shadows.

      “We’re pretty far from the sea, so unless a siren traveled with a portable pool and a megaphone, it’s not a siren. What else?”

      “A Ringmaster,” Liam the werewolf suggested, fishing a beer out of a cooler in the corner. “Or a demon.”

      “No sulphur at the scenes, and none of the milk was curdled, so we can rule out demons. And I’ve never even heard of a Ringmaster before,” Matt responded.

      Liam shrugged and downed his beer. “They take people and make them perform in the midnight circus for the viewing pleasure of some very bad dudes.”

      Mina shivered. The world was a scarier and more dangerous place than she’d ever realized.

      “None of these creatures would dare set foot in Bearfield,” Marcus rumbled. Every word he said was a bass thump that shook Mina’s bones. “Not while I am still standing.”

      “We don’t know enough,” Matt agreed.

      Something was off in Matt’s voice. There was something he wasn’t saying, something he was hiding. Mina could feel his shame prickling through their bond.

      “Matt, what is it?” she asked.

      Mina’s heart broke as she saw tears come to her husband’s eyes. “I didn’t know what to get you for Christmas. It’s our first Christmas together as a married couple and I wanted it to be perfect and you seemed so sad that you were here in California and not back in the Midwest.”

      A rumbling growl spilled out of Marcus.

      “So I found a spell. It was just supposed to make it snow a little! I swear. I don’t know why people are missing or why it’s snowing so hard. This wasn’t supposed to happen, Mina. I just wanted you to have a white Christmas.”

      Mina ran to Matt and threw her arms around him, hugging him tight. “You don’t need to give me anything, Matt. I have you. I have us.”

      “You damn fool,” Marcus snarled. “Always looking for the easy way out, the lazy way out. Well look what you’ve done this time.”

      “We’ll fix it, Marcus. Calm down.” Matt put his hands up in a soothing gesture, but Marcus’s eyes blazed with fire.

      “Did you hear that? That song outside?” One of the wolfboys turned and walked out of the kitchen, but no one but Mina saw him leave. Everyone else was staring fixedly at Marcus, wondering if he was about to throw down on Matt.

      “Where did you find this spell? You know how I feel about shifters doing magic.”

      “I picked it up ages ago, from a guy I defended in court. He didn’t have any money, so he paid me with some old spellbooks. I’ve never cast a spell until now and you can believe me, I won’t do it again.”

      “And you waited all day to tell me,” Marcus's voice rattled the windows in their panes.

      “Guys,” Mina said, “we just lost another.”

      “I knew how you’d react!” Matt yelled back at Marcus, and then he realized what Mina said. “Another?”

      “One of the wolves just walked out and I bet he’s gone.”

      “Shit,” Matt cursed, then took off after him, charging out the door and shifting into a bear the second his feet touched snow.

      “Matt, no!” Mina yelled, but it was too late.

      Mina and Marcus and Allison raced after him. They were too slow to save him, but not too slow to see a sheath of ice form around Matt mid-stride and then cold blue hands whisk him away into the shadows.
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        The Winter Witch

      

    
    
      The Winter Witch had found something unusual. There were bear-hearts in the town. Men with animal spirits in their souls, burning like bonfires in the night.

      She took one while he was walking naked in man form. He didn’t see her as she walked on quiet feet behind him. He couldn’t smell her either, for she smelled of snow and ice and sap freezing beneath bark.

      With one touch she captured him, sealing him inside her frost. She drank his heat in greedy gulps, feeling it spill down her chest but unmindful of the waste. He had so much of it. She could drink and drink and drink and he might never run dry.

      This one she would keep.

      In his memories she saw a home full of bear-hearts and wolf-bloods. With so many, she could feast for a year. Perhaps she could even drive the cold away. The Winter Witch would gladly abdicate and give up her title if she could, but absent a worthy successor to pass the gift to, only an overwhelming display of heat could drive the freezing curse from her bones.

      The bear-hearts might hold such warmth.

      They would not survive the process, but many more people in the coming centuries would be spared. Wouldn’t that be worth it?

      The Winter Witch took another drink from the captured bear-heart—Michael was his name—and stalked off towards the den of his brothers. The heat made her head bubbly and fizzy and she found herself laughing and skipping like a girl. She hadn’t been drunk since the curse fell upon her, and the bear’s heat went straight to her head.

      Outside the bear’s den—a large castle made of felled logs—the Winter Witch waited and watched. She couldn’t take them all at once. A whole pack of werewolves lay within. They had sleek bodies and handsome faces that chipped at the ice on her frozen heart. Was it the intoxicating heat that gave her lustful thoughts of the men? Or had she stolen enough of the bear-heart’s essence that her humanity was really coming back to her?

      If she had been a normal woman, even a normal witch, she would have swooned for them. But she was not normal, and she carried a terrible burden that had to be fed. She pushed thoughts of love from her head. As if she could ever love again. Not with her curse. Any man who touched her found himself frozen within a heartbeat. Perhaps if she stole enough heat from the bear-hearts she could kiss one of the wolves before the curse took him. Perhaps she could run her fingers down his muscled chest, savoring the feeling of real skin under her touch, before he was snatched away by frost.

      She contented herself with her fantasies and sang her song. She snatched a man, a wolf, a woman, another wolf. The storm blew mightily through the trees and her power grew. By dawn the whole town would be encased in ice and the mortal experts would think up comforting explanations for the tragedy that had befallen the village, but none would guess it was the Winter Witch let loose on the world again.

      As the Witch watched and summoned her song again, two of the bears plodded by. They didn’t smell her or hear her, as she stilled her song. If they had glanced her way they might have seen her. They might have had a chance if they attacked at once, especially with the Alpha radiating his fury into the world. But they did not look and they lost their chance.

      Winter always wins.

      Once the bears were in their den-home, she sang her song again and lured another of the handsome wolves out into the cold. It was daytime, but the clouds were so large and so dark with their fury that it may as well have been night. The wolf took one step outside before the Witch snatched him up with a kiss on his shoulder. He tasted divine, like a past of mortal pleasures the Witch had all but forgotten.

      She wanted more of that. More tastes of skin and lips and anything warm.

      A roar from inside the house drew her attention, and then the smaller of the bear-hearts charged outside. He wasn’t as big as the Alpha, but the bear named Matthew was ferocious nonetheless. Had she been unprepared or newly arrived, he might have lasted more than a breath in a battle with her.

      But the Winter Witch was at the peak of her powers. He was frozen before he took three steps and then whisked away to her lair to join the others. With two bears and also the wolves, she could feast until spring. If she could weep for joy, she would have, but the tears turned to ice in her eyes.

      At the doorway to the house the Alpha and the mortal women saw her.

      The Winter Witch curtsied and waved.
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      “Marcus,” Mina said. “Who is that? What did she do to Matt?”

      A woman stood on top of the snow. She had white-blonde hair that hung in stringy strands like icicles from her head. Her skin was blue at her extremities, fading to white as it neared her heart. She was barefoot, wearing a tattered dress caked with snow and frost. She had blue lips and dark eyes that glittered inhumanly in an unreadable face. Whatever she was, she terrified Mina.

      Matt was supposed to be invincible. Matt was supposed to be unstoppable. He was going to love and protect her until the sun burned out in the sky. They were going to watch the world age together, raising shifter cubs, sleeping in, making love wherever they felt like, as much as they could.

      He wasn’t supposed to be turned into an ice cube and disappeared by some frosty fairy.

      “Name yourself,” Marcus roared. “And know that you stand on protected land! The land of the mountain belongs to the Great Bear Spirit, and you risk his wrath by walking here.” Heat poured off Marcus, making Mina’s belly clench uncomfortably. You could literally cook an egg on him, he was so fired up with anger.

      “I name myself out of courtesy to you, great Alpha. But I do not fear your bear spirit. It slumbers even now, unheeding the call of your people. I am known as the Winter Witch and I shall take all of you before dawn rises.” The Witch’s voice was melodic and breathy, almost sultry. It made Mina want to walk to the woman and to be nearer to her.

      One of the wolfboys stepped forward, but Marcus grabbed him and threw him back into the house before he could set one foot outside.

      “Witch, you will die today for what you have done. My claws and teeth have killed before and they will again,” Marcus growled. “You have only one chance for survival: give me back my people, my brothers, my family. Give them back unharmed and swear a vow to never return and I will let you live.”

      The Witch laughed, and her laugh was a haunting melody that made Mina want to dance in the snow. “I have a different idea, strong Alpha. Come with me. Offer your body up to me to do with as I will. Become my slave and I shall spare these last few people of your village. You have so much heat to share. Perhaps you could even kiss my feet before the cold stole you away.”

      “Lady,” Marcus snarled, “you can kiss my ass. I am no one’s slave, and I certainly won’t have sex under duress like that. I belong to Bearfield, not to you.”

      Mina saw something then in the Witch’s eyes. A profound loneliness glimpsed through a crack in her resolve. What must it be like to be the Witch? Did she have friends or family or a home? Or was her life only ice and snow and turning all those around her into frost-caked statues?

      Mina stepped in front of Marcus, careful to keep from going outside. “Why don’t you come in, Winter Witch? You look cold and hungry and we have more food than we can possibly eat.”

      “What are you doing?” whispered Allison.

      “If she comes in here, I am going to tear her throat out,” Marcus said matter-of-factly.

      Mina spun on him. “If you want to see your brothers and my mother and Pete and the wolves and everyone else back alive you will keep a civil tongue in your mouth and you will not lay a hand on her.” Mina poked Marcus in the belly with her finger. It was like poking a stone wall.

      “But,” Marcus said.

      “Do you understand?”

      Marcus growled and for a moment Mina worried he would just pick her up and hurl her outside to the witch. But he nodded and stepped back. “Winter Witch, please come in.”

      The Witch blinked uncomprehendingly. “What?”

      “Come in, please.” Mina smiled at the Witch and swept her hand into the house.

      “This is very unusual,” the Winter Witch said as she took one hesitating step forward.

      “We have a problem, and I think only you can solve it.” Mina’s mind worked feverishly. After seeing the Witch snatch Matt away, she knew Marcus would suffer the same fate. There had to be another way to deal with her. There had to.

      The Winter Witch stepped forward, crossing the threshold of the house. Her footsteps burned the wood with her cold, scarring it forever. “Is there something you need frozen?” Her voice was different, softer. She was off balance and looking around like she hadn’t been inside a home in a hundred years.

      Mina watched as the Witch’s eyes took in the living room, staring at the TV uncomprehendingly, blinking at the electric lights overhead. And all the while, her gaze kept darting back to the wolfboys, who stood as far from her as they could while still being in the same room. The Witch ignored Marcus entirely. She really wasn’t afraid of the Alpha at all.

      “Please come to the kitchen,” Mina said, walking ahead of the Witch but keeping her body half-turned towards her, in case the Witch attacked or halted.

      “Very well, but I should warn you that if you attempt to push me into an oven, it will not go well for you. Others have tried such a ruse many years ago and found that no flame can match my frost.”

      “I am going to say this once, and I hope you can hear the truth in my voice: I mean you no harm and bear you no ill will,” Mina said calmly, fixing her gaze on the Witch’s black, unblinking eyes.

      “But I took your mate.”

      “And if you remind me of that again, I will totally bear you ill will. All of the illest will. But right now, in this moment, you are a guest in this home and it is Christmas. Everyone deserves a chance on Christmas. Everyone deserves a hot meal served by kind people and a cozy home for the evening.” Mina pulled out a chair in the kitchen nook and guided the Witch to it without touching her. Just being near the weird woman made Mina’s skin ache and bones creek.

      From across the kitchen, Allison stared at Mina wide-eyed. Marcus leaned against the refrigerator again, clenching his jaw in fury. The wolfboys all clustered behind the Alpha, watching silently.

      Once the Witch was seated, and frost had spread over back of her chair, down to the floor, and across the table, Mina nodded and sat across from the Witch.

      “This is our problem. Every year, this family has a cooking competition. Matt and Michael both try to outdo each other.”

      “Matt and Michael,” the Winter Witch said. “The bear-hearts. I know them. I took their warmth and saw this contest in their thoughts.”

      Mina closed her eyes and hoped—prayed—that taking warmth wasn’t fatal for a shifter. She took a steadying breath and continued. “Everyone left in this house lacks the impartiality to judge the food. I was relying on Sebastian and Sheriff Pete and maybe my mother or Allison’s sister, Chloe, to judge the food. With Marcus as tie-breaker, as is traditional. But you took all of them. We have the wolfboys left,—“.

      “We have names, y’know,” one of the wolfboys interjected, but Mina could never keep them straight.

      “But they work for Allison at her roadhouse, so they can’t be judges.”

      The Witch blinked at Mina. Had she understood anything Mina said?

      “You desire that I judge your food?” The Witch cocked her head to the side. “Is that the truth of it?”

      “Yes. Exactly. We need you to taste my food and Allison’s food—without knowing who made what—and then to tell us which is best.”

      “What happens to the loser?”

      “The losing team has to run to the lake and back, naked.” Allison added, warming to Mina’s approach.

      “It is very cold out. That is a terrible punishment,” the Witch said. “This contest intrigues me, but it is quite impossible. All food becomes ice at my touch. I cannot eat or drink or,” her eyes flicked to the wolfboys, “kiss without freezing the object of my attention solid as stone.”

      “Right, yes, but what if you had enough warmth?” Mina said, following a hunch.

      The Winter Witch started, as if poked with a fork. “Yes, with enough warmth, freely given, I could keep the curse at bay for a time. Not long, though.”

      “Long enough to eat some biscuits and roast venison and pie?” Mina grinned at the Witch.

      The Witch thought it over, her oddly beautiful face frowning with the effort. “Yes. Long enough for that.”

      “Then go out to the dining room table, and Allison and I will bring out some food while Marcus and the wolfboys give you their heat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    
    
      The wolfboys clustered around the Winter Witch where she sat. They kneeled on the floor and sat on the chairs on either side of her. Marcus loomed behind her, flexing his hands as if at any second he might choke the life from her. Or try to, at least.

      Mina and Allison gathered what food was ready and plated it artfully, serving up tiny portions of everything.

      “This is like the time the San Francisco Chronicle food critic showed up at The Growler,” Allison said. “Except less scary.”

      Mina laughed despite herself. “I never had a critic come to my old brunch place in the city. We were too small potatoes.”

      “Well, it’s just like this, but the critics are icier.”

      “Real cool customers?”

      “Butter wouldn’t melt in their mouths,” Allison said, then started shaking as sobs wracked her body. “What are we going to do, Mina? That creature took our mates. What if we never see them again?”

      “We will,” Mina said, wrapping Allison in a hug.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because we’re fated mates,” Mina said with a bright smile. “Because she hasn’t had food in hundreds of years. And because she can’t stop ogling the wolfboys.”

      Allison laughed through her tears. “Right? She’s totally eye-banging them all!”

      “This will work,” Mina said. “It has to.” Then she took a deep breath, gathered up the plates of food and swept into the dining room.

      

      “Here’s my plan. On the count of three, all of you are going to lay hands on the Winter Witch here and lend her your warmth. Then, she can eat our food and judge the contest and we can see who is better at Christmas food, Team Matt or Team Michael.”

      Marcus growled. The thought of touching the Witch in a non-strangling way was off-putting to him.

      Get mad, Mina thought. Get furious, Marcus. Share your pissed-off heat with her.

      “What are these foodstuffs?” The Witch asked, peering at the plates.

      “When was the last time you ate a home-cooked meal, girl?” Allison asked.

      “What year is it?” the Winter Witch asked.

      “It’s 2015,” Mina said gently.

      The Witch wobbled in her chair. “So long. How could it be so long? Where have the years gone? It’s been over two hundred years since I last ate food. But I cannot remember my last meal.”

      “You’ll remember this one,” Allison said. “But how about you try the food before we name it? You’ll get a cleaner impression then.”

      “Very well,” the Witch composed herself and lifted her chin haughtily. “I am ready to judge your contest.”

      Mina glanced at Marcus and the wolves. They were ready. “On three, boys. One. Two. Three!”

      All of the shifters in the room touched the Witch at once. The wolves seated next to her grabbed her thighs. The ones kneeling on the floor seized her ankles and calves. Marcus lay two big hands on her neck, but somehow resisted squeezing.

      “Oh!” the Witch chirped. “Oh my!” Whether it was because she had already stolen warmth from so many that night or because Marcus was just that pissed off, the combined warmth of the shifters was enough to drive back the Witch’s frost.

      The ice on her chair melted and dripped to the floor. The frost in her hair steamed away, revealing her true cinnamon-colored hair. And as Mina watched, the color pulsed back into the Witch’s body. With every beat of her heart, her skin deepened and darkened. The black of her eyes drained away, leaving behind a soulful brown. In the space of ten breaths, the Winter in the Witch was gone, and in her place sat a curvy young woman who looked Native American.

      The Witch smiled warmly, her eyes crinkling with pleasure at Mina. “It’s been so long since I felt this. Thank you. Thank you from the depths of my being.” The Witch stretched her hands high, like she’d forgotten what a body felt like, and then, suddenly realizing that six gorgeous shifter men were groping her legs, looked down in alarm.

      “I don’t know how long this will last, so please have a bite.” Mina nudged the plate closer and the Witch took notice of it, then fell upon the food like a girl who hadn’t eaten since before California was a state.

      She popped a warm pumpkin roll into her mouth. “This is amazing,” she said as she chewed.

      She slurped creamy butternut squash soup from a steaming mug. “This is even better.”

      She scooped sweet potato pie from her plate with two fingers and licked it hesitantly, then stuffed her whole hand into her mouth, moaning and gasping as she licked every trace of the dessert from her skin.

      “What is this amazing food?”

      “Pie,” Mina said.

      “Sugar,” Allison added with a wry smile.

      The Witch ate every crumb off the plates, and then asked for more of everything except the deep-fried okra. No one but Mina’s mother liked deep-fried okra.

      When she had devoured seconds and thirds and fourths of some dishes, the Witch was finally sated. Her belly strained at the tattered dress. She slumped in her chair and let out a very un-witch-like belch.

      “So which is it, Witch? What was the best dish?” Allison leaned forward, arms on the table, eager for a verdict.

      “It all was so good. Would it not be a shame to reduce this to a contest?”

      “It’s not being reduced,” Mina said. “This meal was built on a contest.”

      The Witch nodded. Some of the wolfboys were shivering, their teeth chattering loudly. Even Marcus looked paler than usual. “Very well. Then I judge this maple sweet potato pie with the freshly whipped cream to be the single most enjoyable dish of the evening.”

      “Yes!” Allison yelled. “In your face!” She performed a victory dance around the room, shaking her booty in joyous celebration.

      The Witch grinned in exuberant joy, then a shadow fell over her face.

      “How did you become this way?” Mina asked. “If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand. But you just seem so sad.”

      “It’s an old story. It was the depths of winter, but my family had set aside plenty of food. We were warm and safe in our home and happy together. I had a father and a mother and three younger brothers. But one night an old woman came to our door. She trembled with the cold. Her earlobes and nose were blackened with frost’s bite. She begged warmth. She begged food. My parents did not see her. It was me. Only me. I thought I was being prudent in turning her away. She looked like she might pass at any moment. What a waste of food it would be to care for her, I thought. I was a selfish girl and thought our riches made us better than others. But the woman was not as she appeared. She was a goddess, a protector of travelers. And I had failed her test.” The Witch dragged her nails across Marcus’s dining room table, gouging it as if it were soft butter. “For my transgressions she lay this curse upon me. I became a thing of winter and hunger and cold. All would fear me. None would love me. And no one would welcome me to their home.” For a moment the Witch sneered and her skin was white and shone with ice crystals, but then her expression softened and the Witch-face faded.

      “But we invited you in,” Mina said.

      “And we fed you,” Allison added.

      “And you can feel our touch,” one of the thigh-grabbing wolves said, his hand sliding higher still.

      “You did. And though it may drive me mad with hunger, I shall repay your kindness with one of my own.” The Witch closed her eyes and nodded quickly three times.

      Suddenly, Matt and Michael were standing in the dining room, both naked and steaming. Behind them Chloe, Sebastian, and Mrs. Brooks appeared, followed by the missing wolves. Finally, Sheriff Pete appeared, blinking in the light and swearing between shivers.

      “All are returned. My larder is empty. None die tonight in Bearfield. And though I shall weep and scream as the hunger takes me, you have shown me a kindness I never thought I’d see again. And I thank you for it.” The Witch bowed her head to Mina.

      But Mina wasn’t paying her any attention. She was too busy crying tears of joy and planting a thousand kisses on Matt’s lips.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        The Winter Witch

      

    
    
      The Winter Witch didn’t know what to make of the night. Her plans had begun so strong, but had tipped and smashed when confronted with these women—these marvelous, generous women.

      What would the night have been like had they not invited her in? The Witch would have killed the mortals and taken the shifters back to her lair. She would have crowed triumphantly at another town destroyed by her hand, but in the morning she would have felt hollow and ashamed of the extremes her hunger had led her to.

      Her belly was full of the most marvelous food. Did everyone know about pie? Did everyone know of coconut sweet potatoes and honey-roasted venison and fluffy biscuits that tasted so good your eyes squeezed shut in delight? For a moment the darkness of the curse welled up. She’d been denied all pleasures of the flesh for centuries and now, for one night, she tasted what she could not have. Tomorrow, would she be angrier? More vengeful? Was the meal a treat or a torment?

      But then a finger stroked her inner thigh and a shuddering sigh escaped her lips and the darkness was banished.

      Two of the werewolves stared at her with longing. One stroked her thigh with his hand and the other dared to bend his neck and plant a kiss on top of her knee.

      Behind her, the Alpha sighed with annoyance. With his shifter senses, he could gauge her arousal.

      “If we let go of you, how long will the curse stay away?” he asked.

      The Witch’s heart ached. She didn’t want them to let go. Not ever. The thought of the numbness returning to her limbs was too much to bear. “I do not know, Alpha. This has never happened before.”

      He pointed at the stairs to the upper floor with his chin. “My bedroom is up there, kid. Take these wolves with you and make the most of whatever time you have.”

      “But why?” the Witch asked. “Why are you being kind? I nearly killed the whole of your people.”

      “Because you didn’t. Because my sister-in-law showed me the power of mercy tonight. And because it’s Christmas and everyone deserves a second chance on Christmas.” His voice was gentle as he spoke, all trace of the growl gone. “But if you hurt these boys . . .”

      The Winter Witch leapt to her feet, breaking contact with the shifters. The cold did not rush back immediately, but she could feel it looming like a storm on the horizon. “I will not hurt them, big Alpha,” she laughed, then seized the hands of the two who had been lavishing attention on her. In a rush, the three of them darted up the stairs.

      

      “What are your names?” the Witch asked as they ran.

      “Alex,” said the taller of the two.

      “Brandon,” said the other.

      They looked so much alike they must have been brothers, with sandy brown hair and dark features, lean bodies and broad shoulders. The Witch trembled as she regarded them. The excitement was overpowering.

      They found their way to the Alpha’s bedroom, a wide room with western windows overlooking a forested valley. The sun was setting, and orange rays cut through the clouds, painting the snow-covered treetops in honeyed tones. A massive bed took up most of the space. It was large enough for a bear to sleep on, or for one witch and two werewolves to sate themselves on.

      Alex came up behind the Witch and kissed her neck while Brandon grabbed her hips and pulled her tightly against himself. She could feel the hardness of his cock through his pants as he ground himself against her. He kissed her then, a quick test of a kiss to see if she was frozen or cursed. But she wasn’t. Alex grinned at her then and kissed her longer, harder, his tongue exploring her mouth.

      Delicious heat swirled inside the Witch. She felt like she was floating, like she was a mortal girl in the arms of two lovers. It was heady and intoxicating.

      Brandon kissed her neck, nipping her with his teeth. Then he seized the neckline of her dress and ripped it in two, revealing her nakedness. He roughly grabbed her breasts and pinched her nipples, making her squeal into Alex’s mouth. He rolled and tugged her buds in his strong fingers while he pressed his hardness to her ass. She was trapped between two werewolves and lost in pleasure. She reached one hand in front and one behind and stroked their cocks through their clothes. Heat burst from them at her touch, spiraling into her body. As long as they kept touching her and kissing her and licking her, she thought, the curse would stay away.

      Alex broke off their kiss and licked his way down to her breasts. Brandon offered them to his brother, and Alex accepted the invitation, taking the Witch’s nipples between his teeth and lapping at them with his rough tongue.

      “Oh yes, yes. Yes!” the Witch yelled. The wolves did not speak, but they growled and gruffed as they handled her.

      Brandon sank to his knees behind her while Alex did the same in front.

      “It’s been centuries since I last enjoyed sex. I fear I am out of practice,” the Witch laughed. “What are you doing on your knees, my lovers? Should I join you?”

      Alex looked up at her, his eyes burning with his shifter spirit. “You should stand right there, my Witch. Stand right there and come for us.” The shifter’s fingers moved from her breasts, gliding over her round belly, down to her sex. He spread her open gently and sniffed at her before licking his lips.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I’ve never eaten Witch pussy before,” Alex said with a grin.

      “Just think, this is the last moment you’ll be able to say that.” The Witch’s voice grew breathy and ragged as the wolfboy brought his mouth to her dripping cunt. Two hundred years of being frozen, and the thaw had finally come to her. She was wetter than spring in the mountains, wetter than the first thaw of the season.

      Spring had come to the Winter Witch’s sex, and it felt amazing.

      Alex’s tongue parted her folds and licked her deliciously. The Witch trembled and quivered and moaned at the joy of it. She forgot about Brandon kneeling behind her, until she felt his strong hands spread her ass cheeks open.

      “What?” she said dreamily. “What are you doing back there?”

      Brandon laughed darkly, then pressed his face between her cheeks and licked hungrily at her asshole. Every stroke of his tongue was like lightning striking her core. The Witch let out a warbling cry and grabbed on to each of the wolves’ heads to steady herself. The effect of both of them devouring her at once destroyed her. Ruined her. One moment she was a snow-draped mountain, quiet and alone in the wilderness. And the next two hungry mouths took her to heights undreamt of, and her mountain shook under the thunderous assault. The ice cracked. The snow quivered. All gave way.

      When she came it was an avalanche.

      Her sex trembled. Her asshole quivered.

      The Winter Witch’s legs gave out and gasping, she fell on top of Alex.

      “I think she liked it,” Alex said with a wry tone.

      Brandon slid his pants off his hips. “I think she’ll like the next trick even more.”

      They’d done this before, she realized. These two men were practiced at overpowering women with their techniques. She was being ministered to by experts.

      Alex shrugged off his jeans and the Witch took a moment to admire the curves of his muscles, the neat lines of his body that all seemed to point downwards, to his cock. It hung dark and heavy in a thatch of thick hair. Alex clambered onto the bed and lay on his back, an expectant grin making him look eager and boyish.

      Before she could do anything, Brandon scooped the Witch up in his arms and eased her onto the bed.

      “What am I to do?” she asked, puzzled. “How does this work with three bodies? Do you take turns with me?”

      “No,” Brandon said. “We take you together.”

      “But how?”

      With shifter strength, Brandon easily lifted the Witch again, this time laying her upon his brother.

      “Normally we take things slower, but with that curse liable to come back at any minute . . . “ Alex said, then moved the Witch’s body so that she was straddling him, her thighs on either side of his hips. “Take my cock,” he said, fixing her with his smoldering gaze. “Guide it inside you.”

      The Witch bit her lip and nodded at him. It was the first order she’d obeyed since becoming the Winter Witch, and the most enjoyable. Alex’s thick cock opened her languorously. She felt herself stretch as he thrust in, her slick walls grasping him tightly.

      “Oh fuck, you’re tight,” he growled.

      The Witch sighed with delight. “And wet.” This position was unfamiliar to her, but after so long, all sex was unfamiliar. She tried rocking her hips and then rolling them, then lifting her ass and lowering it, experimenting to see what felt best.

      Brandon had vanished. Where had he gone? It didn’t matter with Alex there, hard and hot inside her. He thrust gently, slowly, easing her open. The Witch moaned and grabbed at the Alpha’s bed, her fingers gouging rents into the sheets and mattress.

      The cold began to return. With only one wolf to warm her, she could feel the numbness returning. Her skin paled, the warm brown tones desaturating into gray, into white.

      But then Brandon was back, kneeling behind her. He ran his hands down her spine, over her hips, and warmth flooded her again, pushing the cold away.

      “Sorry, Marcus doesn’t have any lube in the house. So I’m improvising.”

      The Witch glanced back and saw Brandon holding a stick of butter in his hand. “Butter? What’s the butter for?” she said, panting as Alex thrust harder into her.

      “Butter makes everything better,” Brandon said with a lewd smile. He crushed the stick in his hands and then smeared it up and down his cock. His was longer than Alex’s, and thinner. Then he took one buttery finger and slid it up the Witch’s ass.

      She writhed and clutched Alex tightly. Fireworks exploded within her. “What is this?” she whimpered. The sensation was breathtaking. To a mortal, it may have hurt. But she was the Winter Witch and pain was beyond her.

      “This is me getting your ass nice and slippery,” Brandon growled. She glanced back at him, intrigued by his tone and saw his eyes flash with inner fire.

      “You’re going to love this,” Alex said. His cock sank deep into her and he held her close, kissing her as his brother knelt behind the Witch.

      She felt something larger and hotter nudge against her asshole. “What is that?” she asked. Then realization dawned on her as Brandon opened her ass with his buttered cock.

      The Winter Witch trembled and shook as the two brothers took her in both holes at once. She was silent, reveling in the sensations, and then she found her voice.

      The Witch sang then, one of the oldest songs of her blood. It was not the siren song that brought men to the cold, not the hunting song. It was a song of hope and transformation. It was a song the Witch did not know she knew.

      She sang the song of spring. Of fertile fields and generous blossoms and the eternal rebirth of life. The song exploded from her in a pulse of light that moved through walls and windows, through doors and rocks. At the speed of hope it pulsed across Bearfield. The clouds in the sky evaporated as the song touched them. Snow melted in steaming blasts. Her song touched every soul in Bearfield, and lifted them with joy.

      In that moment, overcome with generosity and heat, and maybe helped with a little bit with of Christmas magic, the Winter Witch closed her eyes one last time, and when she opened them a moment later, crying with joy as her lovers filled her with their seed, she became the Witch of Spring.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11

        

      

    
    
      Outside, along a snowy trail, cursing like sailors, Matt and Mina ran naked to the lake. He offered to carry her, but it was against the rules. The most Matt could do for his mate was to shield her from Sheriff Pete’s water guns.

      “I’m sorry!” Matt said. “I’m sorry! This is all my fault.”

      “Fuck,” Mina swore. “Fuckity fuck. This is fucking cold.” But then she laughed. “Merry Christmas, my love.”

      They were halfway to the water when the song of Spring caught up with them, warming their bones and hearts and putting a little more spring into their step.

      Matt and Mina held hands as they raced along the trail. The sunset painted the world in the most beautiful shades of honeybear gold.

      “The record for getting to the lake and back is twenty minutes,” Matt said, huffing down the trail.

      The lake was before them, warm and inviting. The Spring song wound through the air and as Mina watched, flowers bloomed, trees fruited, and the world came alive.

      “We’re not going to beat the record, Matt,” Mina said.

      “Why not? If we hustle back, we can do it.”

      “Because it’s Christmas,” she said, grabbing his hips and pulling him near her naked body. “And I have a present for you.”

      

      They didn’t break the record that year. In fact, it was the slowest and most enjoyable loser race that Bearfield had ever seen.

      

      

      
        A SLICE OF HONEYBEAR PIE

        (Bearfield - Book One)

      

      Matt Morrissey is a bear shifter with a sweet tooth, an easy smile, and muscles for miles. Mina Brooks is a baker who couldn’t take the heat of a mobster-infested kitchen. When Mina crashes her car in the charming, sleepy town of Bearfield she thought her life was over, but then she met Matt. As fate pulls the two of them closer, and the dangerous men close in on Mina, Matt has to prove he's got what it takes to defend the woman he loves from the mysterious forces pursuing her.
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          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      “We’ve finally found her, Patrick,” the wizened old man said, and my skin flushed hot.

      “Where?” my voice got stuck in my throat, making it sound even more animalistic than usual. The men on the Council watched me try and pull myself together. I’d been waiting for this day for one year, and they all knew it.

      When time ticked on and only silence greeted my question, my temper spiked.

      “Where?” I growled, my hands fisted at my side. The other men on the Council all had a reaction to my anger—some looked wary, some resigned, but mostly the group of ten men showed signs of anger of their own.

      “Try and relax, Patrick,” soothed Paul, the old man that told me they’d found her—Cat—his hands in the air in a defensive gesture. I held my tongue but I wanted to tell him to go to hell. But Paul, more than anyone, knew how much I had suffered since my fated mate had been taken one year earlier, stolen in the night by a rival clan because she was our clan’s princess.

      She was my princess.

      Happiness flooded through me. It was tempered with anxiety, though, as I’d heard this before from the Council.

      “Where is she?” I asked slowly, enunciating each word. I was finally going to break free from the bindings the Council had put on me. I would be able to search for her, as I’d wanted to do every day for the last year. I would finally, finally…be able to hold my love.

      No one on the Council would ever guess at my inner thoughts. I’d become a shell of my former self, still huge and brawny, but empty on the inside. Where once there had been a responsible, kind, giving bear, now there was only one thing left for me—being with Cat. But what the Council saw, what anyone that encountered me saw, was a muscled up tall guy with a perpetual frown and a long, bushy beard. And that was it.

      “I won’t tell you where she is until the Council hears your oath,” Paul said, looking stoic in the light of the rage that now emanated from me.

      “WHAT? Paul, so help me—”

      “Let him go,” this from Paul, and I realized that my hands were around his throat and guards were pulling on my arms. To no avail, but still, they tried.

      I released Paul, feeling ‘it’ again. I didn’t remember walking across the room and putting my hands around Paul’s neck. ‘It’ had only started after Cat had been taken. I would forget things that I had said or done, I would ‘wake up’ to find myself having already beaten someone to a bloody pulp—when you came down to it, I was losing time. I hadn’t felt ‘it’ in a long time now, but he was rearing his ugly head again, and right in front of the Council this time.

      Once I backed off, and apologized to Paul, things settled down again. Paul cleared his throat.

      “Ah, yes. As I was saying, we need your oath, Patrick.”

      I had no choice, of this I knew. I’d struck a deal with the devil, and if I didn’t follow through, other innocents would die.

      “Fine,” I said. “But I want your ‘oath’ that my family will be freed immediately after, that they’ll be given a comfortable home somewhere in Wonderland for free, and that you’ll release me from the Hold spell.” I stared each of them down in turn, inwardly pleased when they all looked away first.

      “Yes, Patrick. You will have those things,” Paul replied.

      “Then, get on with it,” I said, ignoring everything else.

      Can I do what they want of me? Am I ready? Cat. Cat, I need you.

      “Put your right hand on the ledger,” Paul said. “Now, repeat after me. I, Patrick Richard Ravenmore, will take my rightful place as Alpha of the Wonderland clan.” My hand hung over the edge of the ledger as I repeated the words that I’d said once before, and that, I believed, had taken my fated mate from me.

      “I will put the clan’s needs before anything else in my life—including family and friends.”

      My hand shook when I repeated that statement, my bear finally prodded enough to start growling. I ignored him, as I finished the blood oath with Paul slicing my arm and gathering my blood-essence, which had been done throughout hundreds of years in Wonderland clan. The alphas of Wonderland clan were fated, just as it was with fated mates. Usually the blood-essence traveled down a family’s lineage, but sometimes it skipped around. So, each cub was tested at birth to discover who  would be the next alpha.

      I feel so lucky.

      “Alright, Patrick. It is done. You are Alpha again. As it should have always been!” A wave of growls boomeranged against the walls of the stone chamber.

      It’s done.

      “Where is she?”

      “She’s living a normal life.”

      “What?”

      “She wasn’t taken,” I heard, and every word he heard after that felt like gunshots to my soul. “The Council decided that Wonderland clan, and in particular, you Patrick, were becoming too…influential in the valley. We decided to weaken you by taking Cat away.”

      Suddenly, my bear was in control and I was shifting, roaring and groaning in the less than three seconds it took me to change. My bear advanced on the Council members and roared in their faces, causing some to shift, also. The mighty sounds of struggle were bouncing around the chamber when Paul rang the bell. We all hunched down immediately, attempting to cover our heads to keep out the sleep-inducing noise from triggering the reaction. Once it was silent, I changed back to human and walked up to Paul.

      “Just tell me where she is,” I pleaded, not caring at all what that made me look like as ‘Patrick the Great’, a nickname my clan had given me.

      “She’s in Dixon, working at a place called ‘Cheaters’.” My mouth dropped open.

      “What the fuck?”

      “We wanted her to assimilate since we didn’t know how long it would take for you to…come around.” I forced my bear back down.

      “What else?” I said, rubbing my forehead. I knew there had to be more.

      “We gave her the Lost spell,” Paul said, and he had the decency to glance down when I looked at him with what I’m sure was total astonishment on my face.

      “For how long?” I gritted out.

      “One year.”

      

      Three days later, Christmas Eve

      The strobe lights hit her skin like fireworks in the night sky, making her even more beautiful. Her body was flawless – her legs were long with just the right amount of muscle, her stomach was flat, her arms strong. And her breasts made my mouth water. I wanted to suck on them.

      Tonight, I told myself. It’s been one year exactly, tonight. I can finally tell her who I am.

      I watched her gyrate slowly around the pole. She still had her tiny bottoms on, and her huge, clear, plastic platform hooker heels. I hated those things but all the girls wore them here.

      When she’s with me she won’t ever wear them again.

      She rubbed her tits and my dick got harder; this was agony. I sat at the rail and stared up at her. I only came here for her and she knew it. She took more time with me because we had a special bond, even though she didn’t remember it anymore.

      She knows that we belong together, just like I know it.

      I smiled as I thought about how surprised and happy she would be when she found out about all of the plans I’d made. I know she was going to love them, and me, once the spell ended. And then, we could finally touch each other.

      She kneeled down in front of me and spread her legs, pulling aside her panties so only I got to see her beauty. I glanced around at the other men with a scowl on my face, and she laughed her twinkly laugh and reached over the railing to ruffle my thick, dark hair. She leaned close to me and pushed her tits together, and I carefully slipped a dollar in between her skin. I won’t touch her without her knowing who I am—it would be disrespectful. She winked at me, her special wink that no one else ever saw, and got up to dance around the stage again.

      She has to do that—she doesn’t want to, I reminded myself as the rage I felt at our situation threatened to take over for maybe the millionth time, since three days ago when I’d been told that Cat was given the Lost spell for one year. That meant for one year, Cat hadn’t remembered that she was a bear shifter, that she had a mate, she didn’t recognize or remember anyone or anything about her life in Wonderland clan. Just thinking about it, the agony I endured while I wondered if she was safe, never mind what she actually experienced when she was gone, made me want to kill someone. There it was. ‘It’, again. ‘It’ hadn’t gone away after I found out about Cat, like the Council had hoped it would. ‘It’ made me dangerous, and dangerous men seldom made good alphas in a bear clan. But, I didn’t give a shit. I hid ‘it’ from the Council this time, otherwise they’d bind me there again and I wouldn’t have been able to find Cat. And if I couldn’t have Cat, I didn’t want to go on.
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      “Hey Cat, your stalker is here.” I looked up at my name and rolled my eyes at the stripper that had spoken. She was a bitch, and loved to give me a hard time.

      “Patrick’s not that bad.” I defended him not because I care about him, but out of reflex because I hated this place and everyone in it. But truthfully, Patrick was the best guy in a sea of sharks.

      “Don’t complain to me when you’re naked and chained to a pipe in his basement  on Christmas Eve,” she responded while blowing smoke out of her nose, making herself look like an angry cow prowling for a date in the red-light district.

      She’s right, it is Christmas Eve. I forgot. No one to celebrate with.

      Something was niggling at the back of my mind, a memory that I tried my hardest to retrieve. Frustrated, I gave up. No one had come for me in the last year, so obviously no one missed me. Christmas, alone.

      Patrick been coming here for the last three nights and almost immediately after he entered Cheaters, it was obvious he had come just for me. He was very intense but also very good looking, so I didn’t mind the attention. Sometimes, he could get creepy and stare other men down that looked too closely at me, and that’s when I would pull back from him. He doesn’t like that, so he would entice me back with a big tip and some free drinks—then, I’d reward him with a lap dance in the private room. He never touched me. I admit there have been times that I’ve wanted Patrick to touch me, but then he’ll show his obsessive side and I’ll pull away again. But, something was different with Patrick, and I laughed when I thought how contrived that sounded. But, it was true. When he was there, I knew it.

      Lots of the strippers here had customers as boyfriends. Of course, the customers all had wives and some even had wives and a mistress already, but this was a hard life. I’d learned over the last year that if you could get someone to ease your burden, who was I to judge? But Patrick seemed like the kind of guy that would insist I quit and I wasn’t sure about that. This place was the only place I knew in the world.

      I walked out of the tiny dressing room and headed toward the bar. Patrick was there, like I knew he would be, waiting for me. A small tingle ran through me at his shy smile, and I wondered if starting something with him might not be such a bad idea.

      “Hey, love,” I said to him, giving him a quick hug that he didn’t reciprocate. When I pulled back, his handsome face was bright red and I smiled wider.

      “Hi, Cat,” he said in his deep voice, his eyes running up and down my body.

      “You look beautiful,” he continued, gesturing to the stool next to him. As I sat down, he signaled to the bartender for my usual drink, a rum and Coke. This was our routine—the exact same hello, one-sided hug, rum and Coke, every night that I worked.

      Nothing’s ever going to change. My life will always be the same – stripping, desperately working for a dollar at a time, with no one ever loving me.

      “I have a surprise for you,” he said. I took a sip of my drink, watching him closely. This was a change, and suddenly I was wary. In my experience at Cheaters, surprises were never good.

      “What is it?” I responded, trying to keep the skepticism from my face and tone of voice. Patrick didn’t seem to notice though. He looked excited; his fingers were tapping incessantly against the dirty, linoleum-covered bar, and his eyes were laser-focused on mine.

      “I can’t tell you. That ruins the surprise,” he said. He reached out and for the very first time he touched me, his hand gently rubbing my knee. I don’t move, the shock of his skin touching mine sending warmth and pleasure throughout my body. I was astonished. I never thought that a simple touch could feel like that, and I stared at Patrick, really cataloging him for the first time. His eyes were bright blue, a stark contrast to his pitch-black hair. His tan cargo pants had seen better days, but they molded against his muscular legs where his knees were bent. His upper body was encased in an old t-shirt, so faded that I couldn’t make out what used to be on it, but his muscular chest and arms were clearly defined, making my stomach clench. But best of all, he had no tattoos on his arms like every other guy here. His arms were smooth and clean, with just a dusting of hair.

      He pulled his hand away, and I lifted my eyes to his. He was staring in his intense way, with an almost feral look on his face, and my sexual awareness of him turned to wariness, once again.

      “I’ve got to go, baby,” I told him softly. He smiled at me and I slipped back into the ‘dressing room’. It was more like a closet—tiny with no windows or ventilation. If there were ever a microcosm of my misery, this room would be it. My next set was coming up so I shoved my ‘poor me’ bullshit away and got into my white, lacy outfit. I was supposed to be a virgin in this one.

      My music came on and I walked out onto the stage with Drake singing about how I was a good girl and I knew it. This was one of Patrick’s favorites. I would know even if he hadn’t already told me, just by the amount of money he stuffed in my G-string during this set. He usually gave me a couple of bucks at a time during my other sets, but I was guaranteed to get at least $20 from him now. He loved the whole ‘Cat’s a virgin’ thing.

      I locked eyes with Patrick as I walked slowly to the end of the stage. Strangely, after he touched me at the bar I felt drawn to him unlike I had before. I should have been scared of that look in his eyes, and I was certainly wary, but I knew the bouncers wouldn’t let him get too out of hand here. I gyrated in front of him while he stared up at me, his eyes slowly running down my lingerie-clad body. I reached up and slowly pulled one of my straps down, the strobe lights and bass from the song making it feel intimate. I never looked at another man while I danced – I didn’t move away from Patrick at all. It was like we were alone, and without seeing his lap I knew he was turned on by me. A rush of power flushed through me, and it was heady as hell. He wanted me. Right now, I wanted him. His fantasy had become my own. I pretended I was a virgin and I was undressing for my first lover. I was shy and slow, revealing my breasts one at a time. He reacted as if he’d never seen them before, licking his lips while I gently squeezed my nipples. I was turned on, and I wondered briefly if he would notice the wetness in my panties when I removed them. This had never happened before either—it was a night of new experiences for me in this world of never-ending sadness. As I continued the set, I wished Patrick was my first, that my life hadn’t somehow led me to this dank and dingy strip club, taking my clothes off for strange men five nights a week. I wished my life was different, I felt like it should be different, and I let myself go into the moment of make-believe, and suddenly I was free. I was Cat, the girl that had memories of being raised by nice people, not just stories told to me that felt like they must have happened to someone else, for all I remembered them. Patrick was my boyfriend and he loved me. He had patiently waited for me to be ready to make love, and now was the time. I was going to give myself to him because I wanted to.

      My emotions must have shown on my face because Patrick seemed as affected as I was. He leaned forward, his muscular arms resting on the metal railing that separated him from the stage. His face was flushed and it made his eyes look even more blue. He was more handsome than I’d ever seen him. I was kneeling in front of him then, shaking my hair in his face as he breathed in my scent. I was shocked when he leaned just an inch forward and placed his mouth on my neck, hidden from the bouncers view. A jolt of awareness shot down to my pussy, and I moaned involuntarily. Patrick pulled back quickly, his eyes searching mine from two inches away.

      “Cat,” he said just loud enough for me to hear him. Nothing else, just my name.

      “Patrick,” I whisper back, and my hand reached out and cupped his hard jaw. He tensed but didn’t pull back, while I was having an internal struggle over what was happening between us.

      What the fuck am I doing?

      I pulled away and stood up, shimmying my white lace panties down my tan legs. I was showing him the promised land that he’d seen a few times before, but tonight it felt different. I leaned down and removed my clear hooker heels, one at a time. I was completely naked then and feeling vulnerable. He reached over the railing holding a $50 bill and I got on my knees again. I moved my upper body toward him, the beacon of his eyes my port in the storm. I didn’t break eye contact as I pressed my breasts together. He slipped the bill between my breasts and for the very first time, he brushed the tips of his fingers against the swell of my left breast, which caused us both to inhale sharply.

      “Hey, you fucking whore!” A drunk guy screamed from a few seats away. I startled and looked over, seeing a middle-aged man in a dirty wife-beater leering at me. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed that Patrick was now standing.

      “It’s okay,” I soothed Patrick, as I reached one hand out to him in a motion to fend him off. I didn’t want Patrick to get into any trouble and get kicked out. Before I could do anything else, Patrick was in the drunk guy’s face.

      “Apologize to the lady, or I’ll fucking kill you,” he said in a low tone, all the more menacing because he wasn’t yelling. The drunk guy apparently had a death wish, because he put his hands up on Patrick’s chest as if to push him away. In the blink of an eye, Patrick slammed him down face first onto the metal railing, cracking his nose. He screamed and grabbed his face as blood squirted everywhere, the other girls start freaking out, and the bouncers came lumbering over to break up the fracas. I was still as a statue on stage, watching from above as Patrick lifted the guy back up and smashed his face with his fist, over and over until he was on the brink of unconsciousness. Fear made my hands and feet tingle as I watched him become a person I didn’t recognize.

      Where’s the kind, patient Patrick?

      “Apologize to the lady!” he screamed this time, his face red with anger, spittle flying from his mouth. I was full on scared now—he looked crazy. Even the bouncers must have thought so because they gave him a wide berth.

      “Shorrryyy…” the drunk guy mumbled, and Patrick took the guy’s right arm and snapped the bone in his forearm by slamming it onto the metal railing. The guy’s scream of agony continued for an unbearably long time, until it finally stopped as he passed out. Patrick dropped him to the ground in a heap and looked up at me. His eyes were wild, his hair was a mess, he was sweating and breathing hard. I was sure I looked terrified because I felt fucking terrified. Any romantic feelings I’d had from before were just washed away. I pulled my eyes from his and ran from the stage, leaving my clothes and all of the money behind.
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      I dressed as quickly as possible and slipped out the back door of the strip club. The parking lot behind the building was even more sad and decrepit than the one in front. But, I hoped to slip away unnoticed and get to my apartment eight blocks away in less than ten minutes if I ran. I threw my huge bag over my shoulder and started to run barefoot through the freezing, darkened lot. I heard a noise behind me near the dumpster and I threw a fearful glance in that direction, seeing nothing. My heart pounded as I ran, but only a little of that was from exertion. I couldn’t believe I’d softened toward Patrick like that. Fucking stupid.

      A car door slammed and heavy footsteps moved quickly in my direction. I whimpered and tried to run faster, only to be picked up from behind by an arm around my stomach. I cried out and the arm tightened, cutting off my air supply. Quickly, I’m turned around and my back is slammed up against the nearest car. The air whooshed from my lungs and I tried to take a breath but it was impossible.

      “It’s me!” Patrick hissed in my face, and I felt like I might black out if I didn’t get oxygen into my lungs soon. I was making choking noises as I reached up and grabbed my neck with both hands. He turned me around again and whacked me on the back, hard, three or four times. He was not being gentle and it hurt. My terror level was reaching its summit. He swung me around once more to face him, and I finally could take a deep breath. The edges of my vision cleared and I saw that he looked just as he did when he was beating that guy—flushed with anger and disheveled.

      “Why are you running from me?” he demanded in a rough tone I’d never heard from him, and I cringed back against the car as he put his hands on my upper arms and squeezed tight.

      “I’m sorry, Patrick,” I whispered, not knowing what else to say. It’s like he was a complete stranger. My instinct to soothe him so I could get away was at the forefront of my mind.

      “I didn’t know it was you,” I said, taking more deep breaths so I could attempt to gain a little more control of myself. I needed my wits about me.

      “Well, it is me so stop running,” he said harshly, shaking me. My head ached, but I stepped closer to him anyway. My only weapon was what God gave me, the only thing that men wanted from me—my body. I brushed the front of my body against his and he immediately stilled. Unbelievably, I felt sparks similar to earlier tonight swarm between us, even though I know he was violent and scarily obsessed with me.

      “Patrick,” I whispered close to his mouth, and he leaned down and kissed me. I tensed up and started to pull away but his hands were strong and I couldn’t move. He forced my mouth open and his tongue pushed inside, seeking out my own. Against my will, my body reacted to the feeling of his silky tongue stroking the recesses of my mouth and I moaned and leaned against him. The kiss wasn’t sweet or romantic – at least not to me. But I still wanted it, because I let it happen. He was biting my lips and tongue, hard enough to make me bleed, but I didn’t attempt to pull away again. Oddly, the taste of my blood made me soft and pliable in his arms. As that thought entered my brain, I cringed at the notion and finally tried to get away. I struggled in his arms and he bit me very hard, making me cry out. He pulled away then and looked at the blood on my lip as I shook and tears fell from my eyes.

      “Why are you fighting me?” he asked, sounding genuinely perplexed.

      “I’m sorry,” I said again, slipping my tongue into the bite mark he’d left on my mouth.

      “I’ve got plans for us, Cat. I told you I have a surprise for you. Don’t you want to know what it is?” He looked happy and shy now, almost boyish.

      “What is it?” He still had me by the arms and I flexed, hoping he’d relax his hold a little. He didn’t, so I shrugged him off roughly.

      “You’re going to come live with me. Tonight.” My heart pounded as he smiled down at me. I couldn’t let him take me to his place. I had no family and no friends. The strip joint was all I knew, but I had no friends there. No one cared about me. No one would ever look for me.

      Oh, God.

      “I can’t just leave my apartment. I have a lease,” I said, trying so hard to sound reasonable. He stared at me for a full minute, at the end of which I was squirming.

      “I did something nice for you, Cat.” His soft tone was back, his eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “Don’t you remember?” His face was worried.

      “I know! Yes, I know. I’m just worried about my lease, that’s all.”

      “Well, don’t worry about it,” he said with that same boyish grin, and the attraction is back.

      What is wrong with me? Is he kidnapping me, or am I going willingly?

      “No! No, I won’t, of course I won’t,” I said with a small laugh. “Thank you, Patrick,” I whispered, watching him closely. It was clear that I had to keep him happy because I’d never get away from him against his strength.

      “Can I go home and pick up some things first? I can meet you at your place in a little while?” I pleaded, knowing before I’d finished that this wasn’t going to happen. Patrick looked pretty determined.

      “Why would you need to do that? I’ve got everything ready for us. Don’t you remember, Cat?” he said again, searching my eyes for what, I have no idea.

      Why does he keep asking me if I remember? Remember, what?

      “Okay,” I gave in because I’m afraid of what he’ll do if I continued to resist. Visions like photos slip through my mind of Patrick hitting that man earlier, breaking his arm so easily. He pulled me away from the car with one hand on my arm, leaning down to grab my bag as he walked and I stumbled. He brought me to an old car, shiny black with two white stripes down the hood.

      “It’s my chevelle,” he said proudly, and looked again for a reaction from me as he opened the passenger door and pushed me inside. He didn’t get one, because I, again, had no idea what he meant. He tossed my bag into the backseat as he got in and started the engine. It roared to life, and just with a quick glance I could tell he took good care of his car.

      “Put on your seatbelt,” he said with no irony, and I complied without comment.

      He revved the engine as he peeled out of the parking lot, burning rubber and skidding out. I clutched the door handle tightly, causing Patrick to look at me. I quickly let go, and cling to the seat instead. I could not believe that yet another man was taking advantage of me. For the last year that I could remember, every man I had had the misfortune to encounter, had abused me in some way. Verbally, emotionally, sexually, physically—you name it, I had endured it. I had enjoyed a quiet stretch, but yet again I found myself in a situation of fear, not that I’d ever quite been in that exact situation before. As Patrick drove, I tried to put my game face on and act like I was not scared. It was my only defense. We drove for several hours, up into the mountains, and I got more nervous with each mile.

      What awaited me?

      He pulled into the driveway of a small house, actually more like a log cabin. It had a small, enclosed porch on the front with a driveway on the right side that lead to a one-car garage at the end. He parked in the garage and got out to open my door. He seemed calm now, and he kept looking at his phone. He opened the door and gestured for me to walk in ahead of him, which I did with a lot of trepidation. I didn’t know what I was expecting to see, but it definitely was not what awaited me. The door creaked closed behind me and I felt Patrick’s body heat crowding me from behind, but even so I couldn’t move forward. My body was stuck in place as if my bare feet had been glued to the floor. I stared around me without blinking, trying to absorb it all without crying.

      In front of me, on every surface of tabletop and shelf available, were pictures of me. I don’t recognize any of them, but it really was me in the framed photos. Or, my doppelganger. I see photos of me riding a bike, smiling while I held a flower, hugging someone I of course, didn’t recognize. And the last one I looked at before I started to cry was a photo of a wedding—my wedding to Patrick. I glanced at Patrick and he was watching for my reaction, an expectant smile on his face. I swallow back the tears as I realize the depth of his love for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    
    
      “I love it,” I said, glancing quickly at Patrick out of the corner of my eye. He smiled wider and reached for me, making me jump. He scowled and I turned fully toward him with a huge smile on my face.

      I don’t understand these pictures, I don’t understand who Patrick is, I don’t understand why I can’t remember anything past the last year! I’m so…scared.

      “You’ve put so much work into these pictures. Thank you, Patrick,” I continued with the same huge smile plastered on like a mask. But Patrick couldn’t see that because he believed me. He must remember loving me—how unfair I can’t remember loving him.

      “I knew you’d say that. I knew you would see how much I love you when I brought you here.” My chest ached at his words.

      He loves me?

      “Let me show you our bedroom,” he said as he began to walk out of the room. There was a couch and a chair in there as well, both facing the photos. I followed him through a small, but immaculate kitchen and down a hall with two doors. One went into a tiny bathroom, and the other went into ‘our bedroom’. God help me. I shook almost uncontrollably as I stepped over the threshold, and wondered how to tell Patrick I don’t remember anything—I don’t remember him.

      I held my breath as I looked around. There was nothing out of the ordinary in there that I could see, only a bed, a dresser, a nightstand with a lamp on it, and some more pictures of Patrick and me, along with some other people. I took a deep breath to control my shivering—I didn’t want Patrick to notice. I wasn’t relaxed, not even close. The fear was real and huge, and I had a feeling that if I could remember, that feeling would have been foreign to me.

      “It’s very nice,” I said with real sincerity in my voice. Patrick looked at me and our eyes connected, his blue eyes still beautiful to me even through the emptiness of my memories.

      Maybe I’m just crazy.

      “It’s late,” he said without taking his eyes from mine. He ran the fingers of one hand down my arm and I shuddered from the contact.

      What is wrong with me?

      “I’d like to go to bed, Cat. I’ve missed you so much,” he continued as he took my hand gently. He looked almost normal, his face not red with anger. Right then, he reminded me of the Patrick I thought I was getting to know.

      “Okay.” I conceded because I had no choice. He was almost a foot taller and a hundred pounds heavier than me. If he wanted me in bed, I was going to bed. And I knew we weren’t going to sleep, no matter how late it is.

      Why does that idea fill me with so much anticipation?

      “What would you like me to wear?” I asked him, blessed desire and sensuality taking over.

      “Nothing,” he said after almost a minute of silence. He watched my face for a reaction, but I had none to show him. I would have been shocked if he had said anything other than that.

      I moved over to the bed and pulled my dress over my head. I didn’t have time to put panties and a bra on in my haste to escape the strip club, so I’m naked. I stood there with the tingling of his nearness flowing through my limbs as he scanned my body as if he’d done so countless times before. It’s only been three days!

      He moved near me and started to remove his own clothes and I watched him. When he pulled his t-shirt over his head, the muscles he revealed made it hard for me to breathe. I’d never seen a man’s body as beautiful as his outside of a magazine or movie. He unbuttoned and unzipped his pants and the blessed tingling is everywhere by then.

      I hate myself, I really do. I deserve whatever is about to happen. I don’t know him, I don’t even know myself! But, I feel like I can’t stop. I don’t want to.

      He pushed his pants and boxer briefs down his legs and his cock was at half-mast. The sight of a guy’s dick has never turned me on, but this time was different. The combination of Patrick’s handsome face, amazing body, and growing erection was having an unfortunate affect on my pussy. I was so embarrassed that I looked away.

      “What’s wrong, Cat?” I couldn’t look at him.

      “I don’t remember you,” I whispered at him, still looking away.

      “What? You still don’t remember?” His voice sounded incredulous and he checked his watch again.

      “What the hell?” he growled as he paced the room. “What do you remember?” He finally asked me.

      “Nothing…you’re very handsome,” I responded without looking at him. This was insane, but I needed him, and I couldn’t think of anything else. He grabbed my chin and forced my face toward his. My heart pounded as I glanced down and see that he had grown huge.

      I can’t do this. Someone is waiting for me, I can feel it! But…is it Patrick?

      “Get in bed, Cat,” he begged me, so beautiful in the moonlight. I stood still for a moment, and after one second of contemplation I bolted for the bedroom door. I only got two feet before he’d grabbed me from behind again, this time crushing my chest even harder than before.

      “What the fuck?” He said as he turned toward the bed and tossed me gently on top. I bounced on the mattress but even so, I’m shocked at his treatment. It’s very familiar. He jumped on the bed and I scrambled back, trying to get away from him.

      “No!” I screamed as he grabbed my leg and pulled hard, and with little effort I was underneath him, pinned by his naked body.

      “Don’t fight me! Why are you fighting me?” he said urgently in my face, scaring me. But, mixed in with the fear was a thrill of electricity between us, our naked bodies practically creating sparks as we struggled. He was fully hard then, and my pussy was aching.

      “Please don’t, Patrick!” I begged him, tears streaming down my face, the shame of my desire for him warring with my need to flee. “Please! Please! Not like this, Patrick! Not like this!” I was crying in earnest, not struggling at all, and Patrick was lying quietly on top of me.

      “Don’t what?” he said, bewildered.

      “Don’t hurt me! Please!”

      “I’m not going to hurt you, Cat!” I tried to control myself and hear what he was saying, but the words wouldn’t sink in. All I knew was that I was supposed to fight when I felt cornered and scared. How I knew that, well, I didn’t know.

      He was absolutely still then, not holding me down with his hands, but the pressure of his body was like an anchor from which I couldn’t free myself. “I thought you were different, Patrick! I thought I meant something to you!” I was hyperventilating, choking on my ragged breaths and I could no longer look at him. I stared at the wall as I tried to take deep breaths. I needed to calm down so I could find my equilibrium, and solve this puzzle with Patrick.

      He grabbed my face and made me look at him. He wiped my tears with his thumbs, and his eyes were soft again. His dick was pressing against my leg, not as hard anymore.

      “Who do you think I am,” I whispered up at him.

      “My fated mate. My wife,” he answered, gently pushing hair back from my face. My heart pounded fiercely in my chest.

      “Say it again,” I said, as an energy I couldn’t remember ever feeling before began swirling in my chest like a tornado.

      “You’re my mate, Cat. My wife,” he repeated, his voice lower this time. The tornado had picked up and I could barely hear him anymore.

      “Again,” I managed to get out. Somehow, I knew we needed to keep going.

      “You, Catherine of Ravenmore, are my fated mate and my wife. I, Patrick of Ravenmore, am your fated mate and your husband.” Light seemed to fill up the room. Suddenly, I was filled with memories all at once, my entire life flooding back into me, my back arching to absorb them. Each memory hit me like I was in a sandstorm, small pelts that individually wouldn’t have hurt, but when struck with millions at once, burned quite painfully. I analyzed the memories in just a minute, and it all made sense. Softly, I could hear Patrick as he yelled next to me, but I was fine. In fact, I was more than fine. I was a bear shifter, I was Patrick’s mate and wife, and I was the Wonderland clan’s princess.

      He hugged me close, his gentleness so familiar now. He was cradling my body like a parent cradled a baby when they need to be soothed. He was petting my hair and whispered, “Shhh” into my ear, and rocked against me. None of it was sexual. This man that loved me, that sought me out, that defied the curse that destroyed us, was showing a level of caring that I’d sought all of my life. No wonder I loved him as I did.

      “I’m so sorry that happened to you,” he said softly against my neck and a ray of sunshine burst throughout my arms and legs, like fireworks exploding.

      “It’s not your fault,” I whispered as I ran my hands up and down the skin of his back, his muscles so hard and strong. In the oddest turn of emotion, I feel safe for the first time in an entire year.

      “I’m going to protect you, Cat,” he said fiercely, and actual happiness blooms inside of me.

      I am lucky; but there are others that will pay for what they’ve done to us.

      But, I don’t care right now. I’d been hurt by so many people and Patrick would to protect me. He wanted to keep me safe. He was obsessed with me, and I deserve to have someone to watch over me.

      “You’ll keep me safe?” He lifted his head at my question and the look on his face only reinforced what had suddenly become my own obsession with him. Happiness radiated through me, the feeling mixing with all of my lost memories, my family, the Council, Patrick as Alpha, the clan…

      We’ll get through it together—I have Patrick back now, thank the gods.

      “Yes,” he said, and I absorbed it like a solemn vow. Part of my damaged soul was healed at his words and I smiled up at him, seeing his true beauty again that night.

      “Do you promise?” I asked, needing him to reinforce what I already knew. But, I could be excused for my worries. A year of being ‘Lost’ was a long time.

      “I promise,” his deep voice answered me in the dark, and I reached up and pressed my lips to his, pushing my own tongue into his mouth this time. He groaned and we were kissing sweetly, gently, like lovers. My nipples were tightening, while his cock was getting hard against my leg. His tongue was pushing and thrusting against mine, and I threw my arms around his muscular shoulders, grabbing tight. My pussy ached with need for him.

      “Fuck me,” I groaned and he made a sexy noise deep inside his throat. He pushed his hand down my body, icy hot shivers reacting wherever he touched me. My skin was on fire, my mind was focused only on Patrick, and my body arched off the bed as he finally placed his fingers where I needed them most. My pussy was so swollen that just his gentle touch set off a small orgasm, and I moaned long and loud.

      “You like that, baby?” he whispered and I moaned again as he leaned down and sucked my nipple into his mouth. He swirled his tongue around my tight bud and then sucked hard, as I pressed his head into my breasts.

      “I’ve wanted to do this for so long, I’ve missed you so much,” he said as he pulled away to look into my eyes. “You are so beautiful to me, Cat. The first time I saw you, I knew we were meant for each other. I know you felt the same. My life has led me to this point where I can have you and keep you safe. We’ll deal with the Council, and why they did this to you, to us, tomorrow. We’ve got to deal with the clan, and the problems in the valley, too. But tonight, we don’t have to do anything. You don’t have to do anything. You don’t have to do anything but be mine.” The intensity in his gaze is a soothing balm to my fractured heart.

      “I am yours,” I replied, like a vow renewal to him and he reacted like he felt it, too. He gently pushed two fingers inside my tight tunnel and I moaned again as he leaned down to kiss me. He was kind and loving. This is lovemaking, something people talked about like it was a myth. But it does exist, and it was wonderful; I couldn’t imagine loving anyone or anything more than Patrick. He pushed his thumb against my clit and mini flashes of light exploded behind my eyes.

      “Patrick,” I groaned just before an orgasm slammed into me, taking my mind and my body on a whirlwind of sensations, leaving no part of my body untouched. I wasn’t the same after, as he placed his hard cock at my entrance and I was still tingling from little shocks. He slid into me, and I was complete once more. We were complete. He thrust and it felt so good that I thrust back, and soon we were clinging to each other and moving together in a rhythm that made me feel like he was touching my soul. And, maybe he was.

      “Protect me—keep me safe,” I whispered in his ear as he started to sweat and thrust harder into me, our bodies slapping together.

      “I will,” he whispered back.

      “Love me,” I groaned, and he kissed me again like he was sealing the deal between us.

      “I do love you. You’re all I’ve ever wanted,” he whispered as he started to shudder on top of me.

      “Come inside of me, baby,” I told him, my nails digging into his back. He yelled my name as he emptied his seed, filling me up in a way I couldn’t remember feeling before.

      Patrick lay on top of me as I stroked his back, soothing him back to a regular heartbeat. He kissed my neck and the afterglow that people speak of was a reality for us.

      “Merry Christmas Eve,” he whispered.

      

      

      “So, what’s the plan?” I asked him later, as we lay in bed after sleeping.

      “Well, first we go see the clan, and get back into running things. I’ve been gone for a year, too,” he said, his bear making him poke her in the stomach to get her bear to come out and play. She laughed and poked him back.

      “Yes, you have to take your rightful place as Alpha.”

      “And then, we need to figure out who has such a vengeance against you, me, the clan, the valley…everyone!”

      “Wonderland Valley used to be an amazing place. It was vibrant, and peaceful, and full of loving bear shifters,” I said, burrowing closer to him so our bears could snuggle.

      “And it will be again. Nothing, and no one, can take away what we have in the valley. Wonderland Valley will be great again. We’ll figure out how to help our clan, and who has it out for us. Nothing is ever going to tear us apart again,” he said fiercely, the true Alpha within him clear as day.

      “But first,” he continued with a sexy smile, “my princess and I are going to make sweet, sexy, bear love for at least the next week,” he finished with a laugh into her neck. “You’re my Christmas present!”

      She laughed, too and pulled him tight, loving the feel of him next to her.

      

      The Alpha had returned.

      

      
        The Panther King
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      The Shifter Inside Has Caused Him Unimaginable Pain

      Beth is a beautiful, happy, curvy woman that's had her share of normal dating mishaps. Besides the occasional student acting up in her music classes, her life couldn't be better. 

      That is, until a man violently attacks her. 

      Just when she has lost all hope, a wild animal with golden eyes appears out of nowhere and saves her, but not before her attacker ruins any chances of her playing music again. Despondent that she will spend the next few months in physical therapy and unable to work, and afraid for her security, she falls into a depression. 

      And then billionaire Jonathan King enters her life. With his golden eyes and charming personality, she is unable to say no when he invites her to recover in his penthouse. The attraction is instant, and his kind personality is everything she needs. 

      However, Jonathan isn't everything he seems. Will his secret tear apart these Fated Mates? 

      

      This is a 15,000+ word novella. It is a standalone with no cliffhanger. This is the first novella in a 3-part series of standalone books (same world, some of the same characters, HEA at end of every book). The Panther Promise (#2 in the series), and The Panther Reign (#3 in the series) are available on Amazon. The series is now complete. 
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      “Who the hell gets married on Christmas Eve?” Gracie grumbled as she searched the storefronts and tried to avoid the holiday shoppers darting across the street.

      “Your sister,” Catherine shrugged.

      “She’s your sister too.” The Jeep Wagoneer came to a stop in front of a flower shop brimming with wreaths and poinsettias.

      “Not claiming her at the moment. These wedding errands are getting old.”

      “I had no idea finding mistletoe at Christmas would be so difficult,” Gracie said, scanning the colorful plants in the window. “This is the last shop in town. If we strike out, we’ll just have to convince Paige to use poinsettias or miniature wreaths.”

      “There’s always plastic,” Catherine said while struggling to get out. “Get this damn seatbelt fixed while you’re home. It’s either a straightjacket or it doesn’t work at all.”

      “On the ‘to do’ list,” she said with a wave of her hand. “Don’t come back empty-handed. We are not using plastic for our baby sister’s wedding.”

      Six months ago, when Gracie first learned of the engagement, she would have suggested poison oak. She loved Paige to the moon and back, but the green-eyed monster had briefly taken over her heart. In her mind, the eldest sister always walked down the matrimonial aisle first. Really, Gracie was supposed to do everything first. College? Check. Great career? Check. Favorite, most dutiful daughter? Check. Set a good example for her sisters? Check.

      “I’ll get to it,” Gracie would say when people asked if she had a steady beau. Dating wasn’t the problem. Her job in the financial sector provided an impressive buffet of dicks to choose from. The problem was those beautiful rods were usually attached to six feet of pure douche. She loved masculine men with take-charge attitudes, but money and success were nothing without character. Gracie would need to expand her dating circle soon, though. With Paige about to leave the family fold, she now had only one sister standing between her and a life of spinsterhood. Catherine probably wouldn’t hold out for long either. She was halfway through her second year of college and loving every minute of it, especially the fraternity mixers.

      Gracie hadn’t even given much thought to marriage until Paige had to go on and flip the apple cart upside down, literally. She met her fiancé at the supermarket after an innocent grab for apples created an avalanche of fruit. The sweet produce clerk who helped clean up her mess turned out to be an heir to the supermarket chain. They were perfect for each other. The kind of perfect that almost made you want to puke, but also made you want to fall in love too. The green-eyed monster was soon exiled and replaced by the love unicorn.

      Paige reasoned that Christmas nuptials would be convenient for everyone, with Catherine home for winter break and Gracie always taking the full week before Christmas off from work. Most of the wedding details were already completed. Miniature trees were decorated with ornaments as centerpieces for each table. Hot cocoa and gingerbread houses were ready for the dessert bar. Only the favors needed to be checked off the list. Paige had it set in her mind that mistletoe bundles tied with red ribbon were the only way to go. “It will be a kiss fest,” was how she explained it. Catherine was in charge and forgot to order the bundles online ahead of time. Now every conceivable place had sold out and Paige was blissfully unaware. Her sisters were determined to keep it that way.

      Catherine shook her head as she exited the flower shop.

      “Get back in there and look again,” Gracie ordered as she reached across the seat and tried to keep the passenger door closed.

      “They’re sold out!” Catherine argued, wrestling the door open. “But the florist told me where we can find some.”

      “Fantastic! Tell me where to go.”

      “It’s called Kind Herb and Apothecary.”

      “Kind Herb?” Gracie asked, rolling her eyes. “This is no time for a weed run.”

      “I’m serious,” she said, laughing and crossing her heart. “The florist swears this place is legit. Start driving east on Main.”

      “And then where?”

      “East until we hit Thorny River.”

      “Right or left after that?”

      “Umm … neither.” She coughed into her hand as she spoke, attempting to hide her words. “Across – cough – the bridge – cough.”

      “No fucking way!” Gracie brought the car to a screeching halt. “Dad will kill us.” She turned towards Catherine and glared. “This is all your fault.”

      “You’re right, it is my fault. So, let me drop you off and I’ll go up there by myself.”

      “Catherine Louise O’Reilly, you will do no such thing! You can’t go into shifter territory alone.”

      “Okay, Mary Grace O’Reilly, what do you suggest?” She swiveled to face her sister and whispered, “This could be our little holiday adventure.” She held her hands in the air, pumping them up and down. “The heroic mistletoe hunters will return victorious and no one will be the wiser. The other option is to tell Paige the bad news … and comfort her as she cries.” Catherine turned her eyes downward and let her lip quiver for emphasis.

      “Well, we can’t let that happen … can we?” Gracie took a deep breath and thought about it. It’s for Paige. And my life is boring, but it’s really for Paige. “I could use a little adventure,” she said with a sly smile. “Are more people from Oak Grove crossing the bridge these days? Do they welcome us on the other side?”

      “The florist seemed to think so, although when I complimented her perfect teeth … she said ‘all the better to eat you with’ and cackled.” Catherine lunged forward and snarled.

      “Not funny. I believe Dad was more afraid they would impregnate us than eat us, though.”

      “Geez, I would hope they’d eat us before sticking it in. Just a few licks to get me warmed up, anyway.”

      “You are dirty. I love you, but you are filthy, dirty.” Gracie took another deep breath before putting the car back in drive. “Over the river and through the woods … possibly never to be seen again.”

      No one in the O’Reilly family had ever ventured to the area past Thorny River. Rumor had it; the land was barren and prickly like the gooseberry and blue spruce bushes that gave the river its name. Half animal-half human creatures were said to roam the area, multiplying wildly and wreaking havoc on the ecosystem with their debauchery. Growing up, Oak Grove children were told never to cross the bridge. No one ever offered an explanation as to why the bridge was the proverbial line in the sand since shifters could just as easily cross into Oak Grove. When Gracie asked her teachers about this, they told her to “behave.”

      Catherine bit her lip as she stared out the window. “Do you personally know anyone who’s, you know, crossed over?”

      “To the dark side?” Gracie joked. She furrowed her brow as she thought. “You know what? I don’t. It was always ‘a friend of a friend’s daughter’ or ‘so and so’s cousin once removed’ was chained to a bed somewhere being ravaged by lions and tigers.”

      “And bears, oh my,” Catherine added. “A ravaging sounds pretty damn good right now.”

      “You’re in college. Ravaging 101 is a bona fide subject.”

      “Yes,” she sighed, “but some of these fraternity guys are douchebags in training. They will probably end up at your firm.”

      “Great. Lucky me.”

      “Why don’t you leave the city and come back to Oak Grove? The world has enough stock analysts. Come here and help our townsfolk plan their way to stress-free retirement.”

      “You know how you have a stress-free retirement? Marry a supermarket heir.”

      Catherine laughed and said, “He doesn’t have any single brothers. Already checked.”

      “Did he have her sign a prenup?”

      “No. They’re in it to win it. Can you imagine, though, if you had to sign away part of your fortune to anyone you’d married for a short time or, even worse … simply slept with?”

      “You would have nothing left,” Gracie smirked. “I’d only be out a few shekels.”

      “Whatever. Your ass has its own stock ticker to guide the men in.”

      Gracie laughed so hard she swerved a little. “Whoa! Sorry.”

      “I’m that funny. Totally understandable.”

      “God, I miss laughing with you guys,” she sighed. “Can you believe Paige is getting married?”

      “It hasn’t sunk in yet. I still picture her as the clever girl who locked us in our own room.”

      They laughed until they gasped for air while they remembered the incident from a past winter break. Paige was only seventeen and wanted to take her friends to the movies. Catherine and Gracie were hell bent on attending a party full of hot water polo players. It would have been simple for the sisters to work together and get everyone to their preferred destinations, but the O’Reilly sisters enjoyed torturing each other.

      Paige had the keys in her hands and was halfway out the door before Gracie and Catherine snatched them away, tossing them over her head in a game of catch. The tormenters ran to the room they shared in the front of the house and were in the process of celebrating when they heard a click behind them. Gracie ran to open the door, twisting the knob with all her might before she noticed the doorknob was reversed with the lock on the outside. Paige’s victorious squealing echoed through the house. “It worked! I’ve been waiting all week!” She dug out the spare set of keys and zipped off to the movies before Gracie and Catherine even had the screen off the window for their escape.

      “Maybe we should lock her in a room before her wedding?” Gracie suggested. “You know, for old times’ sake.”

      “She’s probably already considered the possibility and has a million ways to hurt us planned and ready to execute.”

      “Good point.” She nervously pointed out the windshield. “There’s the bridge. Last chance to turn around.”

      Catherine looked at her incredulously. “You tell me I might be ravaged and then expect me to change my mind? Onward!”

      Gracie felt her foot pressing harder on the gas pedal as if it knew something good was waiting around the bend. They held their breath as the metal bridge rumbled under the tires, sending vibrations up through their bodies. They searched for the wasteland they’d been warned of, but what they found instead was even more surprising … it looked exactly like the countryside in Oak Grove. The trees and bushes glistened with various amounts of snow, creating a winter wonderland for miles.

      “Am I seeing things?” Catherine asked. “This actually is beautiful, right?”

      “Breathtaking.”

      “What if it’s all been one big lie?”

      “Like someone started the rumor on April Fool’s Day and never revealed the joke?”

      “Exactly.”

      “We haven’t seen any signs of life. Let’s not jump to conclusions just yet.”

      They drove for another forty minutes through winding hills until a town appeared in the distance.

      “Look!” Catherine yelled, pointing forward and slapping her hand on the dashboard.

      Cabins dotted the hillside. Smoke curved up from their chimneys, filling the air with the light scent of burning wood. The hills soon gave way to a valley with buildings on either side of the main road. A large sign spanning the width of the street welcomed you to Mistletoe Hollow.

      “Mistletoe Hollow,” the sisters chimed in unison.

      “Cute name,” Gracie said. “Even cuter buildings. Look at this place.”

      “It’s like one of Norman Rockwell’s wet dreams.”

      “Ewww, but you’re right.” Gracie slowed to examine the storefronts. “Do you have an address for the herb shop?”

      “It’s supposed to be a red building.” Catherine suddenly got quiet. “Oooh,” she whispered.

      “What are you oohing at?” Gracie turned to see what had distracted her sister. “Oooh.”

      “Uh-huh … oooh.”

      The object of their admiration was a tall, muscular man loading gallons of paint into his truck. His flannel shirt was rolled up at the sleeves, revealing ripped forearms and tan skin.

      “You can just drop me off here,” Catherine mumbled.

      “Focus,” Gracie said, tilting the rearview mirror to catch another quick glance of the man. “We’re on a mission.”

      More people appeared as they drove along downtown. All the men were rugged and handsome. The women were beautiful with glossy hair, fresh skin, and curves for days.

      “Are ugly people not allowed here?” Catherine joked. “I feel like we’re lost in a sexy Mayberry.”

      “Check out the curves on these women. Smokin’ hot! Maybe it’s the shifters who don’t want the humans here to muck with their fantastic DNA.”

      “Hey, I’ve never been happier about our O’Reilly hips. If we can’t find any mistletoe, I’m definitely leaving with a few phone numbers.”

      “Pretty sure a place named Mistletoe Hollow will have mistletoe.”

      “I see a red building! Up ahead on the right.” Catherine pulled down the visor and reapplied her lip gloss. “Just in case.”

      “Gloss me,” Gracie said, puckering her lips towards the outstretched applicator. “Yep, just in case.”

      They parked in front of a storefront with brightly painted red siding and white trim. A porch extended out front towards the street made from decorative pillars and delicately carved panels. They sat in the car, waiting for movement in the store.

      “You go on in,” Gracie said with a gentle nudge. “I’ll leave the car running.”

      “I don’t think so,” she said, reaching over and grabbing the keys. “There’s no I in mistletoe.”

      “Umm … it’s the second fucking letter in the word.”

      Catherine laughed at her silliness. “I’m nervous! Let’s do this.”

      They walked across the porch and froze in front of the door. Gracie peered inside before slowly turning the handle and pushing the door open. The smell of cinnamon filled the shop, swirling around their heads and welcoming them inside. A Christmas tree twinkled in the far corner with a small train circling the base. It would have passed for any family room in Oak Grove if not for all the glass jars containing herbs. The shelves lining the walls were full of them.

      “Hello? Anyone here?” Gracie called out.

      “Grrrr!” came bellowing from behind the counter.

      The sisters screamed and turned to escape, but forgot the door opened inward and slammed into each other in a pileup. The growling turned to hysterical laughter as two men popped up from behind the counter, congratulating themselves on their scare tactics.

      “That never gets old,” said the lighter-haired gentleman.

      “I’m sorry,” said the taller one with the scruffy chin. “We can’t resist doing that to newbies from Oak Grove.”

      “You guys are dicks,” Catherine said, clutching her hand to her chest as she caught her breath. “Is it that obvious?”

      The taller one opened his eyes wide and darted his gaze around the room with a fearful expression as if he were imitating them. “Umm … yeah, pretty obvious.”

      “We don’t sell weed here either,” said the other.

      “For your information, we’re here for mistletoe,” Gracie said.

      The taller one walked around the counter and stood in front of her. His shoulders were so broad, it was a miracle he fit through the front door. “You’re here for a kiss? I can totally help you with that.”

      Gracie searched her brain for a witty quip, but all she heard in her head was please ravage me, please ravage me, please… His icy blue eyes crinkled in the corners as he smiled at her. He had a tiny gap between his two front teeth that was nothing short of adorable.

      “I’m Truman. Welcome to our shop.”

      “Gracie,” she said, holding out her hand. “We need bundles for the wedding favors.”

      He furrowed his brow, glancing quickly at her left hand. “Congratulations?”

      “Oh, not us. Our little sister, Paige.” She nodded her head towards Catherine. “This one waited until the last minute and…”

      “Here you are,” he said softly.

      “Yes, here we are!” Catherine interrupted. She waved at both the men and said, “I’m Catherine – with a C.”

      The other shopkeeper waved back. “I’m Joshua – with a shua.”

      Catherine grinned at him. You’re goofy. I like you. He was built like Truman, but slightly smaller and no less sexy.

      “Sorry again about scaring you,” Truman said. “Outsiders come here expecting us to look like hairy mutants. We try to have a little fun with it.”

      “Big Foot is a personal friend, though, and he actually is a hairy mutant,” Joshua added.

      “Really?” Catherine said, taking a step closer.

      “Noooo,” he said, trying to stifle his laughter.

      She rolled her eyes. “Trickster. I’m glad you look just like people.”

      “We are people!” the men said in unison.

      “Well, half anyway,” Truman shrugged.

      Joshua looked Catherine in the eye and said, “We have human inside us. If you would like some shifter inside you, it can be arranged.”

      She blushed and turned away, pretending to examine a rack holding various teas. Gracie tried to catch her eye, but she was nervously spinning the rack in circles.

      “Just ignore him,” Truman said, turning back to Gracie. “Tell me more about these favors.”

      “The wedding is on Christmas Eve. We need about two hundred bundles tied with red ribbon. Do you think you can help us?”

      “Let me see what we have ready to go.” Joshua followed him as he disappeared into the back.

      “We have a ton,” Joshua said, reaching down to grab a box. Truman stopped him, signaling for him to be quiet. He hid the boxes under a pile of bubble wrap and packing material in the corner. “What are you up to?” he whispered. Truman only smiled in response.

      He counted to three and then entered the front of the shop. “We’re all out,” he said, throwing his hands up in frustration. “We had some big orders this week.”

      “Dammit!” Catherine said, clenching her teeth. “Paige is going to hate me.”

      “All is not lost,” he clarified. “You guys can come back and help us collect some fresh plants...”

      “Yes!” Gracie interrupted. “Er—for Paige. Yes, we will do this for Paige.”

      He smiled at her, taking in her features. His gaze seemed to stop on her full lips. “How about tomorrow? You’ll need to wear comfortable clothing and hiking shoes.”

      She gulped, unable to look away herself. “We’ll be here bright and early.”

      He shuffled his feet and quickly stared at the floor. “It’s crazy for you to turn right around and go back. Can we at least give you a tour of downtown, maybe get some s’mores?”

      “You had me at s’m,” Catherine said.

      Joshua held open the door and flipped the sign to Closed. “The sidewalks can get a little slippery. Feel free to hang on,” he said, holding his elbow out to Catherine.

      She happily grabbed on, squeezing his bicep. “Do the guys here lift weights all the time?”

      He laughed and shook his head. “Not to brag, but this is natural. We’re like your people in Oak Grove, but slightly better. Okay, way better.”

      Truman and Gracie walked slowly behind while he pointed out various points of interest. “This place specializes in eyebrow threading. As you can imagine, unruly eyebrows can be a problem here. We have a nail salon at the end next to a shoe repair spot. Further up on the left is the most amazing bowling alley ever. And up on this corner is Sally’s Place.”

      “I don’t understand why we were told not to come here,” Gracie said. “Everyone and everything seems so wonderful. I may as well be in Anywhere, USA right now.”

      “My grandfather said it started with the hunters. We all used to live together peacefully in Oak Grove until a hunter took it upon himself to kill a Grizzly. Our group moved into the hills and the humans stayed behind.”

      “But all this time? You’d think some sort of reconciliation would have happened by now.”

      “When the bridge was built in 1968, some Oak Grove residents were brave enough to venture up here. They had to promise to go back and tell the others we were terrible, so the hunters would stay away. Now that hunting is outlawed here, they don’t have to keep the secret, but most of them do.”

      “They don’t want to share you! Not that I blame them,” she said, tightening her grip on his arm. “Why the name?”

      “Oh that,” he said with a laugh. “The founding fathers thought it sounded incredibly cheerful. Plus, we really are surrounded by trees with amazing clusters of mistletoe. That plant has been a lifeline for us. You probably didn’t know it has medicinal properties.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “It’s actually a vampire plant,” Joshua said over his shoulder.

      “Oh, stop trying to scare us.”

      “No, he’s actually right, although ‘parasitic’ is the term normally used. It attaches itself to trees and sucks out the nutrients.”

      “Told you. Vampire – blah, I want to suck your tree sap, blah.”

      “You can’t remove it, though, or dozens of birds and insect species will disappear. They learned that by trial and error. Every plant, animal, and human is part of the delicate ecosystem.”

      “Amen to that.” Gracie stared at her sister and Joshua. She seemed to be skipping despite the slippery sidewalk underfoot. He towered over her like a wall of muscle ready to protect her at a moment’s notice. A goofy wall of muscle.

      “It’s also spread by bird poop,” Joshua chimed in once again.

      “What? Gross.”

      Truman laughed and said, “It gets spread by birds as they relieve themselves on the branches. The Anglo-Saxon words that make up the name ‘mistletoe’ actually mean ‘dung’ and ‘twig,’ so the kissing plant should really be called ‘dung on a twig.’”

      “I think I will keep that tidbit from Paige.”

      As they entered Sally’s Place, the men asked for a large booth in the corner. Sally was friendly and gorgeous with a slinky, hypnotic walk.

      “What would y’all like?” she asked.

      Truman waved off the menus and scooted in the booth next to Gracie. “How about s’mores and some mistletoe tea?”

      “You got it. Visitors from Oak Grove?” she asked, nodding at the sisters.

      “Yes,” Truman answered.

      “Thought so. I smelled them coming a mile away,” she said before walking away.

      Catherine bent down and sniffed her armpit. “We smell?”

      “She meant that as a compliment,” Joshua clarified. “We like the way you smell.”

      “Even from a mile away? That makes us sound a little ripe.”

      Truman laughed and said, “Your scent is refreshing. I promise.”

      “You two are pretty refreshing as well,” Gracie said, focusing on the heat from Truman’s leg next to hers. “I can’t believe we didn’t drive over the river sooner.” She glanced around the diner, scanning the faces of the people enjoying lox and bagels and pancakes with berries. “We definitely have two different backgrounds, but I think, ultimately, people from both our towns want the same things out of life.”

      “You want to get your hand stuck in honey jars and steal picnic baskets too?” Joshua opened his eyes wide and glanced at both the sisters. “I had no idea!”

      Truman laughed and shook his head at Joshua. “I just hope I see some unification before I die. Life is too short for this shit.”

      Gracie fiddled with her napkin, using her fork to scratch heart shapes into the paper. “Well, if you can win our father over, you can win over anyone.”

      “He let you guys come tonight?”

      “Oh he has no idea. He’d be pacing back and forth.”

      “Rallying the posse?” Joshua added.

      “I’m sorry, did you say ravaging?” Catherine asked. “Ouch! Don’t kick me,” she said towards Gracie as she reached down to rub her shin.

      Gracie tried to play it off, but got flustered, which only made them laugh at her.

      “So why is the little sister getting married first?” Truman asked, stirring his tea.

      “New topic!” Catherine yelled. “It’s a sore subject for you know who,” she said, pointing at her sister.

      “No, I’m fine with it now. They really are a lovely couple. My time will come.”

      “I’m telling you, Sis, you need to get away from those stockbrokers and move back to Oak Grove.”

      “City living would not be for me,” Truman said. “I want to know my neighbors and know they have my back. Everyone works together here to make sure we all have enough.”

      “I was wondering about that,” Gracie said. “Do you get a lot of visitors to your shop?”

      “Amazon is our best friend. We have tons of Internet orders for our herbal teas and tinctures.”

      “You need an infomercial like the one for fireplaces made by the Amish.” Catherine held up an imaginary box and used her best announcer voice. “This tea was made especially for you by werewolves.”

      “Excuse me,” Joshua pouted. “We are Grizzlies. Not that there’s anything wrong with werewolves. Some of our best friends are werewolves.”

      “What would you guess Sally is?” Truman asked Gracie.

      “May I smell her?” she smirked.

      “I’m going with coyote,” Catherine said.

      Joshua gasped. “Not the C word. She’s very particular. Don’t let her hear you say that.”

      “I’d go with fox,” Gracie said, studying Sally’s moves. “She has delicate features and a dainty walk. She just seems very foxy.”

      “You are correct! Very good.”

      “Are we bearlike?” Joshua flexed his muscles in various poses.

      Catherine reached for his bicep, squeezing with delight. “You are big and brawny just like you’d expect. Do you sleep a lot in the winter?”

      Joshua looked at Truman and laughed. “We woke up from a nap right before you guys entered the shop.”

      “I think we only sleep slightly more than regular people,” Truman said. “It’s nice to have the better traits of two species running through you.”

      Sally brought the s’mores fixings and placed a small burner with metal skewers in the middle of the table. “Enjoy,” she said as she walked away.

      Gracie stared at her swiveling hips. Yep, definitely foxy. She tried to guess the shifter side for everyone around her. One man at the counter grabbed her attention. He was slowly bending down to eat the lettuce from his salad. Turtle? She had to look away to keep from giggling.

      She tried to sneak glances of Truman’s physique while sipping her tea. He wasn’t as hairy as you’d expect. Only a hint of fuzz appeared on the top of his hands and forearms as he speared a marshmallow for her. He happily built her s’mores, blowing on them to ensure they weren’t too hot. Chivalrous too. She licked her lips as she imagined doing a little blowing of her own.

      They chatted for several hours until the sky started to grow dark. “We really better get going,” Gracie said. “Some of those curves are difficult to make even in daylight hours. Tomorrow is going to be so much fun!”

      “Maybe we can make this a regular thing,” Joshua suggested. “For the good of our two nations.” He brought his hands together in front of his chest and clasped his fingers together.

      “I was thinking,” Catherine said. “We don’t have dates to the wedding and…Ouch! Seriously, stop kicking me.”

      “Catherine, we should get going. Your mouth is probably tired from talking.”

      “Is your brain tired from mentally fucking them?”

      Gracie flashed her one of those “you’re so lucky there are witnesses” looks. Truman choked on his tea and tried not to laugh. “Check, please.”

      They walked back slowly to the store with their arms linked tightly together. Gracie liked the feel of this shifter next to her. Even with their jokes, there was nothing but goodness flowing from these two. I could get used to this. They exchanged hugs outside the car and the men waved from the porch as the car drove away.

      “When someone kicks you under the table, it doesn’t mean you announce it to the world,” Gracie lectured.”

      “Then don’t fucking kick me because it hurts. A simple eye roll is enough.”

      “You really want to bring them to the wedding? Dad is seriously going to flip out.”

      “He’ll never know. He’s just going to be happy that his daughters have handsome dates.”

      “You better be right. If the shit hits the fan, I’m only saving myself.”

      They drove back to Oak Grove in silence, but not because they were upset with each other. Fights between the O’Reilly sisters passed in a blink. They were silent because they both loved Mistletoe Hollow and they couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

      When they returned to their parents’ house, their mother had pot roast waiting for them. They couldn’t reveal they were full of s’mores and did their best to take a few bites of meat.

      “Did you girls have a nice day?” she asked.

      “Yes, actually. We found dates for Paige’s wedding,” Catherine said while quickly moving her legs away from Gracie to avoid any kicks.

      “Wonderful. Who are these lucky gents?” their father asked.

      “Some guys from Old Town,” Gracie said, clearing her throat and glaring across the table at her sister. “We met them while driving around to find the mistletoe.”

      “That’s a beautiful part of town,” their mother gushed. “There are some very nice families in those neighborhoods.”

      “Uh-oh!” Their father raised his hands to the ceiling. “I better start saving for two more weddings.”

      Gracie and Catherine laughed nervously, taking bites of pot roast to prevent speaking.

      “How are the favors coming along?” Paige asked.

      “We’ll be ready in time for your wedding,” Catherine said with a salute. “The guys are going to help us collect some plants.”

      “Collect them from where?” their father asked, dropping his fork on the plate. “You know not to cross the bridge, right girls? Just stick to our area.”

      “We know that,” Dad.

      Gracie chewed her food and stared at her father. She swallowed hard and asked, “Dad, have you ever been over the bridge?”

      “We don’t go over the bridge, period.”

      “But, aren’t you curious? What if it’s beautiful?”

      “It is not a beautiful place and it is chock full of terrible creatures.”

      “But, how would you know that for sure if you haven’t been there. They used to think the world was flat until…”

      “Mary Grace O’Reilly, stop this foolish talk! My answer to you is because. Why? Because. Why not? Because. And that’s all the answer you need. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Dad. Sorry.”

      That night, Gracie stared at the ceiling while tucked in her childhood bed.

      “Well, you tried,” Catherine whispered from her side of the room.

      “If I ever have children, I will never use ‘because’ as a reason to not do something.”

      “Never say never. It’s a pretty good blanket answer when dealing with children, especially if they’re anything like us.”

      “Yes, but we’re not children. We’re fully-fucking-grown women! I’m actually sad for him to miss out on such a beautiful place.”

      Catherine propped herself up on one elbow and sighed. “You can’t force someone to see what they’re not ready to see. One day he’ll be open to it.”

      “I know, but it still sucks.”

      “Speaking of sucking,” Catherine said with a laugh. “I plan on doing dirty things to Joshua tomorrow if the opportunity arises. I’m telling you now so you don’t worry if we disappear for a bit.”

      “If the cabin’s a rockin’, don’t come a knockin’?”

      “I suggest you do some rockin’ of your own. This may be the one and only time we get to have a little fun with shifters.” She got quiet for a few moments before asking, “Do you think they only do it doggie style?”

      “Catherine Louise O’Reilly, go to bed!” she said, tossing a pillow across the room at her.
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      The next morning they were up early and raring to go.

      “Where are you girls off to, Gracie?” their father asked, peering above his newspaper.

      “Mistletoe hunt, remember? Love you, Dad.” She wanted to give him a kiss on the forehead, but she was afraid he would sense she was lying. He had a gift for that. Gracie was sure it was pure luck keeping them off the radar so far.

      “Love you back,” he said with a wave.

      She absolutely hated lying to him, but it couldn’t be helped this time. At least that’s what she kept telling herself to quell the guilt. It’s for his own good, right? It would just be a little fun. He would never have to know the truth.

      “What if we end up dating Joshua and Truman?” Catherine asked on the drive up. “Wouldn’t that be crazy?”

      “Let’s get the mistletoe and make it through the wedding before you start trying to give our father a heart attack.”

      “You can’t say the idea isn’t intriguing.”

      “No comment. I’m driving.”

      “I shaved, though. Just in case.”

      “Good for you,” Gracie said, keeping her eyes on the road. So did I.

      Joshua and Truman were waiting for them with hot tea and shortbread cookies. They were cuter than the day before, if that was even possible.

      “Change of plans,” Truman announced.

      “No mistletoe gathering?” Gracie asked, furrowing her brow with concern.

      “You and I will go forage, but Joshua would like to take Catherine bowling … if that’s okay.”

      “Yes, please. Bye!” Catherine said, grabbing him by the hand and dragging him to the door.

      “Bye, have fun,” Gracie said with a wave.

      “And then it was just us two,” Truman said, smiling.

      She bounced up and down on her heels nervously. “Quality over quantity.”

      “Agreed,” he said with a laugh. “I’m going to grab us eight large garbage bags. If we fill them up, that should be enough for your bundles.”

      “You have the nose for mistletoe. I’ll follow you.”

      “You won’t have to follow me far. The plants are literally in our backyard.” He motioned towards a hallway leading to a back door.

      She stared at his broad back as he walked ahead, fighting the urge to jump on for a piggyback ride. Beyond the door, an expansive wooden deck sat surrounded by a steep hill covered with trees and shrubs.

      “Where’s the mistletoe?”

      “Look up,” he said, pointing at the pockets of green dangling from the branches above.

      “Okay, where’s the escalator?”

      “Now you know why I requested you wear hiking boots,” he said with a wink.

      “Oy, the things I do for my sisters.”

      “It will be worth it,” he said. “See that small cabin down the way?”

      The small structure looked like something out of a painting with rolled logs and windows edged with snow. “Aww cute. What’s in there?”

      “Blackened salmon chowder in the crockpot and a fire burning in the fireplace.”

      “You’re such a fantastic host. I feel terrible for coming empty-handed.”

      “You brought you. That’s enough for me,” he said, biting his lip nervously. He turned away and started making his way up the hill. “Why weren’t you afraid to come here?”

      “You look more like hot lumberjacks than serial killers.”

      “Thanks for that, but I mean initially. What made you cross the bridge?”

      “I was in the mood for an adventure.”

      “Is climbing up a snowy, muddy hill adventurous enough for you?”

      “No, but at least I like my guide.”

      He stared down and smiled at her. “Take my hand.” He pulled her in front of him with ease. “I’ll climb behind you in case you slip.”

      “That’s very smooth,” she laughed.

      “I’m not doing this to stare at your amazing tush, but it’s a definite bonus.”

      She dug her feet into the hillside, hoping the added muscle flexing was visible through her jeans. “I noticed that curves are appreciated here.”

      “Strong, healthy, capable women are appreciated,” he said as they made their way to the first tree. “You’d fit right in.” He braced his hands against the trunk and bent one of his legs. “Here, step on top of my thigh.”

      He motioned for her to place one foot in his cupped hands. She followed his instructions and shrieked as he easily hoisted her up towards the dangling plant. He handed her shears from his pocket and lifted her even higher for the perfect clip. Truman knew it would be easier to use longer shears, but it wouldn’t be nearly as much fun. She wasn’t complaining either, enjoying the way he tossed her in the air with a simple flick of his wrists. They repeated the motion and filled bag after bag. Truman liked helping her back down as she frequently wobbled and fell into him, sliding down with her chest pressed against his.

      When they’d filled all the bags and tossed them down the hill towards the shop, he began dusting off his clothes. “I think that’s good, don’t you?”

      “Blackened salmon chowder is calling my name.” Gracie walked a few steps and turned back to smile at him. As she turned, her weight shifted and the ground crumbled beneath her feet. She slid rapidly down the hillside, landing at the bottom in a muddy heap.

      “Shit! Are you okay?” he asked, running after her.

      Gracie laughed as she reached into her pockets and scooped out wet, gushy mud. Her entire back half, from her jacket to her shoes, was covered in wet sludge. “It’s going to be one cold ride back to Oak Grove.”

      “It doesn’t have to be. I have a washing machine and dryer. Let’s go.”

      He grabbed her hand and held it tightly as they made their way to the cabin. The red door and shutters seemed to smile at her like a face. She couldn’t help but smile back. God, I love this place.

      The scent of soup in the crockpot floated across the threshold. “That smells incredible.”

      “I’ve got game in the kitchen. Just you wait.”

      “I’m getting mud all over your floor,” she said, standing in place near the doorway.

      “Take your shoes off and follow me into the bathroom.”

      As Gracie untied her boots, she heard the sound of water filling the tub. He came running out with a wash basin in his arms and filled it with hot water from the sink.

      “I’m using all the water sources,” he explained excitedly. “I’ll have it ready in a few minutes.”

      He made several trips back and forth, happily carrying the steaming basin. After about five minutes, she heard him turn off the tub faucet and splash his hand around to test the temperature.

      “It feels perfect,” he said. “You go inside and hand your clothing out the door. I won’t be able to see anything. The toiletries and towels are in the basket.”

      “No shower?”

      “Little known fact, bears like baths. It makes for a relaxing day. Open the windows, smell the trees, and listen to the birds chirping. You miss all that in a shower.”

      Gracie hid behind the door and slipped out of her jeans and top before handing them through the narrow opening into the hallway. She turned to admire the clawfoot tub and wall of windows that opened to a view of the hillside.

      “Holler if you need anything,” he said.

      She lowered herself into the bath, moaning at the warm water covering her body. She took advantage of the toiletries, squeezing some bubble bath in the water and gathering the bubbly foam around her. This is the life. Gracie stared at the trees, sinking in deeper as Truman’s footsteps returned.

      “I made you some tea,” he called through the door.

      “Nice try. I’m not getting out to grab it,” she laughed.

      “It wasn’t a trick, I promise. I’ll put it on the side table.”

      When he slowly pushed the door open, she slipped down into the water so only her head was visible.

      He erupted into laughter when he saw her. “There’s a head floating in my bathtub.”

      “You really do this every evening?”

      “Practically. Sometimes more than once a day. Baths are incredibly underrated.”

      He placed the cup on the side table and stared at her with both hands on his hips.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m sorry. I think you’ve got some mud embedded in your hair. May I wash it for you?”

      “Did you steal that line from a bad porno?”

      “I’m being serious. You have some right here.” He reached forward to stroke her hair and then pulled his hand back, revealing muddy fingers.

      “Is this part of your normal mistletoe gathering?’

      “No, you’re getting my extra special adventure package.”

      “I guess I should accept the full treatment.” She crossed her arms over her chest for coverage. “As long as you stay on the stool behind me.”

      “As you wish. Honey scent okay with you?”

      “Perfect, she said, nervously waiting for the weight of his hands.

      He reached into the basket and grabbed a bottle of shampoo, squirting the liquid into his hands and rubbing them together until a rich lather formed. His fingers lightly applied the creamy mess to her hair with long strokes. Her body tensed up initially, but soon relaxed as his strong hands worked their magic. He watched her eyelids flutter as she let herself go, sinking further into blissful relaxation. His fingertips were gentle as they worked their way around her hair, careful not to let the shampoo drip near her eyes.

      Truman ran his hands along the length of her hair, gently soaping up the ends. He continued scrubbing until all traces of mud were gone and her head was putty in his hands. He grabbed the small basin he’d used earlier and filled it with clean water from the tap.

      “Tilt your head back and close your eyes,” he said as he poured the water over her head, rinsing the soap from her scalp.

      He ran his hands gently down her locks, squeezing to remove any excess water before moving the strands to one side. He slowly started massaging her neck and shoulders.

      “Is this still the extra special adventure package?”

      “We’ve moved on to the super deluxe version,” he whispered. He pressed his finger pads in a circular motion along her muscles.

      “I had no idea I was so tight.”

      “Weddings and holidays are stressful and you crazy O’Reillys are combining both.”

      He let his fingers roll over her shoulders along her collarbone, stroking the skin softly.

      “Is this okay?” he asked as his fingers continued their slow descent.

      She remained silent, uncrossing her arms and using her hands to push up from her hiding position under the bubbles. The upper curve of her breasts rose from the depths, exposing her pale skin to the cool air. His curious fingers now traced along her flesh, stopping when they found a curve they liked. It took all his self-control to keep from lifting her out of the water and taking her right then and there. She exhaled deeply, sending her chest heaving up and down under his touch. She arched her back slightly, revealing rock hard nipples that poked above the waterline like ripe cherries waiting to be eaten.

      He leaned forward and softly kissed her forehead while sliding both hands around her full breasts, flicking the nipples with his fingers. She moaned as he worked his way down her neck, tasting her flesh with each movement of his mouth. As one hand slid further down along her abdomen, she clamped her legs together tightly. He nibbled on her neck a little harder while both hands made their way to her thighs, lightly stroking them from knee to hip until he felt her muscles relax. Her legs opened slightly, inviting his hands to continue their exploration.

      His right hand curved down her inner thigh, scooping back so his fingertips lightly grazed her center. She shuddered in response to his touch. No one had ever been this gentle or pleased her without trying to instantly shove a dick in her face. His tongue entered her mouth the same time his fingers parted her lips in search of her full clit. The contact on both ends was electric. She opened her mouth wider to his tongue, exhaling against him as his fingers hit their mark repeatedly with constant, gentle strokes.

      Gracie reached up with one hand and grabbed his hair, locking his mouth onto hers. His fingers made their way inside her opening, sending her hips rocking against his hand as he worked his digits against her G-spot. The water started splashing out of the tub as her hips thrust with more force and frequency.

      Gracie’s moans of pleasure came bubbling out as he brought her to climax. He wrapped his free arm around her and held on tightly as her body trembled under the water. His kisses were gentle against her mouth. He didn’t stop kissing her as he reached into the tub and scooped her out, carrying her with ease back inside the cabin.

      Her arms wrapped tightly around his neck as she savored the taste of his lips. He set her down gently onto a soft mattress he’d placed in front of the fire. Her back had only briefly touched the mattress before his face was buried between her legs. His tongue stroked its way up her center, pausing to press gently in her opening before continuing up to her mound. Her clit was still swollen from the pleasure she received in the tub, making it an easy target for his mouth.

      She propped up on her elbows and smiled at him, stroking his hair as he kissed every inch of the flesh before him. The flames in the fireplace cast a warm glow across his skin. He caught her gaze and kept it as he extended his tongue and slowly swirled it around her clit, finishing each circle with a gentle tug from his lips. He cupped both hands under her full ass and tilted her hips up as he buried his face in her sweetness, shaking his head back and forth while he growled. She tried to watch as he devoured her pussy, but the pleasure sent her head back as her body arched against his face.

      The firm pressure from his tongue caused her legs to shake and close against him involuntarily. He got up on his knees in front of her, pulling off his shirt and unzipping his jeans. He revealed a thick cock with veins pulsing along the stiff shaft. He knelt in front of her and used the leverage of his body weight to press her thighs open with his palms. He let his cock fall against her wetness with a smack.

      “Put in in,” she whispered.

      He shook his head, gliding it back and forth along her lips instead.

      “I want to feel your cock,” she groaned.

      He silently shook his head again, enjoying the way she begged. His cock fit snuggly between her folds as he continued coating it with her sweetness. He teased her, pressing the head against her opening.

      “Yessss,” she moaned. When he pulled back, she tried to free one leg and squeeze him closer. He laughed at her attempts.

      “You think you’re stronger than me? Not a chance.” He grabbed her legs and straightened them against his chest, wrapping his arms around her thighs. He worked his cock into her tight opening with a few thrusts before flipping her over onto her stomach.

      “Stop teasing me!” she yelled, raising her hips up as an offering.

      “You’re in my territory, Gracie from Oak Grove. I’ll tease as long as I please.”

      He grabbed her hips, sinking his fingers into her soft flesh and pulled her backwards against his thick head. She buried her face into the mattress, gripping the sheets tightly. He leaned in with his hips, driving his cock deep inside her. This time he lingered, unable to separate himself from the pleasure of her silky wetness. He ran his hands down her back and around the curve of her ass, marveling at the perfection of her womanly shape. The sight of her flesh lightly jiggling each time he brought his hips slamming against her made him wild with desire.

      “God damn that’s sexy. So. Fucking. Sexy,” he growled through clenched teeth as he continued pounding her pussy.

      He bent forward and wrapped one arm around her waist, lifting her onto her knees until her back pressed against him. She tilted her head back to kiss him, giving his hands free range to explore the front of her body. One of his hands went straight to her nipples, squeezing each side until she squealed from the mix of pleasure and pain. His right hand found its way to her clit, stimulating her button while she rocked her hips back and forth against his cock. Truman came close to climax, but stopped himself by quickly pulling out.

      “I don’t want to come that way. I need to get deeper.”

      He flipped her onto her back again and pressed himself on top of her, letting her wrap her legs around his waist this time. He curled his arms underneath her head, making it easier to kiss her. He slipped his tongue into her mouth while ramming his cock into her opening. They moaned in unison as their hips rocked together. She dug her nails into his back, squeezing her legs around him even tighter. He was lost in her. Lost in the scent of her hair, the taste of her mouth, the way her muscles clenched around his cock. He rose up on his arms and stared down at her.

      “You’re beautiful, Gracie,” he whispered, watching her mouth fall open as the gasps of climax escaped her lips.

      He couldn’t hold it any longer. His face contorted as he pumped harder and unleashed his hot sperm deep inside her. He collapsed on her chest, burying his face in her hair. It took him a few seconds to catch his breath. “Did I hurt you?”

      “Only in a good way,” she said, laughing as her hands dragged along his strong back. “A very, very good way.”

      “We’re a perfect fit.” He peppered her face with kisses as he waited for his cock to stop tingling.

      “I’m sure you mean new fit, right? Has any dick ever met a pussy it didn’t like?”

      “Hey, I take offense to that. Yes, sex feels good. Hell, a jar of mayo probably feels good if you’re desperate. But the chills, the tingling, that surge of electricity that pulses through every cell of your body? That’s special.” He pulled out and flopped onto his side. “Are you saying I’m like every other dick?”

      She shook her head emphatically. “It feels more alive, okay I know all dicks are alive. Shit. I’m not good at explaining myself sometimes. May I express myself with song? A Christmas carol perhaps?”

      “You can express yourself with more begging and pleading for my cock,” he said, pulling her close against him.

      She leaned back and kissed him. “It really was amazing. That electricity you mentioned? I still feel it, everywhere.”

      “Fire in the hole!” he yelled, sending them into a fit of laughter.

      “So … since we’re getting to know each other, albeit a little out of order, would you really like to be my date to Paige’s wedding?”

      “Most definitely!”

      “I only have one request, however. No one can know you’re a shifter.”

      “Bullshit!” He sat up next to her and sighed with frustration. “How would you like not being able to tell people you’re an O’Reilly? We haven’t done anything to you Oak Grove people.”

      She sat up and crossed her legs, turning to face him and grasping his hands. “I know it’s a lot to ask. Perceptions don’t change overnight, though. Let them fall in love with you first. You could be the tipping point that changes everything, know what I mean?”

      “The way you’re talking … it makes me think we’ll be spending more time together, in the future.”

      “I would like to,” she whispered. “Is that okay with you?”

      “You had me at tip,” he teased.

      “Catherine!” she gasped. “You just reminded me of her. She must be looking for us.”

      “She’s been enjoying herself, trust me.”

      Gracie smacked his arm.

      “No, really. I could hear Joshua’s headboard smacking against the wall.” He pointed at his ears. “Human, only better, remember?”

      She smiled and reached out to tug his ear. “Don’t know why I’d be worried anyway. There’s no safer place to be than in the arms of a Grizzly Bear.”

      Gracie caught up with Catherine an hour later in the herb shop. Catherine’s hair was a knotted mess, but the smile on her face was priceless.

      “Your cheeks are so rosy right now,” Gracie said, hugging her tightly.

      “I’m floating,” Catherine giggled. “That was soo…”

      “Unbelievable. I know. Been there.”

      They drove to Oak Grove with the mistletoe bounty crammed in the back of the Wagoneer. This time the trip was far from silent. The sisters were practically drunk with excitement.

      “I’m dreaming of a Grizzly Christmaaas,” Catherine sang at the top of her lungs.

      Gracie laughed at her and sang along, thinking all the while that a move home to Oak Grove might not be such a bad idea after all. The three sisters sat around the table that night, clipping the mistletoe and tying red ribbon around each stem.

      “Remember, you’re always an O’Reilly,” Gracie said, reaching across to grab Paige’s hand.

      Catherine piled both her hands on top of theirs. “We’re like those giant tumors full of teeth and hair that seem to pop up out of nowhere.”

      “So gross, but I couldn’t agree more.” Page laughed while trying to hide the tears welling in her eyes. “I don’t know why I’m so emotional.” She fanned her eyes with a sprig of mistletoe. “We’ll always be here for each other, right?”

      “Unless we end up dating shifters and Dad disowns us and … Ouch! Dammit, Gracie. I thought we talked about the kicking.”

      “Wait,” Paige whispered. “You’ve gone up there? I knew you guys were up to something.”

      Gracie shook her head while Catherine nodded up and down. “We didn’t want to lie to you, Paige, but you know Dad will be pissed,” Gracie explained.

      “Uh-huh, but how was it?”

      “Amazing,” they said in unison.

      “I knew it. I never thought all that evil shifter mumbo jumbo added up.”

      “Good, because you’ll have a few at your wedding,” Catherine mumbled.

      “Oh shit, Dad is really going to fucking kill you.”

      “We knooow. That’s why it’s ixnay on the iftershay alktay,” Gracie whispered.

      “I always sucked at Pig Latin.”

      “Just trust us,” Gracie said. “We will all live to fuck another day.”

      “Whoa! You fucked them? Already?”

      Gracie looked at Catherine and froze. “Don’t you have a pile of apples to knock over somewhere?”

      “Yeah, instead of judging us,” Catherine added. “We’re older and we have needs.”

      “I suddenly feel the need to lock you in your room again,” she said, crossing her arms.

      “I have been infiltrated by Grizzly Bears.” Gracie stood up and flexed her muscles. “I would rip it right off the hinges.”

      “Easy, Grizzly groupies, your secrets are safe with me. No growling at my wedding, please.”

      “Deal.”
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      Gracie and Catherine spent most of the next few days in Mistletoe Hollow. Paige threw their parents off the trail by providing a fake list of wedding errands. When the two sisters weren’t being ravaged, they helped box up mail order packages for Kind Herb and Apothecary. The men did not disappoint with their physical displays of gratitude. Truman often couldn’t wait for Gracie to even take her coat off. As soon as her feet crossed the threshold, the Closed sign went up as fast as her legs could open. They would gradually fuck their way over to his cabin before collapsing for a long nap.

      Truman’s favorite move was to pick her up and bend her over one of the merchandise counters in the back room. Her legs would dangle as he yanked her jeans down to her ankles and entered her, pumping away until her center was full of his cum. Gracie loved these moments. Yes, she enjoyed the snuggling, kissing, and caressing. But there’s something about a burly man hoisting you up and having his way with you that sends your body into a tailspin of lust and ecstasy. The fairy tales left this bit out.

      “I don’t want the wedding to happen,” he whispered in her ear during post-coital snuggling.

      “That’s a terrible thing to say! You really don’t have to come if you don’t want to. I’m sure I can find a new date in two days,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      “No, that’s not what I meant,” he said, pulling her in tighter. “After the wedding, you’ll return to your old life in the big city and I … I was sort of getting used to having you around.”

      She turned to face him, throwing one leg over his hip. “I was sort of getting used to being around.”

      “I wasn’t referring to just the sex either,” he clarified.

      “Oh, I was,” she said with a straight face.

      He grinned and quickly rolled on top of her, pressing her arms against the mattress. “I can give you plenty of that.” He kissed her forehead and each cheek before pausing to stare at her. “I just want you to consider moving back here. It may seem fast to you, but it isn’t for me.”

      “Is this the man or the Grizzly speaking?”

      “Both. My gut and my animal instincts are never wrong.”

      “You’ve never heard of the O’Reilly juju jinx, though.”

      “This I’ve gotta hear.”

      “Only the Irish gypsies have it … and the occasional leprechaun.”

      “Neither of which you are.”

      “Shhh … the juju jinx doesn’t like it when Gracie is interrupted.” She pushed up and squeezed her legs until she had him flipped onto his back. “The jinx’s first name is Patrick and … he’s my father. And he hates anything remotely shifter related.” She collapsed on his chest and sighed.

      “I forgot about him. You know, you’re old enough to make your own decisions,” he said, lifting her chin. “You decided to disobey and come up here in the first place. You got out of the box. Why would you want to go slinking back inside with your tail between your legs?”

      “Not all of us have tails, just F.Y.I.”

      “Can you be serious for once? Tell me you don’t feel anything for me and I’ll never bother you again. I’ll be your date to the wedding and we can part ways with a handshake.”

      She hesitated and squirmed before finally covering her face with one hand and blurting out, “I feel something! I have since the first time I linked my arm with yours. There, are you happy?”

      He wrapped his arms around her, nearly squishing the air out of her. “You have no idea how happy! I will do whatever it takes to get your father’s approval.”

      “Let’s just move slowly and not shock everyone.”

      “I’ll move slowly, and sideways, and deeper,” he said running his hands along her skin. “I have some magic of my own. Moves you haven’t seen yet.”

      “Can’t wait to pick my own favorite,” she said, rolling onto her back. “Surprise me.”

      They engaged in their carnal shenanigans to the point of exhaustion. Their usual nap extended further and further into the night until Catherine’s frantic knocking woke them up.

      “Fuck! It’s almost midnight! Gracie, wake up!”

      Gracie shot straight up. “Oh shit, oh shit.” She raced around the room collecting her clothing from their various strewn positions. “Babe, we won’t have time to swing by tomorrow. We’ll see you on Christmas Eve. Look nice,” she said, hopping up and down to get her jeans on.

      “If ‘nice’ means ‘nothing like a Grizzly,’ you got it.” He helped her put on her coat and planted a kiss on her lips. “Drive safely, Sweet Gracie.”

      She wouldn’t be driving that night, however. Catherine had gotten impatient and snatched the keys as Gracie groggily made her way from the cabin.

      “Let’s go, Slowpoke,” Catherine called from the driver’s seat, revving the engine for emphasis.

      “I came so hard my equilibrium is off. Leave me alone.” She hopped into the passenger seat and wrestled with the seatbelt. “I forgot to fix this,” she said, smacking her forehead. She gave up trying to buckle it and let it dangle by her side. “Just drive slowly. You’ve got precious cargo seated to your right.” She slumped in the seat and shut her eyes, resting her head on the side panel.

      Catherine sang one of her made up carols as she drove. “Grizzly bell, Grizzly bell, Grizzly bell rock…”

      She glanced down at the clock and felt a sense of panic rising in her chest. Her body responded by pressing on the gas pedal a little harder. Catherine had never driven the road between Mistletoe Hollow and Oak Grove, riding instead as Gracie’s passenger. She didn’t have a feel for the winding curves ahead of her and thought nothing of reaching down to twist the radio dial in search of a station. A split-second is very often the difference between a regular day and catastrophe. This time, it would be the latter.

      When Catherine looked back up, the curve was on them. She swerved only to be met with another curve and then another. The car tipped over an embankment, rolling once and bouncing out of control until it slammed to a stop against an enormous tree. The sound of the impact echoed through the air, but was no match for Catherine’s screams that soon followed.

      “Gracie! Gracie!” She felt the empty passenger seat next to her, fanning the smoke and dust from her eyes. “Gracieeeee!” Catherine fumbled for her seatbelt clasp in the dark, unhooking herself, but unable to get the door open. She rammed her shoulder against the twisted door, smearing it with the blood now trickling down her forehead. When the dust settled a little, she finally noticed the gaping hole in passenger side of the windshield. Gracie had been thrown from the car. Catherine was making her way to the jagged opening when her door was suddenly ripped off completely.

      “Catherine! I’ve got you, Sweetheart. Just hold onto me.” It was Joshua. The sound of the impact had made its way to the cabins. The door had been no match for his strength and he easily carried her from the wreck to a nearby log.

      “Gracie. I think I killed my sister,” she said, sobbing uncontrollably.

      “She’s over here!” Truman called out from the dark.

      “Just sit here and try not to move,” he told Catherine before running towards Truman’s voice. “How bad is she?”

      “Bad. She’s hardly breathing.”

      “Bite her. Quick or you’ll lose her.”

      Joshua helped turn her, exposing the flesh of one hip. Truman shifted in an instant, clamping down gently on her flesh until his teeth broke through the skin. He held his jaws steady until he was sure his Grizzly saliva had entered the wound and seeped into her bloodstream. He shifted back before bending down to cradle Gracie in his arms.

      “Come on, Baby. Don’t leave me.” He rocked her softly, pressing his lips against her forehead. “I love you, Gracie. Please come back to me.” He held her for close to an hour, humming softly in her ear.

      “Why aren’t we calling an ambulance?” Catherine said, collapsing next to her sister. She grabbed her hands and brought them to her face, kissing them softly.

      “She would never last the drive,” Joshua said, standing behind her. “Let us try our way.”

      Catherine nodded, crying softly as she looked around and noticed various animals gathering around them. She saw deer, rabbits, and wolves. There were even glowing eyes peering out from the dark spaces. None of them seemed afraid. They just stood guard as if their energy might somehow help Gracie.

      “Grizzly bell rock,” a voice whispered softly.

      Truman looked down and watched her mouth. “Gracie?”

      “That’s the last thing I remember,” she mumbled. “Grizzly bell rock.” A smile came over her face. “Such a silly song.”

      Catherine fell forward on her knees, leaning in to press her cheek against her sister. “I love you, I love you, I love you.”

      “Sheesh, such a mush,” she teased. “I love you, Catherine Louise O’Reilly.” She then looked up at Truman, lifting her hand to stroke his face. “And I love you too,” she whispered.

      “I knew you heard me,” he said. “That was too close.” He reached up with his finger and tried to hide the tear now trying to run down his face.

      “It’s okay, I’m here. I’m still here.” She turned back and examined the wrecked car. “No wonder I have a splitting headache. How did I walk away from that?”

      Truman chewed his lip as he tried to choose his words. “I had to bite you,” he blurted out, pointing at her hip.

      “Bite me?”

      He nodded and pulled down the waist of her pants to show her. “I had no choice. You’d be dead right now.”

      “What does that mean? Do I need a tetanus shot?”

      Truman shook his head and swallowed hard. “It means you might be able to shift one day.”

      “I’m part Grizzly?”

      “You have my antibodies in your blood. It doesn’t mean you’re guaranteed shifting abilities, but you’re definitely able to heal faster.”

      “Where the hell was I for this?” Catherine asked with a confused look on her face. “I fucking miss everything.”

      “I’m a Grizzly in training,” Gracie said, forming claws with her hand. She tried to growl, but released a tiny squeak instead.

      “We’ll need to work on that,” Truman said.

      “I thought someone stepped on a squeaky pet toy,” Joshua teased.

      “What do we do about the car? We need to get home.”

      “We’ll take you.” Truman pointed at an SUV on the road above. “I can meet your father.”

      Gracie and Catherine audibly gulped at the thought. They waved to the surrounding animals as the men carried them up the hill and belted them into their seats. The drive may as well have been twenty hours. It never would have been far enough away to quell the dread Gracie was feeling. Stay calm. You’re alive. All is well.

      The door to their parents’ house flew open as soon as the headlights flooded the large window in the front room. Their mother shrieked as she saw her bruised daughters being carried up the driveway.

      “What happened?” their father asked as he rushed towards them.

      “I crashed the car, Dad. They saved Gracie.”

      “What? Where?” He guided them into the living room and motioned for the men to place his daughters on the couches.

      “It’s true, Dad. I’d be dead if it wasn’t for them.”

      Mr. O’Reilly rushed forward, embracing Truman and then Joshua. “Bless you! Thank you! My girls are my world. I can’t thank you enough!” He ran his hand along Gracie’s face, examining a bruise on her forehead that had already faded during the drive. “Where did you guys crash the car?”

      Gracie reached for his hand and held it, squeezing it gently between her palms. “Dad, we were past the bridge.”

      “I told you, Mary Grace! I told you! Did those creatures hurt you?”

      “No! They saved me,” she said, pointing behind her at Truman and Joshua.

      You could have heard a pin drop as the reality sunk in. Mr. O’Reilly stared at them before taking a step forward. Don’t punch them, please. The women braced for a fight. Instead, he held out his hand, shaking both of theirs before retreating up the stairs to his bedroom. “I’ll get dressed,” he called down. “We should have them checked out at the hospital.”

      “Holy shit. That went well,” Catherine said, her eyes wide from shock.

      “We better head back,” Truman said. “Your parents have things covered. I think we’ve given them enough excitement for one night.”

      “We’ll see you boys at the wedding,” their mother said with a stunned expression. She kept looking at them over her shoulder as she climbed the stairs to join her husband.

      “Yes, Mrs. O’Reilly. We’ll see you soon.”

      “You outed us!” Truman said, stealing several kisses as he made his way to the door. “Tipping point!”

      “You had me at tip,” she said, blowing kisses.
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      Except for a handful of stitches for Catherine, the sisters received a clean bill of health. The wedding was beautiful and went off as planned. Not a dry eye remained as Paige made her way down the aisle. The only slight hitch was the distraction caused by Gracie during the ceremony. She unconsciously leaned against one of the church pillars, scratching her back up and down like a bear on a tree. Her eyes were rolled back in ecstasy, so she didn’t notice the glare of death coming from Paige.

      “Sorry,” she whispered as she waved to the amused guests.

      The mistletoe and open bar made for an evening full of kissing and joyous celebration. Their father welcomed Truman and Joshua at the wedding. He owed them a debt a gratitude for saving Gracie and figured since he didn’t initially realize they were shifters, no one else would either.

      Catherine returned to school, but remained true to her Joshua – with a shua. Gracie did move back to Oak Grove the following year and spends her evenings with Truman in Mistletoe Hollow. She can’t shift yet, but her growl is steadily improving. Mr. O’Reilly is slowly warming up to the idea that his daughters are dating shifters. The decision was made to NOT tell him about Gracie’s bite unless it was necessary, which hopefully meant never.

      The river remains the dividing line, but more Oak Grove residents are slowly creeping their way into shifter territory for daily visits. When they end up in Kind Herb and Apothecary, Joshua and Truman still scare the shit out of them. That just never gets old.
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      Andi pulled into the next turn out she came to, catching her breath as the trail of cars that had piled up behind her passed by one by one. Some drivers waving their thanks, some just waving with one finger.

      She stayed pulled over in the wide dirt semi-circle on the side of the barely two lane mountain road far longer than necessary letting her heart rate return to normal. There wasn't much traffic out here on this forgotten Sierra mountain pass road, but the people who had chosen to cross the mountains on highway 108 all managed to meet up behind Andi's Camry as she crawled around each hair pin corner at a pace that would frustrate a snail.

      When she'd punched the address into her navigation, she hadn't realized that the little red line on the map designated as a highway would turn out to be little more than a crumbling two lane road that draped over the 9,000 foot elevation point in a series of paralyzingly steep twists and turns and sheer drops if you missed.

      She scolded herself for not opting for the Interstate farther north. It added several miles to her trip but at least she'd have been able to keep up a reasonable speed.

      Andi angled the rear view mirror down and checked the road behind her. The sun was setting through the tall pine forests that she'd just traveled through, leaving the sparse landscape before her bathed in a creepy blue gray tint  that only added to the eeriness of the twisted trees that struggled to survive in the rocky slopes of the high elevations.

      She'd never gotten to the east side of the mountains this way before. Other than Tahoe or Reno for a couple of weekends with the girls or the occasional wedding. But Tahoe still looked like you were in the mountains, this was-- Andi looked around at the twisted trunks of the trees struggling for survival on the exposed rim, at the stretches of rock that looked like someone had poured concrete over the entire mountain range, at the reflective yellow signs showing a car headed down a frighteningly steep hill-- this was a whole new look at the mountain range that Andi had grown up looking at from her home town.

      She checked the map on her dashboard. Still about 80 miles to go and from the looks of the blue line that indicated her route, she had plenty more of these curves to get through before the road joined the more familiar highway 395.

      Andi pulled back onto the road, turned on her high beams and slid the car into first gear to save her brakes. The last thing she needed was to overheat the brakes on what the last sign promised was a 26% downhill grade.

      How do I get myself into these things? She wondered as she crept around the next curve, her eyes working hard to adjust to the dimming light outside as she scanned for wildlife. I could have just moved back home. I could have taken the job with the transport company. I could have saved my money and gotten back on my feet.

      Her foot came down hard on the brake pedal and the sedan lurched to a stop. A disgruntled raccoon emerged from the shadow with glowing eyes as it glared at her before continuing across the road. I sure as hell didn't need to drive out here to the other side of the world and freeze my ass off for a seasonal job serving lattes to a bunch of spoiled hipsters that think they're "too cool" for Tahoe.

      Andi continued her creeping pace down the eastern side of the mountains while she ran through the list of options she hadn't been willing to consider a week ago.

      She knew she'd made the best decision for her, all things considered. Working at the transport company with her dad wouldn't have been too painful, but living with Mom would have lasted all of 12 seconds before they were at each other's throats.

      Her mom didn't deserve that, she was a good mother who was just trying to be there for her daughter but her method of "being there" was a little too much for Andi. It didn't help that her mom hadn't really accepted that her dad had moved on from their divorce six years earlier.

      Andi knew that she'd have been subjected to a nightly inquisition about her dad's new life with Stacy while her mother piled comfort food on her plate and tried to make her feel better about her own break up by focusing on what a loser Mike had been all along.

      The last thing Andi needed was more comfort food. If she'd moved in with her mom, she would have put on another 30 pounds by Christmas, for sure.

      As for Mike...

      Andi sighed heavily and spun the steering wheel around another 180 degree turn.

      She hadn't gotten to the mad phase yet. It was still too new, hurt too bad. She couldn't have listened to her mom tell her "I told you so" every day when some where deep down she was still hoping Mike would call begging for her forgiveness.

      She checked the cell phone on the seat next to her. No signal. Well good. That's better than no message from him at least. She thought as she gripped the wheel and pulled it hard to the left to avoid heading toward the cliff in front of her.

      No. This was the best plan for her and she knew it. She needed to put some space between her and Mike and taking Becks up on her offer of running the cafe for the winter ski season seemed like the perfect opportunity for  Andi to get her head clear.

      She just wished Becka would be there with her to help keep her focused.

      Becka and she had been friends since high school. Becks had always been in love with the mountains and it hadn't been a surprise to Andi at all when Becka moved to the tiny town of Silver Peak when she finished college.

      Becka owned a little coffee shop slash ice cream shop slash local art gallery slash used book store on the end of the main strip, just down the hill from the ski lodge. She'd built up a nice little business for herself out of the down stairs shop with an adorable little apartment above it.

      The cafe served coffee and pastries and ice cream in the summer months. Becka let local artists hang their work on the walls for sale and a large bookshelf offered the local "leave one/take one" library service.

      It was all very cozy but Becks wanted to be a real live forest ranger, not a small town barista. She'd been working part time with the local ranger district for the past couple of years and was spending this winter snowed in in no man's land on the hopes that volunteering for the worst job that Andi had ever heard of would land her a special place in the new head ranger's heart and a full time job in the spring.

      That left the little cafe short-staffed through the busy winter season. It had been a cinch for Becka to offer her bestie a place to regroup while she was away.

      Problem was, Andi had only been out to visit her friend in Silver Peak once. She remembered it as a tiny place with a long row of little shops running along the main street as it stretched up and curved into the mountains toward the ski lodge. Nothing but bait shops that thrived during the summer fishing season, and ski shops that thrived during the winter.

      Not much to keep her mind off Mike.

      Andi pulled off the main highway onto the little loop road that ran along the row of lakes that Silver Peak was built around. She'd forgotten how long the road went on with nothing but lake on one side and mountain on the other before you got to town.

      The first signs of civilization began to dot the road in front of her, shops lit with small neon signs and strings of twinkling little fairy lights lighting her way to the far end of town till she reached the renovated cabin with the hand crafted sign that read "Sliver Peak Cups & Cones."

      Andi chuckled when she saw the misspelled sign. Poor Becks had been fit to be tied when she saw that. Becka had originally opened the cafe with another girl. Andi sifted through her memory for the girl's name-- Tanya? Tasha? Tasha. That sounded right. She had been so ga-ga over the guy who made the sign, she hadn't even double checked it. Becka and Andi had arrived in town with the last load of Becka's stuff to move in to the little loft apartment and Becka had come unglued as soon as she saw the sign.

      It was a nice sign. All hand-carved into a thick piece of wood by some miscellaneous stranger who'd been staying in town temporarily. He was a really good artist, just maybe not the best speller. Tasha had handed over her share of the business to Becka before the shop even opened and run off with  the sign guy.

      Andi pulled into the private driveway that led to a small garage at the back of the building. She had to park in the driveway and retrieve the hidden key to Becka's apartment before she could get to the garage door opener that Becka promised she'd left on the kitchen counter.

      October nights were still warm back home, but up here at almost 8,000 feet in the mountains the temps were already flirting with freezing. Andi shivered as she walked up the stairs to the apartment's front door over the garage.

      She found the key inside the flower pot where Becka had left it and let herself in. A light glowed softly from the living room, making it much easier to find her way through the entry way toward the kitchen. The remote for the garage door was sitting on the small breakfast bar next to a set of keys for the shop and a two page hand-written note of instructions on everything from how to operate the microwave to which shampoo to use.

      Becks. Andi shook her head, You have always been a tad too organized for my tastes.  I can't believe she actually told me which shampoo to use. Andi made a tour of the apartment. Just one bedroom that sat directly over the garage, one bathroom, the kitchen and the main living room that sat over the shop below with a large deck that overlooked the lake.

      Cozy. Andi started turning lights on as she made her way through the place, stopping in front of the bookcase in the main room. Mmm, real books, she thought as she ran her finger along the spines. The bookcase held more photos and knick-knacks than actual books, photos of Becka with her parents, photos of Becka in the coffee shop, a photo of Andi and Becka together from what Andi remembered as the worst camping trip ever all in cute little wooden frames with bears and moose on them sitting among little bear figurines and wooden carvings of wolves and other forest critters. A set of carved wolf bookends holding up Becka's collection of books of Native American folktales, Norse mythology, and something calling itself a "Dream Dictionary" with a spine at least 2 inches thick.

      Andi nodded at the familiar titles, remembering her friend's interest in pretty much all things mythical and mysterious. She cast a longing glance at the fireplace and decided to go downstairs and pull her car into the garage and bring up her luggage before lighting that puppy up. Then she could relax and spend the next few days settling in.

      The summer tourist season had passed and the ski resort wouldn't open till the first good snow. That left about 600 full time residents and a smattering of travelers, hunters, and anglers to make coffee for in the meantime. Light business that Jen could handle on her own while Andi got settled in and caught up with the daily operation of a small town coffee shop.

      Andi pulled her car into the garage and hauled her suitcases up stairs. Then she got a fire going in the fireplace and set the kettle on the stove to heat some water for tea.

      She chose a spiced peach tea bag from Becka's collection and dropped it into the waiting mug. Then she checked her phone. It said it had good signal here but there were still no text messages waiting for her. No voicemail. No missed calls.

      She called her mom to let her know she'd arrived safely. The whistle of the tea pot gave her an excuse to end the call. She poured steaming water over the tea bag, put the kettle back on the stove top, and took a deep breath before checking her email.

      Not a single message from Michael.

      Andi felt her shoulders sag. She set the phone on the counter and picked up her mug of tea, blowing gently across the surface of the still too hot liquid as she stared at the name and number on her phone till the display went dark.

      She'd been lying to herself for days now.

      When she'd found out about Mike's girlfriend-- his other girlfriend-- she'd fallen apart. He had been her whole world since they'd moved in together three years ago. She worked with him at his auto shop, she lived with him in the house that he'd owned since before they started dating, she babysat for his sister, and it was his mother who had been helping her plan their wedding.

      Finding out that he'd been seeing another woman had been the end of the world for Andi. Watching him shrug nonchalantly as he popped open a beer and casually admitted to cheating on her for nearly six months had dropped her chin-- and her heart-- through the floor.

      "Well, Andi, what do you expect?" She could still hear his voice as he shrugged casually, "Look at yourself. Nobody wants to do that with the lights on." He had casually waved his finger towards her body, "You really let yourself go since we got together."

      The conversation had ended with Andi leaving her engagement ring on the end table next to Mike's beer.

      The funny thing was, he still wanted to marry her. He'd insisted that he "loved" her, that he wanted to have a children with her, that he even still liked having sex with her...as long as he didn't have to look at her naked, apparently.

      She'd quit working with him immediately and spent the last week moving her stuff back to her mom's house but she hadn't canceled the wedding yet. It was still six months away and she just couldn't help thinking that they still had time to work things out.

      Andi stared at the dark phone screen and frowned.

      In the darkest corners of her mind, she knew she was kidding herself. He was calling her bluff. Waiting for her to "wake up" as he'd put it, and realize that he was the best she was going to do. Waiting for her to come crawling back and agree to marry a man who had no intention of being faithful to her.

      Now she just had to decide whether or not she really was bluffing.

      That's why she'd let Becka talk her into spending the winter working in the coffee shop. She knew putting a mountain range between her and Mike would make it a lot easier to stick to her guns and keep her from running back to him.

      Still-- Andi set her empty mug in the sink and made sure the fire was behaving before heading for bed-- a girl could hope. Maybe Mike would realize what a great thing they had together. Maybe he would realize he had no clue how to run the shop without her. Maybe his skinny bimbo would stock his refrigerator with diet soda and carrot sticks and he'd realize how much he missed a girl who drank beer and ate fried cheese and was still willing to do it with the lights on.

      Or maybe she could start drinking beer and eating fried cheese again because maybe she wasn't going to have to worry about losing 20 pounds to fit into her wedding dress afterall.
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      Getting the hang of the coffee shop wasn't going as smoothly as Andi had expected. She was glad she only had to worry about a few hundred people over the next few weeks till the ski lodge opened.

      Jen kept smiling. No matter how many times Andi forgot which drinks had steamed milk and which ones had foamed milk, Jen was patient and walked through the recipes yet again.

      A heavy-set woman in her late 50s, Jen had transplanted herself to Silver Peak from one of the cities in southern California that wasn't LA. She didn't even bother to say the name of the place when asked where she came from, she knew no one had heard of it and didn't know where it was. She just said "LA."

      Jen had retired early from a county job and, with no husband or children, there was no one to talk sense into her when she decided to get a motorcycle license at the age of 55. She'd sold her house, traded her car for a Harley and headed off on the great American road trip.

      She'd lived on the bike for two years before deciding to head back to California. She'd stopped in town for a pit stop and never left. These days, Jen's Harley stayed parked in the back of her garage under cover behind her 4 wheel drive pick up while she helped out in the coffee shop.

      Jen spent the first few hours every morning keeping Andi busy with stuff like making sure the fridge had enough milk in it, and signing for the daily pastry delivery while Jen made sure the locals got their coffee without making them late for work. Then she spent most of the afternoon teaching Andi the recipes while telling stories from her days on the road.

      Andi was waiting for her lessons to begin that morning. The rush had just ended and Jen was behind the counter making sure everything was clean and in its place while Andi swept the floor in the main sitting area.

      The little bell pulled Andi out of her day dreams as the door opened. The man who was on his way into the shop stopped suddenly, as though distracted by something.

      Andi looked up at him casually and then stopped to stare. Paul Bunyon was standing in the doorway. He was the biggest man she'd ever seen in real life. His head was as high as the door jam and his shoulders were so wide she was sure he'd have to turn sideways to come through the door.

      He stood still, one massive paw around the door knob making it look like a push pin on a bulletin board. His nostrils flared and he scanned the room.

      The big man's eyes fell on Andi. He seemed to have found whatever it was he had been searching the room for, but he looked none too pleased by Andi's presence.

      His brows furrowed over his narrowed eyes and his mouth set in a hard line amid the over-grown whiskers of the mustache and long beard that obscured most of his facial features.

      She was sure she heard a dissatisfied grunt from him as he continued over the threshold and approached Jen at the counter.

      "I already got it for ya, Grinchie." Jen handed over a cup with a lid and a small bag with some sort of pastry in it.

      Andi watched as the man dropped a couple of bills on the counter, took his items and turned to leave with a word.

      He gave Andi another deep frown and then approached her. Standing directly in front of her, he looked down at her with a look of mixed contempt and wonder and sniffed.

      Andi didn't know why he wasn't happy to see her, but that wasn't her problem. She sure as hell wasn't going to let this surly behemoth intimidate her. She leaned her head back and looked him in the eye without taking a step back.

      "Hrmph," another grunt rumbled out of the big man's chest as he gave her a dubious look. Then he turned and headed for the door cursing bitterly under his breath.

      "What the hell is his problem?" Andi demanded of Jen as soon as the man's giant hand pulled the door closed behind him.

      Jen's entire body was shaking with stifled laughter as she shook her head, "I think he's in love," she giggled, "I have never seen the Grinch stand that close to anybody!" Jen's laughter spilled over her self control and she held herself steady against the counter top while the giggles ran their course.

      Andi watched the laughing woman and waited till she was fit to talk again, "The what?"

      "The Grinch, honey, you know, like in the cartoon?" Jen was still laughing to herself as she motioned for Andi to join her behind the counter, "It's just what everyone calls him. He's not exactly a people person."

      Andi raised an eyebrow, "you don't say," she said sarcastically.

      "He's a good man," Jen was babbling as she set out the recipe cards and positioned Andi behind the counter, "he's just a little rough around the edges."

      Andi spent the rest of the day memorizing the seasonal coffee recipes that they'd be serving for the holidays, obsessing about Mike, and forgetting all about "the Grinch."
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      The burly man that Jen referred to as "Grinchie" was a regular in the morning routine, showing up around 10 AM every day, picking up his brewed black coffee and honey turnover-- a specialty of the local bakery made of phyllo dough that was brushed with honey and sprinkled with cinnamon and sugar-- which Jen always had ready for him so he didn't have to wait. He'd drop money on the counter without counting it and conduct the entire transaction without a word.

      Andi tried to find an excuse to check the back room, or take the trash out the back, or any other thing she could think of to make sure she wasn't around for the 30 seconds it took for the Grinch to get his breakfast and go.

      She couldn't quite put her finger on it, but something about the big man made her uncomfortable.

      "He's not gonna bite ya, hun," Jen had laughed the first time she noticed Andi's attempts to avoid him.

      "I know," Andi had said meekly as she wiped down the counter after she had made sure he was gone, "I'm not scared of him."

      Jen put rested her fist on the cushion of her hip and gave Andi an inquisitive look, "Then why do you always avoid him?"

      Andi shook her head and shrugged her shoulders, "I'm not avoiding him. I just don't know what to say to him."

      Jen nodded with a laugh and went back to her preparations for the lunch crowd, "Ya don't say anything to the Grinch, you just give him his breakfast and let him go on about his way. The man has no need for small talk." She tilted her head and added with a smirk, "Don't worry, he's just as scared of you as you are of him."

      The morning dawned early for Andi after a night of dialing Mike's phone number and then canceling it, then dialing it, then canceling. She'd finally convinced herself to go to sleep but she'd only tossed and turned till the alarm went off at 4 in the morning.

      Jen was letting Andi help behind the counter during the morning rush of regulars making their pre-dawn coffee stop on their way to where ever people go at 5 AM. Andi brewed espresso shots and bagged pastries, smiling and greeting the townsfolk that she had been getting to know by name.

      The morning rush was dying down, giving Andi time to check her cell phone for messages from home while Jen stocked the store room with the new cups and lids and other supplies that had just been delivered.

      The little bell tinkled as the big front door was pushed open. Andi was so distracted by the email in her inbox from the familiar address of the auto shop's company account that she didn't notice the bell, the opening door, or the man standing silently in front of her on the other side of the counter.

      "Something bad?" A gruff voice rumbled from somewhere above her head.

      Andi jumped back and slid the phone into her apron pocket. The Grinch was standing at the counter, his hands shoved in the pockets of the denim bib-overalls he wore. A concerned look furrowed his brow as he stared at her.

      The width of the counter was keeping him far enough away from her that she could look at him without having to bend backwards. She noticed that his eyes were deep and brown and kind looking-- if you could find them under all the whiskers. He looked like he hadn't shaved since Elvis died.

      He wore a baseball cap that didn't quite cover the brown hair that looked like his next hair cut was about three months overdue. The ends poked out from under the hat and curled around wildly in the same dark brown that matched his beard and mustache. A rich, dark brown that faded out at the edges to a pale blonde which gave the illusion of gray from a distance.

      The torn neck of his thermal undershirt showed under the unbuttoned plaid flannel shirt that he wore over the overalls.

      Upon careful study, he appeared much younger than she had originally pegged him for, if still looking like a refugee from Duck Dynasty.

      He motioned toward the phone she had slipped in her pocket, reminding her that he had spoken. Which only delayed her response further as she considered whether or not she should feel special that he'd actually spoken to her.

      "Not really," She tried not to overshare with the strange man who was only being polite by asking and didn't really care about her personal life, she was sure. She poured his coffee and put one of his favorite pastries in a bag for him. She could feel his eyes following her as she moved but he didn't say anything more to her.

      When she handed him his regular order he took it from her hand with a gentleness that surprised her. She'd half expected him to snatch it from her hands. Instead, he moved slowly and deliberately, his hands hovering next to hers around the base of the thick paper coffee cup just a half a second longer than necessary before finally taking it into his own hand.

      "Thank you," he muttered quietly as he turned, seeming reluctant to tear his eyes off of hers.

      Andi watched him disappear out the door and then collected the money he'd dropped on the counter. As she turned to ring up the sale, she noticed a wide-eyed Jen standing near the back door gaping at her.

      "Well I never." Jen's voice was filled with wonder, "That man has been coming in here since I started workin' with Becka, I always have his order ready to go for him and not once has he ever said 'thank you' to me."

      Jen shook her head in disbelief and raised an eyebrow, "I'm tellin ya, our Grinchie is sweet on you, missy!" The corners of Jen's lip lifted in amusement as she continued to shake her head as she turned down the hallway back to the storage room.

      Andi closed the drawer on the cash register and pulled her phone back out of her pocket. Mike just wanted to know if she'd closed the ticket on the blue Ford before she'd left. Nothing in his email about them. About being sorry. About wanting her back. Just business.

      

      "What's his real name?"

      Every day the Grinch came in. Every day Jen had his order ready. Every day-- since Andi had arrived-- he hesitated a little longer before turning and walking back out the door.

      "Don't know," Jen shrugged as if it had never occurred to her to ask.

      "What does he do?"

      "Don't know that either," Jen handed a stack of paper cups to Andi, "He has a big truck with a snow plow on it. And a tow truck. He's not really officially in business for either, but if you need one or the other he'll help you out," a stack of matching lids followed the cups.

      "Where does he live?"

      Jen raised her eyebrows and gave Andi a look that accused her of being overly interested, "Up on the loop. Just past where they close the road in winter."

      

      "What in the....." Jen's normally loud voice was barely above a whisper as she turned toward the sound of the chair being dragged out from one of the tables.

      The Grinch had come in as usual. Walked to the counter as usual. Dropped his money as usual and taken his order from Jen as usual.

      Then he'd stood still and looked toward Andi till she made eye contact with him and smiled which had become the new usual.

      Usually he would nod politely at her and then turn and walk out.

      This morning, he had turned and walked to one of the bistro sets in the dining room. Jen had been on her way to get another gallon of milk out of the big refrigerator in the back room when she'd heard the sound of the chair scraping against the wood floor.

      Jen turned around and walked back till she was standing next to Andi, shoulder to shoulder as they watched him sit down in the chair and slowly take his pastry out of the bag while opening the daily paper.

      Andi turned her head to look at Jen. Jen looked back at her and cocked her head to one side. She waggled a finger toward the Grinch and then pointed back at Andi and nodded before turning back to finish her chore.

      Andi watched the man slowly eat his turnover and finish his coffee. He sat with his back toward the counter, the seams of his flannel shirt straining over his broad shoulders as he leaned forward on the table.

      He stayed until new customers arrived, talking and filling the little store with laughter. Then the Grinch got up from his chair and walked out.

      Andi was busy with the small group of young men who were joking with her as they ordered their drinks, but that didn't stop her from noticing the big man disappearing through the door as he shot a glance at her before the door closed behind him.
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      Thanksgiving was a week away.

      Andi hung up the phone and tried to hold back the tears that threatened behind her anger.

      She kept waiting for Mike to apologize. To try to make it up to her. Or just break it off altogether. Do something. Just make a decision.

      No. She knew what she was waiting for was for him to make the decision for her. And she was having to admit to herself that he wasn't going to do that.

      He really didn't think he'd done anything so terrible. He was really willing to go through with marrying her and going back to the way things were-- as long as he didn't have to give up the bimbo on the side. Or bimbos. Who knew?

      She'd finally done it. She'd broken down and called him. She'd been hoping to hear relief in his voice. Hoping he'd tell her he loved her. Hoping he'd beg her to come home.

      Instead, he'd made small talk. Acted like nothing was out of the ordinary. Waited for her to mention it. And then all hell had broken loose.

      Now Andi sat in the apartment above the coffee shop trying to convince herself that she was every bit as strong and confident as the angry woman who'd just called off her wedding. Who'd just screamed every obscenity she could think of at the man she'd expected to spend her life with, reading him the riot act about respect and dignity and how she deserved to be loved every bit as much as any other woman and if he thought she was going to compromise that and be grateful to him for letting her cook and clean and work for him while he kept some skinny whore on the side then he could choke on that fucking ring.

      Andi sniffed hard and straightened her shoulders. She wasn't going to sit inside on her day off and cry over it. Wiping her eyes with the back of her hand, she marched into the bedroom in search of her boots.

      An hour later she parked the Camry in the turn out beside the road and locked the door. It had started snowing again that morning but it was probably just another short flurry like the last few had been. She buttoned up the thick jacket and pulled the knit beanie over her ears and then set off on the little trail that led into the woods.

      The hike to the falls took about an hour. She could have continued on, farther into the mountains all the way to the border of Yosemite if she had the mind to but by the time she reached the waterfalls the snow was still falling and starting to build up a soft cover of white.

      Andi sat on the bench and watched the water as it cascaded off the rocky cliff overhead. She thought about Mike and the canceled wedding plans and how she planned on telling his family what happened.

      You know what? Fuck that. She threw a small rock against the falling water with all the force she could muster as she got back on her feet, He's the one who fucked it all up. Let him explain it to his mom.

      By the time Andi rounded the last corner in the trail she'd gotten a grip on herself. Sure, it hurt. It was going to hurt for a long time, but she really did deserve to be loved for who she was. If Mike wasn't offering that, then Mike could go to hell.

      Andi had herself so riled up she almost ran into the bear.

      She'd been kicking the toes of her boots through the soft white powder that covered the trail, cursing the time she'd wasted on her ex-fiance and not paying close attention to the forest around her. The bear was standing in the middle of the trail looking every bit as surprised to see her as she was to see it.

      Andi had never seen a real live bear. She froze in her tracks less than 10 feet from the thing. It was huge. Not as big as her car, huge, but much bigger than she'd expected a bear to be. It was standing on all fours, covered in thick brown fur, it's head hanging down from the huge slope of its shoulders, its front paws on the ground with it's long, white claws curving into the snow.

      Staring at her.

      Andi ran through a mental photo gallery of all the little figurines in Becka's apartment, the paintings of bears that hung in the coffee shop, the postcards with pictures of bears that one of the locals sold for a dollar, but none of the images fit this bear.

      This bear was bigger. It's shoulders sloped differently. It's claws looked longer. Then it was gone. Dashing off the trail and into the woods, disappearing between the trees before Andi had time to panic.

      She watched the large animal disappear and found her breath again, not realizing she'd been holding it through the entire encounter.

      The Camry was waiting patiently for her return under a fresh blanket of snow that was deeper than she'd expected in the few hours she'd been gone and was continuing to get deeper.

      Climbing inside and starting the engine, she let it idle till the heater was blowing hot air onto her ice cold hands. When she could make a fist without worrying about her skin cracking and breaking, she slipped the car into gear and began heading down the hill toward town.

      Snow was still flying through the air and the layer of snow on the road made it obvious that no one had been this far up the road that looped back to the highway on the north end of the lakes. Andi wasn't used to driving on snow, it never snowed back home in the valley, but she was sure this wasn't enough to worry about.

      She hadn't made it far when the front wheels lost traction. The car slid along the smooth patch of ice on the road like an air hockey puck.

      Andi pushed harder on the brake pedal but it did no good. The car slowly slid sideways until it came to a rest against the dirt berm on the side of the road.

      Andi gulped for air. Taking several deep breaths to calm herself, she checked that the engine was still running and gently pressed the gas pedal. She felt the wheels turning but the car didn't budge.

      She slipped the gear knob down to first and tried again. Again the wheels spun.

      She turned the key off and climbed out of the car, walking around to assess the damage. The passenger side of the car was resting against the muddy berm but appeared to have largely escaped any real damage. The problem was the front wheels were now stuck in a swath of snow and mud where the car had come to a rest off the pavement. Her attempts to get underway again had dug the tires through the snow, creating a red soup of melted ice and mud that offered no traction.

      Andi slipped back into the warm cab and grabbed her phone only to be reminded of how remote the area was. From where she was stuck, she could see the lights of town beginning to twinkle in the darkening storm yet she was far enough out that the phone was useless.

      She took a deep sigh and locked up the car. It was a long walk back to town.

      By the time Andi reached the mailbox at the end of the gravel drive, her fingers and face were frozen numb again. She'd slipped on icy spots under the deceptive snow twice and the last time she'd gone down on her hip pretty hard.

      She was walking with a limp, her hands tucked into her arm pits. The fleece-lined flannel jacket she was wearing wasn't holding up to the snow well. As the snow built up on the fabric and began to melt, it was soaking through the lining. The wind was picking up and town was still a long way off.

      Andi stood beside the mailbox with the house number painted in faded paint on the side and looked longingly up the winding driveway. She could just make out the cabin at the top of the hill, warm yellow light glowing through the windows and a plume of smoke curling above the brick chimney.

      Most of the people who lived out here were pretty friendly.

      She took the first hesitant steps up the driveway toward the smell of wood fire and dinner cooking. Hopefully whoever lived here wouldn't mind an unexpected guest under the circumstances.

      The cabin was surrounded by a wide deck that wrapped almost completely around in different levels to accommodate the slope of the hillside. Andi climbed the steps of the deck and knocked tentatively on the front door.

      It was obvious that someone was around, there was a fire in the big stone fireplace, she could see it blazing through the window next to the door. The smell of food cooking made her stomach rumble. She knocked again, this time louder.

      A sound came from the other side of the cabin, possibly outside on the back side of the deck. Andi considered walking around to the other side of the little house but then she heard the sound of the back door slamming shut.

      The door in front of her opened, the warmth from the interior sweeping over her as she stood just outside. As the door began to swing open to the inside, the first thing Andi saw was the bare torso of a large man and the loose fitting flannel pajama pants that hung dangerously low on his hips.

      The thought that she had stumbled upon Silver Peak's best kept secret fled from her mind as her eyes traveled up, over the sculpted abdominal muscles, the chiseled pecs, past the thickly knotted muscles of the bare arm holding the door open to her, to the end of the beard that obscured the man's neck and most of the face that she already knew.

      "You're cold." The Grinch muttered at her like an accusation.

      Andi blinked rapidly, trying to reconcile the Grinch's face with the body that it sat on. This is not what she'd imagined was under all that flannel and overalls. In fact, this was so far from what she'd imagined his body looked like that she stood in his doorway realizing she'd never bothered to imagine what he looked like at all.

      She tore her eyes of the low slung waistband of the pajama pants and forced her eyes toward his, "Car got s-s-stuck," she stuttered through chattering teeth.

      The gruff voice with the surprisingly ripped body muttered under its breath in a manner that suggested that her misfortune was a "damn inconvenience" to him and for a moment, Andi was sure he was going to close the door and leave her to walk the 12 miles back to town in the blowing snowstorm.

      "Get in here then," his voice betraying a hint of concern.

      Andi stepped over the threshold into the cabin as he closed the door behind her. The cabin was warm, the fireplace taking up the wall on one side of the main room, the kitchen on the other. A large stock pot sat on the stove with steam pushing its way out from under the lid.

      A doorway directly opposite the front door opened into a short hallway that Andi guessed led to the other rooms. The ceiling was high and open with thick beams crossing from wall to wall.

      "You're wet."

      When Andi turned toward his voice she found him standing directly behind her in that too close for strangers way he had the first day she'd met him. He was looking down at her with worried eyes, sniffing at her like he could smell the dampness.

      Of course, the jacket she was wearing was almost soaked through and it probably didn't smell too good. She started to peel it off her shoulders and he took hold of the back collar and pulled it off of her.

      "Go stand by the fire and git yerself warm," He disappeared out the back door at the end of the kitchen. Andi watched him hang her jacket on a hook in the mudroom before he came back inside and disappeared down the dark hallway.

      She stood in front of the fireplace and held her hands out to thaw. The fire box was big enough to hold a proper bon fire, the thick wood mantle made of a rough hewn tree trunk was just above eye level with her. She stood on the stone hearth and looked at the little bear figurines that paraded across the mantle interspersed by other trinkets and a couple of framed photographs.

      "Put these on," The Grinch's voice interrupted her thoughts as she stared at the pictures. She turned to see that he had put on a t-shirt that fit snugly enough that now not only could she still see every muscle in his chest, but the way the sleeves stretched over his upper arms drew her attention to the way his biceps flexed while he held out a set of clothes to her.

      "You need to get out of them wet clothes." He gestured toward her damp cotton shirt and jeans.

      "Thanks," she said quietly as she accepted the bundle of soft, dry cloth, "Umm..."

      He pointed toward the hall without a word.

      Andi tried her best grateful smile but she wasn't sure how it came out. He only gave her another one of his trademark frowns, the one that made her feel like she was somehow not measuring up to his expectations.

      The hallway was short, three doorways revealed two bedrooms and a bathroom along with a row of cabinets that she assumed were filled with whatever kind of stuff surly bachelors shoved into cabinets. She chose the bedroom on the right.

      Clicking on the light switch by the door revealed a large room with a king size bed covered with a thick, down comforter in a dark green flannel cover. The room, like what she'd seen from the rest of the house, was warm and cozy. So unlike Mr. Grinch himself.

      Andi quickly changed into the dry clothes he'd offered her. A pair of pajama pants that made her feel downright petite and a pullover sweat shirt made from a really soft fleece fabric that was embroidered with the town's name.

      The sweatshirt itself hung down to her knees and she had to roll the cuffs of the pants up several times to shorten them enough to be able to walk.

      She looked down at her bare feet and wiggled her toes. Getting out of her soaking wet boots and socks felt great but her feet were cold. He hadn't brought a pair of socks with the dry clothes.

      She thought about rummaging through the dresser but then thought better of it. The storm outside was picking up, she didn't need to do anything that might make him throw her back out there. She was already pretty sure he wasn't happy to find her on his doorstep.
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      He was just sitting in the chair across the room from her, staring at her while she sipped the broth off the hot stew he'd insisted she eat.

      Andi had tucked her feet up under herself and curled up in the corner of the sofa by the fire. Trying to make herself as small as possible and maybe invisible so she wouldn't be too much of a burden on her reluctant host.

      "You do eat meat, doncha?" His gruff voice called from the kitchen. The gruffness was still there, but with each sentence he seemed to force himself to utter, it became less mean sounding and more like an awkward attempt at conversation.

      Andi thought it was a strange question, she turned away from watching the fire and stared at him as he stood in front of the pot on the stove with a ladle in his hand. He was watching her carefully, anticipating her answer.

      She wondered why it mattered, "Do I look like a vegetarian?" The tension between them was getting to her and her frustration showed through the sarcastic crack of her voice as she gestured to her body.

      A smile spread slowly across his face, detectable only by the lifting of his bushy mustache. A smile. A real smile. Andi thought she must have imagined it. He shook his head slightly and turned back to start scooping the stew into an oversize mug, "Nahp, ya sure don't."

      Andi strongly considered being offended by his words but she couldn't help noticing that his tone sounded like a compliment. He crossed the room and handed her a mug of the hot stew, "Yuh wanna a beer?"

      He had set his own mug of stew on a small end table next to the chair and was already walking back to the kitchen, "I ain't got nuthin fancy, just Bud and this local stuff," He held an amber bottle sporting a green and gold label up over the open door of the fridge, "I guess I got milk er water er I could make yuh some coffee er sumthin."

      "That looks fine." Andi accepted the bottle that he brought her and watched him sit across from her.

      "Girls come up here all year and they don't wanna eat at the 'dog cuz they're all vegetarians now." He said the word like it was dirty, "Some damn thinkin' about not eatin meat'll make em all skinny like them magazine models. They just look sick if ya ask me," he mumbled into his dinner.

      Andi tried to hide a smile with a pull from the beer bottle. This guy was growing on her and it was just downright cute the way he kept squirming when ever he noticed her looking back at him.

      "Man likes a girl who's gonna keep him warm at night. Summpin soft to hold onta," he continued to mutter while he worked to keep stew out of his mustache.

      He'd take a bite of the rich stew and then draw his napkin over his face immediately, as though he was overly aware of his company and trying to make a good impression. Then he'd draw his eyebrows together over the bridge of his nose and make another of those little frowns.

      Andi was starting to interpret the frowns as something he was aiming at himself, not her. Like he was confused by his own behavior.

      Silence fell over them and Andi pulled her feet up tighter underneath her while she ate her stew. The Grinch just sitting in his chair staring at her like he didn't know what to do with her.

      When she'd emptied the oversized mug of its contents it was like he was grateful for something to do. He sprang from his seat and took her mug and empty beer bottle from her, hurrying into the kitchen.

      He returned with another beer and sat on the other end of the sofa from her, "'me yer feet."

      "What?" Andi looked at him with distrust as he sat beside her and gestured toward her frozen feet tucked up under her.

      "Your feet. You're cold. Lemme have 'em."

      She was somewhat surprised to hear his careful annunciation of the words. He'd never spoken much to her and since she'd arrived uninvited to his home, every syllable had been slurred together in half-intelligible grunts and mumbles. Hearing him speak up for the first time gave her a new appreciation for the man's voice.

      Andi slowly untucked her feet and gingerly stretched them out toward his waiting hand. She turned around to face him, letting his pull her feet onto his lap while she settled against the over-stuffed arm of the sofa with her beer.

      "Sorry," He said softly as he wrapped a large hand around her foot, "I shoulda given you some socks too." His hands were warm, the skin soft in most places, with hard calluses dotting the pads of his palms.

      "I ain't used to havin a woman to take care of," the quiet words were almost sad, a lilt to the way he said them made it sound like something he was sad about and it touched Andi's heart in a way she hadn't been prepared for.

      "Well you're doing a good job so far," she was honestly surprised by him. Surprised at the little electric tingle that had run through her when he'd opened the door with nearly nothing on. Surprised by his attempts to make sure she was warm and dry with food in her belly. And for damn sure surprised that he was sitting on the couch with her, rubbing her feet with a strong but tender touch.

      Something about him made her feel safe. Made her sink into the throw pillows on the couch and stretch her legs lazily into his hands. Made her sigh deeply and close her eyes and forget where she was and who she was with and that he probably didn't want to know more about her than he'd already asked. But by the time all that occurred to her, she was already done with the story of how she'd ended up in Silver Peak for the winter.

      "Sounds like a damn stupid man, if ya ask me."

      The Grinch had stopped rubbing her feet but his hands were still wrapped around her toes in a gesture that felt like he was reluctant to stop touching her.

      Andi swallowed the last bit of beer in her bottle and he reached across to take the empty from her. His hand made contact with hers as he took it from her and again, the little jolt of electricity that shot through her was surprising.

      "What's your name?"She suddenly wondered. Suddenly she needed to know who this man really was, who he was beyond his reputation as a surly hermit.

      "Umm," he seemed surprised by the question. For a second Andi thought he was going to jump and run away but then he nodded slightly and thought for a second.

      "You don't have a real name?" She teased.

      "Daniel. My mother named me Daniel." His eyes were soft and unfocused for a second and then the corners of his mustache drew up in another all-too-rare invisible smile under all those whiskers.

      "Thank you for letting me wait out the storm, Dan." Andi smiled warmly.

      The man whose real name was Daniel smiled back and gave her feet a light squeeze in reply.
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      Andi wasn't ready to wake up yet but she opened her eyes and looked around anyway. The fire had died down to a bed of glowing coals, leaving the air in the cabin with the tell tale chill of early morning even though the sky outside the windows was still dark.

      She pulled the patchwork quilt up so that it covered her shoulders again and moved so that her ear wasn't smashed against Dan's chest anymore. His arm relaxed to let her move and then tightened back around  her again as she settle back against him and drifted off to sleep without stopping to wonder how she'd ended up sleeping in his arms on the comfortable sofa.

      She woke up a few hours later to the sound of a phone jingling somewhere in the house. Bright morning sunlight streamed through the windows and Dan was carefully maneuvering out from under her to get the phone.

      Andi drifted off again as he carefully laid her head down on the cushions. She heard his deep voice speaking in muffled tones from the rear of the house and then she heard the sound of the fire crackling back to life. Forcing her eyes open, she saw his broad back as he knelt to load wood onto the growing flames.

      He got to his feet and headed toward the kitchen. He looked down at her and smiled when he saw her looking back up at him, “Mornin',” he greeted her, “breakfast'll be ready in a few.” He continued toward the kitchen, still talking, “My brother's gotta come up and get the snow mobile. I guess one of his rangers is stuck somewhere,” his voice faded in and out as he moved around the kitchen, opening the refrigerator, checking the oven, getting a coffee mug out of the cabinet.

      Andi pulled herself to a sitting position and looked around while she put the memories of where she was and how she'd gotten here back into a cohesive pattern. The vague, sleepy memory of spending the night curled up against the Grinch's-- no wait, Dan, against Dan's-- chest, with his arms around her for warmth and support drifted through her mind.

      “You slept out here with me?” She asked through the blur that was her mind on any given morning, as she pulled herself to her feet and headed for the steaming mug of coffee that he'd set on the counter for her.

      “I didn't want to wake you once you got back to sleep,” Dan said sheepishly.

      She remembered sitting with him, talking to him, the foot rub and him bringing her a pair of thick socks before saying good night. He'd offered her the other room but she'd been enjoying laying on the couch by the fire. She must have dozed off out in the front room.

      Then it came back to her, the nightmare. It had started with being chased by the big bear she'd seen yesterday, she'd made it to the car before it got to her but then the car was stuck and she couldn't get away. Then the bear had jumped up on the car and started tearing through the roof, but when it reached through to grab her, it had been Mike. Mike had grabbed her around the throat and she was trying to get away but she couldn't and then the bear had been back, tearing off the car door and she'd been so scared, thinking the bear was going to kill her while Mike still had his hand around her throat and then the bear had reached in and ripped Mike's arm off.

      Oh yeah. She remembered now. She had woken up in a panic, still terrified of being caught between the bear and Mike, struggling for her life.

      And Dan had come out to check on her. He'd sat down on the end of the couch and let her curl up against him. She'd fallen back to sleep while he stroked her hair and pulled the afghan off the back of the sofa to drape over her shoulders.

      She remembered now, looking at the big man as he worked in the kitchen, he had felt warm against her and she had fallen asleep listening to his heartbeat as it raced beneath her ear. She remembered thinking it was beating faster than usual and she thought she remembered him leaning his face toward the top of her head, inhaling her scent deeply, and possibly muttering something against her hair as she had drifted off.

      She tried to concentrate on what he might have said but the sound of a truck crunching on snow interrupted and Dan rushed out the cabin's back door.

      Another man was climbing out a big 4 wheel drive truck in front of the cabin. He was built very much like Dan but he was clean shaven. His features hidden by the wide brim of a regulation Forest Service hat, his large frame covered by a dark brown barn jacket with the sort of sheepskin lining that made him look like he'd stepped out of an ad extolling the benefits of life on a Montana cattle ranch.

      If Dan looked anything like his brother under that beard, he was doing women everywhere a huge disservice by hiding not just that amazing body but those rugged facial features as well.

      Andi watched the two men talking outside as Dan pulled a two passenger snow mobile out from under a tarp on the side of his garage and then lifted it onto the trailer behind his brother's truck as if it weighed nothing more than a child's bicycle.

      The mystery brother shot a undefined look toward the cabin and then looked back at Dan with a worried expression but soon enough he was laughing and slapping Dan on the shoulder before climbing back into the idling truck and making his way down the drive.

      The outer door to the mud room slammed shut and soon Dan returned to his breakfast prep in the kitchen.

      He was humming a little tune to himself as he refilled Andi's coffee mug and, for a minute, she felt like she was seeing a completely different man.

      “So your brother is a park ranger?”

      The humming stopped, “Forest ranger, actually. He's the head of the local ranger district now.”

      “Oh.” Andi regretted opening her mouth, she liked listening to him hum. There for a moment he'd seemed comfortable with her there, “I didn't know there was a difference.”

      Dan pulled a stack of pancakes out of the oven where he'd been keeping them warm while he fried sausage patties in a cast iron skillet. He fixed her a plate and sat it on the table where she was sitting.

      He set his own plate down and then brought a carafe of warmed syrup to the table, “Yeah, parks and forest. Different rules, different management, different parts of the government. Rod works for the forest service, he only just managed to get the transfer. He hasn't seen California since the....”

      Dan's eyes went wide and his mouth snapped shut as though he'd been about to spill a secret that Andi didn't have the proper clearance for. He looked at her, waiting for her to ask what he'd been about to say but she gave him a crooked smile with a mouth full of pancakes.

      “...He hasn't been home in a long time.” Dan finished casusally.

      Andi wanted to know what he was really going to say but she was enjoying listening to him, eager to learn anything she could about Silver Peak's best kept secret. Also, the pancakes were extremely good and she just couldn't be bothered to stop eating to pry into something he obviously didn't want to tell her.

      After breakfast, Andi changed back into the clothes that Dan had washed and dried for her and they set off in Dan's big tow truck to get her car back home.

      Over a foot of snow had fallen over night, the first real snow of the season. A little later than the winter sports industry would prefer but there had certainly been worse years.

      The big truck was equiped for the Sierra winters and Dan had no trouble getting it down his driveway and out to Andi's stranded Camry. He sternly told her to stay put in the heated cab of his truck while he hooked her sedan up and then he hauled both her and the muddy Toyota back to her borrowed apartment in town.

      “What do I owe you?” She asked as he handed her back her keys.

      His expression went from confused to hurt and then he shook his head, “No. No. It's a favor. I could never charge my m---- um. I mean, I can't charge a friend.” This time the corners of his mustache tipped up far enough at the edges she could make out the curve of a lip and the flash of strong, white teeth under it.

      She wasn't sure how to react. She liked the idea that they were friends. She liked it a lot.
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      Jen saw the truck pull up in front of the coffee shop and rushed to pour the large plain coffee. The shop was filled to capacity every morning with tourists since the ski lodge had opened up for the season.

      Andi was busy filling orders as fast as she could when she saw him walk through the door. He looked awkward as he made his way through the tables of boisterous hipsters on his way to pick up his order at the counter.

      Jen called out, “Andi, can you get Grinchie's pastry? His coffee's already on the counter,” as she ran in back to grab another stack of cups.

      Jen was in the process of finishing her sentence as she come back around the corner, “...doesn't want to stand here any longer than he has to. You know how he....” the words died on her breath as she stared at the big man standing at the counter talking casually with Andi.

      “I heard the Coydog Saloon does a big Thanksgiving thing for everyone in town that doesn't have any place to go,” Andi was telling him as she rang up his order, “I was thinking I might as well go. Dad's got the new wife, Mom's in Georgia with her sister, and I guess I'm not exactly expected at--” Andi paused for a second before finishing her sentence, “Mike's family.” She said with a note of irritation, “So yeah, I probably will be there  on Thursday.”

      The Grinch smiled and Jen noticed the way his hand hesitated briefly as it brushed against Andi's as he took the little paper bag from her. He gave both girls behind the counter a polite nod and turned to make his way through the crowd back outside.

      “Bye Dan,” Andi called after him, “Thanks.”

      “Dan?” Jen demanded. “His name is Dan?”

      Andi used the brief break between customers to restock the cups and rearrange the remaining pastries so they could take out the empty trays, “Yeah. His name's Dan.”

      “And just how do you know that?” Jen was following Andi around the kitchen, not giving her an inch of space to move in.

      "I asked him," Andi was enjoying Jen's obvious confusion and frustration.

      The short week before Thanksgiving kept Andi busy enough that she didn't have time to worry about Mike or what he was telling his family about the reason she wouldn't be at the family dinner this year. But it didn't keep her busy enough to stop thinking about Dan.

      Every day around 10, Dan came in to the little coffee shop for his coffee and danish. Every day Jen tried to have his order ready to go, just like always. Everyday, Jen watched in awe as the big man she'd always known only as "Grinch" hovered by the register until he had a chance to talk to Andi personally, even if only for a moment before the constant flux of hung over and under-caffeinated skiers demanded she break off their morning conversation.

      By the time Thanksgiving day rolled around Andi was ready for the coffee shop to be closed all day. She got to sleep in before getting ready to head to the famous Coydog Saloon for its annual "stray dog Thanksgiving dinner."

      She had only been up to the bar once since she'd been in town for the winter. Run by Donovan Wile and his brothers, the Coydog was the heart of the little community. Despite there being several other places where tourists could grab a cold beer or hot breakfast, the Coydog was the place where the locals went.

      It also served as the go-to destination for the surrounding communities, the place where bike runs ended and began, where classic car clubs parked on Saturday mornings during the summer months.

      Donovan ran the place like a twisted take on everyone's grandmother's kitchen. Always open. The grill served up the best breakfasts, the perfect burgers, and a mean steak amid what seemed to be a steady pour of draft beer and various shots and mixed drinks.

      If you passed out on the floor of the Coydog, you could always trust that one of the brothers would drag your carcass into the back room so you didn't get trampled.

      Donovan was notorious for taking in strays. The annual "stray dog" Thanksgiving feast was just one of the saloon's yearly events designed to bring the community together. Whether they had a place to go for the holiday or not, at some point between 1 PM and midnight, almost every one of the town's permanent population of 629 people would make their way through the Coydog's doors on Thanksgiving day.

      Jen had told her that the 'Dog opened its door around 1 o'clock but there was no set time for dinner, just a steady stream of people coming and going through out the day and well into the night.

      Andi decided to wait till later in the afternoon before heading up the hill. She knew just about everyone in town now; their names, their stories, and the way they drank their coffee, but she didn't have plans to meet up with anyone for dinner so it didn't really matter when she went.

      After nearly an hour on the phone with her mother, Andi locked up the house and headed up the hill.

      The Coydog was already in full swing when she made her way through the doors. Half the town was gathered inside, sitting around a collection of plastic patio tables draped in plastic table cloths that had been brought in and arranged in what was normally open area, dance floor and band stand.

      Town folk had been telling Andi about it all week. Around 9 PM the crew would start wrapping up left overs and moving tables off the dance floor. A local band was scheduled to play till closing. Everyone promised that the only party the 'Dog did better than Thanksgiving was New Year.

      Elias Wile, the youngest of the brothers working with Donovan, met her at the door and traded a cold beer for her winter coat, "Jen's over there with the Millers," he shouted above the din of the crowd as he pointed toward a table across the room.

      Andi gave the young man a one-armed hug and headed toward Jen's waving arm.

      "Go get a plate," Jen took the beer from Andi's hand and waved toward the line of people gathered around the buffet spread out on the bar.

      When Andi returned to the seat that Jen was saving for her at the table, the Millers had left and the Vanderhornes had taken their place. Andi sat and ate and tried to keep up with the constant rotation of people that stopped by to chat for awhile.

      It was hard to feel lonely amid all the laughter in the densely packed room. Andi hadn't realized how many people she'd met in the few short weeks she'd been in town. As her new neighbors made their way to her table to greet her, she realized how well she'd come to know them. She knew who's children were in college, who was getting married, who had suffered a recent loss-- she knew much more than just their daily coffee order.

      This place was growing on her. This was the type of town she could call home.

      She idly wondered what Becks was going to do with the little coffee shop if she got the full time ranger position she was after.

      Andi savored the pumpkin pie as she watched tables being cleared from the dance floor when the front doors opened again.

      The doors had been opening and closing all day, their hinges were getting a work out with all the people coming and going through out the busy celebration. Andi didn't even turn to look at which neighbor had arrived until the hush fell over the room.

      It was far from silent, but enough people had stopped talking and turned to look at the new-comer that it was hard not to turn in her seat and see what was distracting every one.

      The tall man standing just inside the door turned his head to scan the room. Elias was there to meet him with a cold beer like he had nearly every one else and Dan accepted it with a curt nod as his eyes found Andi.

      "Is that....?" the noise level had died down enough that Andi could hear Jen's shocked whisper. She imagined the whispers all over the room were pretty much the same.

      She waved him over to their table with a bright smile as nearly every head in the place followed Dan's movement.

      His dark brown hair was combed neatly back, his button down shirt showing off the lean lines of his torso. The jeans were just basic blue denim, but they were new enough that the color was still a dark ingido, no signs of wear or stains showing from the brown leather belt buckled neatly over his flat abdomen to the cuffs that scrunched up slightly over the arches of a newly polished pair of leather cowboy boots.

      The shock of seeing the Grinch in something other than a pair of dirty, worn out overalls was enough to set the town to whispering, but what had them questioning his identity was the complete lack of whiskers on his face.

      Andi swallowed uneasily as he made his way toward her. His smile no longer hidden under the edges of a mustache. He moved between chairs and tables on his way toward her without showing the slightest bit of concern for the stares that followed him.

      "You made it," Andi was surprised at how excited her voice sounded. In fact, if she was honest with herself, she was surprised at how excited she was to see him. As well as surprised at how much difference a clean shave could make on a man.

      She could clearly see how young he was now. Much closer to her own age than she'd have guessed. His jaw was firm and square, his skin smooth, his lips full and soft looking.

      Andi felt the little tingle of electricity move through her again as he took the seat beside her, only this time she was caught off guard by the flush of heat that followed it.

      "Um, you guys all know Dan, right?" Andi made sure to emphasize his proper name so no one at the table missed it. Not that he seemed to mind the Grinch nickname at all.

      A chorus of "hellos" and "how do you dos" and "nice to see you made its" echoed around them.

      "Did you want dinner? I think there's still food in the kitchen if you want a plate," Andi was halfway to her feet when his hand landed on her arm.

      "No thank you," Those dark brown eyes smiled up at her, "I came for the company." He drained his pint glass in a single pull and set it on the table in front of him, "Ate with Rod earlier. He said he ain't up for a party."

      The band had just finished their first song when Dan had walked in the door, now the dance floor was filling in with people, "I was hoping I might get to dance with you tonight?"

      He held his hand out to Andi as he got to his feet. She saw Jen's jaw hanging open as she followed him to the dance floor. She saw a lot of jaws hanging open as Dan let his arms drape over her shoulders lightly while she held his waist and they began swaying to the slow music.

      When the song ended, Andi expected him to escort her off the floor. Instead, he took her hands in his and surprised her with the lively 2-step that broke out next.

      "You can dance!" Jen was beside herself with wonder as the couple made its way back to the table.

      Andi plopped down into her chair and tried to catch her breath while Dan grabbed the empty glasses off the table, "Hell yeah I can dance," he scolded her. Then he turned and headed for the bar.

      Jen leaned across the table toward Andi, "I told you that man was sweet on you!" She leaned back and looked toward the bar, shaking her head, "I can not believe he's been hiding that handsome face under all those whiskers this whole time."

      Andi laughed as she listened to the girls at the table gossip while she waited for Dan to return with the next round of drinks.

      "I don't think I've ever seen him in anything but those old overalls," Alice Watkins was saying to Jen.

      "Holy shit! I had no idea the Grinch was so hot," Andi heard the girls at the table next to her whispering excitedly.

      "I wonder what else he's been hiding in those overalls?" One of the girls added and then that whole table exploded in giggles.

      By the time the party slowed to a halt just before one in the morning it seemed that everyone in town had met their very own Grinch again for the first time.

      "How long have you lived here?" Andi laughed as a decidedly tipsy Mrs. Thomas promised to bake Dan one of her "trademark" pecan pies for Christmas. As if the 60 year old woman hadn't been paying him to plow her drive for the last 4 seasons. Mr. Thomas had finally pried his wife's hands off Dan's arm and taken her home.

      "About six years now, I suppose." Dan smiled and waved at the Thomas's. "Moved back here from Montana."

      "You're from here?"

      "California originally. Hadn't been back in a long time."

      They were making their way up the street, still lined with cars. Some of them would stay over night while party goers found alternate ways home. Dan's truck was parked on the side of the road a good walk away from the bar.

      Andi had promised Jen and the other ladies who'd ended up gathered around the table all night that she would tell them all about her evening when the coffee shop opened back up on Saturday morning. Then they had giggled like teenagers as they called out their "good nights" and "have funs" while Dan offered her a ride home.

      "I guess I better get ya home," Dan's voice sounded disappointed as he started up the truck.

      "Well it is one in the morning," Andi said as she stared down at her hands in her lap.

      Truth was, she'd had a really good night and she wasn't ready for it to end. Now that she was sitting alone with Dan in the cab of his truck waiting for the engine to warm, she knew it hadn't just been the couple of beers, or the dancing, or the music-- that little tingle that she felt when ever she was close to him had grown into a strong vibration that hummed through her veins. Every time he took her arm or held her hand she ached for his touch to travel farther.

      "Yeah," Dan's voice echoed her feelings but he pulled the gear shift into drive and made a sweeping U-turn onto the main street, taking her back to her place.

      Andi's heart fell. For a second, she expected he might offer to let her stay at his place again. Maybe not on the couch, this time.

      He pulled the truck into her drive way and turned off the engine, "You just stay put," he warned her when she turned to unlatch her own door.

      He walked around the truck and opened her door for her, helping her down with a strong hand, "Least I can do is walk you to the door like a gentleman," he grinned shyly.

      "I didn't know we were on a date," Andi tried to keep the awkward giggle out of her voice as she mentally batted at the butterflies in her stomach.

      He walked up the stairs with her and they stood on the balcony in front of the door in silence. Andi's mind desperately searching for some excuse to invite him in.

      "Well," she stalled as she turned the key in the knob, "Thanks for coming out tonight," she pushed the door open slightly, "I had a really good time," she looked up, prepared to be met with one of his lopsided smiles but instead she found that he had already met her half way.

      Andi tilted her head back and stretched up onto her tip toes, bracing herself against his firm chest with the palms of her hands as his lips brushed softly against hers.

      He backed away, but only slightly, as though he was surprised by her willingness. She stretched up on her toes a little closer to close the gap he'd opened between them. Her mouth pressing against his firmly until he bent his head lower, allowing her to return her heels to the ground.

      Her arms reached up to encircle his neck as his lips parted against hers, his hands gripping her waist.

      Andi was slightly surprised at her body's reaction to his touch, to the smell of his skin so close to her, to the way his fingers digging into her hips brought her nipples to attention and drove her to press herself against him.

      With his mouth hungry and hard on hers now, she found herself lifted off her feet for a second as he pushed her against the wall near the door that was still standing ajar. One of his hands spread across the small of her back pulling her into him as the other reached up lightly tracing her jaw before wrapping itself around the back of her head.

      The wall was there only for balance now as the length of her body was touching his. He'd moved one hand to the wall behind her head, his other still on her back pulling her against him.

      He finally broke the kiss, turning his head aside and panting for breath as she continued kissing the side of his face, the line of his smooth jaw, "You should go inside now," his voice was deep and raspy. The pressure of his hand at her back, the hard ridge in his jeans pressing into her thigh issuing an entirely different order than his words.

      "So should you," Andi whispered against his ear, tugging at it with her teeth.

      A rumble moved through his chest, a low growl that tumbled through him like thunder. Wrapping his arm around her waist, she became weightless in his grasp. Her breath taken away as much by the sensation of lightness in his arms as by the crushing firmness of his chest against hers as he moved them both through the door as one.

      His mouth was on hers again and she managed to kick the door closed with an awkward flail of her foot before he set her back on the floor.

      She pulled him into the bedroom without breaking their kiss. Hands fumbling at buttons and zippers, he pushed her onto the bed which gave a brief creak under the sudden movement.

      A giggle escaped Andi as he yanked at the stubborn hooks on her bra till it gave way, and then his mouth was over her nipple, his hands wrapped around each breast. His tongue was hot as it flicked over the yearning buds till her back arched and her playful giggle turned to a needful moan.

      She laced her fingers into the soft brown curls that had long since won the battle against his careful combing and pushed her body up against his.

      Andi was surprised by how much she wanted him but she wasn't about to stop and overthink it now. Right now this mountain of a man was coaxing waves of pleasure out of her with his tongue and his fingers and his thick, hard cock was bobbing against her stomach with his every movement.

      She reached down to wrap her fingers around it. To stroke the silken skin, listening to him gasp at her touch as she tried to maneuver him toward the spot where she needed to feel him most.

      Dan reached out in the darkness with one arm, feeling along the night stand by the headboard, "Where's the goddamn light switch on this thing?" he growled against her neck as his hand continued to  search, "I want to be able to look at you."

      Andi reached out and lightly clicked the little bedside reading lamp on. It's pale yellow light lit the bedroom in a soft glow. She could see him looking down at her now, those deep brown eyes alight with lust as he gave her a smile that was both tender and hungry, "I never thought you'd be so beautiful," he murmured so low she was sure she misunderstood him.

      It didn't matter at the moment, at this moment all that mattered was that he was here with her, naked against her and that he wanted her as much as she wanted him.

      She ran her hands over his collar bones where they protruded as he held his weight above her, then down over the pec muscles that defined his broad chest, through the soft fur that lined those contours and down over the sculpted abdominal muscles that he hid under those stupid overalls.

      She watched his eyes close and admired the handsome face that had been revealed by the recent shave. She smiled as his jaw tightened as she wrapped her hand around his girth again and moved him against the slickness of her opening.

      He didn't need any more convincing, he pushed forward, entering her slowly and fully until their bodies were pressed tightly together. Then he began moving inside her filling her again and again with strong, deep strokes until Andi felt her body began to quake.

      His arms wrapped around her bringing his weight down on her, his thrusts coming faster as though her tremors were signaling to him. Andi was vaguely aware of her hands clutching at his shoulders as she toppled over the ledge of her climax with him following right behind her.

      They fell back onto the pillows together, Andi's eyes closed as she panted to catch her breath. Dan rolled to the side and drew lazy circles over her bare skin, stopping occasionally to place a soft kiss along the trails he was drawing.

      "I guess I should have shaved weeks ago," he teased.

      Andi smiled, "I didn't think you liked me weeks ago?"

      She opened her eyes to see the slightly hurt and confused look on his face, "Why on earth would you think I didn't like you?" He asked.

      "You seemed to unhappy to see me that first day," she answered, "and every time you look at me it seems like you're, I don't know, like I don't measure up to your expectations or something."

      Maybe this wasn't the time and place to have tell him all this but she'd always been curious about it.

      The hurt and confusion on his face deepened, knitting his eyebrows together in a deep furrow over his nose, "Well I admit, I wasn't expectin' to meet you just yet, but I'd hardly say I was unhappy..." his eyes traveled down her naked body and back with a hungry look, "and I sure as hell ain't dissatisfied wicha."

      He slid his palm over her breast, letting the ample flesh fill his hand as he massaged with a light squeeze before letting it slip from his grasp and continuing down to rest his hand on the rise of her stomach, then over to trace the contour of her hip and thigh. He licked his lips in an entirely unconscious gesture of appreciation, "Ain't dissatisfied at all."

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    
    
      The coffee shop had opened back up on Saturday morning after a two day hiatus for the holiday. Andi had been hit with a thousand questions from Jen and every other woman who'd seen her with Dan at the Thanksgiving party.

      Problem was, she didn't know all the answers herself yet. She knew that Dan had changed her world, that she felt like she'd been brought to Silver Peak just to meet him, that she felt like she was supposed to be with him.

      Being with him made her feel warm and safe and happy. The sex was better than she'd ever thought sex could be-- and she thought sex was pretty damn good. He made her feel beautiful. He wanted to look at her, to keep the lights on when they made love, to run his eyes and his hands over every inch of her.

      They'd been together every day for over a week now, but this morning something was different. Dan didn't come in to the coffee shop. 10 AM came and went with out a sight. 11 AM and then noon and still no Dan.

      Andi tried not to let her disappointment show. She looked forward to seeing him during her work day and she enjoyed watching the faces of the locals when they realized the good looking man that lingered at the counter was their very own Grinch. She thought it was cute to watch him come out of his shell and begin to get to know his neighbors.

      When Jen turned the open sign off at 3 PM, after the last customer had left, she turned and gave Andi a worried look, "You go on now, I'll get everything cleaned up and ready for tomorrow."

      Andi nodded absently. Jen knew she was distracted by Dan's absence, "You know he probably just got a call to plow someone's driveway, hun, it did snow most of the night." Jen was probably right, but Andi couldn't help the sinking feeling in her gut as she climbed the stairs back to her apartment.

      He hadn't answered her calls and she felt like she'd given him plenty of time to call back when she pulled the borrowed all wheel drive wagon to the foot of his driveway.

      Dan lived several miles outside of town, past the ski lodge, past the Coydog, a few hundred yards past where the county maintenance crews stopped plowing the road. In the summer months, the road made a wide loop around the lakes that the town was set on and connected to the highway several miles north of town. During the winter months, the county kept the road plowed and opened till just past the last commercial building on the road, which was the Coydog where it sat just past, and across the street from, the ski lodge.

      Andi parked the wagon on the street in front of the six foot snow berm where the maintenance crew left the snow plow parked. She wrapped the scarf around her neck and zipped the winter coat up and then started the hike up the narrow lane where Dan plowed the main road himself as far as his driveway.

      The lugs of her snow boots were packed with mud and ice and climbing the long driveway up to his cabin meant a few slips but she hadn't heard from him in two days.

      The cabin windows were dark, a faint glow from a fire left to die could be seen through the window but no one answered when she knocked.

      She walked around the deck to the rear porch but still no sign of the man. His truck with the plow on it was in the driveway as well as the snow mobile his brother had come to borrow that morning.

      Andi sat on the bench next to the back door to wait but when the sunlight started to fade behind the mountain, she reluctantly gave up her post and made her way back to town.

      She still hadn't heard from Dan when the email came from Mike.

      Sorting through her inbox one evening, she was surprised to see Mike's name next to the subject line, "Coming back for you."

      Her gut clenched. She reflexively looked down at her phone sitting on the table beside her, looking for the notification of a call or a text from Dan that she knew wouldn't be there.

      She opened Mike's email and read in a mix of horror and shock and hope his long, drawn out story of missing her, of wanting her to come home, of his sorrow and regret at everything he'd done to her and, finally, of his plans to be in Silver Peak to spend Christmas with her.

      Andi didn't know how to feel. It was everything she'd wanted to hear-- a month ago. Before she'd met Dan. Before she'd discovered Dan's quiet strength, his dignity, his devotion. Before she'd felt what it meant to be adored and honored by a lover. Before she'd fallen in love with Dan.

      But Dan had been missing for nearly a week. No one town seemed to think anything of it. This was par for the course for the "Grinch" they knew.

      She looked at the calendar. Mike said he'd be there for Christmas. A week away.

      With shaky fingers, Andi began typing her return email.

      Andi rummaged through Becka's refrigerator, moving aside the groceries she'd bought, looking behind the milk and the left overs from last night's dinner that she hadn't eaten. Somewhere in the back on the top shelf, she could have sworn she'd seen a bottle of wine when she'd first arrived.

      Yep. There it was. She pulled it out. Merlot. What the hell was that doing in the refrigerator?

      She decided she didn't care. She opened the cabinet and began the search for a wine glass. Giving up on that, she grabbed a tumbler. At least the cork screw was easy to find.

      Andi rarely drank alone. She loved a beer with friends, or a drink with dinner when she was out for the evening, but prying open a bottle of wine alone at home usually made her feel desperate. Tonight she didn't much care. She poured the too cold fluid into the tumbler and took a large gulp like she was doing shots of vodka.

      The wine was cold all the way down to her stomach and she grimaced at the flavor.

      She leaned against the counter in the dark kitchen with the glass of wine in her hand and stared defiantly at her computer sitting on the little dining table across the room.

      What had she done?

      Was she really going to give Mike another chance? Did she really think he was make it up to her? Was he serious? Did he really want her back?

      More importantly, did she really want him back? What about Dan? What had happened to him? Why was he avoiding her? Why hadn't he called? What exactly was she to him?

      What, exactly, was he to her?

      She took a deep breath and another long sip of the red wine. It was seriously terrible wine. That's probably why Becka had it in the fridge. It wasn't getting better as it warmed up.

      Andi turned around and poured it down the sink.

      Mike would be here in a few days. He was coming to see her, to beg her forgiveness, to get her back and make it up to her. That's what mattered now. That's what she would focus on.
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      Andi locked the back door of the coffee shop behind her as she closed up for the day. She collected the mail and began the climb up the stairs to the apartment, distracted by her sorting of bills, Holiday cards to both her and Becks, and brightly colored catalogs promising delivery in time for Christmas.

      When she looked up and found him standing by the front door she jumped so far backward that she nearly fell down the stairs.

      "Sorry." Dan looked haggard. His beard was filling in again, although no where near as overgrown as it had been when she'd met him. He looked tired, his eyes haunted, "I didn't want to interrupt you at work."

      "What happened to you?" Andi didn't know whether to kiss him or punch him. She took a step toward him but he stepped aside.

      "I can't, Andi," his voice sad but stern, "You don't deserve this life. I can't do it to you."

      With that he bolted past her and bounded down the stairs leaving her calling after him in vain.

      She started to run after him, hoping to stop him, hoping to get a better explanation but  he was gone.

      Andi sat on the top step and stared at the footprints his boots had left in the snow while her heart twisted in her chest.

      She didn't know what had happened or why, but she knew it was over. Whatever they'd had together, it obviously meant more to her than it had to him. She sniffed back the tears and did her best to swallow her losses.

      Andi got back on her feet and went inside.

      Mike would be here in a couple of hours.

      By the time she heard the sound of his truck pulling into the driveway, she had convinced herself that her fling with Dan had just been a little rebound thing. Just something to clear the cobwebs. It hadn't meant anything. To either of them. Obviously.

      Mike was her future. The next few days were just what they needed to get back on track. Going to pick out a tree together, trimming it together by the fire, and a romantic Christmas dinner at the ski lodge's fancy four star restaurant.

      Andi couldn't leave Jen to man the coffee shop alone for the rest of the season, but she'd head back to the valley as soon as the lodge stopped running the lifts in the spring. She'd move all her stuff back into Mike's house and go back to work at the shop with him and pick up the wedding plans where she'd left off.

      She opened the door when she heard him knocking and flung herself into his arms.

      "Whoa Bessy!" Mike took a step back from her, effectively thwarting her hug, "Here, put this somewhere, would ya?" He handed her a heavy duffle bag. Her arm being pulled to the ground from the unexpected weight as soon as he let go.

      "Oof," She grunted as she hoisted it off the floor, "You must have bought me some heavy presents?" She joked as she hauled the bag into the apartment.

      "Nah, it's just clothes and stuff," Mike said casually as he came inside and closed the door behind him, "I didn't bring any presents with me."

      He began a self guided tour of the small apartment, flicking light switches on along the way as he went, "Geeze, Andi, this place looks like a swap meet on an Indian reservation, I'da thought you'd have picked up some before I got here."

      Andi narrowed her eyes and shot a frustrated look at his back, "Becka is into Native American folklore, remember?" She hardly saw how it was her place to change anything in her friend's apartment. Not to mention, she'd really come to enjoy all the little animal figurines lining the shelves, "It's not my apartment. I'm just staying here for the winter."

      Mike turned around and gave her a weak smile, "Yeah, well the bears are creepy. I hope there aren't any in the bed room."

      She followed him into the kitchen, and watched as he went through the shelves and the refrigerator, "I knew I should have gone by the store on my way in to town," he finally said as he closed the door of the fridge.

      "Well I thought we could go shopping together after we get a tree," Andi said brightly.

      Mike gave her an exasperated sigh, "I just spent six hours in the car, I was kinda hoping to get some rest before I had to go anywhere."

      He watched her shoulders slump in disappointment, "Hey babe, I'm sorry. Go get yer purse, let's go." He smiled at her the way she remembered from happier times together and her spirits lifted.

      Mike insisted on the store first, walking up the aisles of the small general store, muttering at the lack of options, "I just don't understand how people can live in a town this small," he said as he ridiculed the fact that there was only one brand of cheese, only one brand of butter, and that his favorite beer wasn't available in long neck bottles.

      At the Christmas tree farm, they argued over what type of tree to get. Mike liked the big, full bushy ones but Andi preferred the type with the branches that jutted out straight from the trunk in flat little shelves, "Well it's just going to end up in the land fill next week anyway, doesn't matter to me if you wanna pay $20 more for a tree that looks sick."

      Andi finally settled on the tree that Mike liked best.

      Back at the apartment, Mike wrestled the tree into the stand and set it up in the corner while Andi put groceries away.

      "There's a really nice restaurant up at the ski lodge," She was telling him as they hung ornaments on the tree together, "I thought we could do Christmas dinner up there tomorrow."

      "Yeah, OK, I guess. I mean, if you'd rather go out instead of eating here at home."

      "Well, I mean, tomorrow's only Christmas eve," She said, "I thought it would be nice to go out and then we can have dinner in on Christmas day when everything is closed anyway."

      Mike watched her, an indecipherable look crossing his eyes before he smiled and agreed, "Yeah. That sounds great, babe. Let's get all dressed up and have a nice dinner out. Isn't there any place other than the lodge, though?"

      Andi thought for a minute, "Not any place fancy. The Coydog is pretty casual, and the only other place that's open is the pizza place."

      "Maybe we could go into Bishop? Or down to Mammoth Lakes then?" Mike was naming off every town within 50 miles of Silver Peak.

      Granted, Silver Peak had some pretty limited options, but the lodge really was one of the best restaurants to be found south of Tahoe and it didn't involve driving an hour out of town on Christmas Eve.

      "I already made the reservations at the Lodge," Andi said, hoping to end the debate.

      She watched Mike as he thought it over for a minute before he finally acquiesced with a grin and a shrug, "Yeah sure, I'm sure it'll work out."

      They spent the rest of evening catching up. Andi sat beside Mike on the love seat by the fireplace and snuggled against him as he tried to fill her in on what had been happening while she was gone.

      "So what happened, Mike?" She finally asked as she moved away from him to the other side of the small couch. No matter how she positioned herself against him, she couldn't get comfortable, "Why are you here?"

      "I've been doing a lot of thinking," Mike said, "Things just aren't the same without you around. I need you at the shop, I can't find anything at the house, and then I got an earful at Thanksgiving when you didn't show up." He looked at her, "I miss you. I want you to come home."

      Andi gave him a hesitant frown, "I don't know, Mike. You said some pretty mean things. And what about your girlfriend?"

      He leaned across the cushion between then and took her hands in his, "Babe, I am so sorry. I know what I did was terrible and I understand if you're mad. I know it's gonna take a long time for you to trust me again, but I swear I love you and I want you back. She didn't mean anything to me, and it just showed me how much I love you."

      "We can go to counseling if you want," Mike's eyes were watering as he looked at her, "We can take it slow. We can postpone the wedding. Anything you want."

      How could she question him? He was on the verge of tears, holding her hands and begging for forgiveness. She felt herself giving in, offering him a lopsided smile in acceptance of his apologies.

      Mike leaned toward her and laid a brief kiss on her lips as his hand reached out and gave her breast a pinch while he slid his other hand between her legs.

      Too much too fast. Andi turned her face and pushed him off of her, "Slow. You said we could take it slow." She watched the sorrowful expression vanish from his face to be replaced by one of hurt.

      "Yeah. We can take it slow. I just thought, you know, I drove all the way out here and it's been kinda a long time," he dragged his fingertips along her knee with a mischievous grin.

      Andi considered it for a minute. If she was really going to accept his apology, if she was going to give him another shot, then it only made sense.

      "Slow." She finally said firmly, as she brought him a set of blankets, "I'll see you in the morning." She gave him a kiss on the cheek and headed for the bedroom.

      "Are you serious?" Mike called after her, "You're gonna make me sleep on the couch?"

      "Slow," she called back without turning around.

      Sleep eluded her. Andi lay under the warm comforter and stared at the moon outside the bedroom window. The full moon had been a few days ago, but it was still bright enough to flood the room with pale blue light.

      Slow. The word wafted through her mind like morning mist on the lake. It was just an excuse to put him off. Mike's lips hadn't touched hers like Dan's had. His kiss was obligatory, just an item to check off on his mental list of "how to make love." His touch had been assuming, his hands grabbing at her like she was a slab of meat that he already owned.
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      The reservation was for eight. Andi had suggested they arrive early and enjoy a pre-dinner cocktail in the lounge but Mike had been adamant that he didn't "want to waste a precious moment of her company" by sharing her with a bar full of drunks.

      Andi had decided to accept the compliment at face value instead of letting the syrupy words coat her evening with the sticky residue of the insincerity that she suspected behind them.

      She'd been up well into the early hours of the morning sorting through the confusion of the last few weeks. She'd finally decided that Dan's issues were Dan's problem. If he didn't want her then she wasn't going to pine away for him.

      Mike was here now, begging for another chance, promising his undying fidelity. Mike wanted her, so Mike was going to get her.

      She had just been hoping that a few drinks might strengthen that resolve, or loosen her thighs enough to convince herself that she really wanted Mike and wasn't just settling.

      As it was, they arrived promptly at eight and sat across the table from each other stiffly while reading their menus. Andi gratefully accept the waiter's recommendation from the wine list and ordered an appetizer.

      Mike peeked over the top of his menu, "Are you sure? Those are stuffed with nothing but cheese and butter."

      Andi tilted her head to the side questioningly while the waiter waited patiently.

      "Kinda fattening is all. I'm just sayin." Mike tossed it out casually and lowered his eyes to his menu again.

      Andi looked up at the waiter who raised his eyebrows at her, she shook her head in apology for her companion's poor manners, "I'd still like them, please," she assured him.

      She drank her first glass of wine too fast and she knew it, by the time the appetizers arrived Andi was feeling light headed but not much happier. Mike had vetoed her first two choices for dinner, only agreeing to her third choice with a reluctant comment that at least it would be easy to take half of it off her plate without her stabbing him with a steak knife.

      He thought his little jab was so clever he repeated it louder for the waiter, thinking the man's failure to laugh was due to not hearing him the first time.

      Andi gritted her teeth and downed what was left of her second glass of wine, motioning to the sympathetic waiter for another glass.

      "Yo, Andi, that stuff is twenty three dollars a glass, y'know," Mike leaned across the table and hissed at her, "I'm not made of money." Then he straightened back up and laughed, "And it's not like you're a sure thing anymore." He lifted his own wine glass toward her in a mock toast.

      Andi watched quietly as the waiter politely filled her glass for the third time. When the man had left their table she narrowed her eyes at Mike and pushed her chair away from the table, excusing herself with a tight voice.

      She stood in the ladies' room for a long time taking deep breaths and dabbing the tears from the corners of her eyes. The wine was supposed to relax her, make her feel happy and glad to be with Mike tonight. Instead, it was only making it harder to stay politely quiet while he complained about the prices and made hurtful jokes about her weight.

      All while gazing deeply into her eyes and telling her how much he loved her and how lucky he was for this second chance.

      She gave her reflection a stern look and a solid pep talk, reminding it that Mike was a good man and that he didn't mean any of the things he said to be cruel or hurtful. He was just joking around and the tearful woman in the mirror needed to stop being so sensitive.

      When her reflection had had sufficient time to suck it up and Andi was satisfied that the woman behind the glass was ready to go back to her table and drink that third glass of wine and have a good time with the man who brought her tonight, she touched up her makeup and walked out the door into the hallway that ran between the dining room and the lounge.

      A familiar voice boomed through the hallway, rattling the pictures hanging on the walls. The sound of angry words coming from the dining room startled Andi and she hurried to see what had caused the problem.

      She pushed her way past the stunned crowd of busboys that had gathered by the entry to find a dining room of appalled people watching in shock as their very own Grinch stood glowering over Mike.

      Mike looked tiny and terrified as he cowered under the Grinch's huge frame, "...don't have a damn clue what you have there!" Dan was bellowing, "You really think you're gonna get away with that in a town this small? You're a fucking numbnutted weasel is what you are! I'll be damned if I'm gonna let you treat her that way." Dan had a hold of Mike's suit jacket by the back of his collar and was pulling him out of his chair.

      Not another sound could be heard in the room as Dan half carried-half pushed Mike outside still yelling through a string of obscenities, "...see her cryin' again I'll rip your dick off so help me..." the words faded as the two men disappeared through the doors of the main lobby but the rich boom of Dan's voice continued to shake the glass in the windows.

      A handful of people jumped up and ran to the windows to see what was happening outside, most everyone else returned to their meals. The sounds of silverware and glass clinking resumed among the excited chatter of conversation discussing the scene that had just occurred.

      The kind waiter who had been keeping Andi's glass filled spotted her where she was standing across the room. He gestured toward the table, with her full glass of wine, her dinner waiting for her, and now devoid of her date.

      Andi felt the eyes searing into her as people noticed her and began to place her with the man who had just been carried out of the restaurant.

      The tears spilled out of her eyes as she shook her head at the waiter. She couldn't go back and sit down now. No matter how badly Mike had embarrassed her while they'd been sitting together, this was so much worse.

      She saw Dan return to the restaurant, his mouth a grim line pressed between the scruff of returning whiskers, his eyes narrow and hard as he searched the room and crossed to the waiter.

      Andi shrunk back out of the doorway into the hall, watching Dan take his wallet out of his pocket and hand several bills to the waiter with a wave at the table where her dinner sat untouched. Then the waiter smiled and pointed in her direction.

      She almost made it out of the big lobby of the ski lodge before he caught up to her.

      "Tell me you weren't thinkina takin that mutherfucker back?" He growled as his hands caught her around her upper arms. He spun her around to face him and she saw fire in his eyes, a reflective cast that sent a shiver down her spine.

      "Not that it's any of your business!" She wrenched her arms from his grasp, realizing that she could only do so because he let her. His hands were big enough that his fingers wrapped almost all the way around her arms. If he'd wanted to hold on to her, he would have.

      The image of him as he'd thrown Mike out of the building still burned in her mind.

      "It is my business," he pulled her out of the lobby and herded her down the steps, "I can't offer you a life you deserve. But you damn well better believe you deserve better than that cheating liar." Andi followed him toward the parking lot.

      Dan marched her to the passenger side of a tow truck with a white Audi secured to the flat bed and opened the door for her. She stood stoically and glared at him until he gave her an impatient sigh, "Get in the damn truck."

      "No." She knew the wine was still clouding her judgment and she was starting to shiver in the crisp winter air standing in a foot of snow in the parking lot but she'd be damn if she was getting in the truck with him after he'd ruined her Christmas.

      "You just threw my date out of the restaurant." She heard her voice rising, "Threw him, literally! In front of everyone. You ruined Christmas! You ruined everything! You don't want me, what right do you have to tell me who I can and can't be with?!" She screamed until she was sobbing, "Mike loves me. He came all the way out here to spend Christmas with me because he wants me back."

      She felt like an idiot standing out here in the cold, crying and yelling. Defending Mike when she really just wanted to hear Dan tell her that he was sorry, that he wanted her back. Strong hands gripped her waist and hoisted her into the high cab of the tow truck.

      "I gotta drop this car off at impound before I can take ya home," his voice grumbled as he fired up the truck, "Ya know, I'm the one that tows the cars off the Lodge's lot when people park 'em in the wrong spaces."

      He reached down and pulled a box of tissues out from the center console and held them out to her, "This time of year I'm up here about once or twice a day. I have to walk through the lobby to get to the manager's office."

      The truck turned down the street to the impound yard, "I see the couples makin' out in the bar. I see the guys playing pick up artist around the fire pit outside."

      He pulled up in front of the locked gate, took the truck out of gear and set the parking brake. He turned toward her as he opened the door, "That asshole might want you back. You're a good woman and you'll make a fine wife and I suspect he knows he ain't ever gonna get better than you," he jumped down from the seat and faced her as he stood beside the truck, "but he's gonna keep trying. Just like he was yesterday when I saw him heading up the lift with his hand on that blonde's ass."

      The door slammed shut, leaving Andi alone in the cab while Dan worked outside to unload the Audi. His revelation echoed through her thoughts. She realized it wasn't much of a surprise. Not the still cheating part. Not the lying part. Not even the fact that he'd already been in town long before he claimed to have been.

      No wonder he'd been reluctant to take her to the Lodge.

      She idly watched Dan lock the gates and climb back into the cab with her, "He stayin at yer place?" He asked quietly.

      She nodded sullenly.

      "Then I ain't takin ya home."

      Andi just nodded numbly again. The fight had left her and exhaustion had taken its place. She followed Dan into the cozy cabin where he had dinner waiting for him, "Come on," he pulled her into the bathroom and handed her a thick towel, "Take a shower and I'll get you somethin' to sleep in."

      She returned to the front room with the hair spray and the mascara scrubbed clean, wearing an oversized set of pajamas similar to what he'd given her that first night.

      "You didn't get dinner," He had a plate in his hand and was piling it with mashed potatoes and grazy, "I feel bad about that." He set the plate on the table beside the silverware he'd set out, "You looked really pretty tonight, Andi, you deserved a better night and I'm sorry I embarrassed you." He sat down on the other side of the table with his own plate, gesturing her to sit with him.

      "Just..." He clenched his jaw and shook his head, "I saw you ran into the bathroom with your eyes all teary and I was on my way after you when I saw that jackass sittin at the table. I recognized him from the Lodge yesterday and I came unglued a little."

      "I just don't understand why it matters to you," Andi whispered as she used the fork to draw lines in the potatoes. "You made it pretty clear that you aren't interested."

      Silence echoed like thunder from across the table and she forced herself to raise her eyes to his. He was staring at her, his brown eyes wide, his mouth hanging open as if he'd been about to say something. She saw the dampness in the corners of his eyes betray him before he could blink rapidly and set his jaw again.

      "I never said I wasn't interested," he said slowly, "I said you deserve better. I live a hard life and being my mate means you'd live a hard life too. I said I can't do that to you."

      Andi absently put a forkful of potatoes in her mouth and was surprised to discover how hungry she was. They finished their meal in silence. Andi wasn't sure if that had been his final say on the matter. She wasn't sure how mad she was any more. She wasn't sure what she was going to do about Mike now. Or if she cared.

      She did know that Dan made excellent meatloaf.

      She spent the night on the sofa again. Despite the offer of the spare bedroom, it was too tempting to sleep by the crackle and warm glow of the dying embers. And it lessened the hurt of not spending the night wrapped in Dan's arms.

      Andi woke early to the sun shining in her face. Their brief time together had taught her to expect coffee on the stove top but when she checked the kitchen it showed no signs of life. She found the kettle under the counter and filled it with water to start boiling.

      Dan wasn't in the house. His keys hung on the little hook by the front door, both trucks were under the awning outside. She wandered through the back door thinking perhaps he'd gone out back to bring in firewood.

      His slip on shoes and pajamas sat neatly folded on the shelf next to the outer door, but still no sign of Dan.

      Andi pushed the door open to the back deck and stepped outside. The sun had cleared the trees that marked the beginning of the forest on the back side of the property, bathing the wooden deck in warm light.

      Andi sat down on one of the deck chairs and let her eyes go unfocused as she stared absently into the woods while she waited for the whistle of the kettle on the stove inside.

      The vague thought that it was Christmas day crossed her mind but all she really knew was that she had to give Mike the boot. And she had to come to terms with Dan's insistence that he had nothing to offer her.

      Movement deep in the forest caught her eye and brought it into focus. A well worn trail ran from the edge of Dan's property into the woods, leaving a clear path that ran between the trees.

      She knew he ran in the morning. Sometimes at night. Usually before she woke up. He'd never asked if she wanted to come with him, it was just something he did by himself. He said it was part of his meditation time.

      When she saw the large mass moving at the far edge of the visible trail, she thought it must be him, she leaned forward, about to stand and wave when the bear appeared. The same big, brown bear she'd seen that day on her way from the falls.

      She froze on the edge of her seat as it came closer. Loping along lightly on outrageously large paws, it's breath billowing hot steam into the frigid morning air. Paw after paw, a few steps closer and then something changed.

      Without missing a step, the beast stood up on its rear legs and continued to jog toward her, shrinking in stature but only slightly. Changing in shape and form till what burst from the tree line was a sweaty, panting Dan. Stark raving naked, surrounded by wisps of steam rising off of his skin, his eyes closed as he came to a stop and bent down with his hands resting on his knees while he caught his breath and waited for his heart rate to slow.

      Andi stared.

      Dan raised his head and took a step toward her. His eyes opened and he saw her sitting on the porch, her mouth hanging open, her eyes wide in wonder. He stopped, frozen in her stare.

      Andi tilted her head at an angle and closed her mouth.

      Dan took a few steps closer to her. Approaching cautiously as though he expected her to scream or run.

      Andi furrowed her brow and watched him without a word until he climbed the steps to the deck and stood in front of her.

      "Did you just turn into a bear?" She asked softly.

      "No." He sounded like he was denying being caught with his hand in the cookie jar, he gave her a broad grin and corrected her, "Technically I turned into a man."

      "You can turn into a bear?" Andi reiterated as though she hadn't heard him.

      "And back into a man," he was really focused on this man part.

      "And into a bear," she repeated.

      "OK. Yes. I can turn into a bear." He finally surrendered the argument, "But as a man, it's kinda cold out here." He gestured toward the door to the house, "And your water's boiling," he added as the whistle of the kettle cut through the still morning air.

      "Is that why you disappeared?" Andi asked as he handed her a cup of coffee.

      "Not really." Dan sat down across from her, "I went for a run one morning and I got spotted. Andi, I'm not your ordinary bear shifter."

      Andi couldn't help but laugh. "Ordinary bear shifter," she giggled, "you don't hear that every day."

      Dan smiled too, "Maybe not. I'm a grizzly. A California grizzly. The California grizzly has been extinct for almost a hundred years," he explained, "Obviously, the shifters aren't extinct, but there aren't many of us and most of us have moved to areas where we don't stand out as much."

      Andi nodded and sipped her coffee.

      "I missed home, so I moved back. I have a good piece of property where my bear can run, but I have to be careful not to get spotted by hunters-- or poachers. I got spotted, Andi. A couple of guys who were probably just out looking to plink at cans or squirrels for target practice saw me."

      "I couldn't shift in front of them so I took off. I out ran them no problem but by the time I was sure they couldn't track me, I was a long way from home. It took me awhile to get back. By the time I made it home I realized what a damn fool I'd been to think I could ever take a mate."

      Dan's eyes went cloudy and his voice faltered on the last word.

      "Andi, I knew you as soon as I walked into the coffee shop that day. You're the woman for me. The only woman I'll be with for as long as you're alive on this earth. But I can't ask you to be my mate. Turning you would mean putting you in the same constant danger of being discovered. I don't want that life for you."

      "Turn?" Andi wasn't sure she understood.

      "Yeah. Turn. Make you into a bear shifter like me."

      "And we can't be together if you don't Turn me?" She stirred her coffee with a long spoon.

      Dan was quiet for a minute, "Yeah. We could. But shifters live a long time. If you don't Turn there'll be other challenges too."

      "Don't you think this is the sort of thing you should let me decide? Before you go off walking away from a good thing? If I'm your mate, as you put it, don't think you think that maybe I feel that too? Maybe you're my mate too?" Andi wasn't sure it really worked that way but it seemed as good as any other explanation for the way she felt about him.

      "You'd wanna be with a big ol' grumpy bear?" Dan leaned forward across the table and gave her a hard look.

      "Yes. Yes, I would want to be with a big ol' grumpy bear." She scolded, "At least," she dropped her eyes and whispered softly, "I want to be with this grumpy bear."

      Dan reached across the table and took her hand in his, "Even if he ruined your Christmas by throwin that no good loser out?"

      Andi laughed, "I take it back. You saved my Christmas by throwing that no good loser out."

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      Andi discovered that Mike hadn't even bothered going back to the apartment after his encounter with the angry grizzly. She opened the door to find his duffle bag still sitting where he'd left it, a voicemail on her cell phone proclaiming that he'd gone back home and that she could "damn well" be sure she wasn't welcome to join him.

      Dan had laughed heartily and played the message several times just to hear the fear in Mike's voice as he told her he would never set foot in Silver Peak again.

      "Fine by me," Dan said as he deleted the message on her phone, "We can ship him his stuff," he frowned as he kicked the heavy bag, "C.O.D." he added.

      

      Midnight rang in to the sounds of several hundred of their friends and neighbors at the Coydog's annual festival as nearly everyone in town gathered with their best noise makers to chase the evil spirits away from the new year.

      Andi stood on the shore by the upper lake and watched the party rage on the decks above them after a traditional kiss to start the new year right. Dan wrapped his arms around her shoulders as the partiers above waved down at the couple by the frozen edge of the water.

      "So...by this time next month?" She asked as she waved back at Jen and her new suitor.

      "Full moon should be right around the end of the month." Dan whispered against her ear in the deep, husky voice that set her insides on fire.

      "And then I won't be so cold out here?" She laughed as she threw her arms back around his neck and looked up at him.

      "You won't be so cold," He promised.

      "Then let's get home and do this." She tugged at his neck until he bent down to kiss her again.

      His hands slid down over the waist of her jeans, cupping her ass in his broad palms and pulling her against his growing hardness, "Or we could just do it right here," he rasped against her neck.

      Her hands slid under the edge of his thick flannel shirt, "Or we could do it right here," she giggled as his hand made it's way into her pants, his fingers pressing into her moistness.

      Andi moaned against him and let him carry her to the blanket he'd laid out out of sight of the rest of the party. Laying down on the blanket over the bed of snow, they kissed and groped while the music played on above them.

      She was already eager from an evening of dancing and teasing, her anticipation heightened by her decision. Dan knelt between her knees, his warmth keeping her from trembling with the cold but not from her desire, "are you sure?" He asked yet again.

      She bit her lip and nodded firmly, pulling his hips toward her so that she could feel him inside her. Rocking her hips against his, she closed her eyes and savored the pleasure of him moving with her.

      The bite was unexpected. Just at the point when the stars were beginning to spin above her, when she felt herself calling out, her voice lost in the noise above, his teeth sunk into her shoulder and latched on as he rode out his climax and hers.

      They relaxed together and Dan gently kissed her new wound till it no longer burned.

      She watched the waning moon as it slowly crossed the sky. It's phases had never meant much to her till now.

      "You're mine now, you know," Dan murmured groggily against her, "You're stuck with this grumpy ol' bear."

      "I love this grumpy ol' bear," She smiled as she brushed his hair from his face.

      "This grumpy ol' bear loves you too."
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      The solid thwack of fist meeting flesh in a decisive thump tore through the already heightened frenzy of the room. With a roar, the amped crowd whooped and hollered their approval as the young wolf shifter in the ring shook his bloodied hands over his head in exultation before taking a small victory lap.

      Rielle Amoux's face blazed into a thrilled smile as her wolf howled appreciatively inside her. Who knew she'd ever be so excited to see such wanton carnage? Then again, a lot of things had changed after she'd recognized her soul mate in the roughest, toughest, sexiest wolf she'd ever known. She looked around for him, knowing he'd be front and center watching his fighter win the match.

      “Ah, hell, yeah!” the voice of said sexiest wolf shifter ever shouted from the side of the ring. “Winnah, winnah, chicken dinnah!”

      Rielle giggled at the goofball coming out in her mate as the tall, supremely well-built man easily vaulted over the ropes and flung himself into the ring to pummel the victor with enthusiastic slaps to the back, then a huge hug that lifted the younger shifter off his feet. The winning fighter seemed about ready to squeak in the bear hug he got from his trainer and Rielle's mate, Caleb Bardou.

      It was a totally manly style hug, of course, Rielle noted, shaking her head although she still smiled with bursting pride. Cub did well, her wolf whispered. Yes, the cub had, so he deserved a hug. Wolf shifters tended to touch a lot anyway, within reason. But of course Caleb was nothing if not a guy's guy, so manly-man type hugs only. No one in the world knew his soft side except for her. And that, she thought with immense, suddenly blushing satisfaction, was a secret she'd always keep.

      Mate, her wolf agreed, looking out of Rielle's eyes with what she knew would be a slight golden glow. It was really nice to be among shifters and not have to hide such aspects of her true self.

      A nudge on her shoulder reminded her of her keepers. Caleb's older sister, Lily, and her mate, Kieran, flanked her on either side. Rielle, who usually felt pretty secure in her own safety as she went about her life, had protested only mildly when Caleb had laid down the rules for her attendance at this all-important fight.

      “If you plan to be there, Ree,” he'd said with the solemnity of a proclamation, “some Pack Guardians are coming to watch over you. I can't be distracted worrying about you.” His ruggedly gorgeous face had settled into the deadly grim expression that stopped many a shifter cold just at the sight. “The fight ring audience is no place for a wolf with no street smarts or fight skills of her own.”

      “I do so have street smarts,” she'd said with a tiny huff, raising her eyebrows at him as she mocked glared up at him. He towered over her by more than a foot.

      “Yeah?” he'd said, narrowing his brilliant azure eyes back down at her. “Prove 'em.”

      “Oh, I will,” she'd promised, her voice going suddenly husky. “Later tonight, when we're home alone.”

      She'd really enjoyed seeing Caleb's face change from overly protective to majorly aroused in about half a heartbeat. They'd had a lot of fun, um, role playing lately. She never would have thought it, but Rielle was pretty shameless when it came to researching sexy new scenarios for them to act out. Especially when they ended up with both of them screaming in sheer bliss.

      In her mind, her wolf lolled her tongue out in approval of such antics. Rielle forced herself to focus on the here and now before her baser emotions started broadcasting to the shifter crowd. Because Caleb had been right, of course. The fight scene for shifters, while totally sanctioned and legitimate, tended to get pretty crazy. Rielle wasn't a Guardian, who trained long and hard to keep battle ready, and she didn't have the skills to keep herself safe among a crowd of shifters hungry to watch some bloody battering that would have sent every participant to the hospital had they been human. Small but feisty redhead Lily and long, lean Kieran were both Guardians for the Black Mesa Wolf Pack. They were also both alpha wolves, which afforded them even more instinctive respect from every shifter they encountered.

      “My baby brother, the head dork of dorky quoters and king of the ring,” Lily said with an expressive eye roll. But pure big sister pride shone through her voice. “I'm so glad we got to be here to see this!”

      She and her mate had accompanied Rielle to the fights with some eagerness. Caleb's new star as a fight trainer was rising. To see him recover from the most devastating blow of his life was something his immediate family enjoyed watching. He was teaching and leading by example, and it turned out he was really good at it. Good enough to gain the respect of the shifter cage fighting world.

      And, Rielle knew, he still secretly hoped good enough to regain the respect he'd lost when he'd let down his own pack last summer. And maybe even regain his old position as a Pack Guardian.

      Lily went on as she watched her brother, who was now exchanging high fives with admirers on the other side of the ropes but motioning for them to congratulate his fighter as well, “Just look at him. His own training business, and now this win? He'll be beating them off with a stick. I knew he could do it,” she ended with the same fierce delight Rielle felt.

      Dark yet usually easily smiling Kieran, whose rangy yet well-muscled bulk had kept any potential troublemakers well away, gave Rielle's other shoulder a light squeeze. “Think he's a keeper, Rielle? I don't know, he still looks a bit like rough trade to me.”

      Rielle was used to his teasing by now. “Oh, I think I'll keep him,” she said through a smile. In an arch tone, she added, “He's pretty handy around the store, too, now that I have him trained.”

      Kieran didn't quite manage to smother a snicker as he looked at the sweat-covered, still victory-yodeling Caleb. Lily guffawed out loud though. She said, “I'll bet you do have my big baby brother well trained, Ree. I can just see him handling all those nice dresses with the daintiest of care in those meaty paws of his.” She snorted again with laughter, although the big sisterly fondness still rang through.

      Rielle started to respond, but then her breath caught in her throat as it always did when Caleb turned to look for her. Her wolf practically purred. Despite the roaring crowd and the fact they were surrounded by potential clients who needed to see him as a big, bad wolf shifter, her big, blond, badass shifter mate blew her a kiss anyway, also giving her that silly little salute they'd started to do with one another. After she returned the kiss, she managed to answer Lily, “He does okay. He's got many skills,” she added in prim tones, which set Kieran off again while Lily pretended to cover her ears in horror.

      The upscale clothing store Rielle managed in Durango was her pride and joy—well, after her pride and joy of being her pack's historian, that is—and getting her burly mate to sometimes help her install new lights or tall shelving units was a feat she'd never thought she'd achieve. But she had to admit Caleb was putty in her hands.

      Then again, she was putty in his, so it all worked out in the end. She really never would have had any interest in coming to this sweat-stinky, bloody, testosterone-laden fight club just on the outskirts of Black Mesa territory if it wasn't for the fact that her mate had forged his own path to become not only the best fighter in his division, but also a very smart trainer of other fighters. Today's win by the young wolf he'd been bringing along for months now, along with Caleb's win in his own division earlier in the night, meant that both would be going to the regional finals just after the new year rolled over. And that was a big deal to her mate, so it was a big deal to Rielle, too. Even though, she thought with wrinkled nose, it did smell a bit like wet, mangy, street-savvy dogs in here. Not that she'd ever mention that to Caleb. She was actually very glad Lily and Kieran were here with her. This scene was definitely more than she'd want to handle on her own.

      But seeing the triumphant look in Caleb's blue-eyed gaze right now meant more to her than most of the shifters here could ever imagine. After Caleb's humiliating stripping of his role as a Pack Guardian over the summer, her mate had floundered to understand his life's meaning and purpose.

      “If I can't fight the bad guys, Ree, who am I?” he'd asked her one night, very late, in that hurt, somewhat lost little boy voice no one else ever got to hear. Showing her the vulnerable side he so skillfully hid from others by still playing the blustering, somewhat goofy tough guy who never backed down from a fight.

      Except when he wasn't allowed to fight anymore. Not for his pack, at least. His life's purpose of protecting his pack from the increasing threat of rogue wolves had been cut off at the knees when he'd made an incredibly poor decision and paid dearly for it. The Black Mesa Pack alpha was perhaps the most fair man Rielle had ever known—but he was also unrelenting in his justice. Even when that justice had to come for his own son. He'd removed Caleb as a Pack Guardian, and she thought the world might come crashing down on Caleb after that.

      But it wasn't the end of the world for her mate. He was stronger than he knew, and he was proving right now that he could make another life for himself.

      Looking at the enormous grin on Caleb's face as he welcomed more whooping congratulations from the increasingly excited crowd, Rielle was suddenly so overwhelmed that he'd managed to find his path that her eyes misted over. Caleb might have been down, but he wasn't out.

      Hell, yeah, indeed.

      Rielle was so busy admiring her mate's moment of glory she about jumped out of her skin when someone else suddenly lightly grasped her arm to get her attention. A low voice, smooth and just the slightest bit aloof, said into her ear, “Looks like your mate is riding high, Rielle. I wonder if perhaps he might have a moment to spare for me.”

      Shocked, Rielle whirled around to look right into the carefully blank face of Luke Rawlins—former rogue wolf and Caleb's most sworn enemy.
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      “Hell, yeah!” Caleb shouted again, completely pumped. He'd known Bran could do it. He'd been training the cub for three months now, working him hard. And it all paid off today, right now. Bran had won the cub division, while Caleb had won his own light heavyweight division about an hour earlier. After a rocky start in life, this was exactly the kind of direction Bran needed.

      Their wins meant they were both going to the regionals. Where even more shifters would see that not only could Caleb Bardou walk his fighting talk, he could train it into others, too. Caleb's Cage Killers was going big-time, baby. His wolf yelped with excitement, barely restrained from bursting out. Actually, Caleb had gotten a lot better at controlling his wolf these past several months. It was like having his deadliest weapon even more refined.

      Pretty cool, really. His wolf growled something vaguely disdainful at the thought of being leashed in any way, but stayed firmly in Caleb's mind. It was a heck of a lot different than half a year ago, when he'd struggled daily to control his temper and his wolf from bursting out to just go kind of wild and stupid everywhere. Now, he had a better handle on things.

      And he had his mate, the damn sexiest and sweetest woman he'd ever known, to thank for this incredible journey. She'd believed in him even after he'd let her down. Even after he'd let down his fellow Guardians, his alpha, and his pack, Rielle had not once let the stars in her eyes dim when she looked at him.

      Though it did kind of kill him that his older brother, Rafe, had been right when he'd told Caleb that a good woman really did make the man. Not because Rielle wasn't worthy of that, hell, no. Ree was way more worthy than he was, of pretty much everything. No, it drove him nuts more because Rafe was always right, damn him and his wise older brother ways. Rielle and her spicy sweet scent, her pretty dark brown hair and cinnamon eyes, her luscious little curves, her smarts, her genuine goodness—ah, all of it just slayed him. He was the luckiest wolf on the planet. No question.

      “Thanks, man,” Bran said for the tenth or so time in the last ten seconds, pumping his hand and doing another fist bump. He was grinning so hard Caleb almost thought his eager face might split open. “I never would have gotten here without you. Best fight trainer in the shifter universe, right here!” he yelled out to the crowd, grabbing Caleb's hand and yanking it high into the air.

      The crowd, high on adrenaline and alcohol and the usual blood-thirst of shifters at these events, roared back. Sure, this might a hole-in-the-wall little place, with a dinky ring, lousy seating, and so poorly insulated the winter air sliced right through now and then in frigid gusts. Even so, Caleb thought with something lamely like affection, he'd always remember it as the place he'd really made his mark.

      So he wasn't a Guardian anymore. Fine. He'd come to terms with that. Mostly. His wolf muttered something low, but grudgingly regarded that as truth. And he'd set his sights on a new goal, prompted in no small part by the encouragement and business advice of his very successful horse trainer brother, Tate. “If you want to go big, Caleb,” Tate had said to him with utter seriousness back when one of the pack shifters first mentioned he'd pay to have Caleb train him for fights, “you have to be a professional all the way. Never take away the glory from your fighters, because they're your calling card. But make sure everyone knows you're the one who trained them. And make sure you ask Rielle first if she's cool with you doing this,” he'd added, laughter suddenly dancing in his brown eyes. “I'm learning that women don't like their mates to be away from them too often.”

      Speaking of mates—okay, thinking about her, which he did pretty much every second of the day since she was so damn kissable and all that—Caleb looked around again, eager as always for another glimpse of his sweet, sexy Ree.

      And just about came unglued, his wolf charging in a snarling fury right to the front of his mind, when he saw rogue wolf Luke Rawlins standing at her elbow, watching him with that usual arrogant expression on his face as he touched Caleb's mate with his damn filthy paws.

      

      

      “Oh, no,” Rielle managed to murmur the second she realized Caleb saw Luke. Her mate's face went thunderously dark. The kind of expression that usually scared his opponents so badly they tended to lose half the fight right then. Her wolf whined in agitation, circling Rielle's mind in nervous steps.

      Caleb leapt back out of the ring and steamrolled his way right through the throngs toward them. Rielle heard Lily sigh with just a touch of exasperation and felt Kieran stand more rigidly, although neither one moved an inch to prevent the black storm racing pell-mell in their direction.

      Luke didn't move either. There was exactly zero love lost between him and Caleb, although they'd never actually come to blows as far as Rielle knew. Luke was a former rogue wolf, who'd really just been trying to escape his extremely unstable home pack under circumstances that were still mysterious. He was now under the explicit protection of the Black Mesa Wolf Pack, under the direct orders of its Alpha. In fact, he'd shown such undeniable leadership qualities after he'd dropped the life of a rogue that he'd been tapped by Alpha to lead an adjunct pack.

      Luke Rawlins, the former rogue wolf and avowed enemy of Caleb, would be alpha of his own pack, so appointed by the alpha of the Black Mesa Pack. And Caleb, who would never be an alpha wolf himself, had been stripped of his own pack role by the very same alpha—his own father.

      Rielle and every single other wolf in the pack knew it rankled Caleb like a weeping sore. She'd managed to keep the two of them apart as much as possible ever since she and Caleb had been mated. Darn it, she'd had no idea Luke was into these fights. Caleb had never once mentioned seeing him at one.

      Her wolf whined in even greater nervousness as Caleb barreled down on them. Almost holding her breath, Rielle tried very hard to send soothing thoughts to Caleb through their Pack bonds.

      “You will remove your paws from my mate,” Caleb said the second he neared them, his barely checked anger reaching the tense little group before he did. He didn't even have to raise his voice above the noise of the oblivious crowd. His light blue eyes glowed with the strength of his wolf behind them, which also pulsed out of his already naturally deep voice and sent it throbbing into their heads. He looked, Rielle thought from some slightly awed place far away, like an enraged, ridiculously sexy Viking about to go all berserker. “Now,” he snapped, when Luke didn't release his light grip on Rielle's upper arm.

      Hmm. Apparently the Pack bonds were not going to work very well at this moment. Rielle thought about reaching out her actual hand to him, but Lily's almost imperceptible nudge against her side stopped her.

      With the tiniest of bows, really just inclining his dark head, Luke easily pulled his hand away from her. He'd barely been touching her. Rielle knew in an instant he'd done it on purpose to provoke Caleb.

      Really. Men. To herself, she shook her head, while her wolf gave a small huff of agreement before resuming her watchful glow out of Rielle's eyes.

      A pure wolf growl slipped from Caleb's throat. The random shifters immediately beside them heard it and stepped away with exaggerated, slightly drunken exclamations of “Ooh, better watch out! Don't piss off Caleb, yo!”

      She felt Lily and Kieran both tense even more in the charged silence between the two wolves facing off.

      “What makes you think you can ever touch my mate, rogue?” Caleb's snarled words were almost hard to distinguish. Rielle knew how much more control he had over his wolf now than mere months ago. But as usual, any perceived threat to her made that control slip a little. Nothing like an overprotective mate to keep the instinctual wolf at the forefront rather than the more rational human.

      “Because,” Luke said in that deliberate drawl he sometimes used, “I wanted to see your reaction.”

      If steam could come out of Caleb's ears, it would. Rielle swallowed against a suddenly parched throat. She could feel Lily's tensed muscles on one side of her, Kieran's coiled strength on the other. They were prepared, if it became absolutely necessary, to stop her mate from doing something stupid.

      Again.

      The winter wind outside sent in another chilly blast through the flimsy doors of the club. Rielle shivered in sheer reflex to the situation rather than the cold. Shifters could handle cold temperatures much better than humans, even when in their own human shapes. But the icy blast made the situation seem more fraught with sudden danger. Please, Caleb, relax, she begged silently, imploring him with her eyes.

      Caleb's eyes were granite, his expression murderous. Even the half-drunk shifters nearby sensed the change in temperament and abruptly shut their yapping mouths, watching the scene with wide eyes.

      Rielle opened her mouth to say something, anything, to lighten the situation. Before she could, though, the one sound she never expected fell from Caleb's mouth.

      Laughter.

      A genuine laugh, though surprise and no mere suspicion still tinged it as well. Rielle sensed confusion from the Guardians flanking her. Her own wolf sat in fascinated bewilderment as well. Had Caleb's earlier fight landed him a blow to the head that was showing up just now?

      “Fine,” her mate said in a suddenly easy voice, though his entire body remained as tense as everyone else's in their small tableau. “You got me, Rawlins. You wanted to see how I'd react? Here you go.” He shook his head, eyes never leaving Luke. “Thank you for removing your hands from my mate. Now.” His voice was still light, but Rielle knew how hard he was working to force it to be that way. “My question for you is, why the hell did you want to know something like that?”

      Rielle knew her mate well enough to hear the very slight edge beneath his words. Lily probably sensed it as well, but neither she nor Rielle would let on that they knew Caleb was forcing out the calm in his tone. If anything, Rielle's heart swelled with pride even more. Caleb had come so far with his trigger temper and tendency to react rather than respond. Please let him hold it together now, she pleaded to some unknown wolf shifter deity.

      Luke's face remained impassive, although Rielle was close enough to him to pick up on his elevated heart rate. Good, she thought. He was wary, too. Although Rielle knew perfectly well she was soft-hearted and she understood Luke was seriously damaged from living in his horrific home pack's atmosphere his whole life, so she should and actually did have compassion for him, she was still going to be on Caleb's side no matter what.

      But she really hoped his side was thinking more rationally at the moment.

      Arching one elegant eyebrow in a movement that reminded Rielle he'd been raised in a more courtly, if seriously screwed up, manner than most modern wolves, Luke gave an answer Rielle was certain none of them had expected.

      “Because, Caleb,” he said, the slight haughtiness he often assumed abruptly dropping from his entire body, “I know how damn well you've done with your new business. And I have need of your services.”

      Complete silence held them in a little bubble, surrounded by the raucous yells of the crowd as winners of each division started to mingle now that the entire fight sequence was over. Rielle's wolf was also dead quiet, straining to understand what was going on.

      After a long, dark pause, Caleb said, “What services?”

      Smooth and cultured, Luke said, “Your training services. I would like to hire you to train me, Caleb. As a fighter.”
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      Air puffed out of Caleb's mouth in little white blasts as he ran. The snow beneath his loping stride churned up and spat out from under his paws, earning the occasional harrumph from the wolf running behind him. Cocking an ear back to make sure she wasn't really mad about it, he also took in as long of a sniffing inhale as he could while running.

      Nah, Rielle wasn't mad he was kicking up snow in her face. She smelled like the cold, fresh outdoors, all sweet pine-y and exuberantly sweaty. Not that wolves sweated. And women were supposed to glow or something like that. They never sweated. No, his mate just smelled—happy. Happy to be outside, happy to be running, happy to be with him.

      Happy to be her wolf.

      Caleb let his tongue loll out for a second in pure joy at the thought. Once, Rielle had denied her own wolf so much she'd been in danger of losing that side of herself forever. Now, she seemed pretty damn excited every time she shifted into four paws. Running through the desert canyons southwest of the pack's den, where the snow was less deep than in the mountains rising immediately behind their little house on the den property, she seemed as thrilled to be a wolf as he was.

      At least she could defend herself better when in her wolf shape. His human muttered, That's for damn sure. It was a good thing, Caleb mused as he pulled up to a stop when a deep slice in the earth yawned open before them. He couldn't be around his mate to protect her all the time, even though that was part of his duty. Knowing she could at least fight back in wolf form if anything happened calmed him. A little.

      Rielle stood beside him, panting slightly as they gazed out over the crinkled, rumpled earth, carved into canyons and mesas and buttes and covered in a white blanket of cold. Last night's storm had draped even more snow over the desert, much to the pleasure of those who worried about water all the time. Another storm was due in tomorrow. Caleb shrugged. He didn't care about water. What interested him was that running in snow was a better workout. It helped keep him fit and strong. Ready to fight.

      Ready to train fighters, his human reminded, although a slightly wistful tone echoed in Caleb's head with those words.

      Yes. He trained other fighters, now. And he was very good at it. Good enough that the one-time rogue, Rawlins, had come crawling to him, begging to be trained by the master.

      Rielle reached out and thwapped him with a little paw.

      “Hey!” His voice didn't speak the way it did in human form, but of course his mate could understand everything he said while a wolf. “What was that for?”

      His sweet, kind little mate sat and began to wash her paw with delicate focus. Glancing at him sideways before returning her attention to her paw, she said, “Because I can read your mind. You were thinking about how mighty you are, getting Luke to come to you for training.”

      Caleb stared at Ree, ignoring the glare of the early sunlight bouncing off the freshly fallen snow. No way, his human said, though doubt crept in. She can't read my mind.

      Could she?

      His dark little mate huffed out a laugh and suddenly bounced back to nip at his tail, nimbly darting away when he instinctively reacted by whirling on her, playful growl on his lips.

      “Gotcha!” she said, laughter bubbling from her voice. “I have you snowed, big wolf. Get it? Snowed?” She batted some cold whiteness at him, spattering it across his chest.

      If Caleb could roll his eyes in wolf shape, he would. “You've been hanging out with me too long, mate,” he said, rubbing affectionately against her, careful not to tip her over with his much larger size. “You're starting to sound like me. I don't think that's a good thing.”

      Ree's tongue lolled out as she grinned. “I've picked up a few tricks from you, yes. You are a good teacher, Caleb,” she added in a suddenly more serious tone. “You worked hard for this. You've earned every bit of your recognition, love.”

      As usual, Caleb felt suddenly bashful in the face of his mate's praise. Sitting down again, he stared out over the sprawl of the canyons before them and leaned into her. She leaned back, and they stayed that way in companionable silence for long minutes as they contemplated the view. It was spectacular, for sure. Empty land stretched out for miles in every direction. Most of it was free territory—unclaimed by any wolf pack and unbound by pack restrictions.

      But soon it wouldn't be that way anymore. His human hmphed as he looked out of Caleb's eyes, calculating. Way to go, Rawlins, he thought in Caleb's mind. Pretty sweet deal to land for your very own pack. The immense desert sprawl was wide open and mostly empty, giving wolves plenty of room to roam and hunt away from human eyes. A small but valuable portion of this free territory was part of the new pack lands Luke was being handed to govern as a new pack alpha.

      Rielle murmured, “He'll have a lot to handle out here. This is a lot of space to manage. Especially for someone coming in with as little backing as he has.” Her dark tail curled around her front paws.

      Unable to help himself, Caleb barked in disbelief, the noise sending out another white blast of air from his mouth into the cold morning light. “He's got plenty of backing. From my own father.” He bit off the last words, afraid they sounded pathetically whiny.

      Pathetically sad.

      Ree slid her face against his, nuzzling him for an understanding moment. Thankfully, she didn't respond to his comment directly. Instead, she said, “He's having a hard time getting anyone to want to be part of his new pack. They're all afraid he'll be crazy like his sire. Or that he'll turn them all into rogues or something equally silly.”

      Caleb didn't answer except for a single tail lash.

      Unperturbed, Rielle continued, “He needs your help. Do you think it was easy for him to ask? You, of all people, have the skills and credentials. He's an alpha, yes, but it sounds like his old pack fought pretty dirty. He wants to learn all the solid skills from you so he can really prove he's worthy of his new role.”

      “It's probably some rogue trick.” Caleb knew he could safely express such thoughts around Rielle. She wouldn't scold him for it. “Besides, I didn't turn him down flat. If there's one thing I've finally learned, it's to never say never.”

      Even if that went against his deepest instincts. Rawlins hadn't appeared surprised when Caleb had said he'd think about it. Actually, his poker face never changed. At least that was something Caleb could match him for, look for look.

      Rielle settled deeper into the snow beside him, gaze firmly on the landscape spread out beyond them in all its barren yet strikingly beautiful mass. Taking a deep breath of the chilled air, she simply said, “There's only way to find out why he really wants to hire you.”

      Caleb heaved a big sigh. Rielle pressed her sleek little head into his side.

      “New you, my love,” was all she said. “New you.”

      Right. Even so, Caleb was going to be on his guard for any tricks from Rawlins. He hadn't worked this hard getting to a place of better reputation just to let some former rogue break him down again.

      And just maybe, his human thought very quietly from the most hidden part of him, being the bigger wolf and helping Rawlins would somehow help him get reinstated as a Guardian for the Black Mesa Wolf Pack.

      Maybe.

      

      

      “To your left. Now!” Caleb leapt to the side as Rawlins came at him again across the mat. Caleb had seen the man fight before, although it was in his wolf shape. With a grudgingness born of the newfound adult side of himself, which sometimes irritated him to no end, he had to acknowledge the other man was quick on his feet and watchful of every single move Caleb made.

      A born fighter. Or one trained in a very nasty pack where underhanded, dirty fighting was the norm.

      Rawlins blocked too late. Caleb clipped him hard on the side of his head, sending him spinning away to land on all fours right at the edge where the mat met the hard concrete floor of the shed training gym Caleb had set up behind a friend's business in town. But he sprang up again so quickly, despite slightly swaying on unsteady feet, ready to come at Caleb again, that Caleb was once more impressed.

      Damn it all.

      Caleb had called Rawlins back to accept his offer after Ree's quiet yet pointed note that a potential client shouldn't be kept waiting too long.

      Being a grown up was frigging annoying at times, but it sure was a hell of a lot better than being the idiot of the pack who made stupid mistakes all the time instead. His wolf huffed at that, affronted, but kept his main focus on Rawlins.

      “Hold,” he snapped, breathing hard.

      Rawlins stopped, taking equally fast, shallow breaths, his cold eyes never once leaving Caleb's. Man, talk about a lone wolf.

      “No.” Caleb shook his head. “Don't breathe like that. You'll pass out. Breath in deep but carefully. If you make yourself pass out, you're not gonna win anything.”

      This was their third session in as many days. With each one, Caleb had grown more quietly impressed with Rawlins's natural fight talent, as well as the deep-seated knowledge that the man was hiding something. Damn if he knew what, but he was keeping a close eye out for any trickery.

      Rawlins finally responded. He'd been mostly silent during the entire session, which unsettled Caleb more than he would ever admit. His wolf had paced and paced all morning in agitation, finally driving Caleb nuts enough that he shoved the wolf to the back of his mind. Yes, he needed the physical skills of a wolf predator while training. But he also needed the thinking skills of a human predator. For that, his wolf needed to simmer down.

      His wolf sulked only a little as he was banished to a back corner of Caleb's mind. His eyes, however, still peered out of Caleb's with what he knew was a slight golden glow.

      “Perhaps I would win by the element of surprise, were I to pass out during a battle.” Rawlins's voice was a smooth as Caleb's was gravelly, as cultured as Caleb's was forceful and direct.

      Caleb paused. Then he narrowed his eyes. “Was that a joke?”

      Rawlins didn't crack a smile. “Yes. Couldn't you tell?”

      Damn, the guy had a great deadpan.

      Sleet slapped the shed door and rattled against the eaves. Caleb breathed in steadily himself. A Colorado winter, with its usual fickleness of cold and sunny one day, cold and blustery the next, was actually the perfect time to train. It gave those restful from forced inactivity a way to blow off steam. And it cooled hot heads.

      That was something Caleb had learned a hell of a lot about in recent months. He had to admit, life was little easier when he didn't go off half-cocked. It sure made things easier when it came to Rielle, too. He allowed a single image of her soft lips, sweet smile, and soothing words to flash across his mind before he firmly pushed it away. Focus on the present.

      This week, the week between Christmas and New Year's, was also great one for training because there was little traffic in town to distract him or his fighters. The pack was all in holiday celebration mode—Caleb had been on so many joyous pack runs in the moonlight lately it practically was making him forget he was also human—and the rogue wolves who'd been harassing his pack for the past year hadn't been seen or heard from since the fall.

      In other words, it was the best time of year to train a fighter. And maybe the best time of year to figure out this particular fighter's hidden agenda. Because Rawlins had to have one. Caleb knew it. No way the guy would turn to Caleb, who'd almost gotten him killed last summer, for help otherwise.

      “Huh,” was all he said in reply. “All right. Set up again. From the top. You need a much stronger left hook. Let's work on that for a while.”

      “We already worked on it for nearly an hour.” The shed door rattled again from the force of the wind in ragged accompaniment to the former rogue's slightly challenging words.

      Rawlins didn't sound too concerned, but Caleb's hackles raised anyway. He forced himself to shrug. “Doesn't matter. Do as I say. You're paying me to train you, right?”

      Rawlins nodded. Without warning, he came at Caleb again, who parried with ease. Deep down, though, that tickle of being impressed stirred again. Damn it. Fine. Luke Rawlins was alpha pack leader material through and through, no matter the fact that Caleb still didn't really trust him. He wouldn't give up, and he was deadly serious about learning to fight better.

      Caleb guessed that meant the guy's new pack had a quarter of a chance of being a successful pack. Maybe half a chance if the guy was really lucky.

      The two wolves fought for another half hour, warming the shed and sweating buckets.

      “Not bad, Rawlins,” Caleb gasped out at one point when his opponent finally managed to knock him off his feet, though he leapt up again almost immediately. “You're finally learning without wondering why the hell I'm asking you to do what I'm asking.”

      “And you're finally teaching me without wondering what the hell I'm up to,” Rawlins replied in his smooth voice, drawing Caleb up short. Something dark and edgy underlaid the words. Almost like a challenge.

      Caleb slowly circled the edge of the mat, keeping Rawlins firmly in his sights. Rawlins did the same. A car door slammed outside. Ree, here to pick him up because his car was in the shop. It must be nearly five. He caught a faint whiff of her scent. His wolf prowled forth from the dark corner. As usual, his protective instincts went into overdrive when she was around, even though she hadn't even made it inside yet.

      Driving snow, the nearby river, a myriad of town scents, and Rawlins' own slight tension spilling forth into his biting sweat all played havoc with Caleb's sensitive nose. He usually filtered out smells unless he was specifically hunting, but when his mate was around, ever sense he had was on full alert.

      Rawlins was looking at him with something Caleb couldn't figure out. Almost as if he was—assessing his opponent. Sizing him up. And not just because they were training.

      Well. There was only so much restraint a wolf could handle.

      “Nope,” Caleb said, watching Rawlins closely. “I'm still wondering what the hell this is all about.”

      “Penny for my thoughts, then?” Rawlins taunted him with the words, but his voice was totally steady. Calm. Waiting.

      Caleb snorted. “More like a plugged nickel in your case.”

      He was taken completely off guard when Rawlins busted out a laugh. A genuine laugh. He sensed Rielle quietly come into the shed through the side door, gently stamping off her snow boots on the welcome mat just inside. But she didn't say anything to distract either man.

      Well, hell. Rawlins actually looked like a regular guy when he laughed. Almost someone Caleb might want to play poker with someday.

      Maybe. If he was feeling particularly adult that day.

      Rawlins studied Caleb with a suddenly razor sharp examination, his icy blue eyes taking in every detail and seeming to look into Caleb's bones. Caleb knew that sort of look well. It wasn't that of a fight adversary sizing up the immediate scene. It was that of an alpha sizing up the entire, extended scene. Rawlins was trying to figure him out. His hackles raised just slightly as his wolf pushed through his restraints and bounded to just beneath the surface of his control.

      But he did have control.

      “People were quite right about you,” Rawlins finally said.

      “How's that?” Caleb asked suspiciously.

      The wind snapped something outside with a crack and all three wolves started. Caleb instinctively took a step closer to Rielle, even though logically he knew there wasn't any real danger.

      “You do have an excellent sense of humor,” Rawlins said, still watching Caleb closely.

      That took Caleb by surprise. He sensed Ree's sudden relaxing as she dispelled her breath.

      “You are also an excellent trainer. You balance your client's needs with your knowledge of what they must do in order to succeed.”

      Caleb's poker face slipped at all this praise. Rawlins noticed and raised an eyebrow. “What? I give commendation where it is due. You also,” he added thoughtfully, “think very well on your feet and do not attack without a plan. I can see how you must have been an excellent Guardian, Caleb.”

      It was the first time Caleb's name had passed Rawlins's lips. But the comment before that gnawed at him. He heard Ree's pulse speed up just a bit, and the scent of her sudden spike of worry wafted over to him.

      “Well, I sure proved that I can attack without a plan sometimes.” Caleb's voice snapped, although his face was firmly set again. “That would be the reason I'm no longer a Guardian.”

      Rawlins's next words slammed Caleb's world right off its axis.

      “But you can be one again.”

      “What the f—” slipped out before he caught himself. Ree hated it when he swore. But a quick glance revealed her similar shock at the other wolf's words. “What are you saying?”

      Rawlins stood a little straighter. His gaze bored into Caleb's, who stared him down right back. Rawlins twisted his lips then and shook his head once, hard. His next words dragged out of him with a hesitance Caleb recognized. It was the reluctance of stating a difficult truth a wolf didn't want to admit, but had to. “I'm saying, there is a pack that needs Guardians. It has none at the moment. It only has me.”

      Caleb heard Rielle's quiet intake of breath at the same moment the understanding of Rawlins's words hit him.

      “And I'm the pack's Alpha, not a Guardian,” Rawlins went on, his alpha gaze not letting Caleb go. “But you, Caleb Bardou. You are a Guardian, no matter that your current status says you are not.”

      Rawlins paused to let the weight of his words sink into the silence that pounded at Caleb's brain, broken only by the irregular screams of the growing storm outside.

      “You,” he went on, “can indeed be a Guardian for this pack. For my pack. What I have seen so far is enough. Caleb Bardou,” and his voice suddenly sounded like sheer alpha as he said the ceremonial words, “you are hereby requested to join my new pack as a Guardian, to protect it against all who would bring it harm. As its lead Guardian, in fact.”

      Very quietly, he added, “Please. I ask because I genuinely need your help.”

      Silence seemed to suck the air out of the room as Caleb stared at the other wolf in total shock.

      He had no idea what the hell to say next.
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      After Luke's bombshell offer to make Caleb a Guardian, he retreated to let them discuss it.

      “But be sure to let me know soon,” he said just before he left, looking at both Rielle and Caleb. He clearly realized her voice would factor into the decision as well. She'd known he was smart from the first moment she met him. “We have a reprieve now. But once the holiday season is done, I'm afraid our time of grace will be ended.”

      Caleb drew his brows together, about to launch into questions, but Rielle took the moment to finally speak up. “I understand, Luke,” she said, although she looked at Caleb when she spoke. “I'm sure there will be a lot of questions we can't even think of right now.”

      The rest of that evening and the next day had Caleb and Rielle in a firestorm of talks as the winter storm raged outside. They kept to themselves and discussed every possible aspect. At first Caleb had been naturally suspicious.

      “He wants me close so he can keep an eye on me. Keep your enemies close and all that.” His eyes darkened to the intensity of the wind-tossed clouds outside.

      Patiently, Rielle said, “That's why Alpha is making Luke's pack an adjunct pack, not one with full pack status. He's keeping an eye on Luke himself. Luke doesn't need to keep his eye on anybody.”

      “Not unless he's still in cahoots with his old rogue buddies and this is some sort of plot to murder us all in our sleep,” her mate said in dark tones, throwing out little practice jabs as he paced the few rooms in their home.

      Even as she internally rolled her eyes at his dramatics, Rielle couldn't help but admiring his fluid grace as he moved across the floor, almost seeming to float as he mimed punching someone out. Caleb moved like he was made from the air itself, yet also filled with strength and control.

      “And you, Ree. What do you think? We'd have to move. You,” he paused. His blue eyes were still generally upset. “You'd have to give up your job. I couldn't do that to you.”

      He started to go on, but Rielle stopped him by stepping in front of him and forcing him to halt, even though she hated to curtail his graceful movements. “Caleb. It's a store. Yes, I love it”—okay, she loved it like mad and would hate to leave, but really, it was just retail, for crying out loud—“but it's just a store. Besides,” she said as she dropped a kiss on his chin, the closest thing she could reach by standing on her tiptoes, “all packs need a historian. I'd be the historian for this new pack. Actually, that would be pretty neat.”

      Caleb stared at her with the look that said he was awed to have her. Rielle blushed a little. Funny thing was, she felt the exact same way about him all the time. “You're incredible, Ree,” he said, leaning down to brush his lips over hers. That of course intensified into a real kiss, and for long moments they stayed wrapped up that way, Rielle feeling her pulse beating all over her body in delicious little sizzles.

      Then he stopped so abruptly she was left cold. He pulled back. Though he still stared at her, uncertainty filled his face. She knew he wasn't thinking about her right then.

      “Or,” he started before clamping his mouth shut. She watched as a shadow moved across his expression. Caleb might have an excellent poker face in public. But she'd always been able to see his true feelings. He couldn't hide anything from her.

      Her wolf whined, concerned, as Caleb kept silent. His thoughts clearly ricocheted everywhere, though, to judge by the contortions his face went through. Rielle kept quiet, though she had a strong hunch she knew what Caleb was about to say. She'd had the same question herself almost as soon as Luke had made his incredible offer.

      “Or,” Caleb finally went on, the word dragging from him like a stubborn nail being yanked from a wall, “this is a final test.”

      “A test?” Rielle prompted softly when he faltered again. He looked at her, and her heart pretty much wanted to explode with love and fierce protection when she saw the naked need on his face. The sheer vulnerability.

      He nodded and pushed a hand through his close-cropped hair. “A test from Alpha. If I agree to be Guardian for—Luke's”—his hesitation was so quick Rielle might have missed it had she not known him so well—“pack, then maybe it means Alpha will think I'm good enough again to be a Black Mesa Guardian.”

      Rielle couldn't help the soft sound that escaped her. She knew it must have sounded too close to pity, because Caleb threw her a stripped-down look that about crushed her soul.

      Darn it. She sometimes had a habit of not thinking before she spoke. Or, apparently, just made a random noise.

      Despite her best efforts, he refused to talk about it again that night, saying only that they'd talked the damn thing to death. They went to bed restless, and although Caleb held her, she felt the distance between them as yawning as the canyon they had overlooked together in a deeply understanding closeness just days before.

      When she finally fell asleep, Rielle dreamed about wolves who taunted Caleb about being a Guardian, laughing rogues, and a hidden betrayal that chased her until morning.

      

      

      Hazy light pushed in from behind the curtain over the bedroom window as New Year's Eve day dawned. Caleb moaned in his sleep. Rielle smiled at the sound as it woke her from a deep slumber. The wind outside had died down into an immense silence. She knew without looking it was snowing again, muffling sounds and making their little house a cocoon of safety. Her wolf yawned sleepily in her head, picturing a cozy den shared by her and her mate. Soon after they were mated, Rielle had given up her rented house in town to move into Caleb's place on the pack property. She had no regrets about it at all.

      Her mate turned and flung one arm over her, pulling her to him in unconscious need. She relaxed into it, desperately needing his touch after the chill that had descended over them the night before. He ran a hand down her hip, igniting the slow flare of desire for him that always simmered within her. Snuggling himself into her backside, his growing hardness pressed into her. Rielle caught her breath, feeling completely melt-y and perfectly at home in his strong arms.

      “Ree,” he murmured. She could tell by the sound he was still asleep, but it warmed her every inch to know he thought of her even then.

      Her mate was one heck of a wolf, and she was darned lucky to have him. No matter what happened next. Still half asleep herself, she felt her skin heat even more. She slipped her hand back and drew it along his muscled thigh, through the light scattering of hairs on his lower leg, then to the heavy warmth between his legs.

      Caleb roused, his arms reflexively tightening around her. His voice breathed out her name again, blowing gently onto her hair where his face nestled. She heard the sandpaper tone in his sleepy voice, felt the heat grow beneath her fingers where she gently held him, squeezing and stroking.

      “Ree,” Caleb said with a low gasp, coming fully awake.

      “Shh,” she whispered back, still gently stroking him. “I've got this, love.”

      “Ah, god,” was his only reply as Rielle shifted around to face him.

      Caleb's eyes were a smoky blue, regarding her half-lidded as his breath slowly, gently began to speed up. She smiled at him. The languorous heat in her body simmered higher, coiling low in her belly and spreading tendrils throughout the rest of her. The world pinpointed to this moment, their bed, the soft weight of snow falling outside muffling the world and making them the only two living beings in it.

      Rielle's wolf curved her neck and ducked her head in approval as Rielle reached forward to capture Caleb's mouth with her own. He kept his eyes open as she kissed him. The intensity in his gaze ratcheted up her pulse and created a throbbing wetness between her legs.

      Everything felt liquid and delicious. Caleb's earthy male scent, filled with the strength and power of the mountains and trees and snow just outside, rolled through Rielle's being, mingling with her own soft strength.

      “On your back, love,” she ordered him in a soft yet firm voice.

      Caleb's jaw dropped a bit. He inhaled hard through his mouth as his eyes darkened even more. Without a word, just a single lick of his lips that sent a shiver bolting down Rielle's spine, he rolled over. Rielle threw back the white covers on the big bed so she could see his entire body.

      “Ah,” she whispered, the sound coming out a bit strangled.

      Caleb's shaft jutted straight up, the tiniest bead of liquid glistening at the tip. Waiting for her. She saw him tremble a bit, the tremors passing through his huge arms, the sculpted torso, his firm jaw. Her big, bad wolf shifter, trembling at her touch.

      Just the thought sent molten lava pulsing through her. Without a word, keeping her eyes locked on his, she slid herself up to straddle him, then very slowly lowered herself onto him. Caleb's length pushed into her like she was melted butter, the feel of it sending tremors through her own body. She threw her head back and moaned without reservation.

      Caleb sucked in a fast breath and let it back out as her name with several hitches in it. His large hands gently grabbed her hips, rocking her up and down on him. Inside, everything was swirling and sweet and delicious, her entire body one giant nerve ending completely tuned into the moment and her mate.

      “Ree,” he whispered again, ragged need tearing his voice. “Ree. Look at me. I want you to look at me when you come.”

      Rielle felt a light-headedness spill over her at his words. They seemed to turn up the heat inside her from molten to blazing red-hot. She opened her eyes and looked at him, her mouth opening as well to pant a little. He slid her up and down, up and down, his fingers convulsively squeezing into her flesh as he drove into her or drove her onto him. She didn't know which, she didn't care which, she—

      “Caleb,” she said on a swift gasp as the sweet swirling inside her teetered on the very edge of exploding everywhere. “Oh, now. Now, love. Now.”

      Her voice chanted senseless nonsense as the snow blanketed their little house, as her mate shuddered inside her with his yell ringing into the room, as stars burst before her vision and she spiraled up and out and within. Caleb's eyes held hers as they rocked together, and she let herself drop into them without fear, vaguely hearing herself groan long and loud as her entire world burst into tiny points of light and pleasure.

      Hours later, or it could have been years for all Rielle knew in the lusciously blurry aftermath, Caleb held her tight as they drifted back to sleep. His hands roamed her body in small, sleepy motions until they stilled. Before she dozed off again, she clearly heard him as he whispered into her ear, “New year, Ree. Dunno what will happen, but as long as I can ring it in with you, we'll figure it all out.”

      “Mmm,” she answered. She had no idea what would happen tomorrow either, but he was right. No matter what the new year brought, they'd figure it out. Together.
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      The entire Black Mesa Pack milled around, paws stamping on the ground, tails lashing as the younger wolves pounced on one another and rolled around in the snow. The storm had finally broken. Bluebird skies provided a backdrop for entirely white-coated pine trees that looked like they'd been dipped in frosting.

      Caleb felt supremely confident as he surveyed his pack with his mate at his side. After a mind-blowing day with Ree yesterday, which she of course had blushed about this morning, which turned him on as usual so they were a little late to the pack run, he'd come into this new year completely fresh and certain about his decision.

      Oh, hell, yeah. Caleb Bardou was back, and it was going to be awesome. He'd woken up knowing exactly how the day would turn out. No way was he going to throw away all the hard-earned street cred he'd gotten this year as a fight trainer.

      And no way was he going to blow this chance to be a Black Mesa Pack Guardian again, either.

      Frost tipped his coat. Rielle bumped against his side, reassuring him of her presence. Keeping her voice quiet, she simply said to him, “Take note of who Luke hangs out with on this run,” before she bounded off to play with some of the female wolves she'd gotten closer to since she began spending more time in the pack. Yeah, he wasn't about to take her away from all this, either. Not when she'd just begun to find her own place in the pack again. He knew she'd meant it when she said she'd go with him anywhere he wanted. That swelled his heart and made he feel about fifty feet tall. But this whole scene had been planned out.

      Time for him to play his trump card.

      Alpha was standing a little ways off from the main pack, watching them with his usual inscrutable Alpha eyes. Caleb watched his father watching the pack. Taking a breath, he plowed through the fresh fallen snow to his alpha's side.

      Channing Bardou, longtime alpha of the Black Mesa Wolf Pack, waited for Caleb to speak. As usual, Caleb felt just a bit like he'd been called to the principal's office—which, for the record, totally paled in comparison to answering to one of the country's strongest alpha wolves. Holding his head high, he just said, “May I run with you a bit to start?”

      His alpha shook a front leg to rid it of a slither of snow that dripped off a nearby bush from sheer weight rather than any warmth in the January air. He nodded once at Caleb, then gave the signal for the pack to head out on their run.

      Up on the mountain above the den, far from the curious gaze of any humans on this deeply snowy, frigid first day of the year, the Black Mesa Wolf Pack let loose across the drifts and piles of snow, leaping over them as they yipped and howled and raced along. It was the first daytime pack run since the fall equinox, and everyone clearly meant to take advantage of it.

      Caleb watched his fellow pack members as they bounded along. His sister, Lily, ran beside her mate, Kieran, both of them with tongues lolling in laughter as they raced around trees and leapt over buried bushes. His brother Tate and his mate, Claire, whose white coat blended into the setting more than anyone else in the pack, leapt over things as one in what seemed to be some sort of contest that involved lots of laughter as well. His mother, Otsana, gracefully loping along with some of the older wolves, playfully batted them with snow now and again. His friends. His packmates. His pack.

      Then his gaze fell upon Luke Rawlins. See who he runs with, Rielle had said. Okay, then. The dark wolf ran by himself, it seemed. Sure, he clearly was enjoying the day. His movements just running looked a little stronger, too. More focused, Caleb thought critically.

      Well, good. Three days of training had been good for the former rogue.

      Former rogue, hmm? his human thought. Gettin' soft.

      Caleb kept watching, though.

      See who he runs with.

      No one. No one else ran with Rawlins. Oh, no one was turning on him or anything like that. No one glared, no one postured at him with hackles raised or lip curled. But no one ran beside him, either.

      Hmm.

      “I certainly hope you're not thinking of going after Luke again.”

      Caleb nearly jumped out of his hide when Alpha spoke. “Of course not,” he said, swinging his head around to look at his alpha, running with easy strides beside him as most of the pack streamed ahead of him. Time to play his trump card. “That wouldn't be a good idea, given his offer.”

      Alpha's eyebrows, expressive even in his wolf shape, twitched once. He glanced at Rawlins, back at Caleb, then focused on negotiating the snow again. “And what offer did Luke make you?”

      Huffing out a breath as he gathered himself to leap over a giant white lump he suspected was a hidden log, Caleb waited till he'd landed on the other side to answer. It wasn't like Alpha didn't know about this, anyway. “The offer to be lead Guardian for his new pack,” he said casually.

      Caleb was in no way prepared for his alpha to trip over the same damn log and tumble hard into the snow. Two young wolves behind them vaulted themselves sideways with agitated barks as they tried to avoid their fallen alpha, running fast ahead with their tails tightly tucked under their asses as if afraid they were at fault for his stumble.

      Veering to a halt and circling back around, Caleb stared as his father shook snow off him before standing firm to face Caleb. “Luke,” Alpha said slowly, still watching Caleb with careful eyes. “Luke Rawlins offered you a place as Guardian for his new pack?”

      The Black Mesa alpha definitely sounded surprised.

      The first uneasy doubt crept into Caleb's mind thanks to the suddenly churning thoughts of his human. Ripping his gaze from his alpha's, he looked after the fast disappearing pack. He caught sight of a dark shadow on the pack's edges, running with them but not really of them.

      Oh, hell, no.

      Looking back at the leader of this pack, he chose his next words very carefully. “Ah. Yes. I had thought it was a final—test for me? Sir?”

      Caleb tended to address Alpha as “sir” during tense moments. This moment definitely was shaping up to be tense.

      Alpha gave him another long, searching stare, then leapt after the pack again. “Come,” was all he said.

      Caleb followed his alpha, his thoughts jumping all over the place. They ran in silence for a long time. Dodging tree trunks, navigating hidden holes or rocks in the white landscape, Caleb kept an eye out for the rest of the pack. When they reached everyone again, Alpha slowed his pace.

      Finally, he slowed to a trot, then a walk. Caleb mirrored him. Another beat before he said, “Very interesting. And what was your response?”

      Whoa. This was not what he'd expected. “I—haven't answered him yet, sir. I wanted to first tell you what my response is.”

      Alpha stopped and looked at Caleb again, looking every inch the very savvy alpha he was. “Indeed? And why would that be?” His voice was plenty colder than the snow.

      This was why the principal's office never scared Caleb as a cub nearly as much as being summoned to his father's office had.

      Straightening himself, he answered the way he'd planned since he woke up. “Because you hold the key to my future.”

      If Caleb hadn't known better, he would have sworn his alpha looked sad for just an instant. Quietly, he shook his massive head and said, “Never I, Caleb. Nor anyone else. Not even your mate. Nor your supposed enemy. Look at him.” Alpha jerked his chin toward Rawlins, who was sitting in an open patch of ground, watching the pack play around him but not with him. “He doesn't hold a key for you, nor was this a test. But it seems he did indeed see a tremendous opportunity here. For both of you,” Alpha added, his voice more in Caleb's head than spoken out loud.

      Despite the dazzling blue skies and the promise of a fresh new start, Caleb suddenly felt really tired.

      He'd royally messed up. Again. This time, though, he was going to fix this like the wolf he was.

      Man I am, his human muttered, but it was subdued.

      “So,” he said slowly, trying to make sure his thoughts didn't stumble over his words and confuse him even more. “Let me make sure I understand this time. You didn't tell Rawlins—Luke, I mean—to ask me to be a Guardian as some sort of test to get reinstated as a Black Mesa Guardian? To see if I'd have the appropriate response or something like that?”

      Very gently, his alpha shook his head, brilliant amber eyes still fixed on Caleb. Like he was waiting for the real answer. Like this, right here, right now, really was a test. Just not one planned by the Black Mesa Pack Alpha.

      Okay then.

      Caleb sensed Rielle watching them from a distance. He took a deep breath to pull in her sweet cinnamon scent to him, to lend him some desperately needed strength from her calm reserves. Then he plunged on.

      “So I do have a chance here.” Caleb's voice was quiet, driven by the racing thoughts of his human, who was at the forefront of his consciousness. “Just not the one I expected.”

      “Perhaps not the one you expected.” Alpha's voice was quiet as well. “But perhaps the one you truly need.”

      “I've proven myself outside of the Pack, though.” Caleb kept his tone measured, although his heart was thudding against his ribs. “I already saw a chance, and I took it.”

      Alpha sighed, the whisper lost in the playful noises from the rest of the pack as they raced and played and enjoyed the day. “Indeed, and I am very proud of you for that.”

      Damn it, Caleb's human muttered again. Got something in my eye.

      Caleb huffed to himself at that. Wolves never cried. Humans were odd.

      “But,” Alpha went on, “you are a Guardian at heart and soul. And I suspect Luke needs you more than you realize. He has proven himself here as well, Caleb. Perhaps the two of you can build something stronger than you each ever imagined on your own.”

      With that, the Black Mesa Pack Alpha inclined his head at his son in a clear sign of respect. Then he walked away, toward his mate and his pack, and didn't look back.

      Caleb swallowed hard. He looked toward his own mate, who watched him with eyes he knew were a gorgeous soft russet-brown, even though she was too far away from him to see her that clearly. She was sitting on the other side of the open space where Rawlins sat, though far away enough from him that her message was clear. The choice was Caleb's. And no matter what he chose, she'd stand by him.

      Swallowing hard again as he thought how frigging lucky he was to call Rielle Amoux his mate, Caleb then thought about his fighters. About Bran, the young pup who needed guidance. About his own dreams. About his lifetime of training to be a Guardian. To protect his pack.

      To protect any pack that is mine, his human whispered. Any pack I belong to.

      Ah, hell. Being a grown up was hard.

      With deliberate steps, Caleb crossed the piles of snow and headed toward Luke. About three feet away from the silent dark wolf, who watched him without a trace of the smugness Caleb swore was usually there, he stopped.

      After about five breaths, he stated the one question he had left. In situations like this, it was always better to state questions as if they were fact rather than just ask. “So if I say yes, I have to keep training cage fighters, too. I've worked too hard for that to give it up now. It's a solid business, and I have shifters relying on me now. I won't let them down just to help you out.”

      Caleb sensed Rielle's ears sharply perked toward them as she listened.

      Luke had a quick response, still watching Caleb hard. “What if I said it was an either/or choice?”

      Damn it. Time for poker game face here. “Then I guess my choice is clear, Rawlins.”

      The rest of the pack had slowly figured out something big was going on. By ones and twos they quieted their games, quit their howling, and drifted in closer to watch something crazy important unfold. Caleb tuned them out. He tuned out everything except the dark wolf who'd dangled another tempting key to a future before him—and Ree. No one else mattered right then except those two wolves.

      And me, his human whispered, growing confidence in his voice.

      Yes. Truthfully, his future belonged to Caleb and no one else. This was his choice to make.

      “And what is your decision?” Luke's voice was quiet but direct. It carried to every wolf in the pack, all of whom were now watching with rapt attention.

      Inhaling long through his nose and expelling it quietly through his mouth, Caleb looked at Ree. She nodded her head once, as solemn as he was. Then he did the only thing he could think to demonstrate his answer. He laid down and showed his belly to the air, exposing his vulnerable side for Luke to rip out in a split second if he so wanted.

      Almost to a wolf, the audience whined in the wolfish version of gasps.

      Then he said, “I, Caleb Bardou, accept your offer to lead as Guardian for your new pack, Luke Rawlins. I swear loyalty to you and your pack as my new alpha.”

      The only sound for long, cold moments was the far-off whomp of an avalanche loosing itself somewhere in the mountains surrounding them. Caleb's nerves, oddly enough, didn't ring any alarms at all.

      So this was what making the right decision felt like. Calm and just—right.

      Yeah. He'd take it.

      Finally, Luke responded. “Thank you, Guardian. I accept your fealty. I will also,” he added, looking around the loose circle of wolves around them watching wide-eyed, “accept any younger members who wish to join this pack, on the permission of the Black Mesa Alpha, of course.”

      Ree's voice had Caleb's head whipping around as he easily got back to his feet, shaking the snow off his coat. “I will join your pack, Luke,” she said, her voice carrying in the silence. “Even if I wouldn't go anywhere Caleb goes, I still think you will make a very good alpha. I'm honored to be a part of your new pack.”

      Caleb's heart did that pride-bursting thing again as he watched his dainty little mate walk with sure steps toward them. She nodded at Luke as she passed him to take her place beside Caleb, pressing into his side right where she belonged.

      Everything suddenly felt so damn right in the moment he could hardly stand it.

      Another long silence kept everyone still, although Caleb caught some of the youngest pups fidgeting at the back. He opened his mouth to break the silence.

      Then he remembered what he'd just done. It wasn't his place to speak right now.

      His human sighed this time. Being an adult. Hmm, was all he said, though.

      The Black Mesa Alpha stepped forward, also going up to Luke. “Your choice has made an excellent start to your pack, alpha,” he said, looking at Luke although he nodded his head at Caleb. “Now all you need to do is come up with a good name for it.”

      Luke appeared startled. “We will have to give it some thought,” he finally said, looking at Caleb.

      Then Alpha—no, Caleb thought. Not his Alpha anymore. Just pack alpha to him now. The Black Mesa pack alpha looked at Caleb. He nodded, the simple move so full of approval that Caleb's human started muttering about his eyes again. Then he swept his gaze over everyone else.

      “Happy New Year, wolves,” the Black Mesa alpha said. “Come now. It's an excellent day for a fresh start.”

      With that, he whirled and ran toward the mountains with a jubilant howl. His mate joined him, then another wolf, then another. In minutes, the pack was running again, leaping and howling and joyfully playing in the snow.

      Luke looked at Caleb. Caleb looked at Luke. Ree took it all in with silence until she finally huffed out a bark that would have been an eye roll in human form.

      “You two, stop it right now,” she ordered. “It's New Year's. You both have a lifetime to keep sizing one another up. Today, let's just play. And celebrate a fresh new start for us all.”

      She gave them both a steely-eyed look, which was impressive considering how small she was in comparison. Luke looked amused, but he dutifully nodded. “I can see who the true leader of this pack might end up being,” he murmured, flashing that rare smile again that made him seem practically down to earth. Normal, even.

      “She leads me, that's for sure,” Caleb said, letting a cheerful note creep into his voice. His whole life had just changed again. But Ree was right. Tomorrow they could worry about everything else. Today, with the wild bright sunshine and the epic piles of fresh snow everywhere, they would celebrate.

      “Come, mate and alpha,” Ree said, nodding at each one in turn. “It's our new pack's time to run together. How perfect that it's the new year!”

      Turning to nuzzle Caleb, she murmured for his ears only, “New you, love.”

      “New us,” he said firmly, nuzzling her back. “Happy New Year, wolf,” he added to his new alpha.

      “Race you both!” he suddenly yelled, and took off, bounding and howling through the mountains, his mate and his alpha running beside him, howling as well as they all greeted the shining new year.
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      Sandra Martin tilted her head as she stared at her reflection in the church's warped full-length mirror. Her wedding dress was simple but elegant, clean lines with no lace or beading to adorn it. Her veil was a large square of lace her mother had been saving forever, just for this occasion.

      Her gaze bore right through the lace covering her face, to stare into her own eyes in the mirror. Even covered with the soft fabric, her expression was easily read. Determination.

      She narrowed her eyes at herself as a slight breeze found its way through the open window, making her veil sway just like the curtains as she took her last few breaths as a single woman.

      She wasn't sure if it was the icy wind that made goosebumps break out on her skin, or if it was the realization that she was finally here.

      She was finally about to step into a brand new chapter of her life. A better chapter, she knew. A chapter that started with a walk down the aisle toward the rich man her mother had basically sold her to. A prince, from what she had been told. A prince who would take both her and her mother with him after he kissed her as his bride, and provide for them, once this thing was official.

      She was excited, although she still wondered why a prince like him was willing to marry her, a poor farmer's daughter, out of the blue.

      "Don't look a gift prince in the mouth," her mother had said when Sandra wondered the same thing aloud to her a few minutes ago, before her mother stepped out, leaving Sandra alone.

      "I'm almost afraid to speak of it at all, in case I jinx it," Sandra had said back.

      Her mother smiled at her, and then asked, "Are you sure you're ok with all this? This was never what I wanted for you. I wanted you to marry for love, like your father and I did. When the offer came last month I honestly didn't expect you to agree. I only showed it to you out of shock, it came so out of the blue. I expected you to laugh and ask if maybe the message got delivered to the wrong house."

      "The thought did cross my mind. I still don't know why he picked me. I thought princes married princesses, to unite kingdoms and grow their land, stuff like that. 'Love at first sight, spotting me as he was passing through town on his way back to his lands,' well it just seems so... odd."

      "Rich people are odd, sweetie. There's no doubt about that."

      "I guess. I am fine with it though mom, truly. I know it comes at a desperate time for us. My brother does what he can, sending most of his pay home to help out, but this wedding will change everything. We can't afford to keep the farm, not with dad gone, not even with Adam's help. This way Adam can live his own life. Find a wife.

      It would be harder if you weren't coming with me. But Prince Kendrick says there is plenty of room for you at his father's castle. You'll have a whole wing all to yourself. You won't have to worry about money anymore. This is a good thing, mom. Think of it as an adventure."

      "But you hardly know him. You've only seen him twice, for only minutes each time. If your father could see what we were doing..."

      "If father was still here to see it, there would be nothing to see. We're only here because he died, mom. Grief doesn't pay the bills. Me marrying this prince does. Arranged marriages are common. We'll either grow to love each other, or we won't. Honestly, I'd be happy with just growing to like each other, if he stands by his word and takes care of us as he says he'll do.

      I know you and dad loved each other very much, but you guys are the exception. It's a business arrangement, mom. Nothing more. The money will free us. Best case scenario, we fall in love and build a happy life. Worst case scenario, if we don't get along, we will just avoid each other. I'll move into your wing of the castle if I need to, after I give him a son of course. But either way we will be fed. You won't have to worry about money ever again. This is a good thing, and it comes at the perfect time."

      Sandra could hear the few people who were attending the small wedding, the prince's attendants mostly, milling about in the great-room of the church, which her small changing room was just off of.

      It was almost time.

      Sandra smiled to herself as she thought of her father in the last moments of silence before she was to marry.

      Her dad would have done anything to prevent his wife and daughter being where they were now.

      She and her brother had grown up poor, as most farmers in the area were, working the king's lands and paying him a yearly fee to live on them. They'd been happy, but given the choice, Sandra preferred to grow up safe.

      If her soon-to-be-husband died, as her father did, she would still be all right, unlike her mother. Her dad's death had left them with nothing. As a princess, she and her mother would never want for anything again. In her mind- trading a hard but loving existence for a safe, moneyed, if unloving life- well it was a no-brainer.

      If she wanted love, she could always find someone on the side. Lots of people in arranged marriages kept diversions on the side. She'd have to be subtle about it, but she was sure her prince wouldn't be loyal to her, so why should she?

      This will save us all, she thought. I can figure out the details later.

      The chilled breeze blew again, stirring the curtains over the windows. This time quiet voices blew into the room with the icy air.

      "Your father is going to be pissed! Do you hate him so much?"

      Sandra quietly stepped closer to the window, keeping herself hidden as she listened.

      "He's the one who gambled and whored the kingdom's money away. Now he expects me to save him? He expects me to marry that bitch princess purely so he can start gambling and whoreing her money away as well? There's hardly anything left of his entire estate. I don't know why you're having second thoughts, this whole thing was your idea."

      Peeking through the curtains, Sandra recognized the prince she was about to marry, speaking with his cousin.

      The cousin spoke then, "I was just kidding! I didn't think you would take me seriously when I said 'you know what would really piss your dad off? If you came home as he ordered, but you were already married, to a title-less peasant.'"

      "Why not? It's brilliant. If he is going to call me home like a wandering child, and push the princess's money on me, forcing me to marry just so he can carry on with his ways, it would serve him right."

      "Could you have picked a more desperate peasant?"

      "Now that was just luck. At least she's pretty enough. If I'm going to tie myself to someone forever just to spite my father, at least she isn't hard to look at. Can't you just picture his face when I introduce her as my wife, and have her mother in tow as well? No princess, no title, no land, no money, and two more mouths to feed."

      "I'm not sure if you're brave or stupid. He'll probably disown you, then where will you go?"

      "He won't disown me, I'm his only heir."

      "You say that like there is anything left to inherit."

      It got harder to hear them talking outside the window as their voices were starting to get drowned out by loud singing and laughing. It sounded like a parade was going by in the distance, like a gypsy caravan was passing through town on its way to set up one of their mobile carnivals.

      "What the hell is all that racket?"

      "Looks like fun, whatever it is. Not that it matters since you've got a wedding to attend. Are you ready?"

      "Not really. But I must admit I am looking forward to tonight, after this farce of a wedding. I'm quite curious to see if this one is a screamer. I love a good screamer."

      As they walked away, headed back around and into the church, Sandra stood rooted to floor. She'd wondered why a prince would be interested in her, and now she had her answer.

      She'd spent so much of the past month imagining how today would go, how she was finally going to be able to give her mother a life that didn't include pretending she was full so that her daughter would have a few more bites to eat, that beyond a nagging suspicion that there had to be more behind this odd, quickly arranged marriage, she hadn't given much thought to why a prince would spot her in town and feel so moved by her mere presence that he had to propose.

      It's going to snow soon, she thought as she stared unseeing at the caravan of bright colors and loud people that still streamed by about a quarter mile from where she stood looking out an open church window.

      Then she realized that her mind had disengaged.

      If she was standing here calmly, mentally commenting on the weather, instead of freaking out that her admittedly bad plan had gone admittedly bad, she knew she was in trouble.

      She could call the whole thing off and go back home with her mother, until they were kicked out of the house they couldn't afford for much longer and hope for a miracle.

      She could go out there and marry this guy, let him drag her and her mother home with him purely to piss of his father, and hope that they could make a life in a foreign land.

      Or...

      Or what?

      "I'm quite curious to see if this one is a screamer. I love a good screamer," the words played over and over in her brain as she continued to stare mindlessly at all the commotion weaving through town.

      If I choose to go through with this, and he's expecting an easily scared virgin, he's going to be sorely disappointed, she thought.

      True, she had yet to marry, but that didn't mean she had yet to entertain herself in a hay loft or two. She had aspirations of a better life, yes. She was honestly willing to marry for money if it would keep her and her mother safe and fed, but that didn't mean she'd saved herself on the off chance that some prince would come through on a white horse and carry her away from all this, even if it had almost happened. Kind of.

      She was rational, she was a hard worker, and she was willing to forsake a chance at a love like her parents had to avoid the same fate her mother was facing, but that didn't mean that she didn't have the need for a warm body and a good literal roll in the hay on occasion. It just meant that she was willing to do whatever it took to keep herself and her family fed.

      "I'm quite curious to see if this one is a screamer. I love a good screamer."

      She couldn't get his words out of her head.

      Something in the still passing spectacle of people, animals and color caught her attention, and she actually looked at the caravan instead of zoning out and thinking while it passed in the distance.

      The king's colors flew from what looked to be the middle of the fiasco. Her king, not her fiancé's king, wherever he'd said he was from.

      Where was the king going? And why did it seem like he had his whole court with him, and then some?

      Oh, right!

      The winter festivals were starting. The king's entire court, and most of the castle's other inhabitants, were all headed the next kingdom over for the Christmas festivities this year, since last year they had all come here.

      Wow, that is going to be one hell of a party, she thought. Everyone who's anyone for two kingdoms will be there., plus others.

      Now that would be the place to find a rich husband.

      Her mind started spinning with possibilities.

      She couldn't marry this guy, not now that she knew he wasn't going to be able to take care of them like he'd said. And she couldn't just go back home with her mother and wait to be kicked off the farm she'd grown up on.

      No, she thought as she watched the tail-end of the caravan move on, headed out of town. No! I promised my mother a better life, and I'm going to make sure we get it!

      Sandra looked around, spotted something she could jot a quick note to her mom on, and then tucked the note under her hairbrush laying there on the dressing table. After thinking things through one more time, she shoved the dressing table over until it blocked the door that was supposed to lead her into the church and down the aisle.

      She went to the window, yanked her dress up as high as she could, and then looked down, catching sight of her flimsy slippers.

      Please, oh please, don't let the snow come until I can get better shoes, this is going to be interesting enough as it is.

      With one more deep breath, she threw a hip up on the window sill, swung her legs over, and pushed off. The second her feet touched the hard packed dirt, she ran like hell for the last spot she'd seen the caravan before it had faded out of sight.

      Guess you'll never know if I'm a screamer or not now, will you? Asshole.

      She giggled as she ran, giddy on her own adrenaline and freedom as she set off to find her own damn rich husband.
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      Naythan used the chaos of traveling to duck Candace yet again. Yeah, they'd kept each other's beds warm a few times, but she was starting to get clingy, which meant it was time to shut her down.

      It's kind of a shame, too, he thought.

      She would've been a fun one to play with as they traveled, especially if the snow did come. She definitely would have kept him warm, anywhere and anytime he'd wanted. But not now that she was starting to drop hints about this becoming more serious.

      Nope, the last thing he was interested in was any kind of a relationship. His wolf was meant to roam free, and he planned on keeping it that way.

      As second in command of his wolf pack, he had all the fun and none of the major responsibilities of running things. He just had to do what he was told, which was pretty damn easy to do when the pack was run by an Alpha like his.

      Bane, his Alpha wolf, ran a tight ship, but he was also fair. Yep, life was pretty sweet. True, Bane was getting a little testy lately. Talk about a guy that needed to get some. But as an Alpha wolf, Naythan really couldn't have asked for better. Especially when the pack's duties included things like keeping the peace during the winter festival.

      A month-long party where the only real dangers were people and shifters getting too drunk and rowdy. Fights would be common, but they'd pass as the combatants sobered up, only to have it all start back up as soon as they all started drinking again. So basically just another day.

      Naythan's pack was one of the king's many levels of security. Usually they stayed put at the den, running patrols in shifts, but not this month. Nope, this month they left a skeleton crew at the castle and the den, since practically everyone and their brother was here, all headed to the neighboring kingdom for this year's Christmas party.

      "Hey, Naythan! You look like you're on the run again. Some woman has you in her sights, I take it?"

      Naythan looked around for Mac, Bane's best friend, and one of his as well. He knew the voice well, he just couldn't spot where it had come from in all the activity.

      "Up here!"

      Naythan looked up, spotting Mac, who instead of walking had caught a ride on one of the many wagons loaded down with supplies.

      "Hiya Mac! How are ya?"

      "Better than you, it seems. You look like a man bent on escape."

      Naythan just grinned at the only bear shifter in their midst. Bane, Naythan, and the rest of the wolf pack were all, well- wolves. But Mac was a big ole bear, literally.

      Practically adopted by the pack, Mac teased Naythan, knowing the odds were good that he was ducking a woman, since he was usually either pursuing one, or escaping one he'd already managed to catch.

      "Who is it this time?" Mac grinned down at him.

      "Candace."

      "Ah, I see."

      Naythan watched Mac look around for her, acting as a look-out from his higher position.

      "I think you're safe, for a minute anyway. I see her fiery red curls way up toward the front."

      "Thanks, man. That one is hard to shake."

      The men laughed and ribbed each other as the caravan slowly made its way.

      A few minutes later Mac stopped what he was saying mid-sentence, something far away catching his eye.

      "What is it? Trouble?" Naythan's jovial spirit straightened up some as he noticed the furrowed brow on his friend's face as he stared off in the distance.

      "I don't know. Maybe. There's somebody headed hard in our direction. I think it's a woman. She's alone, she looks like she's wearing a wedding dress, and she's running toward us like her ass is on fire."

      "So you're saying she's a smart woman?"

      "What? How so?" Mac asked, looking down at Naythan, confused, before lifting his gaze back toward the incoming stranger.

      "Sounds like a runaway bride to me. Anyone who runs from marriage like her ass is on fire is a smart one, in my opinion."

      Mac laughed, and said, "Let me hop down, we can go see what's going on."

      "Nah, stay. I'll go check it out. It'll give me a valid reason to avoid Candace. Besides, we may need you and your vantage point up there in case the jilted groom tears down here after her."

      Naythan headed off in the direction Mac had given him, on the lookout for the run-away bride. He thought about shifting wolf, to be able to catch her faster, but then he thought better of it. If she was running hell bent for leather already, the sight of a wolf headed toward her probably wouldn't calm her much.

      He stepped away from the caravan some, trying to see her over the crowd.

      Now where in the hell had she...Oh! There she is.

      He caught a flash of bright white, and then it was gone. She'd slid right into the crowd, just as he caught sight of her.

      Damn, she was running fast if she got all the way here already. Now where did she...

      Naythan started working his way back through the crowd, like a fish swimming upstream, looking for bright white. His eyes darted over and past people and wagons, animals too, but he didn't see her.

      He turned back toward Mac, to see if he could spot Mac up high, and then maybe follow whatever direction he was looking, but Mac's wagon had already gone too far ahead to be easily seen.

      He turned back to keep looking and ran right into solid flesh.

      "Oofff! Hey, look where you're going!"

      He heard her words, but she seemed to be falling as she spoke them so he reached out to steady her. He wrapped an arm around her waist and swung, pulling her out of the line of people so she wouldn't get trampled.

      "Get your hands off me!"

      "I'm sorry, I was just trying to keep you on your feet. Are you ok? Hey! It's you! I was just looking for you."

      "Me? Why?" She looked around, like she expected to see whoever was chasing her appear before her.

      "We saw you running this way. You looked like you were trying to escape. I was going to make sure everything was ok."

      She answered him, but he didn't hear her. His wolf was overpowering her words with his own.

      We have found her! Our mate is here, and she is beautiful. She's dressed for a wedding, it's a shame I'll have to kill her groom because she is meant for us and no one else.

      Whoa, slow down there! Naythan answered his wolf. We aren't going to kill anyone, especially not to claim her. I don't want a mate, you know this.

      You say that, but that was before I scented her. It was easy to go along with your thoughts before, but now we have a mate!

      I don't want a mate!

      Can't you smell her? His wolf growled back at him. How does she not make you want to lift her skirts and bury yourself in her?

      I didn't say I didn't want that. It's the forever part of claiming her I don't want. We can fuck her, if you'd like. But I am not biting her, nor anyone else. Why in the hell would we want to tie ourselves down?

      "...I want to marry, really I do. But I intend to marry rich! I won't settle for anything else. I'll even marry gay, if he's also rich. He can do his thing, I can do mine. I've given this a lot of thought, and I won't be left like my mother. I won't!"

      "I'm sorry, what was that?" The stranger in the wedding dress was still talking, ranting wildly really, and the last bit had finally gotten past his wolf's ranting to reach his brain.

      "Are you rich? Cause you are very handsome. I could give you a son in exchange for taking care of us. I wouldn't even ask you to be faithful, since we aren't in love or anything. Are you looking for a wife?"

      "Oh, hell no! Look, are you ok? Did you fall and hit your head on something? Who are you running from?"

      "I just told you, weren't you listening?"

      She went on again, about a prince, saying he promised to take care of her but was really poor, and something about her mother, and losing a farm before Naythan said to his wolf, This one is nuts. And you said you wanted her forever? You're nuts as well.

      Before his wolf could answer, she asked again, "Are you looking for a wife?"

      "No, definitely not. But I'm not rich either, I'm nobody, so..."

      "Oh. Too bad. I could definitely get behind sharing a bed with you."

      His wolf howled his interest again at that, but Naythan just asked, "Is your jilted groom running after you?"

      She looked around wildly, "I don't know. I don't think so. He may not even know I'm missing yet, honestly."

      Naythan nodded, looking over her head, searching the crowd for any incoming, pissed off grooms. He didn't see any of those, but what he did see gave him an idea.

      "How about we help each other out?" He asked the bride before him.

      "How so?" She narrowed her eyes up at him, suddenly suspicious.

      "I know most everyone here. I know who has money, who is single, and who is secretly gay. I could help you. Introduce you around."

      "And what do you want in return?"

      "You're trying to tie yourself to someone. I'm trying to escape the very same fate," he said, glancing over her shoulder at the fiery red curls he could see bobbing their way closer with every second. "Help keep Candace away from me, and I'll help you land a rich husband."

      "Who is Candace, and how would I..?"

      "In or out, sweetheart? I don't really care which way you decide, but I need that decision right now."

      He saw her nod her head out of the corner of his eye as he watched Candace draw near.

      "I'm in, I guess..."

      She didn't even get to finish her sentence before he grabbed her, pulling her hard against him. He tilted her head with one hand as his other fit her curves to him as the crowd spilled on by.

      His lips found hers and three things happened all at once- her moaned sigh reached his ears as her lips parted and her tongue started to dance with his, his wolf howled in some kind of glorious if mistaken sense of victory, and Candace saw them together, letting out a howl of her own.
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      Sandra could hear a woman yelling in the background. Screaming, really, but as the stranger's mouth moved against hers, everything but him disappeared. Even the chill in the air ceased to exist. His kiss, his arms wrapped around her, and his hard, warm body against hers were all that mattered.

      For a few precious seconds all of Sandra's thoughts were on the moment she was in. Instead of always thinking ahead, planning, worrying, she let herself just be.

      It was over too soon.

      She caught her balance as the stranger let her go, stepping away from her a few feet to deal with the angry, still yelling woman. She watched as the woman slapped the man who'd kissed her, and as he walked back toward where she still stood, still stunned from the kiss, she caught knowing glances from most everyone in the crowd who'd been close enough to see their heated exchange, or hear the slap that punctuated it.

      "Let me guess, that was Candace?"

      "It was," he said with a slightly embarrassed flush on his cheeks.

      Or maybe that was just the slap glowing, she thought.

      "She's the fate you're trying to escape? The one trying to tie itself to you?"

      "She is."

      "I take it from the looks all three of us got that you escape that particular fate often?"

      He grinned at her before answering.

      "I do."

      "Maybe you can help me. You're obviously good at getting women to want to marry you, regardless of your lack of wealth..."

      "I have other talents," he interrupted.

      She raised her eyebrows, trying not to grin back as she said, "I bet you do. One of which I just got the full brunt of. So, how did I do?"

      "At what?"

      "How did I do holding up my end of things? Did I help you get rid of Candace?"

      "For now at least."

      "So now it's my turn. You'll help me land a rich husband, quickly?"

      "You sure you wouldn't just rather pick up where we left off?"

      Sparks flared deep in Sandra's stomach at his words. She felt her nipples tighten and she squeezed her thighs together as she stood before him, trying to ease the ache that had suddenly grown between them. The heated look he was giving her only drove the words home.

      She could tell by his very skillful and passionate kiss that picking up where they had left off would be quite enjoyable.

      He wasn't what she needed though. He'd already said that he had no money or station, and basically the only thing she knew about him so far, aside from the fact that he was handsome as hell and an amazing kisser, was that he definitely had no interest in marrying, her or anyone else.

      He'd be a perfect love-em-and-leave-em fling to get out of her system before she did find a husband, but despite every naughty thing her body was thinking it wanted to do with this man, her brain ultimately came out on top.

      "As tempting as that offer is, you can't give me what I want. Well, honestly, you could probably give me exactly what I want, but you can't give me what I need," she clarified.

      She felt her skin heat up again, and she knew she was blushing bright red at both her own words and at the smoldering look he was giving her as he watched her squirm.

      No, she needed to find a rich husband here, and quickly, which meant that she needed to stay respectable. No one would marry her, even if it was in name only in some kind of loveless arrangement, if it was known around camp that she lifted her dress for the first man she spoke to when she joined the caravan. It was already bad enough that so many people saw them kiss.

      Nope, from here out this needed to be a business arrangement and nothing else. She'd done her part, it was his turn to do his.

      

      An hour or so later, after making it clear that she was serious about finding a rich husband in this crowd, the pair had exchanged names, found Mac, and made formal introductions all around. Sandra now found herself riding instead of walking, and filling both men in on exactly who she was and what she was looking for so they could start introducing her to the right people.

      "There are really only two viable options here," Naythan told her as Mac watched them both with an odd look on his face.

      "Only two? In a crowd this size?"

      She was both surprised and disappointed, but she shook it off. In reality she really only needed one willing partner for it all to work, and beggars can't afford to be choosers, so when Naythan nodded at her question she resigned herself to choosing between two possible husbands.

      "Yes, just two, I'm afraid. They're the only ones here with both the means to support you and the ability to marry. Now if you are just looking for money and support, and you'd be willing to be a life-long mistress, that would open the field up a lot wider, right Mac?"

      Sandra followed Naythan's gaze to the quiet one riding with them as he raised his eyebrows and shrugged his shoulders in agreement.

      "I suppose. I've never really thought about it, but yeah, that sounds about right. This is the castle crowd. Nobility and royalty-types all seem to be a bit weird about mate selection. They marry for different reasons than the rest of us do, so they do tend to keep a female or two that they actually have feelings for on the side. Makes me happy to be a common man, honestly."

      The formality of his words caught Sandra's attention.

      "That's an odd way to frame it- mate selection. Why do you call it that? Although it is straight forward. Selecting a mate is exactly what I'm trying to do, I guess. Is it so very different for the common man, Mac? How would you select your mate, or have you already?"

      "No, I'm single. Mate selection is very different for my kind."

      "You speak so formally. How is it different for the common man, as you say, from the castle crowd? Well, for men anyway. I get the difference for women, for sure."

      "Well, a common man can choose a mate based on feelings instead of politics. Love instead of money. But for me in particular, there's a third aspect. There is castle crowd, common man, and then me- a shifter. As a shifter I have it a bit easier. Castle crowd or common man, my bear will pick my mate. It's a scent thing that my human side can fight or accept."

      "Wait, you're a bear shifter? I've never met a shifter in real life before. I've heard stories, but you can't trust either the good or the bad in stories. The truth is usually more in the middle. So it's easier for you then? You just wait until you smell your mate and it's done? Excuse my ignorance but the mental image I have right now is two dogs smelling each other's..."

      Mac's laugh was sudden, loud and forceful. It was a warm, hearty laugh, and it lit up his eyes as he looked at her and then past her to Naythan.

      She followed his gaze and saw that Naythan was grinning widely at her mental image as well.

      "So, it's not like that then? Oh good, I'm glad. It may be easier, but that doesn't sound sexy in the slightest."

      "True," Mac continued speaking through his laughter. "That doesn't sound sexy at all. Thankfully it isn't like dogs, even for the wolf shifters, but my understanding is that scenting your mate is very powerful."

      She watched him speak of everything he'd heard scenting was, but he was no longer looking at her as he spoke. His words were aimed at Naythan, and Sandra thought maybe he was seeking agreement?

      "When you scent your mate, it rocks you to your very core, or so I've heard. It changes you."

      "It doesn't have to. You said it yourself, your human side can fight or accept."

      Naythan's words sounded almost argumentative to Sandra's ears, like he was speaking from experience that he didn't want to address.

      Wait, was Naythan also a bear shifter?

      "You sound like you know of what you speak. Are you a bear too? Have you scented your mate?"

      "No! I mean... I'm a shifter too, yes. I'm a wolf. I thought we were talking about finding you a husband. Do you want to hear about the two who might be willing or should we keep talking about sniffing asses?"

      "Sorry. I didn't mean to touch on a sore subject, I'm just fascinated, that's all. Ok, yes, my two best options. Who are they?"

      Mac snorted beside her as Naythan started to tell her about the men he said she'd have the best chance of getting to marry her.

      "How do you feel about being a twelfth wife in a harem?"

      "Seriously?"

      "Seriously. He obviously has no problem marrying, and you say you're looking for stability and money, not love. He's young, his father recently died, leaving him the entire kingdom as the only male heir."

      "And the other option? What's his story?"

      "You called it before. He's not so secretly gay. Well, here it isn't a secret, but my understanding is that that's why he stays here on our land as much as he does. In his own kingdom that is highly frowned upon. He's only a prince, but his parents have been pushing him to marry."

      "I'm sure they'd prefer he marry someone of his own rank though, correct? I have nothing of value."

      "Oddly enough they are pushing him to marry for love not politics. He's the youngest son so odds are great that he'd never be king. At this point I think they'd be happy with him for just making a show of marrying so they could put the rumors that he prefers the company of men to rest. No real pressure on the youngest son for anything other than keeping up appearances and staying out of trouble."

      "Which of them would balk the least at also taking on my mother?"

      "None of them should have a problem with that. Everyone knows that when you take on a wife you are responsible for her family as well. As it should be."

      Sandra nodded.

      "Twelfth wife in a harem or beard to the youngest son? Those are my only choices?"

      "Of course not," Mac spoke up then.

      "You know of another?"

      "You always have other choices. You could wait for your fated mate. You could slow down a minute and look around. Take stock. Stop running. Give love some time to find you."

      "You forget that it's not love I'm looking for. I'm looking for safety. I've seen love in my parents, and what do they have to show for it now? My mother is about to lose everything and I won't let that happen. I don't have time to stop running or to take stock. I barely have time to look around. I'm not a shifter, my fated mate doesn't exist. What does exist is a chance to take care of my family in the only way open to a female with no money and no station. I can marry up. I can trade myself for food and a place to live for myself and my mother.

      I've decided. I'd rather have the youngest prince please, I think. We can help each other, right now that's all I have to offer in return. I'm not sure what I have to offer in return for becoming a twelfth wife, but the other guy, it sounds like maybe he needs me as much as I need him. Let's start there."
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      Naythan watched Sandra and Allen, the gay prince, from afar. The caravan had stopped for the night and after everyone had set up their tents or raised the tops of the wagons they planned to sleep above ground in, Naythan, Mac and Sandra headed off to catch Allen alone.

      Naythan introduced Allen and Sandra to each other, whispering her situation into Allen's ear. His reaction had been positive.

      "You'd be willing to do that? You'd marry me knowing my situation, only asking for me to take care of you and your mother financially in return? Have you eaten yet? How about we get to know each other better and discuss this over dinner? Surely some of the dining tents are open by now, I can smell the meat on their grills. If they aren't quite ready for customers I'm sure it won't be long."

      Allen had turned to Naythan then, asking Naythan and Mac if they wanted to join them. Naythan started to accept but Mac jumped in, interrupting.

      "Thank you, but we'll pass. You two go, get to know each other alone. We'll head that way as well, but we'll eat by ourselves. We have some pack business we need to discuss in private."

      "Very well. Where should I take her whenever we finish?"

      "To our tents," Naythan said. "We've set up a small tent for her between mine and Mac's."

      Allen nodded and offered Sandra his arm, leading her off. The pair were already deep in conversation, their heads tipped toward each other so they could more easily speak as they walked. Naythan and Mac followed behind at a slower pace to give them space but still keep an eye out.

      "What pack business do we need to discuss? These caravans are easy, we provide security, bust some heads on occasion, and keep the peace. We left pack business behind yesterday," Naythan asked Mac, confused, as they settled into chairs at a table across the clearing from Sandra and Allen.

      Mac didn't waste his time or mince his words when he responded.

      "What the hell are you doing? I have yet to scent my mate, but I've seen it happen to others repeatedly. You've scented Sandra, have you not? It's in the tenseness of your body, and it's in the heated need in your eyes. I've seen you go after a piece of tail before, I've seen you clouded with lust, but this is the polar opposite. Not only are you not trying to bed her, you're trying to help your fated mate marry another. What the fuck Naythan? This isn't like you at all."

      "I don't want a mate. The last thing I want is to tie myself down to one woman, and besides, you heard her. She isn't looking to be some second-in-command wolf shifter's mate. She's after comfort and safety."

      "She's running scared is what she is. She's meant to be yours, and you know damn well you could give her comfort and safety. You could take care of her better than any prince, you have an entire wolf-pack at your disposal. If anything ever happened to you she would always have a place in the pack, she would want for nothing."

      "I told you, I don't want a mate."

      "Hmmp. What does your wolf have to say about that?"

      She smells so good. She smells like snow and sweet hot cocoa. She smells like home. She smells like Christmas and love and forever. I want her, no I need her. I need to kiss her, I need to bury my face between her legs and see if she tastes as fucking amazing as she smells. I need to lick her until she grips my hair in her fists and her thighs squeeze me in pleasure and then I need to taste her some more until she screams out my name and her body bucks with need.

      I want to bury my cock in her warmth and rock with her. I want to take her from behind and howl as I fill her. I need to spill myself inside her and sink my teeth into the warm, tender spot on her neck and bite her. I need to mark her as mine for the world to see. I need to see her get round with my cubs and I need to take care of her and protect her and keep her warm and safe forever. And I swear if that prince keeps looking at her like this farce of a wedding is a real possibility with MY MATE I will rip his heart out and feed it to him as I laugh.

      "He's not pleased," Naythan answered as he tried his best to ignore the wolf inside him.

      "I'm guessing that is an understatement," Mac said with knowing eyes. "Seriously Naythan, why are you really doing this? Why would you not give in to your wolf? Selecting the same mate your wolf scents practically guarantees a happy union. Fighting your wolf's choice and picking another, or worse- not taking a mate at all, is not good for anyone, you or the pack. What is really going on here? If your Alpha knew you scented your mate and denied the call..."

      Naythan looked away from Mac and focused on Sandra instead.

      She kept glancing back over at them, meeting Naythan's eyes as she spoke to Allen and then ordered as the food tent owner's daughter stopped at their table. It almost hurt him to watch her with another, even though he'd only met her a few hours before.

      He was the only wolf he knew that dreaded the day his wolf scented a mate. Every other wolf, even Mac, a bear, longed for the day the animal inside them found their other half, but Naythan always hoped it wouldn't happen to him.

      He was happy being single. He needed no attachments beyond his pack. He had no real responsibilities and he always told himself that he liked it that way. But if he was really, truly honest with himself, he knew that was a lie.

      He turned back to Mac fully intending to keep feeding his Alpha's best friend the same lines he always told himself- that he liked the freedom of chasing tail and having no one to report to or take care of. That he liked having no responsibilities above and beyond the pack.

      As he opened his mouth to lie to Mac, his wolf pushed through again.

      You owe him the truth. Above that, you owe me the truth. If you are really planning on denying me my mate, OUR mate, at least give a real, honest reason. Say it out loud.

      "I'm not good enough to take on a mate."

      The way Mac blinked at him, and then narrowed his eyes in thought, told Naythan that was the last thing the bear had expected to hear.

      Mac didn't argue or try to convince Naythan otherwise. He turned to their waitress as she approached, ordered for the both of them, and then as she walked away he just quietly asked Naythan, "What makes you say that?"

      "I have too much of my father in me. I'm afraid I'll turn out like he did, and that I'll treat my mate the way my father treated my mother. I'd rather die alone than do that to someone. Forgive me Mac, but I'm not hungry anymore. If you need me I'll be in my tent."

      

      

      Naythan heard Mac greet Allen just outside their tents, and after they said their goodbyes he heard Mac show Sandra to the tent they had pitched for her earlier. He heard Mac leave Sandra to her own devices and excuse himself to take his shift on patrol.

      Bane, Naythan's Alpha, had opted to take the first shift. He had been following and keeping an eye on the caravan from a distance all day in his wolf form, and Naythan knew that Mac was headed to relieve Bane and patrol into the night.

      Naythan was already bedded down for the night, as he knew it would be his turn to take over for Mac in the morning. Naythan planned on introducing Sandra to Bane in the morning, once his alpha had slept, and right before he headed off to relieve Mac. Since Mac would probably sleep most of the next day, and he himself would be patrolling that same time, Bane would need to know that the pack had basically taken responsibility for Sandra until any betrothals had been made.

      Once the night had quieted again, Naythan felt his eyes fighting sleep, listening for any movements Sandra made, but as she was quiet as well, he started to drift off.

      That is, until he heard a soft, scratching knock on the flap of his tent.

      "Naythan? Are you in there? Are you awake?"

      "I am now. Hang on."

      Naythan sat up, letting the blankets he'd been burrowed under fall to his hips as he reached for and then lifted the flap to see what Sandra wanted.

      She was bent over to be able to see into his tent. She filled the open flap with her head and shoulders, and he found himself looking down the cleavage of the wedding dress she still wore.

      Shit, he'd meant to get her a change of clothes, but she was in such a hurry he'd forgotten. He mentally shook himself- how stupid had it been to introduce her to the prince she was trying to land while she was still dressed in a get-up that screamed either 'marry me now, I'm ready,' or 'I already ran away from one possible groom today.'

      Naythan wasn't sure which proclamation was worse when they were trying to marry her off to royalty.

      His wolf, on the other hand, had no issues with her dress. He was actively trying to get a better view down the front of it as she stood there asking him if he had a few minutes to talk.

      "Remind me to get you some clothes in the morning. Do you have any money at all? Never mind, don't answer that. Consider it my treat. Save anything you may have brought with you for later, we can call it a dowry."

      "You don't have to be an ass about it. I'm already well aware I don't have anything, dowry or otherwise. No need to rub it in. I don't need your charity, I just needed your introduction, it seems. I'm sure my new fiancé will have no problems buying me more suitable clothes tomorrow. Besides, my understanding was that you didn't have anything either."

      "I said I wasn't rich, or the marrying type. I didn't say I was poor. I'm perfectly capable of taking care of any..." he stopped himself, the other thing she'd said catching his attention instead. "Did you say 'your fiancé?'"

      "I did."

      "Well, that was fast."

      "He liked our idea. He gets to bring a fiancé home after the winter holidays, and I get to take care of my mother. Neither one of us has any real claim on the other, and we both get to do whatever we want as long as everything looks legit when we are on his lands. We've agreed to be subtle, otherwise, in our...umm, diversions."

      "Diversions?"

      "Yes. He let it be known that he was dropping me off at my tent and he had no intention of returning to his own. I believe he said there was a 'round and very spoiled ass waiting for him to debase it' and that if I decided I had any debasing of my own to do..."

      "And you came here?"

      "I know it's forward," she continued. "But you did mention something before about picking up where we left off. I figure that if I'm going to spend the rest of my life fulfilling my own needs, needs that my future husband has no interest in fulfilling, well... the least I could do was offer to...celebrate... our successful joining of me to someone who'll... and now I'm just rambling. I'm not very good at this. Or very forward, usually, it's just that..."

      She sighed then, a heavy, resigned, never-mind kind of sigh, and it wasn't until his wolf reacted by grabbing her wrist and tugging her inside that he even realized that he wasn't dreaming her.

      She was real, and as he zipped up the tent's flap, with her inside, he thanked his wolf for reacting when he hadn't.

      My pleasure, trust me. You'll see. She's destined to be ours, in our arms is exactly where she belongs.

      Naythan pulled her a bit more, until she spilled into his lap. As his lips found hers for the second time today, he answered his wolf.

      She's ours for tonight, that is all. That's all I dare.
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      Sandra was glad when he finally tugged her inside and into their own little world. Tonight had gone way better than she'd expected. She'd found a rich husband, and a man she hoped would be a gifted lover. And a werewolf, to boot. How many women got to cross off 'I slept with a were' before tying themselves up with matrimonial bounds.

      Safety, security, and adventurous bucket-list shifter sex, all in one day. All while still wearing the wedding dress she'd started out a completely different plan with just this morning.

      It's good to be me.

      She let herself melt in his arms, kissing him back as good as she got, fully aware that he was only available for tonight. He had made that abundantly clear in words, and in the efforts he'd gone to in order to chase off the redhead named Candace.

      She knew she was being impulsive, and possibly stupid, but she had no idea how her life would unfold with her new fiancé, and she was bound and determined to get some enjoyment out of this day, this man, before she walked away from both in the morning and toward her new life.

      Sandra realized she was still thinking. Here she was, in the arms of the man who'd driven all thought from her brain hours before with a single, unexpected kiss, and now she was concentrating on her future instead of enjoying the moment, as usual.

      With another gentle pull, Naythan guided her onto his lap. As she looked into his eyes in the seconds before they kissed, she realized that she'd have to be careful with this one or she'd lose herself in the depths of his gaze and never be able to climb her way back out again.

      She closed her eyes partially in pleasure, and partially to protect herself. She wanted tonight, hell she needed it badly, but she couldn't let her guard slip. The last thing she needed was to let his kisses derail her plans for a better future.

      Just tonight, no more.

      Sandra let Naythan wrap her in his arms as she sat cradled in his lap, and as her lips met his again, she gave herself up to his touch, letting the rest of the world take care of itself just for a bit.

      This kiss took her breath away even more than the first one had. Maybe it was the fact that they were secluded in his dark tent instead of standing on the side of the road, but whatever it was, she the effect was potent.

      She sighed as his tongue parted her lips and she tilted her head to better fit her mouth to his. She wrapped her arms around his neck and moaned against his mouth when she felt his hands find the hooks on the back of her dress and slowly open them.

      His palms were warm on the skin of her back, and when he pressed her to him she pulled her mouth from his, offering her neck to his kisses.

      She arched her back as he licked and nipped a trail starting behind her ear, following the curve of her neck until he gently bit her collarbone before kissing the swell of her breasts as he tugged the dress down until it pooled at her waist.

      He slid his hand from her back and found the heavy globe of her bare breast, lifting it in his palm and running his thumb across her nipple, sending shivers of pleasure straight into her core. He lowered his mouth to lick the peak of her before pulling on it and sucking gently.

      She fisted his hair in her hands, arching herself, pressing her breast more fully against his kiss.

      "Oh yes, please..."

      She wasn't sure how to end the sentence, so she let it hang there in the air around them.

      It had been so long, she almost wanted to yank her skirts up and lower herself onto him right here where they sat, but the way he was teasing her made her crave his slow kiss all over every inch of her first.

      She wanted both to push him onto his back and straddle him, to use him for her physical pleasure before letting him use her, but she also wanted him to flip her around and set her on her knees, riding her hard from behind until she couldn't take it anymore.

      Her thoughts, paired with the slow sucking on her nipples, was driving her crazy with need. She gripped his hair in her fist harder, yanking some, as wanton words slipped from her lips.

      "I need you inside me, now, please."

      He answered her by biting her nipple and she moaned again with need.

      He flipped her then, rolling her to her back underneath him, but instead of yanking her panties aside, pulling himself free and filling her hard and fast, like she hoped, he raised her skirts until she was lost in a cloud of white silks. He spread her thighs, pinning them each with an elbow as he nipped at the center of her instead.

      His heated breath teasing her through her panties made her buck against him. When he started to suck on her over her panties, the thin fabric no real barrier to his wet mouth, she thought she was going to lose it.

      He slid the fabric aside then, slipping a finger into the slick proof of her need and rubbing it over her, teasing a circle or two around her clit before sliding back down along her folds and then sliding inside her.

      He fingered her, filling her and pulling out, as his mouth teased her clit, licking and sucking until she gripped his bedding in her fists under her hips.

      She rocked herself against him, powerless to do anything else. She let go of his sheets with her hand, fisting his hair again instead, guiding him as she rocked.

      He picked up his speed, following her lead, and she heard encouraging moans from him between her thighs. The rumbles of his encouragement tickled just right and she felt her thighs try to squeeze closed as her orgasm broke loose, but his elbows held her open. He licked every drop as she came in his mouth, and it wasn't until the first waves started to fade that he undid his own breeches and kneeled between her thighs.

      He teased her slit with the round head of his cock, sliding over her and her through her juices before aiming himself inside her. He filled her slowly, inch by inch, as she started to catch her breath.

      "You taste so good. I could feel you squeezing my finger as you came and I wanted nothing more than to slide myself inside you and feel you squeeze my cock the same way."

      Another moan escaped her lips at his words. She loved hearing what he wanted to do to her, and she ached to feel him fill her and move deep inside her.

      She rocked her hips as he slid home, angling herself so she could take every inch. She wrapped her legs around him, linking her ankles against his back, locking him deep for a breath before allowing him to move.

      They pulled apart and came together in a rhythm older than time, moving with and fighting against each other, driving the pleasures higher and higher.

      He started to drive deeper, stroke harder, and she met him stroke for stroke, digging her nails into his back as she told him how good he felt in heated dirty whispers against his ear.

      He was getting close and she knew it, his strokes carried more purpose, driving toward a goal.

      She rocked and wiggled her hips, circling as he drove deep. She used his strokes to rub herself against him, and she started to call out his name, coming again as they moved faster.

      "Oh yes, come for me. Squeeze me with your pleasure, that's it. I'm...oh yes!"

      She felt him swell inside her and his strokes got shallow and quick and as she fell over that cliff again herself, she took him with her. She felt his release and she reveled in the pure feminine pleasure of being the one to make him lose himself in her as she'd lost herself in him.

      As he stilled and fell over her, she wrapped her thighs tighter around his hips and her arms around his neck, keeping him buried in her, content and spent as they came down from their high together.

      Now that was exactly what I needed, she thought as she started to drift off to sleep with the weight of him still mostly draped over her, keeping her warm against the chill night air outside.
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      Naythan watched the caravan make progress from the cover of the tree line. Morning had come way too soon and he hated unwrapping himself from Sandra to relieve Mac for the day's patrol. More to the point, his wolf hated unwrapping from Sandra and sneaking out of the tent just before dawn, but his human side was glad to be away from her so he could think.

      He'd informed his Alpha about Sandra, only explaining as much as he absolutely had to, as the last thing he wanted when he was already this confused was to try to explain to his Alpha what he couldn't quite explain to his wolf, or even himself.

      He was grateful that Bane hadn't said much, or really asked any questions, only raising his eyebrow at Naythan's glossed over and evasive mention that there was a woman in his tent that was under the pack's protection until she married Allen.

      Bane, knowing exactly what Allen's persuasion was, and also making it known that he could smell Allen's fiancé's musk all over Naythan, had just grinned at him, raised said eyebrow, and said, "Allen's mate. Gotcha. No worries, she'll be taken care of."

      Naythan didn't even stick around to defend his story, he just nodded his thanks, walked away from the caravan not yet starting to stir or pull up stakes, shifted into his wolf form, and ran toward the trees to find and relieve Mac's bear.

      One good thing about pre-dawn duty was that since he helped set up camp the night before, and had patrol, he didn't have to break down camp and help the caravan get back on the road. He was grateful since stirring drunks and getting this lot moving this morning was not going to be easy.

      Once he'd relieved Mac, Naythan watched from afar as the camp woke up and got going, following behind and keeping an eye on things as the group slowly made its way.

      Naythan loved his wolf form, and he cleared his mind and stretched his wolf muscles, running in wider and wider circles as he patrolled, glad to give himself over to his animal for a while and avoid his human thoughts.

      He reveled in his wolf, testing his speed and quickness, scenting the air, and letting his wolf gloat about bedding his mate just a few hours before.

      See, I told you she was perfect. She likes us too, did you scent how wet she was for us last night? You aren't really still thinking of letting our mate marry another, are you? Not after we tasted her and took her and slept beside her.

      He didn't respond to his wolf, which seemed to be an answer in itself.

      How? How can you possibly let her go? What is wrong with you? His wolf roared the words as he ran, digging deeper and running harder out of pure frustration and anger.

      That's exactly what I'm afraid to find out, he answered back quietly.

      You are not your father! His wolf growled.

      

      

      Later on as the afternoon got colder and the first snow of the season started to fall in fat, wet, heavy flakes, the scent of fear on the wind got Naythan's attention. He raised his muzzle into the air and followed the trail. As he got closer he could hear a woman's screams and a man's voice rumble, "Scream all you want, bitch, no one can hear you out here. The caravan has moved out of range, making so much noise of its own that no one even knows you're gone."

      Another male voice added his own words, "All we want is your money. Had it over and we'll let you go to chase after the crowd."

      "Speak for yourself, Lance. Just because you're too old to get it up doesn't mean the rest of us don't want a few minutes of her time."

      The one who spoke last was holding the woman from behind. He had one arm wrapped around her waist while the other hand was trying to undo the ties of her pants to shove his hand down inside them.

      Her eyes were wild and she was alternating between screaming loudly and begging for them to leave her alone while they ignored her or laughed at her efforts.

      Naythan saw red and started to growl.

      The men's attentions were still on their prey, it was the woman who saw him first.

      Her eyes widened even more as she stared at his wolf. He approached slowly, growling louder and more threateningly as he got closer.

      The man holding her saw him before the others did and grunted, "It's a wolf, and a big one. My guess is he's a werewolf. Somebody kill it, my hands are full."

      The other two turned on Naythan, one holding a knife out in front of him, the other pulling back on a bow, already pointing an arrow at his heart.

      Naythan lunged at the bow first, aiming for the man before he could release the string. Since the man's arms were raised to shoot, Naythan stayed low, protecting his heart and sliding into the man's personal space. He bit hard, sinking his teeth into the man's tender abdomen and then tearing, yanking his head hard to rip as much as he could.

      He felt the other man bury his knife into his hindquarters, and almost yelped but he didn't dare let go of the man with the bow. Not while he was still moving anyway.

      Naythan tasted blood but above that he smelled the rich, metallic brine that told him he'd succeeded in spilling the man's intestines. He felt the rush of warm gut-blood and knew that the man was dead, or would be in seconds.

      Only then did he turn to the other man, now weaponless, as his knife was still deep in Naythan's furr and muscle.

      He bared his now bloody teeth at the man and watched as he lost a few shades of color. He didn't run though, instead shouted to his friend, still holding the woman.

      "Toss me something!"

      Naythan turned his head and growled at that man, daring him to even reach for a weapon to throw.

      The man holding the woman shook his head no as he stared at Naythan.

      "Sorry man, you're on your own!"

      He let go of the woman then, shoving her hard toward Naythan and running even harder the other way.

      Naythan was tempted to run after him, as fleeing prey was so much more fun to catch than standing prey, but then he saw what the running man hadn't yet- Mac.

      Mac's bear was ambling this way, no longer in any real hurry since the man was running straight at him in a panic.

      Naythan's gaze swung to the woman instead. She was as still as a spooked rabbit, staring back at Naythan from where she'd fallen.

      He turned back to the knifeless third man and lunged.

      

      

      After they'd seen the woman back to her family, and once Naythan had been relieved of duty, he and Mac walked and talked as the caravan slowed down, looking for a place to stop for the night. They were another full day's travels away from the castle where they were aiming to spend the Christmas holidays, so it would be another night in the tents, and Naythan's mind was on Sandra, wondering if she would come to his tent again tonight or stay in her own.

      Naythan was glad they were slowing, he knew his wolf blood would heal his body quickly. There would be no sign of his wound by morning, but he was getting tired of hiding the slight limp as he walked. He'd already gotten enough grief about getting stabbed in his ass to last him a lifetime. He was still a bit tender, so a slow walk was better than sitting, but if Mac made one more crack about the placement of his wound he was going to find himself with a matching one.

      "So, about this 'I'm not good enough to take on a mate' bullshit..." Mac started.

      Naythan changed his mind.

      "Can we go back to talking about my ass instead?"

      "When I went to that stream this afternoon to chase salmon for lunch and saw you out there taking care of things, I watched you. You didn't need my help, but when one of those assholes came right at me I wasn't going to throw him back to you. He became all mine, but you had things under control. You saved that lady. I know it's part of your job, but you would have done that even if it wasn't.

      I've know you many years Naythan, since your pack adopted me as a small cub, and I can honestly tell you that not once have I ever thought 'that Naythan's just like his dad.' Not ever. I knew your dad, remember? He died about five years or so after you all took me in."

      "He didn't 'die.' He was killed. He was killed after being caught by his lover's mate, in another wolf's den, when he was supposed to be with my mother."

      "I know. I was trying to be delicate about it."

      "There's no need. I know what he was. Everyone knew what he was, except his own mate."

      "I heard something else about the night that your dad was killed."

      "What?" Naythan asked, on edge.

      "I heard your old man was sporting a hell of a shiner that night, before that guy laid a hand on him."

      Naythan laughed in spite of his thoughts, "I got lucky. I was just a kid myself, he ducked wrong trying to evade me while I nearly missed, two mistakes resulting in a lucky punch."

      "You stuck up for your mother. You dove in there today. Those are just two examples out of many years of examples that I could list. You're a good wolf, Naythan. And you're a good man. Lots of guys like to play the field until their mate comes along, just because you enjoy the ladies does not mean that you would ever mistreat a mate. You're loyal. You were loyal to your mother and you're loyal to your pack. You don't get to be second in command to the Alpha with loyalty issues.

      Now, you can do whatever you want, obviously, but the smart move is to trust your wolf. Whether you intended to stay single forever or not, your wolf has other ideas, and far be it for me to say but I'm thinking your wolf has made the smarter decision here.

      I'll admit it, I'm jealous as hell. I'd love for my bear to scent my mate, I can't imagine anything better than curling up to the one who's right for me every night, having someone to go home to, someone to raise a whole den full of cubs with, someone to live and fight and die for. It seems like it would give more of a purpose to my life than just the pack, but I get that it may just be me. Us bears, as far as I know, are more homey than you wolves. I need a sexy, curvy goddess to keep me from getting grumpy all winter. I may be half human, but the pull to hibernate all winter with a soft, warm, willing woman is still there.

      I'll just come out and say it, you're crazy to even think about letting your fated mate get away, let alone helping tie her to someone else. But if crazy is how you roll, so be it. Don't settle down if you don't want to, that's between you and your wolf. But don't avoid a perfectly good chance at happiness because you don't think you're good enough, or cause you think you'll turn out like your father. Your father never stopped to think for a minute about how his ways affected his mate, the fact that you haven't even claimed yours yet and you're worried about her happiness just proves you are nothing like him."

      As Mac talked Naythan spotted Sandra. He saw that she'd gotten new clothes from one of the wagons that sold such things. He'd left her a set of his clothes to wear when he slipped out of the tent this morning, so she didn't have to put her wedding dress back on, but he'd known when he laid them out for her that they were way too big, so he'd left some coins on top of the pile so she could pick out whatever she wanted for herself once she woke. She'd chosen well, he noticed, as his eyes followed every curve the simple tunic and pants clung to.

      His wolf had been seconding every word Mac spoke, and was urging Naythan to go to her and tell her that he wanted her for his own, and as Naythan watched her smile as she visited and talked with people, already making friends, and preparing to help make camp, he had to admit that the thought of taking a mate was no longer as scary as it had been just the day before.

      The day before he hadn't scented her yet, or kissed her, or felt her naked skin under his as they filled his tent with the scent of their joining. Before yesterday he hadn't slept with her against him through the night. Before yesterday she hadn't existed for him at all, but now- after all of those things- everything had changed. He had changed.

      Before Sandra he didn't sleep beside his conquests, he left them as soon as was polite, sometimes even sooner. Before Sandra the scent of a woman aroused his libido, but she was the first to arouse his wolf. Before Sandra, once he had gotten his prey into his bed, he didn't feel the need to do so again unless he was just bored or lonely, but now getting her back into his tent was all he could think about. His wolf howled his agreement and he made his excuses to Mac, leaving his friend in pursuit of his mate.

      Before there was no Sandra, and now Sandra was everything.
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      Sandra ducked around the parked wagons to find Bane and ask what she could do to help set up camp before she was supposed to meet with Allen again for dinner. They had already spent a large part of the day traveling together as Naythan patrolled. She'd met Bane, shopped for a few basic sets of clothing, and rode for a long while with Allen, discussing what would be expected of each of them once they went through with the wedding.

      He'd said that after Christmas she would go home with him to meet his parents and see their lands, but he would send a message ahead as soon as they reached the castle late the next day so his parents would have the holidays to start preparing for the wedding.

      She'd tried to focus on all of the things he had told her, but she found that her mind kept returning to Naythan.

      She'd slept in longer than she had in ages, warm and cozy in his bed, but eventually the sounds of the waking caravan had stirred her. She laid there for a few more minutes, still in shock at the turn of events of the day before.

      Yesterday when she woke she had been engaged to one man, and this morning, just twenty-four hours later, after climbing out a church window and making a break for it, she was engaged to a different man, and had spent what was supposed to have been her honeymoon in a tent, having amazing, toe-curling sex with a third, completely different man.

      Funny how life turns out, she thought as she stretched sore body parts still under warm blankets and furs as the winter wind danced against the tent she was snug and content inside of.

      She remembered thinking that she wished her soon-to-be new husband's home wasn't so far away from here, as she'd love to be able to visit Naythan on occasion. Although, from what she'd learned about him already, he might not be interested in that kind of arrangement even if they were to live close by, since he seemed to detangle himself quickly from any woman he did happen to find himself tangled with.

      Such a shame that he wasn't the marrying kind. I could get used to seeing his face over breakfast every morning, and tucked between my thighs every night.

      She giggled at her own naughty thoughts. If only he was willing... and rich. But that would have been way too perfect, she sighed.

      And then she sat up and looked around. Her gaze fell first to the mound of clothes that seemed to be set out for her, and then her eyes focused on what was glowing dully on top of that mound.

      No! He didn't! Did he? What the hell? No one leaves cash basically on the bed side table after a night like last night unless...

      That asshole! He paid me for sex like I was some whore!

      She stood up quickly then, yanking her wedding dress back on in a rage and leaving the cash and the clothes behind.

      She still burned with the rage and embarrassment of it hours later as she looked for Bane, hoping she could help him set up and be gone before Naythan got back.  Bane had told her this morning that her un-slept in tent was hers for the duration of the journey, if she wanted it. She did still want it, since she didn't quite have the nerve yet to ask Allen if he could put her up as his fiancé, but she knew she just needed it for one more night.

      They'd be at the castle the next night, although she wasn't quite sure where she'd be sleeping there either. She resolved to address that with Allen at dinner here in a few minutes, if she could just find Bane and see where he wanted her to set up- away from Naythan's tent this time. Far away!

      She heard a muffled footstep behind her in the thickening snow and turned, grateful that Bane must have come looking for her as well.

      It was Naythan though that she found herself facing in the small space between two wagons.

      Damn, but he looks so sexy!

      She found herself thrown by his sudden appearance, forgetting for a minute that she was pissed at him.

      He looked like he was on a mission, his eyes all focused and direct, and his mouth set in a line.

      "I'd like to talk to you," he started speaking as he walked closer.

      "I have a few things I'd like to say to you, too!"

      He came closer, only stopping when they were practically toe to toe.

      She started to give him what for, but the angry words were tripping over themselves in her brain, all vying to be the first ones out of her mouth. She fisted her hands at her sides, stepping toward him, unsure if she was going to yell at him or punch him, but he must have mistook her attack for something else cause he stepped to her as she advanced on him, and before she could kill him he was kissing her hard.

      He'd taken her own momentum and used it against her, meeting her mid-stride, slipping his hands between her arms and her waist, wrapping around her and pressing their bodies together as he spun her.

      He turned her and lifted at the same time, one arm around her waist and the other sliding under her ass to both hold her weight and cop a feel as he backed her up until she felt her back hit the sides of one of the wagons.

      Her legs came around his hips out of instinct, holding on and squeezing him close. She locked her ankles together behind him without thinking. The seeking, sensuous kisses of the night before were nowhere to be found, instead he kissed her with a hunger she couldn't help but respond to.

      Their mouths and tongues did battle as she gripped him between her thighs and hugged his neck. The wagon was hard against her back and he was hard against her front.

      If she'd been wearing a dress she had the feeling he'd already be buried inside her, taking her hard. Like he had a right to. Like he owned her.

      She turned her head, pulling her mouth from his and yanking his face further from hers by pulling his hair.

      "No! Stop it! You don't get to just... I left your money where it sat. I'm assuming Bane has it, he took down your tent this morning."

      "What are you talking about?"

      His eyes were glazed with need and even over her anger she was tempted to rock her hips and rub herself against his hardness as he held her so tight against him. She pulled her fury back around her as a defense, remembering how it felt to wake up in his bed, cash off to the side after the night they'd shared.

      "I'm not your whore!"

      "I know that. I never thought you were. I was coming to find you to tell you that..."

      "I saw the money you left by the bed. Payment for services rendered?"

      "No! That's not was that was at all. That was so you could get some clothes while I was gone on patrol."

      "Well, that's not what it felt like."

      "We had an agreement. You helped me lose Candace, I helped you find a husband, quickly. That was just me helping."

      "You've already found me a husband and like I said, I left your coins in your tent."

      "Then how did you get the clothes you're wearing?"

      "Allen bought them."

      "Wait a second, you're ok accepting money from the man you're literally letting buy you long term, but you have an issue accepting money innocently given by me, cause you thought I bought you for one night? What's the difference? Isn't that exactly what this marriage of yours will be? Payment for services? Seriously, what's the difference? Other than that with me that would make you a whore but with him that just makes you a wife?"

      He was still holding her between him and the wagon, only now the passion between them had turned.

      "That's totally different."

      "How, exactly?"

      "I... I gotta go. Put me down, I'm supposed to be meeting Allen."

      "Wait. I'm sorry, this isn't how this was supposed to go. Remember when Mac told you that as shifters our animal scents our mate? I was coming to tell you that I scented you. I fought it, but I knew you were mine since before I kissed you to get rid of Candace. I know I'm not saying this right, and I know it's fast, but you were looking to marry fast already- you even asked if I was available. I'm not rich, but I would take care of you. You wouldn't want for anything..."

      "So your wolf deciding my fate is normal, but me deciding my fate is selling myself as a whore? I said put me down!"

      He released her and she slid down his length to land in the snow at his feet.

      "Is everything all right here?"

      It was Allen. He must have come looking back here for her when she wasn't already waiting for him to take her to dinner.

      She started to make apologies, as she couldn't imagine a more embarrassing way to be found by her fiancé barely twenty-four house after she became one.

      "No need to explain," he stopped her. "All three of us know our agreement is a formality. I don't expect you to... not meet between two wagons... when you want to. It's just that I couldn't quite tell if you wanted to be there or not."

      "It's fine. We were just... I was leaving anyway, to join you."

      Allen nodded, and offered her his arm.

      Sandra was relieved when they started to walk away, but Allen turned back.

      "Thank you," he said to Naythan as Naythan stood there, stiff and angry. "Thank you for introducing us. If you two are, well... how about we invite you to the wedding? I mean, this is awkward, but we all know the circumstances here. I'd have to make the marriage legal, consummating it at least once, but there's no reason why she shouldn't be able to have an enjoyable honeymoon, if you wanted to attend."

      Sandra stood arm in arm with Allen, growing a brighter and brighter red by the second, as her fiancé was very politely offering Naythan a chance to make her honeymoon with Allen more enjoyable.

      Damn, this is all kinds of fucked up.

      Naythan seemed to take it in stride though, which only embarrassed her and pissed her off even further when he said, "If I ever attend her wedding, sir, it will be as the groom."

      Allen seemed taken aback for a moment, narrowing his eyes at Naythan as the implied threat was boiling just below the surface. After a tense heartbeat or two, the clouds on Allen's face parted, and he laughed deeply, like he had just gotten the punchline of a joke that had almost sailed past him.

      "That would be the day! The day you tie yourself down would be the day every skirt in five kingdoms mourns the loss of a rake. Good one! Would you care to join us for dinner?"

      Naythan just shook his head no, saying, "Enjoy her while you eat. I know I did."

      Sandra felt even more heat rise up from her neck to her hairline and for once she found that she was at a loss for words. As Allen turned and led her off to the food tents, Sandra couldn't help but lift the arm that wasn't entwined in the crook of Allen's elbow, and as the pair walked away, she flipped Naythan the bird.

      "I saw that," Allen teased her as they headed to eat.

      "Saw what?"

      "There is only one reason a woman embraces a man one minute and flips him off the next. Only love makes you that crazy."

      "You're the one who's crazy. I can't love him, I met him yesterday."

      "You've known him longer than you've known me, and we're engaged."

      She started to answer that, but couldn't, so she closed her mouth.

      "If you've changed your mind and want to call this wedding off, I'd understand. No one even knows about us, not anyone who'd care anyway."

      "No. Why would I call it off? I actually like you. This could totally work."

      "It could work. It could work very well for the both of us. And I like you already as well, but to be honest?"

      Sandra nodded, stepping closer to his side as they walked, using his body heat to help ward off the cold and the snow.

      "I'd call this off in a heartbeat, if Colton would have me."

      "Who is Colton? Oh, is he the one you left me last night to see?"

      "To see? Sure, we can call it that. And damn, we saw each other good. Three times, a new record for us."

      Sandra couldn't help but to giggle.

      "You love him! I'm assuming, of course. Since our wedding wouldn't keep you from him, but you said 'if he'd have me.' So, he enjoys having you, it's the love part he has an issue with?"

      "No, he loves me, too. But we can't marry. If either one of us actually controlled our family's estates, and we could afford to tell the world to fuck off, we would. I'm the weaker of the two of us, or the stronger, depending on how you see it. I'd be willing to walk away from everything for him. I don't need to be rich, I'd be happy living off the streets if he'd live there with me. Ok, maybe that's pushing it. I have grown up accustomed to a certain lifestyle, but that aside? Oh yeah, if he and I could live as two bachelors together somewhere during the day,  a couple behind closed doors at night, working for a living to support ourselves, God forbid, I'd walk away from my family's fortune in a second."

      "But he won't then?"

      "No, he won't. He wants to say he could. I can see it in his eyes, but we both know he'd be miserable. So we play the game. We get together every chance we have, but if he said the word? I'd follow him anywhere, even into poverty."

      "I'm sorry."

      "What? Why? It's not your fault. Actually, you're helping a lot. With you and I married, we can continue on however we want, fortunes safe and sound. The history books will link your name and mine forever, and no one will ever know we seek others to fill our real needs. Which brings me back to you," he said as they sat down to eat at the same food tent they had the night before.

      "What about me?"

      "Naythan. I lightened the mood somewhat back there, purposely misunderstanding what he said about him being your groom if he attended your wedding. I didn't want to put you in a spot. But he was serious, wasn't he? And that crack about him enjoying having you for dinner? I take it you two... saw each other... a few times last night, as well?"

      "Until I woke up alone, with payment beside the bed. That's what we were fighting about."

      "That doesn't sound like Naythan. Well, making sure you have everything you need before he goes does, but what you're implying? That's not like him at all. Hell, most of the women that hang around him would probably pay him instead, just for some relief from their own husbands. Or boredom."

      "Like Candace?"

      "Ah, you've met Candace? She may be the latest, but she isn't important to him. I get the feeling you are, though. His kind- they play hard, but when it hits them, they fall even harder."

      "Now you sound just like him. 'Our animals decide our mates.' Like that's normal?"

      "For shifters, it is. Did he actually say that? That his wolf scented you?"

      "I think so. I mean, we were arguing over the whole whore thing, but yeah. At least I think that's what he was trying to say."

      "Sandra, will you be honest with me about something?"

      "Of course. I'm thinking our relationship is past any point of keeping secrets from each other."

      "What exactly are you looking for? In a husband, I mean. Drilled down to the most honest and basic single sentence you can utter."

      "One sentence?"

      "The very core, yes."

      "I guess it comes down to- I want to be taken care of. That's it. My mother as well. I don't want her to have to scramble, or go hungry. She and dad loved each other a lot, but with dad gone, we have nothing. I want to tell her that she doesn't have to ration her food, that she has a place to live forever. Ideally I wish she could stay where she is, where she loved dad, but as long as she doesn't go hungry, and can sleep warm, with a roof over her head, it doesn't matter if it's her roof or my husband's as long as it's sturdy."

      "And you think marrying rich is the only way to get there?"

      "Can you think of any others?"

      "One more question. Putting money aside- me or Naythan?"

      "What?"

      "If you weren't blinded by your panicked but noble and good hearted need to take care of your mother, or if Naythan had the same wealth that I do, would you chose him or me? Be honest now, you won't hurt my feelings. I've already told you I'd chose Colton over you if all things were fair. Knowing nothing more than what you already know of my charming personality," he said with a wink. "And Naythan's... whatever you've come to know of Naythan so far, on gut instinct alone, our fortunes exactly the same."

      Sandra thought about it, determined to answer him as honestly as she could.

      "I don't really know him."

      "Or me, for that matter, but here we are. Move your brain aside, listen to your inner peace. Imagine walking down the aisle, music playing, the whole bit. You reach the end, I'm waiting off to one side, Naythan's off to your other. Who do you turn to? Who do you reach for? Who tugs at your soul?"

      "Naythan. Did you know that I asked him twice, within seconds of meeting him, if he was looking for a wife?"

      Allen laughed, "And instead he brought you to me? You must have scared him shitless."

      "I don't think Naythan scares that easy. He did lose some color though, now that you mention it."

      "Oh you scared him, alright. He ran as panicked as you did. I can just imagine how it went, too. He's trying to lose one woman who'd gotten too attached, he literally runs into you, scenting his true mate in you, out of nowhere, in a wedding dress no less, asking him if he was looking for a wife. He panicked, feeding off your panic, and pushed you at me. Only then he spent some time with you, under the guise of his normal one night stand, and I'm sure his wolf is not helping matters to say the least."

      "What are you saying?"

      "I'm saying that as much as I'd like to marry you, and I will if it's truly what you want, I think you belong with Naythan, not me. From everything I've heard about shifters, when their animal choses a mate, and the claiming takes place, that union is very strong. Something almost magical happens with shifter-kind, and if the human feels the same, they usually live happily ever after, forgive the turn of phrase."

      "I'm not sure. My heart- my gut, as you say, agrees with you, but my mind says it is silly to choose love. I should choose security instead."

      "Security is an illusion. Nothing in life is guaranteed, but at least when you choose love you enjoy the ride a whole lot more. I guess you just need to decide what security means to you. Is it someone who will throw money at your problems? Which I'd gladly do for you, don't get me wrong. Or is it someone who may not be able to always buy you a fix, but who will always stand by your side and pitch in to work with you and help you fix it? Lots of people will be willing to ride with you in the ivory coach my family's money will provide, so to speak, but Naythan is the type who'd walk with you in the dirt when that coach breaks an axle. Actually, knowing him and his pack, they'd carry you the rest of the way."

      As they started to eat it got quiet between them, as Sandra let everything he'd said roll around in her mind.

      "I owe him an apology, don't I? Whatever I decide, at the very least I need to tell him that I misunderstood about the money."

      "Mmmm, make up sex. I'm jealous."

      She laughed, "I doubt that. Hell, I flipped him off when I left."

      "Passion is sexy. And his animal side already wants you. Maybe he'll even have you again for dinner tonight. You know what they say about those big, bad wolves."

      "No, I don't. What do they say?"

      "That they'll huff, and they'll puff, and they'll blow your..."

      He couldn't even finish the words, they were both laughing too hard.

      "How much do you want to bet your apology ends in hot, sweaty make-up sex? Maybe I'll pick a fight with Colton tonight myself," he said with a grin as they finished their meal.
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      Naythan looked up at Candace as she straddled his hips. More accurately, he squinted up at her, trying to decide if she was real or if she was a product of his drunken delusions. He finally decided that he must be dreaming her, because he knew that even as shit-faced as he was, there was no way in hell he'd invite her into his tent.

      She sure feels real, he thought as she shifted her hips, grinding herself against his erection, which was thankfully separated from her with a few layers of blankets between his naked cock and her spread thighs.

      She rocked against him again, reaching to pull off her top as she spoke.

      "Oh good, you're awake. I thought I was going to have to slap you or something to get you to stop moaning her name when I slid down on top of you. I still don't know what you saw in her, but I'm assuming you've gotten her out of your system and we can get back to business. I've missed you in my bed."

      "What the fuck, Candace? How did you even get in here?"

      "It's a tent. I knocked first, but when your only answer was a snore, I let myself in. I figured there were better ways of waking you than knocking louder. I was hoping you hadn't had so much to drink that you wouldn't be able to get it up, but obviously that isn't the case. You've never failed to rise to the occasion before, I don't know why I even doubted you, to be honest."

      "You have five seconds to get off of me and out of my tent before I kill you."

      "Now is that any way to be? You're obviously grumpy and frustrated. Here, let me take care of that for you."

      She started to slide down his legs, leaning over him as she backed up, obviously intending to take care of his frustrations with her mouth. Her breasts swung freely above his face as he growled up at her.

      "Four seconds, Candace, or I swear you will leave this tent airborne and half naked."

      "Damn it, Naythan! What does she have that I don't have? Whatever it is, I'll get some, too."

      "Desperation does not become you. Three seconds."

      Not daring to trust her to get up before he lost it and made good on his threats, he sat up under her, pushing her off of him.

      She quickly tried to put her shirt back on as she was dumped on the floor of his tent.

      He stood up, his blankets falling to his feet as he stood naked and at attention in the middle of his tent. He took the few steps needed to reach the door and he stepped outside and held the flap open for her, waiting just outside of his own tent, naked as the day he was born, as she adjusted herself and stood.

      "Don't you ever let yourself into my tent again, or next time I'll make good on my promise. I do not belong to you, you are not my mate," he told her as she marched past him and into the snowy air outside, a far cry from the warmth inside the tent.

      He started to step back inside and close the flap behind him, but she grabbed his arm, his words just now registering.

      "I am not your mate? You don't belong to me? That doesn't sound like you at all, that sounds like the words of a mated shifter. Have you claimed her? I thought she was marrying Allen and you were free, as always."

      "That is none of your business."

      "Ah, that's a no. But you want to claim her, don't you? Which means that your wolf scented her. She's not here, so I'm guessing she told you no. No wonder you're shit-faced. That means a lifetime of pain for you, doesn't it? If the one your wolf chooses rejects you.

      Everyone has heard about her already, a story like hers flies through a crowd like this. The rumor is that she showed up in a wedding dress, practically begging for someone to marry her. Anyone would do. And yet she rejects you for Allen. Obviously she cares a lot more about money than she'd ever care about you.

      How does it feel to know that you're not good enough to marry? It's a bitter pill, isn't it? At least I could console myself knowing that it was your wolf who didn't want me, that I didn't have the right smell or something, but I made do knowing the man wanted me just fine. But even before she got here you were avoiding me.

      The irony of it all is beautiful, isn't it? The one who swore he'd never commit, being rejected by a woman who arrived ready to marry anyone who'd take her."

      "It is true that I always said I'd never settle down. I kept saying the words, but even I didn't know how right they were. I thought settling down meant just that- settling. I didn't ever want to settle. I didn't want to tie myself to one woman forever, to one woman's bed forever.

      Everyone told me that I would change my mind when the right one came along, but I thought they were full of shit. I thought that was what they told themselves when they slid in beside the same woman night, after night, after night.

      But they were right.

      When my wolf said she was the right one, I told him where he could stick that idea. I even went so far as to do everything I could to make sure she wasn't free to marry me, but then I spent just a little bit of time with her.

      And now I understand that to spend a lifetime with her, to claim her and call her my mate, isn't settling down, it's reaching up. I don't deserve her. She is so far out of my league that she's the one who would be settling down. She is giving her life, her chance at love, away for one reason and one reason only- to make sure her family is taken care of.

      She is doing what she feels needs to be done to support her widowed mother, regardless of she would chose for herself.

      She's kind, she's beautiful, she's giving, and she's a spitfire if she thinks you did her wrong. She's sacrificing herself and her happiness for her mother, and I'm willing to do the same.

      Yes, my wolf will mourn her if I never claim her, but I'm also willing to put her needs and wants above the needs and wants of my wolf. If providing for her, protecting her, and loving her means letting her go, then so be it. But you are the last woman who should think she could fill her spot.

      She's been here less than two days and she's already proven to be more woman than you are, so if you don't mind I'm calling this conversation closed. I'm naked, it's freezing out here, and I'd like to return to my bed, alone this time, please."

      And with that, he spun on his heel and turned back to his tent, coming to a dead stop when he saw Sandra standing beside the tent.

      "How long have you been there?"

      "Since about the time you said,'What the fuck, Candace? How did you even get in here?'"

      "I see. Just passing through and stayed to see the show?"

      "Seeing her leave the tent airborne and half naked would have been worth the price of admission, but no, I was coming to see you, actually. To apologize for before. I'll apologize now, if you'll listen. Of course, if you wanted to take this inside... Although, the cold doesn't seem to be bothering you."

      He followed her eyes and looked down at himself. He was naked, his erection still standing at attention as half the caravan watched them with interest.

      "A perk of my wolf's blood," he said, grinning. He waved at the gathered crowd and turned to hold the tent flap open so she could precede him. "They have seen stranger things, but inside works. Come on in."

      She started to enter the tent, but stopped in front of him, tilting her head and asking quietly, "Is it true that your wolf will suffer if I reject you?"

      "Is it true that you came to apologize?"

      "Right. First things first then."

      He watched her from behind as she entered his tent. The last time she'd come inside they celebrated her engagement by exploring their lust for each other. He was curious to see what this time would bring.

      Mac appeared silently beside him, grinning.

      "I'll be right in, give me just a minute please."

      She nodded from inside and he let the flap fall.

      "Interesting evening you're having."

      "I'll say. And it looks like it isn't over yet. What's up?"

      Mac spoke to Naythan, oblivious to his nakedness or his erection. As pack mates, they had seen each other like this since they were cubs.

      "Before you disappeared inside I just wanted to say 'I told you so.'"

      "About what?"

      "Your biggest fear was that you'd turn out like your father, I assume that fear has been laid to rest?"

      "I have a female inside my tent, who says she was wrong about something and wants to apologize. Do you know how rare that is? Stop talking in riddles before she changes her mind and leaves."

      Mac laughed good-naturedly and said, "You were afraid you'd mistreat any mate your wolf claimed, cheating being at the forefront. And yet you were just offered a chance to do so. From what I saw, you didn't even have to think about it. Even though you haven't claimed her, even though yours is promised to another, you defended her. You defended her honor, in public, when very few here would have blamed you if you hadn't. Tell me that your father would have done the same. Tell me you still think you are anything like him. Tell me that you still think you aren't good enough to honor and accept your wolf's choice. You're a good man, Naythan. The only one who has ever questioned that is you, which ironically is another marker of being a good man."

      Naythan stared into the eyes of his good friend and pack-mate and felt all the doubts that had ever plagued him about being like his father fall away. He felt lighter, and he took a deep breath of cleansing, icy air before he shook Mac's outstretched hand.

      "Normally I'd give you a big ole bear hug, but tonight I think I'll pass. Now get in there before your Christmas miracle decides you've kept her waiting too long."

      "I hope that when you scent your mate, Mac, that it goes smoother than mine has."

      "Me too, mate. Me, too."

      Naythan said goodbye to Mac, and ducked into his tent feeling nervous.

      "Allen said I'd be crazy to walk away from you," she started.

      "I've always liked that man. He has a good head on his shoulders. Did you tell him that crazy is the least of your problems? I could make him a list to let him know what he's signing up for already. You're impulsive, to start. Easily offended and quick to jump to conclusions as well. You do have a quick wit, though. And an even quicker finger."

      She smiled at him, mildly embarrassed.

      "No, I was trying to hide all that until after the ink was dry. I did tell him that if I was one to listen to my heart that I'd have to agree with him."

      "You did?"

      "Yeah. You left painfully honest and direct off of that list you've got going."

      "You are that, for sure. So far you're also really bad at apologies."

      "I misunderstood your intentions when I woke up alone and saw money beside the bed. I can't say that I'm sorry that my mind went there, after all I don't really know you. But I should have asked you about it before I damned you. I should have at least given you a chance to explain before I rushed at you like that."

      "I liked that part though. That was sexy."

      "Allen also said that this mate scenting thing is a really big deal. Will it really mean a lifetime of pain for you if the mate you scent rejects you?"

      He watched as she took a breath before she added, "If... I... reject you?"

      "It seems that Allen has been saying a lot of things. You do what's best for you, Sandra. I mean that."

      "What if you are what's best for me? I didn't expect you, Naythan. I had a plan, and I was all set to follow it. I was fine with marrying for money. It was a business decision, he got a wife and made his kingdom happy, and in return I got to take care of my mother. And then I had to run into you, and complicate things with feelings. It's not fair."

      "But you aren't one to listen to your heart anyway, right?"

      "What you said before, about being willing to suffer without your fated mate so that she, so that I, could be happy. You said you'd easily sacrifice your happiness for mine, and if providing for me meant that you had to let go of me, that you would."

      "And I meant it."

      "That's all I was trying to do, too. If it was just about pleasing myself, I would never have come looking..."

      "I know."

      "But then I also never would have found you. Here's where I'm torn. I don't have an inner animal that tells me who will be my best mate. What if yours is wrong? What if I choose with my heart and I let my lust break the tie between my head and my heart, and then we're miserable together?"

      "So two thirds of you wants me?"

      "More like 90% of me want you. Pretty much everything from here down wants you."

      She held her hand up to her eyebrows as she spoke.

      "That is a lot of you that wants me. That really looks more like 95%, to be honest. And I know that both myself and my wolf want you. So that's about two and nine tenths of three people that say we should give this thing a shot. I like those odds. I'd take a chance on those odds. Hell, even Allen said you'd be crazy not to pick me, so that's three and nine tenths out of four who are leaning my way."

      She smiled, "Why was it so easy to get engaged to a total stranger, not knowing anything about the life I was choosing to take on, but it's so hard to give into my heart when all it wants is you?"

      "That's easy, there was no risk for your heart when you were choosing Allen. If you never give your heart to someone, there's no chance it will get broken, no chance of getting hurt. With him you were offering everything but your heart. Or your body, even. You really weren't risking anything important, but with me you know I want those, too. I want all of you. It's a much bigger jump."

      "I don't want you to suffer. I want to trust your wolf, I want to trust my gut, but I'm scared."

      "What's the worst that could happen? We spend the next part of forever having amazing sex, getting to know each other more over the years. We learn to trust each other and ourselves more and more while we travel, and while we live at the den. And fifty years from now, if you decide you made the wrong choice, I'll take you back and drop you off at Allen's gate, no questions asked."

      "You make it sound so simple."

      "It is simple. Here, let me show you how simple this can be."

      Naythan cupped her face with his hands and leaned in for a kiss. When her lips opened under his, and she met his tongue with her own a joy he'd never felt before raced through him. This is where she belonged, and he knew it. He knew he'd make her see it as well, she only needed the slightest bit of a push whether she had an inner animal of her own to tell her so or not.

      "So, if I agree to all this fated mate madness of yours," she whispered as his kisses left her lips and trailed down over the soft skin of her neck. "Where is my mother supposed to sleep? Does she get her own tent or will she have to share a bed with me?"

      "The only one sharing your bed from here on out will be me."

      "Her own tent it is, then. And when we get to this pack den thing you live in, does she get her own cave? Knowing her she'd happily adapt to living in a wolf den if it means that I chose love just like she did. Just like she wanted me to."

      He slid his hands under the hem of her shirt and tugged it up and over her head.

      "You think I live in a cave? We call it a den, yes, but...How rugged do you think we live? How poor do you think we are?"

      "I don't know anything about shifters, bear or wolf. I have no idea what I'm getting myself into here. And while we're on the subject, what all is involved in this claiming thing? How bad does it hurt? I hear it leaves a scar."

      Naythan stopped kissing his way down her beautiful body and looked at her in shock.

      "Let me get this straight. You're willing to give this a shot, walking away from Allen to take a chance on trusting your heart. You're thinking that my claiming you will hurt, and that we live in caves. And you're still here? I'd pick Allen over what you're describing in a heartbeat. Why are you not running for the hills? Why are you picking me over Allen, exactly?"

      "Because of the way you make me feel when you kiss me. Because my heart and my body say that my future lies with you. Because my gut says this is right, and because I finally understand what people mean when they say things like, 'I'd rather live in a cave-den with you, than live in a castle without you.'"

      "No one really says that, you just made that up."

      "Allen said it, about Colton. He said he'd gladly walk away from everything he had and live on the streets working for a living if he and Colton were allowed to really be together. That's the kind of love my parent's had. She told me it was worth waiting for, but I thought she was crazy. Who knew moms were so smart? I thought I wanted security, but it turns out that all I really want is a chance at what she and dad had. I want you."

      He stared at her, seeing her in a whole new light. He knew she was giving up a lot to be with him, but he hadn't realized until right then how much she thought she was giving up to be with him.

      "First of all I just want to say that that was hands down the hottest thing anyone has ever said to me. I know, that's weird to say, but I mean it. Nothing else you could have said would have made me want you more than I want you right now.

      But Sandra, I think there has been a huge misunderstanding.

      My pack and I, we work for the king. We provide security, in a nut shell. We patrol his lands, we take care of problems, and we go on trips like these, to keep the peace."

      "Ok. I knew you guys worked doing something like that. What is the misunderstanding?"

      "We are the king's men, we have the best rooms at the castle when we are there, and our den is, well, you'll just have to see it for yourself. I can't wait to see your face when you do, because it is definitely not in an underground cave.

      . And your mother can live wherever she damn well pleases, with us, at the castle, or she can stay where she is, if she'd rather. I'm second-in-command in the king's guard, the only one higher than me is Bane. Trust me, she will want for nothing, and neither will you."

      "Wait, you said you weren't rich."

      "I'm not. The pack is though. I mean we aren't 'I own a continent' rich, like Allen's family, but we have plenty. We take care of each other, as it should be in a pack. What's ours is yours, we're a family. We rejoice when one of us scents our mates. We sometimes we make fun, but it's usually because we're jealous, or because we show our love for each other by harassing each other.

      Jeeze, I can't believe you thought... Actually, now that I know what you thought, I can't believe you were willing to choose me over Allen. I mean true love will smooth over a lot of ills, as does great sex, but I'm not sure I wouldn't marry Allen to avoid the life you were thinking."

      "Oh! So, this claiming thing, then. Am I wrong about that as well? Does it not hurt? Does it scar? I've also heard that it's kind of hot though. What's that all about?"

      "Oh, it's hot all right. I'll give you a preview, but I'm not going to claim you."

      "You aren't? I thought that was the whole point of finding your mate?"

      "It's permanent Sandra, you'll carry my mark forever. I want you to be sure first. Even just half as sure as I am. It hurts, but since it's done during sex, it's more passionate than painful, or so I've heard. I haven't claimed anyone yet, so once I do you'll have to tell me if it hurt."

      "Fair enough, I guess. So you don't have to do this claiming bite tonight? Even though I've agreed to tie my future to yours?"

      "No, there's no set time on claiming. It's more like humans and their weddings. Some people date for years, decades even, before they decide to marry. Others get drunk and get married by the also drunk preacher in the back of the bar. It's how we marry. And the bite you wear is like a ring, I guess. For lack of a better example. A symbol you wear so the world knows you have a husband."

      "But the sooner you claim me, the sooner it's official, right? That's when I get to tell mom that she doesn't have to move. That we're going to be ok."

      "You can tell her now. Well, tomorrow. It's kind of late now.  I'll send a messenger with money to your mother tomorrow. Maybe you can include a note, telling her that you're ok since you ran out on everyone and left her at a church thinking you were about to get married?

      I'll take care of her, whether you tie yourself to me or not. My wolf has already taken responsibility for you and your family.

      You get to decide when you're ready to wear my mark. You have time to decide, there is no need to rush into things. This isn't written in stone. My wolf has made his wishes known, to him you are already ours. You always will be. He will love no other, ever, as long as you still live.

      The man in me can choose to accept or deny the wolf's choice. I have free will, same as you. Now it has been proven time and time again that the best unions are when the human side also choses the wolf's choice but it isn't law.

      Now, once you are claimed, once you wear my mark, we are one.

      When I claim you Sandra, I want you to need it as much as I do. I want you to be proud to wear my mark. I'll not do it one second before I'm sure you are ready- but in the meantime- we can practice most of it... all but the final bite.

      Now, if you don't mind, I'd like to pick up where I left off kissing you. You standing there with your top off, discussing wearing my mark, is making it hard to concentrate on anything other than your glorious body and how much I want to taste it again."

      "No, no, no, it's my turn to taste you. You had all the fun last night. Besides, it has been brought to my attention that you've had a rough day and you're obviously grumpy and frustrated. Here, let me take care of that for you."

      Naythan laughed as Sandra used Candace's words from a few minutes earlier to tease him, but his laughter quickly morphed into heated moans as she slid to her knees to make good on her offer.

      

      

      
        Want to jump ahead about nine months and see Sandra round with child? Catch up with them in Bane's story Alpha Hunted: Keelyn & Bane, followed by Mac's, Alpha Hunted 2: Bella & Mac  in the Alpha Hunted Series.
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      Gage Weston leaned against his black Charger, the pump in one hand as his phone started to buzz in his pocket.

      Reaching for it, he flipped the lever to keep the pump going and swiped to answer the call.

      “Weston.”

      “You have an inquiry back at the office, Mr. Weston.”

      Gage watched as a couple across the gas station parking lot tried to strap their toddler back into the car. Successful the first time, it seemed, until the child wriggled free and went sprawling toward the blacktop. Gage winced, but the cub’s father was there to scoop him up just in time.

      “Patch it through,” he said, wondering why his assistant hadn’t just forwarded him the message to begin with.

      “I’m… not sure you’ll want to take this one, Gage.”

      Flipping his sunglasses up to the top of his head, Gage massaged the bridge of his nose with two fingers as he watched the couple corral their cub a second time. One sniff of the air told his inner bear they weren’t shifters, but it was hard not to think of all children as cubs.

      At least it had been recently. Women might have a biological clock, but Gage’s bear sure seemed to be running on one, too.

      “Why wouldn’t I? I already told you I’m not worried about the holidays.”

      He and his parents weren’t exactly on speaking terms, and while he liked visiting his sister and her two cubs, whenever the subject of his job came up, he could expect a pretty brutal tongue lashing. Not exactly something that said ‘happy holidays’ to him. He’d much rather help other people enjoy their Christmas than worry about enjoying his own.

      Especially since he was pretty sure the one person he could enjoy it with still hated him with every fiber of her being.

      “It’s not the time. It’s the place.” She hesitated and the line crackled. Gage waited patiently, yanking the pump free when the numbers stopped moving. “…It’s in Ridgely.”

      Gage froze, the pump still in his hand, droplets of gas sliding off the edge and pattering onto the ground. Ridgely, Oregon. He’d grown up there. Made some of his best friends there. Experienced his first shift there.

      And he’d made the biggest mistake of his life there.

      Was he really ready to go back there? He dealt with ghosts for other people, but never his own. It was some kind of special irony that the man billed The Paranormal Problem-Solver—the guy who had his own TV commercial and drove around the country in a damn nice car—couldn’t seem to fix his own problems.

      “Send me the details, and I’ll take a look.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Gage considered it for a moment. So much of him was fighting against the idea of going back to Ridgely, but his bear was practically banging down the walls of his consciousness, an ear-shattering roar blasting through him as the beast made its opinion known.

      “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      It wouldn’t hurt to look. If it was just a small problem, he’d pass it up. Let somebody else deal with it. It wasn’t like other people weren’t out doing the same thing he was. Ever since paranormals became a part of every day life, there’d been people who needed help dealing with problems the cops just couldn’t solve. Poltergeists taking over homes. Vampires draining the local cattle population. Shifters locked in a clan war.

      It paid good money and it made Gage feel like he was actually doing something meaningful with his life, despite his sister’s insistence that he was exploiting people.

      Finally hanging up the pump, he climbed back into his car and clicked the key into the ignition. The radio blared AC/DC and he turned the knob down as far as it would go, waiting for his phone to chirp with the notification of a new email.

      Navigating to his inbox, he opened up the email from his assistant and played the attached audio file first.

      “Hey Gage, this is Thomas Frasier. Don’t know if you remember me. You and my boy Ben used to be good friends a while ago. Your old man worked at the same plant as me.”

      He did remember Tom. He was a nice man; almost like an uncle to him growing up. Best friends with his dad, and Gage had become best friends with Ben. At least up until high school graduation. Then they both went their separate ways and he hadn’t heard from Ben since.

      “I’m calling because we’ve got a bit of a problem up here. Now, hear me out, because I know this isn’t going to sound major when I first explain it. But we’ve been having some really severe changes in the weather come winter time.”

      Gage arched a brow. Not the usual thing he dealt with, but he kept listening.

      “Hell, even the summers are cooler than they should be. Hard to grow good crops. But the winters are… Well, you remember what it was like here. Hardly ever need to salt the roads. Then a few years ago, temperatures started to drop. It was only a few degrees colder at first, but this year it’s dropped below zero some nights, and out of nowhere we’ll get the worst snowstorms this town’s ever seen. Ridgely’s not built to handle that. Everything just sorta stops.”

      All right, freak weather events. Weird, and he definitely didn’t remember anything but mild winters in Ridgely, but he still didn’t know what that had to do with anything paranormal.

      “Folks around here are starting to think there’s something behind it. Or someone. I don’t know how much you remember of the old Ice Witch stories, but they’re blaming it on her, and I’m starting to think there’s something to it. Every storm comes down from the mountains. Never anyplace else. And I swear I can hear her wailing late at night. It’s the creepiest damn thing…”

      Gage remembered those stories. Old wives’ tales, passed down from when Ridgely used to be a community of trappers. They were meant to keep kids out of the forest and the caves; nothing more. But he’d personally gone through every inch of those forests as a kid. If there’d been a witch there, he would have found her.

      “Anyway, I know it’s a lot to ask, but if you happen to be in the area, we’d really appreciate some help. I don’t know what else to do. If the winters keep up like this, there isn’t going to be anyone living or working in Ridgely in a few years.”

      Tom left his contact information, and the message shut off shortly after that. Gage sighed, looking down at the phone. The last thing he wanted was to go back to Ridgely, no matter how hard his bear was riding him. But the holiday season was always pretty lean. People put their troubles behind them and tended to wait to call him until after their wallets recovered from Christmas spending.

      And while Gage himself wasn’t exactly going to be living on the streets anytime soon, it was nice to have a constant flow of work, just in case. The bear living inside of him pushed him to save, to prepare. Mostly for the family he was never going to have, but still. The habit was well ingrained in him by that point, and he had a hefty savings he always liked to add to.

      Thumbing through the pictures, he was a little surprised at what he saw. Familiar places like the corner drug store that had once been an old time pharmacy and soda shop, or the little book store that had been a livery, or the grocery store that had… well, always been a grocery store, just more of an open market back when the town was first founded, well before Gage was even born.

      But instead of seeing the twinkling Christmas lights, pine wreaths, big red and white glitter bomb candy canes hanging up all over the place, all he could see was snow. It piled against the outside of the buildings, on window sills, straining against roofs, shoveled only out of the entryway, and even then there was a fine dust of snow.

      A part of him thought Tom might have been exaggerating, but he’d definitely never seen a winter like this when he’d lived there.

      Pulling up his assistant’s contact info, he texted her quickly.

      I’ll take the job. Let him know I’ll be up there in a few days.

      That would give him an opportunity to finish anything he still needed to do here and still leave enough time to drive up there from California. It also gave him a chance to try and figure out what the hell he was going to do if he ran into her.

      His Lily.

      Gage sighed, dragging his hand over his face as he listened to the car idle softly, the sound keeping up with the rumble of his bear.

      She’s probably moved on. Best to get that through your head now.

      Yanking the car out of park, he sped away from the gas station and tried not to think about everything he’d done wrong and everything he’d lost in Ridgely.

      

      

      Lily Tisdale was reaching the end of her rope.

      In fact, she was pretty sure she’d reached it weeks ago. Now she was just clinging to the frayed bits that could break at any moment, sending her hurtling into the abyss.

      Normally she might have found the image was a little dramatic, but that was before she’d gained the ability to bring an unprecedented winter down on the town she’d called home for all of her life.

      It started innocently enough. Barely noticeable, and hardly disruptive. Three years ago, she’d been working at the clinic when one of her patients complained that her hands were abnormally cold. That was it. The tiniest symptom that could have been linked to anything.

      She’d never suspected it was the result of a spell gone wrong. A spell she’d cast many years ago when she was stupid and young and hopelessly in love with a man who didn’t love her back.

      Over the years, she’d found herself needing more blankets during the winter. Her electric bill was astronomical, and even with central heating, she’d had to get a space heater and occasionally start up her fireplace. Still, she’d give anything to go back to those days. Back when her mistakes were only punishing her.

      Now, she was a walking natural disaster. A blight on Ridgely. Two years ago, flurries had turned into a blizzard strong enough to bring the entire town to a standstill. They’d had to rent heavy equipment from a town almost a hundred miles away just to make the roads passable. But it was only a three day hang-up, and Lily had been selfish, not wanting to leave her family home, still thinking she could find a way to fix it.

      This year, she hadn’t been given a choice. Wherever she was, fierce winds ripped through the atmosphere. Grey clouds opened up, spitting freezing rain that piled into thick slush and eventually dense snow, blocking in homes and businesses alike. Power was knocked out, including power to the one stoplight in town. When the roads were passable, they were slick with ice, and she’d seen at least one accident caused by it.

      She’d made a choice back in November. Instead of spending Thanksgiving at home, cooking the tiny hen she usually fixed for herself, she packed up and headed out to her uncle’s abandoned hunting lodge in the mountains. It wasn’t the coziest place, but it was far enough away from town that most of the terrible weather stayed concentrated at the higher altitudes.

      It was a solution, even if it was like applying a band-aid to a gaping head wound. At least the town wasn’t in danger anymore, but unfortunately it didn’t do much to help her situation.

      Cold skin and a complexion that made her look like she was camped out on death’s doorstep were one thing, but over time, the spell had slowed her heart. Now it beat dangerously slow, and there were times when she had to hold her breath and wait until she heard the soft thump, just to convince herself she was still alive.

      But time was running out. She could feel it. It was harder and harder to do things, and she guessed she wouldn’t survive the rest of the winter if it kept up. The thought terrified her, striking deep into her soul. She’d never been one to sit back and let someone else take charge; she very much believed in solving her own problems. But in this, she’d been practically paralyzed for over a week.

      And all because of a spell cast by a heartbroken girl who just didn’t want to feel pain anymore.

      Fortunately, better sense had taken over, and though she was reluctant to do it, she found herself driving down the mountain, braving the deadly conditions she was very much bringing with her, bound for Ridgely with only one thing on her mind.

      In her old family home, tucked away in her parents’ bedroom, was a thick spellbook. Made of cured leather and stretched parchment, it contained spells and antidotes going back over a hundred years. If there was anything that could save her, it would be in that spellbook.

      While the trip to town wasn’t especially long—about a half hour under usual conditions—she had to practically crawl in her old Buick. The wipers were set as high as they could go, and still sleet piled onto her windshield. Her tread was thick, her tires prepped thoroughly, and still she slid every now and again. And though she’d just had her hi-beams replaced with brighter bulbs before her trip up to the mountain, there were times when she just couldn’t see in front of her.

      The storm followed her straight into Ridgely, and she drove with a bit less caution, hoping to speed up the endeavor and cause less damage. The entire town was already blanketed with a thick layer of snow, and from the blinking yellow stoplight, she could tell the power had gone out recently, or was perhaps still out.

      There wasn’t a soul to be found as she turned onto her old road, pulling into the drive. Snow crunched beneath her tires, and she knew she was taking her chances in hoping she’d be able to pull the thing out again, but she left it running as she made her way up the steps, considering how to approach the door.

      It was a strange thing to think about, but it had become a necessity recently. As soon as she put her hand up to the handle, crystals of ice formed on the wood surface, sticking into the locking mechanism and making it impossible for her to proceed. It surprised her, to say the least. That didn’t happen in her car or her uncle’s cabin, thank god. But then, she hadn’t cast a warding spell on either of those places. It was likely reacting to her magic.

      With a sigh, she pulled out a blanket from the trunk of her car, wrapped it around her hand, and busted open a window. Glass frosted over and shattered, and she put the blanket over the shards of it, pulling herself through as the wind howled.

      The tip of an exposed shard snagged her leg and she hissed as it ripped through her pants and scraped against her skin. Warmth trickled down her calf, a stark contrast from how cold her skin was now, but she ignored it, pulling the blanket off the window and making her way upstairs.

      Her parents bedroom, still so neat and tidy and kept up just like it had been when they were alive, made her breath catch in her throat. Her relationship with her parents was complicated, to say the least. They’d encouraged her to hide what she was, as their family had suffered through a long line of persecution. But they’d loved her, and she’d loved them. She could honestly say she needed them now, more than ever.

      But they weren’t here. Lily was on her own, and she just had to to suck it up and do what needed to be done.

      Making her way to the bedside table, she wrapped the blanket around her hands and tugged open the bottom drawer. The thick spellbook sat there, practically taking up the whole space. It was a plain thing, if noticeably old. And yet it was the key to her salvation; the key to ending this spell—this curse—once and for all.

      Wrapping it up in the blanket, she gasped as she heard the splintering of ice. One look revealed the leather was frozen solid.

      “No, no, no,” she pleaded desperately.

      Just touching the spellbook was evidently increasing the strength of her magic, which meant the blanket wasn’t enough of a buffer. And with the pages quickly freezing together, she had no idea how she was going to thaw such a delicate book so she could actually read it.

      But she was going to have to face that problem back in the lodge. She could hear sleet slicing against the walls, some of it likely coming in through the window she’d broken. If she didn’t get out of Ridgely soon, the whole town would be swallowed by snow.

      Lily headed downstairs and tossed the spellbook out through the window where it landed with a soft thud on the snow-covered grass. She lifted herself out next, and brought the spellbook over to her still-running car, putting it in the passenger’s seat.

      Cranking the heat, she turned the vents toward the book, hoping that would help dry it some until she could figure out a plan. Looking down at the spellbook, she wondered if its effect amplified her magic even when she wasn’t touching it. If that was the case, she was going to have a hell of a time getting back to the lodge.

      “Please don’t freeze, please don’t freeze, please don’t freeze,” she whispered as she put her hands on the wheel.

      Thankfully her magic decided to cooperate for once, and she was able to throw the car into reverse. She let out a heavy sigh, fatigue beginning to set into her bones. Even just that limited amount of activity had drained her, and she could scarcely feel her heart beating.

      Soon she wasn’t even going to be able to move without feeling as if she’d run a marathon. But Lily was determined. Her hands gripped fiercely around the wheel, and she did her best to navigate through the worsening snowstorm.

      Surprisingly, when she made it to the stop sign at the edge of town, there was still someone driving. Not a local, clearly, because no one in Ridgely owned a car that nice. She watched it pull into the corner store parking lot, watched Tom amble out of the building, shielding himself against the freezing wind. A soft smile touched her lips. Tom had always been nice to her growing up. She’d been friends with his son a long time ago.

      She and…

      The man who owned the Charger stepped out of his car, and though it had been ten years since she’d last seen him, she recognized him immediately.

      Gage.

      The man she thought she’d spend the rest of her life with. The one person who knew what she was and accepted her with no questions asked.

      The man who broke her heart. Shattered it into a million pieces she’d never been able to pick up.

      He was the reason she’d cast this spell.

      And yet as she watched him interact with Tom, his handsome features revealed to her in profile, she felt a warmth begin to spread through her that she hadn’t felt since the winter began. Her heart sped just slightly, and warmth eased outward, along her arms and into the tips of her fingers.

      He was so tall now. He’d always been taller than most boys when they were growing up, but now he was a good foot taller than Tom, with broad shoulders and a sturdy, muscular build. A few snowflakes clung to his blond hair, and she noticed he’d finally been able to grow a beard. Or at least a respectable amount of scruff, as it covered his jaw, making her ache to feel it scratching underneath her fingertips.

      He lifted his head up and seemed to sniff the air, the bear inside of him likely catching wind of something. Lily’s eyes widened when she realized just what that was. Gage was looking straight at her. She couldn’t see his expression—couldn’t tell what he felt—but she could see him staring at her through the breaks in the windshield wipers.

      And something within her broke anew. The heat fled, snuffed out instantly by the frigid air, fighting against her heater. The wind picked up, throwing slush against her car, and Gage looked up at the thick, heavy clouds overhead, giving her a chance to slam on the gas.

      The back of her car fish-tailed, but she managed to correct it with some effort. She drove like her life depended on it—and perhaps it very much did. She didn’t know what Gage was doing here. She didn’t know what was going through his mind or his heart when he saw her, and it was best to convince herself she didn’t care.

      In fact, it was best to put as much distance between herself and Gage as possible, and as she vowed not to look back, she did just that.
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      Lily.

      When Gage first caught the scent, the winter wind whipping it toward him like a taunt, he thought his bear had just devolved into wishful thinking. The animal had been on high alert the second he got near Ridgely, practically salivating for a taste of her. Memories started to surface, floating up to the forefront of his consciousness.

      But then he’d glanced up, somewhere knowing exactly where to look. The silver Buick that sat at a blinking yellow stoplight was one he’d never seen before, and in the middle of a raging snowstorm, it should have been nearly impossible to catch a good glimpse of the driver. But he had. Like he’d been sitting beside her, he’d seen her piercing green eyes, her long, fiery red hair, and her expression of complete surprise as she looked back at him.

      Tom kept talking, but Gage wasn’t listening anymore. He used the bear’s senses to get closer to her, but all he could hear was the puttering of her exhaust.

      The bear pushed him, trying to move his human body. He could feel the pinprick sensation of fur rippling across his arms, and he was thankful he wore long sleeves. Everyone in Ridgely knew what he was, by now, but not all humans were comfortable seeing a shifter going through his change.

      The bear didn’t get what he wanted, though. Instead, Lily sped away, and the storm raged even fiercer than before. Sleet flew in from the sides, pelting his jacket, but he hardly noticed. His gaze was fixed on her retreating car as it was swallowed by a haze of white. It would be a miracle if his eyes were still their natural color.

      “Gage? You okay, son?”

      He could hardly hear the man. His bear let out a bellowing roar that rattled his insides, and when he turned to look at his old family friend, he was sure he looked more beast than man.

      Drawing in a deep breath, he fought to get himself under control, eventually shoving the beast back down.

      “Yeah, sorry. Bit of a blast from the past there.”

      Tom looked toward where the silver Buick had gone. It was a car Gage recognized well. He’d spent a lot of time in the back seat of it, when things were a lot simpler. Unlike him, Lily had saved every penny she earned to be able to afford a car when she was sixteen. His friends had teased him about his girlfriend picking him up for their dates, but he hadn’t minded back then.

      “She’s living up there now, you know. At least, I think she is. Susan saw her pack up about a month ago and head into the mountains. She’s only been back to town a couple times since.”

      “She’s staying in the mountains? Where the storms are coming from?”

      Tom nodded. “I don’t know how she even makes it down here. She must time it just right.”

      Something inside of him tensed, squeezing tight as a sudden need to already be in his car, driving up the mountain filled him. If she was living up there, she was stuck right in the middle of it. Put in danger by whatever was causing it, even if that just happened to be the whims of Mother Nature herself.

      And Gage couldn’t let that happen. He couldn’t let her get hurt. Not again.

      Realizing Tom was probably seeing him for the madman he was, he tried to put on his best sane face. “I think I’ve got everything I need to take a look up there. I’ll give you a call as soon as I find something.”

      “Just be careful, Gage. I know you can probably stand this weather,” the man said, referring to the polar bear that dwelt inside of him, “but it’s been pretty unpredictable.”

      “That’s because it hasn’t met me yet,” he said with his best celebrity grin. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back down here before it’s dark. You and I can catch up.”

      Tom laughed, but the concern in the man’s eyes was evident. Gage squeezed his shoulder before leaving, his gaze falling on his car. His baby, so used to the California sun. Barely driven in anything more than a sprinkle. The fact that she was piled with snow that likely covered a few small dents should have bothered him, but all he could think was that he hoped she could handle the weather well enough for him to get to Lily in time.

      As he followed the road that led out of Ridgely and toward Zephyr Mountain, he was thrust headlong into the storm. After visiting Ridgely long enough to leave a mark, it seemed like it had retreated, and Gage was quickly catching up with it. Even his amped up engine couldn’t compete, snow piling onto his windshield, making a complete joke of his tread, and causing him no end of frustration.

      When the car lodged itself into a divet, making a loud whirring sound as he tried to push through it, he was forced to consider an alternative.

      Tom was right about one thing. He was uniquely qualified to handle this weather, but he needed to prepare himself.

      Popping the trunk, he pulled his hood up and went around back. His teeth chattered, his fingers burning with the severe cold as he tried to move quickly, shoving his equipment aside to get at the emergency bag kept near the spare. He dumped everything out of it except the flare, then shoved a spare change of clothes into it, along with an extra pair of boots, his phone and a hunting knife.

      Tossing the bag out into the snow, he stripped quickly, throwing everything into the trunk. First his jacket, then his sweater and shirt, along with his pants, socks, and boots.

      “Fuck,” he growled, the cold slicing against his bare skin.

      He was going to regret this instantly, he knew, but he quickly stripped off his boxers, closed the trunk, and then let the bear overtake him before his human form succumbed to the elements. Massive paws sank into the snow, his hulking form sturdy against the howling, frigid winds, layers of thick fur keeping him warm. His nose raised to the air, his eyes adjusting to the blanket of white, and he ambled down the snow-covered road, following the path Lily had taken up the mountain.

      

      

      Lily had driven up the mountain without any caution whatsoever. It was a miracle she made it back to the lodge in one piece, but at least when she glanced in her rear view window, she didn’t see a sleek black Charger tearing up the road behind her.

      Letting out a soft sigh, she bundled herself in her coat—as if it would help at all—and grabbed the spellbook that was still wrapped in the blanket, tucking it under her arm. Looking up at the lodge, she couldn’t help but resent it. It had been her sanctuary of sorts, yes, but it wasn’t her home. It wasn’t the place she belonged. The place her family had lived for generations. She’d been chased out of her realm home by her own magic, and now there was a chance she would die within the cold, mostly unfamiliar walls of the hunting lodge.

      But not tonight. Tonight she would stubbornly cling to life and to hope. She would find a way to open the spellbook, and then all she had to do was cast the spell to reverse the damage she’d done.

      It should be easy for a witch who’d been trained by a young age by her parents, both especially gifted magic users. And under normal circumstances, it would be. But these weren’t normal circumstances.

      Making her way up the stairs, the moisture from the snow and ice bowing them in the center, she headed onto the porch and considered her next feat: Getting inside the lodge with minimal damage. She’d started to adjust to the cold, her body almost seeming to embrace it sometimes, but she knew she couldn’t survive the night if she was left out on the porch.

      Unfortunately, the lock was frozen solid. Shards of ice blocked the keyhole, the tumbler was stiff and unwilling to turn, and the door was practically sealed shut because of it. She would have to use magic to get inside. Closing her eyes, she let out a steadying breath, feeling the steam as it tickled her face. She drew on that warmth, trying to pull it inside of her, channeling it to her fingertips as she put her hands near the lock. Magic spread through her like a warm ray of sun, reaching the very tips of her fingers and extending toward the lock. When her eyes opened, she saw the ice melting, water sliding down the surface of the wood.

      But she couldn’t manage to keep the spell going. She stumbled, darkness sliding in from the edges of her vision. Bone deep exhaustion overtook her, and all she wanted to do was drag herself to bed and sleep for a week. Instead, she gripped the door handle to steady herself and yanked it open, dislodging the last remaining ice crystals.

      When she shut it behind her, the wood was already sealing itself in place again, and Lily slumped against it, trying to catch her breath. Her heart sped momentarily, but only in effort to keep her upright. As soon as she seemed to get herself under even minimal control, it slowed again, the beat even fainter than before. Tears of frustration pricked the corners of her eyes, but she didn’t dare let them fall.

      This whole thing was ridiculous. Casting the spell in the first place had been the mistake of a foolish girl, but running from the very cause of it? Running from a man who shouldn’t hold any power over her any longer? That seemed even more foolish.

      But if she was being honest with herself, she wasn’t necessarily afraid of Gage hurting her. He’d done that well enough some ten years ago. No, she was afraid of what she might do to him. Her emotions were a jumble. Anger. Sadness. Longing. And every one of them seemed to manifest in an icy torrent. She could survive it because she’d somehow acclimated to it over the years, but Gage wouldn’t. Even in bear form.

      Pushing herself away from the door, she turned to it and raised her hands, hoping she still had the energy to cast one last spell. Murmuring an incantation and hoping the words would ease some of the burden, she attempted to create a barrier that would keep Gage out.

      But the magic sparked and fizzled, never reaching its target. Lily slumped over, robbed of her ability to stand on her own two feet. She barely managed to grab onto the couch, pulling herself around it and sitting down. She was panting, her chest heaving with exertion.

      Without the barrier, she’d have to rely on the ice to keep him away. But when she heard the creak of the stairs on the porch, the wood giving way to a massive weight, she knew exactly who was outside.

      The desperate call of a bear only confirmed it.

      “Stay back!” She yelled, her voice hoarse.

      She was answered by another call, and then a loud thud. Turning to look, she saw the door shake, ice crystals clinking to the floor, snow dusting the entryway. Wood cracked and splintered, and she gritted her teeth, wishing she could use her magic to zap him right in the ass.

      “Don’t you dare break that door!”

      Silence was her answer that time. Not the sound of a bear or the pounding of one throwing itself against her door. Just the howling wind that raged around the lodge. And then she heard a very human swear.

      “I’m about to freeze my balls off out here, Lily.”

      His voice was so familiar, such a comfort to some part of her that for a moment, she was lost in memory despite the crassness of his words. Her fingers dug into the arm of the couch and she considered her options. If she left him out there, he would freeze to death. Likely within a few minutes. But if she brought him inside, she was sure she could do much worse damage to him.

      The handle jiggled, and he hissed and cursed again, obviously struck by just how cold it was. She let out a soft sigh, her conscience getting the best of her, and approached the door, using the last of her energy to melt the ice yet again.

      Gage wasted no time, swinging the door wide and closing it tight behind him. Just as before, it practically fused to the frame. Lily’s balance teetered, her knees threatening to give out, but Gage was there in an instant, his strong arms engulfing her, holding her up.

      For a moment she allowed herself to be weak. For a moment, she allowed someone else to take care of her. She drew strength from his warmth, both metaphorically and literally. It seemed to permeate her whole being, warming her skin and touching deeper within her, chasing away some of the chill.

      “Jesus, Lil, you’re freezing.”

      He rubbed her covered arms, trying to impart more warmth into her. She almost told him not to bother, but for the fact that it felt so good to be in his arms again; to be touched by him, even in so innocent a manner as this. That was, until she gained enough awareness to realize she was pressed against bare skin. He was stark naked.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” she said, taking a generous step back from him.

      She fixed her gaze on a speck on the wall, suddenly becoming very interested in it. For the first time in what seemed like years, the warmth of a blush suffused her cheeks. It was such a strange, foreign feeling now. Her entire world was cold; frozen. And yet here in Gage’s presence, she’d felt warmth.

      Wrapping her arms around herself, she caught his lopsided grin.

      “Don’t worry. I brought some clothes.”

      She heard the rustle of cloth as he evidently rummaged through whatever he’d brought, and she idly wondered how he’d gotten clothes here. Had he just carried them in his mouth? The thought of a polar bear with a change of clothes held delicately in its giant maw almost made her laugh. Almost.

      “All right, I’m decent. Still freezing my balls off, though. You ever think of cranking the heat in here?”

      “Very funny,” she said flatly, finally returning her gaze to him.

      It was dark in the lodge, the storm blocking out the sunlight. She hadn’t started a fire or lit a candle yet. She hadn’t even tried to turn on the lights, suspecting the power was already knocked out.

      At least my electric bill won’t bankrupt me this month, she thought bitterly.

      But even in the darkness, she could make out his features. Gage had always been handsome to her, but he’d grown into an exceptionally good-looking man. Hard lines made up the planes of his body and his face, including a strong jaw covered in blond scruff, chapped lips that still looked too enticing for her comfort, and beautiful pale blue eyes that were so very close to grey.

      She wasn’t given much of a chance to study him, which was probably for the best. He walked through her icy fortress, searching for something. She almost asked, then she saw him stop at the thermostat. She shot him an incredulous look as he tried to fiddle with the frozen buttons.

      “Did you really follow me all the way up here just to check on my thermostat?”

      Her treacherous heart was split in two with the thought. On one side, hope sprang up within her. Some girlish notion that he’d come back for her. That he’d come to tell her he’d made a mistake all those years ago. But on the other side, she was reminded of the fact that he hadn’t expended this much effort for her before; there was clearly a logical explanation.

      Gage raked a hand through his damp hair, dislodging a few stray ice crystals. The tips of his fingers were losing color, she noticed, and she already wanted to chide him for coming up here.

      “In case you hadn’t noticed, the town’s kinda frozen. I came up here to look into it.”

      Something clicked in her mind, the pieces fitting together. Gage had developed quite the career for himself over the last five years or so. Ever since paranormals were exposed to the world. He was the Paranormal Problem-Solver now. The man who traveled the country, answering calls and charging a generous fee for his services.

      He wasn’t here out of concern for her. He was here on a job. She was his problem to fix.

      Just like that, the shred of hope she’d felt vanished, swept away into the icy abyss. Her fingers clenched, digging lightly into her arms. Her posture became rigid as if she, too, was frozen.

      “So what is it? Vengeful spirit? This place was always kinda creepy.”

      It was, but that was beside the point.

      “I think it would be in your best interest to turn around and go back to town. I already have the problem well under control.”

      “Oh yeah?” He looked around, his gaze falling upon seemingly every inch of the lodge’s common area. “Because it looks to me like you’re holed up in an igloo here.”

      “You’re very observant,” she bit out.

      And yet she still found herself moving over to the fireplace, prying open the frozen glass and starting up a fire fully for Gage’s benefit. It certainly wasn’t going to warm her. At best it left a few puddles on the floor that were probably doing irreversible damage to the wood. But as conflicted as she felt about Gage, she still didn’t want him to freeze to death.

      “Come over here before your fingers fall off,” she said, fatigue finding its way into her voice.

      He did as she said, sitting on the hearth and warming his hands by the fire. He looked up at her expectantly, one brow raised.

      “What about you?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, though the idea of sitting beside him was still tempting.

      “Mmmhm,” he said. “So what’s really going on here, Lil?”

      “It’s Lily.” He wasn’t allowed to use that nickname, no matter how simple. That was reserved for the boy he’d been. The boy who hadn’t broken her heart. “And there’s no vengeful spirit.”

      Something flashed through Gage’s eyes. Recognition, along with a hint of his animal pushing through. A shiver that had nothing to do with the cold wound its way through her body.

      “It’s you. You’re the one causing this.”

      Gage had known she was a witch. Despite her parents impressing upon her the importance of remaining hidden, she’d shared it with him. She’d shared everything with him. And not only had he been accepting of it, he’d genuinely seemed interested when she told him about the new spells she was learning, and ridiculously proud of her when she mastered them.

      “Not by choice,” she said softly.

      “What happened, Lily?”

      She could lie to him, but what good would that do? He was the most stubborn man she’d ever met. She doubted that had changed.

      “I cast a spell and it backfired.” Perhaps it wasn’t the whole truth, but as far as she was concerned, it was as much as he needed to know. “And like I said, I’m dealing with it. I went back to Ridgely to get my spellbook.”

      She nodded toward the blanket she’d thrown down when she got inside. Her one hope for salvation, and it was very likely still frozen solid. She was almost afraid to see it uncovered, yet Gage did just that, revealing the book in the same state it had been earlier. If anything, it looked worse now. No doubt the pages were becoming damaged; brittled enough to simply crumble into useless dust if she could ever pry the cover up.

      Lily held her breath, for if that happened, she would crumble right along with it.
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      Gage stared at the spellbook in disbelief. He remembered what it looked like before. Definitely old. Well cared for. The leather was brushed pretty frequently and the pages were never handled too aggressively. And even before he’d gotten his bear—his own form of magic—he’d been able to sense the magic in the tome. It was something to be respected.

      Now, though, it was just one big block of ice. The leather was hard and weighed down by frozen water, and the pages weren’t even moving.

      “Seems like we might need a plan B,” he said, running his fingers over the slick cover. Magic still tingled beneath his fingertips.

      “There is no plan B.”

      He looked back up at Lily, his brow furrowed. He’d told her he was here on a job, but really it was only luck that she happened to be it. He would be here regardless. Especially considering her condition. He hadn’t commented on it, but she looked about a half step away from death. Her skin was almost colorless, devoid of the warm reds and pinks he remembered. Though he saw a flicker of determination in her gaze, her green eyes had lost some of their fire and passion. Even her hair was seemingly flat now, flecks of ice throughout it. And her lips, once so plump and kissable, were chapped and practically blue.

      It struck an undeniable fear through him and enraged his bear, filling him with a frenzied need to somehow fix this. But Lily wasn’t exactly giving him a wealth of options for doing so. It was almost like she was resigned to her fate.

      No matter her current feelings about herself or how much she hated him, Gage wasn’t going to let that happen. Long ago he’d sworn he would keep her safe at all costs. Now it was time to make good on that promise.

      “Well, I guess we’ll just have to tweak plan A a little. You got a hair dryer or anything around here?”

      She gave him a strange look. “I do, but the power’s out.”

      A grin he didn’t quite feel crossed his features. “I was wondering what was with the ambiance in here. I guess we’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way.”

      Picking up the book—and cursing under his breath as the ice scalded his already abused fingers—he held it close to the fire. He could feel the change in her, the spark of energy flung toward him. She’d been closed off and despondent before, but now he felt a surge of the woman she’d been.

      “That’s a priceless family heirloom. You can’t just roast it like a damn marshmallow!”

      Gage laughed at the image. “What if I do it like a hot dog? Would that work?”

      She swiped for the book, but he pulled it just out of reach. The glower he received probably would’ve been enough to freeze his balls yet again.

      “Relax. I’m just trying to get some of the ice melted so it can be opened. I assume you actually need to be able to read it to fix this?”

      “Yes,” she admitted through gritted teeth.

      As he kept on ‘roasting the book like a marshmallow,’ Lily paced the common room. Every step she took splintered ice across the floorboards, cracking the hardwood in a series of tiny fissures. It was almost beautiful in a deadly sort of way, and Gage’s attention was held in a trance for several long moments before he focused on the book.

      “I think I’m getting somewhere.”

      The exposure to the heat had melted the ice and dried out the pages. The cover was definitely damaged, and there was a good chance some of the ink on the pages was smeared, too, but he had to hope for the best. Lily sat beside him as he carefully opened the cover. But where he expected warped pages and bleeding ink, he saw perfectly crisp parchment and lettering that was as clear and legible as it had been the first time he read it.

      “It’s magic ink,” she said softly. “It protects the pages and the words written on them.”

      As cool as that was, Gage was on a mission. “So what am I looking for in here?”

      Lily tensed beside him and he could scent her reservation. His bear clawed at him from deep inside, reminding him it was his job to put her at ease. He did his best to silence the beast. That hadn’t been his job for a very long time, and judging by the reception he’d received, Lily had no interest in it being his job again.

      “Just turn the pages. I’ll tell you where to stop.”

      He did so, flipping through decades—maybe even centuries—of recorded spells and potions. Lily had been so excited to show him this book the first time, and as interesting as he found it, he’d gravitated toward her enthusiasm a whole lot more. Now the mood was somber. He could sense Lily’s tension and it made him feel on edge, too.

      “There,” she finally said, and he stopped turning.

      Looking down at the pages, his brow furrowed even deeper as he read the passage aloud. “To mend a broken heart. Upon casting this spell, the user will no longer feel the pain of a broken heart. Should only be attempted by an expert witch. Consequences are not well-recorded.” Gage raked a hand through his hair. “Shit, Lil. Is this what you cast?”

      “Yes,” she said simply.

      “Why?”

      He met her gaze, and her expression had hardened. Beneath it, though, he saw a glimpse of the girl he’d hurt so badly so many years ago. His heart seemed to forget how to beat, and he forgot how to breathe for a moment as the pieces came together.

      “You know why.”

      He did know why. It was because of him. She’d cast this spell because he’d hurt her. Because he’d broken her heart. Walked away from everything they had and left her and Ridgely behind.

      “Yeah, well. We’re going to un-cast it.”

      Determination settled through him, burning away everything else. Even his bear was in agreement. They had to fix the problem he’d caused first, then they could deal with fixing Lily. He wasn’t leaving here until both were solved. The beast wouldn’t let him, and frankly, Gage wouldn’t let himself.

      He read the rest of the page to see if there was some sort of remedy or a way to dispel it. Only one line of text even hinted at it:

      To reverse the spell, the pieces must be put back together.

      “Well that’s vague as hell.”

      “Magic often is,” she said softly. “I doubt there’s a direct remedy in this book.”

      “So what were you going to try?”

      She reached out for the book, maybe on instinct. Tendrils of frost leapt from her fingers and danced across the page before she pulled her hand back. Thankfully, the frost melted away with ease while still in Gage’s hands.

      “Habit,” she murmured, cradling her hand as if she’d burned it. “I wanted to look for more advanced warming spells. The one I know is very basic; not enough to thaw this.”

      “Why the ice, anyway? The book made it sound like that spell would just make you numb.”

      “That’s what I thought, too. But like I said… magic is often vague. And not especially transparent. My best guess is that it… froze my heart. Slowly over the years.”

      He looked at her then, searching her eyes for the answer to the question he didn’t want to ask. It was one thing to create a perpetual snowstorm around herself and look two steps away from death. But as he listened with the bear’s senses, he could hear the painfully slow beating of her heart.

      If he didn’t do something soon, he’d lose her. Honestly lose her.

      Pulling his gaze away, Gage flipped through the spellbook with a fierce determination until Lily stopped him again. When she found a spell that looked promising, she recited the incantation. The first was a complete bust. Nothing changed, as far as Gage could tell, except the fact that she seemed to grow weaker.

      The second and third spells provided a temporary thaw. The hearth wasn’t a block of ice freezing his ass anymore, and a few of the crystals in her hair melted. But the magic faded quickly, and Lily looked even worse, practically panting with the effort.

      “Maybe we should take a break,” he suggested warily.

      But she shook her head, and a stubborn light glinted in her eyes. “No. I can’t afford a break.”

      She directed him to flip through more pages, passing by spells that seemed too weak. Eventually she found a spell that was meant to create a living flame inside the caster, invigorating them and bolstering their strength. He watched as she recited the words. She began to tremble. Then shake. What little color was left in her cheeks fled, and the light in her eyes seemed to dim, slicing a cold burst of fear through him.

      It was clear she couldn’t finish the incantation. She slumped forward and Gage was there, gathering her up in her arms. She felt almost limbless, exhaustion ravaging her body and evidently her spirit, because soon after he felt her shoulders shake, the hint of moisture touching his shirt.

      Shifting on the hearth, he wrapped both arms tight around her, bringing her practically into his lap to let her lean on him fully. She was freezing cold, even through their layers of clothing, but he ignored it, feeling the tickle of fur as it rippled across his arms, helping guard him from the elements and giving him the strength to do what needed to be done.

      And it seemed to be working. Her skin warmed some, and he swore he almost heard her heartbeat speed just a touch, too.

      “Gage, don’t. You’re just going to—”

      The desperation in her voice broke his heart, but her attempt to get away from him was feeble at best. He wanted to believe it was  because she knew this was what she needed, not because she was too weak.

      “Shhh. I’m not going anywhere.”

      After a shuddering sigh, she relaxed against him. Resting his head atop hers, trying to somehow pour his warmth into her, he thought back on the words of that spell.

      The pieces must be put back together.

      Maybe it wasn’t so vague after all. Maybe the key to undoing the spell was simply undoing the hurt that caused her to cast it in the first place. Not that there was anything simple about it. Gage had avoided Ridgely because he couldn’t imagine how he’d be able to make it right; how he’d be able to explain to her what he’d been thinking.

      But he had to try. After drawing in a deep breath, he began to speak.

      “I haven’t had a peaceful night since I left Ridgely,” he began.

      She stiffened in his arms, but didn’t pull away.

      “I just keep replaying that day in my mind. Thinking that… if I hadn’t been such a coward, I’d still be here. I’d still be with you. We’d be happy together. I never once doubted that. We’d have a cub or two by now, and—”

      “Gage, please. Don’t do this,” she said, her voice shaky. “I’ve relived that day so many times, I really don’t need you to tell me what might have been.”

      He pulled back slightly to look at her. Fresh tears shimmered in her eyes, and his heart ached, knowing he was the cause. He wanted to just fix this. Ignore the damage done and move forward. But that was impossible.

      “I need you to know why I did it, Lil.”

      “I know why. You didn’t love me anymore. You told me as much, Gage. I don’t need to hear it again.”

      She tried to turn away from him, but he wouldn’t allow it.

      “No,” he growled, the sound vibrating through him, drawing her attention back to him. “I lied. I lied then, and I’ve lied every day of my life since.”

      She closed her eyes, blinking away the tears. When she opened them again her gaze was harsh, filled with betrayal. “Why? If you’re telling me the truth now, then why did you lie back then?”

      “I didn’t want to hurt you,” he admitted softly.

      “Well you did a wonderful job of that.”

      The barb struck him like a dagger piercing his heart. It was deserved; more than deserved. But it still stung.

      “Do you remember when I had my first change? How fucking terrified I was?”

      She nodded slowly. He’d gotten his bear later than most shifters. His father said it was just because of the strength of the beast inside of him; it knew he needed to be older and more capable of handling it. But Gage definitely hadn’t handled it well. Lily had been the only one able to keep him calm; keep him sane.

      Then, once the bear finally burst forth and took hold of his body and mind, he understood why. The beast wanted her. Wanted to claim her as a mate. Bite her and keep her forever. See her grow round with his cubs.

      And as right as that felt, the human part of Gage’s mind rebelled against it. He hadn’t understood what it meant then, to claim a mate. He was certain the bear would hurt her; maybe even turn her or kill her. He couldn’t decide which would be worse.

      That thought, coupled with the nightmares that ravaged his unsettled sleep during that time—nightmares in which he saw his Lily, broken and bloodied, crimson staining his white maw—made him begin to fear the beast inside of him.

      He remembered sneaking into her parents’ house and stealing the very spellbook that now sat on his lap. He’d tried so desperately to find a spell that would separate him from the beast, more than willing to give up his powers as a shifter if it meant keeping Lily.

      But he’d never found a way, and it left him with only one alternative. He had to let Lily go.

      That day was still the hardest of his life, and he wasn’t exaggerating when he told her he dreamed of it every single night, replaying it in his mind again and again. He’d lied to her. Told her he didn’t love her anymore, when nothing could be further from the truth. Told her he felt stifled and tied down, when all he wanted was to stay by her side, as close to her as possible for all time.

      And slowly, he explained all of that to Lily. He told her about the bear’s overwhelming desire. He told her how he’d tried to fight it. He even told her about the visions he’d had, his voice trembling as he remembered the image of her mangled body. Throughout his recollection, her expression slowly changed, moving from disbelief to pure shock. She even looked pained for him at one point, as Gage stumbled over his words, his bear growing restless, demanding he take action instead of just speaking.

      He swallowed hard, searching her eyes for any hint of the girl he once knew. She was there, locked deep inside. If only Lily would let her out.

      “I did lie to you that day, Lily. I loved you then, and I never stopped. All of this, the ridiculous excuse for a life I have… it’s been a poor substitute. It doesn’t mean anything to me. But you do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    
    
      Lily was absolutely stunned.

      She looked up at Gage as he told his story, emotions raging through her, tumbling over one another and tangling into one big mess that shook through her soul. She felt his pain. Felt the fear of the boy he’d been, burdened with something he just hadn’t been able to understand.

      She wanted to hate him. Wanted to leave those stony walls in place. But the more he explained, the more those walls crumbled. She could practically feel them giving way when he told her that his bear wanted her. That he’d hurt her because he was afraid of doing something much worse.

      And when he told her he still loved her, his eyes filled with such sincerity that she couldn’t deny his truthfulness, those walls came crashing down in a storm of dust and debris that left her shaky and scarcely able to breathe.

      Through it all, her heart was beating. Pounding. Thudding against her ribcage with a rhythm far stronger than she’d felt in years. It pumped fiercely, and heat slowly worked its way through her body, out to her limbs all the way to the tips of her fingers and toes.

      She shivered at the sudden change of temperature, still caught in his gaze, those pale blue eyes begging for her understanding.

      And she did understand. Or at the very least, she wanted to understand. He’d done the wrong thing. Made the wrong choice. He should have come to her and told her what was happening and they would have figured it out. Together.

      But still a part of her tried to pull back, curl up deep inside her and keep him away. He’d hurt her once. Out of everyone in her life, he was the one person able to do it this severely, and she knew he could do it again.

      She tried to turn away, to shield herself from the intensity of his gaze, but his large, warm hand rested on her cheek and she found herself trapped yet again, paralyzed as Gage moved closer and closer, eliminating the distance between them to press his lips to hers.

      She remained rigid only for a second, before the warmth of his kiss overtook her, drawing a soft sound from her. She was pliant against him, practically melting into his embrace as she let him control the kiss, tender and exploratory at first; becoming reacquainted with a past-time that was all too familiar to them when they were younger.

      Unable and unwilling to resist anymore, she moved her hand over his chest, up to his shoulder. Her fingers moved through the hair at the nape of his neck as she rested her palm against his skin, urging him closer. Her free hand clutched his jacket, as if she feared she would lose him if she let go; lose touch of this seemingly unreal moment.

      But with every second that passed, Gage made it more and more real. His warmth spread into a fire as he deepened the kiss, his tongue tracing the seam of her lips until she opened for him. She moaned softly when she felt his tongue against hers. She heard the spellbook thud uselessly to the ground before Gage’s hands were at her back, his heat searing through her clothing to reach her skin.

      She wanted more. Needed more. The rational side of her knew it was a weakness to give in to him so quickly, but she didn’t care. Even if he hadn’t urged her closer, she would have pressed herself to him regardless. But since he did, she climbed into his lap, getting the first hint of his arousal. And suddenly instead of feeling one breath away from freezing to death, she felt like she was about to combust.

      Gage seemed to understand, as he worked at the zipper of her jacket. When it was free, she shrugged the garment off before going for his own. The brief loss of contact was a trade-off, but once their shirts were gone as well she was able to feel him, skin to skin.

      He was so unbelievably warm. A solid wall of muscle that she ached to touch. As his lips moved to her neck, his scruff scraping lightly against her skin, she couldn’t help but indulge. Her hands glided over the planes of his chest, up to his shoulders, out to his biceps that she couldn’t close her fingers around, then to his back where she clutched at him like he was her lifeline. Perhaps he was, because her heart beat wildly now, almost seeming to sync up with his. And every time he touched her or kissed her, she felt more heat spread throughout her body, pooling between her thighs.

      She tilted her head back to give him more room, and Gage licked over the pulse point in her neck, making her shudder. He moved to her collarbone, raking his teeth over the ridge of it, eliciting a soft moan from her. Her fingers buried in his hair as he continued further downward, blazing a trail of hot, wet kisses down her chest. His lips massaged the supple flesh and her breath hitched as his tongue curled out to tease her hardened nipple.

      He’d been clumsy at this when they were younger. He practically worshiped her breasts, but it was with eagerness more than skill. She hadn’t minded back then, and she wouldn’t have minded now. But he played her expertly, his hand coming up to massage one breast, rolling her nipple between his fingers while his mouth did wicked things with the other, applying just enough pressure from his teeth that she cried out, arching her back toward him.

      She’d never been one to remain passive, though. In this position, he had the ability to control most things. But she still had access to him, and she gathered enough focus to undo the buttons of his jeans, pulling the zipper down. She could feel him straining against the opening, and she dipped her fingers into his pants and stroked over his length, earning a full-body shudder from him. Without wasting any time she curled her fingers around him and pulled him free of his boxers, stroking slowly over his shaft.

      His velvet smooth skin was so hot against her palm, and his cock pulsed against her as she easily remembered just what he liked. A fairly rough squeeze and a tug upward, her thumb cresting over the head of his cock, swiping across the slit to collect the moisture beaded there.

      He moaned when she did so, lifting his head to look up at her. His body had done an excellent job of warming her up, but his gaze seared through her, stripping her bare of anything but an intense, desperate desire. She wanted him. Needed him. Needed to feel him inside of her, as a part of her, just as he’d been so long ago.

      “Lily…” It was a breathy plea, and it sent a shiver up her spine. She could tell he needed the same thing.

      Her hands moved to his shoulders and she stood up just long enough to shimmy out of her pants and panties with his help. When her gaze met his, there was an adoration in his eyes that made her heart swell, her chest and throat tightening from the wealth of emotion surging through her.

      He loved her. After all this time, all the distance between them, Gage still loved her.

      And she still loved him.

      It wasn’t going to be the most comfortable coupling, though it would probably beat the times they’d made love in her Buick, limbs pressed every which way, elbows or knees inevitably hitting the horn and waking the whole town. At the moment, though, she really didn’t care. She couldn’t wait the few minutes it would take to go to the bedroom or even the floor. She wanted him inside of her, and she wanted to be face to face with him throughout.

      With her knees on either side of his thighs, she stroked his cheeks, her thumbs running over the hair of his beard before one hand moved down to grip his cock. She lowered herself until she felt him press against her channel, then took him inside, inch by inch. She could barely breathe, he felt so amazing. Filling her. Stretching her. Perfectly made for her, as if he’d always belonged here, as a part of her.

      Once she was resting against his thighs she moaned, and Gage just looked at her with wonder in his eyes. He brushed back a stray strand of her hair before his hands moved to grip her ass. She surrendered control to him easily, and he held her against him as he rolled his hips upward, moving inside of her.

      Her arms wound around his neck and she kissed him hungrily, moaning against his mouth when he lifted her up and brought her back down, his cock sliding in and out of her with ease. He picked up the pace, continuing to lift her easily until she matched his rhythm, her thighs stinging as she slammed her hips down in time with his thrusts, wanting to take him deeper, harder, faster.

      A growl rumbled through him, setting her nerve endings on fire. When she pulled back to look at him, his pale blue eyes were replaced by a vibrant gold. The beast inside of him wanted her as much as he did, and as the tension mounted inside of her, she could only think of one thing.

      “Claim me,” she pleaded breathlessly.

      Gage didn’t question her. His eyes blazed, and she saw the hint of fangs peeking out beneath his lips. A shiver of anticipation raced through her and she moaned when he thrust even harder into her, his cock swelling to the point where he bumped against her clit every time they were joined fully.

      For the first time in ages, she could feel sweat on her skin, and she held onto him tightly as pleasure built within her, climbing to a level that was almost unbearable. Her short nails dug into his shoulders when her body tensed, and as he kept moving, her orgasm shattered through her, pulling a deep cry from her. She buried her head against his neck and shoulder, just holding on as she rode out wave after wave of ecstasy.

      Gage wasn’t far behind. He hilted himself fully inside of her one last time and she felt him pulse within her, a fierce growl rolling through him. She caught the flash of white, then a sharp pierce of pain in her shoulder. It tore a gasp from her throat, but after a brief burn, the feeling of his teeth sinking into her filled her with an electric jolt of pleasure, sending her right into another orgasm that stole the very breath from her lungs.

      He’d done it. He’d finally claimed her. They were bound together for eternity now and she felt… unbelievably warm.

      Warm. Safe. Loved.

      As her breathing became less erratic and her heart rate slowed to a normal level, she opened her eyes to find an entirely different scene around her.

      The walls weren’t frosted over by a thin sheen of ice. Icicles didn’t drip from the light fixtures. Even through the window, the mountain looked calm and peaceful. Tears pricked the corners of her eyes as she clung to Gage, pressing a kiss to his shoulder. There was only one thing left to do now. One thing left to say.

      “I love you. I always have.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    
    
      Hours later, Gage was still awake, a ridiculous smile plastered on his face.

      He was pretty sure it was going to fuse that way permanently. Lily had teased him about it before her catnap. But he just couldn’t get rid of it. He didn’t want to get rid of it. After wasting the last ten years of his life, he finally had the only thing he’d ever truly wanted: Her.

      His bear hadn’t hurt her like he’d feared. The pain was fleeting, and the wound scarred over quickly, leaving smooth marks that he still couldn’t help but stare at as she slept soundly against him. He’d moved her to the bed some time ago, and they’d talked and laughed and after he’d made a point of kissing every inch of her body they’d done the obvious again before she started to get sleepy. Since it seemed as if she hadn’t allowed herself a good night’s rest in ages, he was happy to simply watch over her and protect her while she slept.

      The power had come back on at some point, but he’d been too comfortable to get up and turn down the blasting thermostat, so it pumped heat into the bedroom and, irony of ironies, Gage was actually sweating a little bit now. It still didn’t chase away the goofy grin, though. Nothing could touch that, because everything was exactly as it should be. Perfect.

      Or so she thought.

      Just as the warmth lulled him into drowsing, he noticed something odd beneath his fingertips. Ice splintered across Lily’s skin like spiderwebs. Gage’s eyes flew open, his heart pounding as he watched. This couldn’t be happening. They’d broken the spell, he was sure of it.

      “Lil. Lily.”

      He had to shake her slightly to wake her, and she looked at him bleary-eyed before he nodded down to her arm, where ice crystals were forming together like a second skin. She yelped, sitting upright in the bed, trying to brush the ice off, but to no avail.

      “What’s happening?”

      She sounded so scared, and he didn’t have an answer for her. His bear growled, furious with him again for allowing something to hurt her. But this wasn’t over. He wasn’t going to let this spell take her again without a fight.

      “I don’t know, but I’m putting an end to it.”

      Before he could even begin to form a plan, though, the ice slowly fell like dust carried away by a strong breeze. The crystals glinted in the light, dropping into a pile on the floor as he and Lily watched. Gooseflesh rippled across his skin, the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, and he held his breath as the shards of ice were swept up by a current of magic, swirling upward into a solid form.

      The shape was humanoid. Feminine. A crystalline woman materializing before his eyes. Tall, slender, and hauntingly beautiful. He’d seen so many spirits over the past five years, but never anything like this, and it was impossible to tell whether the being was friend or foe.

      The ice creature opened its mouth far wider than any human should be able to, and before Gage could process what was happening, she shot thick, sharp javelins of ice straight for them. It was all he could do to roll, putting his broad body between Lily and the sudden threat. Ice sliced through his skin like glass and his yell of pain turned into an inhuman roar.

      Someone was trying to hurt his mate.

      He pulled away from Lily just enough to keep from crushing her as his bear burst from his body, breaking the frame of the bed beneath its massive weight. With another savage roar he charged the icy figure, only to find she was already angling at least a dozen piercing daggers toward him. With the wave of her arms they flew, and Gage closed his eyes instinctively, waiting for the rush of pain.

      But it never came.

      Magic hummed all around him, a barrier protecting him from the deadly apparition. When he glanced back to Lily, she was whispering an incantation, and magic arced through the air over top of him, striking the ice-clad figure straight in the chest.

      The spirit fought back, flinging ice at both of them, but Gage blocked every shot intended for Lily until he was practically on top of the figure, slamming into it with one powerful swipe of his paw. Accompanied by a well-timed bolt of magic from Lily, the ice shattered, flung in every direction.

      Gage again took the brunt of it, the shards embedding in his skin and muscle before they shimmered in a magical mist and disappeared.

      “Gage!”

      Lily knelt by his side, her hands moving over his furred body. Her touch was warm now, magic channeled through her hands and fingertips, aiding his healing. Gashes closed. Blood dried. And before he knew it, she was throwing her arms around his large, scruffy neck and hugging him tight.

      With his wounds healed, Gage focused his energy on changing back. As soon as he was in his human form again, he pulled her into a fierce embrace, just holding her for a long, quiet moment as he listened to the sound of their joined hearts beating.

      Eventually he eased back a bit to look at her, his lips pulling into a smirk. “So… What the hell was that?”

      She laughed softly, bringing her hand up to stroke his cheek. “As if I have any idea?” She glanced to where the apparition had been, a shiver racing through her. “Sometimes powerful magic manifests into physical form. I guess since the spell had nowhere else to go…”

      Gage let out a slow breath. “You think that’s the end of it, then?”

      “I hope so,” she said softly, resting her forehead against his. After a moment, she spoke once more, “Gage?”

      “Hm?”

      “What happens now?”

      A part of him wanted to make some light joke to break through the tension, but he knew that wouldn’t do. He could hear the vulnerability in her voice; could scent her need for something real. Something tangible.

      “Now we get dressed and get the hell out of here.” He looked around at the sparsely-decorated cabin. “This place isn’t good enough for us. For our cubs.”

      Her brows shot up in surprise. “Our… what now?”

      A grin tugged at his lips. “Don’t freak out on me just yet, Lil. It doesn’t have to be right away, but you and I have ten years to make up for.”

      She seemed at a loss for words, just staring at him for a long moment as if she was trying to parse together everything he’d said. He couldn’t blame her. This was a huge change from the life he’d been living, and the thought of completely altering his future because of everything that happened over the last twenty-four hours should terrify him. But it didn’t.

      This was the life he was always meant to have, and he wasn’t giving it up for anything.

      “What about your job? Your life?”

      “You’re my life now, Lil,” he said, taking her hand and placing it over his heart. “And if you don’t want to travel, then I’ll find another job. I told you… I’m never leaving you again.”

      Her gaze softened, and a slow smile spread across her lips. Still she was silent for a time, until he heard her whisper, “…Okay. But I have one condition.”

      “Anything.”

      “I’m not getting rid of the Buick.”

      Gage laughed, shaking his head. “You drive a hard bargain, Ms. Tisdale.”

      Mischief glinted in her green eyes, making his pulse race and a familiar warmth spread through his body. “I’m a difficult girl to please.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      After all, he had the rest of his life to prove her wrong.
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      Rachel slumped back into the chair. Through a growing veil of tears. She stared at the doctor in disbelief. She glanced across the room to where Jimmy, her four-year-old son, sat playing with a pile of multi-colored blocks. “Are you sure?”

      Dr. Landry’s eyes softened as she leaned forward to place her folded hands on the desk. “I called you as soon as I received the most recent results. I’m sorry, but the chemotherapy didn’t work. Jimmy’s going to need a stem cell transplant.”

      Instantly lightheaded, Rachel fought to keep a levee of tears from breaking. She couldn’t fall apart in front of her son. She’d managed to get through the last year of leukemia treatments while hiding her grief from him. She had to be strong. As a single mom, she couldn’t afford to descend into the well of sadness that threatened to drown her.

      “I thought this time… I thought it would work. You injected the chemo directly into his spine.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “He went through all that pain and all that time in the hospital. And for what?”

      Dr. Landry sighed. “After chemo, Acute Lymphocytic Leukemia usually goes into remission in ninety-five percent of cases. But since his father’s a bear shifter, Jimmy’s DNA isn’t typical.”

      The sudden loss of hope drained the energy from Rachel’s body. “What else can we do?”

      “Mommy, when are you going to come and play with me?” Jimmy asked in the demanding tone of a four-year-old.

      “I’ll be there in a minute, honey.”

      He gingerly set a red block on top of a green block. “I made a Christmas tree.”

      “It looks great. Dr. Jennifer and I are almost done talking.”

      As she turned back to the doctor, she steeled herself against a rising tide of despair. She wouldn’t stop fighting until they found a cure. “What do we do next?”

      “Does he have any brothers or sisters?”

      “No.”

      Not that she knew of, anyway. He could have a half-brother or half-sister out there somewhere, but it was unlikely. She hadn’t spoken to Brady, Jimmy’s father, in over four years. As far as she knew, he’d joined the Marines and had left for Afghanistan.

      The doctor said, “What about his father? I know he’s not in the picture, but if he’s a good match, we could try an allogeneic bone marrow transplant. Typically we’d like to harvest healthy marrow from a brother or sister, but since he doesn’t have any, his father is the only other option.”

      “Why can’t I do it?”

      “Jimmy’s shifter DNA is preventing you from being a good match. Since you’re not a shifter, his body will reject the transplant.”

      “Are you sure? Test my blood again.”

      “We’ve tested it twice. I’m sorry, but we’re down to one option. Can you get in touch with his father?”

      Rachel wrapped her arms across her trembling belly. “I haven’t talked to him since… well, since…”

      The doctor shot her a questioning look. “Does he know he has a son?”

      “No,” Rachel whispered.

      “I don’t know what happened between you and Jimmy’s father, but your son needs a transplant as soon as possible.”

      Rachel bit the edge of her lip. “I don’t know if Jimmy’s dad is even in the country. He might still be deployed.”

      Dr. Landry said, “I suggest you find out. I can’t emphasize how much Jimmy needs this treatment. We’re out of other options.”

      “What about the clinical trials? I thought you were close to a breakthrough.”

      “We are close, but not close enough to try the treatment on children yet.”

      “So there really aren’t any other options.”

      “No.”

      Rachel smoothed her damp palms across her jeans. How the hell was she going to pull this off? Brady would kill her for keeping Jimmy a secret. But after what happened between them, she had every right to keep her son to herself.

      The doctor leaned forward to place her hand over Rachel’s. “I know the last few months have been hard. I’m only a phone call away if you need to talk.”

      “Thank you.”

      She stood and walked to where Jimmy sat. He looked up at her with the same big brown eyes as his father. The day he was born, she knew he’d grow up to be the spitting image of his father. He’d be a real heartbreaker… if he lived long enough.

      “Are you ready to go?” she asked.

      He nodded. “I’m tired, Mommy.”

      They’d been in the doctor’s office less than thirty minutes, but the light had already faded from his eyes. The familiar look of exhaustion turned his normally pale skin to a sickening shade of gray. A piece of her died every day that passed without a cure. She’d never wanted to talk to Brady again, but what choice did she have?

      She clasped Jimmy’s hand in hers and led him through the snow-covered parking lot to the car. After buckling him into the car seat, she pulled out of the hospital parking lot. She paused at the intersection to Highway 191. She could turn right, go home, and hope that Dr. Landry could find a cure through her research.

      Or, she could turn left and drive straight up to the small town of West Yellowstone. Her mother owned the Huckleberry Pie Shop on Electric Street. She could leave Jimmy with her while she made the trek out to Brady’s family’s ranch.

      She squeezed the steering wheel. Although she wanted to avoid a confrontation with Brady’s brothers, she had no choice. They’d know if he was still in Afghanistan. She’d find a way to make them tell her. She wasn’t afraid of five bear shifters. So what if they could transform into grizzlies and tear her limb from limb? She’d face death in order to save her son. No one mattered more than him. Brady would be mad—no, he’d be furious—but he’d help her, wouldn’t he?

      Hours later, she pulled into the parking lot behind the pie shop. Jimmy sat sleeping. She hated to have to wake him. The peaceful expression on his face was rare. She’d learned to treasure every moment of happiness he had in his short, painful life.

      She stepped out of the car into the chilly winter wind. Clouds loomed in the distance. According to the news radio station, it wouldn’t snow until tonight. It was already three p.m. and the sun hung low in the horizon. The trip to the ranch would take at least thirty minutes, depending on how well the brothers had maintained the road. She’d be lucky to make it back by nightfall.

      The back door to the pie shop swung open to reveal her mom. Dressed in a faux fur-lined teal jacket, matching boots, and a patchwork shirt and skirt, she exuded eccentricity. Wild blonde hair spiked out from under the hood. Two months ago her hair had been jet black and she’d shown up clad in a leather biker outfit. She changed her look faster than she changed the menu at her shop. But beyond the crazy outfits, her mom was the most wonderful woman in the world.

      Hands on her hips and a grin on her face, June bustled over to the car. “Why didn’t you call? I would have had Leah take over the shop until closing.”

      Rachel turned to embrace her mom. At fifty years old, June had the energy of someone half her age. She’d always said good food and good friends made for a long life.

      “We just came up from the hospital.”

      June frowned. “How’d it go?”

      She glanced at her son to make sure he was still sleeping. “Not good. The doctor said he needs a bone marrow transplant.”

      “Okay. I can help you through the surgery.”

      Rachel shook her head. Her voice wavered. “Not from me.”

      “What do you mean? Why not?”

      “I don’t have any shifter blood. So…”

      Her mom’s eyes widened with realization. “Oh, crap.”

      “I have to find Brady.”

      June let out a low whistle. “How do you plan to do that?”

      “I’m going to the ranch.”

      “Alone?”

      She shrugged. “It’s not like they’re going to tear me to pieces.”

      June arched a brow. “Are you sure about that?”

      Jimmy’s eyes fluttered open. “Namma!”

      After swooping in to unbuckle him from the car seat, June scooped him up. “How’s my favorite grandson?”

      He grinned. “I got to play with blocks.”

      Rachel noted the flush on his cheeks. She placed the back of her hand to his forehead. It wasn’t hot. Thank God. Most of the time, he was so pale that even the slightest change was cause for alarm.

      “I hate having to leave him with you, but I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “Where are you going, Mommy?”

      June said, “She needs to go visit her friend. Why don’t you come inside and I’ll get you a cup of hot cocoa.”

      He shrieked, “With marshmallows?”

      June laughed. “I have some that are peppermint-flavored.”

      He screwed up his face. “I want the little ones.”

      “I’ll let you try one and see if you like it,” June said.

      Rachel rubbed her hands together before stuffing them into the pockets of her coat. “He needs lunch first. I gave him a snack on the road, but I didn’t even stop at home to grab a change of clothes. I just wanted to get here as quickly as possible.”

      “Good thing I went to Packer’s and stocked up on Christmas presents. I should probably run over to Old Faithful Grocery to grab some toothbrushes.”

      Rachel said, “I’m sorry I didn’t call. I hate putting you out like this.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I love surprise visits. I’ll take care of Jimmy. You should get going. The north road is plowed but the south road isn’t. Be careful, it can get icy when you get closer to the lake.”

      “I will, Mom.”

      “I’ll want a play-by-play when you get back.”

      Rachel couldn’t help but smile. Although her mom was more of a best friend than a mother, she shifted between roles effortlessly. “If I’m not back by eight, send in the park rangers.”

      “If you’re not back by eight, I’ll send in the Marines.” June laughed as she turned and walked with Jimmy toward the building.

      As soon as the door to the shop closed, the smile fell from Rachel’s face. She climbed into the car and carefully pulled onto the main road. After turning onto the highway, she cranked the heater up. The old car rattled in protest before it relented and spit warmth into the car.

      She’d had to sell her brand-new car when the first round of medical bills had rolled in. After the second round, she’d had to sell her jewelry except for one piece—the gold promise ring Brady had given her the night they’d broken up. She couldn’t bring herself to sell it or to give it away. At one point, she’d thought she was going to marry him. How could she have been so wrong?

      Shadows stretched down from the pine trees which lined the highway. Darkness descended faster in the winter, but she should be able to reach the ranch by nightfall.

      After almost missing the turn, she veered off onto the snow-plowed road. She hadn’t been to the ranch since the night she’d left Brady. Memories of warm winter nights in his arms flooded her mind. They’d been so in love. They’d spent every moment planning their future together. But a single conversation had destroyed everything. She’d been stunned by how quickly her life had changed.

      As the road narrowed, she concentrated on keeping the car on the slippery road. One wrong move and she’d slide off into a ditch. She couldn’t risk having an accident. There’d be no one but her mom to take care of Jimmy. Rachel didn’t want to saddle her with the responsibility of raising her son. Her mom had enough trouble stretching the shop’s meager winter earnings until the summer. She couldn’t afford to take on anything more.

      Overhead, the trees thickened. She flicked on the high beams to cut a path through the twilight. According to the odometer, she should be coming up to the turn-off for the ranch. She hoped she still recognized it.

      Off to the left, the trees broke to reveal Hebgen Lake. The huge lake covered over twenty-one miles of land. She’d spent many summers swimming in the cool water and fishing with her dad. A twinge of pain pierced her heart. He’d died so young.

      She’d just graduated high school when he’d fallen down one day and never got up. The heart attack came without warning and stole the most important man in her life. Brady had been there for her through the horrible days, weeks, and months after the funeral. He’d never left her side, which made his announcement the night they’d broken up all the more devastating.

      Her front wheel caught a patch of black ice, which sent her skidding around the corner. She turned into the spin and stopped just inches from the edge of the road. When she looked up, the headlights illuminated the sign for the ranch: Curvy Bear Ranch, ¼ miles ahead.

      She took a deep breath and blew it out. She had to stay focused. She wasn’t here to rekindle old memories, she was here to find out how to get in touch with Jimmy and save her son’s life.

      

      

      Brady stepped back toward the edge of the ring as the mustang reared up and snorted a puff of steamy air from his nostrils. The horse kicked and whinnied in a display of pure obstinacy. The second his hooves hit the floor, he took off at a frantic gallop. Although his right flank grazed the metal poles along the side of the ring, he didn’t stop.

      Brady knew better than to get between a wild horse and the ring, so he stepped into the center of the circle. “Whoa, Fender.”

      The sleek, black animal slowed to a trot, but Brady needed to wait until the horse calmed down a bit before attempting to take the reins. After several weeks of training, he’d planned on riding Fender for the first time today, but the horse wasn’t cooperating.

      When Fender finally slowed to a walk, Brady held up his hand. “Stop.”

      The horse slowed, but continued its path around the ring. Brady waited. He had all the patience in the world when it came to animals. He understood their instinct to run free and not be tied down. He’d wanted the same thing when he’d joined the Marines. Although he loved serving his country, he couldn’t forget the terrible things he’d seen while deployed.

      He shook away the horrifying images and returned his attention to Fender. At least now he could take his time and not rush headlong into a dangerous situation. He had all winter to get the horses ready for the influx of tourists in the spring. Although most of the ranch’s money came from the bed and breakfast, a sizeable portion came from other ranch-based revenue streams like riding lessons.

      Fender came to a stop on the opposite side of the ring. He stood with his head cocked toward the center. His ear cupped toward Brady, a clear indication that the animal’s focus was on him. Ultimately, horses followed a leader and Brady needed to show the mustang that he was in charge.

      As he took a step toward the stallion, he was careful to keep his shoulders squared and his head held high. To exude anything less than pure dominance would make the entire session pointless.

      “Easy, boy.”

      He advanced slowly. Fender used one hoof to lightly paw the ground. Yesterday, he’d bolted before Brady could grab the reins. Today looked far more promising. He pulled a carrot from his back pocket. A little bribery never hurt.

      Fender sniffed and shifted his weight slightly as if ready to take a step forward. He eyed Brady warily, but eventually his desire for the treat won. He inched forward and stretched his neck as far as it would reach. Brady didn’t move. He wanted the horse to come to him.

      Another couple of steps brought the stallion face to face with him. The awareness in the animal’s gray eyes connected with something in Brady’s soul. To be taken from a life of pure freedom to a life of restraint wasn’t easy. When he was learning to control his inner bear, he’d fought plenty of battles between the wildness in his soul and the need to contain his power. Ultimately, he’d learned to shift at will.

      The horse jutted his head forward to snatch the carrot from the palm of Brady’s hand. Fender took a step back. As he chomped on the sweet treat, he continued to watch Brady. When he finished eating, he looked at Brady expectantly.

      Brady pulled another carrot from the back pocket of his jeans and offered it to the horse. As the animal chewed, Brady slowly reached forward to pet its muzzle. The coarse fur scratched against his palm. With each stroke, he sensed a change in the horse’s attitude. A thin thread of trust linked them together. Brady could build on that. Trust was one of the most important qualities in any relationship, especially in the relationship between a man and his horse.

      After gently gathering the horse’s reins, he led him toward the barn. With winter in full effect, he wanted to get the horse wiped down and blanketed before nightfall.

      The interior of the state-of-the-art barn boasted an industrial-sized heater. Stalls filled with horses lined either side of the large building. At last count, they housed twenty-five horses. When spring came, every one of the horses would need to be trail ready and capable of taking even the greenest rider. He had no doubt he’d have them ready.

      He grabbed a winter curry comb which he used to brush sweat and dirt out of Fender’s fur. Ever aware of the horse’s fragile temperament, he carefully navigated the space around his ears, behind his elbows, along his girth area, and under his jaw. He finished by toweling him off.

      Once he’d secured a blanket over the horse, he offered him another carrot. “Good job, boy.”

      The horse chomped greedily. When he finished, he flicked his head up as if to thank him. Brady stroked his muzzle. He was a fine creature and would be a great saddle horse once he’d been broken in.

      Satisfied with the day’s work, Brady stepped out of the stall and checked the other horses. He turned off the lights as he went, then closed and secured the barn doors. He couldn’t wait to step into a hot shower.

      As he strode up toward the main house, the scent of fresh-baked apple pie and some kind of roasted meat permeated the air. He sniffed in appreciation as his inner bear roared with approval. Their cook, Sarah Fink, had outdone herself again. If she ever left the ranch, they’d probably starve.

      Lights glowed from every window of the lodge-like home. A glittering Christmas tree sparkled through the lightly frosted living room window. A giant wreath of fresh pine branches and dried lemons decorated the front door. Christmas was a little over two weeks away, but he could hardly wait. He and his five brothers did everything in their power to recreate the magic they’d experienced as children. They kept up all the old traditions as a way of honoring their mom. She’d passed away two years ago and Brady still felt the loss as if it had been yesterday.

      He stepped onto the wraparound porch and sat on the wooden bench swing. He slid one boot off, then the other. The crunch of footsteps sounded along the gravel driveway. They weren’t expecting guests for another week. When he looked up, his heart dropped through his stomach.

      Rachel.

      Bundled in a huge red snow coat, the face that haunted his dreams stared back at him. Long, curly tendrils of chestnut hair bobbed with each step she took in his direction. The luminous green eyes he’d spent hours gazing into regarded him warily. Every inch of her luscious curves filled out a pair of skin-tight jeans.

      He stood on shaky legs, completely forgetting that he only wore socks. “Rachel?”

      She whispered, “You’re not in Afghanistan.”

      A rush of anger tightened his muscles. Every hurtful word she’d hurled at him came back in a rush. The last time he’d seen her, she’d swore she’d never speak to him again. She’d called him a coward and had claimed he’d never really loved her. She hadn’t understood his decision to leave, and he’d never forgotten the look of betrayal in her eyes.

      He tensed. “What are you doing here?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      Rachel shivered less from the cold than from the look on Brady’s face. The initial shock of seeing him vanished as anger flashed in his eyes.

      “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

      She fought to keep her voice steady. “I didn’t know you were back.”

      “I’ve been back two months. I thought you’d moved to Bozeman.”

      “I did.”

      He didn’t say anything. As the silence stretched between them, she tried to ignore the way the long-sleeved plaid shirt stretched across his huge biceps. She pretended not to notice his broad chest or thick, muscle-bound thighs.

      How many times had she wrapped her legs around his narrow waist? How many times had she peeled his shirt off to reveal the thick patch of wiry hair on his chest? How many times had she kissed the sensitive spot on the side of his neck where it met his collarbone?

      She shivered and looked away as white-hot fire rushed through her body. She hadn’t seen him in four years, and yet she knew he’d smell of nutmeg if she wrapped her arms around him. He’d taste like red wine and warm summer nights. His flesh would tremble under her roaming hands. And if she ever got him naked again, she knew he’d still be harder, thicker, and more virile than any man she’d ever met.

      He cleared his throat. “Why are you really here?”

      “I just wanted to see you. I wanted to see how you were doing.”

      “I’m fine.”

      She knew that tone. Threads of sadness bound his words together, but the underlying pain cut straight to her heart and stole her breath. The urge to step forward and pull him into her arms rolled through her like thunder. For a second, she forgot the real reason she’d come to the ranch. But the moment passed and she regained control.

      She said, “The ranch looks good. Your mom always does a great job decorating.”

      He grimaced. “She passed away two years ago.”

      She flinched and took a step forward. “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

      “How could you? When I left for the Marines, you disappeared. You didn’t call. Didn’t write. I sent postcards to your mother’s house and I never heard anything. Did she give them to you?”

      “She did.”

      “And you chose to ignore them? Or maybe you’re just lying to protect your mom. She never liked me. She has a vendetta against shifters.”

      “A shifter killed her father. She has every right not to trust them.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I should have listened to my brothers and stayed away from you. They were right.”

      She drew back. “Mack never liked me.”

      “It wasn’t just Mack. My mom, God rest her soul, warned me that a human would never understand the life of a shifter. You never understood why I needed to join up, and you never will.”

      “You were following in Mack’s footsteps. You’ve been in competition with him your whole life. When are you going to learn that life isn’t about competing with other people, it’s about competing with yourself?”

      “I didn’t join the Marines because of Mack. I joined because it’s what shifters do. Giving up a few years to help defend our country is honorable. To turn away from that tradition would have meant turning away from my family.”

      “What about me? I thought I was going to become part of your family. I thought…”

      He sighed and ran his fingers down his stubbly beard. “I tried to explain it to you back then and you didn’t understand. Once I fulfilled my obligation, I would have been free to move on with the rest of my life. But you weren’t willing to wait for me.”

      “Four years is a long time.” Especially with a baby on the way. She’d worked up the courage to tell him that fateful night, but when he’d dropped the bomb about leaving, she’d been too stunned to share her news.

      In a softer voice he said, “I needed you to wait. There was no reason to rush into anything, but you couldn’t wait. I just…”

      “What?”

      He shook his head. A mask of coldness dropped to guard his expression and the anger in his voice returned. “Never mind. What happened between us was a lifetime ago. I don’t know why you’re here and frankly, I don’t care.”

      Stunned by his vehemence, she swallowed the growing lump in her throat. “I didn’t know you cared. The night you told me you were leaving, I was shocked.”

      “You said some horrible things to me.”

      “I was hurt and angry.”

      “I needed you to understand why I had to join the Marines.”

      She took another step forward, further closing the distance between them. “I’m sorry.”

      “Are you?”

      She froze. A rush of anger churned in her belly. “You don’t believe me?”

      “I don’t know what to believe. You show up here after four years and claim you only want to see me. What do you really want? It must be something?”

      “I… I just have to tell you…”

      He held up a hand. “Just stop. I don’t care what you need. I stopped caring a long time ago, so I suggest you get back in your car and get off my property. You’re not welcome here.”

      Her bottom lip quivered as she fought back tears. The real reason she’d come to see him sat on the tip of her tongue, but how could she ask him to help her now? He hated her. The horrible things she’d said that night would cost her more than just his love. They would cost her son his life.

      She couldn’t risk asking Brady to help her now. If he became even more enraged, his bear would come out and she didn’t stand a chance against it. Not only that, but she’d lose the only chance she had of saving Jimmy’s life. Somehow, she’d have to find another way to get Brady to help her.

      She stepped back. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have come here. This was a mistake.”

      He huffed and crossed his arms over his chest. “One I hope you don’t make again.”

      After hurrying through the snow to the car, she glanced back to where he stood. Dark shadows hung around him like a shroud. Glowing Christmas lights flashed across the sparkling snow as if warning her to be cautious.

      As she turned the car around, she took one last look at where Brady stood on the porch. A vise closed around her heart. Once, she’d loved him more than anything in the world. Why didn’t she tell him about the baby that night? Why couldn’t she summon the courage to be honest with him?

      She’d pondered these questions for years and could only come up with the lame excuse that she’d been afraid of his reaction. Would he have dropped his plan of joining the Marines and stayed with her? Would they be a happy family now?

      A tear rolled down her cheek. She’d been eighteen at the time and meek. She couldn’t make that mistake again. Once Brady cooled down, she’d have to find another way to approach him. She hadn’t given up on her son in four years and she wasn’t about to start now.

      As she pulled off of the small road onto the highway, she forced her shoulders back. She wouldn’t accept defeat. Not yet. Not until she’d confronted Brady with the truth. Once he knew he had a son, he’d have to help him.

      But when she flashed back to the anger in Brady’s eyes, her conviction wavered. What if he’d changed? Maybe he wasn’t the same man she’d loved all those years ago.

      

      

      Brady watched the red taillights on her car fade into the blackness of the woods. His gut churned with tumultuous guilt. She’d clearly come to ask him for something, but his rage had overwhelmed his curiosity.

      He shook his shoulders and stomped his feet to release the pent-up anger. The last thing he needed right now was to unleash his bear. He’d barely been able to keep him in check the first time the wind had carried her scent to him. She still smelled like fresh rain and passion.

      Over the years, he’d tried to satiate his bear with other women, but none could inflame him the way Rachel could. He’d searched for his mate, but never found anyone who could hold his interest for more than a night or two.

      He ran his hand over his face as he reviewed their conversation. She’d been right about one thing: he’d made a huge mistake going to Afghanistan. The things he’d seen haunted him every day. And one horrific night in Kabul would be seared into his heart and mind forever.

      Even now, he could still hear the gunfire and smell the smoke. The screams of women in children echoed like ghosts in the moonlight. And blood… so much blood. Rivers of it flowing through the streets.

      He stumbled down the steps and ran toward the forest. When he reached the first tree, he bent at the waist and dry-heaved before dropping to his knees. Snow soaked into his jeans. Within minutes, the frigid air seeped into every pore as if hell-bent on freezing his bones.

      “Brady?”

      He recognized Mack’s voice and quickly stood. He scooped a handful of snow up and used it to wipe his face. The inky night would camouflage the pain in his eyes. “Over here.”

      Mack’s boots crunched in the snow. “What are you doing out here? I thought I heard voices on the porch, but when I came out, you were gone.”

      Brady leaned against a towering pine and tried to relax. He debated whether or not to tell his brother about Rachel’s visit.

      Mack said, “Who was the woman you were talking to?”

      Of course he’d heard. “Rachel.”

      “Rachel Stevenson?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I didn’t know you two were still in touch.”

      “We’re not.”

      Mack cocked his head to one side. “Then why was she out here talking to you?”

      “I honestly don’t know. I was taking my boots off when she walked up. Shocked the hell out of me.”

      “Sorta like seeing a ghost.”

      “Exactly.”

      Mack grunted. “I saw her in town a few hours ago.”

      “Really?”

      “She had a kid with her, three or four years old.”

      Brady snorted. “She didn’t waste any time. Funny, she neglected to mention him to me. Hell, she must have jumped into bed with the next cowboy she met the second my plane took off.”

      “You sure it’s not yours?” Mack joked.

      “Nah, she would have told me if she’d been pregnant. We’ve had our differences, but she isn’t the type of woman who keeps secrets.”

      “That would be a hell of a thing if he was yours. But you’re right, she wouldn’t have done something so unforgivable.”

      “Nope. She called me all kinds of names and said some really awful things, but she’s not a bad person.”

      Mack eyed him. “Will she be coming around again?”

      “She doesn’t have a reason to.”

      “You sure about that?”

      Brady’s hands fisted at his sides. “Whatever you’re trying to say, just spit it out.”

      “I’ve seen that look in your eyes before. Watch out for her. She hurt you before and she’ll do it again if she has the chance.”

      Brady stepped forward. He didn’t know why he felt the need to defend her, but he did. “I’m more than capable of dealing with her if she comes around again.”

      “I didn’t say you weren’t. I’m just giving you some brotherly advice. Be cautious about a woman who pops back into your life after so much time has passed. They usually want something.”

      “I have nothing to give her.”

      Mack shrugged. “She wants something. Anyway, supper’s ready. Wash up and meet us inside.”

      Brady followed his brother halfway to the house before stopping. “Hey, could you just set some food aside for me? I need to make a trip into town.”

      “You’re running off to find her aren’t you?”

      “No.”

      He quickly strode past his brother. When he reached the porch, he sat down to put his boots on. The extra heat his bear emanated helped warm him up. He hadn’t even felt the cold until now.

      Mack joined him on the porch. “Be careful.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “You’re my little brother. Of course I have to worry about you.”

      Brady smirked. “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

      After his brother entered the house and closed the door, Brady jogged through the snow to his truck. Last summer, the ranch had been packed, leaving them with a hefty surplus of money. He’d been able to buy a brand new Ford F-150. He loved the truck and took it in to town every chance he got.

      With the turn of a key, the rugged black truck roared to life. He quickly maneuvered it through the woods and onto the highway. He drove into West Yellowstone. The tiny town only had a few bars, but he only needed one.

      He parked at the Little Bear Bar and Grill. After pushing through the saloon-style wooden doors, he made his way through a group of dancing tourists and strolled toward the bar. His friend Steve Holliday owned the place and, true to form, Brady spotted him leaning across the hundred-year-old bar listening intently to a drunk college girl.

      Brady pounded his fist on the bar. “What’s a guy got to do to get a drink around here?”

      Steve’s face contorted with anger until he spotted Brady. As he pushed back from the bar, he winked at the girl. He walked down to where Brady sat. “How the hell are you? You haven’t been in here for so long I was about ready to send search and rescue out to find you.”

      “Yeah, it’s been a few months.”

      Steve jerked his head toward the college girl. “We’ve been getting some pretty live ones in here.”

      “Biting?”

      The bartender barked a laugh. “Like a rainbow trout in spring.”

      Brady grinned. “We have to go fishing again after the first thaw.”

      “I swear I won’t hook my line in your jacket like last year.”

      “You thought you’d caught a monster.”

      “Yeah, but instead, I caught one pissed-off bear.”

      Brady laughed. “I think you still owe me a cold one for that.”

      “What’ll it be?”

      “Anything new come out of that brewery over in Cody?”

      “Some foo-foo winter lager girly-beer.”

      “Maybe I should stick with the usual.”

      “One Sam Adams coming up.”

      Brady leaned back slightly to get a better look around the room. Steve wasn’t kidding when he’d said there were a few live ones. The place looked like they’d bussed in a sorority. Skinny college girls jutted out their flat chests as if to advertise their availability.

      Normally, he’d grab a few beers and try to find a cute girl for a night of fun. But this time, no one captured his attention. They were too stick skinny and didn’t have the curves he craved. A woman needed some meat on her bones. A bubble butt and some luscious hips were enough to make his bear rise up and demand action. But none of the women peaked his bear’s attention even a little bit.

      Tonight his bear was restless. Brady could lie to himself and pretend he didn’t know why, but he did. Seeing Rachel again after all these years had awakened a hibernating passion—a passion that needed to be squelched as quickly as possible. He couldn’t afford to think about any woman as more than just a temporary companion.

      The war had changed him. He’d seen things that had stolen his faith in humanity and made him vow never to have children. Everywhere he looked, war, famine, and darkness stole the lives of too many innocent people. He couldn’t imagine bringing a life into this world in its current state.

      He took a swig of beer. On the broken, war-torn streets of Kabul, he’d vowed to keep his life simple. He’d planned to return to the ranch once his tour ended. He’d defend his brothers and do whatever he could to make their lives good, but he’d live out the rest of his without a wife and children. He’d lost all hope that night in Kabul when he’d seen kids blown to pieces by a car bomb. What the hell was wrong with people? How could they blow up a child while fighting over ideology? He’d never understand it.

      Rachel’s gorgeous face and sparkling green eyes flashed through his mind. His reaction to her meant nothing. Although every muscle in his body longed to feel her gentle touch, trying to reignite anything with her was impossible. She’d betrayed him and he wouldn’t forgive her no matter what she said.

      He had to stop thinking about her soft thighs and voluptuous breasts. Even if he wanted to peel her clothes off, lay her down and make love to her, he couldn’t. She had a baby. Hell, she might even have a husband. He hadn’t thought to look for a ring on her finger. Either way, she was off limits, a part of his past, not his future.

      Three beers later, he’d almost convinced himself he didn’t care. But the second he heard her voice from across the room, every ounce of his resolve drained away.

      He turned slowly to keep from falling off the bar stool. Through the crowd, he spotted her long, curly tendrils of chestnut hair and instantly went hard. The alcohol dulled his ability to rein in his bear. He should have known better than to have that last beer. Now there’d be hell to pay.
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      The skin on the back of Rachel’s neck prickled with the sensation of being watched. She slid into a booth near the back of the bar and grabbed a menu. After holding it up to block her face, she peeked over the top.

      She spotted Brady leaning back with his elbows on the bar. A smattering of empty beer bottles stood like sentinels, a testament to his obviously inebriated state. He stared right at her as if challenging her to go talk to him.

      She quickly raised the menu. Beneath her thick winter coat and long sleeved shirt, her heart pounded harder than the galloping hooves of a hundred wild horses. She took in a shaky breath and blew it out. What was she so afraid of anyway? Or was it even fear?

      A high-pitched voice chirped, “Can I take your order?”

      Still holding the menu high, Rachel glanced at the list of sandwiches. “I’ll take a club sandwich, extra mayo, French fries, and a beer. No. Make that an herbal tea.”

      She’d need her wits about her if Brady crossed the room to talk to her. Not that he would. Not that she wanted him to do it. Right? Oh, God, but she did.

      The waitress hadn’t been gone for more than a few seconds when she heard his voice. “This seat taken?”

      She dropped the menu a few inches to confirm what she already knew. Brady stood next to the table with a beer in one hand and a sour expression on his face.

      “I’m… I’m expecting someone.”

      Under normal circumstances she hated lying, but she’d already worked herself into a corner by keeping her baby a secret. What was one more lie when she’d already spent years telling everyone Jimmy’s father had run off and left her?

      “Your baby’s daddy?” Brady asked with a smirk.

      The seat dropped out from under her and for a second, she thought she’d faint. He knew about her son. But how? The only person in town who knew about her son was her mother and she’d been sworn to secrecy.

      “Well?” A hint of impatience entered his tone.

      “How did you… who told you?”

      Without waiting for an invitation, he slid into the booth. “Mack saw you in town earlier. He said your son’s about three. You sure didn’t wait to hook up with someone else. I bet my plane wasn’t even off the ground before you were running off with another man. And here I was, living in the sandy version of hell, hoping you’d write back to me. God, I was such a fool.”

      She sat up. “I didn’t—”

      He narrowed his eyes and took a swig of beer. After setting the bottle down, he leaned back and laced his fingers together. “I can see how you’d have a hard time staying single. You must have had men clamoring to date you. Who was it? Parker Rollings? Henry Palior? I can keep going.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t talk to you when you’re like this. Since when did you start drinking anyway? You never drank when we were together.”

      “I’m not the same man you left.”

      Her hackles rose. “I left? Are you kidding me? You. Left. Me. I loved you, but you obviously didn’t feel the same way because you took off.”

      He looked away. “Where’s your kid anyway?”

      “He’s with my mother. I told her I needed a night off, so I left him with her. I’ll be back to get him in the morning.”

      “Why didn’t you leave him with his daddy?”

      She studied the intricate pattern of wood on the table. “He’s not around anymore.”

      “Too bad. His loss,” he mumbled.

      Her gaze snapped up to meet his. For a second, time stood still. His chocolate-brown eyes locked onto her with an awareness that shot straight through her body to pool warm and wet in her core.

      Damn it. After all these years, one look could still turn her into a puddle of need. Regardless of everything that had happened between them, lust surged through her veins. Every inch of his virile body tensed as if poised to pounce. The vein on the side of his neck pulsed in time with her racing heart. She licked her bottom lip, wishing she could taste the beer on his lips.

      He looked away, breaking the spell.

      The waitress arrived with the herbal tea. “Your sandwich’ll be up in a minute. Can I get you something, handsome?”

      Brady smiled. “Another beer would be great.”

      Rachel frowned. “Don’t you think you’ve had enough already?”

      “No. And since when are you my mother? You sure as hell don’t look like her.” His gaze burned across her body, setting her on fire.

      The waitress jutted her hip out and leaned her hand on it. “Well?”

      “Beer,” he said.

      As soon as the waitress left, he fixed his gaze on Rachel. “Why did you come here?”

      “I like the food.”

      “I don’t mean to the bar. Why did you come out to the ranch?”

      She stalled by opening the tea’s wrapper. She repeatedly dunked the tea bag into the steaming cup of hot water in an attempt to buy more time. Now would be a horrible time to tell him about Jimmy. Drunk and pissed off, he’d outright refuse to have anything to do with her or Jimmy. She’d have to wait until she could catch him in a sober, rational state of mind.

      He leaned forward and grabbed her wrist lightly. “Why?”

      As she pulled away, her stomach flipped. The longer she tried to talk to him, the worse the conversation would go. She couldn’t risk Jimmy’s life by approaching Brady at the wrong moment.

      She slid out of the booth.

      “Where are you going?” he demanded.

      “I can’t talk to you when you’re like this.”

      “So there is something you want to talk to me about?”

      “Yes, but now is clearly not the right time.”

      She flipped the hood up on her coat and dropped some cash on the table. It should be enough to cover the bill and tip. She didn’t want to wait for the food. She wouldn’t be able to eat it anyway.

      “Goodbye, Brady.”

      A stunned expression crossed his face. “Wait.”

      “I can’t.” She turned and walked away from the only man she’d ever loved.

      Outside, a snowstorm raged. Furious northern winds whipped across the edges of her coat as if looking for an opening. Snowflakes pelted her face. She shoved her hands into the jacket pockets and hurried toward her car.

      After settling into the driver’s seat, she shoved the key in the ignition and turned. Nothing happened.

      “God, not now.”

      She turned the key again. The car clicked a few times then stopped. She slammed her hands against the steering wheel. Seriously? Like she didn’t have enough to deal with already? Of course her damned car had chosen tonight to die.

      She leaned her head against the freezing faux leather and fought back tears. Sometimes it seemed like the entire world was conspiring against her. When would she finally catch a break?

      She stared out the snow-crusted window. Light from a nearby lamp fractured across the glass. In another life, she’d probably be enjoying the peaceful silence of a winter night. But tonight, the music of the night included howling wind and the choking sobs of a broken woman.

      

      

      Brady stumbled out of the bar into the lashing storm. Across the street, he recognized the form of a woman bent over the steering wheel of her car. Was she in trouble? Maybe he’d be able to help her and at least do one thing right today.

      The closer he came to the car, the more the woman’s shoulders heaved. She appeared to be crying. He sighed. Great, just what he needed right now, a hysterical woman. Like he didn’t already have enough problems now that Rachel had blown back into his life.

      He leaned into the wind and forced one foot in front of the other. His progress wasn’t very steady, but he’d get there eventually.

      When he finally reached the car, he swiped a hand across the driver’s side window and peered in. “Oh, hell.”

      Startled, Rachel stared up at him through red-rimmed eyes. She unlocked the door and opened it a crack. “What are you doing?”

      “I was checking to see if you needed any help. I didn’t know it was you.” Damn, he didn’t mean for it to come out that way.

      She wiped a tear from underneath her eye. “I don’t need your help.”

      “Of course you don’t. You never did, right? What’s wrong? Car problem?”

      “I can’t get it to start.”

      “Pop the hood.”

      The hood snapped open. He circled around to the front of the car and peeked in at the engine. After wiggling and checking the connections, he stood back and closed the hood.

      Rachel leaned out of the window. “What do you think?”

      “My guess would be the battery. I have jumper cables in my truck. I’ll be right back.”

      “You can’t drive right now. You just drank a bunch of beer.”

      He shrugged. “Yeah. My plan was to stay until closing so I could sober up. But now, I just want to get home and sleep this off.”

      “Where’s your car?”

      “Around the corner.”

      “We’ll walk over there together and I’ll drive your truck. After we jump mine, I’ll drive you home. One of your brothers can bring you back in the morning to get your truck.”

      “I can just call one of them to pick me up. I wouldn’t want to put you out.”

      “Either way, I just want you to get home safely.”

      “Thanks.”

      She followed him to the alley behind the bar. He jumped into the truck’s bed and opened a metal locker. After rooting around for a minute, he cursed under his breath. The one time he needed the damn things and they weren’t in the truck.

      “I could have sworn I had cables with me,” he muttered.

      “It’s okay. I can walk.”

      He locked the lid then jumped down. “Where are you staying tonight? Your mom’s? That’s close enough to walk to.”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m staying at the Morning Glory Econo Lodge. My mom’s studio is tiny.”

      “Do you need to pick up your son tonight?”

      “No. I told her I’d be back in the morning. I just needed a night off.”

      “Kids are a lot of work, huh?”

      “Yeah, but totally worth it.”

      He shrugged. “Wouldn’t know.”

      “You never had any with anyone else?”

      “There hasn’t been anyone else.” At least not anyone important. Sure, he’d had the occasional fling, but nothing resembling a relationship. Nothing like what they’d shared together before he’d joined the Marines.

      She said, “Well, I’d be happy to drive you home in your car.”

      “You can’t stay with me.”

      She frowned. “I didn’t ask to stay. Look, if you don’t want my help. No problem. Stay here and sober up. I can walk to the Econo Lodge.”

      “It’s on the other side of town.”

      “The town’s only four blocks square. I’m sure I can walk there without a problem.”

      He shook his head. No way would he let a lone woman walk through a snowstorm alone. Whatever issues they had could be set aside long enough to get her to the hotel safely.

      He said, “Come on. I’ll let you drive my truck to the hotel. We can just leave it there and I’ll walk back to the bar.”

      As she stepped toward the truck, her foot slid enough to throw her off balance. He lunged forward and caught her in his arms. A rush of almond-scented soap filled the air. He’d never forget her signature scent. It wasn’t even perfume. Apparently, she still liked those girly oatmeal almond soap bars she’d always used. During the time they’d been apart, he hadn’t been able to smell almonds without thinking of her.

      As she righted herself, she pushed away from his chest. Frigid air swirled between them to whisk away any trace of heat. But he still felt it all the way to the soles of his feet. God, he wanted her. Even after all this time, he couldn’t close his eyes without seeing her face. To have her standing in front of him with such a look of vulnerability broke something inside of him. A dam of emotion rushed up to drown him in desire. She stood less than a foot from him, close enough to kiss, close enough to pull her into his arms and never let go.

      As he moved closer to her, she took a step back. “We should get going.”

      He sighed and looked away. “Yeah, let’s go.”

      Before he could do something he’d end up regretting, he turned and walked toward the passenger side. Wind whipped away the crunch of her small footsteps as she moved toward the driver’s side. Although he wasn’t exactly sober, he’d do whatever he could to protect her and get her home safely.

      Clearly, the beer had messed up his usual ability to control his emotions. His inner bear roared in turmoil. He wanted the soft, beautiful woman spread out and ready for a night of passionate sex. But that’s all it would be. And what would be the point? He could have meaningless sex with a bevy of willing women, so why open up a can of worms by going after the only woman who’d ever rejected him?

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “Just be careful. She’s brand new.”

      “Your truck?”

      “Yeah, the ranch did pretty well last year.”

      “That’s good. I’m glad things are going well for you,” she said softly.

      He glanced at her. A faint beam of light slanted through the window to reflect the delicate features on her face. Her plump pink lips mashed together as she twisted the ignition key. The truck roared to life.

      The trek from her car to the truck had taken less than five minutes, but by the time they’d arrived, he was already half-frozen. He couldn’t imagine how cold she was, but he had a pretty good idea. As her body shivered, her teeth chattered. Distressed by her disheveled state, he quickly turned on the heater. A blast of warm air swirled through her hair. He swallowed the growing lump in his throat and looked away.

      A couple of minutes later, they pulled into the Econo Lodge parking lot. He wanted to make sure she made it to her room safely, so he jumped out of the truck. It was a terrible move which left him listing to one side. Damn beer. Now he remembered why he always hated drinking.

      Rachel met him at the rear of the truck. She held out the keys. “I’ll give these to you, but only if you swear you won’t use them until the bar closes. Go back, order some food and drink a bunch of water so you sober up.”

      “Yes, Mom,” he joked.

      A tiny smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Okay. Well, thank you. I guess…. I guess I’ll talk to you later.”

      He wasn’t ready to let her go. He put his palm on the small of her back and guided her into the hotel’s lobby. “Does your room have a fireplace?”

      She laughed. “I can’t afford such luxury. I can’t even afford this place. I offered to spend the night on the floor in my mom’s studio, but she refused and said I needed a proper bed. She paid for this place.”

      “That was nice of her.”

      “She’s the best. Always looking out for me.” Rachel punched a button to call the elevator. “Thanks for walking me in.”

      “How long are you planning on staying in town?”

      A flash of sadness passed across her face so quickly that he almost missed it. “I’m not sure. I think I made a mistake coming here.”

      Before his mind could fully process her last statement, the elevator doors opened. When she stepped in, he followed her. She turned and jumped, startled to find him directly behind her. “Oh, I can make it the rest of the way myself.”

      “I’d feel more comfortable knowing that you made it all the way to your room.”

      “Okay.”

      He cocked his head to one side. “What did you mean when you said you made a mistake coming here?”

      She bit the edge of her lip. Hesitation, or maybe trepidation, furrowed her brows. “I… I just thought… I thought maybe I could reclaim something I’d lost.”

      He stepped between her and the door. He raised his hands and leaned them against the wall on either side of her shoulders. “What do you think you lost?”
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      Every inch of Rachel’s body quivered as she whispered, “You. I lost you.”

      “But you didn’t want me.”

      “I did. I wanted you to stay.”

      “You know I couldn’t.”

      “Couldn’t you?”

      The elevator chimed as the doors slid open. She ducked under his arm and jumped into the hallway. When she turned, he was right behind her. She retreated until her back hit the wall. With nowhere to go, she gathered up what little courage she had left.

      “You should go.”

      When he didn’t immediately respond, butterflies beat furiously in her belly. His eyes glimmered with unspoken desire. His breath came fast and hard with just a hint of alcohol. Close enough to see the wash of stubble on his cheeks, she flicked her tongue out to wet her lips and, in doing so, made a huge mistake.

      In an instant, Brady wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her to him. His lips slashed across hers in a demanding kiss that stole her breath. Even if she’d wanted to fight him, she couldn’t. She knew, without a doubt, that she’d awakened the beast lurking inside him—his bear.

      His tongue slid between hers, eliciting a gasp from deep within her chest. All thoughts of fighting him vanished as he claimed her mouth. She wrapped her arms around his neck and drew him down to deepen the kiss. It had been so long since she’d kissed someone that the overwhelming rush of pleasure made her half-faint with wanton need.

      He broke away long enough to gasp. “Which room?”

      “Two-fifteen.”

      He scooped her into his arms as if she were lighter than a feather. When they reached the door, she yanked the keycard out of her jeans and jammed it into the lock. The second it clicked open, he kicked the door with his boot. He carried her inside and kicked the door closed behind him.

      She couldn’t look at anything but the twin dark pools of desire in his eyes. The pure, masculine scent of erotic need rolled off of him in waves. She inhaled deeply, drawing in his essence.

      After setting her down, he cupped her face with his palms. “If you want me to stop…”

      She shook her head, unable to make her lips move. This was crazy, but she couldn’t think about the consequences now. She needed him, wanted him, and wouldn’t stop until she had him.

      He pulled at the front of her jacket, quickly unbuttoning as he went. When he flicked the outer flap open, he groaned. “Damn zippers.”

      She smiled and laced her fingers through his luxurious hair. “It keeps me extra warm.”

      As he pushed the coat off of her shoulders, she wriggled out of it. His hands flew to the hem of her long-sleeved shirt. With a tug, he pulled it up and over her head.

      She wanted him just as naked, so she unzipped his jacket and yanked it off. After making quick work of the buttons on his shirt, she smoothed her hands between the open edges and caressed it off of his broad shoulders.

      He stilled. His hands rested at her waist for a second while he gazed down at her with pure, animalistic intent. The smooth skin on his biceps glided under her fingertips. When he shivered, she smiled. She remembered every inch of his body and what he liked.

      And so did he.

      His lips fell to capture her sensitive earlobe in a firm kiss that had her melting into him.

      She gasped, “Brady.”

      “Mmm?”

      “Oh, God.”

      His hands roamed across her back, stopping only to unhook her bra. The sensible cotton garment fell to the floor. If she’d had any idea she’d be naked in his arms, she would have worn lace, but after the way he’d greeted her at the ranch, she had absolutely no expectation of ending up in bed with him.

      A flash of rational thought broke through the hazy lust but vanished the second his warm hands closed over her breasts. She tossed her head back and moaned. He walked her backward until her knees hit the bed. They fell onto the squeaking mattress together in a tangle of limbs.

      He pinned her hands over her head and murmured. “Let me look at you.”

      She whimpered in response.

      “You’re stunning.”

      She tried to suck in her belly but realized it didn’t matter. He’d always said he loved every inch of her and he didn’t seem bothered by the extra pounds she’d put on since having her son.

      With deft hands, he scooped her large breasts up and squeezed them together. He bent to kiss the tip of each nipple before lashing his hot tongue over the swollen buds. She squirmed beneath him. The rigid length of him dug into her thigh. She pulled away from his grasp and shoved her hands between them to unbutton his pants.

      As he wriggled his hips, she pushed the jeans past his tight, hard ass. She grabbed the firm muscles and squeezed. Her fantasies about his body weren’t wrong. Over the last few years, she’d tried to convince herself that he wasn’t as sexy as she remembered. He couldn’t have been as phenomenal in bed as she recalled….but he was.

      He knelt between her thighs. Slowly, with the slightest graze of skin on skin, he traced his fingertips down from her breasts, across her quivering belly to the top of her jeans. Her chest rose and fell in quick succession. A wet heat spread in the tight space between her thighs. She’d never wanted anyone as much as she wanted him right now.

      “Take off my pants,” she commanded.

      He groaned and worked the button free. After yanking the zipper down, he dragged the jeans off and tossed them over the edge of the bed. He crawled out of his jeans and kicked them off. She propped up to get a better look at his rock-hard abs and hair-dusted chest. Her gaze wound down to the rigid length of his arousal. It strained against his boxers as if trying to break free.

      He devoured her with a hungry gaze. As he hooked his fingers into the top of her white, cotton panties, she trembled. She had absolutely no intention of stopping him, but in the back of her mind she knew this was crazy. The fallout would be a disaster. But even knowing that, she couldn’t stop.

      The panties slid down her thighs and off the ends of her feet. Completely naked, she sat up to free his erection from his boxers. The hard upsweep of his thick cock tempted her in a way she hadn’t been tempted in years. She licked her lips and had every intention of tasting him. But he had his own plan.

      His arm swept under her lower back to drag her closer. The backs of her thighs rested on the tops of his. Legs wide, lips parted, eyes wide, she couldn’t stop from crying out as he surged into her. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and clung to him with a desperation that came straight from her heart. Joined together for the first time in years, every emotion she’d ever felt for him came rushing back. She was inundated with memories—their first kiss, the first time he’d held her hand, the first time he’d made love to her.

      As she dug her nails into his back, he roared. He thrusted deeper and further with each stroke. In total ecstasy, she arched her back to take all of him. Spread wide and stuffed with every inch of his throbbing cock, she moaned with wild abandon.

      He moved over her claiming her with each thrust, capturing her with every flick of his tongue against her neck. When he bit her, she clenched around him.

      “Rachel, oh, God.”

      She opened her eyes to meet his gaze and sighed. They fit together like they were made for each other and she couldn’t help thinking about where everything had gone wrong.

      He crushed his lips against hers as if he’d spent the last four years starved for affection. She responded in kind. Her lips buzzed with pleasure. She matched him thrust for thrust until he pounded her with an almost frantic fury. Rough and hot, she took everything he could give until the storm building inside her threatened to burst.

      “Ohhh…” She whined as the tension in her pussy coiled tighter and tighter.

      So close.

      Dangling over the precipice of mind-blowing pleasure, she held back until she heard the telltale shift in his breath. Then the whole world exploded into a pulsing wave of ecstasy. Her pussy fluttered with tiny pulses of energy, releasing four years of loneliness.

      He roared as he pushed into her one last time. A flood of his seed rushed to fill her with slick warmth. His arms trembled as he hovered over her for another second before collapsing to cover her with his body.

      She held him, unable to think about ever letting go. Lying in his arms always felt so right, like she belonged with him. She savored the sensation because she knew it wouldn’t last. She couldn’t put off telling him about Jimmy much longer. And when he learned she’d been hiding his son for years, he’d be furious.

      

      

      Brady struggled to open his eyes. God, what happened last night?

      The weight of someone’s leg on his thigh snapped him out of a foggy state. He glanced at the woman draped across his body.

      Oh, shit.

      He sat up too quickly and the room spun on its axis. He groaned. Never. Drinking. Again.

      Beside him, Rachel stirred. She opened her beautiful eyes and seemed just as shocked to see him. “Hey.”

      “Good morning.”

      He hesitated, unsure of what to say or do. Normally, he’d be running for the door. He liked to slip out of bed before the woman woke. It was less messy that way. After a few awkward conversations, he’d learned to get out as fast as possible the next morning. But he couldn’t just leave her. They had too much history to make it an easy exit.

      He gently untangled himself from her arms. “I…uh…”

      She sat up, taking the sheet with her to cover her body. “Yeah.”

      “Last night…”

      “We don’t have to talk about it.”

      He breathed a sigh of relief. She was giving him an easy out, so why wasn’t he taking it?

      “Do you want to take a shower before you go?” she asked.

      “Yeah.” He sure as hell needed to clear his head. He couldn’t think straight with her scent all over his skin.

      After carefully climbing out of bed, he sidestepped a minefield of clothes to get to the bathroom. Once inside, he turned on the shower and jumped in. The almond-scented soap she coveted sat right next to a bar of cheap hotel soap. He chose the plain bar. He’d go crazy if he had to smell her all day. He was already in a heap of trouble for following his bear’s instinct. He’d just wanted to make sure she got home, but his bear had wanted even more. And he’d gotten it.

      Flashes of their lovemaking blazed behind his closed eyes. Just remembering the curve of her breasts, the softness of her thighs, her passionate cries and gentle caresses sent his body into a painfully hard state of arousal. He considered turning off the water and joining her back in bed, but that would be completely insane.

      She hadn’t exactly jumped for joy when she’d woken up. He couldn’t read the expression on her face. Was she mad? Happy? As confused as he was?

      He wanted to be angry at her for all the hurtful things she’d said to him the night they’d broken up, but it seemed so long ago. He wasn’t the same person anymore and neither was she. Hell, he didn’t know anything about her life. Maybe she had one-night stands all the time and this meant nothing to her. He cringed at the thought.

      Last night, they’d given in to the passion only long-lost lovers could know. But in the stark light of day, what did one night of sex really mean?

      As he toweled off, he willed his bear to calm down. He couldn’t walk out with a raging hard-on. If she’d given him any indication that she wanted more sex, he would have been all over her. But he had no idea what he was about to walk out to.

      His hand froze over the doorknob. He steeled himself for the onslaught just in case she was pissed.

      When he opened the door, she turned to face him. Fully dressed, she gathered her hair up into a ponytail. She sat on the edge of the bed and watched him get dressed with a look of quiet contemplation. At least she wasn’t mad.

      He pulled on his clothes then stood. Because she didn’t say anything, he started. “I guess I should be—”

      “I have something I need to—”

      He laughed nervously.

      “You first,” they said simultaneously.

      She chuckled before turning serious. “I need to show you something.”

      “What?”

      “It’s better if I show you. Can you drive me to my mom’s?”

      He hesitated. He wasn’t dumb. She probably wanted to show off the kid, but the thought of another man being inside her made his bear rage. He wasn’t sure he could handle seeing the evidence of another romance. “I have to get back to the horses.”

      “It will be quick. It would mean a lot to me.”

      Definitely the kid. Ugh. But she had such a hopeful look on her face, he couldn’t find it in himself to turn her down. “All right. But only for a minute.”

      She smiled slightly. “Thank you.”

      He hid his discomfort until she’d walked ahead of him, then he frowned. Oh well, it was the least he could do considering she’d given him toe-curling sex.

      They didn’t say more than a few words on the drive to her mother’s house. The tiny studio sat over the pie shop and smelled of fresh-baked goodness. The scent of apples and cinnamon hung like an ever-present blanket of warmth around the home.

      She wasn’t kidding when she’d said it was tiny. They’d only taken a couple of steps into the studio before reaching the couch. He sat and waited for her to bring the kid out from the bathroom. Apparently he’d gone face-first into a cherry pie and June needed to hose him off.

      Rachel paced back and forth as they waited. Her hands wrung together, her eyes downcast. When he couldn’t take another second of her pacing, he reached for her hand.

      “I’m sure I’ll like the kid,” he said.

      She looked up with shimmering eyes. Was she about to cry?

      The door to the bathroom cracked open and a boy, a little over three feet tall, raced into the room. Clad in a bath towel cut to form the shape of a monkey, he shrieked. “Mommy, I grabbed the pie and it fell.”

      She leaned over to scoop him into her arms. “I heard.”

      He flailed and kicked. “Put me down.”

      When she did, the boy turned to face Brady. A rush of awareness punched him in the gut. The kid looked exactly like him down to the same chocolate-colored eyes and thick brown hair.

      When Brady could finally take a breath he gasped, “Is he?”

      Rachel nodded slowly.

      Disbelief, followed by confusion, followed by rage, rushed through him. He stood and yelled. “And you didn’t think I needed to know?”

      The boy’s eyes went wide. He stepped closer to his mom and hid behind her legs.

      “I wanted to but—”

      “Jesus, Rachel. How the hell could you keep something like this from me?”

      “You were going off to war. You didn’t give a damn that you were leaving me all alone.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “When did you find out? Was it before or after I left? Wait… you know what? I don’t want to know.”

      He stomped toward the door.

      She ran over to him and grabbed his arm. “Wait.”

      “Are you kidding me? I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”

      “I didn’t know how.”

      “Pick up the phone and call.”

      “Where? What country was I supposed to call? I didn’t even know where you were.”

      He clenched his fists to try to contain the rage. “I wrote to you. You could have written back and told me.”

      He spun and swung open the door. He couldn’t get away fast enough. If he couldn’t keep his bear in check, everyone, including his son, would be in grave danger. He needed time to think.

      Shit. He had a son.

      Rachel bounded down the stairs behind him. “I have to tell you something else.”

      He turned and got right in her face. “Stop. I can’t. Not right now.”

      She recoiled.

      He blinked several times. She’d never been afraid of him before. But what little sympathy he felt vanished as his son appeared in the doorway. The child stared at him with fear in his eyes. Brady’s heart shattered into a million pieces. How could she be so cold?
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      Rachel collapsed to her knees in the snow. Her worst nightmare had just come true. Not only was Brady enraged, but he’d left before she’d even had a chance to tell him about Jimmy’s illness.

      On her hands and knees, she sobbed until her mom came downstairs.

      “Honey, you need to get up. Jimmy’s scared.”

      “I should have told him a long time ago. I wouldn’t be going through this if I had just told him. What the hell is wrong with me?”

      Her mom sighed and helped her to her feet. “You were only eighteen when it happened. You were just out of high school and still a teenager.”

      “But I was an adult.”

      “Being an adult isn’t just about hitting a certain number on a development chart. It’s about learning to be responsible. And you’ve learned. I know things have been hard, but you’ve always done the best you could.”

      “I failed him,” she cried.

      “Jimmy or Brady?”

      “Both of them.”

      Her mom guided her up the stairs. “Come upstairs. You need to get out of the snow before you catch a cold.”

      “That’s not how you catch a cold,” Rachel sniffed.

      Her mom chuckled. “Science can’t explain everything.”

      She laughed at their age-old argument about where illness really came from. As she collapsed into the couch, Jimmy ran over to wrap his arms around his mom.

      “Is the bad man gone?”

      Her heart broke all over. At least Jimmy hadn’t realized he’d just met his father. She dreaded the day she’d have to tell him the truth about their relationship.

      Her mom set a tea kettle on the stove. “Some chamomile will help you calm down.”

      “I have to go after him. I have to talk to him.”

      “How did you get him to come over here? What did you tell him?”

      “Nothing. I just…” her voice trailed off. Her mother was going to kill her when she found out that she’d slept with Brady again.

      “His scent is all over you. You should have taken a shower if you really wanted to hide it.” Her mom chuckled. “So how’d you two end up in bed again? I have to say, I didn’t expect that at all.”

      “I ran into him at the bar last night.”

      “I didn’t think he drank.”

      “If he does, it’s not much. He was pretty messed up last night.”

      “Did you get a chance to tell him about the medical situation?”

      Rachel stroked the top of Jimmy’s head. “No. I need to, but he’s furious. How can I ask him for help now?”

      “You just have to go to the ranch and talk to him. Now that he knows he has a son, there’s no way he’ll turn his back on him.”

      “You sound pretty sure about that.”

      Her mom smiled. “I know these things. I’ll watch Jimmy while you go and talk to him.”

      Jimmy tilted his face up. “Namma said I can help make cookies.”

      “With sprinkles and stars,” her mom added.

      Rachel forced a smile. “That sounds great. I’m going to go talk to my friend, but I’ll be back very soon.”

      “Your mean friend?”

      “He’s just upset right now. He’s usually a really nice friend.”

      Jimmy scowled. “He better be nice.”

      As her mom reached for Jimmy’s hand, she chuckled. “Let’s go make cookies, honey.”

      Rachel watched him walk into the tiny kitchen. They’d had a Christmas tradition of making cookies as far back as she could remember. Some of her favorite holiday memories happened during their hours-long baking sessions.

      She stood and walked halfway to the door before she remembered the dead car battery. “Oh, Mom?”

      June poked her head out of the kitchen. “Yes?”

      “My car battery died last night. That’s part of why Brady and I ended up together. Can I borrow yours?”

      “I don’t know if it will make it all the way. I hardly ever use it anymore. Everything I need is within walking distance. Do you have your cell phone with you?”

      She checked her coat pocket. “Yep.”

      June handed her the keys. “Call me if anything happens. I’ll get Carl to fix your car while you’re gone.”

      “Carl?”

      Her mom blushed. “He works at Sal’s Garage. He’s pretty handy.”

      Rachel smiled. “I can’t wait to meet him.”

      “Oh, we’re just friends. He comes over and does odd jobs for me, that’s all.”

      Rachel suspected he did more than just odd jobs when he came over. Good for her. The woman took care of everyone else; it was nice to know someone was taking care of her too.

      Jimmy came around the corner. He already had a puff of flour on his nose. “I’ll make you a special cookie, Mommy.”

      “Thanks, honey. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” She quickly exited before the first tear could roll down her cheek.

      On the way to the ranch, she cringed at every squeak and groan of her mom’s old VW bug. Her mom didn’t make a lot of money running the bakery, but she really needed to upgrade the car. If Rachel could get back to working full time, she’d give her extra money for a new car. Right now, she could hardly help herself, which was frustrating as hell.

      As she bounced along the snow-laden road to the ranch, she sniffed back tears. She really missed teaching. She’d been the kindergarten teacher at Little Elm Elementary for one year. The minute Jimmy entered cancer treatment, she’d had to put in for a leave of absence. She hadn’t thought much about her job until now. She really missed the kids’ smiling faces.

      The sign for Curvy Bear Ranch glistened with icicles. Last night’s storm had blanketed the ground with a fresh layer of fluffy snow. The only other set of tire tracks in the snow belonged to Brady’s truck. She parked next to it.

      After turning off the engine, she took a deep breath. Normally Brady could be reasoned with, but right now, she wasn’t sure that he’d listen to anything she had to say.

      She stepped out of the car, shut the door, and turned just as Mack bounded down the stairs on the front porch. With long, quick strides, he closed the distance. A scowl scrunched up his face.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Apparently, Brady had already shared the news with his brothers, and this one looked like an angry bear ready to charge.

      “I came to see Brady.”

      “He doesn’t want to talk to you. After what you did, he doesn’t have anything to say to you.”

      She peered over his shoulder. “Where is he?”

      “That’s none of your business. You need to leave the ranch. Now.” His nostrils flared.

      She rose up to her full height. “I’m not leaving until I talk to Brady.”

      His tone turned dark. “You have no idea what you just did to him. When he came back from the war, he wasn’t doing very well. You’ve stripped away any progress he’d made and now I have to deal with the fallout.”

      “I…I didn’t know.”

      “Of course you didn’t. You abandoned him the second he said he wanted to leave.”

      “He left me.”

      Mack crossed his arms over his chest. “You left each other. He doesn’t want to have anything to do with you. So good luck with the kid and get the hell off my property.”

      Every muscle in her body tensed with fury. “I don’t care what you think. I’m going to talk to him.”

      She stomped around him toward the house.

      Mack called, “He’s not in there.”

      A series of crunching footfalls sounded just behind her. She spun to find Mack a couple of feet from her. “Are you going to follow me around the ranch? I already told you, I’m not leaving.”

      Behind her, a gravelly voice spoke, “I got this Mack.”

      A spark of recognition shimmied through her. She slowly turned to find Brady standing on the porch. He’d changed into worn jeans and tan chaps. A Stetson cowboy hat covered his eyes. His rugged good looks awakened every inch of her femininity. God, he could be so distractingly handsome.

      Mack grumbled. “You’d better not hurt him or there will be hell to pay.”

      Brady strode down the steps. “I can handle this, Mack.”

      His brother glared at her before trudging off through the snow.

      Her heart skittered in her chest. She struggled with the right words to use to explain why she needed him, but simply settled on, “Your son’s dying and you’re the only one who can save him.”

      

      

      Brady’s jaw dropped. Had he heard her right? “What did you say?”

      “Your son’s dying of leukemia and he needs a bone marrow transplant.”

      He took a step back and searched her face for any indication of a lie. Nothing. But could he really believe her after all this time? She’d been lying by omission about having a son, so she could easily be lying about this too.

      She wrapped her arms across her chest. “Don’t you have anything to say to that?”

      He lifted his hat off of his head and brushed his hand across his hair. “Honestly, I’m not sure I can believe anything you say anymore. How could you keep such a huge secret from me?”

      “I was scared. I didn’t think you’d want him. You didn’t want me.”

      “What are you talking about? I did want you. I wanted you to wait for me to come back from the war. I wanted to…” He stopped. He couldn’t confess that he’d wanted to ask her to marry him that night. But she’d been so angry that he’d been too afraid that she’d say no.

      “I know you’re mad.”

      “Furious.”

      “Okay, furious. I get that and you have every right to be. I should have told you. But I’m asking you…” her voice cracked. “I’m asking you to help him. Not me, him. He’ll die without a bone marrow transplant and I’m not a match.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t have shifter DNA.”

      He drew back. “You told the doctor that your son… our son… is a shifter? Do you have any idea how dangerous it is to reveal that kind of information?”

      “I was careful. I talked to some of the park ranger shifters in Yellowstone and one of them recommended Dr. Landry. She’s working on creating cures specifically for shifters. We tried traditional chemotherapy but it didn’t work. We tried other methods, but they also failed. Trust me, if you weren’t my last hope, I wouldn’t even be here right now.”

      A rumble of anger rippled through his gut. “If your son hadn’t gotten sick, you never would have told me about him, right?”

      She looked away. “I don’t know.”

      He sighed. “How do I know he’s my son? He looked like me, sure, but how do I know he’s mine?”

      She turned back with a look of shock on her face as if he’d insulted her. “Are you kidding me?”

      “What? Don’t you think it’s a valid question considering you’d given me absolutely no indication that you were pregnant when I left?”

      She opened her mouth as if to say something but closed it. A few seconds later she said, “I can have the doctor do a paternity test if that’s what you want. But he’s yours.”

      Brady kicked a chunk of snow. “I want to talk to the doctor, alone.”

      She perked up. A glimmer of hope shimmered in her eyes. Did she really think he’d turn his back on his own son? Although he’d told her that he wanted a paternity test, he didn’t really need one. The second he’d met Jimmy, he’d known the child was his. But dammit. Not now, he wasn’t ready to be a dad.

      She eyed him warily. “So will you come with me to see Dr. Landry?”

      He nodded slowly. “Yes.”

      Her shoulders sagged with relief. She sounded close to tears when she said, “We can leave first thing tomorrow. I just need to set up the appointment, but I’m sure she’ll be able to see us.”

      He steeled his heart. Even though he wanted to gather her in his arms and console her, he couldn’t. Emotions warred in his heart. He passed from angry, to happy, to scared in the matter of seconds. He had a son… good God.

      She’d basically dropped him into a new war, one he wasn’t convinced he could win. He wasn’t sure what would happen in the future. Would he be allowed to spend time with his son? Would they work out a shared custody arrangement?

      He almost laughed out loud when he realized how ridiculous his line of thought was. He’d assumed his son would stay alive long enough that he’d have to fight with Rachel over custody. He hadn’t even asked her the most important question yet.

      “You said he’ll die without the transplant. How long has he been sick?”

      “Two years.”

      He blew a breath of air through his teeth. “You could have called me. You could have called one of my brothers.”

      Sadness moved across her face. “I’m sorry. I thought I could handle it on my own.”

      He clenched his fists at his sides to keep from reaching to comfort her. “You wouldn’t have been on your own if you’d called me.”

      She looked directly at him. “How can you say that? You were thousands of miles away. How exactly could you have helped me?”

      “I would have found a way.”

      She shook her head. “We can’t change the past. All we can do is move forward.”

      He pressed his lips together. “That’s easy for you to say. You didn’t just find out that you have a son and that he’s dying.”

      In a contrite tone she said, “You’re right. I should have told you. I’m sorry for that.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not letting you off that easy.”

      “How can I make things right?”

      “You can’t. Let’s get one thing straight. I’m helping my son, not you.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Fine.”

      “Good.”

      They glared at each other in silence. The tension stretched into a thin thread, both of them ready to snap.

      Brady finally broke the silence. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow. Be ready at nine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    
    
      Rachel stared out of the truck’s window as Brady drove down the Gallatin Highway from West Yellowstone to Bozeman. They hadn’t said more than a few words to each other since he’d picked her up. It was the most uncomfortable two hours she’d ever spent stuck in a car with someone. At least they were almost at the hospital.

      Icicle-crusted trees whizzed by as if marking the passage of time. She hated having to leave Jimmy with her mom again, but she didn’t want to drag him all the way to Bozeman. Brady was only slightly less than hostile and she didn’t want her son to think of his father as a “bad man.” When Jimmy had asked her about Brady last night, she’d struggled to explain to the four-year-old how sometimes people could get mad at each other but still be friends. Jimmy had finally shrugged and had returned to playing with his toy cars.

      Brady’s voice broke into her thoughts. “How was Jimmy today?”

      “Weak and in pain.”

      “I wish I could do something for him right now. Something that would take away his pain.”

      “You are. Getting tested to see if you’re a bone marrow match is the first step in the process. I’m glad you’re letting me come with you.”

      “I won’t trust a doctor I haven’t met. But since you seem to trust her with Jimmy, I’m going along with this. If I don’t like her, we’re leaving and getting a second opinion.”

      “Don’t you think I’ve already done that? I’ve had a second and a third opinion but they are all the same. He’s going to die without the transplant.” She hated the shrill pitch of her voice, but she couldn’t stand his insinuation that she hadn’t done everything in her power to make sure Jimmy had received the correct diagnosis.

      Brady’s knuckles turned white. “I’m sorry. I just want to make sure we’re doing this the right way.”

      She turned to watch Brady. The anger was gone from his voice. He sounded as sad as she felt.

      He glanced at her. “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      She turned back to the side window and watched the winding Gallatin River slide by. Warmer water flowed through the center of the river but the sides had frozen solid. It was a lot like her current relationship with Brady, cold on the edges with just enough warmth to keep it flowing. Their mutual desire to save Jimmy was the only thing holding them together. Not that they were together, but they probably wouldn’t even be speaking to each other right now if it hadn’t been for their son’s cancer.

      “What are you thinking?” Brady asked.

      “I just hope this works.”

      He reached over and squeezed her hand. “It will. It has to.”

      She squeezed back and didn’t release his hand until they pulled into the hospital’s parking lot. They jumped out and quickly walked through the long white corridors to the doctor’s office.

      Dr. Landry stood as they entered. “Hello, I’m assuming you’re Brady, Jimmy’s father?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Please, take a seat.”

      Rachel sat in the same chair she always chose. Brady sat next to her.

      Dr. Landry leaned forward. “Has Rachel already brought you up to speed?”

      “Yes. She told me that Jimmy’s only hope of survival is to get a bone marrow transplant.”

      “That’s correct.”

      Brady leaned forward and softly asked, “Have you worked with shifters before?”

      She nodded. “All the time.”

      “But you’re not a shifter?”

      “No. I met a shifter my first year in med school.” She pointed to a photo on her desk. “I ended up marrying him. So I know quite a bit about shifters and their unusual DNA.”

      Rachel chimed in. “That’s why she knows I’m not a suitable match.”

      “She’s right. I ran her blood but it’s not close enough. Jimmy’s body will reject her bone marrow. I’d like to test yours to see if it would be a good match.”

      Brady asked, “What do I have to do?”

      “I’ll draw some blood and test it to make sure you’ll be a good match. We don’t want Jimmy’s body to reject the transplant. That would be a disaster in his current state.”

      “Disaster? Is that a medical term?” Brady asked with a hint of sarcasm.

      Rachel inwardly cringed. “I’m sorry. He’s just—”

      “—I just want to make sure she knows what she’s doing. I don’t know her at all and I’m trusting her to take my blood and possibly operate on me. I’ll be dammed if I don’t get to ask her a few questions.”

      The doctor held up her hands. “Hang on. He has a perfectly reasonable question.”

      Brady huffed. “So, do you normally try to scare the shit out of your patients, or is that honor reserved for me?”

      “Brady!”

      Dr. Landry smiled. “It’s okay. I’ve encountered all kinds of reactions from patients over the years. There isn’t much that you could do, say, or ask that I haven’t already heard. It’s perfectly understandable to be nervous.”

      “I’m not nervous,” Brady snapped.

      Rachel rolled her eyes but kept her comments to herself. She couldn’t risk having him back out now.

      Dr. Landry said, “Let’s go to an exam room and we’ll draw some blood. I can tell you more about the procedure while we do that.”

      Brady shoved out of his chair and stood impatiently by the door. Rachel glanced at Dr. Landry, who flashed her a subtle look that said, Don’t worry, I’ll take care of him.

      Dr. Landry led them to the exam room. “Would you like her to wait outside?”

      Rachel opened her mouth to protest but before she could say anything, Brady shook his head no.

      “She can come in.”

      After breathing a sigh of relief, she followed them into the room. Brady rolled up his sleeve while the doctor prepared a tray of wicked-looking needles and test tubes.

      Dr. Landry said, “You’ll feel a pinch but that’s about it. While I’m drawing your blood, I need to tell you about the risks associated with the surgery.”

      Brady said, “I already looked them up online. I could have bleeding complications or even die. I’m well aware of what can happen, but I’m willing to take the risk.”

      Rachel looked up to find Brady staring directly at her. The expression on his face wasn’t friendly. He was still clearly pissed that she’d kept Jimmy a secret and that he had to go through a dangerous medical procedure to try to save him. Or maybe he was just pissed at her for being in his life. She dropped her gaze to the floor. How would she ever get him to forgive her?

      Dr. Landry said, “Because you’re a shifter, I’m going to have to administer a drug to keep you from shifting during the operation. Provided you’re a match, of course.”

      “Of course,” he parroted.

      She continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “If you shift mid-procedure, you’ll put yourself and all of the staff at risk. You could die. We could die. So to prevent that from happening, I’d like your permission to give you the drug today. Wait until tomorrow morning, then try to shift. If you can shift, then we’ll have a problem.”

      “Sounds reasonable,” Rachel said.

      Brady grunted.

      The doctor unlocked a refrigerated cabinet and retrieved a syringe filled with milky liquid. “This one might hurt a bit. Rachel, come over and hold his hand.”

      Both Rachel and Brady whipped their gazes toward the doctor then at each other.

      “NO!” they said simultaneously.

      Dr. Landry chuckled. “Okay. I guess it’s enough that you’re both able to be civil to each other and that you’re working together to help Jimmy.”

      Rachel groaned. Brady was going to kill her for revealing their estranged relationship to the doctor. Oh well, she’d deal with that during the two-hour drive home, a drive she already dreaded.

      The second the needle penetrated Brady’s arm, and he growled. The hair on his body started to grow and a few telltale pops sounded along his back.

      Rachel jumped up and took his hand. “Hang on, she’s almost done. You can’t shift now.”

      His eyes morphed from chocolate brown to dark mahogany. “You owe me, big time.”

      “I’ll make it up to you, I swear.”

      He snarled and for a moment, Rachel wasn’t convinced he’d be able to stop the momentum of the shift. But when the doctor pulled the needle from his arm, he stilled. The fire in his eyes died and the gentle warmth returned.

      Rachel dropped his hand and stepped back. “See, that wasn’t so bad.”

      He rolled his sleeve down over the Band-Aid and jumped off the table. “Are we done?”

      Dr. Landry said, “We are for now. I’ll test your blood and call you with the results. If it’s a match, we can start the pre-procedure medication immediately.”

      “Let me know the minute you have the results,” Brady said.

      “I will.”

      “He’d better be a match,” Rachel said under her breath.

      Apparently Brady had heard it because he responded. “For your sake, my DNA had better match Jimmy’s.”

      

      

      Brady slowed the truck as he drove up a small grade on the way back to West Yellowstone. He hated doctors’ offices and couldn’t imagine what life had been like for Rachel during the past two years. He was still pissed that she hadn’t told him about Jimmy, but he couldn’t help but be a little sympathetic to the hell she must have gone through with him.

      He grappled with how to tell her that he was sorry he hadn’t been there for her. Then he realized that she was the reason he hadn’t been there. Still, the part of him that had loved her all those years ago wanted to do something to comfort her.

      “When we get back, do you think I could see my son?” he asked.

      She rubbed her hands together in front of the heater vent. “He was afraid of you the other night.”

      “Because I was yelling?”

      “Yes. He’s just a kid and he’s fragile right now. I can’t have you upsetting him.”

      “I’m sorry. I was shocked and mad. Really mad.”

      “I know. I don’t know what I can do to make things better right now.”

      As he navigated around a curve in the snow-covered mountain pass, he wrestled with the decision to forgive her. He wasn’t ready yet. If he did it now, it wouldn’t be the truth. But he also didn’t want his son to feel the tension between them, so he’d have to at least compromise for now.

      “Let’s just get through the next few days and see where things are. I can’t think about anything but Jimmy’s health.”

      “I get it,” she said.

      “Have you told Jimmy about me?”

      “I just told him that his daddy was away on a long trip.”

      “How long were you going to continue telling him that lie?”

      “Until he was old enough to understand that two people can love each other a lot and then one day all that love just…disappears.”

      His heart skipped a beat. “It didn’t disappear.”

      “It didn’t?”

      The hopefulness in her tone struck him like an arrow. After all this time, did she still love him? Even with everything that had happened? And even more importantly, did he still love her?

      “You can be really mad at someone and still care about them,” he admitted.

      She turned to face him. “After Jimmy’s operation, I think we should talk.”

      He sighed. “I don’t know if I can trust you again.”

      “I know I’ll have to earn it back.”

      He nodded but couldn’t get the lump out of his throat. Fortunately, the town came into view and saved him from having to further discuss the tenuous nature of their relationship. He drove through the quiet streets and pulled into the parking lot behind the bakery.

      He spotted her car parked near the back of the lot. “Looks like you got your car fixed.”

      “Mom has a friend at the garage.”

      “That’s good. She has a lot of friends in town. Everyone loves her.”

      After jumping out of the truck, he hurried around to the passenger door and opened it. Rachel’s shocked face helped lighten the mood.

      He chuckled. “I can’t have you falling out of the truck flat on your face. What would our son think about me then?”

      She smiled as he grabbed her waist and hoisted her to the ground. His hands lingered on her hips a few seconds longer than necessary. Warmth spread up his arms to fill his body with a hot awareness that he couldn’t deny. Liar or not, she was still the sexiest woman alive. Images of her prone, naked body flashed through his mind. When he’d laid her down on the bed two nights ago, he’d wanted to devour every inch of her perfection. Now, he wanted to carry her back to his bed and kiss every quivering curve of her pliant flesh.

      He dropped his hands to his sides and shook his head to clear it. He couldn’t keep indulging in fantasies about getting her wet, naked, and willing. At least not right now. He couldn’t afford to get distracted when he had so much more at stake.

      As she climbed the stairs to her mom’s apartment, his bear roared with approval. He licked his lips and jammed his hands into his pockets. Already semi-erect, he didn’t want to walk into June’s house with a huge hard-on and lust in his eyes.

      Rachel held her hand up to knock but paused. “I don’t think we should tell Jimmy that you’re his dad yet. We don’t want to confuse him right now. He has enough to deal with already.”

      He grudgingly agreed. “All right, but after he recovers, I want him to know.”

      “He’ll know. I promise.”

      He wasn’t sure how much her promises meant anymore, so he’d have to trust her for now. “Okay.”

      She knocked on the door. June opened it. Her flour-streaked cheeks plumped up as she grinned and waved them in with oven-mitt-covered hands “You’re right on time. The last batch of cookies are coming out of the oven right now.”

      Inside the home, a timer beeped furiously.

      “I have to grab them before they burn,” she said as she hurried into the kitchen.

      Jimmy sat at the small dining room table. Plates of Christmas cookies in all shapes and sizes decorated the table. Jimmy shoved half of an angel-shaped cookie into his mouth. When he looked up, his eyes widened with fear.

      Brady silently cursed himself for acting like a jerk in front of his son. Now he’d have to win the child’s affection.

      “What kind of angel are you eating?” Brady asked.

      “Chocolate chip.” As he spoke, crumbs spewed from his mouth to bounce across the table. Bits of colored sugar and sprinkles covered his tiny hands.

      “Are you having fun decorating?”

      “Yeah,” he said slowly as if unsure of whether or not he could trust Brady.

      “Do you think I could decorate one?” Brady asked.

      “Okay.”

      Jimmy pushed a Christmas tree-shaped sugar cookie toward him. “Do you want sprinkles or stars?”

      Brady slid into the chair next to Jimmy. “Can I use both?”

      Jimmy frowned as if considering his request. “Namma said I can only use one kind on each cookie.”

      Brady flicked his gaze to June. “Your grandma’s right. You’ve made some really nice cookies. I like the angels and the Christmas trees. Which one is your favorite?”

      “Gingerbread man!”

      Brady picked up one of the gingerbread cookies and held it as if he was about to chomp on it. “He looks tasty.”

      Jimmy giggled. “Don’t bite off his head.”

      “Where should I bite first?”

      “His arms, silly.”

      Brady laughed as he bit the arm off the cookie. He chewed with exaggeration while pops of cinnamon, nutmeg, and clove danced across his tongue. After he’d swallowed the delicious cookie he said, “I think we need some milk.”

      “Yeah!”

      With the palm of his hand, Brady rubbed Jimmy’s head. “I’ll be right back, tiger.”

      “I’m not a tiger.”

      He grinned. “You’re right. You’re more like a bear.”

      At that, Jimmy scrunched his hands into claws and growled. He broke off into fits of giggles. From the kitchen, June joined in the laughter.

      As Brady turned the corner to walk into the kitchen, Rachel stood with her back to him. Her palms pressed against the countertop as if she needed it to hold herself up. Quiet sobs wracked her body.

      “Hey,” he walked up behind her and gently laid his hand on her back. “What’s going on?”

      June opened the fridge to get a gallon of milk. After pouring two glasses, she left the kitchen to join Jimmy in the dining room.

      As soon as they were alone, Brady rubbed his hand across her back. “What’s going on? Talk to me.”

      She sniffed and pushed off the counter. She wiped tears from her eyes. “It’s just…seeing you together. I can’t help but think about what it might have been like had we stayed together.”

      He gathered her into his arms. “I’m here now.”

      “Are you?” She looked up through tear-soaked eyes.

      “I am.” He pulled her against his chest and stroked her hair slowly. He would have given anything to be able to take her pain away, but he had no idea how to help.

      “He can’t die,” she whispered.

      “He won’t. The second the doctor confirms I’m a good match, we’ll go back to the hospital and do the procedure.”

      “It’s so risky.”

      “Tomorrow morning, I’ll try to shift. If I can’t, then we should be okay. The doctor seems to know what she’s doing. If you trust her, I trust her.”

      She pulled back slightly. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

      With the pad of his thumb, he wiped a tear from her cheek. “I just want to see you smile again.”

      June cleared her throat as she walked back into the room. “If you guys need some time alone, I can watch Jimmy again.”

      “I don’t want to put you out,” Rachel said.

      “Are you kidding? I hardly ever get to see my grandson. Maybe I’ll take him Christmas shopping tonight.”

      Brady glanced out the window at the growing darkness. “It’s probably too cold to take him out and stores will be closing soon.”

      June said, “You’re probably right. I guess I can watch that cartoon bear movie again.”

      “He loves that movie.”

      Brady puffed up his chest. “I’m glad you’re teaching him a bit about bears.”

      Rachel said, “I didn’t want him to be shocked later in life, so I thought I’d at least get him to like bears while he’s young.”

      “Good idea.” He turned to June. “If you really don’t mind taking him, I think it would be good for Rachel and me to spend some time together. We have a lot of catching up to do.”

      June smiled knowingly. “Just be sure to have her back first thing in the morning. I can’t leave all the pie-making to my assistant. It’s too much work for one person.”

      “I’ll make sure she’s home by sunrise.”

      He looped his arm around Rachel’s waist. “Let’s get going before you turn into a pumpkin.”

      She flashed a wicked smile. “Just don’t turn me into pumpkin pie.”
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      Rachel stood at the window in her hotel room. When Brady came up behind her, she sighed and relaxed against his solid warmth. “Another storm’s rolling in.”

      He set his chin on the top of her head. “Where did we go wrong?”

      “I let my ego get in the way. I was so hurt when you told me you were leaving.”

      “I was hurt that you didn’t support my decision. I had to go. But sometimes… I wish I hadn’t.”

      She turned slowly to face him. “What happened while you were over there?”

      “I don’t like talking about it.”

      He released her and walked over to the bed to sit. She crossed the room to sit next to him. Outside, wind whipped through skeletal branches. Solid chunks of snow fell from the roof to land in the growing snowdrift on the side of the motel. Even with Brady in the room, a sense of loneliness overwhelmed her.

      He spoke softly. “When I joined the Marines, I knew I’d see action in the Middle East. But it’s nothing like they’re reporting on TV. It’s dirty, hot, and sand gets into places you wouldn’t dream of. I think I’m still shaking sand out of every nook and cranny.”

      She laced her fingers through his. “Was it worth going?”

      “I’m glad I went to defend my country, but I wish I could forget the things I’ve seen.”

      Rachel said, “I thought about you every day since you left. Every time I look at Jimmy, I see your face.”

      “Why couldn’t we work things out that night?” he whispered.

      “We just weren’t honest with each other. I should have told you about Jimmy.”

      “When did you find out?”

      She sighed. He wasn’t going to like this, but she couldn’t bring herself to tell him another lie. “I went to tell you the night you told me you were leaving.”

      “You knew that night and you didn’t tell me?” His voice broke.

      “I wanted to. I almost did. But then you told me that you wanted to leave and I was shocked. I didn’t want you to have to make the choice between your obsessive need to join the Marines and your child. I didn’t want you to end up resenting him and hating me. I couldn’t stand the thought of you leaving, but I also couldn’t stand the thought of you rejecting our baby. I wasn’t willing to take the chance.”

      He squeezed her hand. “I hate to admit it because I’m still mad that you kept this from me, but I’m beginning to understand why. I was fixated on joining up, but I would have stayed with you had I known.”

      “But can you honestly say that you wouldn’t have resented us?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      As Rachel listened to the patter of snowflakes on the window, she wondered how they could move forward. They’d both been hurt by the choices they’d made. But could they find a way to rebuild their relationship? Did he even want to?

      She turned to ask him. In the same moment he twisted to face her. His lips were only a few inches away and she needed something to take away the pain. A deep longing rose up from her soul as she searched his face for any sign that he also needed to be comforted. What she saw in his eyes stole her breath.

      He leaned closer. “Can you forgive me for leaving?”

      She studied the gentle look in his eyes before responding. “Can you forgive me?”

      As he brushed a kiss across her lips, she sighed. It felt as if the whole world sighed with her. His hands glided across her thighs as he reached for her. She leaned into him and let him lower her to the bed.

      Unlike the other night, he didn’t tear at her clothes. Through the softness of her jeans, he caressed her hip. Through the warmth of her sweater, he caressed the curve of her breast. And through the heat from his lips, he slid his tongue inside to claim her in a soul-shattering kiss.

      She wanted to weep with relief. Even though he hadn’t expressly forgiven her, he showed her how he felt with every smooth touch and passion-filled kiss. It didn’t take long before he had her wet, panting, and needy.

      When she tried to reach for his jeans, he grabbed her hand. “Not yet. I want this to be all about you.”

      “But, I need you,” she murmured.

      “I need you more.”

      She whimpered as his hand slid under her sweater to trace a trail of fire across her flesh. She arched against his hard chest while struggling to take a breath. Every inch of her body sang with desperation. She wanted him, God how she wanted him. But he took his time. As he slowly undressed her, passion pooled in the pit of her stomach and swirled in wild jubilation.

      He pushed her sweater up and then dropped down to kiss the curve of her trembling belly. The soft plane of flesh jiggled as she drew a shaky breath.

      “Shh… let me love you.”

      She clasped the sheets in her hands and twisted as his warm lips traced a path through the valley of her breasts. His tongue flicked out to slide across the edge of her lacy bra.

      “Sit up,” he whispered.

      She did. He tugged the sweater over her head and unclasped her bra. When it slid down to reveal her full breasts, it was his turn to moan.

      “You’re so beautiful. I don’t know why I ever left you. I was a fool.”

      “We both were,” she said.

      Naked from the waist up, she lay back against the pillows. His lips reaffirmed their connection with every kiss, every nip, and every brush across her skin. When his mouth closed over one turgid nipple, she lost control. “Brady, please.”

      He responded by unbuttoning her jeans. She reached for the zipper and tugged it down. As she wriggled out of them, he helped. He grasped her panties in his teeth and winked salaciously before dragging them down to her ankles. She giggled and laced her fingers in his luscious hair.

      Already wet and ready, the second his tongue found the inside of her thigh, she twitched. “Oh.”

      “I’m dying to taste you.”

      She spread her thighs. Hot breath blew across her needy sex. When his lips grazed the silky slit, she moaned. His tongue slid against her in a long, luxurious stroke that left her shaking with desire.

      When his tongue found her clit, a shockwave of pleasure rushed down the insides of her thighs and curled her toes. She grabbed a pillow and pressed it over her face to keep from screaming. He lavished her pussy with drawn-out kisses and scorching caresses. Each pass brought her closer to the precipice of absolute ecstasy. She shivered and twisted her hips to one side. It was too much, too intense. Her heart pounded against her ribcage. She’d been a fool to let go of the man attached to such a skillful tongue. What the heck had she been thinking?

      As he captured her clit between his lips, she screamed. Cascading ripples of pleasure rushed out like an exploding star. Rolling waves of release flowed over every inch of her body until she fell slack against the bed. She couldn’t move anything except the hand which held the pillow. She shoved if off her face and lifted her head to look at Brady. The expression on his face was somewhere between self-satisfied and lusty.

      “Come up here,” she whispered.

      He crawled up to kiss her. The sultry taste of her juices on his lips inflamed her desire. She wanted to taste him. She pushed his shoulders and rolled him onto his back. Slowly unbuttoning his shirt, she left a trail of kisses in her wake.

      When she reached his pants, he grabbed her wrist. “I need you.”

      “I want to taste every inch of you.”

      His sexy growl sounded through the room.

      She unbuckled his pants, unzipped and pulled them off to reveal taut thighs covered with a smattering of wiry brown hair. As she perused his muscular abs, he smiled. She locked gazes with him as she dropped to kiss the inside of his knee. She watched his smile transform into a sultry display of masculine lust. Just knowing how much he wanted her gave her a sense of power that she wasn’t quite ready to relinquish.

      She kissed every contour of his abs before dragging her tongue across his hipbones. She eyed his rigid cock and smiled. She couldn’t wait to make him moan. As she drew his hard length into her mouth, he whimpered. His belly clenched and his eyes glossed over. She swirled her tongue up and down, gently sucking and tasting him.

      When his eyes rolled back, her heart burst. She loved that she could make him feel the way he’d made her feel. After a few more strokes, she pulled back to kiss the tip.

      He hissed a breath. “Don’t tease me.”

      She smiled and crawled up to cover him with her body. Her thighs parted to wrap around his waist. As she lowered herself, the tip of his cock pressed against her slick folds. “Promise me that you won’t ever leave me again.”

      “I promise,” he whispered as he surged into her.

      She rode him gently, savoring the contours of his thick cock against the soft walls of her pussy. Each time she dropped onto him, he held her hips. As she rose up, he gave her a little push. She braced her hands against his chest. Lips parted, thighs spread wide, she rode him far longer than eight seconds. She lost all track of time as tension built from a special place deep within her heart. She hadn’t remembered how good it could be with him. They were perfect together, made for each other. How could she have ever let him go?

      Brady grabbed her waist and rolled her onto her back. He hooked his hands under the backs of her knees and pushed them up until they pressed against her breasts. In this position, he went deeper than he’d ever gone before. She cried out as he thrust over and over. The undulation of his hips heightened every erotic sensation.

      “Brady, please.”

      She didn’t know what she was begging him to do, but somehow, he knew. He increased his tempo, sliding in and out with increasing urgency. She arched her back and wrapped her legs around his slippery waist. Sweat glistened on his brow. His teeth clenched as he gave her a look that begged for her release.

      When she couldn’t hold back another moment, she let the rising tide drown her in blissful ecstasy. She quaked against him, crying out and half-sobbing his name. He returned her passion with his own release, filling her with liquid heat. His feverish cries rang in her ears long after he’d collapsed onto her.

      He eased back and rolled onto his side. As he brushed tendrils of sweat-drenched hair from her face, he smiled. “I needed that. I needed you.”

      “Brady, I still…” Her throat closed before she could confess that she was still in love with him.

      He traced his fingers across her lips. “Shh… let’s just lie here. We can worry about everything else later. Tonight, I just want to hold you.”

      She snuggled into his arms. For the first time in years, she felt completely at peace. She hadn’t realized how much the weight of being a single mom to a sick child had affected her ability to relax. As she burrowed into his strong arms, she gave a silent prayer of gratitude. At least she wouldn’t have to go through everything alone anymore.

      Hours later, the shrill ring of the telephone woke her from a deep sleep. Disoriented, she reached for the phone. When she heard the terror in her mother’s voice she bolted upright.

      As she listened to her mom’s frantic description of Jimmy, dread settled into her heart. “I’ll be there in ten minutes… can you stop the bleeding? Keep the pressure firm until I get there… No. We’re leaving now. I’ll call Dr. Landry on the way.”

      

      

      Brady snapped on the lamp. “What’s wrong?”

      Rachel flew out of the bed and grabbed her clothes. “Jimmy’s sick. He has a fever and a nosebleed that won’t stop. He’s really sick.”

      As he yanked on his clothes he asked, “Has this ever happened before?”

      “It happens every few months. Normally, we can get the nosebleeds to stop after a few minutes, but this one’s not stopping. He’s already lost too much blood. He’s too weak to lose anymore. We need to get to the hospital right now.”

      He grabbed his keys off the nightstand. “Let’s go. I’ll drive so you can hold him.”

      After racing out of the hotel, they jumped into the truck and drove to June’s house. He took the stairs two at a time and reached the top before Rachel. He pounded on the door. The faint sound of a crying child came from inside. He tried the doorknob. It was unlocked, so he opened it, almost plowing into June.

      He’d never seen her so pale or frantic before. “Where is he?”

      “In my bed.”

      Rachel bounded into the room behind him. “Honey, Mommy’s here.”

      Brady rushed to his son’s bedside and peered down at his ghost-white face. A wadded-up washcloth covered in blood rested on top of his nose. His eyes remained closed even as Brady scooped him into his arms.

      June said, “Hurry, but be careful on the roads. If you get into an accident in the middle of the night, you might not get help until sunrise. No one will see you in the dark.”

      Brady said, “I’ll be careful. Let’s go.”

      Rachel gave her mom a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’m sorry. I should have been here.”

      “Nonsense. He would have taken this turn even if you’d been here. I’ll meet you at the hospital. I called Leah and she’s on her way over to grab the keys for the shop. She’s going to run it while I’m gone.”

      Brady said, “Okay. Drive safe. The roads are really slick right now.”

      June shuttled them toward the door. “I will. You be careful too.”

      “I will.”

      As he drove toward Bozeman, Rachel spoke into her phone. “Yes, it won’t stop bleeding. We’ve tried putting pressure on it… he’s burning up. I gave him the prescription medication but it’s not working. Okay. We should be there in about two hours… yes, we’ll be careful on the roads.”

      Brady’s arms went rigid as the truck fishtailed around a corner. He eased his foot off the accelerator. If they skidded off the road into the river, they’d all die. As much as he hated to have to do it, he slowed down.

      Rachel said, “We’ll make it. We have to.”

      “I’ll go as fast as I can, but the road hasn’t been salted yet. It’s still slick from the storm.”

      “Do you believe in God?”

      He thought back to the violence he’d seen in Afghanistan. “I don’t know. But I have to believe that if He’s up there, we’ll have a chance.”

      “Please, God. Please don’t let him die,” she whispered.

      Brady clenched the steering wheel and focused every ounce of concentration on the icy road.

      “Dr. Landry wants to do the procedure right away. She said there are risks either way, but I don’t want to wait.”

      He clenched his jaw. “I didn’t try shifting.”

      She whipped her head in his direction. “Oh, God.”

      “If I shift mid-procedure…”

      “We just have to pray that you don’t.”

      He cautiously reached for her hand and squeezed. “I’ll take the risk if it means saving our son’s life.”

      Rachel cried, “I can’t lose you too. I can’t lose either of you. I can’t.”

      In the most soothing tone he could manage he said, “Shh… everything will be all right. The surgery will work and we’ll both be fine.”

      He released her hand and shivered. There were so many things that could go wrong during the operation. The stress alone could unleash his bear. He’d have to do everything he could to try to stay calm. If he went into the operating room as stressed as he was right now, he’d shift for sure.

      He took a calming breath and blew it out. He had to relax as much as he could. His son’s life depended on it.
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      As they pulled up to the front door of the hospital, Rachel jumped out of the truck. She cradled Jimmy in her arms as she rushed toward the sliding glass doors.

      Brady threw the keys toward the security guard. “Tow me if you have to.”

      After taking one look at Jimmy, the guard said, “No problem, I’ll park it.”

      As she ran into the reception area, she spotted Dr. Landry. She almost fainted with relief when the doctor raced forward with a gurney.

      “Set him here,” Dr. Landry said.

      She placed her son on the sterile white sheets. As she stepped back, she swayed only to be caught in Brady’s strong arms.

      “Come on, honey.”

      Guided by Brady, she followed the doctor down the hall toward a set of doors marked: Stop! Operating Rooms. Staff Only.

      Dr. Landry spun to face her. “You can’t go any further. I’ll send someone out to keep you updated.”

      Rachel blurted, “Brady didn’t shift. I mean. We don’t know. Oh, God.”

      The doctor waved over a nurse. “Get something to relax her and take her to the waiting room.”

      The nurse smiled softly. “Come with me, dear.”

      “Wait! Wait!” Rachel ran over to Jimmy and kissed his hot cheek. “It’s going to be okay, baby. Mommy loves you very much.”

      She turned to find Brady climbing onto a gurney. After rushing to his side, she grabbed his hand and squeezed. “You’ll be okay too. You have to be… you have to be.”

      Brady said, “We’ll be fine, sweetheart. I’ll be out soon. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      “I have to take them now,” Dr. Landry said. “We need to go.”

      Rachel nodded. “Please, take care of them.”

      “I will. I’ll send someone out to talk to you as soon as I can.”

      As the doctor rolled Jimmy through the doors, Rachel let out a small cry. Watching Brady disappear behind him set the world spinning.

      The nurse caught her and half-carried her to the nearest chair. “Let me get you some water and something to help you stay calm. I’ll be right back.”

      Rachel put her head between her knees until the room stopped spinning. She couldn’t stop thinking that they could die. If her son died, she’d die with him. And if Brady died, she’d wilt into a shadow of the woman she once was. The doctor had better be right. She’d better be able to save them.

      The nurse returned with a paper cup filled with water and a white pill. “Take this. It will help you relax.”

      Rachel took the cup and shoved the pill into her mouth. As she slurped the water, the pill slid down her swollen throat.

      “When you feel okay to walk again, let me know and I’ll take you to the waiting room,” the nurse said.

      “I’m okay now.”

      She wasn’t. But the sooner she got to the waiting room, the better she’d feel. What if they came out to give her news and she wasn’t there? She had to get there immediately. She rose on unsteady legs and took a wobbly step toward the nurse.

      The nurse frowned. “Let me get a wheelchair. You sit back down.”

      Rachel fell back into the chair. Her heart clenched so hard that if she didn’t know better, she’d think she was having a heart attack.

      The nurse returned with a wheelchair. After climbing into it, the nurse rolled her down the hall and through a series of doors. The white tiled floor rolled past ominously. She hated hospitals. When she was ten, her best friend had fallen off a snowmobile and had been struck in the head. She’d been in a coma for three weeks. Rachel had visited her and had prayed over her every day, hoping that her friend would open her eyes. If she had just woken up, everything would have been okay. But she never did.

      Rachel shivered and pulled her sweater around her shoulders. The waiting room was cold and empty but for one other woman who sat in the corner with a shocked expression on her face. Rachel met her eyes for a moment before quickly looking away.

      The woman crossed the room and sat next to her. “I hope you don’t mind. I just can’t be alone anymore.”

      “How long have you been waiting?”

      “Hours.” The woman’s gray-green eyes shimmered with unshed tears. Black lines of mascara had left trails of sorrow down her cheeks. Blonde hair stuck out from what had probably once been an elegant chignon. She wore a sparkling red dress.

      Rachel wanted to ask what happened, but didn’t want to be rude.

      The woman said, “My name’s Bailey.”

      “Rachel.”

      “If you want me to go back to the other side…”

      Rachel couldn’t decide if she wanted company or to be alone, so she didn’t say anything.

      Bailey leaned back slightly. “We were at the company Christmas party. I don’t know why they have them so early in the month. I guess they know that we have other obligations. Anyway, we were driving home from the party when we got into an accident. Henry, my husband, didn’t see a patch of black ice. We skidded off the road. I was thrown out of the car on impact and ironically, it saved me. I wasn’t wearing my seatbelt. Can you believe that? I only have a few scratches but Henry…”

      Rachel knew exactly how the other woman felt. Sometimes fate was a monster, claiming people before it was their time. She hoped it wasn’t Jimmy’s time. She hoped it wasn’t Brady’s time either. She needed the two most important men in her life to survive.

      Bailey asked, “Who are you here for?”

      “My son. Leukemia. And my… well… his father’s here to do a bone marrow transplant.”

      The woman squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry to hear about your son.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m sure everything will turn out all right. Just like my Henry’s going to be fine. We’ve been married twenty-five years. He’s my soulmate. I couldn’t live without him.”

      Rachel smiled through tears. “Brady, my son’s father… well… things are complicated.”

      “Unfixable?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t had enough time with him…”

      “When he makes it through the surgery, don’t wait to tell him how you feel. Life’s too short for petty arguments.”

      “It’s more than just a petty argument.”

      Bailey shrugged. “If he didn’t kill anyone, then it’s fixable.”

      Rachel realized that she didn’t really know what had happened in Afghanistan. Not that it mattered; he was only doing his duty. But he’d alluded to something bad happening and she hoped he’d be able to talk to her about it. She wanted to know everything about what had happened to him during the four years they’d spent apart.

      She sighed. “I’ll talk to him. I think we can work things out. I just hope he makes it.”

      Bailey nodded.

      Both women looked up as a silver-haired doctor walked into the room. The man held his scrub cap against his chest. The look in his eyes told them everything they needed to know.

      Bailey screamed. Her face turned a deathly shade of gray. The doctor rushed forward to catch her as she slid to the floor.

      “I need help in here,” he yelled.

      Two orderlies ran in and helped him lift Bailey back into the chair. Rachel stood to get out of their way. She backed away from the horrifying scene, wondering if she’d be the next woman to pass out in this room. Blood pounded through her ears to drown out the wailing woman’s ear-splitting screams. Twenty-five years. One fateful patch of black ice. And gone. Life was so fragile.

      Rachel stared at the doctor as her vision narrowed as if encapsulated by a dark tunnel. She couldn’t pass out now. Dr. Landry could be coming in at any moment to give her good news. She couldn’t give up hope this easily. Death couldn’t come to take her son and Brady too, could he? Was he that merciless?

      A loud alarm pierced the relative silence. In the corner of the room, a bright blue light flashed. She stared at it, somehow knowing that it was warning her. But of what? She couldn’t think. The whole world had become a haze of light and sound.

      But in an instant, her senses sharpened in a rush of screeching alarms and screaming nurses.

      “Code Blue to OR one. Code Blue to OR one.”

      

      

      Rachel jumped up as Dr. Landry rushed into the waiting room. “We have a huge problem. I need you to put this on and come with me.”

      After slipping into a blue hospital gown and stuffing her hair into a blue surgical cap, Rachel ran through the OR doors. “What happened?”

      Dr. Landry yelled over her shoulder. “We’d just finished the bone marrow harvest. He’d almost shifted a few times, but we just kept pushing more sedation. Apparently his metabolism is too high when he shifts because he resisted the last dose. He shifted.”

      The doctor shoved a door open to reveal an operating room. Droplets of blood littered the formerly pristine tile. Instrument trays rested on their sides and scalpels littered the floor. The shrill beep of a flat line rang through the room.

      In the corner, an enormous grizzly bear stood with his back to the wall. His brown fur stood on end. Saliva dripped from his wide-open mouth. The second he spotted her, he roared.

      When Rachel tried to step closer, Dr. Landry grabbed her upper arm. “Wait. He’s dangerous. When bears shift, they’re completely unpredictable. He might attack you.”

      “I can handle it. Where’s my son?”

      “He’s in OR two.”

      “Is his surgery done?”

      “No.”

      Rachel whirled to face the doctor. “Go. I can handle Brady.”

      Dr. Landry hesitated. Two security guards rushed into the room, guns drawn. Rachel jumped in front of them. “Don’t shoot.”

      Dr. Landry yelled, “There’s oxygen in here. If you shoot him, we’re all dead.”

      The guards stood down.

      One asked, “Tasers?”

      “Only if she can’t get him to shift,” Dr. Landry said while pointing at Rachel.

      The guard’s eyes went wide. “He’s a shifter?”

      Rachel watched as he narrowed his gaze. A tremor of fear raced down her spine. In an instant, she knew that if she couldn’t get Brady to shift back, they’d kill him. Guns or not, they’d find a way. The malice in their eyes clamped steel bindings around her heart. She struggled to breathe. The consequences for what she was about to do could be deadly.

      “Get out,” Rachel snapped.

      The guards glared.

      Dr. Landry said, “Please come outside and guard the door. If he escapes the room, then do whatever it takes to capture him. But don’t kill him.”

      Rachel swallowed as the guards left the room.

      Dr. Landry said, “I have to get the bone marrow to your son. If I don’t do the transplant soon—”

      “Go!”

      Dr. Landry turned on her heel and raced out of the room.

      Alone with the bear, Rachel took a tentative step forward. “Brady? Honey, it’s me.”

      The bear answered with another powerful roar.

      “I need you to stay calm.” She wasn’t sure who she was trying to convince more, him or herself.

      As she inched closer, he pawed at the ground, leaving a trail of deep scratches in the tiled floor. The scraping sound of nails on a chalkboard accompanied each swipe of his paw.

      “Brady, I know you’re in there. You need to control your bear. The procedure is done. The doctors are gone and they won’t hurt you anymore. But you need to return to your human form.”

      The bear rose up on his back paws and sniffed the air. She hoped he’d recognize her scent. She hadn’t been in the presence of his bear in years and the animalistic side of himself might not remember her.

      He turned in a circle, revealing a long gash in his back. A thick patch of gauze covered most of the surgical site, but a corner had ripped lose. A viscous mat of blood saturated his fur. Thick drops of fresh blood landed on the tile near his paws.

      She had no idea how to reach him, so she just said anything that came to mind. “Remember the time we went out to Old Faithful to watch the full moon rise? We saw that moon rainbow in the geyser’s mist and thought it was the most magical moment of our lives. That night, you kissed me for the first time. Bright stars twinkled in the sky. The ground was covered in shimmering snow. It was so silent. We felt like we were the only two people left in the world. Do you remember that night?”

      The bear cocked his head to one side, as if trying to remember.

      Encouraged by his changing demeanor, she continued, “I wanted to make love under the stars, but I was too afraid to tell you. I was a virgin and so incredibly shy that I thought I was going to faint when you kissed me.”

      The bear dropped to all fours and sat back on his haunches.

      “It took me another two weeks to summon enough courage to kiss you again. But when I did, I wanted to kiss you forever.”

      Tears formed in the corners of her eyes. “Brady, come back to me. I need you. Your son, no…our son needs you.”

      The bear’s fur slowly receded. His paws transformed into hands and feet. His body cracked and twisted as bones retracted and reformed.

      Rachel stood in awe as the powerful beast morphed into the man she couldn’t help but love. She raced forward as he collapsed onto his side.

      “I need help in here,” she screamed.

      One of the guards ran in, took one look at the situation and yelled, “Nurse!”

      Rachel slipped in a small puddle of blood as she ran to hold Brady. She landed with a thud on her butt. A sharp pain stabbed up through her spine, but she couldn’t worry about that right now.

      “Brady, can you hear me?”

      She stared into his pale, sweat-drenched face. As she smoothed his hair away from his eyes, he drew in a sharp breath then stilled. She froze and held her breath until he drew another one.

      Two male nurses ran into the room. One said, “Ma’am, we need you to move. We have to get him back on a gurney and get an IV in him.”

      She nodded and pushed back, sliding along the floor until her back hit a steel tray. She watched as the nurses lifted Brady onto the gurney. They immediately started a new IV.

      A doctor she didn’t recognize stepped into the room. “Stats?”

      “BP seventy-five over forty-five, heart rate fifty.”

      “That’s dangerously low. Push point five cc epi.”

      As one nurse scurried to grab a small glass bottle, the other nurse wrapped two straps across Brady’s chest and hips.

      “Is that really necessary?” Rachel asked.

      They looked at her like she’d lost her mind. She used the wall to climb to her feet. As she carefully stepped over scalpels and surgical scissors, she watched Brady’s chest rise and fall.

      The doctor leaned over and used two fingers to pry his eyelids open. Glassy and unfocused, Brady stared at the ceiling.

      “Is he… is he, dead?”

      “No. He still has a pulse, but I’m afraid he’s fallen into a coma.”

      A sharp pain sliced through Rachel’s heart. “I can’t lose him.”

      “Ma’am, we’ll do everything in our power to save him, but right now, we just have to wait.”

      She nodded and didn’t resist as one of the nurses led her into the hall. She stared down at the blood drops on her tennis shoes and started to cry.

      Dr. Landry approached from down the hall. “Your son’s doing fine. The procedure couldn’t have gone any better in his case. How’s Brady?”

      “The other doctor said he’s in a coma. Can you check?”

      Dr. Landry pushed open the door to OR one. “Update.”

      The other doctor said, “He slipped into a coma after he shifted. We pushed epi and have an IV going. At this point, all we can do is wait to see if he’ll wake up.”

      Rachel pressed her palm to her belly to keep from throwing up.

      Dr. Landry turned and studied her. “Take a deep breath. He’s stable now.”

      “What if he doesn’t wake up?”

      She frowned. “You can’t think like that. We need to stay positive. I firmly believe that people in a coma can hear us, so let’s stay positive.”

      “Okay,” Rachel murmured.

      “Would you like to see your son? He’s in recovery right now. He should be waking up soon.”

      She took one last look at Brady. She clasped his hand in hers. “Please wake up, honey.”

      Dr. Landry put her hand on Rachel’s back and guided her out of the room and down the hall. After passing through a door marked Recovery they continued past a row of beds, some with curtains open, some closed.

      The second she spotted her son, she gave a little cry of relief. His face was still pale, but he looked peaceful.

      “How long before he wakes up?”

      “It shouldn’t be very long.”

      A nurse walked over from the nurses’ station. “There’s a woman out in the waiting room. She says she’s your mother.”

      “June?”

      “Yes. Should I send her in?”

      “Yes. Please.”

      The nurse returned with her mom. Rachel collapsed in her arms. “Thank God you’re here.”

      Her mom hugged her. “How’s Jimmy?”

      “He should be waking up soon.”

      “And Brady?”

      Rachel lowered her voice. “He shifted mid-procedure. I had to talk him back into his human form. But he’s in a coma now.”

      Her mom stroked her head. “He’s in good hands. He’s going to be okay.”

      “You don’t know that for sure.” Rachel whimpered.

      “All we can do is wait and pray.”

      “Why did I ever let him go? What if it’s too late now?”

      June said, “You can’t think like that. If he’s breathing, there’s hope.”

      A commotion just outside the door to the recovery room drew her attention.

      A loud male voice yelled, “I don’t care if he can’t give permission. I want to see my brother right now.”

      Mack stormed into the recovery area looking mad enough to kill. He rushed over to where Rachel stood. “What the hell is going on? I get a call that my brother’s in a coma and I didn’t even know he was having surgery today.”

      Rachel stared, dumbfounded. “How did you get here so fast?”

      “I was in Bozeman picking up a new air compressor. What the hell is going on?”

      As she relayed the story of her son’s illness and everything that had led up to Brady falling into a coma, Mack’s expression darkened.

      When she finished he said, “You’d better hope to God he’s not dead. If he dies, it’s your fault.”

      June stepped forward. “He’s not going to die. I can’t have you scaring my grandson when he wakes up, so we’re going to the lobby to wait.”

      With that, she grabbed his upper arm and half-dragged him down the hall. Gratitude for her mother’s strength warmed her heart. At least she had her mom on her side.

      A tiny voice came from behind her. “Mommy?”
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      Rachel perched on the edge of her son’s bed. “How are you doing, sweetie?”

      “Dr. Jennifer said I can have a lollipop.”

      She smiled. “I’m sure you can have one as soon as she comes to check on you.”

      “My hand hurts,” he said as he pointed at the IV.

      “We’ll be able to take it out soon, but right now we have to leave it in.”

      “I don’t like it,” he said with a pout.

      Her throat swelled. “I know you don’t. I promise, once this is all over, I’ll take you to the ice cream store and you can get any flavor you want.”

      His eyes drooped as if he was struggling to keep them open. “Even bubblegum?”

      She flashed back to the last time she’d let him have bubblegum. It had taken two weeks to get the gum out of the upholstery in her car. She didn’t care. She’d give him anything he wanted. He’d been so brave.

      “Even bubblegum,” she said.

      He smiled slightly and with great effort. “Where’s my friend?”

      “Which one?”

      “The bad man who came with me.”

      Confused, she said, “Do you mean my friend Brady?”

      He nodded slightly. “He’s not a bad man. He’s really nice.”

      Relief washed over her. “He’s recovering in another room.”

      “He should get bubblegum too.” His eyes closed.

      “Yes, he should.”

      She checked to make sure he was sleeping. The slow rise and fall of his chest accompanied by his soft breaths helped calm her. He’d survived.

      June walked in from the hall. “How’s he doing?”

      “Better. He’s sleeping.”

      “If you want me to watch him while you go check on Brady, I can. I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”

      “Thank you, Mom.”

      June smiled. “I’ll watch over him while you’re gone. There’s a group of nurses a shout away. If anything happens, we’ll find you immediately.”

      “I hate to leave him, but I need to know how Brady’s doing.”

      “I understand.”

      She whispered in Jimmy’s ear. “I’ll be back soon, honey.”

      It killed her to have to leave his side, but she needed to check on Brady. Dr. Landry hadn’t been back yet with an update.

      Rachel walked to the nurses’ station. “Do you know what room Brady Grant is in?”

      The nurse checked the computer. “ICU two forty-five.”

      “Thank you.”

      Rachel picked up the pace as she strode down the long, white hall and into the main lobby. She spotted Mack bent over with his head in his hands. She didn’t want to have to deal with him right now, so she hurried through the room. She was just two steps from the elevator when she heard Mack’s voice.

      “How is he?”

      She turned to find a very worried look on his face. “I don’t know yet. I’m going to check on him now.”

      “I don’t mean Brady, I mean your son. Technically, I guess I’m his uncle.”

      She nodded. “He was awake for a few minutes. He looks like he’s doing okay so far. We won’t know if the operation worked or not for a few months. But so far, it looks good.”

      “Are you headed up to see Brady?”

      She braced herself. “Yes.”

      Mack sighed. “I’m sorry that I came at you earlier. I wasn’t mad at you… well, okay, I was. I was pissed off. I just don’t want to see my brother get hurt.”

      “I wasn’t trying to hurt him,” she said defensively.

      “You walked away from him and took his son with you. You never even told him that he had a son. How can you say you weren’t trying to hurt him?”

      “It’s complicated. I was young and I didn’t make the best choice. But you don’t know everything about our relationship, so you have no right to judge me.”

      He held up his hands. “I’m not trying to pick a fight. If Brady’s putting the past aside, I can too. But I can’t believe no one called to tell me he was having surgery today. I’m listed as his emergency contact, so I got a call from a nurse telling me to come right away. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Everything happened so fast. We didn’t have time.”

      Mack started at her as if trying to assess whether or not she was lying. He finally gave her a curt nod. “I believe you.”

      “You could start giving me the benefit of the doubt.”

      “I could. But you could also look at things from my perspective. Our parents are both dead. I’m the oldest, so it’s my job to protect Brady and our brothers. I can’t do that if I don’t know what’s going on.”

      She could see his point. “Okay. I doubt we’re going to have to do emergency surgery again any time soon. But if we do, I’ll call you as soon as we get to the hospital.”

      He visibly relaxed. “Good. That’s all I ask.”

      “Do you want to come with me to see him?”

      “Yeah.”

      After taking the elevator to the second floor, they stepped into the room. Various machines beeped every few seconds. A heart rate monitor ran a continuous line of peaks and valleys. An IV dripped clear liquid into his hand.

      She stood by the side of the bed and peered down. “Honey, I don’t know if you can hear me or not, but Mack’s here with me.”

      “Hey, buddy,” Mack said.

      “We’ll be here until you wake up.” Her voice cracked. “Your son’s doing well. Please… come back to us.”

      Mack stood on the opposite side of the bed. “I know you’re in there somewhere. Your son needs you, and I need you.”

      “I need you too,” Rachel whispered.

      Mack stretched his arms overhead. “Will you be okay if I head over to the cafeteria for a few minutes? I need a snack.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Want anything?”

      “Some coffee would be great.”

      Mack gave her a crooked smile. “Watch over him while I’m gone.”

      “I will.”

      After Mack left, she grabbed a chair and dragged it over to the side of the bed. She sat and watched his eyes for any sign of movement. She didn’t know how long he’d be stuck in a coma. It was all her fault. If she hadn’t kept Jimmy from his father, then maybe none of this would have happened. Maybe this was punishment for keeping Jimmy a secret all these years.

      She sniffed back tears. She couldn’t fall apart now. She had to stay positive.

      She whispered, “If you can hear me, I need you. I don’t think I can live without you. Jimmy deserves to have a father. Even if… even if we can’t be together… at least you’ll have a son.”

      She paused to listen to the heartbeat monitor. Nothing changed. A wave of despair overcame her. What if he never woke up? What if the price of saving her son was killing his father?

      

      

      Brady struggled to open his eyes. A heavy weight held them closed. Even after summoning every ounce of strength, he still couldn’t bring himself out of the deep sleep which seemed to drag him under.

      A soft, feminine voice spoke to him. At first he didn’t recognize it. But a slow realization brought on by his bear senses hit him hard in the chest. The woman, whoever she was, was his mate. His bear felt it, and he also felt it in his heart. His soul sang with recognition. He’d been searching for her his entire life but hadn’t recognized it until now.

      An annoying beep picked up tempo as he was finally able to force his eyes open for a second. His lids fell closed but not before he’d been able to sneak a peek at his mate. He instantly recognized her soft brown hair and bright green eyes.

      “Rachel.” His voice came out so softly that he could hardly hear it.

      “I’m right here, honey.”

      “What… what happened?”

      “You came in for a bone marrow transplant. Do you remember?”

      “So thirsty.”

      The grip on his hand released. Footsteps retreated then returned. Something freezing cold and moist pressed between his lips. He gratefully licked what he finally realized was an ice cube. He tried to sit up but couldn’t move. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt this weak.

      Once the ice cube had melted, he opened his eyes. Rachel leaned over him, giving him a great view down the front of her sweater. He was operating at a corporeal level. Nothing mattered beyond food, water, and a glimpse of his sexy mate.

      She must have noticed the direction of his gaze because she grinned. “It looks like you’re already on the road to recovery.”

      He tried to laugh, but it took too much effort. “Hello, beautiful.”

      Her smile dissolved as her bottom lip quivered. “I thought I’d lost you.”

      “You’ll never lose me.”

      “The last few days have been so crazy.”

      He crawled his fingers across the blanket until he could reach her hand. Just seeing her had given him enough strength that he was able to squeeze her hand. “How’s our son?”

      “He’s in recovery. He’s doing well so far. We won’t know if the transplant took for a few months, but for now, everything looks good.”

      He smiled. “I’m glad he’s okay.”

      “I know I did a terrible thing by keeping him from you. But I hope that maybe in time….”

      “We need to get to know each other again. We’ve both been through so much in the last four years.”

      “But there’s a chance?”

      He nodded slightly. “Come here and kiss me.”

      She leaned over and pressed her soft, warm lips against his. The gentle caress of her mouth slid to his cheek as she spread kisses across his face.

      From across the room, someone cleared their throat. Rachel pulled away quickly. A bright flush rose up from her neck to color her cheeks.

      Mack stepped into the room. “I hate to interrupt, but I heard you’d woken up. How are you?”

      Brady looked at Rachel and smiled. “Getting better by the second.”

      Mack chuckled. “Why do I get the feeling I’m going to have to cook for a few more people day after tomorrow?”

      “What’s happening then?” Rachel asked.

      Mack said, “It’s the first night of the twelve days of Christmas. Every night for twelve days, we get together as a family and celebrate everything we’re grateful for. If Jimmy’s up for it, you’re welcome to join the family. Bring your mom too. We have a lot to celebrate this year.”

      Brady rolled his head to the side so he could look at Rachel. “Will you join us?”

      She beamed. “I’d love it. Dr. Landry said Jimmy should be up and walking tomorrow, so we should be able to come.”

      Mack said, “Great. I’ll count on three more. I have to get back to the farm, but if anything comes up, call me.”

      “I will,” Rachel said.

      As soon as Mack left the room, Brady used his hands to push himself into a sitting position. The fog in his brain receded with each passing minute.

      “I should let you get some rest,” Rachel whispered.

      He smiled. “You’re not going to stay and give me my sponge bath?”

      She blushed. “Wait until I get you alone again. You’ll get more than a sponge bath.”

      “Close the door.”

      She laughed. “I’m sure the nurses will love that.”

      He flashed a wicked smile. “Okay, maybe not right now. But as soon as I’m on my feet again, you’d better be ready.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    
    
      Two nights later, Rachel leaned back from the Grant family’s dining room table and patted her stomach. Several other brothers were still shoving huge bites of pie into their mouths. The Grant boys sure liked to eat, something she could understand all too well.

      She eyed the last two bites of caramel apple pie on her plate. “I think I’m going to explode if I eat another bite.”

      Brady leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Save some room for my private dessert.”

      She blushed and quickly looked around the table to see if anyone had heard his naughty comment. The only person who seemed to be paying attention was her mother. She winked knowingly. Rachel couldn’t help but laugh. Her mom didn’t miss a thing.

      Brady pushed back from the table. “We should put Jimmy to bed.”

      June spoke in a suggestive tone. “I can do that if you guys want to spend more time… alone.”

      Rachel nearly died from embarrassment. “Mom!”

      June snickered. “What?”

      Brady jumped in to save her. “I think we’d like to put him to sleep together if that’s all right. Trust me, you will get plenty of babysitting duty. But tonight, I’d like to be able to tuck him in.”

      Rachel smiled softly. “Me too.”

      June said, “No problem. Just let me know when I can step in to help.”

      “Can you watch him tonight?” Brady asked.

      Rachel gave him a questioning look.

      Her mom grinned. “No problem. Tuck him in and I’ll join him in a few minutes.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Anytime.”

      They rose from the table and walked over to where Jimmy sat playing with a tower of blocks.

      Jimmy said, “I’m making a big Christmas tree so Santa can bring me presents.”

      Rachel laughed. “I think Santa needs to consult her bank account.”

      Brady said, “Santa’s going to need two sleighs to bring you all the presents he has for you.”

      Under her breath she whispered, “Don’t over promise.”

      Equally furtively, Brady said, “I’m not. I have a little saved up and four years of presents to make up for.”

      Jimmy looked from one person to the other then grinned. “More presents!”

      Rachel scooped him into her arms. “Let’s get you to bed before we plan our toy store massacre.”

      “What’s a massa…masur…that thing?”

      “It’s what happens when a mommy and a daddy love their son so much that they want to give him the world.”

      Jimmy’s eyes went wide. “Are you my daddy?”

      Rachel froze. They still hadn’t told Jimmy that Brady was his father. She’d wanted to wait until she was sure they’d be able to rebuild their relationship.

      “We’ll have to talk about that later,” Brady said with a guilty look on his face.

      “I hope you’re my daddy.” Jimmy’s voice trailed off as they walked down the hall to June’s bedroom.

      “Your brothers were so nice to let us stay the night,” Rachel said.

      “There was no way I was going to let you drive back in the middle of the night. It’s too dangerous.”

      They walked into June’s room and laid Jimmy on the bed. Rachel undressed him and put his monkey pajamas on. As she laid his head on the pillow, Brady joined her in helping to get Jimmy settled. Rachel and Brady reached for the blanket at the same time and laughed.

      Brady said, “May I?”

      She nodded. As she watched Brady tuck their son in, her heart fluttered in her chest. They hadn’t had a chance to really talk about their relationship since they’d left the hospital. Every time Brady had wanted to bring it up, she’d changed the subject out of fear. Things seemed to be okay between them for now, but she knew they had a long way to go.

      Brady tucked the blanket around Jimmy’s shoulders then bent to kiss his forehead. “Sweet dreams, little man.”

      Rachel kissed Jimmy goodnight and turned off the light. As they closed the door, she turned to find Brady standing close to her. She looked up at him and found him gazing at her with more love in his eyes than she’d ever seen.

      “Thank you,” he murmured.

      “For what?”

      “For raising our son.”

      She smiled. “Thank you. So…what now?”

      “Hot cocoa on the porch?”

      “Sounds good.”

      After grabbing two steaming mugs of marshmallow-covered hot chocolate from the kitchen, they moved outside to the porch swing. They sat side by side, both clutching the mugs in their gloved hands.

      “It’s a full moon,” Brady remarked.

      “Do you remember the time we went to Old Faithful in the middle of the night?”

      “I remember how beautiful you look in moonlight.”

      “Thank you.”

      The porch swing creaked as they rocked back and forth. She wondered how to start the conversation that they needed to have, but couldn’t find the right way to begin.

      Brady finally broke the silence. “I forgive you.”

      “You do?” Hope rose up to form a lump in her throat.

      “I’ve been thinking about things a lot and I think I know where we went wrong.” He turned to look at her with luminous brown eyes.

      “Where?”

      “We didn’t talk to each other, and we didn’t listen when we did talk. I should have known something was wrong that night. You’d never reacted with so much anger before. I should have been more sensitive.”

      She took a sip of cocoa to give herself a few seconds to gather her thoughts. He was right, he hadn’t been sensitive, but she hadn’t been either. “You couldn’t have known. Sometimes I’m too good at hiding what I’m really feeling.”

      “What are you feeling right now?”

      “Scared. Hopeful.”

      He caressed the side of her face with the backs of his knuckles. “Don’t be scared. We’re talking now and that’s what we need to do. We can’t keep secrets from each other. Not ever again. Not if we want this relationship to work…”

      She said, “I have to ask you something, but I’m afraid to hear the answer.”

      “Ask me anyway.”

      “Are you only doing this because of our son? If I was alone, would we even be having this conversation?”

      He sighed. “I honestly don’t know. But I’d like to think that we would have found each other again. We’re meant to be together. I know it, and my bear sure as hell knows it.”

      Her heart broke open. Every fear she’d been holding onto, every worry, every ounce of trepidation blew out in a single breath. She gazed into his eyes. “I’ve known that you were my perfect mate ever since that night at Old Faithful. My heart knows it, and although I don’t have an inner bear to contend with, my soul knows it too.”

      As he smiled, the magic of Christmas swirled through falling snowflakes. Flickering Christmas lights twinkled through the windows to cast a shimmering kaleidoscope of colors across his hair. He reached for her mug and set it on the ground next to his. The warmth between them grew as Brady leaned in to kiss her.

      Soft and sweet, his lips played across hers with a gentleness that stole her breath. She shivered, not from the cold, but from the way her heart plummeted into her belly. She moved closer and wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders. She couldn’t stand being apart from him for another minute.

      Brady scooped her up, carried her into the house, and strode down the dark hall to his bedroom. After setting her down, he closed the door behind him. He moved to draw her back into his arms. She melted against him as he pulled her close.

      She moaned softly.

      His breath was hot against her ear. “We have to be quiet so we don’t wake up the whole house.”

      She giggled. “I feel like a teenager again.”

      He laughed. “Only this time there’s no one here to bust us.”

      She stepped back and drew her sweater over her head. “Take me to bed, cowbear.”

      

      

      As he unbuttoned her shirt, he murmured, “I love that nickname.”

      “It fits you. You’re part cowboy and part bear.”

      “I’m breaking in a new horse. We’ll go riding together once he’s ready.”

      “What if I want to go riding right now?” she asked in a seductive tone.

      He swallowed. God, how had he ever left her? He’d been an idiot.

      Her hands worked the buttons on his shirt, slowly stripping him. When her hands grazed his nipples, they hardened. She bent to draw one between her lips, giving it a little tug. Heat flooded his cock. He stretched and grew, aching to be inside her. But he couldn’t rush tonight. No, tonight he wanted to give her all the pleasure in the world. He needed her to know that he’d never leave her again.

      She backed him toward the bed and then gave him a playful shove. “Lie down, cowboy.”

      He growled low in his throat as she climbed up to straddle him. In a slow, seductive strip tease, she unbuttoned her shirt.

      “Have you been a naughty cowbear, or a nice one?” she asked flirtatiously.

      “Very, very naughty.”

      She inched the sides of the shirt open just enough to give him a glimpse of the curve of her breasts. He swallowed and groaned. She was going to kill him at this rate.

      When he reached up, she playfully slapped his hands. “Ah ah. Not yet.”

      “I want you.”

      “I know.” She grinned.

      His voice went low and husky. “I need you.”

      She peeled the shirt open and whispered, “I need you too.”

      He reached up to caress the curve of her belly. As he cupped her full breasts, he couldn’t help wanting to admire the two perfect handfuls on the sexiest woman he’d ever known. He couldn’t believe he was this lucky. Some bears never found their mate and he’d been wondering if he’d ever find his. Now that he had her, he’d never let go.

      She moaned and rolled her head back. As she pressed into his hands, his cock strained against his jeans. He cursed his clothes and wanted to tear them off, but he also wanted to follow her lead. He’d seen her erotic side before, but nothing like this. He was willing to suffer just to see what she’d do next.

      “Brady?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Undress me.”

      He sat up and wrapped one arm around her waist to steady her while he used his free hand to unbutton her jeans. After yanking down the zipper, he pulled her against his chest and dragged the jeans down. She wriggled out of them and kicked them off the bed. The only thing he could see was her perfect, silky breasts, but he wanted to see everything.

      He rolled her onto her back and knelt between her thighs. When she reached for him, he grabbed her hands. “Wait, honey. Let me look at you.”

      She slid her hands down the sides of his hips then lay back. His gaze raked across her flesh, finally stopping to rest on her panties. Blue satin. Damn, she looked so good in that color. But… the panties had to go.

      He smiled at her as he slipped his fingers into the waist of her panties. He pulled them down and off her feet, then tossed them aside. She arched, cat-like and seductively, giving him full view of the soft, warm space between her thighs. He groaned.

      “Kiss me,” she whispered.

      He knew exactly what she meant. He dipped his head to kiss the insides of her knees. After leaving a trail of sultry kisses up her thighs, he blew a warm breath across her lips. She shivered and reached for his hands. He laced them together as he dipped to kiss her sweetness.

      She cried out.

      He raised his head. “Sweetie, the whole house is going to hear you.”

      She groaned. “This is so hard.”

      He chuckled and shifted his hips against the bed. “You have no idea.”

      With a swipe of his tongue, he had her moaning again. Over and over he kissed and licked the sensitive flesh until she panted. She was more than ready for him, but he wanted her to ache with carnal need. He wanted her to remember why they were so good together. Not only were they best friends, but they were also dynamite in bed.

      She reached for his head. After tangling her fingers in his hair, she yanked him up. “I can’t wait. I need you. Now.”

      He slowly kissed each hip before brushing his cheek across her soft belly. He loved the way she felt, as fluffy as a down pillow. He continued up to swirl his tongue around each taut nipple. It wouldn’t be right if he didn’t nuzzle her neck and nip at the edge of her earlobe.

      She whimpered in frustration. “Please…”

      He whispered. “Almost.”

      “But I—”

      The pleading tone in her voice cracked the last thread of his self-control. He nudged her thighs apart and surged forward to fill her with every inch of his cock. Warm, wet, and tight around him, her body fluttered as she arched against him. As he sank deeper, he realized that he’d finally come home.

      With each thrust, he claimed her as his. With each kiss, he promised her a life of happiness. And through his hooded gaze, he vowed to never let her go.

      “Mine,” he whispered as an urgent rumbling built deep within him.

      She wrapped her arms around him. “Brady, oh. God.”

      He rocked into her, angling his hips to give her as much pleasure as possible. He knew he was in the right spot when her eyes flew open.

      “Ugh,” came her garbled cry as she tumbled into ecstasy.

      She quivered and pulsed around his straining cock. He desperately wanted to let go, but held back. He waited until her eyes fluttered wildly and her mouth locked in a perpetual, soundless scream.

      When he couldn’t wait another second, he found his own release, burying himself into her and clinging to her as if he’d die without her. He pressed his face into her neck as the last shudder left his body.

      As he rolled to lie by her side, she turned and smiled. “I missed you.”

      “You’ll never have to miss me again,” he promised as a plan formed in his mind.
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      Rachel stretched and yawned as she woke up in Brady’s bed. Sheets lay tangled every which way and pillows had been thrown across the room. She lazily patted the bed, searching for his warmth. When she didn’t find him, she sat up.

      He was gone.

      Her heart fluttered. He hadn’t left her again, had he? They couldn’t have shared such an incredible night together if he meant to leave her again, right?

      Alarmed, she swung her legs over the side of the bed. She opened his dresser and grabbed a fresh shirt. She could shower later, after she’d found him.

      As she padded down the hall, she passed her mom’s room. She carefully opened the door and found her mom sitting on the edge of the bed reading a book to Jimmy.

      “Have you seen Brady?”

      “Not since this morning. He said I should let you sleep. He has some business he needed to take care of in town.”

      “Oh.” She couldn’t hide her disappointment.

      “Did everything go okay last night?”

      “I thought so.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be back soon.”

      “If you’re okay with Jimmy, I’d like to go check the front of the house.”

      “Mommy, Namma’s reading the monkey book again.”

      Rachel smiled. “I know she loves that story as much as you do.”

      Her mom smirked. “Loving it.”

      Rachel chuckled. A couple of days earlier, her mom had told her that she really needed to buy him some new books. Apparently she was sick of reading the same book over and over. But, it was his favorite, so they’d agreed to endure it.

      “I’ll be back soon.”

      “Did Santa come last night?” Jimmy asked.

      “Not yet. Not until the night before Christmas.”

      Jimmy frowned. “I hope he doesn’t get lost.”

      “He’ll be able to find you wherever he is,” she promised.

      He seemed satisfied with that answer and returned his attention to the book. As she backed out of the room, she couldn’t help but smile. He was growing up so fast. She was glad there wouldn’t be a time when he couldn’t remember his father. After making love all night, she’d asked Brady when they should tell Jimmy. Brady had said that today would be perfect. She couldn’t understand why he wasn’t in bed when she’d woken up.

      She padded down the hall into the living room. Mack sat on the sofa reading the morning newspaper. He set it on the coffee table when she walked in.

      “Hey, you’re up early.”

      “What time is it?” she asked.

      “A little after seven.”

      “It’s not that early.”

      He grinned slyly. “Brady said you two had a late night.”

      Heat rushed into her cheeks. She wanted to die from embarrassment.

      Mack chuckled. “Don’t worry, we’re all adults here. Brady can do whatever he wants.”

      “Do you know where he went?”

      “Not sure. He took off about an hour ago but said he’d be right back.”

      “I guess I should get breakfast going,” she said.

      “You don’t have to do that. Sarah, our cook, should be coming into work soon.”

      “I didn’t know you had a cook.”

      “She basically runs our bed and breakfast during the Christmas rush. I don’t know what we’d do without her.”

      The shrill ring of a telephone interrupted their conversation. Mack reached for the phone.

      “Hello?”

      Rachel wanted to give him some privacy so she walked into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. She’d just closed the lid when Mack joined her. A shocked expression washed across his face.

      As she wiped her hands on a dish towel she asked, “What’s wrong?”

      “That was Sarah. Her mom’s in the hospital. She’s extremely ill and Sarah needs to fly back to Chicago immediately.”

      “Oh that’s horrible. I hope she’s okay.”

      “I hope so too. She’s been with us the last two years. She took over the bed and breakfast when our mom died.”

      “I’m sorry about your mom,” she said.

      “Thanks.”

      “I can still help with breakfast. It sounds like you’ll need it.”

      He frowned. “But you’re our guest.”

      “I’m happy to help. It will keep me from going nuts wondering where Brady went.”

      Less than an hour later, she picked up the dinner bell and rang it. Three of the other brothers, Hank, Logan, and Drew, stumbled into the dining room.

      Hank said, “Mmmm, bacon.”

      She chuckled. “Enough for an army.”

      Logan laughed. “With five other brothers, every day is like feeding an army.”

      “You all need wives,” she joked.

      Mack laughed heartily. “I think I do just fine without a nagging woman after me all the time.”

      She put a hand on her hip and waved a spatula at him. “Watch your mouth, sonny, or no bacon for you.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said with a twinkle in his eyes.

      She smiled as Jimmy and her mom took their places at the table.

      “Pancakes!” Jimmy shrieked.

      “I tried to make monkey faces but…”

      June slid a pancake onto Jimmy’s plate. “We can draw a face with syrup.”

      “Good idea.”

      The rumble of a truck sounded in the driveway. Rachel leaned over the sink to peer out of the kitchen window. Brady jumped out of the truck and strode purposefully into the house. When he walked into the kitchen, all conversations came to a halt. The look on his face was a cross between a deer in headlights and someone who’d just seen a ghost.

      He cleared his throat. “Uh, can I see you for a minute?”

      Rachel set the spatula down and wiped her hands on a towel. “Sure.”

      As she followed him into the living room, her heart beat wildly. Something was seriously wrong.

      Brady paced back and forth in front of the couch. “Uh, please sit down.”

      She did. “Is everything okay?”

      He gave her a lopsided grin. “I just don’t know where to start.”

      Her heart dropped. “Look, if you’re—”

      “Wait, let me get this out.” He stopped pacing and knelt down in front of her. “From the moment I met you, I knew you were the one for me. I made a bad decision when I abandoned you to join the Marines, and you made a bad decision when you didn’t tell me about our son. But that’s all in the past now. When I woke up this morning, I couldn’t imagine living my life without you.”

      As he shifted to kneel on one knee, her breath caught in her throat.

      He continued, “Last night, sitting out on the porch, I knew that I’d be a fool to ever let you go. I love you, Rachel. I’ve loved you since the day I met you, and I loved you every one of the days we spent apart. I never stopped loving you. I couldn’t. You’re my mate and we’re destined to be together.”

      She choked out a sob as he pulled a black velvet box from his back pocket.

      He said, “I want to spend the rest of my life with you and with our son. I want us to be a family. So if you’ll have me, I’d love to have the honor of making you my wife. Will you marry me?”

      The tears of joy she’d been holding back spilled down her cheeks. “Yes. Oh, God. Yes. I love you so much. I’ve loved you forever and I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

      As he slid the ring onto her finger, the huge diamond glittered in the light from the Christmas tree. She leaned forward into his embrace and they sealed their commitment to each other with a long, sensual kiss that she felt all the way to her toes.

      “Does this mean you’re going to be my daddy?”

      She turned to find Jimmy, June, and all of Brady’s brothers standing open-mouthed at the entrance to the living room.

      Brady released her and held his arms open for his son. “Yes. I’ll be your daddy forever.”

      Jimmy ran forward and Brady locked him in a tight embrace. Rachel joined the two most important men in her life in their first family hug.

      Over Jimmy’s shoulder, Rachel locked gazes with Brady. Tears of joy ran down her face. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.” He kissed her.

      Mack said, “I guess we’d better get ready for a wedding.”

      Brady laughed and helped her to her feet. “The sooner the better.”

      Jimmy beamed. “This is the best present ever.”

      

      

      Hours later after the celebratory breakfast, Brady joined Mack on the porch. “You seem upset. Is it about the wedding?”

      “No, not about the wedding, I’m really happy for you.”

      “Then what is it?” Brady asked.

      “With Sarah gone and the opening weekend of the bed and breakfast coming up, we’re in serious trouble. I can’t manage the ranch and take care of the bed and breakfast at the same time.”

      “Can you hire someone?”

      “Where would I find someone on such short notice?”

      “Put an ad online.”

      Mack huffed. “We can’t just take in any random stranger.”

      “So get a few people up here, do some interviews and pick the one that’s the least crazy.”

      “That sounds like a disaster in the making.”

      Brady laughed and slapped him on the shoulder. “You’ll figure it out. Hell, maybe we’ll even be able to find you a wife.”

      Mack glared at him. “I have enough responsibility without taking on a relationship. Besides, I am perfectly happy alone.”

      Brady shrugged. “I used to think so too, but then Rachel came back to me.”

      Mack said, “You don’t want to keep your woman waiting.”

      “Never say never.” Brady slapped Mack’s back before walking back into the house.

      He found his future wife in his bedroom. As he walked up behind her, he slid his arms around her belly. “Hey, sexy.”

      She turned and smiled. “I think we should start a new Christmas tradition.”

      He nibbled on her neck. “I can think of a few.”

      “It would involve the whole family, Jimmy too.”

      He leaned back. “Okay.”

      When she told him the idea, he readily agreed.

      After bundling Jimmy up in snow pants, boots, and a waterproof jacket, they walked out into the field behind the porch. The winter sun splashed across the snow making it sparkle like a million diamonds.

      Rachel said, “I’ll go first.”

      She put her arms out and leaned back, falling into a heap of snow. She waved her arms up and down.

      Jimmy’s face brightened. “Mommy’s making an angel.”

      He plopped down on his butt then lay back and copied her. “I made one too. Now you, daddy.”

      Humbled by how lucky he felt, he dropped onto his back and made his own angel. His new family was a gift. One that he’d give thanks for every day for the rest of his life.
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        Excerpt from Claimed by the Wolf Kings

      

      Kane stood behind her. His rock hard body brushed against her as he poured water down her back. “You have the hips and body of a Goddess. Women should be round and soft. And you… you’re absolutely what we’re looking for.”

      Raff closed the distance between them and brushed a feather-light kiss across her mouth. She moaned as Kane used one finger to draw a line from the nape of her neck to the base of her spine. She pressed her breasts against Raff’s chest. Behind her, Kane moved closer.

      Sandwiched between the men, she lost track of whose hands caressed her hips and whose lips burned a trail of kisses across the hollow of her throat.

      Lost in an orgy of sensation, she closed her eyes and fell into their arms. She recognized Raff’s lips as they captured hers again. She returned the passionate kiss with fervor. As her lips parted to welcome his tongue, Kane slid his hand across the lowest part of her belly. She tensed.

      Kane whispered. “Relax. Let us worship you.”
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      To view a complete list of my books, please go to my Amazon Author Page.
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          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      
        12 Years Earlier

      

      

      Kala West was beautiful in Christmastime, especially along the Gulf. All the shops and hotels had lights, making it seem like a Florida wonderland. Danika loved sneaking away from her pack to find moments of solitude, and at twelve, she was used to having her own mini adventures.

      It made her forget her life and focus on other worlds.

      She always chose to visit the spot near the Golden Pearl Fishing Pier. The pier was never crowded. It just had a couple of stray humans fishing here and there.

      Still, Danika always enjoyed swimming beneath the wooden pillars. She’d even used her claws to carve her name on the pillar at the farthest end. She’d silently staked claim to the underside of the pier. It was hers, and no one could take it away from her.

      Holding her breath under water was her odd thrill. It was never about timing herself or seeing how long she could stand it. Instead, it was about the peacefulness of the water. She loved how the world faded away to quiet serenity as she watched the sea life move around her. Schools of bright colored fish, fluorescent jellyfish, and even small sharks had made their way across her path.

      The serenity was nothing like the hunter her family wanted her to be all the time, the proud and strong future of the Kala West Pack. Her older brother was made for that. Hell, it was in his blood, even if it wasn’t in hers. Lance had been an alpha-in-training all his life.

      Their father saw to that with the frequent wolf hunts and tracking shifts he made her brother take. He’d even forced him to hunt for deer one winter without the help of the pack. Lance wasn’t allowed to come back without a kill. He was gone for three days before he dragged a deer back home. To Danika, Lance was never the same after that. It was as if he’d left a pup and came back a strange wolf, no longer the brother who told stupid jokes to make her laugh or go on midnight runs with her when everyone else was asleep.

      Her father had made an oath with the Tampa Pack alpha to secure their heritage and strengthen them from larger packs wanting their territories. When she asked her father about it later, he just said she would have to fulfill her duty in the years to come. It wasn’t until she heard her father talking with seventeen-year-old Lance that she realized she’d have to marry a boy she had never even met.

      That’s when she ran away to her safe place, and that’s where she first saw him.

      A boy who looked around her age was standing at the end of the pier and looking over the edge. His eyes were unlike anything she’d ever seen. They were gray, but the fading sunlight made them look silver. His hair was dark-brown and slightly curly. He was a person she could stare at for hours and not get bored looking.

      She was under the water and peering back up at him, so she was almost certain he couldn’t see her. That didn’t stop him from looking through the water as if he knew she was down there, just beneath the surface.

      His face was sad, and she had the biggest urge to emerge just to give him a hug and tell him not to worry anymore.

      Then she realized he wasn’t alone. A man was yelling behind him. In her watery haven, she couldn’t hear anything, but she watched as the man lifted the boy up and over the banister until he was dangling over the side. He had him gripped by his leg and shirt.

      She quickly moved closer to the pillars underneath the pier to stay out of sight as she emerged.

      “Think you can talk back to me, you little bastard?” the man asked. “Huh?”

      The boy looked nervous, but Danika noticed that fear didn’t take over. He seemed almost numb to what the man was doing to him.

      “Next time you talk back, I’ll drop you over here,” the man continued. “I don’t care how much your mother loves you, you hear?”

      The boy remained quiet.

      “Nothing to say now? Don’t tell me you’re stupid too!”

      Rage filled Danika, and she wanted to shift and tear the man’s throat out. Her thoughts were thinking of how she could get up the pier when the man screamed.

      “Shit!” he cried.

      She saw the boy as he fell into the water in front of her. Instead of swimming, he just went under the surface.

      Without thinking, she followed after him under the current. She saw his body fall downward. He didn’t struggle or thrash about. It was like he had given up before even an attempt to save himself.

      Danika reached him and saw his eyes close just as she grabbed him.

      It was easy to break the surface with him since he didn’t fight against her, but it still felt like forever until they reached the sand.

      She dropped him on his back, but he didn’t move. Fear ripped through her. What did she do? She knew some people could breathe life back into others. She’d seen it in a movie once.

      Her hand touched his cheek and felt the warmth slowly fading away.

      She leaned over his head, wondering how she was supposed to blow air into his mouth, when something weird happened.

      Each drop of water on his skin vibrated. Then each droplet started to turn into an odd blue color, something Danika didn’t think even had a name. Every one of the drops merged together, making a large sheet of water that hovered over him. It was as if a force was pulling the water out of his body.

      A weird sensation covered Danika, almost as if she vibrated with the water. She realized it wasn’t her. It was the boy, who she still had her hands on.

      The boy’s mouth opened, and water floated out of him and merged with the hovering water.

      In an instant, the boy’s eyes opened and the water cascaded onto the sand.

      Danika jumped back in time to avoid it soaking her. She knew there were witches and warlocks in Kala West, but she’d never seen one use magic up close before. The boy had to be a water warlock for him to control that element.

      He sat up and looked around, a daze filling those eyes that now had a silver glow to them. When they rested on her, the boy smiled.

      She felt a fuzzy feeling in her tummy and couldn’t help but smile back.

      “Blaine! Blaine!” The man who had knocked the boy off the pier was approaching them.

      Danika felt a growl escape her lips. That man had almost killed the boy, and that was something she was going to rip him apart for.

      “Go,” the boy said. “My stepfather doesn’t like shifters. He’ hurt you if he sees you.”

      “Let him try,” she said. “He might hurt you again.”

      “I’ll be fine. Promise. Now go. Please.”

      Something about the way he said it made Danika scared to leave the boy alone with him, but she didn’t want to cause trouble for her family. They’d just made pact with the witches and warlocks to have territory in Kala West. If she harmed a warlock, it could ruin what her parents had done for the pack.

      She got up to leave him.

      “Wait,” he said. “What’s your name?”

      “Danika.”

      “Thank you, Danika.” Blaine said. “For helping me.”

      She nodded and made her way to the bushes near the boardwalk before his stepfather came into view.

      “There you are,” his stepfather said. “I thought you fell in. What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Sorry, Pete,” the boy said. “I just slipped. It’s my fault.”

      “Damn right it’s your fault. Get up off the sand, so we can go home. I’m hungry.”

      Danika still wanted to bite something off the man for being so cruel, but she remained hidden until the two were long out of sight. Even in their absence, she remembered the boy with silver eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      
        Twelve Years Later

      

      

      Danika ran like her life depended on it, and it did. She allowed her wolf self to run free through the tropical brush and palm trees. Her paws padded through the sandy earth, used to every single path in the area. She loved the Florida landscape and how the tropical whether mixed with winter breezes to provide the best weather for running.

      Most wolf shifters lived in the mountains and in other northern areas. That sounded okay for a vacation, but Danika would take warm beaches and summer thunderstorms over mountains and plains any day. She did long for a chance to see snow, which she’d never experienced before. Even as a child, she thought it be fun to do silly winter things like make snow angels and snowmen.

      Her mother was from a North Carolina pack, and Danika remembered her stories of making snow ice cream. Even at that small thought, her heart ached a little. She pushed any sad memories back and picked up her speed until all her surroundings became a blur.

      Danika spent her entire life in Florida and couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. She loved being a part of the Kala West Wolf Pack. At least, she did until today.

      Nope. She wasn’t going to think about that. Not how Lance had ambushed her with information she had long forgotten. She ran faster until the world around her blurred out and sped by her.

      Running was her solace. It was good in human form, but in her wolf skin, she felt closer to the world around her. Her feet felt at home as she swerved between bushes and trees. She only had a few miles to go until she reached the coast.

      Water. The Gulf. That was the main reason she couldn’t leave and go up north. She’d miss swimming in the Gulf, and right now, her sanity depended on a long swim in the cool waves. That was better than a cold shower any day, and she needed something to distract her completely. It may have been December, but at least she could still swim without it freezing her tail off.

      As she got near, she could smell the water lingering in the air. It was late, so no one would be at her spot, the one place she went to think and swim shit away.

      Her brother’s voice still played in her ears.

      “You will do this for our pack, Dani,” Lance had said.

      “For the pack, what about what I want?”

      “We are the leaders of the Kala West Pack. Everything we do is for them, not us.”

      “You’re the alpha. Why does it matter if I marry Cole?”

      “The witches and warlocks in town are getting stronger by the day. Their Elemental Board members ensured that by reinstating their triad bonds. We don’t have a way to mimic that. All we have is our connections with other packs.”

      “So you’re selling off your baby sister for power?”

      “Damn it, Dani. You’re not even my real...”

      “Oh, don’t stop now, Lance. Might as well admit it out loud. I’m not your real sister, right?”

      “Dani, I’m sorry.” Lance’s face reddened.

      “You don’t think I get that every time I see my reflection?”

      Tears built up behind her eyes. She was not going to cry in front of him. Not now.

      He ran his fingers through his hair. “I didn’t mean—”

      “They may not have been my real parents, but I loved them too.”

      She shifted and ran before he could respond. He called after her, but she wasn’t turning back. She needed her spot.

      As she came to the water’s edge, she dipped her front paws in, letting the cold water cover them. She looked each way multiple times before shifting to her human form. She felt her bones crack with the stretching shift as the tickling of receding fur revealed smooth flesh.

      The cool air nipped her sensitive skin, and the water felt colder without the fur to block out most of the temperature.

      She took a deep breath and strode through the water, taking her time so the cold went through her and she could feel every sharp prickle of moisture.

      One last breath filled her lungs before she submerged herself to block out all that was wrong in the world above sea level, if only for a few precious moments.
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      Sometimes life was just fucked up. Blaine couldn’t help but think that his was a little more horrible than average. Even on the beach, away from any other signs of life, he could still hear Christmas music. Classic songs of bells and warm chestnuts haunted him wherever he went. Hell, he hated the holidays, all about happy families and joy, things he didn’t have and probably never would.

      It was bad enough that people in the warlock community hated him for being part werewolf shifter.  Now, his brother Baxter had to go and do some crazy shit and kidnap the Mistress of Spirit and Carmen Brixton, a daughter of one of the most respected families in Kala West. His family had already received death threats as a result.

      He had to get away from the witches and warlocks who hated him. He had thought about finding the Kala West Pack and asking to join their community, but who would want a shifter who couldn’t shift?

      Many times he’d tried to change, even felt his animal crawling under his skin, begging for release. It was the worst during full and new moons, but he was always drawn outside all the same.

      The full December moon glowed over him as he walked down the beach.

      He cracked his neck to release some of the tension building there and traveling down his body.

      Being outside was peaceful, and he was coming close to the place he had gotten in the habit of passing, the spot where everything made sense, the pier where he was saved in more ways than one.

      He was only twelve when he saw her, the girl with skin like hot cocoa, hair that was wild about her head from swimming, and big, curious eyes to match.

      He regretted not ever seeing her again, but he had been scared of what Pete would do to her. The man had proven his disgust for shifters. His stepfather already hated him for being what he was, a warlock with tainted blood, words his stepfather enjoyed throwing around.

      “Get me a beer, Taint Blood,” he said with a snicker. “Watch your mouth, Taint Blood.”

      Blaine didn’t know how cruel those words were until he got older.

      The guy had been a full-out asshole growing up, an abusive coward who drank too much. Heavy drinking and magic never mixed. That’s why his stepfather died a few years back from getting his potions bottle mixed up with his beer bottle.

      Stupidity to the very end, and Blaine had never been so grateful that his stepfather’s death left just him, his mother, and younger half-brother.

      The sadist was gone, but the town remembered the false idea of him. Witches and warlocks in Kala West only saw the good side of Pete, but his family had too many other sides to deal with.

      Baxter was Pete’s biological son, the one he favored and treated like royalty. Blaine was the bastard half-breed that Pete didn’t want to deal with.

      Their mother, as much as he loved her, was too weak to fight for herself, let alone for her oldest son, so Blaine took it. He got through it more as his powers strengthened.

      He got so used to being pushed around by Pete for the dumbest things that he learned to block him out.

      Pete dying was a blessing and a curse. Blaine and Baxter had to provide for their mother by working odd jobs in town. Everyone was happy to hire Baxter, but Blaine was shunned. The magical community of Kala West didn’t fully trust the other Supernatural beings, even though they had a treaty of non-violence with some groups like the werewolves. Blaine was a reminder that other magical beings existed. No matter how hard the community tried, they wouldn’t be able to shut out all the others that lurked outside the safety of Kala West.

      Blaine’s magic provided an internal escape for him, from Pete and the others who refused to accept his mixed parentage.

      That’s how he blocked out falling off the pier. He didn’t know whether Pete dropped him on purpose or not because he had gone so deep within himself that he was nothing but a shell of a child.

      Even the cold December water didn’t wake him from his mind. It took a girl to bring him back, a girl shifter who he still thought about after all the years that passed since then.

      Although he had blocked out most of it, he remembered feeling Danika’s hand on his face. That one touch stirred something in him, reminded him of life.

      He couldn’t explain it, but she had awakened his magic in time for it to save him. She had saved him.

      He stared at the pier that had since closed down. Part of him always took this route on the beach, hoping he’d see her again, but years had passed, too many to realistically encounter her once more.

      He looked out towards the moon-lit water taking in the serenity and calmness. A figure stood far out in the moving depths with their back facing him. The shape looked like a woman.

      It was strange to see someone in the water this late in the year. It wasn’t unheard of, but it was still too cold to swim in. He looked around for a stash of clothes, but he didn’t find any.

      He looked back up in time to see the head go underwater.

      He couldn’t stop staring out as he waited for the head to come back up, but it never did. A good minute passed.

      By the second minute, he was in the water and swimming toward the missing figure. He couldn’t reason with his mind why he had to get there. It was as if his wolf and magic shared a secret and weren’t letting him in on it. He just knew he had to move and the faster the better.

      When the woman reappeared, he knew her instantly. The face just now occupied that of a woman who looked like an enchantment come to steal him away.

      “It’s you,” he said.  “You’re the one who saved me.”

      The name came back to him as if their encounter had happened yesterday.

      Danika looked at him with those same wide eyes that had stayed with him since all those passing years. Although most of her was hidden by the water, he thought she was the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen.

      He felt his magic rumble through him as if waiting to boil over to greet something significant. It recognized her too. It remembered her presence, the comfort he felt by her touch, the kindred of wolf finding wolf, magic discovering another type of magic.

      His element moved out to grasp for something, anything to connect with her and make sure she stayed with them, his magic and his beast, every essence that made him who he was and craved the woman he now saw in front of him.

      Blaine couldn’t help but ease closer to her, and he was grateful she didn’t turn away from him.

      He was close enough to feel her soft breath on his skin, which only made his body come alive. He became aware of the hardness pressing against his wet jeans, begging for release.

      It worsened when he saw her lips, plump temptations that teased him under moonlight. He realized in that moment that she was naked under the shield of water.

      A gentleman would have asked if she needed help, but he was never known for manners.

      He hoped like hell that she felt the same as he captured those lips with his own and found solace in the curves of her body melded up against his.

      She was rich softness, the kind you could explore endlessly and never get tired discovering. She tasted like life and berries, a mixture that made him addicted to her favors.

      When she wrapped her legs around his waist, he prayed to the gods above that she would never release him.
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      When Danika broke through the surface, she knew someone was getting closer to her. She could hear another heartbeat, sense their panic, and smell their fear. What were they afraid of? No one had seen her shift. She’d made sure of that, so they couldn’t have feared her, could they?

      The fear shifted as the person shortened the distance between them. It didn’t smell like fear from danger. This scent had a different emotional pull than the way a person or animal feared for their own safety.

      A sensation underneath all the senses was familiar as well, a feeling she had before. She looked around and finally come face-to-face with a man. A man she both knew and didn’t know. Blaine.

      She couldn’t speak, but she could feel. The water warmed suddenly as if a flame had shot right through it. Heat filled her core and expanded all the way down her limbs.

      He looked so different, but it was the eyes that told her it was him, the boy who she would have fought for, killed for all those years ago.

      His hair was curly and short, but not long enough to hide that penetrative gaze, one that still held her captive, but this one was no longer that of innocence. He took her in with the aura of a man with desires, a man with hunger. It was backed by something a simple touch wouldn’t satisfy.

      Common sense should have told her to move away from him, but she wasn’t operating on rationality as her wolf found another that fit her perfectly. She felt her animal uncurl itself and rise to the surface as he came closer. If he hadn’t taken her mouth in a kiss, she would have stolen it from him. Her need was too great to detain, and she could feel the restraint he gave in that kiss.

      No thoughts came to her as she wrapped herself around him and allowed herself to just feel.

      The water bubbled slightly around them as they became one magical entity.

      He felt amazing so close to her, and she needed more.

      Without giving it a second thought, she ripped the shirt he wore off of him. Her hands found the muscular shape of him and explored every taut inch as his mouth consumed her.

      His fingers dug into her ass, getting her closer so she could feel the hardness of him pressed against her. She moaned against him as he slipped his fingers into her from behind, never leaving from the kiss.

      Magic rolled through them. She’d never felt such raw attraction and desire course through her veins as she did with Blaine so close to her.

      They were no longer in control as his water element and magic enveloped them and flowed around their merging bodies.

      Without putting much distance between them, she reached down and unzipped his pants, pulling out the hardness that awaited her. He felt long and thick in her hand, but none of that mattered. She needed him to be inside her or she was going to cease existing.

      “Blaine, please.” She had never said his name out loud before. She was always afraid if she did, he would be a figment of her imagination and disappear. Now, she was grateful for treasuring it and using it with his in front of her, caressing her, adoring her.

      She centered him close to her entrance, prepared to feel him fill her completely.

      “Are you sure?” he asked between harsh breaths.

      She could tell he took effort in waiting, but she didn’t want to wait anymore. Parts she didn’t know existed craved this man, and the only thing that made sense was satisfying those pieces of her that she didn’t even know could be made whole.

      “Yes, Blaine,” she said. He didn’t need more encouragement as he pushed forward and into her until she could feel him stretching every bit of her.

      Nothing mattered in that instant that he was inside if her. She dug her fingers into his back holding on for life as began to move slowly. He pulled out of her and then thrusted back inside with a force that made her cry out.

      His pace was glorious torture, and she didn’t know whether she wanted to savor him as he used a methodical and sensually slow pace to drag it out or to plead for him to move faster so she could feel more of him. It was all too much and not enough.

      “Amazing,” Blaine said. “You feel amazing.”

      Closing her eyes made her savor him more as he began to move in a quicker pace, hitting her clit at all the right angles. Shivers were forced from her until she was nothing but bundle of ecstasy.

      He shifted and hit that spot deep within her, the one that almost had her screaming her lungs out. She kept it down to a loud groan by biting down on his shoulder, marking him as hers.

      Part if her felt pride at the claiming, staking her claim on his pale skin.

      Mine, she thought. All mine.

      Danika never thought of herself as a desperate person. Still, she couldn’t help the thoughts that filled hers mind as Blaine filled her body.

      If anyone tried taking what was hers, she’d hunt a bitch down first.

      He shifted again, bringing her focus back to him and him alone.

      His breathing picked up, and she could hear the speed of his heart increase. The warmth between them and all around them eliminated all the bitter coolness that could have disturbed their intimacy.

      As he got closer to pulling the strongest orgasm she’d ever had from her, Danika experienced something brand new when she closed her eyes again. She saw his wolf, at least she thought it was his wolf by the same color hair she knew him by, a brown that reminded her of cinnamon and allspice. There was no mistaking the wolf with the same brown fur the color of his hair and the eyes that she always dreamed about night after night, haunting her memories of him.

      He was powerful and certain. She could tell just by the way he sat, observing the world around him.

      She saw her midnight-colored wolf nuzzle his as if stirring it into action and begging it to come out and play with her. His wolf was beautiful and larger than hers. Together, they seemed to go together as if their wolves knew what existed between them before they knew.

      The wolf stretched back and howled into the air, releasing a call in the wild. Hers joined in to make a sound that was whimsical and primal all once.

      Danika opened her eyes to find him staring at her with a gaze that glowed back at her, a light that showed his other magical self, the magical warlock that she was happy to accept as he became a part other.

      His magic seeped into her until it soaked through her bones went through her blood and became part of her. He was sharing a part of himself with her, which both scared and exhilarated her. That knowledge was enough to take her to a sensitive high that merged on the brink of pain.

      She didn’t know whether to laugh, cry, or scream. She sensed what it was like to hold his magical element within her. The water became her and she became the water. There was no end and no beginning, an unending cycle of power and pleasure to create the ultimate him.

      His arms tightened around her, as if he thought he would lose her to some hidden abyss, some aspect of life that revealed all the mystical secrets within.

      Danika responded by kissing him, using all her remaining energy and strength to let him know that she was there with him the entire time.

      “Close,” she said, panting. She didn’t want the feeling of him to end. It was too much and not enough. She had never in her life felt the magical bond she had with Blaine as he took over her mind, her body, and the deepest parts of her soul. There was nothing like it that she could compare it to, nothing to explain the full need that filled her from head to toe.

      The friction of him increased as she got closer to that sought-out edge, a place no one had taken her to like he did. He moved in directions that made her squirm on top of him.

      Her orgasm hit her so hard that she thought she would fall into the deepest parts of the water and not get out. When she came, the whole world around them disappeared until there was nothing but the two of them.

      Her body shook and Blaine’s muscles tensed as he exploded inside of her, leaving her a mess of nerves around him. She could feel that he was a part of her just as she was a part of him. The feeling was so permanent that it rocked her to her depths.

      “You’re amazing, Danika,” he said. He kissed her shoulders and moved up to her neck, nuzzling her there for good measure.

      She smiled against his shoulder. Even then she could see the mark she gave him, a bite that made him hers just as much as she was his. Seeing the imprint made her happy for once, the best emotion that she had forgotten how to experience.

      Then it all had to disappear. What was she thinking?

      She was supposed to join with another wolf. Someone to strengthen her pack as Lance had said.

      She could never be happy, not when that happiness didn’t include the man who had just shown her what it was to begin with.

      She pushed away from him and felt him slip out of her, which made her understand emptiness in more ways than one. “I have to go,” she said.

      “What? Now?” He gave way to her departure, but his hands still lingered as if she would change her mind at any second and want them back on her.

      She did want him to envelop her, to make the pain go away, but that was just a fantasy. She couldn’t allow herself to be happy, not when others depended on her.

      “I’m sorry. I wish I didn’t have to, but I do.” She swam to shore with him right next to her.

      “After all this time, we can’t just leave it like this.”

      She turned to him when they were out of the water, and she regretted not coming to the water with decent clothes so she’d have something to cover herself. The vulnerability made her instinctually wrap her arms around herself, hiding away even after what they shared.

      “You don’t understand,” she said. “I’m promised to someone else.”

      “You’re engaged?” he asked.

      She sighed. “Something like that. My parents promised me to him years ago.”

      “They can’t just decide for you,” he said. “I’ll help you talk to them. Maybe if they met me they’d let you─”

      “They made the oath before they died, Blaine.” Her voice came out harsher than she wanted it to. She didn’t want to hurt him. That was the last thing she wanted, and still it was the only way they could leave each other.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. He tried to hold her, but she held her hand up to stop him.

      She needed those arms wrapped around her, and if he tried again, she didn’t know if she’d be strong enough to resist.

      “They died because of a pack rivalry, a fight that could have been stopped if we were stronger. They adopted me when I was a baby because the same thing happened to my real parents, and I still lost them too. That’s why I have to keep their promise, even if I hate it. I can’t let my brother or our people risk their lives because of me.”

      “Danika, listen to me. We can figure it all out together. We just found each other again. I can’t give you up now. I won’t do it.”

      “There’s no other choice. I wish it were different,” she said. She shifted before he could stop her and ran like she had never run before. This time she didn’t appreciate the feel of it or the atmosphere around her. She ran hard and fast, so even she couldn’t change her mind. For the first time, she was running away from someone she wanted nothing more than to run to.

      

      

      Blaine never believed in Christmas miracles, but finding Danika made him actually have hope. Realistic hope that he wasn’t too far gone to receive something good, someone he could cherish and call his own. He didn’t think that was too much to ask.

      Until she ran away from him.

      He had never felt anything or anyone consume him so completely as much as she did in those few moments. It went beyond sex and lust. She felt like part of him, a significant piece to his whole, and without it, there was no hope for restoration.

      He had always thought he was useless. A half-breed that had no place of belonging, but being with her, merging his body with hers, had been the peak of his existence.

      He couldn’t chase her after she shifted. The woman was just too fast. His woman. It was weird to call her his, but somehow it felt right. It felt like the only right thing in his entire world, and he had to get her back.

      She’d said she couldn’t be with him. He’d been told he couldn’t do so much for most of his life, and he had started to believe it.

      Danika made everything else seem like nonsense. She made him want to fight for her.

      If he chased her, her pack would probably kill him. So be it. At least he could say he tried. He wasn’t going to retreat into his head anymore. Danika was his new safe place. He knew that just as much as he was living and breathing.

      Despite what she said, he knew that she felt the connection they shared, the magic that accepted them both, their wolves that intertwined as they became whole.

      Fuck those who stood in his way. He was going to get Danika and fight through any levels of hell to have her.

      He thought about his family’s grimoire. There had to be a locator spell he could use to find Danika and track her down.

      The Elemental Board knew where the wolves lived, but they kept it from the community to keep witches and warlocks from the shifters. They claimed it was to keep the both sides safe, but many didn’t care about the shifters. Blaine always thought it was to keep the magic community from mingling and making more half-breeds like him.

      It didn’t matter whether he had to find an Elemental Board member or do his own search. He was going to find Danika, no matter what he had to risk for him to find her and make her his.

      He was heading back home to start his search for her when a sharp pain shot through his limbs. The agony brought him to his knees.

      This was not part of his magic, but the pain felt otherworldly nonetheless. It was as if his body had been asleep for years and just figured out how to wake up.

      The pain shifted to a high level of discomfort as his magic entangled with the new attack to give him some relief. The magic worked with the merging of a new force but one that was still a part of Blaine.

      When he saw his skin give way to brown fur, he knew what was releasing from him.

      He was happy for it, but the damn thing had the worst damn timing. As it happened, he realized what brought his shift. Danika. He knew warlocks and witches bound themselves through sexual magic, but he never knew about half-breeds. No one was there to teach him. Not his biological father, who his mother didn’t even remember, and certainly not Pete.

      Maybe his lovemaking to Danika brought it on. He remembered seeing his wolf and her wolf together.

      The harshness of his first shift ceased when he stopped fighting it and allowed it to take over. It was like that itch you get but can’t seem to reach it. Instead of being in one place, it consumed him all over.

      Before his animal took over, he promised himself that he was going to use his wolf to find Danika, the woman he knew he was meant to be with for as long as she’d have him. She had saved him. Now it was his turn to save her.
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      “Where were you, Danika? I couldn’t find you anywhere. I thought something had happened.” Lance hugged her tight when she appeared back in their community of houses in an area of Kala West that was open for them to use the land to run as wolves freely.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you,” she said.

      “So much lost over the years, I couldn’t lose you too,” he said. “I couldn’t bear it.”

      Danika took a long look at her brother. She never saw him as anything less, blood relation or not. He was her kin, and it comforted her to know that he felt the same too.

      She sat down at the most comfortable chair in his office, the ugly one she used to sit in when their father did business discussions in the same office.

      Lance slid a chair over to her, so they faced each other. “I didn’t mean what I said. You know I love you, right?”

      She nodded. “Yes, but it still hurts when you say it.”

      “I know. I would say it’s the stress of the job, but that’s no excuse. I’m sorry.”

      “You should be,” she said, jabbing at his arm.

      “I don’t know how dad handled this,” he said.

      “He had mom to help him,” she added.

      “Are you saying I need a mate?”

      “You said it. Not me.” She was happy they were back to bantering again. Without him, she didn’t know how she would be able to meet with her soon-to-be mate.

      After they stopped laughing, she said, “I’m ready to meet with Cole.”

      “Really? What changed?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it right now. Can you just set it up?”

      Before he could answer, the door to Lance’s office opened wide. One of his men who secured the community shuffled in. “Hate to disturb you, boss, but we have an issue.”

      “What kind of issue?

      “A wolf just got through the perimeter. We don’t think he’s one of ours.”

      “See what I mean, sis? It just keeps coming,” he said.

      Danika followed both men outside. She wasn’t expecting to see the wolf that stood in the large courtyard.

      “Blaine?” she asked.

      She recognized the wolf as the one she saw when they were together. She felt another connection to him that she couldn’t explain, one that told her he belonged to her.

      No, she couldn’t think that. He could never belong to her. She had a duty to her people first.

      Her brother looked at her. “You know him?”

      “Yes. Don’t hurt him, Lance. He doesn’t mean us any harm.”

      The wolf shifted to reveal a naked Blaine. Even though she knew she couldn’t have him, that didn’t stop her heart from beating faster just seeing him. Longing grew in the pit of her stomach as she watched the moonlight fall over his skin.

      “She’s right,” Blaine said. “I don’t mean you any harm. I just want to offer a solution to your problem.”

      “What problem is that?” Lance asked.

      Danika couldn’t think straight with Blaine naked like that. “Um, can we at least give him some pants first?” she asked, looking away.

      Lance beckoned to one of his men, and someone threw Blaine a pair of sweatpants.

      To Danika, he still looked yummy with no shirt, but at least she had some of her mental capacity back with him wearing pants.

      “The pack rivalries,” Blaine continued. “I believe I have a solution.”

      “Really? What would that be?” Her brother actually sounded interested.

      “I can only answer that if you allow me to be with your sister, if she’s willing to have me.”

      Danika stepped forward, so he could see her better. “I told you, Blaine. It’s no use.”

      “Things you care about are worth fighting for,” he said. “As alpha of the Kala West Pack, I’m sure your brother can respect that.”

      A sly grin filled the side of Blaine’s mouth, and damn did she think that was cute too. She was smitten already. She could admit that to herself at least, even if she didn’t want to think it was possible for them to be together just yet.

      Lance looked between them. “Does he have something to do with why you went missing?”

      Danika was happy that her skin was a darker shade than her brother’s to hide the warmth that filled in her cheeks. If he saw her blushing, that would be a dead giveaway. Sometimes her brother really did act like their father.

      Lance knew her too well for that to even be an issue.

      He shook his head, almost as if he was too tired to argue that point any further. “What are you asking, Blaine, is it? That we let a warlock into our pack?”

      “He’s part shifter too, Lance.” Danika said. She didn’t want to hope because that meant she could possibly get what she wanted.

      “Then what? After him, every witch and warlock will want to come live with us.”

      “Can I make a suggestion?” Blaine asked.

      “What?” Both Danika and Lance answered him. Despite them not being biologically related, Danika could see she and her brother shared similar personalities, which was unnerving at times.

      “You have a resource the other pacts don’t.”

      “What would that be?” Lance asked, moving out near Blaine.

      Danika stared at the two men as they talked.

      “The witches and warlocks of Kala West. Make a pact with us by allowing Danika and I to be together, and you’ll be one step ahead of the others.”

      “Your witches and warlocks don’t trust us. Why would they be willing to merge with us?”

      “A change in leadership is happening as we speak. I think the new board members will be willing if you are.”

      Lance looked between her and Blaine once more.

      “Do you care about this one?”

      Danika couldn’t help smiling. “I do.”

      Lance paced back and forth, which felt like an eternity to Danika.

      “All right, half-blood,” Lance said. “My sister’s happiness is important to me, so let’s see what you got.”

      

      ***

      

      Danika felt she needed to keep her eyes open for as long as possible, otherwise the man lying in bed beside her could disappear. It was a dream. It had to be, even though she could feel him as if he were a real living thing next to her. She couldn’t stop smiling to herself.

      “What are you grinning about?” Blaine asked her.

      Danika snuggled closer to him. She could get used to the way his arms felt around her, safe and cozy. “Just thinking.”

      “About?” he asked.

      “Christmas is tomorrow, which means I can’t get you anything. All the stores will be closed.”

      A small chuckle filled Danika’s ears. He was laughing at her reasonable idea. At least, she thought it made sense.

      “I’m serious,” she said. “I have nothing to give you.”

      “You don’t have to worry about getting me a gift for Christmas. I promise.”

      “I want to though. I need to get you something nice. Something you can remember always.”

      “You already gave me the best gift I could have hoped for. Multiple gifts, in fact.”

      “Care to share?”

      He leaned in and kissed her, a deep kiss that meant so much more than a cluster of words ever could. She loved how his magic sparked though her with each one too.

      “You, my own wolf, everything. There’s nothing you haven’t given me, Danika, my gorgeous wolf.”

      She giggled as he kissed along her neck. “Well, there are a few things I can still give you, and it may take a few long tries to get one.”

      He pulled back and looked at her. “Children already, huh? Good thing we have forever to practice.”

      “Far past forever,” she said, pulling him back to her until nothing mattered but the world they planned on sharing together.
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        Cancel your plans, witches and warlocks! You're invited to tonight's Firewick Festival.

      

      

      Taking multiple lovers is a family tradition. Hell, it's a witch tradition, but Charice Brixton isn't having it. She doesn't have time for a man, let alone two powerful warlocks. She's perfectly fine running her magic shop in Kala West, Florida with her sisters.

      Until she's forced to attend the Firewick Festival, a biannual gathering with stuffy board members overseeing the match of witches and warlocks in hopes of creating the perfect triad. Magical speed dating at its finest. Charice would rather have a root canal. She's willing to use her powers to keep from going, even if it means the wrath of those in charge. That is until two hotter-than-hell men walk into her shop and alter her plans.

      As powerful warlock enforcers, Kye and Warren carry out the laws within the magical community. It only makes sense for them to find a mate equally as strong. When they meet Charice, her magic calls to them. Only she can help complete their Mystical Triad, the binding ritual that increases all of their magic abilities. One that involves a lot of power and a lot of sex. Can the Alpha Warlocks convince her they're better as a threesome in both power and love?
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        Harpers Ferry, West Virginia

        Winter Solstice, 2014

      

      

      “That oughta do it.” Clementine Weatherspoon tightened the cap on the vial of her favorite oils. Sage and frankincense would purify the entryways. Verbena would keep darkness at bay.

      “It’s really gone, isn’t it?” Greta Carmichael breathed in deeply. A shock of white hair cut through her frizzy chestnut waves. “The air feels so different.”

      “She’s gone.” Clementine employed her gentlest tone. It never sat right with her when people referred to ghosts as its. Ghosts were once people, too, after all.

      “Honey, you should pull out that trick on the Fourth of July. I ain’t never seen such a light show.”

      Clementine hummed as she stored the bottle in her satchel, ensuring that it was slotted into place beside her container of rock salt. “She’s found peace now. That’s all that matters.”

      “It’s funny, old Aunt Aggie’s been creaking and groaning her way around the house all these years. It almost won’t feel right without her.”

      “It was long past her time. Restless spirits become angry. I’m just glad I could help before she got a little too—”

      Greta widened her blue eyes and nodded in quick succession. Clementine didn’t need to finish that thought, but she still felt an urge to comfort.

      “Homes are like an old quilt. Everyone who’s ever stepped foot inside becomes a part of the fabric. Even after they’re gone, they’re still a part of the house’s memory.”

      “That’s a nice thought. You know, I was never one to put much stock in w—” Greta trailed off, hesitating over the word. “In what you do. But I’m mighty glad you can do what you do.”

      Clementine pulled on her jacket. Not that it would help much against the building blizzard outside. “Happy to help.”

      Greta reached into one of her dress pockets and retrieved a handful of cash.

      Clementine shook her head. “You hang on to that.”

      “Don’t be a fool. You saved Christmas! It’s my turn to host the family this year, and it just wouldn’t have done at all to have old Aggie throwing the plates against the wall. Please, take it.”

      After she’d draped her satchel over her shoulder, Clementine pushed both hands into her jacket pockets. “No, ma’am. Thank you, but I don’t do this for money.”

      “Balls,” Greta huffed. “Hang on, you wait right there.”

      Clementine considered sneaking out before the woman could return, but Greta was spry for her age.

      “Here,” she said, forcing a covered pie dish into Clementine’s arms. “And take these, too.” She offered a canvas sack containing a few Mason jars filled with preserves. “There’s a jar of apple butter and two jars of apple sauce. All handmade from the best damn apples in the whole state.”

      “Mrs. Carmichael, I couldn’t pos—”

      “You can and you will.”

      Clementine relented with a sigh. The pie was still warm. Cinnamon and nutmeg clouded her judgment. “Thank you. That’s very kind.”

      “You enjoy. You earned it.”

      When Greta opened the front door, a frigid gust of wind greeted her. Bracing herself, Clementine stepped out onto the porch.

      “You all right to drive in this?” Greta asked, eyeing Clementine’s Camaro. “It’s awful dark out. You’re gonna slip and slide all over the roads in that thing.”

      “I’ll be just dandy,” Clementine said, heading down the sidewalk. She cast a fleeting smile over her shoulder. “I’m a witch.”

      

      

      ‘I’ll be Home for Christmas’ wafted from the Ford’s old speakers. Static obscured Bing Crosby’s melancholy delivery.

      Clayton Afters had been awake for seventeen hours. Not that he planned on sleeping anytime soon. He avoided sleep during the few short months out of the year he was actually conscious.

      Snow fell in heavy sheets around his trusty blue truck. He kept his speed measured and his gaze focused on the road ahead. What little he could see of it, anyway. Enhanced shifter sight didn’t matter much when someone shook the snow globe.

      Clayton didn’t mind the perilous drive. Blinding flurries aside, the rumble of the engine soothed both man and beast. Every bump in the road felt like breathing.

      It’s funny what you miss when you spend most of your life trapped under the weight of a curse.

      Clayton tried to avoid those thoughts as best he could. As he grew older, though, the thoughts were inescapable. His future hung over his head like a question mark.

      From today until the spring equinox, he was free to live and be. But it was hard to be anything when you knew your brothers were trapped in their own enchanted slumbers.

      Braxton had the summers to roam. Dalton had the autumns to harvest. And Houston got to watch their endless acres spring back to life. Clayton got the cold and the dark.

      He hadn’t felt the summer sun or watched the leaves turn gold in almost a decade. He hadn’t shared a joke or a beer or a shift with his brothers in just as long.

      At least he still had Vangie. The lone Afters sister had been pardoned from the curse. She hadn’t gotten off easy, though. As far as Clayton was concerned, Evangeline Afters was a damn saint. She was their very own guardian angel. In place of wings, she wielded razor-sharp teeth and claws with a wit to match.

      Vangie still believed there was a way for them to break free of the curse. Clayton could never bring himself to shred her hope. Braxton probably could. He’d always been the one with the temper to mirror his animal.

      Clayton, though? He’d always been the runt.

      The cerebral one, as Vangie liked to say. The one who thought before he spoke. The one who plotted and planned before he made a move.

      Clayton wasn’t sure that had ever served him well. Considering he’d yet to find his true mate, all his careful thinking and planning had never really amounted to much.

      Cold crept into the old truck, and Clayton tightened his grip around the steering wheel. He passed the familiar sign for Ever Afters Farm and Orchards.

      God, he hated that name.

      Once upon a time, it had seemed charming. But the Afters were cursed, and there was nothing whimsical about their unhappy ever after.

      Their lives were a fairy tale, sure. Complete with an evil witch. Most people forget that traditional fairy tales almost always end bloody.

      There was no magic apple to bite. No castle wall to scale. No flaming sword to slay a beast.

      They were the beasts.

      And Clayton had read enough to know that no one ever comes to save the beast.

      He slowed, preparing to make the turn onto the long, private driveway that led back to the family farmhouse. A shock of red cut through the flurry of white, staining the air crimson.

      Tail lights.

      “Sssshit,” he hissed.

      He slammed his foot onto the breaks. The truck skidded on the slick asphalt. He winced, readying himself for the inevitable collision.

      Seconds before the nose of his truck met the ass-end of a canary yellow Camaro, everything went still.

      Clayton blinked. It took a second for him to realize he was holding his breath. Exhaling, he threw the truck into park and hopped out of the driver’s side door.

      Rounding to the front of the Ford, he squinted through the heavy snow. The truck had come within a hair of the other vehicle. They were so close, he couldn’t have slid so much as a toenail between them.

      “The hell are you doin’ out here?” he demanded, striding toward the driver’s door of the Camaro. “Farm’s closed! Come back for your tree tom—”

      The window rolled down, and a pretty redhead peered out at him.

      Cinnamon. She smelled like cinnamon.

      No, that wasn’t right. Sage. And rosewood. Verbena petals.

      She smelled like snow and lightning. Like an old book and a mug of honeyed tea laced with whiskey. Like long nights by a crackling fire and endless mornings under crisp sheets.

      But most of all, she smelled like mate.

      Bear blood always ran hot, but Clayton’s grizzly now burned beneath his skin. This was it. He felt it in his marrow. She was his.

      “Oh hell,” she whispered, gawking at him as if he’d just burst into flames.

      Startled, Clayton straightened. Had he frightened her?

      Before he could reply, she’d rolled up the window and snapped her eyes back toward the road.
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      “Hell, hell, hell.” Clementine repeated the words like a litany.

      Every witch worth their stash of rock salt knew they had a beloved, a singular soul who mirrored their own in the most perfect way possible on this imperfect mound of dirt.

      She’d ventured to Harpers Ferry to fulfill her duty to the ether. She was here to work. She hadn’t expected to find her beloved, but there he was, standing as tall and proud as an oak.

      This wasn’t supposed to happen. She hadn’t earned this kindness. But on the darkest day of the year, the fates had offered a gift.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      She flitted her gaze back to the window. He’d bent down and was gently rapping his knuckles against the glass.

      His eyes were brown like molasses. Clementine saw flashes of gingerbread and bottomless cups of black coffee.

      Golden light swirled like a halo, encasing his broad, muscular form. The hum and pulse of his aura matched hers almost exactly.

      But there was something else. Something more.

      Behind the safety of her window, she locked eyes with the man. The dark, ruffled locks of hair that fell over his forehead spoke of something wild.

      Clementine caught a glimpse of dense forest. Of claws dragged down the sturdy trunk of an ancient ash. Of black fur and sharp fangs.

      He was wild. He was a bear. And for just a few, precious seconds, she saw it in his eyes. Gleaming gold to match his natural energy, the bear overwhelmed the man’s dark irises.

      Clementine’s heart shot up into the back of her throat.

      Gold receded into brown. Shock flitted across his chiseled features. He hadn’t meant to show himself to her. She didn’t know how she knew that, but she did.

      Before Clementine thought better of it, she rolled down the window. Just a crack. Only a crack.

      “Hi,” he said.

      “Hi back,” she replied.

      He swallowed. His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. “You okay?”

      “Dandy.”

      He nodded. “You lost?”

      “I think I’m right where I’m supposed to be.”

      He smiled. Twin dimples appeared on his cheeks.

      Oh, hell’s bells. I’m in trouble.

      

      

      She wasn’t human.

      With the window cracked, Clayton took a few seconds to revel in her scent. He was certain even a few deep gulps of her fragrance would render him—grizzly metabolism aside—drunk.

      She had fire in her green eyes. The same fire Clayton had in his own. But through the cloud of her intoxicating aroma, he didn’t detect fur or feathers.

      She smelled human, only not.

      “What are you?” he asked, cocking his head to the side.

      “Cold.” Her slight smile wavered. “Are all bears so forward?”

      The grizzly roared in Clayton’s chest, satisfied that their mate had recognized them for what they were. The human part of him, however, went stiff.

      Rule number one of Shift Club: Never talk about Shift Club with humans. Even human mates had to be courted with special care.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” he said.

      She laughed. God help him, she laughed.

      Clayton Afters had a full grown grizzly bear hiding inside him, but the tinkle of her laughter made his knees go watery.

      “How’d you know?” he asked after a beat of uncertainty.

      “You’re standing in the middle of a blizzard wearing a t-shirt. Aren’t you cold?”

      Clayton glanced at his bare arms. “Not especially.”

      “Fascinating,” she said, rolling down the window a little further. “Does it hurt?”

      “The cold?”

      “No, when you shift. Does it hurt?”

      “Sometimes. You get used to it.” Clayton frowned at his candor. The bear snorted at him as if to say, Stop thinking. “What’s your name?”

      “Oh, I can’t tell.”

      “Why not?”

      “You should never give your name to strangers.”

      “Is that all I am?” he asked, locking his gaze with hers. “A stranger?”

      There it was again. The fire was back in her eyes, burning gold. It lingered long enough that Clayton let his bear come to the surface. As they regarded one another, her lips curled into a slow smile.

      Clayton wondered how they’d taste against his own.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Clayton Montgomery Afters.”

      “Clayton,” she repeated. “Clayton and Clementine.”

      He grinned. “Clementine? Like the song?”

      She hummed in agreement. “It’s terribly morbid, you know. Listen to the words sometime.”

      “It’s a beautiful name. I have no experience with citrus, though. We specialize in apples here at Ever Afters.”

      She quirked an eyebrow. “Best damn apples in the whole state?”

      “You been here before?”

      “No, I just came from Greta Carmichael’s. She gave me an apple pie.”

      “Miss Greta makes damn fine pie.”

      Clementine strummed her gloved fingers against the steering wheel. “Wanna share?”

      God yes. Everything.

      Clayton offered his very best smile. “Turn in that driveway. Follow it about a mile back to the farmhouse. I’m right behind you.”
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      The farmhouse stood three stories high. Clementine climbed out of her car with the apple pie in tow, but she couldn’t tear her eyes from the second floor of the home.

      Despite the strands of white Christmas lights twinkling over the covered front porch, the house was dark. A large, lit Christmas tree adorned a broad window inside what was most likely the living room, but even that additional festive touch couldn’t conceal the truth.

      There was tainted magic here.

      Go, said the wise voice in the back of her head. Get out of here.

      “Welcome,” Clayton said. Snow crunched beneath his boots as he approached.

      She craned her neck to look up at him.

      “Hell’s bells, you’re tall,” she remarked, trying her best to stifle a sudden swell of unease. He seemed to sense her nervousness and kept a respectful distance.

      “Bear.” He shrugged as if that explained everything. “Come on inside. I’ll get a fire going.”

      Clementine hesitated. Snow drifted on the air between them, mingling with the surging golden glow that continued to emanate from her beloved. “I shouldn’t stay long.”

      “Stay as long as you want.” His tone was easy, but the bear was in his eyes again, peering out at her with something that was both warm and possessive.

      Stay forever, it seemed to say.

      She offered him the pie dish. “Lead the way, big guy. But be warned: I don’t have claws, but I can knock you on your ass if need be.”

      “Yes, ma’am. But I can assure you my mama raised a gentleman.”

      “She here?” Clementine followed him up to the porch.

      “She passed a couple years ago.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      Clayton unlocked the front door and held it open for her. Despite the flickers of tainted magic, Clementine steeled herself and crossed the threshold.

      Worn hardwood floors told tales of a large, busy family. The scuffs were perfectly charming. Garland crept up the railing of the foyer’s stairway. She followed the green to a dark landing. Tendrils of energy trickled through the ceiling.

      Clementine removed her gloves. She ventured forward and pretended to check out the living room. Straining her ears, she listened closely. Three auras pulsed from above.

      Men. Bears.

      “So you’re all alone here?” she asked, testing the waters.

      “Not usually. My sister Vangie’s in town for the tree lighting ceremony. The mayor always insists on using Afters spruces. I just got back, myself.”

      She nodded slowly, trying her best to ignore the flares of energy seeping from the ceiling. “It’s just you and your sister?”

      “Just us.”

      Clementine set her jaw. Okay, waters tested. “I should go.”

      Clayton’s forehead—golly, he really was handsome—crinkled with concern. “Is something wrong?”

      “There are three men upstairs.”

      Clayton’s right eye twitched. He regarded her with a wary frown. “My brothers. They’re sleeping.”

      “It’s a bit early, isn’t it?”

      “They won’t wake up. Not anytime soon. When we sleep, we might as well not be here at all.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Clayton simply pursed his lips.

      “Enjoy the pie,” Clementine said, deciding enough was enough. Between the darkness that edged the pulses of energy coming from upstairs and the fact that Clayton Montgomery Afters seemed a little too comfortable with obscuring the truth, every witchy bone in her body told her it was time to leave.

      “But I just found you,” he said, seizing her left hand as she strode past him.

      Clementine froze. Power surged through her veins. She was just about to knock him right on his ass with a blast of her magic, just as she’d promised. Instead, she cried out.

      Clayton released her hand. Concern warred across his features. He must have thought he’d hurt her, but the touch of his bare skin against hers was so much worse than physical pain.

      “Oh hell, fuck, damn. You’re cursed!”

      “Who are you??” he asked, squaring his shoulders.

      Clementine glanced toward the stairs, understanding the source of the dark shadow over the house. “Your brothers too?”

      Clayton stepped toward her, closing the space between them. His molasses-brown eyes were wide and wild, but there was no hint of his bear. “You’re a witch, aren’t you?”

      “Of course I’m a witch!”

      For just a few short seconds, Clayton looked wounded. Her very nature had somehow offended him.

      “So sorry to disappoint you,” she said, struggling to regain her composure.

      “You’ll have to excuse me if I’m wary of witches.” His voice took on a grizzled tone. He might as well have growled his next words. “Witches stole my life.”

      “I didn’t! Don’t you dare paint me with that brush.”

      “I don’t even know you.”

      “I thought we weren’t strangers?” She was out the door without another word. She’d trotted down the steps and had made it halfway to her car before the first swell of tears stung at her eyes.

      She’d been wrong to think the fates had given her anything except what they always doled out: grief.

      Deep down, Clementine had always feared she was no better than the sort of witch who had left their mark here in Harpers Ferry. Power corrupts everyone eventually.

      Clementine had sculpted her entire adult life to make amends for the sins of her parentage. But no multitude of house cleansings or spirit crossings could undo the harm her father had committed against the natural order. And no amount of white magic could ever wash away the dark deed Clementine herself had once committed.

      No, the fates weren’t kind. On the darkest day of the year, they’d simply found an opportunity to remind Clementine Weatherspoon that she was tainted.

      Clementine threw open the Camaro’s driver’s side door. A hand appeared from over her shoulder and shut the door just as quickly.

      “Don’t go.” Clayton’s voice was so hushed, the whipping wind almost ferried it away.

      She wiped at her cheeks, hiding the traces of her tears. Why was she crying over someone she’d just met? Clementine hadn’t allowed herself the luxury of tears in years. Their presence sent her reeling.

      “I’m sorry,” Clayton continued. “You’re right. That was cruel. I don’t want you thinking I’m cruel. Please, come back in side.”

      She shook her head,

      “You’re my mate,” he said, still quiet. “Do you understand what that means for a shifter?”

      “I understand.” Her attention drifted toward the reflection of him on the car’s window. “Witches have it too, you know. We just call it something else.”

      “What do you call it?”

      Clementine swallowed. “Beloved.”

      Clayton bowed his head. “Please come back inside. My bear can’t stand to see you cold.”

      

      

      Back inside, Clayton set to work on the fire. He had to keep his hands busy. One moment of stillness was all the bear would need to break loose. It paced in his chest, huffing and snorting its disgust.

      He’d made her cry.

      Clementine had kept her head lowered as she’d trudged back into the house, but Clayton had still caught a flash of her eyes.

      He’d known his mate for less than twenty minutes, and he’d already sent her running. So much for being the cerebral brother. Had he left his common sense back on the road?

      He threw a log onto the hearth and dared a quick peek at his mate. She stood in the doorway, pretending to assess the Christmas tree.

      Vangie always insisted on putting up the decorations. It made her feel normal and gave her a sense of control. Clayton used to quietly seethe over the cheery atmosphere she devised, but he’d grown to appreciate her efforts.

      He had only two Christmases left, after all.

      “You ever hiked the Appalachian Trail?” he asked, prodding at the building flames with a poker.

      “No.” She sounded cautious. Clayton deserved that. He’d splintered the easy rapport they’d built out on the road.

      “Harpers Ferry is the halfway point.” He stood, facing her. “Last summer, a black bear—just a normal wild one, mind you—mauled a kid near the trailhead. Everyone in town wanted that bear’s head on a plaque.”

      He smiled, but there was no mirth to the quirk of his lips. “Vangie told me about it, anyway. I was asleep at the time. We each get a season, see? Just a few months out of the year. Mine started today.”

      “The solstice?”

      “Shortest day of the year. I guess that’s symbolic in its own way.” Every instinct told him to cross the room and cup her pale cheeks in his palms. But his touch had seemed to wound her, so he shoved his hands into the back pockets of his jeans.

      “What happened to the black bear?”

      “Never showed up again. But people act funny when there’s a bear around. I’d hate for anyone to think we’re all just bad. I shouldn’t have acted like that before. I’m truly sorry.”

      “It’s fine.” She still wouldn’t look at him. Clayton ached.

      Good lord, but she was gorgeous. The shade of her hair rivaled the flames that now licked and leapt out from the hearth. She was petite enough that he could pick her up and tote her around under one arm.

      Evelyn Afters had indeed raised a gentleman, so Clayton did his very best to keep his eyes on her face and not the soft curves of her body. The zipped leather jacket she wore didn’t help, though. It hugged every angle and slant of her torso.

      “It’s heating up,” he said, clearing his throat.

      “Fire tends to do that,” she said, edging closer. He hated himself for the wariness in her steps.

      They stood before the fire. The flickering flames danced across her pale complexion, illuminating the tip of her nose and the sharp points of her cheekbones.

      “How long have you been cursed?” she asked, finally breaking the silence.

      “A while.”

      “Does your season end on the vernal equinox?”

      “Vernal?”

      “Spring,” she clarified.

      He nodded. “Like clockwork.”

      “What’s the condition?” she asked, finally peering up at him.

      Clayton’s bear rumbled at the sight of her green eyes. He couldn’t help or hide the sound. Her cheeks flushed a rosy hue, and she threw her gaze back toward the fire.

      “Condition?”

      “All curses are conditional. There’s always an escape hatch. What’s yours?”

      It was Clayton’s turn to distract himself with the fire. Bending down, he retrieved the poker and prodded at the burning logs. “A true mating.”

      “Ah,” Clementine said, then went quiet.

      Silence stretched between them. Clayton almost wished he hadn’t admitted the condition, but he didn’t want to lie again. He hadn’t even meant to lie earlier, not really. This was just how things were. The Afters had built an entire arsenal of stories to sooth the occasionally curious residents of Harpers Ferry.

      Oh, Braxton’s gone down to Miami again; he’s working an orange grove. Dalton likes to spend the winter months with ski bunnies in Colorado. Houston’s back on the farm somewhere. Always busy, that one.

      On more than one occasion, Clayton had pretended to be one of his brothers. Quadruplets had certain benefits.

      “You’re lucky, I guess.” Clementine spoke so suddenly, so matter-of-factly, Clayton did a double take.

      “How do you figure that?”

      “Your mate has a terrible sense of direction.” She locked eyes with him. “But she’s a half-decent witch.”

      Straightening, Clayton was once more overwhelmed by the urge to take her cheeks in his hands. She’d called herself his mate.

      Clayton’s grizzly roared. For the first time in almost a decade, he was thankful for the snow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    
    
      “You have a beautiful home.” Clementine peered around the kitchen as Clayton sliced into the apple pie. She slid out of her jacket and draped it over the back of a chair at the kitchen table.

      “It’s as old as the hills. You sure you don’t want cider? We make damn fine cider.”

      “Out of the best damn apples in the whole state?”

      Clayton grinned. His dimples were back, and Clementine tried to ignore the little flutter in her stomach. A lock of dark hair fell over his eyes as he took the seat beside hers.

      “Maybe later. So, you’re an apple farmer?”

      “Not really. Braxton and Houston are probably more deserving of that mantle. I tend to the trees in the winter. Somebody’s gotta prune ‘em. Not much grows during my months, though. I do harvest the spruces leading up to Christmas. You wouldn’t believe how many folks leave their tree to the last minute.”

      “You smell like spruce.”

      “You smell like sage,” he said, meeting her gaze.

      “Keeps the evil out.”

      He quirked an eyebrow. “Does it?”

      “It helps. Sage purifies.”

      “We oughta grow a whole damn field of it, then.”

      She laughed and finally took a bite of Greta’s pie. She promptly moaned. “Hell’s bells. That is good pie.”

      Clayton’s dimpled smile widened, and he seemed pleased to just watch her eat. “How do you know Greta, anyway?”

      “She needed help with something.”

      “She okay?” His genuine concern ignited a spark in Clementine’s middle. “She works in our farm shop.”

      “She’s just dandy now.” Clementine considered him carefully. “Can you keep a secret?”

      “Damn straight I can.” His West Virginian drawl twanged, and Clementine felt a chill of appreciation for his warm tenor.

      “She had a ghost.”

      “No shit?”

      “Not a bit.”

      “Ghosts are real?” He frowned at himself. “I guess a cursed werebear shouldn’t be surprised.”

      Clementine hummed. “As real as you or me. They’re mostly harmless. Just a little lost. But give one enough time, and the frustration builds.”

      “So, you what? Ghostbust them?”

      “Oh, yeah. I keep a proton pack in my trunk.” She snorted. “I open the other side. Help them find their way.”

      A sweet smirk curled the corners of his lips. “I thought you had a terrible sense of direction?”

      “Hey!” She scrunched her nose at him and fought the sudden urge to reach over and ruffle his hair. “Only on the physical plane.”

      “What other planes are there?”

      “The ether, for one. Where spirits dwell. There’s a plane for consciousness, as well. Dreamwalking is tricky, but it’s useful.”

      Clayton’s smile slipped. “So if I end up asleep for good, can I expect to see your pretty face in my dreams sometime?”

      Alarmed, Clementine set down her fork. “For good?”

      He shook his head.

      “Say,” she pressed.

      Clayton shrugged his wide shoulders. “I’ve got this winter. And the one after. Beyond that? Supposedly, we won’t wake up.”

      “Ever?”

      “We were given ten years to find our true mates. Like that’s supposed to be some kindness. Ten years to find a needle in a haystack you’re only allowed to search a few months at a time.”

      “That’s… unusual, even for a blood curse.”

      “A blood curse?”

      “A curse on a bloodline. It’s complicated enough to cast a spell on a single person, let alone a family.” Clementine strummed her fingers against the tabletop.

      Clayton eyed her hand. “Did it hurt? When I touched you…”

      She stilled her restless fingers. “Not exactly. Dark magic is dangerous for any witch. Even the purest.”

      “What makes a witch pure?”

      “Intent, I suppose.” She looked toward the large window on the far wall. Outside, the snow fell heavier than before. “What makes anyone pure?”

      He didn’t answer, but she didn’t expect him to. Feeling his gaze on her, she struggled to retain her composure. Just the same, her heart skipped in her chest. His eyes seemed to pierce through her, urging her to look back at him.

      So she did. And the flutters in her stomach were even stronger than before.

      “What kind of bear do you keep inside you?”

      “A big one.”

      “Can I see?”

      Clayton’s dark eyebrows shot toward his hairline. “You wanna meet my bear?”

      “I’ve never met a bear before. A wolf, once. All paws on that one.”

      A growl rattled from deep within Clayton’s broad chest.

      “It was a wild wolf,” she said, tossing her hair. “You’re my very first shifter, as it happens.”

      “Am I really? Well, then. I suppose you have certain expectations.”

      “I suppose I might.”

      “I suppose I have an obligation to exceed every one of them.”

      “You trying to impress me, Clayton Afters?”

      He leaned forward. Gold flashed in his eyes. “Tell you what. You show me yours, I’ll show you mine…”

      She gaped, feigning shock. “Scandalous. But I’ve never been one to shy away from a dare.”

      Clayton stood. The long, muscular stretch of his body set Clementine’s heart beating at an erratic pace. He paused, cocking his head to the side as if he were listening to something. A slow smile crept across his face.

      Clementine startled. He could hear her heartbeat. Shifters had extraordinary senses, from sight to smell to sound.

      “Tell me something first,” he said, licking his bottom lip. “Is touching off limits?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “What did you have in mind?”

      He gave her a look that should have made her blush right down to her core. Without a word, he extended his right hand. His palms looked rough, and she wondered just how many spruces he’d harvested that day.

      Clementine decided it was worth the risk.

      She slid her hand into his. The telltale shock of his curse hummed against her skin, but she fought the initial wave of discomfort. Focusing her own magic, she battled past the swell of tainted energy, suppressing it.

      When she looked up at him again, Clayton wore a dazed expression. He closed his fingers around her hand and squeezed with measured strength. He pulled her to her feet, and she went willingly. They stood only inches apart, close enough to touch far more if they dared.

      Clementine didn’t. Not yet. But the sizzle of her magic mingled with the gold of his aura. Their joined energies tangled on the air between them, twining like ivy on an oak.

      She’d been right before, back when she’d huddled behind the safety of her steering wheel. She was in trouble.

      Big, handsome, bear-shaped trouble.

      “I shouldn’t shift inside. Vangie’ll skin me alive. You wanna watch from the window? It’ll save you from the snow.”

      “Oh, I can manage the snow.”

      

      

      Pretty mate. Fire mate. Magic mate.

      The bear was in an outright tizzy. It grunted and growled inside Clayton’s chest, devastated by Clementine’s soft skin. But there was something else. Clayton had registered heat. In his mind’s eye, he saw light.

      It was over as quickly as it had begun, but he’d felt Clementine. On some deep, elemental level he’d never accessed, she’d reached out with a part of herself that was as foreign to him as the summer sun.

      And she was thrilling.

      Clementine felt like home. Like snow and lightning. Like old books and mugs of tea. Like fireplace cuddles and lazy Saturdays in bed.

      Clayton didn’t even like his bed. After almost a decade of the forced hibernations, his bed was the last place he ever wanted to spend his time. But god help him, he wanted to sweep his pretty little witch right off her feet and tote her upstairs.

      He’d happily spend days, weeks, or even years in bed if he could share his sheets with Clementine.

      He didn’t even know her last name. Or her favorite song. He didn’t know how she took her coffee, or if she even enjoyed coffee. He didn’t yet know her hopes or dreams or the things that kept her awake at night.

      But Clayton knew that she was his.

      On the way out the back door, he grabbed his heavy winter coat from its usual hook. He didn’t wear it often, but owning it at least helped him keep up appearances around humans. He draped the coat over Clementine’s shoulders.

      “It ain’t much, but I’ll be quick.”

      “Don’t you dare,” she said, hugging the garment to her body. Clayton felt a peculiar sense of satisfaction to know her scent would linger on the fabric. “I told you. I can manage the snow.”

      With that, she strode down the back steps. He followed, frowning.

      “You can stay under the porch, at least!”

      Dots of snow clung to the long waves of her hair, adorning the red with white crystals that shone like diamonds under the moonlight. The wind picked up, howling around them.

      “Shh,” she hushed, pursing her lips.

      Clayton thought she was shushing him, but the wind quieted. He blinked at her then peered up. The snow had stopped.

      No, that wasn’t right. Snow still fell, just not over them. It was as if an invisible shield now cloaked them from the elements.

      “Just how good is your sense of smell?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

      “Damn good.”

      “So you’d know if there was anyone within a mile?”

      Clayton inhaled the cold air. “We’re all by our lonesome.”

      “Dandy.” Clementine smiled and waved her right hand. The perimeter of her shelter expanded. They had a good twenty feet of space now. The snow around them began to swirl and churn on an unnatural breeze.

      “Holy shit.” He spun, eyeing the wall of snow. “You’re doing that. You’re actually doing that.”

      She shrugged. “Well, I said I’d show you mine. A deal’s a deal.”

      “That it is.” Clayton reached behind himself and tugged at the neck of his t-shirt. He yanked it up and over his head then tossed the shirt to Clementine. She caught it and laughed.

      As Clayton kicked off his boots, he shot her a playful grin. “Something funny?”

      “It’s just occurred to me that you’re going to be naked.” She held his shirt over her eyes, and Clayton joined his laughter with hers.

      “You can peek, you know. It’ll be our little secret.” He unbuckled his belt and couldn’t help a smirk when Clementine lowered his shirt and blatantly peeked.

      Clayton slid out of his jeans and briefs, unashamed and uninhibited by his nudity.  He’d been harboring a half-hard cock since she’d taken his hand in the kitchen.

      Clementine kept her gaze locked with his, but mischief twinkled in her eyes. She quickly glanced down then back up to his face.

      “Not so little, actually…”

      Still smirking, he straightened his shoulders. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

      With that, Clayton summoned his inner animal. The bear charged at the opportunity to meet their mate.

      Black fur sprouted from beneath Clayton’s skin. Familiar—but strangely comforting—pain seared through him as his bones cracked and realigned. His blunt human nails transformed into claws. His back muscles tightened and extended to form the telltale hump of a grizzly.

      Rearing up onto his back legs, Clayton’s dark bear—all ten feet, 800-pounds of him—threw back his head, opened his jaws, and roared at the night sky.

      Clementine had turned into a statue. The rapid bah-bum, bah-bum, bah-bum of her heart was unmistakable.

      She wasn’t afraid, not exactly. Her scent hadn’t taken on the acrid aroma of fear. But she’d tightened her fingers around Clayton’s t-shirt, clutching at the cotton with a death grip.

      “Hell’s bells.” Her breath hung on the air like smoke from a cigarette.

      Clayton dropped to all fours and rumbled in greeting. Clementine continued to gape. Awe softened her features as she swept her eyes across him, from the hump between his shoulders to the long claws on his back feet.

      “You’re spectacular,” she gasped.

      Longing colored her scent, mingling with the sage and verbena. She placed her right hand over her heart as if this would help still its wild thumping.

      “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” she said with so much  sincerity, Clayton might have actually looked away if he’d been in his human skin. But the bear was in control now, and a grizzly never wavered.

      He stepped forward, moving slowly so as not to startle his mate. His darling, Clementine. Snow crunched beneath his paws, but he hardly noticed the chill.

      She sucked in a breath, but his brave witch did not recede. He closed the distance between them. With a shake of his head, he tried to convey a desire. Clementine seemed to understand. Lowering her hand from her chest, she hesitated for only a split second before she raked her fingers through the fur at the back of his neck.

      Clayton rumbled in appreciation. Little shocks and sparks of Clementine prickled at the skin buried beneath his glossy coat. The fire was back in her eyes, turning them gold just as they had been out on the road. There was no window to separate them,  now. No barrier of snow or ice to keep them apart.

      She laughed, her voice lilting like a song.

      Clayton Afters fell in love.
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      Clayton’s golden eyes carried so much emotion, Clementine startled. She’d seen the bear in his human eyes, but she hadn’t been prepared for the man in the bear’s. He was right there, gazing out at her from the other side of an apex predator.

      He was huge. He was magnificent. And he was hers.

      Clementine didn’t believe in love at first sight. Even beloveds required bonding.

      But as she stood beside a man-turned-beast with more magic in his bones than there were flakes of snow around them, she felt humbled.

      There was magic between them. It wasn’t simply the tendrils of her energy creeping out to lick and lash at his aura. The magic wasn’t simply hers and his respectively; it was theirs. It was deep. It was old. And it had been waiting for her in Harpers Ferry all this time.

      She dared another stroke down his back, letting her hand drift to his prominent hump. The firm muscle beneath her fingertips spoke of his power and strength in this form. His dark, dense fur was coarser than she’d have imagined, but it suddenly made sense why he could walk around in a t-shirt—or, indeed, nothing at all—and not worry about the cold. His bear radiated heat.

      Clementine dared a step closer, drawn toward him just as she’d drawn close to the hearth. He canted his head to the side and nuzzled his snout against the slant of her waist.

      She pulled away, laughing. “Hey, that tickles!”

      Clayton promptly snorted. He repeated the action, bumping his nose against her. She laughed again and withdrew further.

      “I’m warning you…” she said, mischief in her voice.

      The bear stalked forward, unfazed.

      Clementine bent, grabbed a heap of snow, and clumped it together. She raised her hastily formed snowball in defiance.

      Amusement danced across Clayton’s ursine features. He opened his mouth, showing his teeth, and coughed. The sound was so loud, Clementine quirked her head.

      “Are you laughing??”

      He coughed again, even louder than before, and she gawked. Without another word, she heaved the snowball at his head.

      Splat. The bear shook the snow from his muzzle. He growled and dragged his right front paw through the snow, indicating he was preparing to charge.

      Clementine shrieked and took off running. She didn’t even have to check to know he was following. The frozen ground seemed to quake under his every step.

      Completely certain that she was in no actual danger, Clementine paused long enough to gather up another fistful of snow and resumed her escape. She fled across the sprawling yard toward a grove of trees, disturbing the perfect blanket of white.

      Sparing a glance over her shoulder, she threw the second snowball. The grizzly darted out of the way before impact.

      She reached one of the trees. He was right behind her, and  when she spun to face him he released a roar. Chilled, she held up both hands to show they were empty, but she couldn’t stop laughing.

      “Mercy,” she said, panting. Her breath came out in clouds. She glanced at the tree behind her, pretending to seek out an escape. She couldn’t let him think he’d caught her that easily, after all.

      The apple tree’s gnarled branches hung low, weighed down by snow.

      She heard a snap and glanced back to the bear. Clayton stood in its stead. He wore a predatory grin—and nothing else—as he strode toward her.

      “You call that a chase?”

      “I call that letting you win,” she shot back.

      He brushed a lock of her hair from her face. She was still breathing hard, but it wasn’t just because of the run. He lingered, sweeping the snowfall from her hair. She’d lost her focus on the shelter she’d placed over them.

      She leaned back against the tree trunk, considering his towering form. “May I have your hand, please?”

      “Why?” he asked, still seeming to worry he might hurt her.

      “Because it’s the solstice. And I want to give my beloved a gift.”

      The bear might have been gone, but she knew it was still behind the molasses-brown of Clayton’s eyes. Clayton took her hand. The shock of his curse was lesser now that she knew she could force it down.

      Clementine laced their fingers together. She placed her other hand on the apple tree’s trunk. It might have been dormant for the season, but it still hummed a rhythm all its own. She found the tree’s slow-but-steady pulse. She slowed her own, letting her magic synch with the tree’s natural energy.

      “What are you—”

      “Shh.” Clementine remained focused. Centuries of magic vibrated her bones. The blood of her ancestors—for better or worse—pumped through her veins, forging a power meant for her and her alone. Despite the frigid night air, Clementine’s body thrummed with ethereal heat. Light flared around them, radiating from her points of contact with the weather-battered tree and the man with the big, black grizzly hidden away beneath his skin.

      The living wood beneath her fingertips creaked and groaned like an old man waking from a long nap. Sap surged through its grain. Snow melted from the branches. Its long limbs stretched heavenwards, and green sprouted from every branch. Pale buds speckled the new growth. Pink-tinged petals unfurled and wilted, dropping off. The king blooms expanded, swelling into full, rosy apples that gleamed under the moonlight.

      “You said nothing much grows during your months,” she whispered. “Now it does.”

      From the first sprung leaf to the final fruit, Clayton watched in silence as the old tree flourished. An array of complex emotions washed over his handsome features. Clementine struggled to identify his reactions. There was disbelief at first, then wonder. Sadness mingled with something that looked like relief before morphing into awe.

      “I’ve linked it to you.” She squeezed his hand. “It will always grow for you. Regardless of the season.”

      “Magic apples,” he said finally, whispering the words as if they were the counter-spell to a hex. He swallowed, and his Adam’s apple bobbed heavily in his throat.

      For a flutter of a second, Clementine could have sworn his eyes were wet. Before she could wonder if she’d done the wrong thing, if she’d offered him pain instead of joy, he released her hand. She didn’t have time to panic or mourn the loss. Clayton closed the small gap between them and brought his hands to her face instead.

      Cupping her cheeks in his warm, rough palms, he cradled her face as if it were precious. He opened his mouth to speak, but the connection between them was finally too much to bear.

      He bent forward and caught her lips in a kiss that could melt snow.

      Clementine rose onto her tiptoes. The dark energy that had singed her aura upon their first touch had all but disappeared. She released a sigh of satisfaction and hooked her arms around his neck.

      Clayton tugged her tight against his broad chest. A victorious growl rumbled from deep within him. She felt it just as surely as she heard it.

      He dropped his hands to her waist and pulled her higher. With her feet dangling a foot off the ground, Clementine soared.

      Bright, beautiful light swirled around them. For just that moment, Clementine forgot every dark memory, every haunted dream. Clayton held her without waver, pressing her back to the trunk of the apple tree. His apple tree.

      She didn’t care that she’d only known him for a handful of hours. As he kissed her with all the strength of his ferocious bear, Clementine knew she was his, too.

      

      

      Clayton wasn’t even sure how they’d ended up back inside the house. Whether it was by witchcraft or shifter speed, he found himself by the fireplace with his mate in his arms.

      Clementine had her legs wrapped around Clayton’s middle and her arms looped around his neck. He dropped to his knees, hugging her close to her chest.

      “You taste like cinnamon,” he growled into her lips.

      She let out the prettiest damn whimper Clayton would ever hear in his life. She dropped one hand to his chest and squeezed at his pecs.

      “Don’t stop.” Her hushed, urgent tone made Clayton’s rock-hard cock twitch.

      The grizzly inside him roared, urging Clayton to take, to claim, to break free of the curse that would keep them from their mate once spring arrived.

      She’d lost his coat at some point during their desperate trek back to the house. Clayton smoothed his hands up and down the sharp slant of her waist. The lacy black fabric of her top rode up her sides, exposing a flash of her pale skin.

      He couldn’t help himself. He slid both hands under her top and sighed to feel the heat of her beneath his palms. She arched her lower back, pushing herself against him.

      Their kisses were now a tangle of teeth and tongues. Every exhale of her sweet, apple pie breath felt like living. Every hibernation had been worth it if she was his reward.

      She broke the kiss long enough to lean back and pull her shirt up and off her torso. Clayton’s balls ached. As he swept his eyes down the long, lean column of her neck to the spread of her collarbone, every atom in his body ignited.

      Bite, mate, claim, roared the bear.

      Clementine draped an arm around his neck and resumed their kiss, but at a slower pace. The tease of her tongue against his was enough to send him spinning out of control. But he clutched his inner reins, reinforcing his hold on his animal. If it took over, she’d be spread out with his cock buried inside her warmth and his teeth sunk into her neck.

      Not that that was a bad thing, of course. But damn it all, he wanted her to writhe for him. And when it came time for the claim, she had to ask for it. She had to want it. She had to consent to it with a vow more serious than any set of “I dos” shared between most ‘normal’ humans.

      They had time for that. For once in his life, Clayton had time. It wasn’t much, but it was enough. For now, he wanted—no, needed—to hear his name on her lips.

      Placing a hand behind her head, he leaned forward and carefully laid her out across the worn rug. The untended fire had waned, but it continued to crackle a few feet to his left.

      The sweet, earthly scent of her desire overpowered the smoke and smoldering logs. He reached down and unbuttoned her jeans. His knuckles brushed the soft skin near her navel. She shivered so prettily, Clayton could have wept.

      Clementine lifted her lower half from the floor, helping him to ease her jeans down the stretch of her legs. Her black panties hugged her hips.

      Clayton’s heart thundered. Overcome, he bent and kissed over her navel. He dragged his lips lower, peppering every inch of her sweet skin with adoring kisses. Before the night was over, she’d carry his scent. He’d make damn sure of that.

      Clementine’s thighs trembled when he reached the little bow that adorned the crest of her panties. He inhaled her scent,  drowning himself in her pheromones.

      He hooked his fingers into the waist of her panties. Slowly, reverently, he pulled them down her thighs.

      Clayton’s cock throbbed. He warred with his animal half.

      Mate, mate, mate, it sang.

      Soon, soon, soon, he soothed.

      He slid his thumb along her seam and met her fiery gaze. Unblinking, he went down. The first taste of her was sweet and spicy like the curious range of herbs he’d detected on her fingertips.

      Clementine sucked in a breath. Her knees shook, so he stroked a palm down her right leg to soothe her.

      “You ever let anyone do this before?” he asked, watching her closely.

      She hesitated, then whispered, “Yes.”

      Mine. The growl came from both man and beast. “They make you come?”

      She shook her head, earnest. Clayton puffed his chest and squared his shoulders.

      “From now on, you come every time.” Without waiting for her to nod in understanding—he wasn’t sure a non-shifter, even a clever witch like his Clementine, understood how important it was for a bear to please its mate—he dove forward. Gripping the fleshy parts of her thighs, he spread her legs and moaned against her slick skin. He licked and lapped until he found the little bud that made her hips buck skyward.

      Clementine gasped and tossed her head to the side. Her breathing turned ragged, but Clayton offered no reprieve. Now that he knew what sent her wriggling beneath him, he couldn’t stop.

      He wouldn’t stop.

      He teased her again and again, varying the pressure of his tongue until her body stiffened. He stole a glance of her face and was delighted by the rosy pink that had built on her cheeks. The flush crept down her neck and ended just short of her breasts, which were still hidden beneath the thin, lacy material of her bra.

      With a series of calculated, forceful flicks of his tongue, Clayton brought his mate to the edge. And when the taut stretch of her soft, curvy body told him she was ready, he sucked.

      “Clayton!” She called his name like a prayer, and Clayton fell to pieces between her spread thighs. He continued, unwavering in the face of her pleasure. She bucked and writhed, arching her lower back and pushing her ass down against the floor. Beneath the lace of her bra, he could make out the pale pink of her stiff nipples. He could hardly contain his next growl.

      She’d called his name. From here onward, she would always call his name.

      Delirious satisfaction seeped from the bear as Clementine’s stomach muscles continued to clench and flex throughout the ebb and flow of her climax.

      “Clay—Clayton,” she cried again, stumbling over his name.

      He hummed against her slick skin, reveling in the sweet flavor of her release. He licked her clean then dragged himself the full length of her body. He covered her shaking form with his own. She’d used magic to shield them from the snow, but Clayton would use himself to shield her from now on.

      A hazy glimmer of gold flashed in her eyes, and she seized his shoulders. Her hands shook as she sat upright. He leaned back until she was seated atop his lap with his hard cock trapped beneath the curve of her ass.

      Goddamn, her ass. He’d admired the perfect, perky swell of it since the moment she’d stepped out of her Camaro. A part of him—a big, bear-sized part—wanted to flip her onto her stomach and spend the rest of the night groping and kneading at her ass until he felt he’d shown every curve the adoration she deserved.

      But before he could truly entertain the option, she reached between their bodies and seized the thickest part of his shaft.

      “Again, not little at all.” She sighed with appreciation.

      Clayton hid his face against the slope of her neck. Her pulse thrummed beneath his lips. His teeth itched like when they lengthened before a full shift. He clamped down on his instincts.

      Clementine’s slender fingers encircled him. She began a slow but purposeful series of strokes. Every hair on his body stood upright, and he choked back a growl.

      “Sing for me, beloved,” she urged, whispering the words into his right ear. Longing laced her sultry tone. She squeezed around the sensitive underside near the tip of his length. “I want to hear my bear.”

      Clayton, apex predator that he was, did just as his mate asked. He gave up on stifling this one part of his animal, allowing the bear to voice its desire. Clementine promptly shivered at the sound of his growl.

      “Hell’s bells, that’s hot.” Her pupils had dilated. She slid her free hand down his right arm, following the swell of his biceps with her fingertips. “You’re so strong. I wonder what it’d take to make a big, scary grizzly whimper?”

      “I wonder if you’re as tight as you are sweet.”

      “Find out.”

      Well, shit. Apparently that was all it took to make a big, scary grizzly cry like a cub. Clayton raked his fingers through her hair, smoothing the wild strands back from her face.

      “If we do this without protection, it starts a mating.”

      “What finalizes it?”

      “I claim you with a bite, and you claim me in return.”

      She rested her forehead against his. Her breath hitched. “No biting. Not yet.”

      He nodded, understanding. The bear whined, but he forced it to hush. This was her decision.

      Clementine’s eyes glimmered like the fire behind her. She carded her fingers through his hair. Clayton’s restless hands traveled the perfect curves of her waist, greedily drinking in the heat of her skin. He reached behind her and unfastened the hooks of her bra. She allowed the thin straps to slip down her shoulders then dropped the garment to the side.

      “Damn,” he breathed out, pushing her long locks over her shoulders. The full shape of her breasts made his throat tightened. “You are gorgeous.”

      She smiled, and he appreciated that she seemed to be as comfortable in her bare skin as he was in his. Humans were always so shy about nudity. Not that Clayton had vast amounts of experience with human women. His few encounters had always left him cold.

      Sex with strangers had never really scratched his itch. His animal had always gone still on the few occasions when Clayton felt lonely enough to indulge.

      A quiet beast is a dangerous beast.

      But here, now, the bear wouldn’t shut the hell up. Clementine, at least, seemed to enjoy the rattle of his inner monster.

      Tugging her by her hips, he adjusted their position, ensuring his aim would be true. With Clementine poised over his lap with her weight on her knees, he reached between their bodies and aligned the head of his cock.

      “Let me see you,” she whispered. Her fire was back, overwhelming the green in her irises.

      Clayton blinked, bringing the bear  to the surface. His heart thudded  in his chest. That she wanted both parts of him meant everything.

      “My bear.”

      “My witch.”

      Clayton tensed as he joined their bodies. The heat of her was magnificent. He wanted to burrow all the way inside her and stay there for the rest of the winter. She was tighter than he’d imagined, though. And when she sucked in a startled breath, he knew he had to go slow.

      “Okay?”

      “Just dandy,” she gasped, bracing her hands on his shoulders. Her thighs trembled around his. “You’re big.”

      “Sorry,” he whispered, offering a half-smile.

      “I’m not.” She dug her nails into his skin. “More.”

      He cupped her ass in his hands and urged her lower. Inch-by-inch, he filled her. He wouldn’t give her his mark, not tonight, but this was an act of claiming in and of itself.

      Once Clementine sat flush against him, she exhaled a sweet breath. She rolled her hips, and the bear clawed at his insides. Mate, mate mate, it roared, desperate to thrust. To take. To fuck.

      He growled at it, at her, at the overwhelmingly tight heat that now clamped down around his aching length.

      She seized his face and tore a kiss from his lips, pausing only to bite at the bottom one.

      “Let me see you,” she repeated, suddenly snapping her hips against his.

      And then she was on her back. Clayton moved with all the preternatural strength and speed of a shifter. Delight rippled through her voice as she cried out and spread her legs in welcome.

      He reared back, withdrawing almost completely, then re-claimed his mate’s body with a long, smooth thrust.

      Clementine’s back arched up from the floor, pushing her soft breasts against his stony chest. The contrast of their bodies was delicious, but her loud moan was intoxicating.

      “Mine,” he gritted, repeating the action. He slid in and out, building a swift pace that soon set her sliding up the old rug. Her full breasts heaved under the force of every push and pull of his body. Through it all, she kept her eyes fixed on his. Gold met gold, and Clayton knew her fire would soon consume him.

      Seizing her hips, he held her lower half up and off the floor. With calculated power, he surged into her repeatedly, seeking the other spot that would make her scream his name this time.

      One thrust, and she moaned. Two thrusts, and she tensed. Three thrusts, and she clenched around his cock.

      “Hell!” She tossed her head to the side. Her hips began to jitter, a telltale sign that her next orgasm drew near. The rosy flush resumed its place on her cheeks and neck.

      Clayton reached forward and closed his hand around her left breast, kneading the flesh against his palm while he tweaked the nipple between his thumb and forefinger. With his cock just there against the secret place he hoped no one else had ever discovered on his mate, Clayton began a series of shallow but powerful thrusts.

      Clementine scrabbled at the floor as if she were trying to find something to hold onto, something to keep her tethered to this plane.

      He growled his desire. “Come for me, my darling,” he urged. “Come for me, Clementine. Let me see you.”

      She parted her lips, but no sound emerged. Instead, she gaped and gawked at him, twitching and trembling as he pushed her back toward the edge.

      The dwindling fire erupted. Flames lashed out from the hearth just as Clementine threw back her head and screamed.

      She called his name. She swore. She called his name again. Golden light swirled around her like a halo. Clayton blinked, trying to clear his vision, but the light grew brighter.

      It would swallow him whole, and he would happily let it. Clementine was his answer to the cold and dark of winter.

      His own orgasm was wrenched from his body. As he emptied his release into her, Clementine became his.
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      Long, decadent moments had passed since Clementine had felt the surge of his release. She ingested enough of the right herbs on a daily basis to know she needn’t worry about a furry little surprise nine months down the road, but there was something so satisfying about the wet heat of his seed.

      “You’d have been one helluva catalyst, Clayton Afters,” she said, draping her left leg over his. “Holy hell.”

      A low laugh rumbled from his chest. He cradled her in the crook of his right arm and trailed his left hand down her bare back. “What’s a catalyst?”

      “It’s like a trigger for witches. It’s how we first access magic. Catalysts occur in moments of great passion.”

      Clayton growled. She wasn’t sure if it came from him or the bear, but she rolled her eyes with affection.

      “It’s not always sex. It can be anything. Danger. Heartbreak. Any time when emotions run high.”

      “What was yours?”

      Clementine laid her cheek against his chest. She gazed off at the fire. “It wasn’t the nice kind of passion.”

      He stilled his roaming fingertips over the small of her back. Rather than press for more, he brushed his lips to her forehead.

      “We can fix this, you know,” she said after a moment. She propped her chin atop his sternum. “Your curse. We can break it. And then we can help your brothers do the same.”

      “No shit?”

      “Not a bit.” She peppered short kisses over his heart. He stretched beneath her, releasing a sound of pure contentment. She smiled, distracted by the flex of his muscles. “I’ll have to figure out what we’re dealing with, exactly. Starting with the name of the witch who cursed you. And why they cursed you. And—”

      “My darling Clementine,” he said, cupping her cheek in his palm. “Shh.”

      Clementine laughed and burrowed against him again. “Apparently I’m terrible at pillow—er, floor talk. I just want you to keep that look in your eyes.”

      “What look?”

      “The hopeful one. It’s quite fetching on you.”

      He hummed and held her close. “You make me feel like we just might find our way out of this. But I’ve given that damn curse every spring, summer, and fall of my adult life. Right now, I just wanna talk about my mate.”

      “Me?” Clementine batted her eyelashes.

      “You. Starting with what you want for dinner.”

      “More pie,” she said, laughing. “And you.”

      Clayton grinned, all broad and toothy with dimpled cheeks. He seized her hips and rolled them so that he was back on top of her, covering her like a blanket. “You can have as much of both as you want. But let me cook for you, please. Let me take care of you.”

      “Can you cook?” she asked, surprised.

      “Damn straight.”

      She pretended to consider the option. “I mean, if you insist, I won’t stop you.”

      Once they’d managed to pry themselves apart, Clayton helped her clean up and then eased her back into her clothes. He fetched fresh jeans from upstairs and apparently decided to forgo a shirt entirely.  Clementine didn’t complain. Not a bit.

      “Let’s play a game,” he said, lifting her by her hips. He winked and set her on the island countertop at the center of the kitchen.

      “What kind of game?”

      “Twenty questions.”

      “Oooh. We can ask anything?”

      “Anything at all, my darling.”

      She raked her fingers through his hair, brushing a lock of it away from his eyes. “You go first, big guy.”

      He took her hand in his and kissed her knuckles. “We’ll start easy. Birthday?”

      Clementine pretended to snore. “Boring! But if you must know, February twenty-ninth.”

      “A leap year baby,” he said, surprised. He gathered an armful of root vegetables from the pantry and began to slice them on a cutting board. “Finally, someone else knows what it’s like to miss birthdays.”

      “When’s yours?” she asked, frowning.

      “Fourth of July. Brax gets to celebrate it, at least.”

      She quirked an eyebrow. “You share a birthday?”

      He laughed. “I should have mentioned we’re quadruplets.”

      “No shit?”

      “Not a bit.” He winked again.

      Clementine whistled. “Star-spangled bear brothers. Wait, so the three guys sleeping upstairs look just like you?”

      “More or less.” Clayton offered a wry smirk. “I’m the handsome one, though. Everyone says so.”

      “Have you always been this modest?” She crinkled her nose at him.

      “I do believe it’s my turn for the question.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said, saluting him. “Let’s hear it.”

      “Do you have any siblings?”

      “Nope.”

      “Do you have any family?” he pressed, his tone careful.

      “Sure. I’ve got my granny back in Roanoke.”

      “The missing colony one?”

      “No, no. The Virginia one. I’ll tell you a secret if you swear on your bear to never tell another soul.”

      “I bear swear,” he said, intrigued.

      “The Roanoke colony was made up of witches. They didn’t disappear. They relocated. To Virginia. My turn! Let’s see… why Ever Afters?”

      Clayton’s faint chuckle warmed Clementine to her core. “My mama liked fairy tales. She used to write books based on all the stories she told us when we were cubs. She’d illustrate ‘em, too. She was mighty talented.”

      “I’m sure. She sounds lovely.”

      Clayton sobered. “It’s just a play on our name, I guess. She liked it. Of course, that was back when she believed in happily ever afters.”

      The faraway look in his eyes made Clementine ache. She hopped off the counter. He set aside the knife, and she hugged his left side. He turned and wrapped both of his arms around her, encasing her with his strength. Moments passed, but neither of them made a move to pull away. He traced lazy patterns across her back, and she nuzzled the tip of her nose against his arm.

      “It’s your turn,” she whispered.

      He hummed. The sound vibrated from his chest to hers. He released a short, abrupt laugh.

      “What?” she asked.

      “It’s just occurred to me that I know how to make you shake and quake and scream my name, but I don’t even know your last name, darling Clementine.”

      She laughed as well. “Weatherspoon.”

      Clementine felt the change even before she’d registered that his fingertips had stilled.

      “Weatherspoon,” he repeated, his tone hollow.

      Clayton pulled away and put a foot of distance between them.

      “What is this?”

      “I don’t—”

      “Just... don’t. Why are you here?”

      “What’s wrong??” Fear shook her voice, but she couldn’t contain it. Not when her beloved was suddenly looking at her as if she were a snake he needed to squash under his boot heel.

      “I have this winter and the next! You don’t get to collect early.”

      “Clayton, please.”

      “Don’t call me by my name. Don’t use it like you care. Oh, damn it all. I should have let you leave.”

      He might as well have retrieved the knife and slashed open her insides. She recoiled. Realization loomed as tall and as terrible as Clayton’s massive grizzly.

      “Who cursed you?” She already knew the answer.

      Clayton narrowed his eyes. The warm molasses-brown was gone, but the grizzly’s gold glinted with something dark and dangerous.

      “Who cursed you??” she demanded. “What was the witch’s name??”

      “Weatherspoon.” The bear might as well have been standing there in Clayton’s place. His snarling delivery tore into her heart.

      A knot formed in the back of her throat. She tried to swallow it down, but it wouldn’t budge. “A man?”

      Clayton said nothing.

      “Deacon?” she pressed.

      Her beloved kept silent, but his jaw muscles tightened beneath his skin.

      “My father,” she whispered, numb.

      “Get out.”

      “This is a misunderstanding. This is a huge misunderstanding.”

      “No, this was a mistake.”

      Clementine held a hand over her chest. As if that would do any good. As if that would keep her heart from breaking.

      “Your father stole my life. My brothers’ lives. My sister doesn’t even have a life of her own. My whole family, my sleuth, was torn apart. And you’re his daughter??”

      “Clay—”

      “He killed my dad!” Clayton’s voice boomed through the kitchen. His grief was terrifying.

      Clementine had experienced loss and devastation, but she knew that the end of this conversation would leave her more broken than ever before.

      “Did he send you to finish us?” Clayton asked, no, snarled.

      Clementine threw her gaze to the floor, knowing better than to engage in a stare-off with an angry animal. “No!”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “He’s dead,” she replied, stronger now.

      “Boarshit.”

      “It’s the truth!” She dared a fleeting glance, willing him to see the truth in her eyes.

      Clayton’s lips twitched as if he intended to snarl again. “How do you know? Did you see his body? Did you bury it? Did it kill all the crops in a ten-mile radius? How do you know he’s really dead, huh? And why the hell should I believe a damn thing you have to say?”

      Clementine snapped in half. “Because I killed him!”

      Horror twisted Clayton’s chiseled features. She crumpled.

      “I killed him. I killed my father, and I’d do it again if I had to. He killed my mother. That was it, that was my catalyst. My moment of great passion. I thought I could save her.”

      She steeled her jaw, refusing to let it tremble. Tears burned her eyes, but she would not let them fall.

      “You think you’re the only one he ruined?” She stared down her beloved, suddenly unafraid of the wild thing lurking beneath the surface of his skin. “You’re not. You weren’t the first. And you weren’t the last, either.”

      Bewildered, Clayton shook his head. He said nothing at first. Whatever his thoughts, they seemed violent. He gritted his teeth so hard, she worried he might break one clean out of his skull.

      “I’m just supposed to believe you’re here by chance? That you showed up, not knowing who I am, who we are, or what daddy dearest did to us?”

      “Clayton, I swear—”

      “Your swears mean nothing.” To his credit, Clayton looked genuinely pained. Some small part of her took comfort in his struggle. He wanted to believe her. She could see that.

      “You showed up out of the goddamn ether. You came into our home. You asked all the questions.”

      He continued to shake his head, like he couldn’t believe he’d fallen for whatever trap he assumed she’d set.

      Clementine bowed her head and covered her face with her hands.

      “Leave,” Clayton said, his voice quiet. It wasn’t that he was calmer. His hushed tone conveyed something darker.

      He was warning her.

      “You’re my beloved.” She stared at him, too thunderstruck to move despite the dangerous drop in his voice.

      “You can’t possibly be mine.” Fury flashed in his eyes. “I can’t mate the blood that broke my family. Sometime next year, my brothers will go to sleep, and they may never wake up again. My father was murdered. My mother spent the last decade of her life in despair. I wasn’t even here when she passed. I was the last one to find out, almost a full fucking year after it happened. You aren’t my mate. You can’t be. Because right now, my bear could eat you alive.”

      As he spoke his final words, Clementine’s heart dropped to her feet. The hair on the back of her neck straightened.

      Suddenly, she wished he’d let her leave before, too.

      Dazed, Clementine edged her way around the island, keeping it between them. He followed her out of the room, his back rigid and his shoulders taut. As she neared the stairs in the foyer, Clayton growled so loud, she couldn’t even bring herself to look at him. The bear was so present, it sounded like he was already starting to shift.

      He didn’t trust her. He actually believed she’d come here to harm him and his brothers.

      She opened the front door and then closed it behind her. She walked out into the snow, careless of the fact that she’d forgotten her jacket inside.

      Behind the steering wheel of her mother’s old Camaro, Clementine went through the motions of starting the engine, fastening her seatbelt, and adjusting the gears.

      Intuition told her he was standing on the front porch. She didn’t check for confirmation. As she reversed and turned her car, a deafening roar shook the night sky. He’d shifted. The bear was out.

      It would protect its vulnerable family to the death. Her death, specifically.

      Clementine drove in a daze. She skidded on the icy asphalt, but barely noticed. The roads were empty. Most people were now home, enjoying the longest, darkest day of the year beside their loved ones.

      She finally pulled over to the side of the road when she’d cleared Harpers Ferry by a good fifty miles. She wasn’t even sure how she’d managed to cover that much distance. It felt like only seconds had passed since she’d navigated the Afters’ long driveway.

      Clementine turned off the engine and sat in silence. Cold seeped in from outside. The tears were back, stinging her eyes. This time, she let them fall.

      Snow drifted from the heavens while Clementine Weatherspoon wept.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    
    
      As the sun rose over Ever Afters on Christmas morning, Clayton sat alone in the snow. He’d spent every night out here since he’d watched Clementine’s tail lights disappear down the long stretch of country road.

      He hadn’t bothered to change back into Clayton. He’d remained in his grizzly. It felt safer.

      Clayton Afters had never thought of himself as a coward. But the idea of returning to his human skin terrified him more than the actual curse that loomed over his head.

      The stomp of Wellingtons on snow heralded Vangie’s approach. He’d heard her in the house well before she’d ventured outside.

      “All right, asshole,” she called, drawing closer. “Enough’s enough.”

      She sank onto the snow by his side and held up two mugs of black coffee.

      “C’mon, your Joe’ll get cold. Shift.”

      He grunted. Bossy sow.

      “Clay, shift. This is ridiculous. You’re gonna get stuck like that!”

      He shot her a look.

      “Hell, you don’t know! It could happen.” She took a long swig of her coffee.

      Clayton lowered his head.

      Vangie sagged against his side. She gazed up at the apple tree and sighed.

      “You know, at the very least you could just switch over for a hot minute and tell me how the hell this happened,” she said, waving her hand at the greenery.

      Clayton offered a disinterested snort.

      “I hate talking to myself.” Vangie leaned up and flicked his right ear. Clayton snuffled and snapped his teeth at her hand. She withdrew, unimpressed. “I’m gonna tell Braxton when he wakes up. Just you wait. He’ll beat you up in your sleep. Until then, I’m just gonna sit here and annoy the shit out of you until you shift and talk to me.”

      She slurped her coffee. Loudly. Clayton laid his head on the snow, ignoring her.

      “I’ll tell a story, shall I? It’s Christmas, after all! T’was the night of winter solstice, and my grumpy, anti-social brother goes home early. All by himself. As always. Only, maybe not. Because creatures stirred all over the goddamn living room floor. Seriously. I’ve had the windows open for two days and it still smells like a stone-cold bone zone in there, dude.”

      Because it had been. He’d initiated his claim. Instinctually, he already thought of himself as mated. She was his, regardless of anything he’d said to her before he’d basically threatened to eat her.

      And not in the fun way that had made her quiver and cry his name.

      “She left her jacket, you know,” Vangie said, wiggling her eyebrows. “She smells all purdy and stuff.”

      When Clayton didn’t reply, Vangie poked his hump with an index finger. Repeatedly.

      “So you won’t mind if I toss it into the fireplace, right?” she asked, still poking. “Her jacket, I mean. The leather one that smells like sage and frankincense and whatever other hippy shit she’s apparently into.”

      Clayton snapped his head to the side and snarled at his sister.

      Vangie smirked. She stood and broke into a sprint. She was headed back to the house. She was going to throw Clementine’s jacket into the fireplace. That, or she was bluffing. And even if she were bluffing, she’d end up touching  the jacket.

      Then the jacket wouldn’t smell like Clementine. It’d smell like Clementine and Vangie.

      Panic flared in his chest. He was up and bounding on all fours before he could think better of it. He hadn’t even realized his mate had left something behind. Losing the one piece of Clementine he had left was enough to break through the mire of his self-loathing.

      When he reached the back door, Vangie stood in the doorframe with her arms crossed.

      “You ain’t coming in here like that. We’re not doing this whole Beary Merry Christmas bullshit. Shift, and I won’t burn the jacket. I’ll do it. I’m not even kidding at this point, Clay. You’re scaring the shit out of me. You can’t leave me alone like this. Not today. Don’t you dare leave me alone today.”

      Vangie’s trademark snark wavered.

      Clayton shifted, ashamed of himself. He couldn’t leave her alone. Not when he had only two Christmases left. That estimate was certain now. A true mating would never happen, not fully.

      Because Clayton Afters was a damn fool.

      Vangie stepped away, allowing him entrance. She waved at the kitchen table.

      Clementine’s jacket was still draped over the back of the chair she’d sat in. He sniffed once, twice, and calmed. Vangie hadn’t touched the jacket. The leather was still all sage, verbena, and a forever Clayton had pushed away.

      “Can I make I suggestion?” Vangie asked, returning from the laundry room. She tossed a pair of sweatpants at his head. “Well, three suggestions. The first being: shower. You stank, boy.”

      She was right, of course. Three days as a bear, and he was rank. Just the same, Clayton threw her a dirty look.

      “Second, once you smell less like something that crawled outta Dalton’s armpits, we’re going to have Christmas breakfast together. And I suggest you use that time to talk to me. Because gasp, shock, awe, I’m here for you, you big dum-dum.”

      Clayton ruffled a hand through his hair. “And what’s the third suggestion?”

      “Easy.” Vangie shrugged as she poured a fresh cup of coffee for herself. “Go get her, dumbass.”
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        Guillermo

      

      "I need to find her. Yesterday." 

      Guillermo threw down a manila envelope on his private investigator's smooth mahogany desk.

      "Who is she?" Gerard picked up the manila folder and dumped the contents on his desk.

      On top was a picture of a young girl. She was pretty in a girl-next-door way, nothing like the kinds of women who were photographed with Guillermo on the red carpet when he made time for that nonsense. She had dark skin, laughing eyes, and a two-toned mouth that begged to be kissed. Guillermo was pacing in front of the desk with barely leashed energy. If he were a panther, his tail would be lashing right now.

      "Pretty girl," Gerard told Guillermo without a shred of interest. "Who is she to you?"

      "She's going to have my baby in a few weeks. I anonymously hired her to be my surrogate."

      "And you're involving me? Why? I deal with your business matters, not with your women. That's on you. Congratulations on becoming a father."

      Guillermo rubbed his eyebrow. "She ran away," he admitted.

      Gerard raised one eyebrow. Who would dare run away from Guillermo Torres? "Okay then. Talk to me. When did she leave?"

      "She's so close to the birth." Guillermo sighed, and he sat down in one of Gerard's chairs. He covered his face with his hands. "I should have stayed away from her."

      "What happened?"

      "I got too close to the sun, and the wax melted off of my wings." Guillermo's voice was a little muffled from his hands, but Gerard frowned.

      "What did you do?" He couldn't stop the slight note of censure in his voice. True, Guillermo employed him, but it wasn't like Gerard needed his money.

      "I visited her. A lot. I didn’t tell her my name.“

      "You're not supposed to do that."

      "You sound like my lawyer."

      "Your lawyer sounds wise."

      "I couldn't help it. At first, it was because of my baby...later, it was because of her. She's so..."

      Gerard looked back at the picture. "Nice?"

      Guillermo exploded out of his chair. "She's so much more. Funny. Sweet. Loving. I wish that I had just told her from the beginning who I was."

      "You didn't?"

      "No, of course not...my lawyer said that Guillermo Torres should never enter the picture. Emilio Torres was a different story."

      "Oh?"

      Guillermo flushed. "My mother...when I was small, she called me Emilio. They'd had a fight in the hospital when I was born, and my father won. I was named after his father, did you know that?" He ran a hand through his hair, and Gerard shook his head.

      "But my mother had always intended to name me Emilio, and it was my middle name. Her entire side of the family called me Emilio, and my father didn't get involved. As long as the paperwork said that I was named Guillermo, he didn't care what my mother and her family called me. He wasn't around very much, anyway."

      "So you visited your surrogate as Emilio..."

      "She found out." Gerard could see the hint of pain in Guillermo's eyes. "She found out who I was. I knew I shouldn't have sent my old nanny to take care of her, but I couldn't resist. My nanny had just retired, and I needed someone to look after my future child when I could not. It seemed like a perfect solution at the time."

      "And your nanny...does she call you Emilio or Guillermo?"

      A slight smile touched the corner of Guillermo's mouth. "Gui, really. She said that Guillermo was much too big of a name for me, and that I needed to grow into it."

      Gerard flicked his eyes over his client. Guillermo had certainly grown into his name in spades. He was gigantic, 6 feet and 5 inches at least, perhaps more. As the scion of a very wealthy Ecuadorian family, he had been born with a ten-figure net worth. And he carried that self-assurance around him like a cloak. Other people were intimidated by the pure, bone-deep confidence that Guillermo had been born with, but Gerard didn't care. After all, he had it, too.

      "Give me some time." Gerard spread the papers on his desk. "I will find her."

      Guillermo nodded. "I am counting on you. You are the best investigator in the DC area. Goodbye." He left Gerard's office, and Gerard sat back in his chair, looking at all the information that Guillermo had given him.

      He picked up the phone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Restaurant Shift

        

      

    
    
      
        Devanta

      

      "Hello?"

      "Can you pick up my shift tonight? I'll cover one of yours next week, I promise." Sheila giggled and there was the muffled sound of a kiss. Devanta sighed. Sheila forever shirked work, and she never followed through on her promise to reciprocate the favor. But with the baby on the way, Devanta needed every penny that she could get, even if it meant working extra shifts, covering her irresponsible coworker, one of whose boyfriends was in town for a little rest and relaxation. Devanta was sure that Sheila was helping him relax, but resting was probably not what they were doing.

      "I can do it." Her head ached, and she saw tiny sparks in the air in front of her, her migraine’s aura. Devanta calculated just how many hours she had slept in the last 48. Maybe 5. Insomnia was her best friend at the moment, after running away from Emilio...well, Guillermo...once she had found out his real identity. It had been so much fun until the music stopped. It didn't matter. No matter how tired she was, she would not sleep for a long time.

      "Thanks, darling. You're a peach. I owe you one!" Sheila sang into the phone. She hung up, and Devanta put down her phone. It was a pre-paid StraightTalk phone from Wal-Mart. While it wasn't the newest iPhone, it was more than enough than what she needed. It was also much harder to track, considering that she had paid in cash for it and used a reloading card in order to put more minutes on it. She hoped that she would not have to keep up the stupid secrecy for the rest of her life, but she wanted to keep herself safe until the baby arrived. She had not yet made a decision about what she would do when the baby came, but she would cross that bridge when she got to it.

      Devanta got dressed in the standard uniform. She hated the scratchy red polo shirt with the embossed logo, but she wore it every day. She had taken the first job that she could, and it was working as a waitress at the local TGI Friday's. It was attached to the mall.

      She checked her phone for the time. She needed to hustle if she wanted to be there for the dinner shift. She pulled her hair back into a bun, and she checked herself out in the mirror. No amount of under-eye concealer could possibly mask the bags under her eyes. She slapped her cheeks a little bit so she looked less dead. It didn't really work. She shrugged. It was not as if any of the customers really cared what she looked like.

      She clocked in, and she started her side work nearly immediately, since there were no customers yet at the very start of the dinner shift.

      The door to the restaurant opened, and all of the color drained out of her face. Devanta put her hands on her hips and jumped out of her chair. How did he find her? 

      "What are you doing here?"

      Guillermo walked to her, so that they were less than a foot apart. "Did you honestly think that I would let you take my child and disappear?"

      "We don't need you." The sparks in front of Devanta's eyes swirled, and she fainted straight into Guillermo's strong arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Medical Care

        

      

    
    
      
        Guillermo

      

      Guillermo looked down at the pregnant woman in his arms, and he sighed. Women were so complicated. He had gotten a surrogate so that his life would be less complicated, not more. It was clear that the experience was not turning out as he had expected. There was a man in a black button-up suit and jeans. "What's happening?"

      Guillermo nodded at him. "I am taking her somewhere safe now. She is quitting, effective immediately."

      Guillermo turned away from the open-mouthed manager. Frowning at the way that her skin got goosebumps in the cold outside, he carried the unconscious woman into his limousine. Guillermo would take her home. She would only have the best of care.

      When his driver arrived at his house, he picked her up and carried her into his home, wishing that he had a coat for her. He did not invite many women here. Despite having too many lovers to count, he always insisted on being in their space, not his. His place was sacrosanct. Now, for the first time, he was bringing a woman into it.

      Jimena, his nanny and Devanta's companion during her pregnancy, crossed her arms.

      "What did you do to that poor girl?" Jimena had never liked lying to Devanta about who Guillermo actually was, and a thought came to Guillermo, one that he had not considered before. Had Jimena's slip been deliberate?

      He shook his head. Jimena had agreed to keep his secret. While she had not held with the deception, he knew that she wanted Guillermo to have a child desperately enough to play along.

      "Nothing at all," Guillermo said piously. "She just up and fainted. I brought her home so that we could take care of her."

      "Oh, Gui," Jimena sighed. "Didn't you think to ask?"

      A bit of color touched Gui's cheeks. "She needed someone to care for her," he said in a tone that had gotten him spankings as a young child.

      Jimena shook her head. "Well, she is here now. We can put her in one of the bedrooms upstairs. It isn't like you don't have a million to spare."

      Guillermo walked up the stairs with Devanta in his arms, extra careful because she was pregnant. He tried to jostle her the least amount possible as they went upstairs. Jimena followed him upstairs.

      Jimena opened the door to the bedroom closest to the stairs, and she moved the comforter and the sheets. He laid Devanta carefully on a bed. He liked looking at the curve of her stomach where his child was. He could not wait to meet his baby.

      Jimena told him, "Go."

      Snapped out of his reverie, "Why?"

      Jimena shook her head. "Don't make things worse. You need to go now. The two of you will sort things out later."

      Guillermo walked out of the room. His head was spinning with the idea that he would be a father soon, now that he had tracked down his surrogate. He had already booked her an anonymous suite in the nearest hospital. As long as he funded a new wing, the hospital would not ask too many questions.

      Guillermo's phone buzzed.

      Any luck?

      Guillermo smiled. Got her. Thank you.

      Good.

      Gerard and Guillermo didn't need to talk a lot, but Guillermo used Gerard's services often enough that they talked on a weekly, if not daily, basis. Having someone with Gerard's skills on his payroll would have been better, but Gerard did not need money. Guillermo suspected that the investigation agency was more of a pet project than a real job, but as long as the results were there, he did not care what Gerard did or did not think of his own agency.

      Guillermo quickly checked his email. He sighed. He had put off real work when he had been consumed by fear and tracking down his baby and his surrogate, but it was time to get back to real life now. He walked into the office that was adjacent to his bedroom.

      Unlike the office downstairs, which he used for meetings and was decorated to impress by one of the best interior designers in town, his private office was all function, no form. He had a simple desk, a filing cabinet, and a little thing that sorted out his cables. To be honest, he preferred his workspace like this, but he needed to keep up appearances when it came to the outside world.

      His assistant was virtual. She lived nearby, and she could get him anything that Jimena, who was getting old, could not.

      He opened up his laptop and got absorbed in his work. This, he knew. This, he understood. He let the thoughts of his runaway surrogate filter away, replaced by reading and analyzing the reports he had commissioned on the new refineries that he wanted to open to keep up with demand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chicken Soup

        

      

    
    
      
        Devanta

      

      Devanta opened her eyes and looked around her. She was in a light blue room, and there was a glass of water next to her bed. Jimena was sitting next to her, quietly swiping through an iPad with her glasses slowly sliding down her nose.

      "Jimena?"

      "Devanta! I am so glad you are awake. Here, drink some water." Jimena handed the water to her.

      Devanta drank small sips from the water glass.

      “I’m so sorry that he deceived you. I hope you will forgive me.”

      Devanta kept sipping. She put the glass back on the nightstand.

      “Of course I forgive you. You were just doing your job.”

      Jimena kissed Devanta on the cheek. “You are a sweetheart. What would you say to something nice and light? Some chicken soup with mote? How does that sound?”

      Chicken soup with mote was Devanta’s favorite. She had never eaten mote, hominy in English, before she had moved in with Jimena, but it was her favorite food now.

      She smiled weakly. “Sounds great.”

      “Okay, it will be ready in twenty minutes. Come down when you smell it.”

      Jimena bustled out of the room, and Devanta could hear her going down the stairs steadily. Jimena was no longer a young woman.

      Devanta rolled out of bed and headed for the bathroom. She looked in the mirror and groaned. Her hair was an absolute mess, and her face wasn’t much better. She splashed some cold water on, and she did her best with her hair.

      Her red polo looked utterly out of place in the bathroom. It was pure marble, and she was a TGIF waitress. She curled her arms around herself. She touched her little baby bump. This was the kind of upbringing that her baby deserved, and she felt ashamed for trying to take her little one out of this life. What could she offer her child that the baby’s father could not offer ten times over?

      The smell of chicken soup filled her room, and she knew that she should go downstairs.

      She went downstairs and followed her nose into the kitchen. Inside, Jimena was stirring something in a very big pot.

      “Smells good.”

      Jimena spun around. “It looks like you are out of bed. Sit, sit. It is not good for you to walk around too much. You don’t want to strain yourself.”

      Devanta obediently sat down. Jimena ladled soup into a big mug.

      “Be careful. It is very hot. I made it to warm you up. He took you outside without a coat in this weather.” Jimena shook her head and gave her a soup spoon.

      Devanta took a tiny bit, and she moaned. Jimena was the best cook that Devanta had ever met. This soup was better than restaurant food, and it had a lot more chicken and mote than any restaurant would ever put inside of a soup. “Thank you. It is so good.”

      “Eat, eat. I think that you have lost wait.” Jimena shook her head. “It is not good. Pregnant women are supposed to gain weight, not lose it.”

      Devanta drank her soup and said nothing. If Guillermo had said that to her, she would have told him that her weight was her own darn business. But to Jimena, who wanted to care for Devanta like she was her own daughter, Devanta would never say a thing like that.

      Devanta felt wetness between her legs.

      “Oh no.”

      Jimena came forward and knelt next to Devanta. “What is it?” She put a hand on Devanta’s stomach.

      “I think my water just broke.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Labor and Delivery

        

      

    
    
      
        Guillermo

      

      When the ambulance dropped her off, she felt calm. Guillermo was an absolute mess. Jimena had kept her cool in the back of the ambulance, but Guillermo was losing his mind. He wasn't read for this. He was supposed to have two more weeks, not have Devanta give him his child the very day that he found her again.

      As soon as they had gotten there, they had whisked his surrogate away to give birth in her private suite without him. He was left to pace around outside. Jimena was placidly reading a book on her Kindle.

      "Calm yourself, Gui." She put down the Kindle. "Devanta and the baby are fine."

      "I wish that they would let me in there." He felt scared and impotent out here, emotions that were foreign to him. Guillermo was afraid of no man, but he certainly could be afraid of childbirth.

      "Your eyes have changed. All in good time. Patience." She picked up her Kindle and started reading again.

      Guillermo backed up and looked at himself in one of the decorative mirrors. His eyes had turned bright gold. He needed to have a better handle on himself.

      He breathed slow, deep breaths until his eyes turned blue again. It would not help anybody if a panther came out of nowhere. It was probably startle people and cause problems. Besides, there were cameras in this room. He could probably buy the footage afterwards, but there was always a small chance that a video could be released. In today’s environment, there would probably be claims of Photoshop or whatever people used to manipulate videos. It was safer now than it had ever been, because everyone was skeptical when it came to magic.

      The doors into the delivery unit opened up.

      "You can see the baby now."

      Guillermo and Jimena stood up and rushed into Devanta's hospital room.

      She was sweaty, and her hair was disheveled. Nonetheless, she was more beautiful than she had ever been before. In her arms lay the baby. The baby's eyes were closed.

      "Do you want to hold him?"

      Guillermo held out his arms, completely mute. Devanta handed the baby to his father.

      Guillermo looked into the baby's sleeping face. The baby stretched restlessly, and Guillermo brought the baby closer to his body.

      "He is perfect." There were tears in Guillermo's eyes. "Just perfect."

      "He looks just like Guillermo when he was that age." Jimena brushed his little fuzzy baby head, covered with downy black hair. She kissed his forehead.

      "What should we name the baby?"

      Guillermo looked at her. "Iker?"

      "I am not naming my child after Iker Casillas, no matter how good of a soccer player he is."

      "How about Emiliano?"

      "Too long and too big for our tiny baby."

      Guillermo cleared his throat. "I was very close to my grandfather when I was young. His name was Samuel."

      Devanta closed her eyes. "Yes."

      The nurse in the corner, unnoticed by Guillermo and Jimena, scribbled down something on her iPad. "Sounds good to me. I've been asking her for a name since she came, but she did not know the gender. She said she wanted it to be a surprise."

      Guillermo could see that she was taking long, slow breaths.

      "You can visit more when she isn't so tired. Go home. Come back tomorrow."

      Guillermo was about to protest, but Jimena put a hand on his arm. "This has been a very exciting day. You need to rest. Don't worry. They will still be here tomorrow."

      Guillermo felt his body shaking. Maybe he would not be so affected tomorrow.

      "I will be back first thing tomorrow morning." They walked out, and Devanta opened her eyes. She did not intend to be here tomorrow morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Running Away

        

      

    
    
      
        Devanta

      

      "When can I leave?"

      The nurse spun around, startled. "We normally keep new mothers and their babies for at least 48 hours, but if you want to leave, we will not stop you. There are some hospitals who just have the women give birth and send them on their way."

      "Can I get some diapers and formula?"

      "Of course. We have plenty of free samples in the nursery. Give me a minute to put things together." The nurse left the room.

      She lay back in her bed, exhausted. She was sweaty and tired, but she had no intention of staying with Guillermo. Both of them meant well, but she was used to much more freedom than they wanted to give her.

      She picked up the phone in her room, and she dialed the number that she knew by heart. It was her best friend, Martina.

      "Hello?"

      "It's me."

      "Where are you? I can hear an echo."

      "I am in the hospital."

      "Already? Did you have the baby?"

      "Yes. I have a son named Samuel."  

      "Congratulations!"

      "I need your help."

      "Of course. What do you need?"

      "I need a place to stay. Somewhere that Guillermo cannot find me."

      "You know that it is sketchy to steal your baby away from his father?"

      "I just want to do what is best for the baby. I think that we will be locked up if I stay with Guillermo."

      Martina sighed. "Okay, I will help you. I just bought a new apartment unit, and we have not found a tenant yet. It is not fancy, but it is a safe place for you and the baby."

      "Thank you. If I can ever repay the favor in the future, just let me know."

      "You know that I would do anything for you. You also know that you are eventually going to have to to share the baby with Guillermo."

      Devanta was quiet. "Yes, I know."

      "How soon can you get me?"

      "I can be there in 10 minutes. You know that I live close to the hospital."

      "Okay, I will be waiting out front."

      The nurse came back in, holding a bag that was bulging with all the things that a newborn needed. "You will need to buy more, but this is enough for now."

      "I cannot thank you enough. I am just going to walk downstairs to meet my friends now."

      "I cannot let you walk downstairs. It is against hospital policy. All new mothers must be put in a wheelchair. If you want, I will will you downstairs."

      "If that is what you need."

      The nurse left the room, and she came back with the wheelchair. Devanta winced as she got off of the bed, and she hobbled over to the wheelchair. Maybe the wheelchair was a good idea. The nurse put the baby into her arms.

      "Most mothers don't move around so close to the birth."

      "I am not most mothers." It was Guillermo's fault, but her situation was very different from the average mother's.

      "We can go downstairs now."

      "Okay."

      Martina drove up in her flaming red car right as the nurse pushed her wheelchair to the waiting area between the two outside doors. The nurse pushed Devanta and Samuel out the door. Martina popped the trunk, and the nurse put in the bag of supplies.

      Surprisingly, there was a baby car seat in the back.

      "Where did you get that?"

      "I figured that we would need it." Martina shrugged. "I borrowed it off with my neighbor. She has a three-year-old. She did not need it anymore."

      "That sounds nice. Remind me to thank her in some way."

      She got out and walked into the passenger side of Martina's car. She was too young to feel this old.

      She waved goodbye to the nurse as Martina drove them away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Next Morning

        

      

    
    
      
        Guillermo

      

      "What do you mean she's gone?"

      "She left already." The nurse shrugged. "She had a friend pick her up last night."

      Guillermo knew that his eyes were turning gold, but he could not control himself. 

      "Did you shave today? Your beard is…"

      Guillermo struggled for control. His face stopped sprouting here. The nurse just raised her eyebrows and shrugged. She had seen a lot in her years at the hospital. A little extra facial hair did not scare her, not with her many years of experience. New fathers were already a little crazy. It drove them wild that they had little to no control. In the labor and delivery unit, the spotlight was completely on the mothers, with fathers as bystanders.

      "Where did she go?"

      The nurse shrugged. “I have no idea. She did not tell me." Guillermo frowned at her, but the answer did not change.

      "Well, the least I can do is pay her hospital bill." Guillermo felt a headache threatening to form.

      He followed the nurse to the billing office. She told them the room number, and they printed something. They gave him a list of charges for the room. He went completely still as he read it. "What is this phone call?"

      "She called her friend from the room's phone."

      Guillermo took a picture of the bill. He sent it to Gerard immediately, without any kind of explanation. Gerard would know what to do. Guillermo paid him enough.

      "Thank you." He felt much more hopeful now, because he could find her. When he did, he would not let her or the baby out of his sight. She had already proven that she was untrustworthy, running away twice.

      "Happy to help. Now, excuse me, I need to take care of a few more patients." The nurse went back into the labor and delivery unit.

      As he watched the nurse walk away, Guillermo felt his phone ring in his pocket. He accepted the call. "Tell me what you know. Where is she?”

      "The phone number belongs to Martina Gonzales. I can text you her address. She lives 10 minutes from the hospital."

      Guillermo's phone buzzed, and he saw the address. She was not going to get away this time. He would make sure of it.

      He walked quickly to his limousine, where his driver was waiting at the curb. He showed the address to his driver, and they wordlessly drove away from the hospital.

      In his reflection in the dividing glass, he could see that his eyes were glowing gold. Guillermo closed his eyes. Why did she keep running away from him? There were so many women who would be happy to stay. It figured that he had picked the one woman on Earth who did not want to be with him.

      Women were an enigma. They could be made happy with jewelry and flowers, but he got the impression that Devanta would not care. He needed to find a way to keep Devanta happy, and he would need to find it quickly. He hated it when she ran away, and he did not want to drive her to do it a third time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Martina’s House

        

      

    
    
      
        Devanta

      

      Devanta closed the door gently, careful not to make a sound. The tiny baby was sleeping in a nest of pillows. She had too stood by the bed for way too long while she admired the way that his long eyelashes settled on his soft cheeks. He was perfect, no matter what kind of mess came along with his daddy.

      "What are you going to do?" Martina asked Devanta quietly.

      "I know that staying here is temporary, but I'm not sure what else to do. I do not think that there is anywhere that I could go."

      "When the baby wakes up, I can drive you to the apartment. I have an air mattress that should be good enough for now, but you need to think about more. It doesn’t really have any furniture. You have to get what is best for the baby."

      Devanta helped herself to some of the cookies that Martina had on the table. She took a bite and swallowed. "I know."

      There was furious knocking at the door. The two of them locked eyes. "How did he find me already?"

      "Open up! I know you are in there."

      Martina walked to the door, and she opened it. "I wondered when you would arrive."

      Devanta's jaw dropped to the ground. "Did you tell him where I was?" Could Martina betray her?

      Martina shook her head. "No. I just knew that he would find you. You took the baby."

      Devanta put her hands on her hips. "What do you think you are doing here?" 

      Guillermo frowned at her. "I could ask you the same thing." Without warning, he scooped her up and flung her over his shoulder. She beat his back, but he acted like he did not feel it. "Where's the baby?"

      "The baby is sleeping in the bedroom."

      "Could you help me put the baby in my limo?"

      "Do not help him do anything!"

      "Sorry, babe. I think that being with his father is a better option for him then living in an empty apartment."

      "Traitor!"

      Martina took the car seat out of her car, and she brought it into the house. She picked up Samuel from the bedroom, and she buckled him in.

      Guillermo carried Devanta into his limousine. Martina was right behind him, and she put Samuel in. She buckled one of the seatbelts through the back of his car seat.

      "I will not forgive you for this."

      Martina shook her head. "You will thank me later."

      Guillermo crossed his arms. "When are you going to stop behaving like a toddler?"

      If Devanta had been a cat, she would've hissed at him. "I am not behaving like a toddler. What gives you the right to comment and act like you own everything?" 

      "I do own everything. You entered into a contract with me to carry my child. You do not seem to take it seriously, but I do."

      The limousine took them away from Martina's home. 

      Soon, they were pulling up to his house.
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        Guillermo

      

      Devanta got out of the car, and Guillermo followed her out. He was right behind her when she whirled around and faced him.

      "I'm not going into your house." She turned and walked away, and Guillermo quickly caught her. He put a hand on her arm, and when she tried to get away, just tightened his grip.

      "We need to talk." Guillermo was going to try to reason with her.

      "We had plenty of time to talk before. I do not want to be with you."

      "What would make you happy?" Guillermo ran a hand through his hair, making the black strands stand up. "I am trying to accommodate you, but you never seem to be happy."

      "I just want to be on my own."

      "Do you really think that being on your own is better for the baby?"

      "I guess not." Devanta looked down at her shoes.

      "So why do you keep running away?"

      "I am not used to answering to someone else." Her arms were crossed in front of her, and Guillermo tried not to look at the cleavage created by her breasts.

      "How could I possibly make the situation better? Just say the word.“ He would do what it took.

      "I don't know. I just don't feel like you're very committed to us. You seem to want the baby now, but will you feel that way in a few years? What is stopping you from hiring another surrogate to give you another baby?"

      "I only really want one." Guillermo sighed. "What would make you feel secure?"

      "I do not think that anything would make me feel secure. This whole thing started with the contract, and there is nothing that could possibly make me feel like you would love the baby until the end of time."

      "What about this?" Guillermo dropped to his knee on the gravel, careless of the expensive fabric of his suit being torn by the gravel.

      Devanta put her hands over her mouth. "What are you doing?"

      "Making you feel secure. Devanta, will you marry me?"

      "Get up. No, I will not marry you."

      "Why not?" Guillermo looked offended. "There are plenty of women who would love to be married to me."

      Devanta looked at him. Despite the small tears in the knee of his pants, Guillermo looked like the definition of attractive in the dictionary. "I know."

      "So what is holding you back?"

      "I don't know."

      Guillermo frowned. "If you say yes, I can offer you a lifestyle that you have never dreamed of."

      "I do not really care about living in luxury. I just want a safe place for me and the baby."

      "I can definitely offer you that. Why are you turning me down? It doesn't make any sense."

      "I want a lot more out of marriage than a hasty proposal without an engagement ring."

      Guillermo's eyes turned gold. "It seems that no matter what I do, I will never please you." He spun on his heel, and he walked into the house.
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      Devanta looked inside of the car. While they had been talking, someone had taken the baby into the house. Devanta guessed that she needed to follow Guillermo.

      When she walked in the door, she stopped, completely starstruck. The foyer of the house had a huge ceiling. Everywhere around her, there seemed to be crystal. She could not help herself. "Oh my goodness."

      "This is the housekeeper, Mrs. Goodman."

      Mrs. Goodman was a pretty, 60-year-old with an apron and a no-nonsense bun. "How do you do?" She shook Devanta's hand. "I set up a room for the baby. The baby is still sleeping. Jimena is upstairs with him, so he’s fine.”

      Devanta slumped a little bit. Now that she knew that the baby was perfectly safe, she wondered what she should do with herself. 

      "Are you hungry? I was just taking dinner out of the oven."

      Devanta sniffed. She could smell chicken. "Smells good. I would love some dinner."

      "Come this way."

      The three of them walked through the house, and the smell of chicken got stronger. Now that they were closer, Devanta could smell carrots and onions.

      Mrs. Goodman opened the stove, and she took out a roasted chicken.

      "I already set the table in the dining room. Go sit down, and I will bring the food in."

      "We better do what she says." Guillermo brought Devanta into the dining room. It was way too fancy. There were cabinets all around with what was very clearly extremely expensive china.

      "I'm afraid to touch anything. This is the opposite of baby friendly."

      Guillermo frowned, looking around the room. "I did not even think about that. I guess I need to rearrange some of my house. We have some time, though, because the baby will not walk for a little while longer."

      "I guess I can make my project."

      "Are you going to stay?" Guillermo raised an eyebrow. "Just a few minutes ago, you seemed eager to get away. You rejected my marriage proposal. What do you want to do? I will not keep you here if that is not what you want."

      Devanta sagged a little bit more into her chair. "I guess this is the best place for me and the baby right now."

      "You talk about not feeling secure, but how am I supposed to feel secure? You have run away with the baby twice. Instead of me trying to make you feel secure, you should be trying to do that for me." Guillermo arched a brow.

      Devanta gasped. The nerve!

      Mrs. Goodman broke the tension by bringing in dinner. She had given each of them a chicken breast, and the roasted vegetables had chicken gravy on them.

      Before Guillermo had the chance to offend her anymore, Devanta dug in. They ate in complete silence. All of Devanta's emotions whirled in her head. What should she do? What did she even want?

      As soon as Devanta cleared her plate, there was a knock on the door.
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      Guillermo stood, carefully placing his napkin to the left of his plate. "I have no idea who that is."

      He went to the front door, and Devanta could see a very tall, blonde woman. She looked like a Snow Queen, the snow in her perfectly straight blonde hair and in her eyelashes. She was wearing a fluffy white coat. She was nearly as tall as Guillermo, because of her very high heels, completely inappropriate for the ice and snow outside. They looked way too expensive for someone like Devanta to buy, let alone wear during a normal day. She froze in place, hoping that the woman would not see her.

      "Someone told me a crazy story. They said that you had a baby. Is that true?" 

      Guillermo cleared his throat. "It is true, Kaitlyn. Would you like to meet the mother?"

      "The mother?" The blonde sounded like she had never heard of such a concept before.

      The two of them walked into the dining room, and Devanta reluctantly stood up. She walked over to the blonde, and she extended her hand. "I am Devanta. I am so pleased to meet you."

      “I’m Kaitlyn. Likewise." The blonde smiled, but the smile did not touch her eyes, which if looks could kill, would have murdered Devanta on the spot.

      "So, how do you know Guillermo?"

      Guillermo stepped in before Devanta could reply.

      "We met a few months ago. This is all moved very quickly."

      "I'll say. I have never even heard of this woman. Now she has your child?"

      They all heard Guillermo's phone ring. "Excuse me. I need to take this."

      "I will give you a check for $50,000 if you leave right now. No questions. Just go."

      "My baby is upstairs. Do you honestly think that I would abandon my child?"

      "You have no rights to Guillermo." Devanta shrink back as Kaitlyn towered over her, using her height to intimidate Devanta. "We have been involved for a decade, and I'm not going to lose my position to some fat, short woman."

      Devanta put her hands on her hips. She wasn’t going to take this from a blonde stranger. “You may have wanted to marry him, but why did he ask me to carry his baby?"

      Kaitlyn sniffed. "I would never carry a baby. It would ruin my body forever."

      Devanta looked at Kaitlyn's completely flat stomach. She could see why Kaitlyn did not want to have a baby. She felt much more self-conscious about the soft curve of her own stomach. She tried to suck it in.

      Kaitlyn smirked at her. “You should leave. It would be for the best. We can hire a nanny to take care of the baby. It's not like they really need a mother anyway...just someone to take care of them, that's all."

      “No way!” Devanta shouted. “I will take care of my own baby. What kind of twisted childhood did you have to make you think that all a baby needs is a nanny? Babies need to be loved, and you obviously didn’t get enough when you were a child.”

      Kaitlyn slapped her. The sound echoed in the foyer. Devanta put a hand to her stinging cheek.

      "Get out."
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      Both of their heads swung towards Guillermo, and he might've laughed at how surprised they were if he was not so angry. He felt like there should be steam pouring out of his ears.

      "You are not welcome here, Kaitlyn. Please leave.”

      “It was her fault. She provoked me. You don't mean that Guillermo. How could you possibly choose this…person…over me?It doesn't make any sense."

      "I know this is news to you, but she is the mother of my child. It means a lot to me. If you have wanted to have my child, we would already be married. You didn't, so we aren't, and you have no say in what I do with my child."

      "You will change your mind. I know you will. When you are ready, there is an orchid diamond necklace that I want from Tiffany's. I would accept that as an apology."

      Guillermo and Devanta watched her leave. Her stride was as smooth as if she had not just been kicked out of Guillermo's house.

      "I'm sorry you had to meet her. She is clearly insane. We dated for a decade, but she did not want to commit to me and have a child. She is married."

      Devanta gaped at Guillermo. "She is married?"

      "Yes, she is. After we broke up, she got married to an 80-year-old billionaire. She has nothing to do with me now, but she still obviously feel something."

      "Yes, she offered me $50,000 to leave you and the baby."

      Guillermo paused. "Do you want to leave me in the baby?" His voice was carefully neutral.

      "No, I do not want to leave the baby behind."

      "In me?"

      "Honestly, I'm not sure what to do. How can we live together?"

      "I proposed marriage. You turned me down. What you think is a better solution?" 

      "I have no idea. Do you think that we could make a marriage work? We barely know each other."

      "We have a baby together. Surely that ties us together, whether we want to be married or not. I intended to be a single parent, but you want to have a hand in raising your child."

      "Of course. I have no idea what I was thinking when I signed that contract." Devanta looked down at her hands. "I want us to find a way to move forward."

      "I can provide for you and the baby. What more do you want?"

      "I don't know. I'm not a Disney Princess, but somehow, I believe in love."

      "Love is just a bunch of chemicals inside of your body. Why do you need it?"

      "Some of us aren't as cold as you." 

      "So, if you felt that you loved me, you would marry me?"

      Before she could say anything, Guillermo picked her up and slung her over the shoulder again. 

      "What are you doing?"

      "Something I should've done before."

      Guillermo took her into the bedroom and put her on the bed. He took off his shirt.

      Devanta’s eyes were wide.

      "Oh my goodness. Are you even real?"

      "Of course I am." Devanta backed away from him, but it curiously seemed to turn him on. Her eyes were glued to a bulge in his pants, and it was growing. 

      "I don't think this is a good idea." But as Guillermo got closer to her, she did not resist.

      “I think that if I claim you, you'll agree to stay." He licked her neck. He felt her shiver. “Just give it a try."

      He kissed her deeply, plunging his tongue inside of her mouth. He stopped.

      “Is it safe to do this so soon after the birth? Is this going to hurt you? You have some problems walking.”

      They were both breathing hard. “I am partially healed, at least.”

      “Let me see if I can help.” With that cryptic remark, he eased Devanta’s pants off. She was wearing very unsexy mesh underwear, but he didn’t care. He wanted what was underneath anyways.

      He buried his face between her legs, and she bucked and shouted.

      He put a hand over her mouth. “Shh. You’ll wake the baby. We aren’t alone in the house.”

      He could feel her breath coming hard. He smiled.

      He licked her again, slowly, softly. Carefully lapping, he touched every bit of her lower lips.

      “It doesn’t hurt,” Devanta said wonderingly. “Even where they cut me, it doesn’t hurt. It’s healed.”

      “Mm…” Guillermo nuzzled her clit. Devanta went off like a rocket, her jaws and eyes clenched tight as she struggled to stay quiet through it all.

      He turned her onto her stomach and pulled her ass up so that her knees were under her.

      “My turn now.”

      He touched the tip of his cock to her opening flower, and she shivered in front of him. In reply, he gave her an inch of his cock. Too impatient to wait, she thrust her body back onto his, impaling herself. They both could not hold back a groan.

      “You’ll. Pay. For. That.”

      Guillermo felt himself losing control. He could not stop a snarl rising in his throat.

      He trapped her small body under his much larger one, and he thrust into her body wildly. He pressed her into the mattress as he went at it wild and untamed. He felt her walls contracting around him, and he knew that he would not last long.

      He put a hand under her, and he flicked her clit.

      With a cry, she orgasmed again. The feeling of her warmth fluttering around him was enough to push him over the edge. He emptied himself in a dozen spurts inside of her waiting body.

      When he was done, he withdrew. He pulled her into his arms, and she buried her face in his neck.

      “Do you feel like staying?”

      She pushed herself up on one elbow.

      “If you give me sex like that every day, I’ll stay forever.” She kissed him gently.
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      “Where are you, Samuel?”

      It was his second birthday, but Devanta could not catch the little one. Ever since he learned to crawl, he had been a little Speedster, running through the house. The adults could find him when he giggled, but sometimes he could control it. They knew that he was safe somewhere in the house, but they did not know where.

      She got on her hands and knees so that she could check under the couch. Someone Samuel’s size had an advantage when it came to hiding places.

      “That’s a lovely sight.”

      Devanta blushed and got to her feet.

      “Good evening, Guillermo.”

      Guillermo swept her in his arms and kissed her soundly. “Is our boy hiding again?”

      “Yes. I’ve looked everywhere, but I can’t find him. The party starts in thirty minutes, and he hasn’t gotten dressed. I changed him 20 minutes ago, but he wouldn’t let me put on his clothes. He’s still running around in just a diaper, and I’m at my wit’s end.”

      “It’s okay. To catch a kitten, you must think like a kitten.”

      Devanta frowned. “What? Samuel’s a baby.”

      Guillermo put a finger to his lips.

      “Oh no, I can’t find Samuel anywhere.”

      Guillermo prowled around the room, sniffing. “Where could Samuel be hiding?”

      Normally, saying his name was enough to make Samuel giggle. Today of all days, he could keep himself quiet.

      “Is Samuel under the table?”

      Devanta bent to look, but Guillermo touched her arm and shook his head.

      “Is he under a chair?” Still no giggles.

      Guillermo tiptoed closer to the couch and motioned Devanta forward. He quickly yanked a cushion up. Underneath was a tiny panther cub, soundly asleep.

      Devanta screamed.

      The cub woke up and started roaring. Or trying to, anyway. He squeaked more than anything. He was too little to roar.

      “There you are!” Guillermo picked the baby up by the skin on the back of his neck.

      “What the heck is going on?” She looked from the tiny panther cub to her husband. “You’re not telling me that my son is…”

      “A panther, yes.”

      Devanta sank straight to the floor and looked up at her husband, dazed. “What?”

      Instead of answering her, Guillermo took off his suit and carefully placed each part on a chair. Normally, Devanta would be enjoying the show, and she could not help but appreciate the perfect lines of Guillermo’s body. No matter how many years they were married, she would never grow tired of looking at him.

      All of a sudden, a huge panther filled the space where Guillermo had been.

      Instead of screaming, Devanta blinked hard. There were still two panthers in the room with her. She held out a hand to the cat who used to be Guillermo, and Guillermo roughly purred.

      Samuel jumped into her lap and curled into a little ball to go back to sleep.

      Guillermo switched back to human form, totally naked and unashamed. “What do you think?”

      She smiled up at him a little shakily. “I think that I have the most unique family in the world.”

      They kissed, and Devanta was glad that she had signed that baby contract with Guillermo.
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      As I approached Scarfell Mountain I could feel all the muscles in my shoulders relax. It had been a tough few weeks at the hospital, and I was so glad to have the break. I was lucky I was able to get Christmas off—I’d managed to trade a few days with a younger, less senior staff member who owed me a favor. But nonetheless, I was still happy to give up my days off in the New Year for a chance to spend the best time of the year on the mountain with my parents.

      The imposing mountain took up most of the view out my windshield, with its green and white coverings, and the sight of it made me think of all the happy times we’d had there. I smiled; I loved this time of year, and I couldn’t wait to spend it with my family, who, with everything else going on in my life and my insanely busy schedule, I’d been neglecting for the past few months.

      Christmas at Scarfell had become a little bit of a tradition of ours. We would all get away from the craziness of the holidays, the mad rush that the city turned into. Instead we kept it simple; just the three of us in the same old cabin that we rented year after year. And of course some good, wholesome Christmas comfort food, a crackling fire and most importantly: peace and quiet. Don’t get me wrong, I loved the city, but sometimes I just couldn’t hear myself think. And after countless forty-eight hour shifts in the last few months, these days away would be what I needed to recharge my batteries for the upcoming year.

      This was the way it was supposed to be. We’d forget all the commercial nonsense that came with Christmas, and instead we’d concentrate on spending it with the people we loved the most. Though this year, I was sure my mom would be a little bit disappointed that I didn’t bring Simon, my fiancé, with me.

      Well, ex-fiancé, but they didn’t know that yet. I had no idea how I was going to tell them. Mom loved Simon, and Dad… Well, he didn't really care who I dated, but I was sure my mom was a little bit in love with him and envisaged wedding bells and baby booties in her not-too-distant future.

      I’d figure out some way of letting her down gently, and hopefully she’d understand that it wasn’t meant to be. Simon, regardless of his good qualities, had countless bad ones.

      My eyes flickered down to my hands that gripped the steering wheel, and my stomach dropped. Right there on my left hand was the engagement ring Simon had given me in September on our one-year anniversary. I’d completely forgotten to give it back. Oh well, I thought, I’d have to give it back to him when I saw him at the hospital next… somewhere public.

      The snow was coming down a lot harder now, and it was getting dark, with a few stars starting to peek out from between the thickening clouds. I was nearly there, so I didn’t have to worry about getting caught out in a snowstorm. Just a few more minutes up the winding road and I’d be in front of the cabin and ready to warm up in front of a roaring fire.

      I took the almost hidden cut-down on the left that led to the cabin, and could see golden lights flickering in the windows in the distance. However, as I continued to drive, I noticed our neighbor Mr. Jenkins’ cabin to the right was shrouded in darkness, when normally it would be just as warm and welcoming as our own.

      Slowing the car down, I could hear the snow crunching under the tires. I was almost past the neighbor’s house when I saw a shadow on the porch. A huge skulking man—definitely not old, withered Mr. Jenkins—paced back and forth. I watched as he banged a fist upon the wood of the front door. My first thought was that he was trying to break in, and god knows what came over me, but I slammed on the brakes. The car skidded slightly; I threw the parking brake on and leapt out to confront the stranger.

      “Hey, you!” I yelled. “What do you think you are doing?”

      The cold air greeted me like a slap to the face, and I was bombarded with thick snowflakes attacking my vision.

      The huge man—he must have been over six feet tall—turned to me as I stomped through the snow towards him. I must’ve been out of my mind, thinking I could just walk up to this hulk of a man without any repercussions; he could have been anyone, for all I knew. But I was more concerned for the man who was supposed to be in that cabin—Mr. Jenkins, whom I’d known practically all my life.

      The man stayed silent; his eyes flashed a warning glare at me. I stopped in my tracks. This was a bad idea, I thought. I should just go back to my car and carry on driving towards our cabin, tell my dad, and let him deal with the stranger. Forget this ever happened.

      But something in me made me stay. I gritted my teeth and swallowed the lump in my throat. “Yes, you. I’m talking to you! What do you think you’re doing? Where’s Mr. Jenkins?”

      “Leave. Get back into your car. It’s none of your business,” he replied with a growl. His voice was sending shivers down my spine, or was that the cold? I couldn’t tell.

      The man remained on the porch, and though he indicated that he wouldn’t make a move towards me, his size and overall tone demanded that I take a step back.

      I blinked away the snowflakes that had found a home on my eyelids and took a breath.

      “Look, I don’t know what you think you are doing, but if you don’t go away I’m going to call the police.” I dug my hand into my jeans pocket searching for my phone but then realized at the last second it was still in the car, hooked up to the sound system.

      The man didn’t seem to register anything I’d said. “Are you listening to me?” I said, controlling my impatience. There was no way I was going to stand there and be ignored. I needed to make sure Mr. Jenkins was OK. I crunched through the snow ready to step onto the porch, getting ever closer to this man, who could no doubt snap me in two if he ever got his large hands on me, and yet I kept walking. The man turned his back to me and fiddled with the front door as if he were trying to get it open.

      He snarled, obviously frustrated that his attempts to open the door were thwarted.

      “Hey! I’m talking to you!”

      “Yes, I heard you. But you’re not going to call the police.” He spun around to face me. His penetrating eyes were full of fury and… sadness. The struggling light from the moon above bounced upon his face, and I could’ve sworn I saw a tear glinting on his cheek. That, combined with his profound beauty, made my heart ache.

      “I live here; this is my home now. Please leave me alone.” He sighed.

      I got closer, and my hands trembled. Knowing I should pay heed to my instincts, I should’ve ignored him and got back into the car, but something made me stay.

      “Are you okay?” I asked cautiously. He was obviously upset, and when he turned to look at me a softness overcame those green eyes of his. It felt like he was staring into my soul, that we were the only two people alive in the world. My knees shook with weakness, and my mouth dried into sandpaper.

      All of a sudden, as quick as the heat in his glare had gone out, it was back again and in full force. He turned his body sideways, braced himself against the door, then slammed his shoulder into the solid wood barrier. The door creaked, but the lock didn’t spring open. He growled, and my eyes widened as he tried again, and this time, when his body made contact with the thick wooden door, it splintered open.

      He stepped through, over the threshold, the door now in his hands, and gave me a mean glare. I almost got lost in those deep, brooding eyes again, unable to move after seeing the demonstration of his strength he’d just given me. But then the moment was lost when he propped the remnants of the door against the empty frame and yelled, “Get off my porch!”
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      I did what he’d asked and left him in peace. I wondered where Mr. Jenkins had gone. Who was this mystery man, who’d replaced the sweet old person I’d enjoyed spending time with? Perhaps my parents would know more, I thought. I moved as quickly as I could through the snow and made my way back towards the car. I sat for a moment before driving off, staring at the dark, almost vacant-looking house. It was still cast in shadow, and no lights had come on inside. Why had the big man with the green eyes gotten so angry? It puzzled and intrigued me all at the same time.

      I shook my head and tried to forget him, started the car and carried on down the road. He was still in the back of my mind when I opened the cabin door and was greeted with a squeal of delight from my mom.

      “Katie, you’re here! Oh honey, it’s so good to see you,” she said as she embraced me in the hallway.

      “Hi, Mom, it’s good to see you, too,” I replied as she squeezed the life out of me. Anyone would have thought we hadn’t seen each other for years, when in fact it had only been a few months.

      “Where’s Simon? Is he getting the bags from the car?” she asked immediately. I was barely in the house, and she was already asking about him. She peeked her head around me, as if she were waiting for Simon to appear at any moment.

      I almost groaned and closed the door. I hadn’t expected her to ask me about him so soon, but now that I thought about it, it seemed only obvious that she would. She was obsessed with how everything was going with us, what I’d been planning for the wedding, where we were planning to live… I felt bad that I had lied to her for the past few weeks. But she’d been so excited about the upcoming wedding it was hard to let her down. I think she’d bought more bridal magazines than I had.

      “He’s not here; he’s not coming. I mean I didn’t invite him.”

      “Oh, why not? I thought the plan was for him to spend Christmas with us. Mind, I suppose it’s probably too much to ask for the hospital to spare both you and a prominent surgeon like Simon during the holidays. Such a shame, especially since…” she trailed off.

      “Especially since what?” I prompted.

      She shook her head. “Oh, nothing to worry about. So will we see him at the New Year’s Eve party?”

      I bit my lip; she wasn’t going to stop asking questions until I told her. Now was the time to just come clean, instead of dragging it out. “No. He was able to get the time off but, we, err… broke up. I ended it.”

      Her mouth dropped open into a wide O, and she immediately glanced down to my left hand and frowned as she noticed my sparkling rock of an engagement ring. Dammit, I thought, I knew there was something I’d forgotten to do before getting out of the car. But I’d been in a haze of green, thinking only of the man next door and how he’d prompted such a sexual reaction from me.

      “Are you still engaged to him?” she asked.

      I pursed my lips and shook my head. It felt awful disappointing her like this, but she had to know we weren’t right for each other; surely a mother’s intuition would see through Simon’s façade? Yes, everything seemed fine on the surface. He was good-looking and had an awesome career, but it was all just a sham when it came down to it. He didn’t want a partner; he wanted a submissive slave to do his bidding and to never question him.

      “But then why are you still wearing the ring?” she asked, interrupting my thoughts. “What happened, Katie? He was perfect,” she continued with a slight whine to her voice.

      Turning towards the coat rack, I unwound my scarf from around my neck and peeled my off coat in order to avoid her pleading eyes. “It just wasn’t working out, Mom.”

      At that moment my dad came the down the hallway to greet me. “What wasn’t working out?” he asked, then quickly added, “Hi, sweet pea.”

      Before I could get a word in, my mom went into full meltdown mode and informed him of the disastrous events I’d brought upon the family. “Katie broke up with Simon, can you believe it? I’m going to have to take back the outfit I bought for the wedding!”

      “You already bought your dress?” I blurted, but she ignored me.

      “Really?” my dad asked. I turned to him and nodded, but what he said next surprised me. “Good. I never really liked him anyway.”

      “Joseph! How can you say that? He was perfect for our little girl.” My mom had her hands on her hips, glaring at her husband.

      “Nah, there was just something about him I didn’t like. Plus, no one is ever going to be good enough for my little girl,” he said as he winked at me.  He pulled me into a big hug, and I couldn’t help but smile. “You could’ve said something earlier, you know,” I whispered. At least I had father’s intuition on my side, I thought.

      He kissed my cheek. “No, you had to come to that decision on your own.”

      Clearly frustrated and knowing she wasn’t going to get the wedding she’d been planning in her head for at least a few more years, my mom sighed and led the way into the living room. The room was bathed in an orange glow that originated from the roaring wood fire. Arm in arm, my dad and I followed her and gathered round the hearth in our favorite seats. Although this cabin wasn’t our real family home, it always felt like we belonged when we were there for the holidays.

      “So, are you seeing someone new, then?” my mom asked hopefully.

      “Leave the poor girl alone, Jackie—she doesn’t need to rush in into anything so serious. Let her have some fun, sow her wild oats…”

      She glared at him. “Yes, well that’s all well and good, but she’s not getting any younger, and I want me some grandbabies!” I rolled my eyes and warmed my hands by the fire.

      “Don’t worry, Mom, I’ll find someone eventually… But I’m not really looking for anyone right now.”

      “Yes, but you’ll need someone to look after you. I worry,” she said.

      “Mom, I don’t need anyone to look after me. I can do that perfectly well myself. Speaking of which, I almost apprehended a burglar tonight,” I said proudly.

      “You did what?” both my parents shouted in unison as they perched on the edge of their seats. I put my hands up instinctively to try and calm them down.

      “Don’t worry, nothing happened. And it wasn’t really a burglar. I thought someone was breaking into Mr. Jenkins’ cabin next door, and I went to see what was going on. Turns out it was just our new neighbor, though I didn’t get his name, and he didn’t seem too inclined to give it.”

      “Katie, you should have come and gotten me. Anything could’ve happened,” my dad said with a worried look on his face.

      “I’m okay. But what happened to Mr. Jenkins? How come this new guy is living there now?”

      “We were going to tell you later, but we didn’t want to upset you and spoil Christmas.” My mom sighed and gave me a sorrowful look. “Mr. Jenkins died. He was very sick and passed away a few weeks ago; we only found out ourselves yesterday.”

      “Oh, no. That’s so sad—he was always so nice to us. If I’d known he was sick, I would’ve visited sooner. I’m guessing the new neighbor is a relative of Mr. Jenkins, then?” I asked.

      My dad nodded. I was about to continue when my mother interrupted. “Yes, we met him yesterday when we arrived, and he gave us the bad news. Distant relative of some sorts, the last living relative of Mr. Jenkins.”

      “Said his name was Noah,” my dad interjected. Well, at least now I had a name to go with those green eyes and that huge, muscular body, I thought.

      “Yes, well, Noah seemed like a bit of a prick,” I said, bitterly remembering our little encounter. My dad chuckled, and my mother raised an eyebrow. “He scared me half to death… and he was rude.”

      “He was perfectly gentlemanly when I spoke to him. And I’ve invited him for Christmas dinner,” my mom said firmly.

      “No. You haven’t!” I said as I shook my head. “You can’t be serious?” I had second thoughts on wanting him anywhere near my family after what I’d seen him do to his door. Regardless of his mesmerizing features, he seemed unstable and out of control. Grief or no grief—that was someone I didn’t need in my life. Especially after what I’d gone through with Simon. But though all these thoughts were spinning around in my head, I didn’t want to admit that I just couldn’t stop thinking about him and the spark that had ignited within me when we’d met.

      “Don’t look at me,” my dad said as he poked the fire. “This was all your mother’s doing. I wanted a nice quiet Christmas…”

      “Well of course I invited him. He can’t spend Christmas alone, not after what he’s gone through. Plus, with Simon not being here, we’ll have plenty of food to go around.”

      I groaned; it was bad enough having him next door. I couldn’t imagine being in the same house as him, let alone the same room, sharing a polite meal together… staring at each other from across the table. This was not good; I was obsessing over him already.

      I’d been looking forward to this year being just the three of us, spending some quality time together as family. But now, instead, I’d have to be on my best behavior in front of a guest that I couldn’t stop imagining naked.

      And yes, I knew that he’d just lost someone close to him, but he couldn’t have been that close to Mr. Jenkins, as I’d never heard of Noah myself. Mr. Jenkins had certainly never mentioned him, and I’d been in his house enough times to know that there weren’t any pictures or photographs of him… I would’ve recognized those distinctive features and hypnotizing green eyes anywhere.
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      The next morning I woke with a sense of foreboding. I was in my regular old room in the cabin, safe and sound, and I could hear my mom in the kitchen already preparing for the meal next day. This was always the way on Christmas Eve—she liked to get ahead the day before so she wasn’t rushing around on Christmas day. I should have been happy hearing those sounds, but a feeling of dread had settled into my stomach. Something wasn’t right, but I tried to shake the feeling away as I got out of bed.

      “Good morning, sleepyhead,” my mom chirped as I padded into the kitchen. “Can I make you some breakfast? There’s still some bacon left, and I can make you some scrambled eggs to go with it.”

      “Thanks, I think I’ll stick to coffee this morning.”

      My mom stopped what she was doing and laid the knife flat on the chopping board. “Is something the matter? You always like my scrambled eggs,” she said, looking at me intently.

      “I’ll be fine. I’m sure it’ll pass; it’s probably just a stomach bug,” I replied as I reached for a mug and poured myself some coffee from the machine.

      “Well, if you’re sure.” She continued with her task, chopping the onions that I presumed were for the stuffing the next day, but suddenly she stopped again, the knife clattering back down to the countertop. “You’re not pregnant, are you?” she asked with a hopeful look.

      “Mother! Please… No, I’m not pregnant! Can’t I have an off day?”

      “Fine! I can but dream. So what are your plans for later?”

      I perched myself on a stool and carefully sipped the hot beverage in my hands. “Oh, nothing special. I’ll probably go on a hike through the woods as usual, then come back, wrap a few presents, then cozy up by the fire and read. It’ll be good to relax for a little bit.”

      “Oh, actually, before you go on your hike, would you be a dear and go to the store for me? Your father forgot to pack a few of the ingredients I’ll need for the meal tomorrow.”

      “Sure, write me a list, and I’ll be back in no time.”

      Once dressed, I grabbed the list my mom had made and jumped into my car. It was only a 20-minute drive to the nearest open store, and I’d be back in time to fit in a healthy walk.

      I didn’t want to admit it to myself, but doing Mom this small favor also gave me the excuse to drive slowly past Noah’s cabin. I don’t know what I expected to see, but as I drove alongside the makeshift curb, he wasn’t anywhere in sight; there were no lights on inside—not that it would be an indicator that he was home, of course, but there was no truck in the driveway, either. Perhaps he’d decided to leave? And forgo Christmas altogether, which in a way would be a relief. His having Christmas dinner with us would only amount to torture for me. I wouldn’t be able to stop staring at him… On the other hand my heart sank, knowing that I might not see him ever again.

      I pushed him out of my thoughts and continued the drive to the store. Once there, I grabbed a cart and studied the quite extensive list my mom had provided—she was definitely going overboard with some things, no doubt hoping to impress our guest—and proceeded to go up and down the aisles trying to find all items she needed. After picking up some goat cheese, (god only knows what she wanted with that), I saw a familiar form disappearing down the liquor aisle out of the corner of my eye.

      Without a second thought, I followed Noah, then peeked around the shelves at the end of the aisle to take a closer look. In the harsh light of the supermarket I was able to study him a little bit better than I had been able to the night before, and I found my heart racing again as I watched him standing there, motionless. Actually, he was glaring at the rows of wine bottles in front of him as if they offended him somehow. His brow was furrowed as he scanned the countless rows of bottles.

      I was in two minds as to whether I should approach him or not; I was still mildly pissed at him for the way he’d shouted at me, so I skirted around the area, hoping he’d move on. I’d come back later to get the bottle of cooking sherry that was still on my list. I’d go gather the other ingredients in the meantime.

      I slowly turned the cart back around, hoping he wouldn’t hear or see me, and just when I thought I was out of his line of sight, I heard my name being called.

      “Katie? Is that you?”

      I stopped. He knew my name. How on earth did he know my name? I began to push the cart away from him, he probably wasn’t calling after me anyway. There were plenty of other Katies in the world. But he said my name again, this time somewhere closer, and I could hear his footsteps behind me.

      But I continued to walk anyway. His footfalls got increasingly faster until he was almost by my side.

      “Your name is Katie, right?” He placed his thick hands on the side of my cart and stopped it in its tracks. I couldn’t make it budge even if I wanted to. I glared at him, hoping he’d let go, but his grip was too strong… and he just glared back.

      “What do you want?”

      He sighed. “Look, I think we got off on the wrong foot last night, and I owe you an apology. I didn’t mean to scare you. Or shout at you.”

      “In order for you to actually apologize you have to say the words, you know.”

      He chuckled. The corners of his lips creaked up into a smile from behind his stubble-lined face. For a moment I forgot what on earth I was mad about and concentrated only on his soft, pink lips that were begging to be kissed.

      “In that case, Katie, I am very sorry.” His eyes sparkled. “Will you forgive me?”

      “We’ll see,” I said with a hint of a smile that I was doing a bad job at hiding. “Now if you don’t mind, can you let go? I need to do some shopping.”

      His hand suddenly sprang free from the edges of the cart, and he shoved them into his jacket pockets. “Sorry,” he said, looking sheepish. Though he continued to stand and stare at me as if he was trying to figure out what else to say.

      I raised my eyebrows inquisitively. “Was there anything else?” I asked coldly.

      “Actually, if you have a moment, I wouldn’t mind getting your advice.” He backed away from me and turned towards the shelves that contained the wine bottles and motioned for me to follow him. It would have been rude to turn away at that point, so I followed, all the while happily watching his strong legs and his perfectly muscled buns doing wonders in the jeans he was wearing. I couldn’t help but look, and I could feel a slight reddening of my cheeks as he turned around and caught me.

      He raised an eyebrow but refrained from calling me out on it, which I was grateful for. “So, you’re probably aware that your mom invited me to dinner tomorrow?” I nodded. “Well, I didn’t want to turn up empty-handed and was trying to decide whether I should bring white or red,” he said, pointing to the bottles of wine.

      I shook my head and smiled. “Neither.”

      “Huh?”

      “My mom doesn’t drink wine, and my dad will only drink whiskey. Well, that or water, or beer.”

      I smiled, but Noah’s face fell, and his lips twisted. “Well there goes my plan,” he said quietly.

      I couldn’t bear to see him so miserable and quickly added, “You can always try chocolates instead. They’re both chocoholics.”

      “Good idea, thanks. I’d feel like such a schmuck if I didn’t turn up with something. Your mom has been so kind to me after what happened to my uncle Emmett.”

      My hand reached out to his arm, and I patted him gently, feeling the twisted rope of muscle underneath. It was an innocent gesture, but I didn’t expect to feel a thrilling sensation shoot up my arm as a result, and I almost gasped. I tilted my head to look up to him. “I’m so very sorry for your loss. And I know people always say that, but I truly mean it. Mr. Jenkins was a lovely man.”

      “That he was. He will be sorely missed.”

      We wandered slowly towards the confectionery aisle, and I kept sneaking glances at him. It was like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders; his uncle’s passing had really hit him hard, and my heart went out to him. I didn’t know what else to say, except to be there for him, but I hoped a change of subject might help take his mind off it. “So, are you going to be living on Scarfell Mountain permanently now?”

      “Yup. That’s the plan. Emmett left me the cabin in his will, but even if he hadn’t, I would’ve found my way here eventually.”

      “Oh? How come? I mean, don’t get me wrong, I adore the mountains and would probably live here full-time if I could, but won’t you miss the city?”

      “Probably. But this is where I belong.” I couldn’t help but think that there was more to his words than what he’d said, but his tone indicated that if I inquired any further, I wouldn’t get anywhere.

      I scanned the shelves, looking for my mother’s favorite chocolates. Once I found them, I reached up and handed them to him. “Here, these will get you into my mom’s good books.”

      “And what about your good books? How do I get into those?”

      Had he really just said that to me? If my cheeks weren’t already glowing red, they surely were now. I tried to compose myself and prayed that I wouldn’t stutter. “That, you’ll have to find out for yourself,” I said and quickly turned my cart around, scampering away.
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      After coming back from the store and dropping off the shopping, I headed straight for the trail that would lead me a few miles up and around the mountain. It made for a refreshing change, being outdoors in the wilderness, and it gave me time to think about what had happened with Simon and my brazen behavior this morning at the store with Noah. He was cute and all, and he definitely hit all my right buttons, but did I really want to enter into a new relationship so soon after leaving Simon? Not to mention Noah had said he would be living permanently on Scarfell for the foreseeable future. There would be no way we could have a decent relationship, what with me being in the city for the majority of the time and him up on the mountain.

      But I was getting way ahead of myself… we hadn’t even kissed yet. I was letting my wayward mind daydream dangerously. It was silly to think that he would be interested in anything more than a casual holiday fling, anyway.

      As I trundled down the trail and back towards the cabin, Noah was still in my thoughts, and I found myself wanting the next day to come sooner than it would. Not because it was Christmas Day, and I was waiting for Santa Claus to come down the chimney like I was still ten years old, but because I’d have another excuse to see him again.

      I came out of the trees, the snow crunching beneath my boots, and I made my way down to the main path that led to the cabins. A loud banging could be heard not too far away, definitely disturbing the peace and tranquility of the area. As I approached our cabin, I could hear the noise coming from Noah’s side. I climbed up on the porch and tried my best to peek over the fence that divided the properties.

      I struggled to contain a gasp as I witnessed the raw scene in front of me. Noah was bent over a makeshift workbench, sweat dripping down his naked back, his shirt tied around his waist, and his arm pounding nails into what looked like a new front door. It puzzled me to see him like that; it seemed downright weird, to be honest. I was standing in full protective gear to ward off the cold, and yet here Noah was half-naked, without a care in the world, his back muscles bulging as flurries of snow danced around his form.

      I ducked back down, swallowed the thick lump in my throat and quietly went into the house.

      I found my mom in the kitchen again; she sat at the kitchen table nursing a cup of cocoa. “There’s still some in the saucepan if you want it.”

      “Just the ticket,” I said, a plan formulating in my wicked head.

      “Do you know what the banging outside is all about?” she asked as I maneuvered over towards the stove. I poured the steaming cocoa into a cup, then grabbed another and did the same. It was times like these that made me so grateful for my mom.

      “You remember I said I thought Noah was breaking in last night?” She nodded. “Well, I think he’s trying to fix his front door.”

      Her eyebrow arched upwards and I saw the most devious twinkle in her eye. “He must be freezing out there. Why don’t you take him some of the cocoa?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her and wondered if she could read my thoughts. “Maybe I will,” I said with a smirk, not wanting to give her the satisfaction of knowing that it’d been my plan all along. It was the least I could do, a peace offering of sorts. He’d found it in his heart to apologize for last night, plus, it would also give me an excuse to get another peek at him.

      I grabbed the cups and went outside. It was a bit of a struggle to open my neighbor’s back gate with no hands free, but I managed anyway, and I propped it open. I thought I’d been quiet, but Noah must’ve heard me as I moved towards the back of the property because his whole body was turned in my direction as I rounded the corner.

      My jaw clenched as I saw him, and I nibbled on my lip as I tried hard to keep eye contact with him. But my wayward eyes couldn’t be controlled, and I found myself looking him up and down, studying his broad shoulders and washboard abs. He was positively primal… How could he not be cold, standing there half-naked like that?

      “Like what you see?” he asked, bringing me out of my reverie.

      Flustered, I coughed and couldn’t bring myself to answer as I felt that once again my cheeks were set alight.

      He seemed to enjoy teasing me and chuckled at my silence. “So, what brings you to my neck of the woods? Didn’t think I’d see you till tomorrow.”

      “You looked cold, so I thought I’d bring you some cocoa to warm you up,” I said as I handed him the mug, the liquid inside giving away my nerves as it nearly sloshed over the rim.

      “Oh, you were spying on me, were you?”

      “What? No, I wasn’t spying.”

      “Don’t deny it, you little minx.”

      “Hey! Well, you were making such a racket that I… Anyone could’ve seen you standing there like that,” I replied, knowing full well I was letting him get under my skin.

      “You still haven’t answered my question.”

      “What question is that?” I asked, as I put a hand on my hip and squared up to him defensively.

      He stepped forward and leaned in closer, making my heart flutter. My breathing halted as I felt the heat radiate off his bare chest. He was like a furnace, on fire, and I felt like I was melting in front of him. “Do you like what you see?” he whispered, his breath tickling my ear, making me shudder.

      I almost spilled the cocoa down his front as my head snapped up to stare at him.

      What should I say? Should I tell him the truth? That I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him, that I wanted him… practically needed him to lay his hands on me?

      I was in dangerous territory, swimming in shark-infested waters, and I had no idea what to do. He looked like he was ready to devour me.

      Perhaps he thought I hadn’t heard him. “I said—”

      “I heard what you said,” I replied breathlessly as I gazed into his crystal clear green eyes. I hadn’t noticed before now, but being this close, I could see flecks of sparkling gold within his irises.

      Before I could say anything else, he closed the distance between us, reducing it to almost nothing; his head was barely an inch away from mine and his body towered over me, radiating heat that threatened to burn my skin.

      A second later, his lips were on mine, his hands in my hair… he tasted like spicy chocolate. I had no idea what I was doing, my brain switched off, and my body took over. The cup of cocoa in my hand fell onto the waiting snow below as my arms wrapped around his neck, and I had to step on my tiptoes to do so.

      His hands moved down my body, then wrapped around my waist. He lifted me easily and positioned me on the workbench. His tongue sneaked into my mouth, and I moaned.

      The whole world fell away. It was just Noah and me… and it felt like fate. As if this kiss had been pre-destined and planned even before we were born.

      “What the hell?” a familiar voice yelled, and for a second I closed my eyes and willed it to go away. “Katie!”

      My hands went out and pushed Noah away. His chest was a mass of solid muscle, and under other circumstances there would be no way I would be able to push him away, but he’d already taken a step back to face the intruder.

      “I came all this way, and the first thing that I see is you with your hands on another man,” Simon said as he glared at the two of us.

      “Who the fuck is he?” Simon yelled as he came towards us.

      Not realizing that I still had my hands on Noah’s chest, I felt a rumble as Noah started to growl at Simon. It was as if he were turning into a wild animal, ready and eager to protect me.

      A persistent mantra kept playing over and over in my head as I stared at Simon. What the fuck? What the fuck? What the fuck?

      Why on earth was he here? Hadn’t he gotten the message that we were over? I think I was pretty fucking clear when I told him that I didn’t ever want to see him again, that we were over, finito! There was no way I was ever going to give Simon a second chance after he’d laid his hands on me one night when he’d come home drunk, accusing me of all sorts of things. And in a drunken rage, when I didn’t provide him with what he thought were the right answers, he’d pushed me down, causing me to fall and bruise my tailbone. He had been so full of fury he’d reeled back his arm in preparation to strike me when I managed to scramble away and lock myself in the bathroom. Of course he’d come to his senses and started begging me over and over again to forgive him, and that he was truly sorry for what he’d done and was about to do. But it was the last warning sign that I needed to end the relationship and kick him out of the apartment. I only regretted not handing back the engagement ring.

      “Let me deal with this,” I said quietly. Noah took a deep breath and stepped aside, letting me pass and head off Simon’s approach. I couldn’t let Simon anywhere near Noah, as it was plain to see Noah would pulverize him without much effort. But knowing Simon, he would try it—antagonize him, just to prove how much of a man he was.

      “Katie, answer me. Who the hell is he?” His face was red, and he was practically yelling. There would be no doubt that my parents would be coming outside to see what was going on. I had to get rid of Simon before they saw him. I didn’t want to explain to them what he’d done to me and make them worry even more.

      “I do not have to explain myself to you, Simon. And keep your fucking voice down,” I hissed at him as I strode past him, forcing him to follow me out towards the front end of Noah’s cabin and out of my parents’ earshot.

      Once I was satisfied that we were far enough away, I stopped and turned to face him. I was determined not to shy away from him and let him see how scared I was to confront him. I placed my hands on my hips, bracing myself, ready for the fight that was about to begin. I was fully expecting him to continue ranting and raving as he had been doing only moments ago, but he surprised me when his face softened and turned doe-eyed. But I wasn’t a fool—I wasn’t going to fall for his games again.

      “Katie, why do you do this to me?” he said sweetly, and it almost turned my stomach the way he said my name.

      “Do what? I told you I never wanted to see you again.”

      “Shhh, don’t say that. You don’t mean it. Hell, you haven’t even taken your ring off.”

      Goddamnit! I thought. How I’d forgotten to take it off again I did not know. But I was not going let another moment pass with it still on my finger. I reached for it, turned the metal around my cold finger and slid it off. There, it was done.

      “Here! Is that better? Will you believe me now when I say don’t want to see you?” I said as I threw it at him. The diamond that sat on the ring glinted in the dwindling light as it bounced off his chest and fell between his feet in the snow. His face darkened as he bent to pick it up.

      When he rose, I could see the anger within him bubbling to the surface. His jaw clenched, and I barely heard my name being growled out between his teeth. “Katie, enough of this,” he said as he breathed heavily out of his nostrils, the steam billowing in front of his face. “You’re coming home with me. We’ll sort things out there.”

      I took a step back as he reached for my arm. He narrowly missed, but he was coming forward, unrelenting. I tried to back away, but he was too quick; he clamped a hand around my wrist and started dragging me towards his shiny BMW.

      “Let. Me. Go.” I said deliberately, pausing between each word so he knew I meant it. But he ignored me and continued. I dug the heels of my boots into the ground, trying to slow him down, but he still managed to overpower me. I knew I could scream to get my dad’s attention, or Noah’s, but I really didn’t want them to see this. I was too ashamed of what I’d gotten myself into.

      “Simon, I don’t know what you think you’re going to accomplish, ’cause there’s no way I’m gonna get in the car with you.”

      “You will if you know what’s good for you.”

      His grip tightened even harder almost to the point where I thought my wrist was going to snap. “Simon, you’re hurting me—let me go.”

      But Simon didn’t care and instead threw me against the car. My hips bounced off the side of the wheel arch with a crack, and my head banged against one of the windows as I slid to the ground.

      Without warning everything around me started shaking. This wasn’t earthquake country, but nonetheless it felt like the whole world was about to come apart.

      I looked up to figure out what the source could be, my head slightly woozy and my vision swirling. I thought I saw Noah come charging towards us, but more importantly towards Simon. He still hadn’t put a shirt on, and as I stared at his chest, at this raging man coming to protect me, I witnessed something that I would never forget and thought would send me into the nut house.

      His whole body was changing, rippling as if something underneath his skin was trying to escape. Then all of a sudden, in the blink of an eye, Noah was no longer Noah. There was only a huge black bear in his place; the remnants of his jeans were discarded in the snow behind him, shredded and mangled.

      Simon gave out a whimper and threw himself into his car. I scrambled away from the front of the car and away from the road as Simon started the engine. His wheels started to spin but were unable to gain traction. Eventually the tires gripped, and the car sped off.

      Before I could register exactly what had happened, the bear that had stood in Noah’s place turned away and bolted for the tree-line.

      I sat in the snow for what must’ve been a good few minutes before being able to get my bearings, stand back up and make it back into the cabin.
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      For the rest of the day and early into the night, my head was spinning; I was unsure of what I’d seen. It couldn’t have been real. I must’ve bumped my head on the car hood or something and hallucinated the whole thing, I thought. There was no way Noah had turned into a bear in the blink of an eye right in front of me.

      It just wasn’t possible.

      Stunned and dazed, I felt like a zombie and spent most of my time alone in my room, going over and over what had happened.

      I couldn’t even begin to think about telling my mom and dad about what happened. They would’ve thought I’d gone mad, most likely would have locked me up or at least thought I was on drugs, prescribing them for myself—I was after all a doctor with access to all sort of medical hallucinogens. No, the best thing would be to forget it ever happened and not even mention it.

      My thoughts of Noah and the incredible sight that I’d seen completely dwarfed what Simon had done, and to be honest, I was glad about that. I didn’t need to think about how he’d almost kidnapped me. But Simon had been afraid… the shock on his face clearly indicated that he’d seen something, too. Something that was scary enough to cause him to flee as fast as he did. Had he seen the same thing I had? He was probably the only person I could ask about the whole experience, but speaking to him again was the last thing I wanted to do, let alone inviting him over to have a little chat about my possible hallucination. He’d only use me reaching out to him as an excuse to worm his way back into my life.

      For most of the night, I lay awake thinking, playing it over and over in my mind, but I must’ve eventually drifted off to sleep. When I woke the next morning to the smells of Christmas floating around the house, it all seemed like a dream, a mirage that was fading away. I let it drift away from the corners of my mind and got ready for the day ahead.

      But there was still the memory of the kiss that had shocked me to my core. I hadn't expected Noah to grab me like that, or for me to respond so passionately, and though it was clear that my body wanted it, logically it couldn’t have come at a worse time.

      I’d just gone out of heavy relationship, for God’s sake, did I really need to throw myself into something new? Especially when there was a chance I was actually losing my marbles.

      Maybe I could ask Noah about it when he arrived today, but the more I thought about it, the more it sounded foolish. I mean what was I supposed to say? “Did you turn into a bear yesterday? How about some honey on toast? And how about those Chicago Bears, eh?” I couldn’t just drop that into casual conversation without coming off like a complete and utter nut job. There would definitely be no second kiss if I did that… And Lord knows, I really wanted that second kiss.

      

      

      “Stop fidgeting and make yourself useful,” my mom said as I paced back and forth, occasionally glancing out the windows to see if Noah was on his way over.

      “What’s wrong with you today? You been very quiet and weird since yesterday… Something happen between you and Noah?”

      I hated lying to my mom, but I wasn’t about to tell her the truth about everything that had happened with Simon, Noah and the lumbering black bear that had charged Simon. No, I would have to bend the truth a little bit or avoid her question altogether. “Nothing’s wrong, just hungry.”

      “Yeah, but hungry for what?” My dad interrupted from over the corner in his easy chair. My mom gasped, and he broke out into chuckles as I glared at him.

      “Dad! It’s nothing of the sort. I just wish he’d hurry up so we can begin to eat. You did tell him what time to come over, right?” I asked my mom.

      “Course I did, he’s probably just running a little bit late. Go set the table, and I’m sure by the time you’re done with that he’ll be here,” she said with a smile.

      I did what she asked, got out the cutlery, grabbed the napkins and the condiments and set the table. We were ready for a Christmas meal, and as if on cue there was a loud knock at the door.

      “I’ll get it,” I said as I bolted for the door.

      I swung it open and came face-to-face with a mountain of muscle, but disappointingly, this time he was fully clothed.

      “Hi,” I said as I got lost in his vortex-like green eyes. I could swear he was trying to hypnotize me with his gaze.

      “Hi,” he repeated, the corner of his mouth edging up into a smile. “Nice sweater,” he teased as he noticed my rather festive and cheesy novelty Christmas attire.

      Our eyes were locked on one another’s and I could feel my heart rate pick up and march around my head. My knees threatened to buckle again as I stood there looking at him. Jesus, it was like I ninety years old and needed a walker!

      “Well, aren’t you going to let him in?” my dad asked from his chair by the fire.

      “Oh yeah, right…” I replied and moved so that he could enter the cabin.

      “Fantastic, you’re here, Noah. And just in time, too,” my mom said as she greeted him. I closed the door on the cold outside and stood like a nervous teenager. I had no idea what to do with my hands, so I clamped them together to stop them from trembling. Why on earth was he having this kind of effect over me?

      “Well, take your coat off, make yourself at home. Dinner will be ready in just a moment, but can I get you something to drink?” my mom asked.

      “Thanks, that would be great. Beer, if you have it,” Noah replied as he unbuttoned his jacket to reveal a smart shirt beneath. He moved closer to me as I stood by the coat rack. “Oh, and before I forget, Mrs. Taylor, this is for you. Merry Christmas.” Noah handed over a wrapped box to my mom then turned towards my father. “And this, Mr. Taylor, is for you.”

      “Oh you shouldn’t have,” my mom said, but I could tell she was pleased at the kind gesture. She opened her gift and gave a squeal of delight as she took in the box of chocolates, which were her favorites.

      “Very nice. This is just perfect, Noah, thank you,” my dad said as he opened what looked to be a small bottle of whiskey.

      I’d completely misjudged Noah. I thought he was a brash, aggressive and rude individual, but so far his actions over the course of two days were proving that I’d been completely wrong.

      While my mom and dad were mooning over their gifts, Noah silently moved to my side. I could feel my skin prickle with goose bumps as he got closer. He bent his head towards my ear and whispered, “You’ll get your present later.” And then he smirked with delight as I went completely red in the face.

      My mom approached us with a huge grin on her face, and she began to raise and lower her eyebrows in quick succession. “Mom? Are you OK?” It looked like she was having some sort of seizure.

      “Look up,” she said with glee. Both Noah and I titled our heads back to find what she wanted us to see. I shook my head… she’d planned it; she was such a schemer!

      Staring at a bunch of mistletoe above my head, I sighed. I really didn’t want to kiss Noah in front of my parents, but before I could protest, Noah leaned forward without hesitation, took me in his arms and gave me a deep kiss that left me wanting more.

      My mom squealed quietly, trying to hide her happiness at the situation, while my dad grumbled over in the corner. “Get a room, you two,” he said as he poured himself a whiskey. “Fancy one before dinner?” He said offering a glass to Noah, to which Noah nodded. He detangled himself from me and moved over to the couch to sit with my dad.

      I was breathless again and couldn’t believe I’d gotten that second kiss I’d been dreaming of… though the location, in front of my parents, wouldn’t have been my first choice.

      I clamped my hand over my mouth and excused myself to the bathroom for a moment. I needed to sort my head and get my blushing under control before I could look Noah in the eye again.

      “Katie, dinner is ready,” my mom called.

      I stepped out and joined the three of them sitting around a simple but festive oak table. Noah grinned up at me as if he were the cat that just got the cream as I sat in the chair directly across from him; I’m sure he was enjoying seeing me squirm under his stare.

      “Thank you for inviting me. This looks delicious, Mrs. Taylor,” he said, taking his eyes off me for a second.

      “Oh, dear, please call me Jackie. There’s no need to be so formal; I can tell you’re a nice lad.” My mom winked at him, and my mouth dropped open. She actually winked at him! And for a split-second I couldn’t help but feel a little jealous.

      We spent the next few minutes in comfortable silence as we tucked into our meal, but soon, as I knew she would, my mom started asking Noah some embarrassing questions. I had a feeling she was doing it for my benefit, and I wasn’t about to stop her; I was actually pleased when she started to grill him about himself.

      “So, Noah. Tell us a little about yourself,” my mom asked.

      He placed his knife and fork down and considered the question. “Not sure there is much to say, to be honest.”

      “Have you decided if you’re going to stay here permanently? Or will you be selling the cabin?”

      “Oh, no. I wouldn’t dream of selling the cabin. But yes, I’ll be putting down roots here. I got a job working at the new lumber mill. I think I’ve had enough of the city to last a lifetime,” Noah replied.

      “There’s a new lumber mill?” I asked. It was the first time I’d heard of such a thing on Scarfell, and couldn’t help but feel annoyed at the thought of the trees being cut down to feed some big business.

      “Yeah, the guy who bought the area is setting it up. The rumor is he’s loaded.”

      “Wait, what?” I looked to my mom and dad; surely they’d know about this. “Someone bought the mountain? Like the whole mountain… is that even possible?”

      My mom sighed and patted my hand, which left me even more confused, because she’d only do that if she were about to deliver some bad news. “I’m afraid so.”

      “We were going to tell you in the New Year, because we didn’t want you to be sad while we were here, but this will be our last year in the cabin for Christmas.”

      “Why? I don’t understand.”

      “Well, the new owner—”

      “The rich one?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, he’s wanting to turn the whole place into some sort of private retreat. He wouldn’t go into details. But basically what it means for us is that we won’t be able to rent the place each year like we normally would.

      “This is bullshit! He can’t…”

      “I’m afraid he can, honey.”

      “Does this affect you too, Noah?” I asked, feeling the anger rising. This was the one place I got to go each year that enabled me to feel like myself. Even if it were only for a few days, this place was like a sanctuary for me.

      Noah had gone silent, but shook his head in response.

      “How?”

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to put my foot in it,” he said with a look of remorse.

      “How do you get to stay, and we don’t?” I said again, demanding he answer me.

      “It’s complicated,” was all he would offer up as a reply.

      Before I could question him any further, a knock sounded at the door.

      We all stopped what we were doing and stared in the direction that the sound came from.

      My mom frowned. “We’re not expecting anyone else, are we?” she said with a slightly nervous laugh.

      “I’ll go see who it is.” My dad pushed back his chair and went to the door as another, more persistent knock rang out.

      From where we were seated in the small dining room off the kitchen, we couldn’t see who was at the door. But we all sure could hear who it was.

      “Oh, we weren’t expecting you, Simon,” my dad said in greeting.

      “I need to see Katie,” I heard Simon demand.

      “Will he not take a bloody hint?” I said under my breath.

      Noah and I exchanged a silent look as I got to my feet. But I didn’t need his help, or at least I didn’t think I would, and so I shook my head when I saw that Noah was going to follow me.

      “Thanks, Dad, I’ll deal with this,” I said. My dad nodded as he passed. “Shout if you need me,” he whispered.

      Once my dad was out of the hallway I turned my attention to Simon. I’d been fooled into liking him, into liking the facade he’d created for everyone to see, but now, piece by piece, it was all starting to melt away. And now I could truly see who he was—a controlling piece of shit who would most likely stop at nothing to get his way. But he didn’t really know me either, or perhaps he hadn’t been paying attention. I wasn’t some pushover who was going to lie down and let him control me or fall for his pathetic attempts to win me back. No, those bridges were burnt to a crisp.

      “I thought I told you I never wanted to see you again. Why are you here?”

      “I wanted to give you another chance to reconsider,” he replied and motioned towards me. His fingers almost grazed my cheek, but I flinched away just in time.

      “Don’t you fucking touch me,” I hissed.

      “Don’t be like this, Katie. I know you want me. You can’t just give up on us. I won’t let you.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “That’s where you are wrong, Simon. You disgust me; the fact that you’ve come here makes me sick. I don’t know what I have to do to make you understand that, but I think I’ve been perfectly clear: I want you to leave and to never contact me again.”

      “You don’t know what you’re saying, Katie, my love.”

      I breathed in a lungful of air and counted to ten. Was he deaf? Or just stupid?

      “Everything OK?” A pleasant voice asked from behind me.

      Simon’s face turned pale when he saw the huge man approach. But he stood his ground. “Everything is fine. This doesn’t concern you. This is between my fiancée and me.”

      Sweet as can be, Noah turned on the charm. “How about we go outside and take a walk?” he said.

      “I don’t want to go—”

      “It wasn’t a request,” Noah said firmly.
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      I stood watching as Noah led Simon outside into the snow. It felt nice to have someone protect me like that, not that I really needed protecting, but nonetheless it was sweet.

      I followed them out and waited on the porch as Noah spoke to Simon, slowly easing him down the path towards his car. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, and every so often Simon would glance my way and smile a revolting grin. He looked like he knew something I didn’t, like he had an ace up his sleeve, and I couldn’t help but feel the same sense of dread wash over me as the day before.

      But I was too late. Too late to warn Noah.

      Simon dug into his pocket and pulled out a shiny, heavy object and pointed it at Noah.

      A scream caught in my throat, but I would’ve been too late to shout out my warning anyway.

      But it didn’t matter… Noah was quick, too.

      He roared at the little man with the gun, and Simon’s eyes widened in fright.

      Behind me the front door opened and my dad appeared. “What’s going on?”

      Knowing I couldn’t let him or Mom get involved in this, I screamed, “Go back inside! Keep Mom safe!”

      Surprisingly my dad understood, nodded, and without another word, closed the door.

      I turned back to the scene unfolding out in the front garden. Noah’s body shook, and the cotton shirt he’d been wearing split at the seams, revealing a hard wall of muscle beneath. I couldn’t look away; I was mesmerized by the sight.

      I wasn’t seeing things. This was actually happening. I hadn’t lost my mind, not now and not before.

      His muscles bulged, and a thick coating of dark fur seemed to appear as if by magic, covering every inch of him. He grew taller, larger; before I’d been able to see Simon over Noah’s shoulder, but now with Noah’s monstrous size, he’d been eclipsed.

      A shot rang out and echoed around the mountains; it sounded as if a hundred firecrackers had been set off. Followed by a heart-wrenching roar.

      I could only assume Simon had fired upon the bear, on Noah… I couldn’t believe I was actually thinking that. Noah was a bear, and he’d just been shot at. Fuck.

      My brain finally managed to get through the needed communication to my legs, and I was sprinting off the porch, towards the two of them without any thought to my own safety. I just knew, instinctively, that I would do anything for Noah… The feeling had appeared out of nowhere, and I wouldn’t let him be harmed as a result of something I could’ve prevented.

      I should’ve been firmer with Simon, made it even more clear… or maybe I should’ve done as he’d requested and gone with him. Then none of this would’ve happened.

      A massive paw swiped at the air and made contact with Simon’s outstretched arm that held the gun. I heard a crunch of breaking bones and cringed when Simon started wailing. But he was far from done. If he was anything, he was persistent, I’d give him that.

      With his uninjured hand, Simon grabbed for the fallen weapon and aimed it at Noah again.

      “Simon! No!” I ran as fast as I could, but everything slowed down to a crawl. The snowflakes that drifted down from the sky seemed to float longer in the air. Noah turned his head slightly towards me. His green eyes pleaded with me to stop, to stay back.

      CRACK. Another shot rang out. I’d managed to get in between them just in time to save Noah from a fatal bullet wound. I was ready to feel the pain when all of a sudden Noah’s whole furry body engulfed mine, shielding me from the oncoming shot.

      Noah whimpered as the bullet hit him, but he didn’t let me go. I was in a literal bear hug, with no escape.

      Breathless, I could feel my heart pounding in my chest with Noah’s soft, fuzzy muzzle next to my head. Time slowed again; I felt safe in his arms, like I belonged, but no sooner had I thought that than time sped up and Noah’s furry arms let me go, ready to wage war upon the puny human that threatened to hurt us.

      I lifted my head and saw thick glob-like splashes of blood drip into the snow. A crimson trail led all the way to Noah’s back. It was hard to see, what with the dark color of his fur, but there was an even darker patch, wet with blood. He was hurt, and his movements were not as fast as they’d been before, but he was still faster than Simon, who’d started running down the trail. He was out of bullets—he’d fired the remaining ones wildly at the charging bear.

      Noah chased after him on all fours, and I struggled to keep up in my ballet flats, which were totally unsuitable for running in the snow.

      In the distance, I could hear Simon yelling for help. He was starting to slow; that’d teach him to not go to the gym with me, I thought bitterly. He’d always made excuses whenever I wanted to go work out, and he was paying for it dearly now.

      Down the trail, a figure emerged from the tree-line, slowly but with determination. I saw the stranger approach. Simon was waving at him to help him. And then I saw it. The hunting rifle in the stranger’s hands.

      Oh god, no.

      “Stop!” I screamed. “Don’t shoot! Noah, stop!”

      But Noah continued to lumber forward, hot steamy air escaping from his muzzle, determined to get his paws on Simon.

      “Noah!”

      I dug deep, kicked my shoes off and tried to summon the extra energy I would need to catch up to him. The snow turned the soles of my feet to ice, but I barely registered the cold… I couldn’t lose Noah. Not like this.

      Simon made it to the stranger holding the rifle and pointed desperately at the huge black bear that was coming towards them, desperately trying to the make the man fire upon Noah.

      The man looked amused, and a broad smirk crossed his face an instant before he swung the gun around and planted the butt of it in Simon’s face, knocking him out cold.

      What the hell was going on? I’d been convinced the stranger was about to kill Noah and do what Simon had asked, but then the absolute unexpected occurred.

      Noah continued to leave a trail of blood behind him, and he’d slowed to a brisk walk, still making his way to the man with the rifle. But before he reached the stranger and Simon, lying cold on the ground, his body convulsed again as he returned to his human form.

      “What the hell is going on!?” I screamed at the both of them as a naked Noah embraced the fully clothed man in a jovial hug.

      

      

      The man holding the rifle barked a laugh.

      “This isn’t fucking funny! Noah?” I demanded.

      He turned, unashamed in his nakedness, and I had to consciously look away from his magnificent form. But not before I saw him in all his glory. Jesus Christ! My mouth turned to ash as I witnessed the biggest cock I’d ever seen. Concentrate, Katie!

      “Everything is OK,” Noah said.

      “Everything is not fucking OK. You’re shot—Jesus, you’re bleeding. And you turned into a bear! I thought I’d hallucinated it the first time, but fuck me… AND YOU’RE FUCKING NAKED!”

      “She’s got a bit of a mouth of her, that one,” the clothed man replied with a smile.

      “You’re not helping,” Noah said quietly.

      Noah placed a hand over his enormous junk, though it did little to hide it, and cautiously stepped forward.

      “Katie, you’re in shock. But everything will be OK now. The man behind me is Jake. He’s the guy I was telling you about. The one who’s purchased the mountain.”

      Jake raised a hand in greeting. Jesus, he was huge, too… his hand was almost the same size as a—

      “Does he turn into a bear, too?” I asked angrily, though I wasn’t too sure why I was so angry. Perhaps it was the thought of losing Noah, combined with the adrenaline that no longer had an outlet and was still surging around my body; it had to go somewhere, and shouting at that moment felt like the best thing I could do.

      Noah and Jake exchanged uneasy glances. “I’ll explain everything later, I promise. But let’s get you back home. Your feet must be freezing,” he said as he nodded down to my bare feet.

      “What about him?” I replied and pointed to my unconscious ex-fiancé.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll deal with him,” Jake said. And I couldn’t help but believe him. “You need patching up, too, Noah… those bullets won’t come out by themselves.”

      “Well, I have a perfectly good doctor here who can sort me out. Don’t I?” Noah said with a wink.

      “Fine,” I muttered, “but you better starting giving me answers…”
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      We made it back to Noah’s cabin, and luckily he’d managed to make it inside without my parents seeing his predicament. I ducked into our cabin, reassured my parents that everything was OK and that I would explain everything later. I grabbed my doctor’s travel kit to patch up Noah’s wounds.

      By the time I made the short journey back to his cabin, I started shaking. Adrenaline was slowly seeping away, and my brain was trying to come to terms with all that had happened in such a short time, but my medical instincts kicked in. There was work to do and a patient who needed looking after, so I pushed my nerves to the side, took a deep breath and let myself into old Mr. Jenkins’ cabin.

      “Noah?” I called out. He wasn’t in the small front room or the kitchen.

      “In here,” he replied.

      I padded down the hallway towards his voice and found him searching within a large oak chest of drawers. While I was away he’d managed to find and put on a pair of jogging pants, though his broad chest still remained unclothed… the little tuft of hair just beneath his belly button caught my eye and was threatening to drive me crazy.

      Down, girl!

      “You shouldn’t be standing,” I said. “Sit on the bed.”

      He nodded and obeyed my instruction without any fuss. He held out his hand and passed me a wad of thick material. “For your feet. Put them on—they’re thermal socks.”

      “Thanks,” I replied and tried to hide the smile that involuntarily appeared on my face. “So, shall we talk about the bear in the room, or what?”

      Noah rolled his eyes. “That’s actually a pretty good one. I haven’t heard that one before.”

      “Don’t change the subject,” I said as I moved closer to him to investigate his injuries and stood in between his legs. Both wounds had surprisingly stopped bleeding, and upon closer inspection the one on his back looked to be healing over. No, it couldn’t be. But then I reminded myself that anything, especially after tonight, was possible.

      His shoulder looked the worst, though, and I concentrated on that. I cleaned the wound and began to dig out the embedded bullet.

      “Doesn’t that hurt?” I asked. It felt like I was pulling and prodding him every which way, but he wasn’t even flinching. His hands landed on my hips and he looked up at me.

      “Nope, not while I have you in my arms.”

      “You’re not helping. I need to get this out of you…”

      He pulled me closer, his fingers kneading the tops of my ass cheeks. “Noah,” I whispered. I shook my head; I couldn’t get distracted.

      Finally I managed to remove the hunk of metal from his shoulder. As soon as I did, I watched, mesmerized, as his skin knitted back together almost instantly.

      “But… how?” I muttered. “It’s not possible.”

      He ran his hands up my back, but I was determined to get answers. Although I was pretty sure I knew what was he was, I just needed him to say it out loud, to confirm that I wasn’t indeed going crazy.

      As if he read my mind he responded. “Please don’t be scared.”

      “I’m not,” I replied instantly. “I just want to know.”

      “I’m a shifter.”

      “Part human… part bear?”

      “Essentially, yes.”

      I think he expected me to bolt. His green eyes searched mine, watching me carefully for any sort of reaction.

      I tilted my head to the side, my hands still on his chest, palms down. “Can you change at will?”

      “Sometimes… depends on my mood and my emotions. Sometimes I can’t help it, and he, my bear, demands to be let loose.”

      I nodded. I could understand that, or at least I tried to.

      “And this Jake guy, he obviously knows about all this—the bear thing. And he’s a friend?” I continued, trying to work it out in my head. Noah nodded.

      “The mountain, the sale… he’s like your leader, right?”

      “God, you’re quick. You probably should’ve been a detective instead.”

      But I wasn’t listening. My eyes widened as I stumbled upon a realization. “Was Mr. Jenkins like you, too?”

      Noah nodded again and pulled me even closer into his arms. My brain wanted to push back and play everything over in my head again, to study the possibilities and the outcome of such a discovery, but Noah’s hands had other plans in mind. And so did my body.

      Noah rose to his feet and lifted me up effortlessly with him. I wrapped my legs around him almost without thinking. He was so strong, and I probably should’ve felt scared, but it was the complete opposite. I was safe. He would never lay his hands on me the way Simon had.

      “You can’t tell anyone,” he whispered as spun us around and gently laid me on his bed. His lips found my neck; my pulsed raced as they made contact.

      “I won’t,” I said, moaning. His hands were everywhere, stroking my sides, cupping my breasts. My body was on fire under his touch.

      “Feeling warmer now?”

      “Oh, god, yes!” I wrapped my arms around his thick neck and pulled him down towards me.

      Our lips met, and his tongue searched for mine. The sensation of his day-old stubble against my delicate skin sent shivers sparking all around my body.

      I never wanted to stop kissing him; I needed more. And he obviously felt the same as he started to find the edges of my clothing and attempted to slowly peel them away.

      “Rip them off,” I gasped.

      A second later I felt the tug of material against my skin, and then just like that, my goofy Christmas sweater and silky vest were shredded, lying in a heap on the floor. Next came my bra, and I watched his eyes light up as my breasts tumbled into view.

      He pulled on my jeans, tugging them over my soft behind, and dropped them beside their counterparts.

      “Your turn,” I said, suppressing a giggle. I’d seen it once already, and now I was desperate to see his cock again. He arched his eyebrow at me, slipped his fingers in-between his waistband and slowly, agonizingly slowly, pulled his joggers down. I watched as more and more of his pubic hair became visible; his happy trail starting from his belly button, going down to the promised land.

      I wet my lips, anxious and hungry for him. When the material finally pushed over his large member and fell to the ground, his mammoth cock juddered free, and I couldn’t wait any longer. I needed him inside me.

      “You need to take me right now,” I demanded and opened my legs wider, presenting him with a good view. My panties were slick with my excitement, and I knew he could see the damp patch at my crotch.

      “Take them off,” he growled as he pumped a fist over his cock.

      With deft fingers, I eased my panties over my hips, arching and lifting my butt, and slipped them off, pushing them down towards my ankles, then pressed my knees together.

      “Let me see you,” he said and placed a free hand upon my knees, gently trying to persuade me to open up.

      I bit my lip and found his eyes, and slowly I parted my legs for him.

      He continued to stare at me, and then when he couldn’t take it any longer, he glanced downward towards my wet center.

      A guttural, primal moan escaped his lips. “Perfect, you’re so fucking perfect. And so wet for me.”

      His hand trailed down my inner thigh, stroking ever closer to my pussy, teasing me. God, how I need him to touch me there, and yet with every stroke, his fingers would dart away at the last second.

      “Noah,” I moaned as my hands found my breasts. I needed him on me, in me and every which fucking way.

      “Let me just look at you for a moment…” he whispered, his closed fist moving slowly up and down his shaft.

      His fingertips reached out, and I saw sparks as they made contact with my most intimate area. After that moment, there was no turning back, no turning off the passion that we felt for each other. We were like animals.

      Noah climbed onto the bed, forcing my legs wide apart, his fingers caressing my slit.

      “Please, Noah. Take me… Claim me.”

      He positioned the head of his cock at my entrance, then bent over me, and he braced himself with his arm by my head.

      “I’m going to do more than that. I’m going to make you mine forever.”

      His hips thrust forward and he speared his cock within me; I almost passed out from the pleasure that burst inside me.

      He filled me completely, then drew back only to do it all over again.

      Noah’s hand scooted under my arched back and lifted me up so I was sitting on top of him with his knees bent underneath himself. I draped my arms over his shoulders, but found out pretty quickly that I needed to hang on for dear life as his thrusts were becoming more and more aggressive.

      “Yes, fuck me,” I heard myself saying. I hadn’t been taken like this in, well, forever. It was thrilling and empowering to demand more, and god, was he giving it to me.

      I felt his muscles tense up beneath me, just as I became aware of the thunderous vortex that was spinning itself into a frenzy within me.

      “Come for me, baby,” Noah demanded. “I want to feel you come on my cock.”

      I stared into those beautiful emerald eyes and felt my world come undone as ripples of ecstasy shook my body. Moments later, Noah followed suit and slammed his cock into my pulsing channel once more, unleashing himself within me.

      

      

      “We probably should get up,” Noah said as I snuggled into his protective arms. “Your parents will be wondering where the hell you are.”

      “Can’t we just stay like this for a bit longer, and not worry about anything else?” I groaned. “And if they haven’t figured out where I’ve been sneaking off to these past few days, well, then I’m disappointed in them.”

      We were fast approaching New Years Eve, and I was not ready to let go of this little slice of happiness on the side of Scarfell Mountain. I didn’t want to face up to the fact that what I’d found with Noah was going to end. Eventually, I would have to pack up my stuff and go back to the city, to my well-paying job and my rent-controlled apartment.

      I shut my eyes tight and willed all my adult responsibilities to disappear into the thin air, to melt away like the snow would come spring.

      Noah stroked my hair out of face. “Nothing is stopping us from staying like this forever, you know?”

      I lifted my head to gaze at him. “What do you mean?”

      “Stay here. Stay here, in this cabin… with me.”

      “I couldn’t—”

      “Why not?”

      I blinked, trying to comprehend those two little words. Why couldn’t I stay? What exactly was stopping me? My parents loved Noah, and although they would probably say that we were moving a bit too fast, they wouldn’t begrudge my happiness. And they both knew how much I loved coming here to Scarfell. It was probably one of the main reasons they moved heaven and earth to make it back here each year, to make me happy…

      “Katie, I’m in this for the long haul, and I want you here, with me. Please say you’ll stay? I need you to stay. I don’t think I’d be able to last without you.”

      My head was whirling with the possibility; I was sure I could easily transfer to another hospital, or pick up shifts at a nearby clinic. Or better yet, be the resident doctor right here on the mountain. A lumber mill would no doubt bring a few cuts and scrapes in from time to time… wouldn’t it?

      Could I give up everything in my city life for Noah?

      There was no doubting it, my mind was made up.

      “Hell yes! Let’s do it!” I said and flung myself back into Noah’s arms, never to leave them again.

      

      

      Want more bear shifters? Click on the link below to continue reading more Scarfell Mountain stories!

      http://smarturl.it/ReadMoreEdithHawkes

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Jingle Bell Howl

        

        by Misha Carver

      

    
    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        Laney

      

    
    
      “I don’t care. I’m going,” I said as I continued packing my things.

      “Laney you take off every Christmas. It’s about time you spent the holidays here with us,” my dad said as he stared at me.

      “Everyone else is going. Why should I be any different?”

      “I’m sick and tired of you thinking you should be able to do whatever the hell you want. You need to do what you’re told.”

      “Look, dad, I’m twenty years old. It’s time you stopped telling me what to do. I mean, I’m old enough to do what I want and this Christmas I want to go skiing in the mountains with my friends.”

      “What your mother and I would like is to have you here for Christmas dinner.”

      I stopped packing and turned around to look at him. I could tell he really wanted me to be there, but I wanted to spend the holidays with my friends. Everybody else got to go away, and I wanted to too. It didn’t seem fair that I should have to be stuck at home with my parents when all of my friends were having fun skiing.

      “But dad, it’s so boring here. I want to go live it up while I’m still young.”

      “Well, you’re not going and that’s final.”

      “You can’t tell me what to do,” I said as I started packing again.

      “Oh yes I can,” my father said as he grabbed my suitcase and threw it onto the floor.

      I was fuming as I grabbed my suitcase and put it back up on my bed. I started grabbing my clothes and throwing them back into it in a heap. He threw it onto the ground again and I grabbed it and started filling it again. We repeated the process several more times before I finally turned around.

      “Look, you need to stop,” I said. “I’m going whether you like it or not.”

      I could tell that he was at his wits end when the vein on his neck started throbbing. He stormed out of the room and I could hear him and my mother arguing in the kitchen. I didn’t bother listening and continued packing until I was finally ready to go.

      I grabbed my bags, threw on my coat and boots and headed towards the door, ready to make my getaway. Of course, my parents were standing there waiting for me.

      “I’m going and you can’t stop me,” I said as I tried to walk on by them.

      “Suit yourself,” my father said, “but don’t expect any money from us for your trip.”

      “I don’t need your money,” I said as I pushed my way past them.

      “How will you get by with no money?” my mother asked. “It’s not like you have any of your own.”

      They obviously forgot that my father gave me a credit card on my eighteenth birthday, and I wasn’t about to remind them. They were paying for my trip, whether they liked it or not. I stormed past them and got into my car.

      As they stood on the doorstep watching me, I put the key in the ignition and went to start it up. As hard as I tried the ignition wouldn’t roll over. I felt humiliated as I tried again and again while they stood there staring.

      I put my palms flat on the steering wheel and stared at the snow-covered driveway as I gathered my thoughts. I realized I had no other choice but to go back into the house and devise another plan to get away. Reluctantly, I unfastened my seatbelt and opened the car door before I stepped back out into the driveway.

      “That was a short trip,” my father laughed.

      “Yeah, well, don’t count your chickens,” I said as I stormed past them and went back to my bedroom.

      I sat in there thinking about what I was going to do. I wasn’t about to miss the ski trip for the world. Spending the holidays with my parents was a hell I wasn’t about to go through. There was no way that I was going to be stuck there with them if I could help it.

      About an hour later, my parents left for dinner. When I heard them leave I looked out the window and saw them pull out in my father’s car. I sat there still feeling depressed for a few moments before I realized that my mother may have left her keys behind.

      When I looked at the key rack, I saw my mother’s keys sitting there just waiting for me. It was perfect. I was going to get to go on my little vacation anyway.  I grabbed them and went outside and moved my bags from my trunk to my mother’s.

      Bidding the empty house goodbye, I jumped in the car, started the ignition, and took off. As I started out on the highway, I smiled from ear to ear and let out a loud shriek. I was on my way to my exciting holiday at the Snowflake Ski Villa after all.  I could hardly wait to get there and join my friends.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        Nate

      

    
    
      “Any special plans for the holidays,” Elizabeth my secretary asked as she handed me a stack of files.

      “Just going up to my cabin in the woods to celebrate the holidays by myself.” I took the files from her and opened the first one while she stood there and stared at me.

      I was a self-made man working as a district attorney. I hoped to run for office someday and follow in my late father’s footsteps. My family had a lot of expectations and I was determined to live up to them.

      I really didn’t need to because I had enough money to survive for the rest of my life. But when you live in an influential family there are certain things that are required of you.

      “Well surely you have someone to celebrate with,” she said. “If you’d like I can set another place at our table for Christmas dinner?”

      “Thanks for the offer Elizabeth, but I’ll have to decline. The holidays are a difficult time for me. I just want to go to the cabin and be by myself.”

      “Listen, I know how much you love your cabin, but nobody should be alone for the holidays,” she said as she stared at me.

      Elizabeth was such a caring person. But sometimes she was really annoying. No matter how many times you protested she would keep insisting on things. All I wanted to do was get away for a few days by myself.

      The holidays always brought back bad memories for me and I didn’t like being around other people. It seemed that my low mood always brought everyone else down. It was easier to let others enjoy a cheerful holiday season while I went off by myself.

      “Well, the offer’s always open if you change your mind,” she said as she turned and walked out the door.

      I sat there for a few minutes with my hands on my desk thinking about what she said. Maybe it was time I started celebrating the holidays. I chuckled to myself as I looked around my office at the pictures on the wall.

      As tears came to my eyes, I realized that I wasn’t ready yet. No, it was the cabin in the woods again this year. Just then the phone rang.

      “Hey Nate, you coming over for some holiday beers?” my friend Jordan asked on the other end of the phone.

      “No can do. As soon as I’m done here today I’m headed up for a much-needed vacation in the woods.”

      “Not spending the holidays with us? I thought you might want your friends around to console you and help you celebrate at this time of year by now.”

      “No, I just want to go run free by myself again this year.”

      “Suit yourself buddy,” Jordan said as he hung up the phone.

      I shook my head and sat there for a few moments. It seemed that everybody wanted me to get into the holiday spirit, but I just wasn’t feeling it. Everybody liked their green, red, and silver, but all I saw when I thought of Christmas was black.

      It was a time of sadness and trauma for me. I preferred to console myself by running wild and free. I swore if one more person asked me to spend the holidays with them, I’d let my wolf come closer to the surface and tear them apart.

      Just as I was getting into one of the files the intercom went off.

      “What is it Elizabeth?” I said.

      “There’s a meeting in the boardroom in ten minutes,” she said.

      Well, isn’t that just perfect, I thought to myself, the last day of work before Christmas and we have a meeting in the boardroom. Those things go on forever and ever and all I want to do is get out of here now. I’ll be stuck sitting there listening to some monotonous voice ramble on for hours. Even worse, I might have to talk.

      I gathered my things and went down to the boardroom. When I entered everybody was discussing holiday plans while I focused on my files and waited for the meeting to start.

      When the meeting was called to order Mr. Moore, or Lawrence rather, asked me about my Christmas plans. I explained that I didn’t have any, and that started up another conversation.

      “What’s the matter young Nate, no girlfriend to drink eggnog with you around the Christmas tree?” Jacob said.

      “First of all, I’m thirty two years old, which is hardly young. Second of all, I don’t have a woman to drink eggnog with me around the Christmas tree because I choose not to. It seems every woman I meet is only after me for my money. Every time I meet someone, it’s only a matter of two or three dates before I realize it’s not really me they like. I’m so sick and tired of that. It’s not even worth dating anymore.”

      “Maybe you need to find someone who has as much money as you do,” Laurence said.

      “Women who have as much money as I do are pretentious,” I said.

      “Well, there must be a happy medium somewhere,” Alex said as she fumbled through her files.

      “Look, what does this have to do with the meeting?” I asked as I tapped my fingers on the desk. “I just want to get out of here and get up to the cabin. I need a break from work and I need a break from everything. So can we just get on with this?”

      The room went dead silent while everybody stared at me and stared at Lawrence. He realized he crossed a boundary and looked down at his files. Then the meeting started and everything got underway.

      

      

      The end of the day finally came, and I left the office. I grabbed my briefcase, my jacket, and headed out to my truck. My gear was already in the back and I was ready to go. I couldn’t wait to get to the cabin.

      I couldn’t help but admire the beauty of the snow covered streets and trees as I drove through the winding mountains. Each mile meant that I was one step closer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        Laney’s Father

      

    
    
      “Caroline where’s your car,” I said as we pulled into the driveway.

      “What do you mean, where’s my car?” she said as she looked up from filing her nails.

      “I mean your car isn’t sitting in the driveway,” I said. “It’s gone.”

      We both sat in the driveway looking at the spot where her car had sat and we both came to the same conclusion, Laney. I knew that girl was trouble. We spoiled her too much since the time she was young. Now she thought she could get away with anything she wanted to do.

      “I told you we should have sent her to military school,” I said as I stared at Caroline.

      “Roger, you’re making too much of this. I’m sure she’s just gone to the store or something. Remember her car wouldn’t start before.”

      “You’re too naive. She went on that skiing trip and you know it,” I said as I pounded my fists on the steering well. “Damn that girl. She really needs to learn.”

      “Why don’t you try calling her cell phone? I’m sure she has a logical explanation for this.”

      We walked inside the house and I tried Laney’s cell, but she didn’t pick up. A little while later, the phone rang.

      “Who was that?” Caroline asked. “Was it Laney?”

      “No. It was the office. Apparently, I need to go back down there immediately,” I said.

      “I thought you guys were all done for the Christmas holidays now?” she said, with her hands on her hips. She darted her eyes around the house which was decorated up like Santa’s workshop as if she was trying to make a point to me.

      “I’m sorry, but I have to go. I’ll be back before you know it,” I said as I kissed her on the cheek.

      

      

      “Sit down, Roger,” Alan said as I walked into the office.

      I knew right then from the look in his eye that I was in trouble. The sound of his voice intimidated me and I was ready to run, but there was nowhere to go. I sat there waiting for the hammer to come down.

      “What’s going on?” I said, trying to act calm.

      “We’ve been going through some of your files for the past few months. Would you mind explaining this, this, and this to me?” he said as he placed some files down in front of me on the desk.”

      As I looked at the files my blood ran cold. I knew I’d been caught, and I knew it was going to cost me my job. I had provided extremely well for my family and they were used to a certain lifestyle. Now they were going to lose it all. I had to figure out a way to bluff my way out of this one.

      I fumbled through the files pretending to be scrutinizing them line by line. After I was done, I looked up at Alan, crossed my legs, and folded my arms in front of me.

      “I can see the problems, but I don’t know what I’m supposed to explain to you?” I said.

      “Don’t even try to get away with this, Roger,” he said. “We know it was you.”

      “I can’t believe you’re saying this. I’ve been with this company for twenty five years. What makes you think I would do something like this? I can tell you one thing. It wasn’t me.”

      “One month ago, we had cameras installed in everybody’s office behind their desks. We watched all the video tapes and we know for a fact that you did it.”

      My eyes closed and I felt the blood drain from my face. They had me and I knew it. There was nowhere to run and there was nothing else I could say. I was in the hot seat and there was no way to get out of it.

      “Are you going to fire me and have me arrested at Christmas?” I asked, almost terrified.

      “Oh, you’re fired,” Alan said. “But you have more to worry about than the law. Having you arrested won’t make up for what you did. Instead, you’re going to face much more dire consequences. I’m not going after you. I’m going after the thing that is dearest to you. Now, get the hell out of here.”

      “What you mean the thing that is dearest to me?” I asked as chills ran up and down my spine.

      “You heard me, now get the hell out of here. You have five seconds before I tear you apart,” he said as he pounded his fist down on the desk.

      I knew that I better get out of there as fast as I could. I’d never seen that side of Alan before, but I’d heard rumors about his temper and I wasn’t taking any chances.

      In my car on the way home, I realized I had to keep my money safe. Thoughts of moving to a faraway city entered my mind before I realized that as long as I secured my assets he wouldn’t be able to touch them. Then I realized what he meant. The thing dearest to me was Laney.

      Oh my God, Laney, I thought to myself. She’s not at home. She’s gone on that ski trip.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        Laney

      

    
    
      I felt so free as I headed up into the mountains. Everything was finally perfect and I was about to have the best Christmas ever. I’d had so many setbacks heading out that my friends would already be waiting for me when I arrived.

      The good part about that was that everybody would already be settled in and ready to get something to eat when I got there. There wouldn’t be the hustle and bustle of getting rooms and everybody getting unpacked. I’d be able to unload my things and fill my hungry stomach right away.

      As I traveled along snow started falling gently from the sky. I admired the snowflakes as they trickled down and melted against my windshield. Everything looked so beautiful and I was really starting to get into the spirit of the season.

      As I edged closer to the villa mile by mile, the snow started coming down harder and harder. I’d driven in snowstorms before, so I wasn’t that worried. I knew that as long as I had control of my vehicle I was perfectly safe. I kept both hands on the steering wheel and continued on at a slow and steady pace.

      My cell phone went off and I knew better than to answer it, but I knew my friends were worried about me. I didn’t see the harm in taking a quick peek at the text. Sure enough, it was from my friend Tammy.

      

      “Almost here?”

      

      I knew I shouldn’t answer her and to keep both hands on the wheel. I continued on, but she kept texting me. I looked down at my cell again.

      

      “Laney where are you?”

      

      “Laney, we’re all worried.”

      

      As much as I knew that I needed to keep my hands on the wheel, I knew I needed to answer her because I didn’t want them to worry needlessly. I tried to find a safe spot on the shoulder of the road to pull over, but the snow was piled up so high that I couldn’t.

      I would’ve wound up in the ditch for sure. I decided it would be safer just to send her a text back while I drove.

      

      “Got stuck in a storm, but still on my way.”

      

      I put my cell phone down and continued driving along as I sang Christmas carols to myself. The snow was getting heavier and heavier as it fell from the sky.

      Every so often I’d run into a snow drift with almost no visibility, but I managed to make my way through it. Eventually I received another text. I picked up my cell phone and looked at it.

      

      “Laney, you should have been here by now.”

      

      At that point I started getting frustrated. Didn’t they realize I was trying to drive? Driving in those conditions was hard enough as it was without them texting me constantly. I took my hand off the wheel to text her back.

      

      “I’m on my way, stopping texting me.”

      

      Just then I drove into white out conditions and another car veered in front of me. Within seconds my car hit the other vehicle and spun out of control on the icy road. I smashed into two other vehicles before my car finally toppled over into a ditch where it continued rolling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        Nate

      

    
    
      When I headed up into the mountains, I hadn’t realized that the weather was going to be so bad. I usually checked the reports before heading out at this time of year, but the sky seemed clear when I left. Now the roadways and highways had slowed down to a snails pace as people tried to control their vehicles along the treacherous mountainside.

      I leaned over to turn on my radio, but every station was playing that blasted Christmas music. The last things I wanted to hear about were reindeer, snowmen, and Santa Claus.

      Why couldn’t just one station play normal music? Not everybody celebrated the season. I couldn’t understand why all the radio waves were giving in to the many that did instead of having a few that accommodated those of us who don’t.

      As I drove along staring into the snow, I became almost hypnotized watching as it pelted down against my truck. I kept thinking about how much better I would feel once I got up to the cabin and how much better everything was going to be.

      There’d be no more thinking about Christmas, no more thinking about the office, no more thinking about anything. It was my time to just relax and let it all go.

      As the snow came down harder and harder I noticed something in a ditch as I drove by. At first I thought it was nothing, but the sight of it haunted me for seven miles up the road. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore and I realized I had to turn around and go back.

      I shook my head and got off the highway at the next turn off. When I circled back, I pulled over beside the object that I’d seen only to find bright red blood covering the pure white blanket of snow. Beside some of the blood was a vehicle, but when I looked inside I couldn’t find anyone.

      I stood up and looked around shocked at the accumulation of blood that covered the ground. It was evident that whoever was in this accident hadn’t survived.

      I looked up at the sky as my memory flashed back to that awful night twenty five years ago when I was ten years old. It was Christmas Eve, and I was waiting for my parents to come home so that we could have dinner together and wait for Santa to arrive.

      But my parents never came home. Instead, a police officer came to the door and told my aunt and uncle that my parents had been killed in a terrible car accident.

      As I stood there and stared up at the sky a tear trickled down my cheek. I didn’t understand why God took people that way. It seemed like such a horrible way to go and it didn’t seem fair.

      It was then that I noticed something else. I followed the trail of blood splatters to a woman lying there lifeless in the snow. She had the most beautiful blond hair, although it was now matted with blood and stuck against her pale skin.

      Had it not been for the accident, she would’ve been gorgeous. I stood over her for a few seconds before I reached down to check for a pulse. There was a slight pulse, albeit a faint one.

      I couldn’t believe she was still alive after being thrown from the vehicle like that. I couldn’t let her go like this. I couldn’t leave her there. She was so lucky to have survived, and I knew I had to take her back to my cabin with me.

      “Well, it looks like you’re coming with me,” I said as I picked her bloody body up off the ground and walked her back to my truck.

      I laid her down in the back seat before returning to her car. I reached into the front seat, popped the trunk, and grabbed her bags out before throwing them in the back of my truck. Then, I drove her up to my mountain cabin where I laid her down by the fire and covered her up with blankets.

      “Now let’s get you cleaned up,” I said as I grabbed a warm cloth to wash the blood away from her face and hair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        Laney

      

    
    
      “Who are you?” I shrieked as I grabbed the fireplace poker and pointed it at the shirtless man in front of me.

      “It’s okay. Calm down,” the strange man said as he held his hands up to let me know that he was harmless.

      “Who the hell are you and why am I here?” I asked as I sat there glaring at him.

      He was amazingly calm and incredibly handsome. He had the bluest eyes I’d ever seen, and they looked intense with his dark hair. In any other circumstances, he’d be the kind of guy I’d like to date. But somehow I got into his house, and I had no idea how. For all I knew, he’d abducted me.

      “I’m Nate,” he said as he extended his hand. “I found you in the ditch the other day and I rescued you. I brought you back here to bring you back to health. You’re a very lucky girl because I don’t know how you survived that accident.”

      “An accident,” I said as I stared at him. “What do you mean an accident?”

      “You’re driving up into the mountains and somehow you wound up in a ditch. You had been thrown from the vehicle and you were covered in blood. You barely even had a pulse when I found you.”

      “Why was I driving up to the mountains?” I asked as I shook my head and closed my eyes. I tried so hard to remember, but nothing was coming back to me. I sat there trying to recall anything at all, but my mind was a blank.

      “I don’t know that,” he said. “I just know that I found you and brought you back here. You never did tell me what your name is.”

      I sat there for a few seconds, almost embarrassed because I didn’t know the answer. I thought and thought, realizing that I should know, but I didn’t.

      “What day is it?” I asked.

      “It’s Wednesday,” he said.

      “Wednesday the what of what?”

      “Wednesday the twenty-first of December,” he said as he gave me a questioning look.

      “Okay,” I said, appearing to look satisfied as I stared into the fire.

      “So are you going to tell me your name or do I have to guess?” he asked with a laugh.

      I wrapped my arms around my knees wondering whether to make up a fake name or confess. I finally decided it was easier to just tell him the truth. He’d been kind enough to look after me. I turned to him and looked deeply into his eyes.

      “I… I can’t remember,” I said. “Since the first time you asked me that question, I’ve been trying to remember, but it’s not coming back to me. The only thing that I can remember is waking up here by the fire. The rest of my mind is foggy and I can’t remember a thing.”

      “Okay. For now I’ll call you Blondie,” he said with a huge smile on his face as he patted my head.

      “Why Blondie?” I asked curiously as he brought out a hot chocolate and handed it to me.

      “Because of your hair silly,” he said.

      I reached up and touched my hair, bringing it in front of my face so that I could see it. Sure enough, it was a soft champagne color, blond as he had said.

      “Blondie it is,” I agreed.

      “Well make yourself comfortable Blondie,” he said. “The storm’s supposed to last for a few more days and you’re still convalescing. You might as well stay here so I can look after you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        Nate

      

    
    
      After Blondie woke up, she started returning to health quickly. She was eating and drinking and her vitals had returned to normal. I was really enjoying having her around the cabin. We sat and talked for hours and had so much fun together.

      I just wished I knew who she really was. Heck, I wished she knew who she really was. Nevertheless, there was something special about her, something that I hadn’t seen in any other woman.

      “Hey, Blondie, want to go get some more wood for the fire?” I asked her as I headed out the door.

      “Why not,” she said. “I’m always up for some hard work.”

      She put her coat and boots on and we headed into the forest. I was surprised at how much effort she put forth as we carried loads of firewood back to the cabin.

      It was rare to find a woman that wasn’t afraid of getting some dirt underneath her fingernails.  She was the kind of woman I’d been looking for all my life.

      That night at dinner we got bored while we were eating and I picked up a french fry and threw it at her not knowing what to expect. I should’ve known that Blondie was up to any challenge.

      “Oh, you think so,” she said as she threw one back at me.

      “Yeah, I think so,” I said as I threw three back at her.

      Before we knew it, we were throwing everything off our plates at each other and the room was covered in food. We were laughing like two little children on the floor covered in ketchup and butter. There was something majestic about her free spiritedness that I loved.

      As we sat there together laughing in front of the fire I reached out and touched her cheek and we stared intensely into each other’s eyes. The laughter suddenly stopped.

      I inched in closer and closer to her face, unsure whether I should make my move. Just as I was about to give up, Laney broke the tension by leaning forward and kissing me with her sweet baby pink lips.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        Laney

      

    
    
      Nate’s lips felt like heaven against mine as he kissed me there by the fire. As soon as they met mine, fireworks sparked within my soul and my legs went numb.

      My body melted into his as he ran his fingers through my hair while his lips lingered down to my neck. My hands reached up under his shirt to trace his muscular torso before I lifted it over his head.

      He looked magnificent when his shirt fell to the floor behind him. I had to sit back and admire his perfectly toned body. As I stared at him silently, he pulled my t-shirt off roughly and then unhooked my bra before slowly sliding it off my shoulders.

      As he sat there admiring my breasts I felt so free, and my chest heaved just waiting for him to touch them. My nipples tightened when I felt his warm breath blowing gently on them before he started licking and nibbling them. I kissed his neck and moaned softly as I worked my way down to his chest.

      His hands wandered down over my stomach to my navel. My body shifted uncontrollably to give him access to my clit. I wanted him to touch it, to feel it, to feel me. I felt like I was going insane with anticipation. As his fingers made their way down to my special place I bit my lip and sighed into his ear.

      I could feel the tension growing in his body and see the tent growing in his pants. Needing to know what he felt like, I reached in and grabbed hold of his throbbing cock.

      His eyes rolled back in his head and he let out a sigh as I held it in my hand. I started stroking it, wondering how I would ever be able to take it all in as he rubbed my clit through my jeans.

      The vibration of the denim and his fingers moving along my clit vibrated throughout my vessel as he massaged me. I felt myself getting wetter and wetter as my juices started flowing.

      I was desperate with a wanton hunger and I needed him. As I felt his cock become even more engorged, he let out a grunt, before he unzipped my jeans and pulled them off.

      I sat in front of him wearing only my panties. I was about to pull them off when he stopped me.

      “No,” he said. “I want to look at you for a minute.”

      I laid there going insane waiting for him to touch me again. My panties were damp with my excitement and my clit was on fire. The more he stared at me laying there desperate for him, the harder it was for me to lie still.

      Finally, he leaned over me and started kissing my thighs one by one as he inched his way up. His warm breath moved closer and closer to my clit, although he was careful not to touch it.

      The madness was becoming too much. With each kiss against my thighs, his soft tongue dampened my delicate skin and sent me into a frenzy. Sensing my desperation, he finally slid my panties down over my hips and tossed them to the floor.

      I closed my eyes waiting for the touch of his fingers, when I felt the soft sensation of the warm tongue that I had just felt against my thighs. As it encircled my clit I felt like I was going to explode and I started moving my hips as I moaned.

      Grabbing them and holding them still to keep me from coming too quickly, he continued lapping at my clit and giggling as I groaned. The groaning sent a vibration through my body that made me want to come even more. His magic tongue turned me into a slave to the sensations that permeated through me.

      I grabbed the back of his head and ran my fingers through his hair to pull him closer to me while he circled around my little nub. As I let out a gasp, he pulled away, and sat up.

      Desperate to have him, I raised my body up and pushed him down on the bed before straddling him and taking his long, hard shaft deep into my alcove.

      Watching his eyes close and his mouth open as he slid into my warm, wet cave made me lose all sense of control. I started riding him wildly as I bucked my hips and glided up and down along his shaft. Wanting control, he grabbed my buttocks to hold me still so he could control his thrusts.

      I tried to move my hips as he thrust in and out of me, but he wouldn’t let me. I thought I was going to go wild with desire. My clit wanted to explode so badly and I was dizzy with passion. I panted to try to control myself when he suddenly rolled me over.

      Feeling the weight of his body over mine sent a warmth through me that made the fire burn even hotter. His cologne captivated me and only intensified my desire as I bit his earlobe gently. He entered me once again and reached down to rub my clit with his fingers.

      I could feel the heat radiating up from my pelvis and I wrapped my legs around his back and started moving my hips with his. I knew I was going to come soon when lightning went off in my brain and heat started spreading throughout my body. I grabbed onto Nate tighter and kissed his neck.

      “I love you,” I said just before I cried out in ecstasy.

      “I love you, too,” he whispered as he kissed my forehead.

      The ripples of orgasm overtook me and my body quivered and shook. Every thrust made me whimper and moan as intense pleasure soared through me. He held me tight until every wave of my thunderous orgasm had passed before he started thrusting harder and deeper.

      As I felt the power of his massive thrusts, my clit started tingling again and I knew I was only moments from riding another climax. I cried out as my body trembled while I felt his dick getting larger. His entire body tensed and I could feel his heart beating against my chest.

      Just as my body was on the edge of orgasm, he let out a shrieking howl like nothing I’d ever heard, before filling me with his come. Immediately, my entire body shook and vibrated in orgasm before we collapsed there together on the blanket in front of the fire.

      

      

      When I awoke in the morning with Nate’s arms wrapped around me, I felt as if I had finally met my true love. He seemed like the perfect man, gentle, loving, and handsome. I cherished every single moment that I spent with him. There wasn’t a second where we weren’t laughing or having fun.

      “Good morning, handsome,” I said as I wrapped my arms around him and kissed him.

      “Good morning, Blondie,” he said before he sat up and started getting ready to get up.

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “To make your breakfast,” he said. “After a night like that, I thought we both worked up quite the appetite.”

      I stayed there and lay in the bed as he left the room. The night before had been amazing, and I was looking forward to breakfast. I knew that the day ahead was going to be perfect. As long as he was by my side, nothing could go wrong. I didn’t care who I was before. It didn’t matter anymore. All that mattered was that I was with Nate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        Nate

      

    
    
      As Blondie and I were eating our bacon and eggs I heard some rustling outside the cabin. As the grunts and groans got louder and louder I realized something was wrong. Trying not to alert her, I looked out the window to see if there was anything suspicious out there.

      “What is it Nate, what’s going on?” she asked as she finished her orange juice.

      “I’m not quite sure,” I said, “but whatever it is doesn’t sound good.”

      The sounds were coming closer and closer, and I knew I was going to have to do something. I started putting on my coat and boots thinking that looters had come to vandalize my cabin.

      “Don’t go out there,” Blondie said with a terrified look on her face.

      “I’ll be fine,” I told her. “It’s just some thieves that need to be reminded that this cabin is occupied.”

      As soon as I stepped out the door, I knew exactly what the problem was. It was the bear shifters from two county’s over. I had no idea why they had come to mess with me, but they should’ve known better. I looked over at the cabin, hoping that Blondie wasn’t watching before focusing on transforming into my wolf self.

      Feeling my claws and fur come out was like letting my spirits soar free. It was the first opportunity that I’d had to let the wolf in me be exposed during my entire trip to the cabin. As my arms dropped to the ground and my feet and hands turned into paws I began running and howling ready to take on those bears. They didn’t know what they were in for.

      As I rounded the north side of the cabin it became clear that I didn’t know what I was in for. Thirteen bears stood on their hind legs staring back at me with their teeth bared. I howled an earth shattering call both to intimidate my enemy, and in the hopes of calling my pack.

      I knew there was no way that my pack could hear me all the way up there even with their keen hearing. Still, I hoped that someone would hear and come to my assistance. Whether they did or not, I was ready to fight those bears to the death.

      I lunged forward at the bear in front knocking him to the ground and rolling him around in the deep snow. He let out a mighty roar while I continued my shrieking howl. I tossed him around until he finally ran back into the woods.

      One of the other bears jumped on my back and took me to the ground, tearing a chunk out of my side. It took all I had in me to jump back up and grab him by the neck with my sharp teeth, knocking him over.

      I kept a tight hold of his throat as I stared deeply into his eyes. I wanted him to know that I wasn’t letting him go so easily. He’d taken a chunk out of me and I was quite willing to take a chunk out of his throat.

      He whimpered and I released him. One by one they all began to saunter into the woods with their tails between their legs. I knew then that I had taken on the two strongest members of their group.

      At least that battle was won, but I knew they’d be back. I howled some more to let them know that no matter what they brought forward I was ready to take it on.

      After they left I did a couple of laps around the house just to run free for a few moments before changing back into my human self. What I didn’t know was that Blondie had seen my transition.

      When I walked into the bedroom, she was huddled up in a corner with the blanket pulled up around her face. She looked almost like a small child as she sat in the corner whimpering.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked as I tried to inch my way toward her.

      “Stay away from me,” she said as she pulled the blanket up higher.

      “Blondie, it’s okay. They’re gone now. You have nothing to be afraid of,” I said as I cautiously walked towards her.

      “What are you?” she asked.

      It was then that I thought she might have seen me. I’d had to answer the question many times before, and each time it was equally difficult. Humans didn’t understand the shifter world, and it was hard to explain to them. I only hoped that she would accept me for who I was and that we could continue on the way we had been.

      “What do you mean what am I?” I said, hoping that I was wrong in the conclusion that I had drawn.

      “I saw you,” she said. “You went outside, but then you weren’t out there. There was a wolf and there were some bears. But you weren’t there. When the bears left, the wolf stayed and ran around the cabin. Then I watched the wolf change into you right in front of my eyes.”

      “Can you come over here and sit beside me?” I said gently as I motioned my hand towards her.

      She shook her head as she looked at me and I could tell she was terrified. She had every reason to be.

      “That’s okay, you stay where you are and I’ll explain it all to you from here,” I said while I stayed there on the bed. “I’m a wolf shifter.”

      “A wolf shifter?” she said. “What exactly is a wolf shifter?”

      I was glad that she didn’t have any preconceived notions in mind, but questions only meant I was going to have to go into more detail. I wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or a bad thing. As the alpha of my pack, it was time that I had found a mate and I knew that she was the perfect woman for me. Yet, I was terrified that I would lose her after I told her the truth.

      “It means that I’m not exactly human, Blondie,” I said. “I have the ability to change myself into a wolf at will. When those bears were out there, I knew I had to protect you and I couldn’t do it as a human. I was just hoping you wouldn’t see me change.”

      “You can change yourself into a white wolf anytime you want?” She asked, absolutely fascinated.

      “Oh, it gets better than that. I can change myself into gray wolf, a red wolf, a white wolf, any kind of wolf you want. I usually choose to be a white wolf up here so I can camouflage myself with the snow if I need to.”

      “So how does that work being a wolf and all,” she said. “Being a wolf shifter is that something like being a werewolf?”

      “Yes, some people call us that,” I admitted. “We live in packs. I’m the alpha of mine.”

      “What’s an alpha?” she asked listening intensely to every word I was saying.

      “It’s like a ringleader,” I said, trying to think of a way that she would understand it. “I’m the pack leader of ours.”

      “How did you become a wolf shifter?” she asked me, waiting for the details.

      “I was born into a family of wolf shifters,” I told her. “My parents and grandparents before me were werewolf shifters too. But sadly my parents were killed on Christmas Eve in a car accident when I was ten years old.” I could see the tears well up in her eyes and I wished I hadn’t told her about my family.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” she said. “Are all wolf shifters born?”

      “Most are. Sometimes people become shifters by getting bitten.”

      “So if you were to bite me, I could become a wolf shifter too?” she asked almost eerily.

      “It’s also possible that you could die if things went awry.”

      “How could things go wrong?” she asked. “Surely, nobody gets turned into a wolf by accident.”

      “It’s not like that. Sometimes we accidentally bite too deeply into the human and they lose too much blood. When that happens, it can be lethal.”

      She sat there and stared off into space for a few moments as if she were contemplating heavily. She finally relaxed and let the blanket settle on her lap.

      “Turn me into a wolf,” she said as she stared at me.

      “I can’t do that, Blondie,” I said. “It wouldn’t be fair to you, and I love you just the way you are.”

      “Ah, I love you too,” she said. “But I have no idea who I am and nobody’s come looking for me yet. It doesn’t really matter if you change me or not.”

      “You don’t get it Blondie. You could die.”

      “I don’t care, Nate. I want to be a wolf. I want to be able to do what you do.”

      “Look, I’m not doing it, and that’s final.”

      I went to stand up from the bed and the pain in my side started soaring through my body. I doubled over and she stood up quickly to help me.

      “What happened to you?” she asked.

      “One of the bears bit me,” I said as the pain felt like it was ripping me apart.

      She helped me clean the wound and bandage it up before she made me a cup of coffee.

      “We’re running out of food in here,” she yelled from the kitchen.

      I leaned my head back on the sofa knowing that I would have to go out to get supplies. There was no way that I could send her with those bears out there. I grabbed my boots and my coat.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked as she came out of the kitchen with our coffee.

      “I’m going into town to get supplies,” I said.

      “You can’t go anywhere in that condition. You need to lie down, get some rest, and let your body heal.”

      “Would you rather starve?” I asked her. “I’m going to go to town to get some supplies. While I’m gone, I don’t want you to go outside at all. I don’t know what’s going on with those bears, but I want you to stay in here and keep the door locked at all times. Do you hear me?”

      She looked at me and nodded, and I knew she understood. I kissed her forehead before I headed out to my truck.
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      Sitting in the cabin all by myself was a real drag. I liked excitement and fun. But when I was all alone there was nothing to do. I stared at the walls for a while and then I counted the ceiling tiles. When there was nothing else to do, I started cleaning and then I counted the ceiling tiles again.

      In the last few hours there had been no sign of bears so I figured it was safe to go outside again. Besides, there was so much snow that I thought it would be fun to build a snowman. I knew it would keep me occupied until Nate got back.

      I was so excited as I got ready to go outside and grabbed a pair of mittens. I didn’t think he’d mind at all because I’d be right next to the cabin. If anything went wrong, I could run right back in the door and lock it quicker than anything.

      When I stepped outside into the storm everything looked so beautiful. The snow covered the land and the trees as it kept falling. I grabbed some snow in my mittens and made a ball before I started rolling it around to build my snowman.

      I had just put the head on when I heard something growling behind me. Uh oh, I thought to myself. He’s upset that I went outside.

      “I’m sorry Nate, but it was just a snowman,” I said as I turned around. I let out a loud shriek as I saw the brown bear on his hind legs staring me in the eyes. I could’ve sworn its nails were as long as my fingers and I knew it was going to eat me. I was a dead woman and it was all my fault because I didn’t do what Nate told me to do.

      Just then I heard a bloodcurdling howl as a wolf lunged out of nowhere and took the bear down to the ground. The wolf rolled the bear through the snow multiple times while blood flew everywhere. I ran back into the cabin and locked the door behind me before leaning against it, trying to catch my breath.

      I knew I had narrowly escaped death because of my own stupidity. My heart was racing and I was terrified. Finally, a knock came to the door. I wasn’t going to answer it, but then I heard a voice.

      “It’s okay, Blondie. It’s just me, Nate.”

      I walked over slowly and unlocked the door before turning the knob. I opened it only a fraction of an inch at first to make sure it was really him before allowing him to enter.

      “What the hell were you doing out there?” he asked me. I could tell by his tone he was angry.

      “I’m so sorry. I just wanted to build a snowman,” I said through my sobs.

      “It’s okay,” he said as he took me in his arms and ran his fingers through my hair. “Just don’t do it again.”

      “Why are the bears hanging around?” I asked him. “What is it that they want?”

      “I’m not sure, but I’m going to find out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        Nate

      

    
    
      One simple instruction, I gave her one simple instruction and she couldn’t follow it. All I told her was to stay inside with the door locked and what did she do? She went outside to build a snowman and almost got herself killed.

      I could tell this one was going to be a handful. It would take everything I had in me to keep her safe and in one piece.

      Later that afternoon while Blondie was taking a nap, I heard the noises outside again and went out in human form. I spoke to the bears telepathically, so they could tell me exactly what was going on.

      “What is your purpose here and why are you on my land?”

      “We’ve come for the girl.”

      “Why her? I don’t understand.”

      “Her father is Roger Reynolds, the CEO of Reynolds Enterprises. He embezzled large sums of money from the company, and received large sums from other partners that he was supposed to invest, but kept for himself instead.”

      “Embezzlement and money laundering, I still don’t get how this affects her.”

      “The kind of people he deals with is us. We don’t care about the official name for what he’s done. We don’t care about the law, or having him arrested. He was warned that we’d go after the thing he values most, his daughter lying in there. She must atone for her father's sins.”

      I could feel my blood draining from my head as I heard the words. They’d made it clear that they had come to get her. I couldn’t believe that she was in danger as the result of something her father did. The bears were determined to get her and I had to do something about it.

      “Leave her alone,” I said in my most intimidating voice.

      “We have to bring her to the boss,” one of the bears said.

      “Well, you don’t have to do it tonight,” I replied.

      The bear stood on his hind legs and started stomping his feet. I got on my hind legs and started to howl. As we wrestled around I bit him as hard as I could until he whimpered and took off into the woods with the rest of his group following behind him.

      When I went back inside I sat down on the sofa in the living room. I was glad that we hadn’t woken Blondie. I wasn’t sure what to say to her or whether she was emotionally ready to find out exactly what was going on. I was afraid the truth might be too much for her.

      While I sat there pondering, I heard movement in the other room and I knew Blondie was on her way out. I rested my head in my hands as I thought about what I was going to say.

      “What are you doing sitting here all by yourself?” she asked as she sat down beside me and put her arm around me.

      “I had another run-in with the bears,” I told her as I looked into her eyes and touched her cheek.

      “How did that go?” she asked.

      “This time I got a chance to speak with them telepathically,” I said, knowing that I had to tell her the truth no matter what.

      “Telepathically, you can do that?” she asked.

      “Yes, we can do that,” I said, “with most species.”

      “Did they tell you why they’re here and what’s going on?” she asked me with fear in her eyes.

      “Yes, they did,” I told her. “They told me that your name is Laney Reynolds and your father, Roger Reynolds is the CEO of Reynolds Enterprises. Apparently he’s been taking money and the guys he messes with are grizzly shifters. Instead of going after him, they’re going after you.”

      She looked even more terrified now. She thought heavily and I could tell the wheels were turning while she sat there thinking.

      “Oh my God, she exclaimed. It’s all coming back to me now. I remember everything, I remember my name, and my family. I remember everything including the car accident.”
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      As soon as Nate finished talking my memory came flooding back. I remembered everything from the day I was born right up to the car accident. It was all so clear now and yet for days everything had been completely erased.

      I started thinking about my parents and the argument we had before I left home. I knew they must be worried about me. I looked around the walls and try to find a calendar, but there wasn’t one. I thought back to when I’d asked Nate what day it was, but I couldn’t remember whether that was yesterday or two days ago.

      “How long have I been here?” I asked him.

      “About a week,” he said as he put his arm over my shoulder.

      I sat there trying to calculate the time in my mind and realized that my parents must be frantic. My friends at the ski villa were probably panicking too, wondering what on earth had happened to me.

      “What day is it?” I asked him as I looked into his eyes.

      “It’s December twenty-third.”

      December twenty-third, so it was only two days ago that I had asked him what day it was. I hadn’t lost that many days because of the whole incident. Regardless, I needed to let everyone know I was okay.

      At the same time, I felt like I didn’t want to talk to anyone. I was furious with my father for putting my life in danger for something he had done.

      “Nate, I just need to ask you something to make sure I heard you correctly. Those bears are after me because of my dad?”

      “Yes, you heard me right,” he said as he brushed my hair away from my face.

      I looked at the floor and nodded my head. I was trying to process all of the information that was flooding through my brain. It felt like I had a freight train running through my head and my mind just couldn’t keep up with it. No matter how hard I tried all of my thoughts were scattered and I couldn’t put them together.

      He grabbed his cell phone out of his pocket and asked me if I’d like to call my parents to let them know I was okay. I stared at it for a few minutes before the details of the accident rushed back into my memory. I’d been texting Tammy when I sped out of control and landed in the ditch.

      For a brief second, I was concerned about my cell phone and wanted to know what happened to it. But as the memory became clearer, I realized that I never wanted to see it again. I looked at his as he held it out, almost terrified to touch it.

      “I’m not sure if I want to call them,” I said. “If I’m in danger because of my dad, why would I want to speak to him?”

      “They haven’t heard from you in days and they’re probably worried sick. For all your dad knows the bears have you. This is your opportunity to ask him to do what’s right and call them off.”

      I thought about what he said and I knew he was right. I kept staring at his phone while I tried to remember my phone number. Within minutes the numbers came back to my mind. I took his phone and started dialing.

      “Hello,” I heard my mother say.

      “Hi mom, it’s Laney,” I said.

      “Laney, Oh my God, where are you? You need to come home now.”

      “Mom, I’m fine. I’m up in the mountains and everything’s okay. Is dad there?”

      “Roger, Roger, Laney’s on the phone.”

      I could hear my father’s footsteps coming towards the phone and by the sounds of it he was angry. I started to clench my teeth terrified of what he might say when he came to the phone. As I heard him getting closer, I held it away from my ear, waiting for him to yell.

      “Laney Reynolds you get your mother’s car back here right now,” he screamed.

      “Dad, I’ve been in an accident, but everything’s okay. I need to ask you something.”

      “I’ll be the one asking the questions. You just get your ass back here.”

      “Dad, there’s somebody after me right now because of something you did. Would you like to explain that to me?”

      “Oh Laney, I can’t believe they found you. I’m so sorry. That’s why you need to get back here. I need to keep you safe. Just get back here as fast as you can.”

      “Dad, I need you to call them off. Tell them to leave me alone. I need you to do what’s right and settle up with them on your own.”

      “I’ll tell you what Laney. You haven’t spent Christmas with us for the past couple of years. If you come home to have dinner with us on Christmas Eve, I will call them off and settle up with them myself, and I will buy you a brand new car.”

      “Dad, are you kidding me? I’ve got people that want to kidnap me or maybe even kill me. I don’t understand why you’re only concerned about whether or not I’m going to make it home in time for dinner on Christmas Eve and buying me a car.”

      “Laney, just come home,” my father said before he hung up the phone.

      I sat there confused and dismayed at my father’s reaction. He made it very clear that he wasn’t going to call them off unless I made it home in time for dinner on Christmas Eve and that was tomorrow.  He didn’t even react when I told him I’d been in an accident. All that mattered to him was that dinner. My brushes with death meant nothing.

      How he expected me to get home with everything that was going on was beyond me. I was his only daughter and I felt like he would rather put my life at risk than settle everything just so he could have me home for Christmas dinner.
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      When Laney got off the phone, her face was pale as a ghost. I could tell that something had hurt her deeply, but I wasn’t sure what it was.

      “What’s wrong? What did your father say?” I asked as I took my phone out of her hand.

      “He said that he won’t call them off unless I make it home in time for dinner on Christmas Eve,” she said. “Oh, and he’ll also buy me a new car because mine broke down a while back. I guess this is my reward for stealing my mother’s car.”

      “Sounds more like a punishment to me,” I said. “I can’t believe he wants to put your life at risk just to get you home.”

      “I know,” she said. “It just doesn’t make any sense to me right now. Nothing makes any sense at all. My father just isn’t acting like himself and I don’t understand it. He must really want me home for Christmas or really want me dead, and I’m not sure which.”

      I sat there thinking about how we could get her out of the cabin and back to her house in time for dinner on Christmas Eve. Ideas ran through my mind about calling one of my friends to come get her or even trying to take her back in my truck.

      No matter how many ideas I came up with, nothing seemed safe with the bears constantly on attack. The only place that I knew for sure we were safe was at the cabin. The second we went on the move I was sure that we’d be in serious trouble.

      “Laney, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking and I can’t see any way that we can get you there safely.”

      “I can’t either,” she said. “I don’t even know if I want to go back there. Everything is just so messed up right now.”
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      For the rest of the day I was out of sorts while I tried to wrap my mind around everything. Before long I felt like the walls were closing in on me. I’ve never been claustrophobic in my life, but suddenly I felt as if I couldn’t breathe inside the cabin.

      I had to get out. I had to get some fresh air, no matter what the cost. I ran for the door before Nate grabbed me.

      “What are you doing?” he asked as he grasped my shoulders in his firm hands.

      “I’ve got to get out of here and get some fresh air,” I said. “I can’t take it anymore. It’s just too much.”

      He spun me around and looked deeply into my eyes. “Laney, you need to get a hold of yourself. Those bears are out there. If you go out, they will find you. Take a deep breath and relax. You’re perfectly safe in here and there’s nothing to worry about, but you need to stay inside.”

      I felt so defeated because I knew there was nothing I could do. He wasn’t going to let me go anywhere, and the bears weren’t either. Yet, I felt so trapped, almost like a caged animal. It was all too much to take. Everything was overwhelming me and I felt as if I had reached my breaking point.

      “Nate,” I said as I took his hand in mine. “I really do need to get some air. Everything is crashing down around me right now and my world is falling apart.”

      “I understand where you’re coming from right now, but it’s not safe out there.”

      He clearly wasn’t going to listen to reason, and there was nothing I could do about it. The only thing that I could do was to divert his attention for a few seconds, so I could get out the door.

      “You’re right,” I said. “It’s nice and cozy in here and there’s no place else I’d rather be. Who needs that cold air out there anyway? You know what I’d love right now?”

      “What’s that?” he asked. “Tell me and I’ll get it for you.”

      “A steaming cup of hot cocoa,” I said as I smiled at him and stared into his deep blue eyes.

      “One steaming cup of hot cocoa coming up,” he said as he kissed me on the cheek before letting go of my hands and heading off into the kitchen.

      I waited until he sounded busy in the kitchen before quietly inching my way over towards the door. Once I was finally there, I opened it just a little bit to get a breath of fresh air. After I took in a couple of breaths, I decided to take in a couple more filling my lungs with the crisp fresh air of the season.

      As I was standing there I noticed his truck sitting there waiting for me. I knew I shouldn’t run and jump into it, but a part of me just wanted to get as far away from the bears as I could.

      I looked back towards the kitchen and saw that Nate was still busy preparing the cocoa.

      I hesitated for a second. Then I took a deep breath and decided to take my chance while I had it. I opened the door and ran as fast as I could across the front yard until I reached the truck and jumped in the driver’s side. Fortunately the keys were sitting right there on the dashboard and I was able to start it up and drive away.

      As I was pulling out of the driveway, I saw Nate chasing behind me. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but his hands were waving in the air and his mouth was moving. I was pretty sure he was yelling.
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      As soon as I heard my truck start up, I dropped the mug full of hot cocoa sending it crashing to the floor and ran for the door. By the time I got there Laney was already at the end of the driveway and headed out into the street.  I tried to chase her in my human form, but I wasn’t getting far.

      I stopped running to catch my breath and transformed myself into a wolf so that I could follow her scent. I knew that I needed to find her before the bears did. As soon as my claws were out and my fur was in, I took off running after her. I could hear the sound of my engine and I could smell her scent as I ran across around the mountainside in search of my vehicle.

      Finally, after running for thirty miles or so I caught up to her. I was hoping she’d see me in the rearview mirror and pull over, but she just kept on going. I was starting to wonder if she saw me, but it was some kind of a game for her. Maybe she was just too caught up in making her getaway.

      Finally, I started running alongside her until I finally managed to get in front of her. At that point she definitely saw me. She slammed on her brakes and pulled over onto the shoulder. I circled back and ran up beside her vehicle before switching back into my human form.

      “What the hell Nate,” she said. “I could’ve run over you.”

      “Then don’t steal my truck,” I said as I glared at her icily.

      “I didn’t mean to steal your truck. I just had to get out of there and make a run for it,” she said. “I felt like I had to get as far away from the bears as possible to keep myself safe.”

      “Do you know how much danger you just put yourself in?” I asked her.

      “I can’t see how I’m in that much danger while I’m moving,” she said.

      “You might be a moving target, but the bears move faster and they’re much more agile than you are,” I said.

      All of a sudden she started to cry. I got in the passenger seat and held her close. I knew that she was just scared and didn’t know what to do.

      “I’m so sorry Nate,” she said. “I was terrified from the second I ran out of the cabin, but I didn’t know what else to do besides keep going. I don’t ever want to be without you again.”

      I pulled away from her a little bit to look into her eyes as I tilted her chin up. “I don’t want to be without you either, so don’t you ever do that again,” I said just before I kissed her.

      “So I guess we should head back to the cabin now,” she said.

      I thought about it for a minute and I decided that we should try things her way. I knew that somewhere deep inside she wanted to get home and I wanted to make that happen for her. She wanted to be with me and I knew that even if I got her home, we’d always be together.

      “No, I don’t think so. I think instead were going to try to make it to your house so that you get there in time for Christmas dinner.”

      “But how…”

      “Move over baby,” I said as I got out of the passenger side and started walking over towards the driver side.

      She slid over to the passenger seat and I climbed over into the driver seat. We drove for a few miles along the mountainside singing Christmas carols when my truck suddenly started making a high pitched sound.

      “Did you hear that?” I asked her.

      “Did you say something?”

      “Did you hear that high-pitched noise?” I asked her again.

      “I don’t hear anything,” she said as she looked out the window at the snow-covered hills.

      The sound kept getting louder and louder and my truck started to chug, but I kept persevering determined to get her there on time. Finally, my truck gave one last chug and jerk before it quit right there in the middle of the highway.

      “Why are we stopping?” she asked.

      “I’m not stopping. My truck just quit,” I said before I got out to take a look under the hood.

      She jumped out of the passenger side and came around to meet me.

      “What do you mean it quit?” she said.

      “Exactly what I just said. It quit.”

      “You mean it broke down?” she asked looking terrified.

      “That’s exactly what I mean.”

      “What are we going to do now?” she asked looking as if she’d lost all hope.

      I thought for a second knowing that she expected me to have all the answers. Somehow I had to make this happen for her, but I wasn’t sure what the safest idea was. Finally, I came up with something that I thought might work.

      I walked to the other side of my truck where the people driving by couldn’t see me and transformed myself back into a wolf. Laney ran her fingers through my fur and I licked her cheek.

      I lowered my body down close to the ground and she knew exactly what I wanted her to do as she hopped on my back. As soon as she was in position I started running through the forests trying to get her back home.

      We were making good time. I kept running with her as fast as I could through the trees and the bushes. As we continued on, I tried not to look back. But now and then I took a peek. Before long, the bears were on our trail.

      First, there were ten, then twenty, and then thirty bears following behind. What we were doing wasn’t safe, and I knew it. We were never going to make it to her house. The bears were going to get her and there was nothing I could do about it.

      I ran with her like that until I found an old fort that some children had made. As soon as we got there, I changed myself back into a human and took her inside quickly.

      “Laney, we need to talk. The bears are on our trail and we’re not going to make it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        Laney

      

    
    
      I don’t know what possessed me to steal Nate’s truck, but I just felt like I had to get as far away from the bears as I could. I was so relieved when he caught up with me and I wasn’t alone anymore. Driving along through the mountains with him felt almost magical. It was the first time I’d felt completely relaxed in days.

      When his truck broke down, I was filled with panic thinking that we were going to be bear food for sure. But, when he transformed himself into a wolf and had me ride him through the mountains I felt truly safe.

      It wasn’t until he took me into the fort and told me that we were in danger, that I realized that time was running out. I was in a complete state of panic and I knew that there was only one way for me to come out of this alive.

      “Nate, turn me into a shifter,” I said.

      “Laney, we’ve been through this before. You know I don’t want to do it and you know the reasons why,” he said breathlessly.

      “I get all that, but right now it’s the only way,” I said, trying to reason with him.

      “But Laney, you don’t understand…”

      “I understand that the bears are coming after us,” I said.

      He looked so sad and I could tell that he was terrified of changing me, but I was terrified of the bears. If they took me, God only knew what they would do with me. I had no idea whether they planned on holding me for ransom or killing me, but I didn’t want to find out.

      I just knew that I wanted to be safe and if being a shifter was the only way to do it, then that’s what I wanted to be.

      “You want me to be safe, don’t you?” I asked as I wrapped my arms around him.

      “You know I do,” he said.

      “Then you need to do this before it’s too late.” The bears were getting closer and I knew there wasn’t much time left. I wasn’t sure if he was going to do it or not.

      I could feel the heat rising within his body. I thought he was changing himself back into a wolf when all of a sudden I felt a fire searing through my body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        Nate

      

    
    
      While Laney and I were in the fort and she was begging me to turn her into a shifter, I wasn’t sure if I could do it. I didn’t want to change her and in fact I was afraid of accidentally killing her. But, I didn’t want the bears to get to her either. I could feel them getting closer.

      As she pleaded with me, I finally realized it was the only way to get her home safely. When I bit her, I was careful not to bite too deeply and I prayed that she would survive. I held her tight as her body convulsed and shook. After a few moments she stood in front of me as strong as ever, and I knew that she was going to be fine.

      “Is that all there is to it,” she said sarcastically.

      “Don’t be a smartass,” I said. “You can’t tell me you didn’t feel any pain. I saw the way you convulsed and shook.”

      “Ah, that was nothing,” she laughed.

      I was amazed at how well she had come through it. Usually it took people a day or two to recover and she was already raring to go. I knew then there was a chance I would be able to get her home.

      “Laney, I want you to focus on changing into a wolf now,” I told her.

      She closed her eyes and I watched her turn into the most beautiful wolf I had ever seen in my life. I was impressed with the ease with which she was able to transform herself.

      “Very good,” I told her. “I want you to be careful when we head out. I don’t want you to fight because you might not be strong enough yet.”

      She nodded her pretty little wolf head to let me know she understood what I was telling her. I transformed myself back into a wolf and together we both started heading towards her house so that we could be there in time for dinner.

      As we were running together through the woods the bears came out of nowhere and circled us. I started attacking the biggest ones, trying to keep her out of harms way. As I took one down and rolled it around in the snow another one grabbed me from behind.

      He threw me down, grabbing me by the throat. I tried to get up, but the snow was deep. Finally, I was able to get some leverage and I managed to jump up and throw him down before I bit his leg causing him to whimper. I lunged at another one, when yet another one jumped on me. It seemed like the battle was endless as more and more bears came out of hiding.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        Laney

      

    
    
      As I stood there in my wolf form in the middle of the fight I knew that there was no way that Nate could handle the battle by himself. There were just too many bears. I wasn’t sure if I was ready, but I knew I had to try.

      I let out a screeching howl before I lunged forward and grabbed one of the bears by the throat, rolling him around on the ground, drawing blood.

      Nate looked over at me and gave me a reassuring nod. Together the two of us took out all of the bears. After we were done, we headed on towards my home and made it there just in time to join my family decorating the tree before dinner.

      As we enjoyed our dinner, my family got to know Nate and it felt like everything was finally perfect.

      “Laney, I just want to let you know that I’m really sorry about everything that happened to you,” my father said. “I’ve taken care of everything and you have nothing to worry about anymore.” We all smiled as we raised our glasses.

      I knew that nobody but Nate and I could possibly understand exactly what I’d been through over the last few days. My parents would never understand that I was now a wolf shifter because I knew I’d never be able to tell them. I’m sure my father didn’t know that the people he was involved with were bear shifters and I wasn’t about to tell him that either. He’d never understand.

      “Oh, and I think someone has earned herself a brand new car,” my father said as he smiled and winked at me.

      “Don’t worry about the car, Dad,” I said before I walked over and gave him a big hug. “I’m just glad to be back home with you and mom for the holidays.”

      My mother turned and looked at me and Nate after I went back to my chair and sat down. “And we’re glad to have you here with us too, Nate,” she said.

      “Thank you so much for having me here,” he said. “It’s so nice to be able to the spend Christmas with you and your daughter.”

      We all smiled as we raised her glasses in the air and said, “Merry Christmas” in unison.
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          The New House

        

      

    
    
      “Cadence!”

      We had only just gotten inside the new house. My boss waited all of thirty seconds before starting up with the complaints.

      “The realtor promised that the maid would give the house a deep clean before we got here. And look. Those windows are smeared! Do you see that? I don’t see any flowers, either. Did you order the flowers? That second flight was too long. I hate changeovers. Can you change our ticket home, so we fly direct from Denver? You might want to hire a bigger car for that though, because that’s, what, three hours instead of twenty minutes? Gosh, I need to perk up before tonight. Can you get the coffee machine set up now?”

      I didn’t get a chance to answer, because the talking hadn’t stopped.

      “Did you fix me a hair appointment? I need my eyebrows done in the next day or so. The kids’ dressers will need to be moved before they all get in next week. They want to sleep in the same room, for god knows what reason. Did Edgar say when his case wraps up? He’d better be here by the weekend. Jenny and Doug fly in on Friday, and we promised them brunch.”

      That was my boss. Just like she always did, Deborah fired questions and orders at me like bullets from a semi-automatic weapon.

      She paused for breath. But I knew the next round was on its way.

      “So. Coffee. Then, the next thing I need is my laptop. I want to finalize the West Coast report and send it over to Mark before the charity dinner tonight. Did my dry cleaning arrive? Check the closet. They probably left the plastic wrap on, but my gown needs an airing before I put it on. Wow, my back really aches today. I may need a re-alignment. Hey, what happened to the sweater I took off on the plane?”

      I held up a cloud of cream cashmere. She nodded briskly. No ‘thanks, Cadence’, no ‘oh, you’re so efficient’ — just a dismissive nod.

      I folded the sweater neatly and placed it on the back of the sofa. She’d paused for more than a second. It was time for me to answer.

      “Deborah, we have a hair stylist visiting the house tonight at six. I asked if you wanted an aesthetician, but you said no, so I didn’t book anyone. But Lucille Jones in Denver said we could make a last-minute reservation with her, if needed. She just needs a couple hours notice to get over here. She’s a masseuse too, so maybe she could help with your back? Your call. Just let me know what you prefer.”

      I handed Deborah the cellphone she was suddenly scrabbling for, without breaking my flow.

      “Edgar and the kids get here on Saturday morning. The dressers will be moved tomorrow when the new maintenance guy stops by. The coffee machine is still boxed and I’ll open that now.”

      Deborah followed me into the kitchen, still flinging out questions and demands. She barely stopped for air while I removed the packaging from the new coffee machine.

      And oh wow, the machine was a beauty. Powder blue cast iron, direct from Italy. Yeah, the boss never skimped on quality. It must be great just to buy something without worrying about the price. I’d never experienced that. I set the jug and filter aside, ready to hand-wash and dry.

      “… And that’ll be all for now, I think, Cadence. So, you put the laptop in the study?”

      I looked up from the sink, wondering if I’d missed something.

      “The laptop? You mean did I put your laptop in the study?”

      She looked at me in amazement, like I’d said ‘what’s a laptop?’

      “Of course, mine. What else would I be talking about?”

      “No Deborah, I didn’t put it in the study. Actually, I don’t remember handling any of your electronics during the flight at all. I thought you packed it with the iPad in your carry-on bag? You dealt with that yourself. I don’t usually pack any of that for you.”

      “What?”

      Deborah’s face contorted with panic.

      I was used to high drama when anything went wrong. At the same time, I felt a nagging sense of anxiety. Deborah was terrible at backing up her files. There was no way she’d have another copy of the report anywhere. She really needed that back before her dinner engagement.

      I knew it wasn’t my mistake, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t my problem.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll take a tour around the house. Maybe we put it down somewhere, and just forgot.”

      Of course, by ‘we’, I sure as hell didn’t mean me. I busted my ass every day to make sure I never forgot anything. Forgetting stuff would have made my job impossible. It was hard enough already.

      “Say, Deborah, why don’t you work through the calls on your list, and I’ll look into it, okay?”

      I wandered through the house, checking around all the rooms. Deborah’s Louis Vuitton luggage was stacked in size order in the bedroom. I knew her laptop wouldn’t have been packed in any of those suitcases. It would have been carefully transported in a carry-on bag, not thrown in the aircraft hold.

      Oh god. If any of Deborah’s work had gone missing, I’d be in one hundred shades of shit. That’s how it was, working for a senior businessperson. You were paid to take the fall when things went wrong, as much as anything.

      I searched the pristine house, trying to stay calm. It was possible all of Deborah’s office supplies had been left at the airport. That’d be a hot mess, but as long as it had made it through Denver onto the Aspen plane, I’d have a good chance of tracing it. Hopefully.

      Please, universe. Let me find this frickin’ laptop.

      Deborah finished her first call. I stood in the living room doorway, holding the car keys.

      “I’ll just drive back to the airport and see if it could have been left in baggage claim.” My voice sounded calm and in control. She didn’t need to know I was actually exhausted and stressed.

      Deborah waved a hand irritably in my direction and started another call.

      Great, I thought. She’s already pissed.

      I sank back into the Mercedes and slammed the door with a sigh. The engine growled to life.

      As I coasted down the highway, I remembered how much I used to love December. The Rollinson family’s ski week had always been a mandatory vacation week for me. And, I sure as hell never complained. While the family headed off to a rental house in Aspen, I’d have time to deal with my own life, at last. I’d spend a few days Christmas shopping. I’d deep clean my apartment. I’d catch up with my poor, neglected friends. It was just the break I needed. Every year, the second week of December was my time.

      But, all that had come to an end. Now they’d bought a place of their own out here. And suddenly Deborah had decided she needed me desperately this whole week. In fact, she’d even insisted we travel here a few days early, so she could make it to a charity dinner run by some business associate of hers.

      So, here we were. Same shit, different state.

      But, I had to admit it — Aspen looked amazing in bright, cold sunshine with just a light dusting of snow. A change of scene was always good. Plus, all this fresh mountain air had to be healthy, right? In fact, just being surrounded by nature felt great.

      The Rollinsons let me stay for free in a closet-size studio apartment they owned, and living in the city was incredible. But New York couldn’t offer a view like this.

      The Rockies took my breath away. Towering pines and jagged snow-topped peaks — the whole scene was awe-inspiring. It felt glamorous and grand. Damn cold. But, I was used to New York winters, so that was no big deal. And, this place was truly beautiful.

      It was a pity I was so busy. The winter wonderland vibe could land a girl in the mood for the holidays.

      But, I had nobody to spend the holidays with. I barely had time to say hi to the checkout girl at Target. My family was scattered all over the country, and nobody cared enough about Christmas to get together. Thanksgiving was long gone.

      How could I even date when I worked seven days a week for one of America’s most demanding overachievers?

      This was no time to dwell on my pathetic love life, though. Back to work. Like I ever stopped.

      I turned right and drove out of the gates, back to the airport.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          On The Road

        

      

    
    
      The road down from Snowmass was pretty empty. It wasn’t a busy time of day, I thought. Or, maybe it was always this quiet. Being used to Manhattan traffic, an open road was a rare pleasure.

      The new house was only twenty minutes out from the airport. With any luck, I could get this errand finished within the hour.

      That reminded me of a magnet I used to see on my mom’s fridge: ‘The impossible I can do right away. Miracles take a little longer.’

      Then, life threw me another curveball.

      While I waited to turn left, a big cat leapt in front of the car.

      A big cat. On a public highway. In daylight.

      What the?

      I hit the car horn as hard as I could.

      But, the animal didn’t startle. It just sat there in the road, a few feet from me. It seemed to tilt its head, watching me curiously. I couldn’t see any fear in its eyes at all.

      What the hell was this animal, anyway? Was it dangerous?

      I knew there were mountain lions in Colorado, but this had black-patterned markings all along its oatmeal-colored fur. Sort of like a leopard, or a cheetah. Not like any cougar I’d ever seen, that’s for sure.

      But, there aren’t any leopards or cheetahs in America, I told myself. It has to be a mountain lion.

      Maybe it’s a new deadly breed of mountain lion. Maybe it’s a hybrid that attacks drivers randomly. Great.

      Now what?

      Whatever kind of cat it was, it didn’t seem inclined to move.

      I honked the horn again. Then, I revved the engine.

      Nothing. It just narrowed its eyes, making the same contented face domestic cats do when they’re being stroked. I half-expected it to roll over and purr.

      “Oh, for crying out loud! Move, kitty!”

      At that, the big cat stood up and approached the car. I jumped.

      “Oh, no you don’t. Back to the mountains with you. I don’t have time for this shit. Seriously, kitty. Scram.”

      I hit the horn again. Just like before, it had zero effect.

      Then, it came right up to my window and peered in.

      My hair stood on end. The car seemed to fill with the sound of my heart pounding.

      I looked in all directions to see if there was anyone out there who could see what was happening. Maybe someone in another car had spotted the animal? Maybe they could scare it away for me, so I could get moving again?

      Frustratingly, nobody seemed to be driving in a position where they could see me. Ahead, cars sped past the junction. Behind, the road was clear. There was no way anyone had noticed my problem so far.

      Damn it.

      I couldn’t just drive away and risk hurting it. I knew I didn’t have it in me to mow down an innocent animal. Especially not when it hadn’t actually tried to hurt me. Yet.

      But, I also wasn’t sure it was a good idea to open the car door and approach it. Yeah, I was an animal lover, but I was also unarmed. Going near a predator like that would be a bad move, unless you had something to defend yourself with. I never carried, although I was starting to think maybe I would if I lived out west. This situation was crazy.

      Before I could make a decision, the cat darted away. It disappeared behind some scrub on the side of the road.

      I paused for a minute then looked all around. It really did seem to have gone.

      “Thanks for going, spotty lion thing,” I said out loud.

      Then I practically leapt out of my skin again, because now a half-naked dude was wandering toward my car.

      Half-naked — in snow.

      First a wild animal, now a crazy person. Great.

      As he got closer, I realized he was a crazy, incredibly handsome person. Hmm.

      The handsome crazy man held his hand up in greeting. In his other hand, he held a shirt and a pair of boots.

      Yes, he was barefoot and naked from the waist up in twenty-five degrees of cold.

      Was this what Aspen guys were like? Although, if they all looked like him — I couldn’t help staring as he got closer to the car.

      “Hey,” he called, dropping the boots. He fastened his jeans with one hand and shook out his crumpled shirt with the other. “Everything all right in there?”

      As he said this, he tapped my window and indicated that I should open it.

      I frowned at him. Why would I open my window for a crazy person?

      Then I opened it a couple of inches, because for a half-naked snow-dweller guy, I had to admit he didn’t look that crazy.

      “I’m sorry? You’re asking me if I’m all right?”

      “That’s right, ma’am.” He used very polite words, but there was a kind of mischief in his tone that annoyed me immediately.

      “I’m not the one walking around half-nude in winter. Should you even be out alone? Do you have someone who looks after you?”

      He laughed, a deep rumble that gave me goosebumps.

      “No, I live in blissful solitude. Other people are a pain in the ass.”

      He fixed me with his luminous, light green eyes. I’d never seen eyes like that before. He must have been wearing colored contact lenses. What a vain idiot.

      Still, he had a lot to be vain about. The man was hot. Ripped and tall, with a cut-granite jawline and a kind of dark-chocolate warmth to his voice that I bet charmed the pants off a whole lot of women.

      Not me, though. Nope. No way. I don’t form instant crushes on guys who just wander up to me at intersections.

      “So, is the car in need of a little TLC?”

      “Excuse me?” I blinked at him, baffled.

      “Say, you do apologize a lot. There’s really no need.”

      His eyes twinkled with amusement. I didn’t crack a smile.

      “Look, sir—”

      “Oh, ‘sir’ is a bit formal. I’m Sawyer Haines. You can call me Sawyer.” He slid a hand through the gap in my window. I shook it awkwardly.

      “Cadence Bradley.”

      “Is this car dead, or are you just parking here for the view?”

      I sighed sharply. “The car’s fine. I was trying not to hit a mountain lion. Or, any crazy-ass semi-naked guys who seem to have gotten lost on their way to Miami Beach.”

      He laughed again. His joyful roar was infectious. I couldn’t help smiling a little.

      “I’m too tough to feel the cold, Cadence Bradley. Don’t you worry about me.”

      I shrugged. “Okay. I’d better get going now.”

      He wasn’t leaving.

      “Listen, do you need help finding your way around Aspen? I see you’re driving a rental car and I’m a local, so if you need someone with intimate knowledge of the area…”

      He trailed off and raised his eyebrows, smirking. The insolent gesture sent a shiver down my spine. To my irritation, I was also feeling a little hot and bothered from being at eye-level with those sculpted abs.

      It annoyed me immensely how my body was responding to his presence, even when his entitled manner bugged the hell out of me. What was it with this man?

      “Okay, you can help me, right now. Can you check if that lion thing has gone?”

      He froze for just a second, then shaded his eyes with his hand, looking over the mountains.

      “Oh, there are mountain lions all around here. You should be careful. Lock your car doors. Don’t open your windows wider than this.” He tapped the small gap in my window.

      “Yeah, I’ll remember that. Thanks. Is it gone?”

      I watched his face flash to a haunted expression, then back to a confident grin. He nodded his head toward my cellphone on the dash.

      “I’d say so. Can I borrow your phone for a moment?”

      I stared at him. “You don’t have one?”

      He patted his pants pockets and mimed a shrug. I rolled my eyes and handed him the phone.

      “Don’t tell me. You left it in your other invisible winter coat.”

      He laughed again. “You’re funny, Cadence Bradley. I like you.”

      I felt my face flush. Cool it, you idiot, I told myself. Don’t let this smooth-talking stranger throw you off-balance.

      “I’m really in a hurry, Sawyer,” I said, smiling sweetly. “This little meeting has been great, but—”

      “Can I call you?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Always with the apologies.” His eyes ran hungrily over my curves, and I felt my skin warming under his gaze. “You have absolutely nothing to be sorry about.”

      I bit my lip and tried to control my racing pulse. This guy was clearly hitting on me. And, oh boy, look at him. He was gorgeous.

      But if he was an Aspen resident, he must be rich. He looked like a male model, for crying out loud, so he must be in high demand with the ladies. And yeah, maybe he liked random flings with out-of-state women, because he knew they’d be out of his hair soon.

      I didn’t have time for any of that.

      “I’m very flattered that you asked,” I began.

      He pretended to be shocked. “You’re turning me down? Without even giving me a chance to show you what good company I am?”

      I smiled and shook my head. “I’m sure you are, Sawyer. But, I’m not on vacation. I’m working. My boss is waiting for me to find her lost laptop, and I’m in deep trouble if I can’t. The rest of the week will be just as hectic. So I’ve got to say no, I’m afraid.”

      Sawyer leaned right in to the window. For a split second, I thought he was going to kiss me through the gap.

      “Is that the laptop, right there?”

      I spun around to see where he was pointing. There it was. A silver rectangle was on the floor in back, sticking out from under the passenger seat. It must have worked its way out of Deborah’s tote bag on the way back from the airport.

      “Oh my gosh! Thank you so much. You just saved me a chunk of time. And, a lot of stress.”

      I reached under the seat and pulled out the troublesome machine. It looked like it was still in one piece. What a relief.

      “Now you have time to come for coffee with me, at least.”

      “You don’t take rejection well, huh?”

      He leaned on the car and looked me up and down again. He knew I couldn’t drive off while he was resting on the vehicle. It was a pretty assertive move. Part of me was really offended he was so forward, and so bad at listening to my answers.

      But, in truth, another part of me found it kind of exciting. I wasn’t used to hot guys begging for my number.

      Still, this handsome distraction needed to stop now. I had work to do.

      “I’m sorry, Sawyer. I really need to get back to the house. You have no idea how full my calendar is.”

      “I’d love to find out how full it is.”

      This guy took boldness to a whole new level.

      “I’m closing the window now. I’ve really got to go. Thank you for checking if I was okay.”

      I put the car into reverse and turned it around, so I could drive back the way I came. Sawyer just stood at the side of the road, watching me. His muscular silhouette in the rear view mirror made me catch my breath.

      What the hell almost just happened?

      Before I could think about it any more, I put my foot on the gas and sped away. It was a shame, but like I told him, I wasn’t on vacation.

      The figure in the mirror just stood there, getting smaller and smaller.

      My mind ran through a montage of pornographic images, all the way back to Deborah’s house. If only I had been on vacation. My cheeks burned red at the thought of the adventures I could’ve had with this sexy stranger, if only I hadn’t been married to the job.

      Disappointment came naturally to me, though. I resolved to put him out of my mind.

      If only it was that easy.
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      The house was only a few minutes drive away, so I got back pretty swiftly. For every minute of that brief journey, I thought of Sawyer Haines, and his hard, strong body.

      Oh my. I was going to need a cold shower, if I carried on like this.

      I stepped out of the car, holding Deborah’s laptop under my arm, and stuffed my cellphone in my jeans pocket. With any luck she’d still be working through her list of calls. Maybe then, I could just put the damn laptop in her study. That way, I could carry on with my tasks without another round of quick-fire orders.

      Then I noticed something that stopped me in my tracks.

      The front door was open. I had definitely shut it behind me.

      Was Deborah out here at the front of the house? She knew I had the car, right? She couldn’t have been looking for it?

      “Deborah?”

      No answer. I peered through the door and called her name again. No reply.

      A deep sense of dread washed over me.

      I threw the laptop in the back seat of the car. Then I steeled myself, and stepped inside.

      “Deborah? Can you hear me?”

      Could she have hurt herself? Why would she have left the door open? She wasn’t in the hall, or in the driveway.

      It couldn’t have been my mistake, could it? I never left doors open. I was super careful about security. The Rollinsons were a high net worth family, and always double-locked their doors. I kept their safety in mind, always.

      Treading as quietly as I could, I crossed the hallway.

      Could Deborah have gone out for a walk?

      No, she wouldn’t have wandered off alone. She had too much work to do today. Plus, she never walked anywhere. If she’d wanted to go someplace, she would’ve asked me to drive while she worked in the back seat.

      This just wasn’t like her.

      When I reached the living room, I gasped. The floor lamp nearest the door was on its side, and its glass shade was smashed to pieces.

      Broken glass littered the rug. A whole tableful of antique ornaments had been swept to the floor, and the sofa had been moved a little, making it crooked.

      There had been a struggle in here. A fight.

      My blood ran cold as I tried to imagine what had happened. I ran through to the kitchen, calling Deborah’s name.

      Then, I saw something white on the charcoal granite counter. It was a piece of paper.

      I ran to it, taking care not to touch it in case I contaminated a piece of evidence. Once a trainee cop, always a trainee cop.

      It was written in a childlike print script. Maybe the person had actually asked a child to write it? That’d be one way to do it.

      It said:

      

      Hi Edgar! Your wife is safe for now but she might not stay that way. Send $30,000,000 in the next 48 hours to make sure you get her back.

      

      There was an international bank account number listed at the end.

      I held up my phone, clicking on the camera function. Then I photographed the note, to make sure there was a record of it. The police would do this anyway, but I was thorough by nature.

      Was this really happening? Could Deborah genuinely have been kidnapped?

      Suddenly, it occurred to me that the maniac who did this might still be in the house. Shit.

      I bolted as fast as I could for the front door.

      I needed to call the police, right now. But for my own safety, I should leave the crime scene first. That was rule one of self-preservation.

      Leaping back into the car, I sped off down the driveway and back out to the road. I swerved onto a patch of rocky ground to the side of the road. When I was sure I was safe, I parked and reached for my cell.

      It rang before I even had a chance to dial 911.

      Who the hell was this? The display read ’Unknown number’.

      Uh-oh. Could this be the kidnapper?

      No. How could he have gotten my number?

      Uh…he could’ve gotten it from Deborah?

      I gulped back my nerves, took a deep breath and answered.

      “Yes?”

      “That’s an abrupt way to answer a phone. I prefer the more classic ‘hello’.”

      A stab of recognition shot through me. I knew that voice. Didn’t I?

      “Sawyer?”

      “The one and only.”

      I gaped at the phone, speechless.

      “Listen, Cadence. I have a confession to make. Back there — I didn’t make a call with your phone. I called my own number. You see, I couldn’t let you go without giving us a way to reach each other.”

      Right now, the incredible balls-out nerve of the man was less important to me than my fears about Deborah.

      “Sawyer, I can’t talk now. There’s a problem. A big problem. I’m hanging up. I need to call the police.”

      “What? What’s happening? Are you okay?” His tone went instantly from flirty and teasing, to sincere and concerned.

      “I’m fine. My boss has been kidnapped. I’m sitting in the car at the end of Wildcat Way, and I need to get help.”

      He didn’t ask any more questions. He didn’t express shock, or confusion. He was decisive, and calm.

      “Stay where you are. I’m on my way.”

      I hung up and called 911. The operator told me they’d send out a patrol car right away.

      But, Sawyer got to me first. This time, he was fully dressed and in a car. A Lexus, no less.

      “My god, Cadence,” he said, as he opened my driver door.

      Without even knowing what I was doing, I clicked out of my seatbelt and fell into his arms.

      He hugged me tightly, one hand in my hair and the other around my waist. The world stopped just for a moment, and I was safe right there. Still, warm, and safe, in a stranger’s arms.

      He murmured my name into my hair and I pressed my eyes shut, just soaking up the sense of support.

      I could’ve stayed like that for hours, hugging someone I’d known for all of thirty minutes.

      But blue lights and screaming sirens snapped us out of the cozy moment. We leapt apart awkwardly.

      Two cops got out of their vehicle.

      “Miss Bradley? Can you run through exactly what you saw at the house?”

      I sat in the back of the police car with the older officer, and went through all the details. He wrote everything down. The photo of the ransom note was on my phone, and I showed him that.

      “You need to check the house yourselves though. I mean, it’s been smashed up a little. There must be clues all over.”

      “We have officers on their way, ma’am.”

      Just as he said this, two police cars zoomed by, flashing their lights and wailing.

      The cop looked sympathetically at me. “Do you have somewhere else you can stay? The house will be sealed off for at least a couple of nights.”

      “I, uh…” My mind went blank. “I should get a hotel room, I guess.”

      “Officers, I’ll help Miss Bradley with all that.” Sawyer leaned on the vehicle and peered in. “And Jim, it’s good to see you again.”

      He shook the cop’s hand through the open car door. Aspen was a pretty small city. I wondered if it was one of those places where everybody knew everybody.

      “Well, now. If you’ll make sure this young lady finds herself a place to stay, then I’ll send you both on your way.”

      He ushered me out of the back seat and climbed out himself.

      “We’ll be in touch, Miss Bradley. If you hear from Mrs. Rollinson or anybody else, you be sure to contact me.” He handed me a card with his name and direct contact details on it.

      “Okay, Officer O’Leary.” Numbness had replaced the dread. “What about Deborah’s rental car, though?”

      “We’ll arrange for that to be collected from here,” the other cop said. “Take any personal items you may have in it. You keep us updated on your movements and we’ll talk more tomorrow, no doubt.”

      Sawyer put out his arm and I took it, gratefully. I let him guide me to his car.

      “I’ll take you home to my place, and we can book you a hotel from there.”

      I should’ve objected, but somehow I just felt like this man was on my side. Ordinarily, I’d think it wasn’t at all sensible to go home with a guy you just met. Especially not one who seemed to think clothing was optional on a public highway.

      Yet here I was, feeling like that was fine and dandy. Maybe the thin mountain air was making me reckless. Or, maybe he really was solid and dependable. Just like he felt when he hugged me.

      “Okay,” I said.

      As he drove us to his home, I closed my eyes and tried to settle my adrenaline levels. What a day.
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      Sawyer’s house sat right at the top of a winding private road, in the lower part of the mountainside. As we turned around the bend toward it, I whistled.

      “Wow. That is one heck of a log cabin.”

      It looked a lot like a modern log cabin, but enormous. Also, it was much more fancy. Huge glass windows overlooked a river. There was a porch running the length of the house; it included wicker furniture strewn with cushions.

      I thought my boss’s new Aspen house was impressive, but this blew it away.

      “I hope you’ll stay for a bite to eat before you go to the hotel?” he asked. He leaned over me to undo my seatbelt, which put his face about a quarter-inch from mine.

      I slapped his hand away. His beautiful face was even better in close-up, but nobody does that sort of thing for me.

      “I can do it,” I said.

      “Sure,” he grinned. “I’ll back off.”

      We got out of the car. Turning three hundred sixty degrees, I surveyed my surroundings. It was a little slice of paradise out there in the mountains, with nothing but wildlife and landscape for what seemed like miles around.

      Then we went inside. The house looked even more luxurious from that angle.

      “You live here alone?”

      “Absolutely alone.”

      “But, this place is huge.”

      “I like my space. Space is good.”

      “How many bedrooms do you have?”

      “Five. Five bedrooms, five bathrooms. Also, some other rooms. Can I get you a drink?”

      “Five bedrooms, just for one man? Are you kidding me?”

      He shook his head and pointed me in the direction of a huge beige sofa. I sank into it, gratefully.

      “I had to buy one with five bedrooms. All the good houses had at least five.”

      He handed me a glass with ice.

      “I have juice, or I have vodka. I highly recommend combining them, but that’s up to you.”

      “It’s four o’clock in the afternoon. Is this cocktail hour up here in Aspen?”

      “No. You’ve had a shock and you need to relax.”

      “You like telling other people what to do, don’t you?”

      He looked confused. “Not at all. I’m offering you a compelling choice.”

      “Not really. You’re saying that…” A wave of weariness overtook me. “You know what, never mind. I’ll go with juice and vodka, then. Why the hell not.”

      He took our glasses away and brought them back filled with something orangey-pink.

      “Mango and peach juice. Here comes the vodka.”

      He poured a generous slug into each.

      “I shall be giggly in ten minutes.”

      “But then I’ll fix dinner and you can haul it all back from the brink.”

      I laughed at his wide, easy smile. “You are the most super-confident man I’ve ever met. I bet you don’t doubt yourself, ever.”

      He winked at me, and my heart fluttered.

      God, I was an easy crowd tonight. Calm down, hormones, I thought.

      “You won’t say that when you’ve seen me in the kitchen. A toddler could clean up better.”

      I took a sip of my drink. The liquor burned my throat a little, but I soon got used to that.

      “I’m so worried about Deborah,” I said. “You think she’s okay?”

      “Don’t worry. That note said it all. The guy wants money. He doesn’t intend to hurt her.”

      “You can’t know that.”

      He looked pretty sure of his opinion. “I know it’s terrifying, but she’ll be fine. Try to stay calm and trust in the authorities.”

      “I do trust in the police. I know they have this covered.” I took another sip of my drink. It was good.

      “You know, you don’t have to get a hotel room.”

      Sawyer’s green eyes skipped over me. As they met mine, I felt a strange jolt of connection. Who was this guy?

      “Say what?”

      “You heard me.”

      “I do too have to get a hotel room. You need your space, remember?”

      He shrugged with a half-smile. “I did say that, yeah.” Pulling me up by my hands, he guided me through to the kitchen. “Right, sit your beautiful ass there.” He nodded at a table and wandered behind the counter.

      The vodka made me more assertive.

      “Sawyer, tell me something. Why did you take my number? Was it just for the random thrill of the chase? Why are you doing all this? Cooking, and making me drinks, and helping me, and all that. Aren’t there easier lays out there? Why me?”

      He froze, just for a second. Just like he had when I asked if he’d seen that mountain lion.

      “I’m not interested in easy lays.”

      “Okay. So you like a challenge, then?”

      He frowned, shaking his head. “You have no instincts about who I am? Who you are, to me?”

      I stared at him, trying to make sense of what he was asking. The alcohol wasn’t helping at all. The words were no more meaningful after I’d replayed them in my mind several times.

      I gave up trying to work it out.

      “What are you talking about?”

      He sat next to me and took my hand. Lightning bolts seemed to pass between us.

      “Isn’t it obvious? You’re mine.”

      I stared at him in amazement.

      “Huh?”

      “Don’t you feel it, too?”

      I looked out of the window for a second. It was starting to snow.

      Then, I looked back into his eyes. As I did so, I felt warm pinpricks of arousal flicker through me, yet again.

      “How can I be yours?”

      “Well, I’m yours, too. We belong to each other.”

      “Huh?”

      “Stop saying huh.”

      “Sawyer, what the hell are you talking about?”

      But, he didn’t answer. He just grabbed me and kissed me. Just like that. Without any warning.

      And as our lips pressed together, I felt a surge of something like — joy.

      Not to mention, the deepest longing for a guy’s body that I had ever felt.

      God, I wanted this man. It was insane how much I wanted him.

      I kissed him back, hard and hungry. I clawed at his back, needing to be closer, ever closer to him.

      Sawyer’s hands were all over me. He gripped my body firmly against him, like he’d never let me go.

      And then, a banging noise at the front door brought us back to reality pretty quickly.

      Shit. What the hell were we doing?

      Sawyer went to open it while I patted my mouth dry and tried to smooth my hair down. Whoa there, girl, I scolded myself. You just met this dude today. What gives?

      There was something primal in my lust for Sawyer. I’d never craved anyone’s touch this much in my life. It wasn’t just my body that wanted him. It was — I felt stupid even admitting it — but it was almost like my soul needed him.

      Yeah. That sounded stupid, even in my mind.

      Cool it, I thought. This is getting way too hot and heavy, way too fast. Remember what’s important here. Deborah could be in terrible trouble, and this is not the time for a vacation fling. Or rather, a business trip fling.

      So that was that. I promised myself I wouldn’t get carried away in the moment when he came back.

      But I already knew I wouldn’t keep my promise. The second he was near me, my hormones took over. My rational brain couldn’t see through the desire.
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      When Sawyer came back in the room, the cop from earlier was with him. Officer O’Leary. Or Jim, as Sawyer had called him.

      “Good evening, Miss Bradley. Just stopped by to give you an update.”

      He took his hat off and checked around his boots for snow.

      Sawyer waved airily at him. “Don’t worry about that, Jim. Please, take a seat.”

      “Oh, I won’t, if you don’t mind, Sawyer. I won’t take up too much of your time. Just wanted to let Miss Bradley know that we located Mr. Rollinson and he’s flying into Denver tonight. We’re hoping he’ll have some information that could help us find the guy who’s taken Mrs. Rollinson.”

      I couldn’t stop myself blurting out a question. “So, you’re sure it’s a guy?”

      Officer O’Leary scrutinized me intensely.

      “Why? Do you have reason to believe it’s a woman?”

      “No, not at all. I just — I’m just interested in the procedures you guys follow to work all this stuff out. It’s, uh, it’s interesting.”

      Officer O’Leary cleared his throat. He obviously couldn’t discuss the investigation. I should’ve stopped talking, really.

      But I didn’t. I just kept on going.

      “I mean, do you do psychological profiling at this stage? How do you make your early assessments? What’s the first step? Do you have any suspects, yet?”

      Jim cut in. “I’m not at liberty to share any of those details. We have a brief statement drafted from questioning you earlier, and we’ll arrange a time tomorrow for a more detailed conversation.”

      I smiled weakly.

      “Now, it looks like the snow is coming down hard. Going to be a bitter night, folks. You’ve booked that hotel, I hope? Don’t leave it too long to get over there, eh?”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but Sawyer cut in. “I’ll make sure she travels safely, Jim.”

      He winked at me behind Jim’s back.

      As they walked back to the door, I beat myself up inside a little. Why did I have to pester him like an over-eager kid?

      Probably just as well I didn’t make it as far as a career in law enforcement. My common sense could use an upgrade.

      There was no getting anything past Sawyer. He stood in front of me with an amused expression.

      “What was that all about?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re interested in the procedures, you said. Then, you got all excited about police work. Then you went bright red.”

      “Thanks so much for noticing.” I rubbed my cheeks with both hands.

      “So, you’re really interested in the police investigation, right? So, you could be a criminal, which I doubt, or maybe you’re a wannabe cop. I’m guessing wannabe cop.”

      I bristled for a second. He was right on the money, of course.

      “Not exactly. Well, okay, yeah. Exactly.”

      He sat down next to me, looking expectant.

      “So, I’m a police academy dropout. I didn’t want to give it up, but I had to, and there we are.”

      He nodded. “And?”

      “There’s nothing else to it. I couldn’t complete my training, so I lost my place. Now, I’m a rich woman’s PA.”

      “I knew there was something going on under that prim surface. You’re not the PA type.”

      “What type is that?”

      Sawyer grinned his sexiest, most annoying grin. “Forget I said it. Why’d you drop out, though?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “I have all evening.”

      I sighed. He had me backed into a corner.

      “My cousin got sick and I had to look after her. It was either that, or she’d end up in jail.”

      “Intriguing. What was wrong with her?”

      “She was addicted to drugs. Mainly meth, but ya know. Anything goes, once you get with that lifestyle. She got busted a third time, and they said she could stay out of jail only if someone was accountable for her. Actually, the judge insisted on rehab at first, but she wouldn’t go. So, I looked after her. I was her rehab.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah.”

      We sat in silence for a few minutes.

      “So up until then, you were working toward becoming a cop?”

      “Does that surprise you?”

      “Everything about you surprises me.”

      He took my hand, turned it over, and kissed the inside of my wrist. It was a weirdly intimate gesture.

      I finally plucked up the courage to ask the question I’d been rehearsing in my mind.

      “When you said I was yours, back there — what did you mean?”

      “You really don’t know?”

      I shook my head, confused. “How could I?”

      He slid his hand off my wrist and onto my knee. My thighs tingled like he was shooting electrical currents out of those manly fingertips.

      “Cadence, do you believe in fate?”

      I thought about it for a moment.

      “I don’t know. Yeah. I guess, I do. Kinda.”

      “So, for example, you believe there was a good reason you had to drop out of your dream job?”

      “Hm. Well, now. There’s a question.”

      I hated having dropped out. But, I suppose I liked the idea that it was all for some higher purpose.

      “Okay, yeah. I’d feel like less of a failure if leaving was written in the stars, or whatever.”

      “What if I told you fate arranged things so you had to give up your spot in training, just so you could work for Mrs. Rollinson, come to Aspen, and meet me?”

      We stared deep into each other’s eyes for a moment, unblinking.

      “That would sound like you’re a rampant egomaniac who thinks the world revolves around him.”

      “Can’t argue with that.” He smiled and sat back, arms resting on the back of the sofa, with legs wide apart.

      He was so over-confident, it was maddening.

      For a second, I really disliked him. But, the heat between my thighs told a different story.

      “So, what are you saying? That you’re my destiny?” I said it in the cheesiest daytime soap voice I could manage.

      “Pretty much.”

      He looked me right in the eye. And he wasn’t laughing.

      My heart was beating so hard, I half-wondered if it might leap right out of my chest and dance around the floor.

      “But before we go any further down this road, there’s something we need to talk about.”

      Uh-oh. Here it came. I knew there had to be a catch.

      I braced myself for whatever he was about to say.

      

      He held my hand firmly, looking down at it.

      My heart sank. What did he mean?

      “You have a sexually-transmitted disease?”

      “What? No!”

      “You’re married?”

      “No! Can you just let me finish?”

      “Sorry. Okay.”

      Sawyer took another deep breath, like he was getting psyched up for something. Then he lifted his jaw and looked me square in the eye.

      “Cadence — I’m not like other guys.”

      His green eyes were locked on mine. They were so luminous they almost shone. Like glow stars on my old bedroom ceiling at Mom’s.

      “Tell me about it,” I said in a dry voice.

      “I don’t just mean my devastating good looks, wit and charm.”

      I rolled my eyes. He grinned, his eyes crinkling at the edges.

      “So what do you mean?”

      “I mean…” He dropped my hand and stood up, pacing to the edge of the room and back. He seemed to be trying to find the right words.

      “You’re scaring me now. Just spit it out, okay?”

      “Okay.” He sat down next to me again. “Cadence, I’m a shifter. Do you know what that is?”

      My jaw dropped open. Of course, I knew what a shifter was.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I know what they are.”

      “Have you ever known a shifter before?”

      “No. Not personally.”

      “But you know about us? You know about the magical community?”

      The words ‘magical community’ jangled in my ears, like they were echoing round a cave.

      “I did my senior year English project on shapeshifters in literature. I’ve always been interested in shifters. And, I always knew it wasn’t a myth. I just—”

      I almost had to pinch myself to make sure I was awake.

      “Go on?”

      “I’ve just never met one before. And, now you’re telling me we’re meant to be together? You’re saying I’m fated to be with a shifter?”

      “Yeah, I am.”

      I felt lightheaded for a second. There was a folded newspaper on the table, and I fanned myself with it.

      “If you need a moment, I can go get the food started and let you think for a while.”

      “No, it’s okay. It just wasn’t what I was expecting you to say, that’s all.”

      “What did you think I’d say?”

      “I thought you’d mumble something about needing an open relationship because you’re all man, your cock is free range and cannot be tamed, blah blah blah. Something like that.”

      He roared with laughter, eyes sparkling. Then the smile faded.

      “And instead you found out I’m not all man. I’m something else too.”

      “What are you? What kind of animal are you?”

      “I’m a snow leopard, Cadence. You saw me on the road earlier.”

      I gasped.

      “So, that was why you suddenly appeared, right afterwards? Why were you half-dressed?”

      “Shifting rips up your clothes. It’s easier just to take them off first. I have bundles of clothes hidden all over the mountainside.”

      “Wow. You’re one hell of an organized kitty.”

      “I try.” He passed me my drink. It was nearly empty. “Want more?”

      I shook my head. It would take me a few moments to find my breath and sense of normality again. Adding more alcohol wasn’t going to help.

      “So, let me get this straight. We’re ‘fated mates’? Isn’t that what you magical people call it?”

      “Ding ding ding. Jackpot.”

      This had been the weirdest day ever.

      Here I was, sitting opposite probably the most handsome man I’d ever seen in my life. And he was telling me in all seriousness, that I was The One.

      And oh, by the way, he’s a shifter. Of course. Why wouldn’t he be?

      Holy shit.

      My mind was totally blown by this point.

      And, I knew I had a choice here.

      Either I could walk away from this crazy situation, go to the hotel and concentrate on finding Deborah, or, I could stick around and find out where in hell all this was leading.

      “I think maybe I’d like to explore this in more depth,” I said with vast understatement, and clasped his face in my hands. He didn’t need a second hint.
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      Without another word, our hands and lips found each other.

      Just one touch of his tongue against mine made me wild with desire. Warmth flooded between my legs. I squirmed, feeling how my panties were wet through.

      He moved his lips down to my neck and slipped his hand up my thigh. I tipped my head back, unable to stop my moan of pleasure.

      With one swift motion, he pulled me onto his lap. I slid my legs on either side of him, so I could feel his hardness pressing against my hot, aching pussy. It was shameless, and I didn’t care at all. I ached to tear his clothes off.

      “God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered against my face.

      His hands roamed under my sweater. I writhed beneath his hot touch. Automatically, I lifted my arms straight up, and he pulled the sweater off over my head.

      “Oh god yes,” I breathed into his hair.  I was excited and scared, and I wasn’t sure I believed this ‘fated mates’ thing yet, but it was as if my body was refusing to listen to my mind. My body—my heart, wanted this…wanted him. Suddenly, the other things in my life—my job, poor Mrs. Rollinson—they didn’t seem as important any more.

      He yanked my bra open and flung it aside, taking one rock-hard nipple in his mouth, and circling the other with his tongue. I moaned again, louder this time. The feeling was too much. I wondered if I might come there and then, just from that one feeling.

      His cock shoved hard against me. He felt huge and I was a little wary of his size. But, I was so turned on, I didn’t care.

      “Let me take this off you,” I panted. I tore at his shirt, pulling it off him as he swapped his attention to my other breast. When I thought I could stand it no more, he stood up, holding me up. My legs were still wrapped around his waist.

      “I want you on the rug,” he growled.

      He placed me gently on the soft expanse and knelt over me. I could hardly stand it; I couldn’t wait, my feelings were so intense.

      “Please,” I whispered. “I need you right now.”

      “We have all night,” he said in his sexy deep voice. “Relax,” he breathed.

      Then, his firm hands tugged down my pants, so I was just lying there in panties. I gyrated furiously, needing him inside me so badly.

      He hooked his fingers inside my panties and pulled them down. I lay totally nude in front of him, and for the first time in my life I wasn’t self-conscious at all. I felt sexy and womanly, and totally hot.

      The look on his face told me he saw it, too.

      “Goddamn it, you’re perfect.” He pulled my legs up roughly, and draped my knees over his shoulders. His face was right up close to my most intimate area, and I could hardly contain myself.

      “Oh god, Sawyer,” I begged. “Now. Now. I need you inside me.”

      But, he wouldn’t move. In what I was realizing was typical Sawyer style, he just did whatever the hell he wanted. Luckily, what he did was amazing.

      Instead of filling me up like I begged him to, he just licked me in one firm sweep, from ass to clit. I almost exploded right there.  As I wailed and thrashed under him, he set to work all over with his tongue. The sensations were so raw and so powerful, and his tongue seemed to be everywhere, so I just about lost my mind.

      Before long, I was screaming in ecstasy, calling out his name. He buried his tongue deep inside me, riding out the waves of pleasure until I slumped back onto the rug, exhausted.

      “Oh my god, Sawyer,” I half-sobbed. I reached down for him and grabbed hold of his cock. I stroked it gently.

      “Don’t you dare,” he said, as I pulled myself up to a sitting position and licked a bead of wetness from the very tip. “You can’t — oh fuck, yes. Fuck. Yes.”

      I sucked him slowly and lazily, enjoying his loss of control. He wasn’t in charge at the moment. I looked up and caught his eye as I took the whole of him into my mouth. As our eyes locked, I shuddered with renewed longing, and his gaze was filled with lust.

      “That’s it,” he growled, pushing me off him and back onto the rug. “I can’t wait another second. I need to have you.” He fumbled in his pants pocket for something. I heard the crackle of cellophane and the faint scent of latex.

      Before I could make another move, he pulled me up hard by my hands. I sat on his lap as he kneeled on the floor. By this time, I was so wet, we almost fit together without trying.

      He held onto my hips and pulled me down onto his cock. He was rough and hungry for my body, taking what he wanted like the animal he was. I yelped as he filled me up, all the way, in one thrust. Damn, he was big. But I was so aroused, the pain only lasted a second. After that, it was the most incredible feeling of my entire life.

      He pumped me up and down on top of him, doing half the work with his arms around me. I ground my hips into him, faster and faster. The world was just a blur of feeling, and sound, and Sawyer’s lips and Sawyer’s cock, and oh god, oh god, oh god—

      Before long, we collapsed together in a crashing orgasm and I screamed my head off. He called out my name, over and over.

      Drenched in sweat and suddenly still, we sat locked together for a long while. When he softened inside me, he pulled out, tying the condom at the end and wrapping it in a tissue. We stayed in the same position though, just hugging.

      “I didn’t even think it was possible to, um, finish at exactly the same time,” I whispered. “I thought that was just a myth started by porn.”

      “It’s pretty rare,” he said with a small laugh, kissing a line from my collarbone to my jaw. “It’s because it’s us, the two of us together like this.”

      “It is,” I agreed. “It’s just us.”

      I don’t remember much about the rest of the evening, except an overwhelming sense of calm. Life was all upside down, and yet it had never felt more right. I still wasn’t sure how I really felt about everything, but I did know that being with Sawyer like this was making me happy, and I wasn’t going to question it right now.

      “It’s going to be okay, Cadence,” he said, just as I drifted into slumber.

      “I know,” I said, as I felt Sawyer pull me close.
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      I woke up in semi-darkness to the sizzle and hiss of food in a pan. My stomach growled noisily. It smelled delicious.

      Running a hand through my tangled mop of hair, I sat up. It dawned on me that I was naked.

      And also, where the hell was I?

      I was disoriented, thirsty and ravenous, all at once. And, yes — very, very naked.

      A few moments later, reality hit me. Of course! I was with that hot, arrogant stranger. Sawyer. At his home. The sexy stranger I just —

      Oh god. We only met today. Or yesterday. What goddamn day is it, anyway? And, how did I just sleep with an almost-stranger?

      I looked around and realized I was sleeping on a sofa in the kitchen. Weird. Usually I battled broken sleep in my own bed, and here I was zonked out happily in a kitchen?

      Sawyer was busy at the stove, way over on the other side of the room. It was a pretty big kitchen, so we were at least fifteen feet apart.

      “What time is it?” My voice was scratchy. I coughed.

      “Hey, beautiful. It’s eight o’clock. Eight in the evening, that is. You’ve woken up just in time for dinner.”

      Sawyer had changed into a perfect, clean white tee, and faded blue jeans. His hair was slightly wet, and a little sprinkling of stubble glinted on that strong chin of his.

      By anyone’s standards, he looked jaw-droppingly hot. Seriously fine. I drank in his muscular beauty as he sauntered in my direction, his body lit only by a few spotlights on the other side of the kitchen.

      “Hey, Sawyer. Uh, where are my clothes?”

      “Hanging in the guest room closet. Second floor, third door on the right.”

      “Do I have time for a shower before we eat?”

      He looked at the skillet and back at me. “Uh, I guess the meat should rest a few minutes before we eat it. So, yeah. Go now. I’ll keep everything hot for you.” He raised one eyebrow as he said this last part.

      “Mm, yes please.”

      I swear I was hungry, not flirting.

      With another yawn, I stood up and stretched. Then, I couldn’t help noticing once more that I was one hundred percent naked.

      “Sawyer? I seem to be standing here nude and you have no drapes. And, the lights are on.”

      “It’s okay. Nothing overlooking us but mountains, baby.”

      “What if someone walks past and peeps in the window?”

      “Then, I’ll shoot them. It’s all good.”

      “You’d better be joking.”

      “Of course I am. I wouldn’t shoot them. I’d just shove them into the river.”

      “So funny. You should be on Saturday Night Live.”

      “Look, Sarcasm Girl, get upstairs and shower, before I eat all the goddamn food myself. And then jump you again. Your incredible naked body is distracting me.”

      “Really?” I put a hand on my hip.

      In truth, he was getting me pretty fired up too, standing there in his pristine white tee and jeans. I was half-inclined just to tear them off him again, and to hell with the food.

      “Go. Scram. I can’t concentrate on cooking when my cock is this hard.”

      “Yeah, yeah. All right. I’m gone.”

      I scampered along to the hallway and up the stairs, trying not to think about his huge cock reporting for duty again. Or, the huge plate glass windows on all sides of the house.

      If anyone had been standing outside a little while ago, we would’ve given them one almighty floorshow.

      Yeesh. I put that out of my mind and skipped up the wide, sweeping staircase.

      Sawyer’s guest room was bigger than my whole apartment back home. Hell, its bathroom alone was bigger than my bedroom. The Rollinsons’ guest apartment was a part of my salary package, and I knew how lucky I was to live alone in NYC. But, calling it ‘compact’ was putting it politely.

      And, this house? It was the sort of home where you could really kick back and breathe. Sawyer said before that he needed lots of space. No wonder he bought this place. He must find plenty of it here.

      I showered quickly, and threw my clothes back on. It was the only outfit I had, at least until the police released my suitcase and sent it on to the hotel.

      Out of the window, the full moon and stars glittered in the winter sky. I knew I should head off to the hotel soon, if I didn’t want to find myself stranded in a snowdrift.

      As I came downstairs, I heard the faint clinking of cutlery. Sawyer was laying it all out properly on the kitchen table.

      He smiled at me as I walked in. “Red wine okay with you?”

      “Uh—” Well, I guessed I wasn’t going to be driving anywhere while the cops had my employer’s car. Not tonight, anyway. Sawyer could drive me. “Sure. Why not.”

      Sawyer set a plate down in front of me. On it was a juicy, fresh burger, packed into a crisp, white bun with tomato and lettuce. The rest of the plate was filled with beautifully golden french fries and a green salad. Tiny china dishes of pickles and preserves filled the center of the table, with little spoons in each.

      “You made this?” I looked at the plate and back at him. “All this? From scratch?”

      “I didn’t bake the bread. But, yeah. Hamburgers are easy, girl. You just grind the beef, season it—”

      “You ground the beef yourself?”

      “Will you stop looking so shocked? I’m an adult. I can feed myself. And, anyone else who happens to stop by. What, you think I live on powdered mac and cheese just because I’m a guy and I live alone? C’mon. Eat.”

      I bit into the burger and groaned. Juice trickled down my chin, and I didn’t even care. It tasted unbelievably great.

      “Good, huh?” He grinned over his own burger and took a bite.

      “That is the best hamburger I have ever tasted. I’m not even joking.”

      “Damn straight. Wait until you try my hand-rolled sushi.”

      “Are you for real?”

      “Ha! No. I’m kidding about the sushi.”

      “Thank god. I was starting to think you were too good to be true.”

      “Oh, I’m true, all right. Brave and true. Here, have some pickles.”

      We ate in cheerful silence for a while. The fries were divine. The salad was crunchy and fresh. It was pretty much the best meal I’d ever eaten.

      Or, maybe it was just the best company.

      I wasn’t about to tell Sawyer any of that, though. The guy had an ego the size of Buttermilk Mountain already.

      As I reached the end of the plateful, I sat back and patted my full belly.

      “This has been awesome. Thank you so much for cooking. I wish it wasn’t so late, but I’m going to have to head out to that hotel before the snow sets in for the night.”

      He grabbed my hand across the table.

      “Look, Cadence, you don’t have to go anywhere. There’s more than enough room for you to stay.” He stroked the back of my hand with his thumb.

      “I really couldn’t ask you to take me in. We just met.”

      “I think we’re getting to know each other pretty well, don’t you?” He traced a swirling pattern on my forearm, and I shivered.

      “We are, but I know you’re just being kind and it’s fine, really. I’d just be in your way here. And, I’m so worried about Deborah. I’ll be awful company until I know she’s safe.”

      “Look, you don’t need to go through this alone, okay? You don’t have to sleep in my bed either, if you don’t want to. Use the guest room you showered in. Use one of the other guest rooms. Curl up anyplace you want. Don’t say no because I need my space, though. I already said it’d be great to have you here, and I meant it.”

      “I don’t have any of my stuff,” I said, lamely. “The cops were going to have my luggage sent to the hotel room. Once it’s been searched for evidence, I guess.”

      “Let me fix that.”

      Sawyer jogged to the counter and picked up his cellphone. He dialed a number.

      “Naylor! How are you doing, buddy? Reckon you can handle a quick run-around tonight?”

      He wandered out into the hallway, still talking. I took another sip of wine. I had no idea about wine, but it tasted pretty good to me.

      Minutes later, Sawyer was back.

      “Naylor will swing by the hotel now and get your stuff. I’ll clear it with Jim, first. Excuse me for one more minute.” He tapped the screen of his phone again.

      Was there any part of my life this guy couldn’t take over?

      I walked over to the vast windows, looking out pointlessly into the blackness of the Aspen evening. All I could see was my own reflection gazing back at me. Coming to Aspen was either the biggest mistake I’d ever made, or the best thing I’d ever done. There was a small possibility that it was both.
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      We sat by the fireplace drinking hot chocolate late into the night. Sawyer’s stories about growing up as a shifter were hilarious.

      It was strange how easily I accepted the news that he was half-man, half-beast. Maybe he was right about fate pushing us together.

      Around midnight, there was another knock at the door.

      “That’ll be your luggage.” Sawyer leaped up and jogged to the hallway.

      He emerged again with a huge, burly, bearded guy, who lifted my two suitcases on his fingertips like they were movie props made of foam rubber.

      “This is Naylor. Look what he has here.”

      “Wow, thanks so much, Naylor. I appreciate that.”

      “It’s no bother, ma’am,” said Naylor, blushing to the very edges of his beard.

      I waited until he’d left, and then I pounced on Sawyer. “Naylor’s a shifter too, isn’t he?” I sat back in triumph, waiting for him to say I was right.

      The edges of Sawyer’s mouth curled slightly.

      “Maybe. What kind of shifter do you think he is?”

      “I don’t know. Well he’s huge. Pretty quiet. Strong, and a little shy.”

      “This is uncanny. So? What is he?”

      “A bear?”

      “Yeah!” Sawyer high-fived me. “He’s a grizzly shifter. There are a lot of bear shifters around here. Nice job, Bradley. Nice job.”

      I chuckled. “You can tell I have detective training, right? Just a little.”

      “Why, sure. It’s written all over you. Now, your turn to answer a question. What happened to your cousin after you saved her ass? Did she turn her life around for good?”

      I coughed nervously. JoJo was a sore subject for me.

      “Well, she is possibly in Mexico now. I’m not sure.”

      “Mexico?”

      “Yeah. See, I looked after her twenty-four-seven until she kicked her habit. After that, she kind of — well, it was like she hated me for seeing her at her most vulnerable, or something. She resented the fact that I stood between her and whichever fucked up boyfriend she had at the time. So, eventually she bailed. I tried to stay in touch whenever she and her rent-a-deadbeats moved across the country, but it was one-sided. Last I heard, she was in Mexico with some dealer. Nothing I can do about it now.”

      Thinking about JoJo sent my blood pressure soaring. That girl had an instinct for danger and bad situations.

      “That must be hard.”

      “Mm.”

      “It must make you angry, when you gave up so much to help her.”

      “Well, I don’t know.”

      “You must miss her.”

      I nodded and looked out of the window. I so did not want to talk about this.

      “So why did you become a rich lady’s PA?”

      “Girl’s gotta eat.”

      “Fair enough. And, you’re happy working for Deborah?”

      I went quiet. How to even begin to answer that?

      “Well I guess I’m not unhappy, but—”

      “But you’d be a lot happier if you could’ve been a cop? Yeah?”

      “Oh, sure. Yeah.”

      “Who do you think has taken Deborah?”

      “I’m not a cop. We just established that.”

      “I’m just interested in the Cadence Bradley theory.”

      “I don’t have a theory.”

      “Bullshit.” Sawyer threw a handful of marshmallows into the last inch of my hot chocolate. “Come on. Give me what you got.”

      “Oh, for god’s sake.” I grabbed my phone and flicked open the gallery app. “Look. Here’s the ransom note. You know, I probably shouldn’t show this to people.”

      “It’s okay. I’m only half a person.”

      “Ha ha. Look. See the childish writing, like the person is using the wrong hand, or maybe got a kid to do it for them? I guess the cops will be able to analyze that, and the materials used, and build up a picture that way. Hopefully it’s covered in fingerprints and they can get an ID that way.”

      “What’s that number?” Sawyer pinched the screen outward to make the photo bigger.

      “That’s the account number. The ransom is meant to go in there. Good luck with that though, buddy. There’s no way Deborah’s husband Edgar can get his hands on thirty mil in forty-eight hours.”

      “And, if he doesn’t? Do you think Deborah’s in real danger?”

      I felt icy fingers closing around my heart. The prospect of Deborah being genuinely in danger was terrifying.

      “I don’t know,” I said in a small voice.

      Sawyer grabbed the phone from my hand and leaned over to the table in front of us. He pulled out a pen and notepad from a drawer in the side, and scribbled something down.

      “What are you writing?”

      “Making a note of the account number. I mean, someone should just pay it, right? Then, he won’t try to hurt her.”

      I stared at him.

      “I just told you, Edgar doesn’t have that kind of money. He probably has it in assets, but he couldn’t get his hands on the cash in anywhere near enough time.”

      “I know. You said that.”

      “So what are you—?”

      He looked me deep in the eyes, a grave expression on his face.

      “I’ll pay it.”

      “Excuse me?” I set the cup down, because my hands were beginning to tremble. “You have thirty million dollars lying around?”

      “Not lying around. I’ll need to call the bank in Boulder and have it transferred.”

      I gasped. He held my gaze.

      He didn’t seem to be joking.

      “How is— How is that even possible?”

      He looked embarrassed. “It’s no big deal. I’ll call in the morning and we’ll get it done.”

      I stood up and stumbled to the window. Nothing to see there. Just blackness. Why didn’t he just get some drapes?

      “So, you’re like a super rich guy? I mean, I knew you were pretty rich from seeing your house, but— seriously? Thirty million, just like that? That’s nothing to you?”

      He scratched his head, looking pained.

      “I just think that ransom needs to be paid. Worst case scenario? Deborah goes free, and I lose the money. If it goes well, the police get to trace the cash transfer and bang, they’ve got him. Either way, this needs to happen.”

      “That’s not the worst case scenario. What if he takes the money but he doesn’t let her go?”

      “Why wouldn’t he?”

      I laughed hollowly. “Criminals are fucked up by definition. You’re assuming a lot here.”

      “He’ll let her go.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I just know.”

      “Oh, man.” I paced the room, feeling lightheaded. “So, what do you do for a living? Or, did you inherit your fortune?”

      “I inherited nothing but a bad attitude.” His expression was stony. “I’m an independent stock trader. I work alone. My instincts are pretty good, and I’ve built up a lot of capital through good decisions. It’s that simple. I keep a lot of cash on deposit because I like to be able to jump in and buy companies if I think they’re a good prospect. The first person to show them the money, wins. Ain’t no second prize in business.”

      “Wow.”

      “Are you freaked out by this?”

      I thought about it for a second. “No. I just don’t think I’ve met anyone with that sort of money before. Life must be real easy for you, huh?”

      He snorted with what sounded like bitter laughter. “If only.”

      “You’re a multi-millionaire though, surely?”

      He half-shrugged.

      “Jeez. A billionaire?”

      He nodded, looking awkward.

      “And, you made all your money yourself?”

      “Yes. Every last cent of it.”

      “Way to frickin’ go, dude. Way. To. Go.”

      “I’m just happy that I can help with this. Let’s stop talking about it now.”

      I wasn’t at all convinced that paying the ransom was the right thing to do, but he was so sure, I didn’t argue any more.

      We sat back on the sofa together, and he put his arm around me. I slumped against his chest, listening to the sound of his heartbeat. He stroked my hair gently. It felt so warm and safe, I got all sleepy right away. The last thing I remembered was his soft kiss on the top of my head, and the rhythmic sound of his breathing beneath my cheek.
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      I woke up in a bed, which is definitely not where I fell asleep. It was a huge bed, with crisp cotton sheets and soft blankets. I could hardly persuade myself to move, because it was so comfortable.

      Sunlight streamed through the windows. The light had a whiter quality to it than in Manhattan. I guessed that was because it reflected off the snow.

      Once again, I realized I’d slept beautifully, with no restless wakefulness in the early hours. If only I was this relaxed at home, I thought.

      Looking around, I realized I was in the guest room I’d showered in yesterday. A pang of disappointment flickered in my stomach. He hadn’t taken me into his own bed. Maybe he really didn’t mean all the stuff he said about destiny, and fated mates, and stuff. Maybe that was just the sort of thing guys said to talk their vacation romances into sleeping with them.

      My heart felt heavy when I thought about Deborah. If only I hadn’t gone on a pointless journey just before the kidnapper came to call. Maybe, I could’ve stopped this happening. If only I’d found her laptop in the car when we first arrived at the house.

      Endless different versions of reality played through my mind. As I showered, I rehearsed lots of different endings to the story — ones where Deborah didn’t get abducted.

      Rinsing my hair in the warm jets, I began to cry. It was all too awful to think about. What must she be feeling right now? I prayed that she was safe and being taken care of. I hoped the guy really was just motivated by money. Sawyer insisted he was going to take care of that side of things. If that meant Deborah would be released, then great.

      The gnawing fear that the guy would just take the money and kill her anyway, was unbearable. I towel-dried my hair and tried to hold back the sobbing.

      It didn’t work. Sawyer appeared in the doorway; he must have heard me.

      I turned to him, wet-haired, and wrapped in a towel. He didn’t say a word, but just threw his arms around me, sweeping me up off the floor. I buried my face in his neck and just cried.

      

      When the tears had subsided, Sawyer sat me down on the edge of the bed. He knelt on the floor in front of me, holding my hands.

      “I’m going to call the bank when it opens. I’m taking care of this, Cadence. I promise.”

      I nodded, still too emotional about Deborah to say anything much. He kissed me softly on the lips and caressed my cheek.

      A phone rang downstairs somewhere.

      “Just a second.” He delved in his pocket, pressed a few buttons on his cell and picked up the call that way. “Hello?”

      I watched his face change from serious to smiling in about two seconds flat.

      “Dominic! No way, man. You’ve got to stop by. No, I’m serious. Come now.” He looked at me in my towel. “Okay, give me an hour. But yeah, please do. Bring the folks. I’d love to meet Isadora. Get your butts over here, dude. You sure? I can fix something. No, okay. Great. See you then, buddy.”

      I raised my eyebrows and stood up. “I’d better get out of here. You have visitors on their way.”

      “No, please.” He pushed me gently, so I sat back down on the bed. “Stay. I want you to meet them. It’s one of my oldest friends from college, Dominic Chase. He’s in Colorado on business. His brother Sebastian and his wife are traveling with him today. They just had a little daughter. I’m stoked to meet her.”

      “I can’t intrude. You’ll want to chat with your old friends.”

      “Nope, you won’t be intruding. Anyway, I’m sort of hoping you’ll stick around in my life, generally. Which means you need to meet the folks. That’s how this works. Am I right?” He grinned, his eyes glinting wickedly.

      I must have looked worried, because he added, “Don’t worry about the ransom. That’s still on. I’ll call the bank the second they open, I promise. Dominic and the gang will only be here a couple hours, max. We’ll be on red alert for any call from the police. You okay with this?”

      I nodded. “Okay. If you’re sure I won’t be in the way.”

      He kissed me deeply, squeezing my ass with one hand. Hot desire raged inside me again. This guy was like a walking aphrodisiac.

      He pressed my hand to the bulge in his pants and leaned in close. “This is what happens as soon as I kiss you. As soon as our guests are gone, I’m going to fuck you again. Long and slow, this time. I’m going to make you come until you can’t see straight.”

      “It’s a deal.”

      He kissed my neck and left the room.

      My suitcases were right by the dresser, so I opened them up and picked out an outfit. It felt odd to be looking through clothes I packed for my work trip. Things had turned out so different from the schedule.

      I put on a white shirt, jeans, and a pale blue sweater. Then, I agonized about whether it sent the ‘right message’. Whatever that was.

      It took way too long to get my hair right. My makeup was light and natural-looking, but I still took it off and started again halfway through.

      Cool it, I said to the mirror. Stop the angst. You’ll look like a madwoman to his good buddy Dominic.

      I guessed I was just freaked out about meeting people who were important to Sawyer. I barely knew him. They’d be able to see that. Would they think I wasn’t good enough for him? Would they think the fated mates idea was stupid?

      By the time I got downstairs, it was almost time for them to arrive. I chewed my lip nervously.

      “You look stunning.” He kissed me again, this time more deeply. “If only we had time to warm ourselves up before they get here.”

      There was a loud banging on the door. Then we heard a baby voice saying, “Daddy, can we make a snowman?”

      Sawyer threw open the door. “Dominic! Guys! Come on in!”

      Three adults and one toddler came in, shaking off the snow. Sawyer took their coats away someplace — well, who doesn’t have a dedicated coatroom hidden out of sight? — and I shook their hands to say hello.

      Dominic was tall and blonde, with an intense gaze, and cheerful crinkles at the edges of his eyes. He was icily handsome and well built. Sebastian was exactly the same type, just maybe a few years older. He looked more relaxed and tan. They both had British accents and perfect manners. I liked them both instantly.

      But, it was Sebastian’s wife Finola that I bonded with most. She was so nice to me the second she got in the door. She spoke with a British accent too, but less strong than the men. There were definite American touches in there. Her red-brown hair fell in thick, glossy waves around her face, and she looked serene and happy. And, she hugged me warmly, even though she just met me.

      How I wished I had her poise and air of contentment. And, if I was honest, her looks. She was the same kind of curvy shape as me, too. Sebastian could hardly take his eyes off her, and Sawyer said they’d already been married over a year. They were one happy couple.

      “Isadora, are you going to say hello?” Finola steered the little girl to me by both shoulders. She had platinum blonde ringlets and deep blue eyes. She wore a white lab coat over her jeans, complete with stethoscope.

      “Hello!” the little girl said, waving joyously. “Are you sick?”

      “Izzy’s being a doctor today,” said her father, smiling at her. He put a hand on her head. “That’s right, isn’t it, sweetheart? Ask Sawyer if he needs a bandage on his leg.”

      “I absolutely do,” said Sawyer, bounding back into the room. “Right after I make a fresh pot of coffee. Excuse me, Doctor. I’ll be back momentarily.”

      Isadora nodded and skipped over to do somersaults on the rug.

      “She’s amazing,” I said.

      “She is,” Finola agreed. “Every single day, she does something new to astonish us. Right, honey?”

      “Every day.” Sebastian nodded, looking lovingly between the two ladies in his life.

      What a gorgeous family. How they cherished each other. I yearned to have that myself.

      “Uncle Dominic has takeout,” added Finola. “Pastries, and pancakes, and patties and, I don’t know, pineapples?”

      “PEACHES!” yelled Isadora.

      “Peaches could work, yes.” Finola smiled at me and patted the seat next to her. “Cadence, come tell me all about yourself.”

      Sawyer came back in with plates, and Dominic laid out all the food he’d brought on the low wood table. We helped ourselves, and Sebastian broke off little pieces for Isadora’s plate. She ate happily, cross-legged on the rug. I wanted to scoop her up and hug her; she was so perky and adorable.

      We talked casually while we ate. After a while, Isadora leaped up to ask her mom to take her to the bathroom.

      When she had left the room, Sawyer leaned forward.

      “Dominic, can I ask you about a — well, a situation?”

      Dominic didn’t seem confused by the question. “The sort of situation I might deal with?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Go for it.”

      Sawyer told Dominic and Sebastian about Deborah’s kidnapping. They nodded and frowned, absorbing it all. When he’d finished, the brothers looked at each other.

      “This is something we could assist with,” Dominic said.

      “What would you need from me?”

      “All the information you have. Is it being dealt with by the police?”

      “Yeah, the local cops are dealing with it. But honestly, it’ll be referred up to state police any time, right?”

      “Probably. Maybe even FBI.”

      My blood ran cold to think Deborah was in the hands of a sophisticated criminal, the kind the FBI might be interested in.

      “I’m going to pay the ransom.” Sawyer drained his coffee cup and set it back on the table. “We can’t wait around for this guy to get desperate.”

      Dominic shook his head. “I strongly advise against that.”

      “It’s been almost 24 hours, already. The guy gave 48 hours as a deadline. It’s not worth the risk.”

      Sebastian touched Sawyer gently on the shoulder. “You’re doing this with a good heart, I know. But, you need to listen to Dominic. He knows what he’s talking about.”

      Sawyer looked like he was weighing this. “Are you going into the family business too now, Seb?”

      “No, still running Pallida Fortis. I’m thirty-five. That’s too old to run around pretending I’m James Bond.”

      The brothers laughed and Dominic shoved Sebastian playfully. He hadn’t taken offense though, because his eyes smiled genuinely. They must have a great relationship, I thought.

      “I think we’re freezing Cadence out without meaning to. She won’t know what we’re talking about. I know she must be trustworthy, or she wouldn’t be here right now. Cadence, my brother Sebastian is the head of Pallida Fortis investment bank in London. The bank’s been in our family for generations. I run Pallida Fortis in the USA, but I’m transitioning that responsibility to my deputy. My younger brothers and I — have a new enterprise.”

      “Wow.” I hardly knew how to process that. These guys ran banks. I was a lowly PA. How could we relate?

      Finola came back, holding Isadora’s hand. Isadora ran to her mom’s bag and took out a handful of soft animal toys.

      “Are they talking business, already?” Finola reached for a grape.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Are you a banker, too?”

      Finola laughed. “Nope. God, no. I run a kids charity now, but I was an admin assistant at the bank when I met Sebastian. Fate put me there, so he says.”

      “You’re kidding? You were a PA, too? That’s my job!”

      “Well, there we go. I knew we were friendship material.” We laughed. She held up a hand for me to high-five. “So, had you always wanted to be an assistant, or do you have big dreams that haven’t come true yet?”

      I felt so comfortable with Finola, I told her everything. All about JoJo, the police academy, the disappointment of giving it up. It was a weight off my mind. She was so sympathetic and perceptive about all of it; she made me feel a lot better.

      “So, what is this new unit?” Sawyer offered around a bowl of fruit to everyone. I took a handful of grapes. “Is it affiliated with federal intelligence services?”

      “Loosely. We’re connected with the paranormal secret service, but we’re an independent squad.”

      “Cool.” Sawyer nodded, like all this wasn’t blowing his mind. I guess it wasn’t.

      “It must be nice to work with your brothers,” I offered. I had nothing else.

      “It is,” Dominic nodded. “Benedict is a hothead, and Maximilian needs a good kick in the pants every now and again, but they’re good guys really. We work well together. There’s kind of a mental shorthand you have when you grew up together.”

      “And you’re all—” I couldn’t bring myself to say the word.

      “Shifters?” Finola finished the sentence for me. “They are. I’m not. They’re white tigers. You do know about shifters, right?” She looked worried in case she’d said the wrong thing.

      “Yeah, I do.” I looked at Sawyer. “White tigers, and snow leopards. No wonder you guys are all friends.”

      “We’re very similar animals,” Sebastian smiled, handing Isadora a banana. “Neither animal works well as part of a group, usually. Which is why the Chase brothers working together runs totally against nature.” He winked at me.

      “You’ll eat your words when we solve all the crimes, bro,” Dominic teased back. “But yeah, Sawyer, you really shouldn’t pay that ransom. It could all go horribly wrong.”

      Sebastian nodded. “Truly. It’s a really bad idea. You’re not even the husband, and the kidnapper could have reasons why he wants the husband to suffer, in particular. A third party paying could make a bad situation much worse.”

      Sawyer’s mouth set into a line. He obviously wasn’t going to change his mind.

      We all had another great hour or so together, talking about both serious and lighthearted subjects. Finola insisted we swap phone numbers, and Isadora drew a picture for me.

      “I’ll put it up on my refrigerator the second I get home,” I promised. I meant it.

      As soon as they left, Sawyer pushed me up against the front door.

      “God, it’s been torture sitting right by you all this time, and not undressing you,” he growled.

      He slid his leg between mine and kissed me. Heat surged between us. I yelped as he ground his thigh between my legs, sending shockwaves of pleasure up my body.

      “You can’t pay the ransom,” I panted, as his fingers slid inside my shirt. He pulled the buttons open, not caring if he ripped the stitching. I tipped my head back, savoring the feeling of his hands on me. “Dominic’s right. It’s not going to help.”

      His breath was hot against my ear.

      “I already paid.”
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      I pushed him away, horrified.

      “You already paid the ransom? When?”

      “When I went to refill the cream jug. The bank had just opened, so I seized the moment. What’s the big deal? You knew I was going to do it.”

      “But, that was before you had expert advice telling you not to!” I wailed.

      Sawyer walked away from me and threw himself down in an armchair.

      “You’ll be thanking me when Deborah calls you up in an hour, yelling about her schedule like none of this ever happened.”

      I sank to the floor, my head in my hands.

      “But according to Dominic—”

      “Dominic doesn’t know everything,” Sawyer barked. “Can you just trust me on this? I am not going to stand by and let this guy hurt an innocent woman, if there’s something I can do about it.”

      “But, what if he takes the money and doesn’t release her?” I shouted.

      “I don’t care,” he shouted back. “At least someone tried, instead of sitting around bitching about it.”

      I fell silent, stung by his rage.

      Then, he checked himself.

      “God, I’m sorry,” he said.

      He ran back over to me and took my hand. I whipped it away.

      “Cadence. Please. That wasn’t aimed at you. Look, I realize I may have done the wrong thing here. But, it’s too late now. I’d already set up the transfer by the time Dom and Seb went into detail about why it was stupid. I couldn’t undo it, then.”

      “Oh shit.” I felt sick. “And, you had no trouble at all transferring that sort of money? They didn’t ask questions?”

      “I transfer a lot of large sums,” he said, softly. “Usually, it’s for business. But, the phone teller didn’t know any different.”

      I stood up. “Well, that’s that then. Now we just wait.”

      “Yeah. We wait, and we hope that piece of shit has the good sense to let Deborah go.”

      He started clearing away the leftovers and sweeping up Isadora’s crumbs. I joined in, stacking the plates and taking them to the dishwasher.

      “I’m still amazed you don’t have a housekeeper,” I said, rinsing the plates under the faucet.

      “I do. But she doesn’t do the day-to-day stuff.” He dropped cutlery into the dishwasher rack. “I’m an able-bodied adult. It’d be immoral to ask someone else to clean up my shit every minute of the day.”

      “Okay.” I secretly thought that sounded great.

      We hung out until the afternoon, lazing around and reading online news. Neither of us had any appetite for lunch after our morning feast. I was too wired thinking about Deborah to eat anyway.

      Please let her go, I pleaded quietly to the kidnapper. You’ve got the money. Take it, and let her go.

      At about three o’clock, there was a knock at the door. For a split second, I convinced myself it would be the cops with Deborah.

      It wasn’t. It was a FedEx guy with a padded envelope for Sawyer.

      He slit it open with his thumb and pulled out the contents.

      It was a thick chunk of hair. Long, glossy, blonde hair, tied up with a hair elastic. Like someone had cut off a woman’s ponytail and express mailed it to Sawyer.

      It was Deborah’s hair. And apparently somebody had done just that.

      Sawyer read out the note with it.

      

      Thanks for the money. I gave it away because I’m not done yet. Tell Edgar Rollinson I’m still waiting for his call.

      

      I felt bile rise in my throat and clapped my hand over my mouth.

      “I’m going to throw up.”

      Sawyer stood in the middle of the room, holding the hair in his fist. His face had darkened. He looked horrified, and enraged and terrified, all at the same time.

      “I’ve made it worse now, haven’t I?” he whispered.

      I didn’t answer. He didn’t speak, either.

      The next sound in the room was yet another knock on the front door, right behind me. It made me jump. I sprang up and opened it.

      It was Jim the cop, and his partner.

      Thank goodness, I thought. Now Sawyer can give them this new piece of evidence and that might be the one thing that helps them find the kidnapper.

      “Miss Bradley,” they said, with cold expressions. The second one kept his sunglasses on. “Can we come in, please?”

      

      I let them in, but I was half-dazed. The police officers entered Sawyer’s house with faces so solemn it brought tears to my eyes.

      God, no. Not bad news about Deborah. Please, let her be fine.

      “Is she okay? Please, say she’s okay?” I pleaded.

      The second cop took off his sunglasses.

      “Miss Bradley, we need to ask you a couple of questions. Would you come down to the sheriff’s office with us, please?”

      “Huh?” I blinked several times. “You want me to give my full statement now?”

      “Amongst other things, yeah.”

      Sawyer stepped forward. “Jim, can I get you guys some refreshments?”

      “Sawyer, you need to hush up for the time being.”

      That wasn’t Sawyer’s style. He stood his ground.

      “Is there something going on here?” There was a new firmness to his tone.

      “We’re under your roof and we’ll respect that, but we do need Miss Bradley to come with us now.”

      Something in their faces made me nervous. Sawyer shook his head.

      “You can talk to Cadence here. I’ll give you all the privacy you need.”

      “Stay back, boy. This is serious business.”

      The second cop took off his sunglasses. “Are you refusing to come voluntarily, Miss Bradley?”

      I didn’t get a chance to answer. Sawyer cut in. “Of course, she is. Why can’t you talk here?”

      Without any warning, Jim grabbed my hands and cuffed them. I squealed in horror.

      “Miss Bradley, I’m arresting you on suspicion of conspiracy to commit a crime. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be held against you in a court of law. You have the right to speak to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you. Do you understand these rights as they have been read to you?”

      I felt dizzy. My mouth didn’t seem to work. I opened and closed it like a goldfish.

      “Is this a fucking joke?” Sawyer bellowed.

      “Stand back, I said.” Jim pointed his finger at Sawyer.

      “What do you think I’ve done?” I shrieked. “I haven’t done anything!”

      “I put it to you that you persuaded this man to pay thirty million dollars into your own secret bank account. You’re in league with the kidnapper. Perhaps, you were even the mastermind. No wonder you wanted to know who we thought was responsible.”

      Tears rolled down my cheeks as they hauled me out of the door. Sawyer stood in the doorway, watching them push my head down and make me sit in the back of the police car.

      “What are you talking about, Jim?” His face was ashen.

      “I know you paid that money over with a good heart, Sawyer. But you’ve been misled. Seriously misled. That account was diverted into Miss Bradley’s personal savings account. Her bank contacted the police in New York when they received a suspicious transaction. They notified us. Miss Bradley has been pretending innocence in all this. But things are not what they seem. Walk away, Sawyer, before you get in any deeper.”

      “I didn’t do this,” I shouted at him. “I swear to God, I did not have any part in this. They have the wrong idea. I didn’t divert any money. I have no idea what’s going on. Please, Sawyer. You have to believe me.”

      He didn’t answer. He just stared.

      As we drove away, I turned around and watched him get smaller in the rear window, just like he had the day we met. He just stood with that same shell-shocked expression on his face, not moving a muscle. When we turned a corner and he vanished, I sobbed my heart out.
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      The police car stopped at the end of the winding private road that led into Sawyer’s driveway.

      “You’ll probably be moved to a Denver facility tomorrow,” said the second cop.

      “I’m staying overnight?”

      Calmness ran over me then, almost like there was no point resisting, so why bother? I rested my head back on the seat, head pounding, and hands shaky.

      Suddenly, the car screeched to a halt.

      “Sonofabitch!” shouted Jim.

      I looked through the windshield where he was pointing. There, in the middle of the road, was a tiger. A white tiger.

      Wait, two white tigers.

      And a spotty, oatmeal, leopard-like big cat, which jumped on the hood of the car with a rumbling growl. The car jolted as it landed.

      I couldn’t believe my eyes. It had to be Dominic and Sebastian, surely?

      And Sawyer. Oh my god, Sawyer. That must be the snow leopard I was crazy about.

      The cops jumped out of the car, pointing their guns at the animals.

      “No! Don’t shoot them!” I yelled. They ignored me.

      One tiger leaped up at Jim and stood on its hind legs. It swiped the firearm right out of his hand. The gun went off as it hit the ground. I screamed.

      But, nobody seemed to be hurt. The tiger slapped the gun hard, and it skidded into the undergrowth.

      The second cop fired three times at the other tiger. Thankfully, the tiger kept moving and he missed. It sprang at him and bit him on the shoulder. He dropped his weapon with a shout.

      The snow leopard made a digging motion with its front paws, and the gun slid under the car.

      Cop Two was lying on the ground clutching his shoulder. It was bleeding, but it didn’t look like a serious wound. “Call for backup,” he snarled at Jim.

      Jim reached for his radio, but one of the white tigers jumped on to him and pinned his arms flat against the snow.

      My heart hammered so loudly in my ears, I hardly heard the snow leopard scratching at the window. Then I turned and saw it looking at me. We held each other’s eyes for a second.

      Instantly, it disappeared behind the car. Then, just seconds later, Sawyer appeared. He jumped into the driver’s seat, butt naked.

      “Hold on tight,” he said, as he screeched the car forward.

      The tigers guarded the cops while we zoomed away. As we got further down the road, I could just make out the two tigers leaping up the mountainside, away from the scene.

      “We are in deep trouble,” I said.

      “I know,” said Sawyer, who didn’t seem to find nakedness to be a problem while driving. “It’s going to be okay, though. Trust me.”

      “You said that before.”

      “Yeah. Okay, so don’t trust me. But, I trust you. I know you didn’t do any of this. And I’ll prove it to you.”

      He drove fast and frantically, into the mountains.

      “Where are we going?”

      “We’re just going to hide out for the rest of today. That should be long enough for the Chases to get this smoothed over.”

      I watched the icy scenery blur past the window. I really hoped Sawyer was used to driving in freezing conditions, or we were going to be in even worse trouble soon.

      “That was Sebastian and Dominic, wasn’t it?”

      “Almost. It was Dominic and their brother Benedict. Their other brother Maximilian is going to meet us at the cabin. Sebastian is doing the tourist thing this afternoon with the family.”

      “Wait. They’re meeting us at the cabin?” I felt so tired that I could barely keep my eyes open. “What cabin? And man, there are a lot of Chase brothers.”

      Sawyer grinned into the rear view mirror. “Four brothers. Many cousins. It’s a big ol’ family tree.”

      I let my eyes droop closed as we thundered along, higher and higher up a winding mountain track. It was almost hidden from view, behind thick pines.

      “Almost there,” said Sawyer, as I nodded forward and then woke up again. “Hang in there, Cadence. I’m not going to let them take you anywhere.”

      We arrived at a clearing in a patch of woodland and Sawyer swung the car off-road into the trees. He ran around to my door and opened it.

      “We have twenty minutes at the very most. They’ll trace the car by GPS, and we need to be away from here by then.” He pulled me out of the car, hands still cuffed behind my back. I’d almost forgotten he was naked. It suited him, but I worried he’d freeze.

      He led me into a small beat-up looking log cabin and bolted the door behind us. Inside was a pile of clothes on a crooked chair.

      “You weren’t kidding when you said you had clothes stashed everywhere.”

      He laughed, throwing them on at top speed. “The Chases put these here. Great guys. Maximilian will be here soon.”

      There was a low growl outside the door. Sawyer threw the door open immediately and in walked another tall, blonde guy with the same blue eyes. This one was younger.

      “Max, your timing is perfect.” Sawyer hugged him, and thumped him affectionately on the back.

      “I’m known for it,” smiled the youngest Chase brother. “Come on. We have two minutes before the helicopter gets here. We can’t make it wait in this weather, so we have to be ready.”

      We ran outside, and the familiar sound of a helicopter’s blades filled the air. The trees began to wave and thrash around in the wind they created.

      “Think you can climb a rope ladder attached to a moving helicopter?” Sawyer shouted over the noise.

      I stared at him, then up into the sky. As if by magic, a rope ladder dropped down between us. It swung violently in the air.

      It was the stupidest idea I’d ever heard.

      “Why the hell not?” I said.

      Sawyer and Maximilian grabbed the flimsy ladder on each side and I put my foot on the bottom rung.

      Things couldn’t get any more insane, I decided. I might as well go with it.

      I climbed the ladder, swinging precariously over the trees, as high as I could. My hands grew tired quickly, but Sawyer pressed up behind me and made me feel like I couldn’t stop.

      It was almost impossible, because the helicopter kept veering this way and that. It wasn’t hovering in a stable way. Maybe helicopters never did.

      But we persisted, because we basically had no choice.

      We climbed higher and higher, until we were really close to the body of the helicopter, swinging wildly. I had to shut my eyes because the wind from the blades was stinging them. It was freezing cold and all of a sudden, I couldn’t feel my hands any more. I panicked.

      “I’m going to fall.”

      “No you’re not,” shouted Sawyer behind me. “I won’t let that happen.”

      “Hang on,” yelled a voice from above us.

      Suddenly, the ladder began to rise. We clung on for dear life as Benedict, Dominic, and some other people I didn’t recognize pulled the whole ladder up into the craft.

      It was probably only fifty feet above ground, but it felt like we were at the top of the Empire State Building to me. We were yanked across the floor, away from the open door, and the helicopter began to move.

      Dominic shoved us into seats and clicked our seatbelts on. The side of the helicopter was still open. As we ascended, my knees started to tremble.

      “We’re going to fall out of that door,” I shouted. “Can’t you close it?”

      “We won’t fall out,” grinned Benedict. “Don’t look down. We’ll be there in a half-hour, or so.”

      “There? Where’s ‘there’?”

      Nobody answered me. Sawyer grabbed my hand from across our seats.

      I closed my eyes and tried to stay calm. First Deborah, now this. If I’d known what Aspen would be like, I’d never have gotten on that plane.

      And then I looked into Sawyer’s eyes. Even in this crazy situation, his look of longing set my pulse racing and my panties aflame. I almost laughed at how instant the lust was.

      And I realized, that even though this was quite possibly the worst trip I had ever had, it was also sort of the best, all at the same time.

      When I came to Aspen this winter, I was just one person, walking through life alone. Now, there were two of us.

      If we could just make it out of this horrible situation, we might have a future.
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      The helicopter landed in a deserted patch of wasteland. I had no idea where we were as I’d kept my eyes shut for most of the flight. By that point, I was happy to leave it to the Chases. There was no point worrying, when I couldn’t do anything to improve my situation.

      We headed into an anonymous-looking brick building, with armed security at the entrance. They stepped aside as soon as they saw the Chases.

      “We’ll use the library,” Dominic said, leading us through a rabbit warren-like network of corridors and rooms.

      We got inside, and Maximilian shut the door behind us.

      “Please, take a seat.”

      We all sat down on leather armchairs. Dominic took a place in front of us.

      “Okay. We made it.”

      There was muted cheer and gratitude. He held up his hand.

      “But, we don’t have long. Cadence, I’ll say this quickly, to stop you worrying. The local police acted without the authority of the federal agents dealing with Deborah’s case. You aren’t under any suspicion from them, and we have traced the kidnapper. He tried to frame you to throw us off the scent, and that actually helped us confirm who he was. He has a grudge against Edgar, because Edgar put him in jail years ago. It’s an open and shut case. So, please don’t sit there thinking you’re a wanted fugitive.”

      Everyone laughed. I just gaped, and then thanked him.

      “As you can see, we’ve started up with our project already. We have allies in various intelligence agencies worldwide, and we have a great relationship with the paranormal arm of the FBI.”

      A few days ago, I would’ve been all, “The FBI has a paranormal arm? I knew it!”. But now, I guess I had to embrace the tinfoil hat.

      “What about Deborah?” Sawyer read my mind.

      Dominic smiled, a big friendly smile aimed mainly at me. “I’m very happy to say she’s safe. In fact, our people are getting her out of there right now.”

      I gasped, a sob caught in my throat. “She’s okay?”

      “Yes. Please don’t worry.”

      Sawyer grabbed me and pulled me close. I fought back the tears, taking strength from his quiet support.

      “And, we have one more thing to talk about. I hope you don’t mind us squeezing this all into the same session, but we don’t know when we’ll all be together again.”

      Sawyer smiled and nudged me. I lifted my head and looked at Sawyer. He raised his eyebrows and nodded toward the Chases, who were now all sitting next to each other.

      I sat straight and looked at them all in turn, still confused.

      “Cadence, we have a proposition to put to you.”

      “You do?”

      “Would you be interested in a job?”

      I stared at them. Not a muscle in my face or body moved.

      Sawyer nudged me again.

      I found my voice. “What did you say?”

      Dominic smiled kindly at me. “It’s not the best day to have a job interview, I know. You’ve had an absolute bastard of a day. But, we were wondering if you might consider working for us. We know you dropped out of basic training for the police. We thought perhaps you might want to continue your detective training in our organization.”

      I shook my head to clear the fuzz from it. “Are you serious?”

      “Very.”

      “What sort of thing do you do? I don’t think I even really understand what your work is.”

      “That’s all just details. You have the qualities we’re looking for. That’s the important part. There will be lots of investigative, analytical work. Plus, our sister-in-law recommended you after a long in-depth chat about whatever it is you talked about. And, we think she’s a great judge of character.”

      Finola. What a doll. I owed her a big thank you for saying nice things about me.

      “I don’t know what I’m saying yes to, but I’m saying yes. I’d be honored to work with you.” I held out my hand to shake on the deal. “You guys are seriously badass.”

      Everyone rushed up and hugged me. We stayed in that room chatting and laughing together, until the official call came to say that the police had cleared me. I was no longer under arrest.

      “You can see Deborah tonight,” Maximilian told me. “She’s under armed guard at the house now. The kidnapper has been detained. He’ll have his day in court, but there’s a pretty clear motive now, and he’s admitting everything. She’s absolutely fine. Just really pissed.”

      I laughed at that. “God, yes. She must be. I bet she’ll be snarling like a wildcat for weeks. I hope she doesn’t mind that I’m giving my two weeks notice the second I see her again.”

      “She’ll understand,” Sawyer said. “She’ll just be happy to be at home.”

      I hoped she didn’t mind too much. Only one way to find out, I thought. I’d bring the subject up as soon as I knew she was back to her old self again.

      But however much she might yell at me about it, I was overjoyed to know she was back. The nightmare was over.
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      LATER THAT WEEK…

      

      Sawyer’s skiing style was as over-confident as his personality. He flipped effortlessly around, then zigzagged down the slopes of Buttermilk Mountain as fast as the gentle incline would allow.

      “This is too easy,” he complained when he reached my position in the lowest part of the hills.

      “It’s perfect for me,” I said. “This is my first day on skis, remember? Have some mercy.”

      He spun me around on my skis and kissed me until I got dizzy. Then, he skidded off toward the group of school kids wobbling their way across the snow. Their teacher shook his hand and stopped to chat to him.

      Deborah linked her arm through mine. “He’s a great find,” she said. “Hang on to him.”

      Since I quit working for her, Deborah had become friendly and affectionate. I wondered if being kidnapped had made her appreciate the good people in her life. Either way, she was suddenly becoming a friend, instead of just a tyrannical boss.

      “I intend to,” I said. “Deborah, I’m so sorry about what happened to you. I should’ve been more responsible with that laptop.”

      “Nonsense! You did nothing wrong. I made impossible demands, which was why you went out in the first place. Don’t blame yourself, honey. Plus, I’m digging this shorter hairstyle. I should thank him, really.” She laughed loudly.

      Whoever that kidnapper had replaced Deborah with, I was happy to see her.

      The two Rollinson kids whizzed past us. They’d been on skis since they were toddlers, and they were experts.

      Finola came sliding over to us, slightly more confident than me on the snow, but not by much.

      “Sawyer’s great with the kids. Look!”

      He was teaching a big group of kids how to turn in a circle with skis on. They listened to him intently as he guided one boy around slowly, and then let him try on his own.

      “He’s so happy to have been able to help,” I said. “These kids have never even seen snow before, their teacher told me.”

      “That’s right. We’re all so grateful to Sawyer for supporting the charity’s work like this. His donation has made all the difference to these kids.”

      “Ah, he’s getting as much from it as they are. Look at the big clown.” He was pretending to fall over, making the kids laugh.

      “And, when do you start work with the Chase guys?”

      I smiled, hardly believing my good fortune. “After the holidays. And thank you again for your recommendation. I’m so honored you talked to them about me.”

      Finola smiled. “It’s well deserved, Cady. You’re exactly what they need.”

      “You’re staying in Aspen for Christmas, aren’t you?” Deborah asked me.

      “And beyond,” Finola laughed. “Maybe?”

      I nodded and shrugged.

      Edgar called Deborah and she padded off over the snow toward him. She waved goodbye to Finola and me.

      I returned to Finola’s question. “Actually, Sawyer hasn’t said anything about after the holidays. I’m sort of hoping he will, but he hasn’t so far.”

      Finola chuckled. “Oh, you funny girl. As if he’d be parted from you.”

      His ears must’ve been burning, because Sawyer glided over to us at that very moment. He took my hands, and leaned in for a slow kiss.

      “I’ll leave you to it,” Finola said, patting my back. I turned, but her skis were already moving.

      “Tactful,” Sawyer said. Then he bent down and lifted me off the snow, so my short beginner’s skis were pointing up into the air.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I want to take you over there, by the trees. I’m not going to make you walk there on those.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      He put me down next to a towering conifer. I held onto its trunk, gratefully.

      “These are prepared words,” he said. “So, let me say them and then you can dive in afterwards. Deal?”

      “Uh, deal. I guess.”

      “Right.” He coughed and took a deep breath. “Since the day we met, Cadence Bradley, I knew we were meant to be together. The only question was how long it would take me to persuade you.”

      “Ha! Oh, sorry.” I mimed pulling an invisible zipper across my lips.

      “I know it’s too soon, and I know you probably don’t want to think beyond the holidays, but I need to ask you something.”

      He paused. I nodded expectantly.

      “Will you just stay here the rest of your goddamn life and be with me? Because otherwise, I’ll have to hound you to the ends of the earth begging you to marry me or something, and it could get tiresome for you. You know you should be with me. I know you should be with me. It’s better you don’t fight it.”

      “Is this your way of proposing?”

      “Well, yeah. It kind of is. Not kind of. It is.”

      He lifted me up to kiss me, and didn’t even mind when my skis tangled together and whacked him in the shins.

      Our lips met and we embraced, kissing deep and long and slow. I clutched his neck when I slipped on the snow and he held me up, his big arms flexing with the effort, but never wavering for a second.

      We pulled apart, and I cupped his face with one hand. “Sawyer, you’re the most arrogant, annoying, sexy, hot, incredible man I have ever met in my life.”

      “I only hear words that are compliments, you know. All the rest, I filter out.”

      “Naturally.”

      “So, you’ll stay?”

      “You know I will.”

      “Yeah. I know.”

      He kissed me again, right up against the trunk of the old pine tree. It was twenty degrees, and yet I felt no cold air at all.

      “Merry Christmas, baby. I’m getting that in early, because I don’t plan to let you out of the bedroom between now and then, so you may need to sleep the whole holiday.”

      “I sleep really well with you around.”

      “That’s a shame. No sleeping tonight. We have a lot of catching up to do. It’s been hours since I last gazed at you naked. Actually, can we leave soon?”

      I laughed and held on to his hand. His strange, beautiful snow leopard eyes shone bright in the chilly sunlight.

      “I think we could, you know,” I said. “I think from now on we can do anything we want to.”
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      TIGER BILLIONAIRE

      Curvy admin assistant Finola Malley is having the worst Friday night. First she breaks up with her boyfriend. Then she's called back to her London office for an overtime all-nighter. Life sucks right now. But Finola's life is about to change forever. That night, she finds herself catapulted into terrible danger... and straight into the arms of Sebastian Chase, the hottest man she's ever met in her life. Who just happens to be walking around a parking lot naked.

      What she doesn't know is that handsome Sebastian is a man with a secret. He's not just the billionaire heir to a banking empire. He's also a white tiger shifter, part of an ancient magical bloodline. When Finola appears, Sebastian immediately recognizes her as his fated mate. Yet he can never allow her to get close. Not when he and his kind are facing the biggest threat they've ever known.

      Someone out there has been watching Sebastian for some time. Watching and waiting. And now they're after Finola too...
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      Claire

      How much longer could I keep going?

      My lungs burned from gulping in the frigid air, my paws skittering on sheets of ice, as my claws desperately tried to dig in and find a grip. Low hanging branches whipped my face and snout, scoring blood and leaving welts in their wake. Not much longer, I admitted to myself, my adrenalin already failing, my legs shaking from exertion.

      Had I lost them? I’d been running for miles, racing through this unfamiliar forest, their snarls and howls urging me on, faster and faster. But I hadn’t heard anything—not for the last half mile, or so. Maybe I had? I was built for speed, after all. All long limbs and small, wiry body—at least, I was in wolf form. In human form I was built more for comfort, and any possible exertion was met with the question of did I really need the pecan-butter ice-cream from the store, or could I live without it and stay curled up on my couch.

      I skidded to a halt next to a fallen tree trunk. Skirting round the obstacle as quietly as possible, my footfalls were absorbed by the crisp, white snow, and I listened intently, crouching down in its shadow.

      Shit, that hurt! My left flank screamed in protest, the pain shooting up my back and crashing into my skull. Slowly, I stretched the injured leg out, curling around to inspect the wound. My tongue darted out, giving it a cautionary lick. It was deep, dammit! Shuddering, I ground my teeth against the need to howl in agony.

      Still nothing. Either they were circling me right now, or I had lost them. I sent a quick prayer to the Mother of All. Please, please let me live through this. I don’t want to die here—all alone with no one to mourn me. I haven’t had the chance to experience life yet…and really live. There are so many things I wanted to do…I wanted to love with all my heart and soul. To find my mate…and to be free of those who hunted me. But I was losing hope, and did I even deserve to be happy? I asked myself that every night as the sun set in the sky, and I curled up in whatever bed or floor I had found, alone again.

      I shook my head, trying to clear the fogginess that threatened to pull me under. I would not die out here—not now, not ever. Gathering the last of my strength, I struggled to stand, glancing at the sky. The sun was now in its descent—night was coming, and it would only get colder. I had to find shelter, now.

      Taking a deep breath, I sniffed the air, searching for any sign of danger—for my attackers. But the air only smelled of freshness, the crisp scent of snow and fir. And blood. The surrounding snow was saturated, a garish crimson circle spreading out, staining the bright white. I had to shift, to try and stem the bleeding. Fuck, things were going to get excruciatingly cold.

      Calling the shift to me, I gritted my teeth as my bones snapped and re-formed, stretching and elongating, causing my wound to burn like acid. My fur coat receded, leaving tanned skin that was immediately coated in goose bumps, the suckers popping up at an alarming rate. The healthy tan rapidly started to turn a sorry-looking blue, and my teeth started to chatter like one of those wind-up toys, threatening to cut out my tongue and dislocate my jaw. Shoving my discomfort to the back of my mind, I craned my neck around, trying to inspect the slashes on my left buttock. Ugly claw marks marked my skin, the gashes deeper than I had thought, still oozing blood in a steady stream—even after the shift had worked some of its healing mojo. Shit. I would have to shift again…and fast.

      My head swam, eyes blurring as everything faded in and out of focus. Too much blood! Must shift! I pulled the shift to me, throwing all my strength behind it.

      Help me! I screamed to my wolf, as she moved sluggishly toward the surface, her fangs bared in determination.

      Then blackness swept over me, pushing her away. And I started to fall, my scream breaking the silence of frozen forest.

      Then…nothing.

      

      

      Adam

      Wiping the last of the suds from a plate, I stacked it back in the cupboard and closed the door. The repetitive task had proved to be therapeutic, allowing the last bits of stress and worry from real life to fade away. I glanced around the sparse room, looking for inspiration. What the hell was I was meant to do now? Read? Sleep? Think? All things that I didn’t have time for at home, but now given the chance…I didn’t know what to do with myself. I should be enjoying the peace and quiet, damn it. Escaping from pack life for just a couple of days was the only thing that kept me sane, allowing me to carry out my duties and put up with all the different kinds of bullshit that came with being the Alpha. So why, this time, couldn’t I just relax?

      I knew why. In less than 24 hours I had to go back—and they would want an answer. I was only just entering my fortieth winter, yet the uprising had started, demanding that I take a mate—any mate—and produce an heir. I smacked my hand down hard on a wooden table. I just needed more time, maybe another winter—or two—she was still out there, I was sure of it! My true mate was not fucking dead. I couldn’t—no, I wouldn’t believe it.

      She is not…my wolf growled in my head.

      I felt like the walls were trying to close in on me, trapping me, pinning me down. I needed to get outside, to run and hunt. Tugging my t-shirt over my head, I strode to the door, flung it open and took a deep, lung-cleansing breath. The pale, snow clad sky dazzled me for a moment, reflecting off the wintry blanket that cocooned my beloved forest. It was a sight for sore eyes; one I never grew tired of.

      “Let’s run,” I said, giving my wolf a nudge inside my head. No one came out this far, this deep into the wild. We could run and play, no need to hide or be careful. “If only—”

      A shrill scream pierced the quiet, anguished and in pain. My head spun to the right. Not too far away. What kind of idiot traipsed around a forest in this weather, and at this time of day? The sun was fading quickly, dusk on its heels. Soon the temperature would plummet, freezing the snow into ice.

      “The kind of idiot that’s lucky to have me around,” I muttered, flinging myself down the steps in the direction of the scream.

      Arms pumping, I ran flat out—or rather, waded in several places—through the snow, bitterly wishing I had remembered to put a jacket on, or at least my t-shirt. A wolf’s coat sure handled the cold better than human skin, I thought, my teeth grinding against the cold.

      It had been a woman’s scream, I was sure of it. Now, where was she? And, what was she doing all the way out here? I sniffed the crisp air, opening my senses wide. A faint smell of cinnamon whispered through the air, carrying with it the scent of fur…and the tang of blood. A female wolf—a shifter. Injured.

      I doubled my speed, dodging around tall fir trees, following the scent.

      Here. She was here…somewhere? I rocked to a halt, blood thundering through my veins, my whole body tense, searching for her. Scanning the area, my gaze snagged on a fallen tree—and the paw prints leading up to it. Deep and jagged, they had obviously been made in a hurry.

      I listened intently. There—a slow, sluggish heartbeat. Faint, but still pumping. Lurching forward, I dodged around the tree, half afraid of what I would find.

      A woman lay sprawled in the snow, as naked as the day she was born. Her skin was pale, tinted an unhealthy blue, and her cushion of snow had been stained a bright red.

      Damn, she was beautiful! The thought flashed through my mind, completely inappropriate but gut wrenching in its fervour. Every protective instinct I possessed roared to the surface, demanding that I care for her, protect her…and possess her.

      Where the hell had that come from?

      Leaning down, I carefully gathered her into my arms, her body small and soft, and hugged her tight against my chest. Fuck, she was cold, her skin freezing where it touched mine. I brushed a tangle of long, dark hair away from her face, staring in wonder at the plump cheeks and generous lips that were revealed.

      Mine…my wolf growled, pawing at my skin, demanding that I taste her.

      For a split second my mouth hovered over hers, his demands urging on my own, then I froze.

      I am not an animal, to take advantage of an unconscious woman! I shoved my wolf back down inside, and securing my precious cargo in my arms, turned and sprinted as fast as I could back to my cabin.

      There would be plenty of time to taste.

      A steady trail of blood dripped down my arms, marking my path through the forest. I sent a prayer to the Mother of All. Damn it, there had to be…
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      Adam

      Throwing open the door, I strode across the small room, snagging a blanket off the back of the couch on my way to the fire. Embers still glowed in the hearth, flickering and sparking with gentle warmth. I carefully laid the mysterious woman down on the thick wool rug, as near to the heat as I dared—she was frozen to the bone.

      She didn’t move, not even a flicker of her long, dark lashes.

      I took a small, delicate hand in my own bigger ones, and started rubbing vigorously, watching as the sluggish circulation started to revive, the pinkness of health returning. My gaze wandered, tracking her skin, snagging and stumbling over her voluptuous curves.

      Water. Bowl. Cloths. Rapidly draping the blanket over her luscious body—damn it, now was not the time to ogle—I darted over to the kitchen part of the room, grabbing what I needed. She was going to make it. She had to. I had the strangest feeling…

      Carefully balancing the bowl of hot water and cloths, I crouched down next to her, and gently wiped a smear of blood from her face.

      “Who are you?” I wondered aloud. “And, what happened to you in the forest?” My questions fell on deaf ears, the only sign of life the jagged rise and fall of her chest, as she stubbornly clung onto life.

      “Keep fighting, sweetheart. I have a feeling that you are very important to me. Extremely important…” I whispered, wiping away a little more blood. Where was it coming from? With light fingers I felt her scalp, my hand coming away sticky with blood. A head wound. Shit.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll fix you right up,” I muttered, reaching for a clean strip of cloth. Tilting her head, I wound the fabric around, pulling it tight, all the while watching her face for a reaction. Any reaction.

      Still nothing.

      What the hell was I supposed to do, now? I wasn’t a healer, I was a fighter! My fists tightened in frustration, a growl of helplessness spilling from my throat.

      A flicker. A gasp, the smallest sound—barely even a croak.

      She’d heard me!

      My wolf thrust to the surface, forcing another growl from my chest.

      This time, a faint moan.

      She hears us…snarled my wolf, battering at my skin. She is our true mate…start the bond, we can save her…

      What? My head reeled as my wolf growled in my head. She is? I had thought—I mean, I knew she was special, but…

      Taste…

      If it were true…and we could save her…I stared down at the injured woman, and for the first time I let myself look at every inch of her.  Damn, she was perfect! Curved in all the right places, her skin—even smudged with blood and dirt—was tanned and smooth. My heart lodged in my throat even as my cock swelled, thick and hard in my jeans. Heavy breasts tipped with dusky pink nipples, a nipped in waist, and wide, plump hips framing a mound of dark curls.

      I swallowed hard—I had to know. Just a taste…

      Leaning down, I stared at her face—willing her to open her eyes. To speak, so I could hear her voice. My eyes never leaving hers, I hovered, my breath heating her closed lips.

      This was it. The moment of truth. Was she my true mate?

      

      

      Claire

      The barest whisper of a touch upon my lips, a caress lit a fire deep inside my chest, urging me to fight through the fog that held me under, trapped inside my own body. Narrowing my focus to my lips, the feel of warmth an anchor in the dark, I willed my eyes to open.

      Slowly forcing my heavy lids open, I struggled, fighting back the sleep that still beckoned and cajoled, and blinking furiously, my vision swam into focus.

      Two strange eyes, hazel like the changing color of autumn leaves, stared back at me—so close that I could count the individual gold tipped lashes that framed them.

      I gasped in confusion and flinched away, burrowing deeper into the scratchy rug that was hugging my skin. All of my skin. Shit. I was naked. Why was I naked? And who was this person? A flood of adrenaline thundered through my veins, the fight or flight response screaming in my head, my limbs quivering with the need to respond. I had been running…so fast, and for so long, then…nothing? Who had I been running from? Why couldn’t I remember?

      A low moan broke the silence. Mine? I wanted to run, but my arms, my legs—they felt like lead, quivering and shaking with weakness. Had I been drugged? I silently willed my legs to move. They twitched, but refused to comply.

      “Shhh, it’s okay. No need to be scared.” His voice rumbled, low and husky.

      I had heard that voice before. In my dreams? I tried to open my mouth, to speak, maybe to scream?

      “I’ll get you a drink. Don’t try to talk, just wait here.”

      Wait here? I couldn’t go anywhere, even if I wanted to! The man stood, towering over me, and the heat that had been burning into my skin was suddenly gone. Shivering, I stared up at him, watching as he hurried across the room.

      From my viewpoint on the ground I assessed my captor, or was he my savior? He was wearing a pair of battered denim jeans, the top buttons undone, the fabric hanging from his hips. The rest of him was bare, allowing an uninterrupted, and glorious, view of smooth golden skin. Not overly broad, he had the body of a fighter, all sinuous strength packaged in ripples of muscle. His face was not overly handsome, his jaw wide and lips generous. A craggy face—pleasing enough to look at. It was his eyes that held me, that gorgeous kaleidoscope of colors framed by thick lashes, made extra perfect by the laughter lines that marked their permanent place. I was a sucker for gorgeous eyes, and this was a face that had lived. Thick coal black eyebrows, the same color as his buzz-cut hair, quirked up at me, acknowledging my stare. Then, with challenge burning in his eyes, he lazily raked his eyes up and down my body.

      Flushing to my roots, I was unable to move as his gaze caressed me, slowly tracking over every naked inch, the heat in his gaze singeing in its intensity. My wolf strained inside me, pushing against my skin, wanting to reach out and rub herself against every available delectable inch. Why was she acting like this—like a bitch in heat? “Who are you? Why am I here?” I forced the words out, past the panic that was still bubbling inside me.

      His eyes flicked to my face, holding my gaze prisoner. “I’m Adam…and I don’t know why you’re here, just that I’m glad that you are…”

      His deep voice rolled over me, calming me—yet again. His voice was like a drug. “I…I don’t know…I don’t remember…it’s just…blank!”

      He crouched down next to me, gently cradling my head and propping it up with a cushion. “It’ll come back, don’t force it. Do you remember your name?” He smoothed the hair back off my face, his touch lingering.

      “Claire,” I said automatically. “It’s Claire Kendal!” A minor victory, but at least I had remembered that.

      “So, Claire Kendal,” he grinned, a wicked smile that made me reassess my earlier assessment. He might not be classically handsome—hell, no, he had that rough and sexy bad-boy thing going on.  His smile—like, whoa! Little tremors started in my belly, working their way down, then down further, until I was clenching my thighs together desperately staving off the urge to spread them wide. What the hell?

      “Smell me, Claire,” he whispered, “your wolf recognizes me…”

      My eyes wide, I decided this must be some sort of dream. A great dream—nah, screw that—a fucking hot dream. I must be dying…

      “Am I dying?” I croaked out, wondering if I should pinch myself. But, then I might wake up. Best not, just in case.

      He laughed, his eyes creasing just like I had imagined. “Nope, ‘cause in my dream you wouldn’t be covered in blood, bruised and battered…”

      I was? That explained the weakness, then…not drugs, thank the Mother! Following his request, I sniffed the air tentatively. I could smell the rich scent of wood…the smokiness of the fire…the faint tang of the last meal…and him, all around me, mixing with the scents of the building. A rich and intoxicating scent of musk, infused with the tang of blackberries. A scent that drew me in, wrapping all around me, calling to me. My pulse raced as my heart thumped hard in my chest. “Who are you?” I whispered, fighting the urge to drag myself up somehow, and wrap myself around him. Now I wanted to rub against every inch of him…and I meant every inch. A growl welled in my throat at the thought…

      “I’m your true mate, and you’re mine…” he said. Coming to his knees, he leaned over me, his breath caressing my lips. “I can’t believe I’ve finally found you, after all this time…”

      Then his lips touched mine, only a gentle brush, but my body reacted immediately, my nipples stiffening into peaks, my spine arching toward him, my arms finally responding, wrapping around him and pulling him closer.

      He broke away, his expression one of searching. “Do you feel it? The bond?”

      The bond? Ah, the mating bond, everything finally clicked into place. That would explain some of this…the sensations rolling through my body, how sensitive every little touch felt. My sudden and urgent need for him. I reached for my wolf, and together we searched, feeling for where the bond would be. It was there! A fragile line of energy reaching out from my soul, connecting to his—my mate. Who I knew nothing about.

      Then again, at the moment, he knew nothing about me, and I knew nothing about me. I nodded, not knowing what to say.

      “I know you’re hurt, that something has scared you, done something to you—and it kills me to see you like this. I just want to go and rip something, anything, apart for what has happened to you. But, you see, whatever happened, it brought you to me. Brought us together.” He frowned, earnest compassion on his face. “And we’ll fix this, whatever it is, together. You’ll see. The bond will help you get stronger, to heal. Shit. I can’t stand to feel you hurting, I just want to…”

      “It’s okay,” I murmured, cupping his cheek in my hand, his skin bristly under my touch. To see this big, brute of a man reduced to hurting, because of me. Feeling my pain, worrying about me—my heart split wide open, his concern and tenderness pouring in. Healing me, I realized with a gasp, as the memories started to filter back, fighting their way through the darkness that clouded my mind.

      “I remember more! My parents. We’re a little pack on our own. Just Mom, Dad, and me.” I beamed at him in triumph.  “We don’t come from around here, though. I’ve been traveling…just me. Why just me?” I furrowed my brow in concentration, the answers were here somewhere, I just had to dig a little harder, chip away at the wall…

      “Steady,” Adam warned, slouching next to me on the floor, head propped on his hand, “it’ll come, give it time…”

      I tugged on the bond a little harder, pulling on his strength, his essence. I now knew that he was a good man, an honorable one — it sang through the bond. One who gave so much of himself, and asked for little in return. He gave, and gave…and it was so lonely, his life. He was constantly surrounded by people, but always stood alone. I bit back a sob, as emotions, his and mine, threatened to overwhelm and drown me.

      And then the wall broke—and everything came flooding back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    
    
      Adam

      Her eyes widened, the silvery-gray still as startling, and mesmerizing as when I had first seen them. I could read devastation in those eyes. Devastation and loss. My heart was running full throttle in my chest, her pain squeezing me tight. “What is it?” I urged, linking my fingers with hers, pulling her back to me.

      “They’re gone…” Her voice was small, lost.

      “Who?”

      “Mom. Dad. They’re gone. And, for a short time…I didn’t remember…and they were alive again…and, now—” Her face crumpled, grief pouring out of her. “It’s like they just died—again…” she sobbed, curling onto her side with tears tracking down her cheeks, smearing the blood and dirt that remained.

      I gathered her to me and pressed her damp face against my chest, rocking her and murmuring words of nonsense, while she shook uncontrollably with sobs.

      It could have been minutes, or it could have been hours. I didn’t know, and I didn’t care. I held her, the woman that had suddenly become everything to me, and wished with every breath in my body that I could take the pain away. Shoulder it for her.

      My wolf sat silent, his head bowed, as he too mourned her loss. Her pack would have been a part of our pack. To have never known them—he howled his anguish through the bond.

      Her breath ragged, she tilted her head up at me. Through watery eyes she stared. If it was true, and our eyes really were the windows to our souls, then I swear she was looking right at mine, through to the very core of me. And, I could see hers. “I’m so, so sorry—”

      Snaking out a hand she grabbed my neck, tugging sharply, and sealed her lips to mine.

      I could taste the salt of her tears staining her mouth as she kissed me with desperate fury, licking and nibbling the lines of my mouth, her fingers digging into my neck, pulling me closer.

      With a growl I did press closer, our kiss a dance of lips and teeth. Pressing her back against the floor, I carefully balanced above her, cupping her face in my hands while I poured all my sorrow and lust into the kiss. Her mouth opened on a moan, to which I took full advantage of, spearing the moist cavern with my tongue, delving deep and finding hers. I had died and gone to the Mother of All! She tasted like sweet cinnamon cookies, and I wanted to lick all of the frosting…

      Her body shook beneath me, quaking with a desperation that matched my own. My cock strained in my jeans, hardened to the point of pain by the thick smell of her arousal that permeated the air, seeping into my pores.

      Take her…my wolf growled.

      No, I ground out. She’s still injured, I won’t—

      The air left my body in a whoosh as she kicked my legs out from under me, her lush body forming the perfect cushion for my landing. So soft, her frame cradled my harder one, molding itself to me in welcome. The plumpness of her breasts pressed against my chest, her nakedness a blessing I was going to forever be thankful for. I could feel her pussy, warm and inviting, through the denim enclosing my cock—the blasted denim that was preventing me from thrusting deep inside her, taking her, claiming her. I rocked forward, the friction driving me crazy.

      She groaned, a throaty sound, her body pressing up against mine, accepting and wanting. Then, she gasped—a sound of pain, not pleasure.

      Shit! I rolled off her quickly, kicking myself mentally. What the hell was I doing? She wasn’t healed yet…and I was grinding on her—

      “I’m fine, Adam. Stop beating yourself up. I just feel a little tender…” she said, blushing furiously.

      “Where? I didn’t get chance to, you know, finish cleaning you up.” My turn to burn with embarrassment, as I remembered ogling her nakedness.

      “It hurts just…here,” she murmured, rolling over onto her front, and revealing the most perfect heart shaped ass I had ever seen. Perfect, except for the ugly claw marks ravaging one plump cheek.

      “Fuck! What did this?” I asked, leaning closer to inspect the wounds. They were deep, though the skin was already starting to knit, trying to close. They seemed pretty clean, the snow outside burying any dirt and grit that might have delayed healing.

      “That tickles!” she squealed, trying to wriggle away from me.

      “What does?”

      “Your breath…on my skin—”

      My mouth was only inches away from her behind. And her pussy…I blew gently across her unharmed cheek, watching with fascination as lines of goose bumps erupted, her skin quivering and tensing.

      “You’re hurt,” I stated, my voice coming out all gruff and hoarse.

      “I am…”

      “We need to let you heal.”

      “We should…”

      I eyed her curvy body, sprawled out in front of me. It would be so easy to wrap my arm around her waist, lift her hips and thrust into her from behind, deep and hard. I could drive my cock into her warm, wet sheath, rubbing and sliding in and out—and she would let me—I knew she would. Every ounce of blood in my body rushed to my cock, the weight thick and heavy between my legs, my balls swelling with anticipation. I gripped myself through my jeans, moving to pop the remaining buttons. She was ready, I—

      Her body suddenly tensed, her heartbeat racing. “Adam, I’ve remembered who did this. Why I was running!” She rolled over, her eyes widening a fraction at the sight of me manhandling myself, her lips lifting in a smirk, even though it was clear she was terrified. “It was coyote shifters. And they’ll try and find me, even here. We’re not safe—you’re not safe! We have to run!”

      

      

      Claire

      “Run? Sweetheart, we don’t need to run…”

      Memories crowded in, and I wrapped my fingers around his arm, clinging on for dear life. The terror of the chase filled me—the snarling and taunting, the promises of what was to come. Adam covered my trembling hand with his own, his eyes flashing with restrained rage as he felt me flinch.

      “Coyote shifters? Here, in my forest?” he growled, eyes flashing with a steeliness I had not seen before. With a grim look on his face he continued, “You don’t need to worry about them, they’ll be dealt with. Do you remember why they were chasing you?”

      Tears leaked from the edges of my eyes, despite trying to hold them back. I wanted to be strong, but since I’d met Adam I’d either been crying or horny. Or unconscious, can’t forget that one.

      I’d remembered why, and I seriously wished I hadn’t. “They killed Mom and Dad, ‘cause they wanted me as a mate for their Alpha—Marcus of the Sunclaw Pack. And to be shared with all the pack, of course,” I whispered brokenly. Images of Marcus standing over the shattered bodies of Mom and Dad flashed through my mind. His twisted smile as he stamped down, shattering their bones, searching for me, while I remained hidden—bound by a sworn oath to my Alpha, my father, not to reveal myself—not for anything, or any reason. “He killed my parents because they wouldn’t tell him where I was. They protected me—and they died for it.” Marcus had stood, naked from shifting, with the blood of my family coating his skin, and I had seen his eyes. Pure madness had looked back. Madness, and a depravity that had scared me to the bone. “And he found me, anyway,” I whispered.

      “Shit, Claire. I’m so sorry. But…what I don’t get…why you? You’re not Marcus’s true mate, you can’t be—”

      “Thank fuck, no! But, he believes that I am, and that once the mating hunt has been completed…so I ran. And I’m fast. Faster than they thought. I caught a coach, jumped across states. But, they must have tracked me—”

      “Sweetheart, I’ll make them pay for this, I swear.”

      My heart stuttered at the thought. “No, Adam! There are four of them tracking me, including Marcus. And he’s psychotic! Truly crazy.” I had to make him understand, he didn’t know, he hadn’t seen— “We have to run. They can’t track us forever…”

      “Shhh, I’ll protect you. But first, you need to heal. Do you think you feel well enough to shift now?”

      He was looking at me with almost overwhelming kindness on his gorgeous face, showing no signs of urgency, of haste. He just didn’t get it! I was going to get us both killed!

      “He knew me, as a child,” I blurted out, “when we were part of another pack, before we left to go lone wolf. The coyotes and wolves had an…agreement.” I flushed, embarrassment and shame flooding me. “Drugs,” I choked out, hating the admission.

      When Mom and Dad had found out that the pack were distributing cocaine for the coyotes—the idiot fools—we had packed our bags and left that very same night. “We left because of it,” I continued, “but, Marcus had been sniffing around me for a while, making claims that I was his, bragging about having had me…”

      He had told everyone that we had fucked, in every way possible, describing it in extravagant detail—dragging my name through the mud, just to warn interested suitors away. And, it had worked. No one had dared come near me. Only my claws and speed had kept me safe from the coyotes. I shuddered, remembering living with constant fear, jumping at my own shadow. Just waiting for him to finally corner me, trap me, with no escape.

      “Why didn’t your Dad put a stop to this? Give him a beating he wouldn’t forget?” Adam growled, his whole body tense with anger.

      “Dad was just a regular pack member, he certainly wasn’t a real Alpha, thank the Mother, he took the job on in our small pack because he had to. The only real Alpha’s I’ve ever met are jerks… And don’t forget, Dad wasn’t in his prime anymore, not like Marcus.” My heart broke again at the thought of my Dad, a thinker rather than a fighter, ‘the wise old man’, my Mum used to joke.

      “And, your Alpha at the time, before you left? What the hell was he doing when all this was happening?”

      “Busy…we now know he was dealing drugs, running things—”

      “His job was to look after his pack, all the members—including you! Especially you!” He lurched to his feet, pacing circles in front of me. “Fuck!” he ground out, his muscles twitching with the need to shift. He slammed the wall with his fist, making me jump.

      I pressed on. “So you see, we’ve got to run. Unless your pack would take us in? Protect us? What’s your Alpha like?”

      “My pack…they’re solid. They would accept you without question. It’s just whether you…” He trailed off, an uncertain look on his face.  “You need to heal,” he said quickly, obviously changing the subject.

      Whether I would—what? Accept his Alpha? Maybe all Alphas were jerks? I nodded at him, fixing him with my sternest expression, the one Dad had always said made me look like a schoolteacher. “I’ll shift now, but then we need to make a decision. I’d understand, y’ know, if you decided I was too much trouble. Too risky—”

      Please come with me…

      My wolf added her plea, whining inside my head.

      “Never! Don’t go saying, even thinking, silly things like that.” He dropped to his knees in front of me, gripping my shoulders tight. “You are the best thing that has ever happened to me. I have been waiting for you my whole life, and I’m not going to let you go. Not without a fight—and they’d have to kill me first!” His raw conviction melted away any lingering doubt I had, lighting a spark of hope that cradled my heart, smoothing away the jagged edges caused by loss and despair.

      “You are a wonderful man, Adam,” I whispered, cupping his rough cheeks with my hands. “I would be proud to call you my mate—”

      He silenced my words, pressing his lips to mine, a touch that felt so right I knew deep down within my soul that we were meant to be together—bond or no bond. I wanted him now, this strong, rugged man. I wanted him inside me, filling me, claiming me. Without thought, my hands dropped to his waist, fingers tugging on the buttons with a desperation I had never felt before. If we were one, then I wouldn’t be alone—not anymore.

      He pulled away a fraction, his breath feathering my parted lips. “Claire, wait. There’s something I have to tell you first—”

      Crash!

      The door to our safe haven flew open, bouncing off the wall, the old wood splintering in protest.

      “Well, what do we have here,” Marcus drawled from the doorway, snow swirling around him, dusting the floor. He looked at Adam, bloodthirsty anticipation in his eyes. “I think you’ll find—that’s my bitch.”
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      Claire

      I stared at Marcus, all newfound hope leaching out of me. He had found me. It was too late to run.

      Adam rose to his feet, moving in front of me. “She is not your mate, coyote. Leave now—while you still can,” he growled, his body coiled in preparation for a fight.

      “She is mine. She was given to me. You will return her,” Marcus replied, his tone nonchalant as he held a hand out, inspecting his nails. He looked the picture of a smooth, civilized man, standing there sporting an impeccably tailored navy suit. But, I knew the creature that lurked beneath his polished appearance—the twisted, power hungry beast, the one who cared for nothing and no one, unless it suited him.

      “I will not. She is not an object, something you can barter and play with. She doesn’t want you—do have you no pride?”

      “So be it…” Marcus continued, ignoring Adam’s snarling challenge. He started to loosen his tie. “Do you know how hard it is to find a good tailor these days? And then, when you do, how hard it is to keep them? This one,” he indicated his suit, “wanted to leave, until I threatened to give his daughter to one of my men. He is…quite accommodating now.” He tittered, a strange sound coming from such a large man. And jeez, he was larger than I remembered. Though his suit was cut to hide his bulk, even the best tailor in the world couldn’t hide the tendons that bulged in his thick neck, the seams that strained when he moved.

      He wouldn’t fight fair. I knew it. Already his men, naked behind him, were twitching with the need to shift. Probably high on their own coke. I couldn’t let Adam do this…

      “Adam, don’t,” I forced the words out. I could save him—I had to. I forced myself to stand, my partially healed wound screaming in protest at the movement. I turned to Marcus, having to peer around the solid barricade Adam made. “What do you want? Really? I’m not that important, so it can’t be me—you have plenty of women in the pack, willing women—” Willing for a score of coke.

      “That’s just it, they’re willing,” he sneered the word, as if it offended him. “I want a woman with a little more…fight. Adds spice, makes it interesting.” He finished removing his shirt, and started undoing his pants. “And, in the end, it’s a matter of honor. No one takes from me.” He jerked the pants off, kicking off his shoes, standing naked in the doorway. Darkly tanned and covered in black wiry hair, the rest of his body was thick and stocky, like his neck.

      “And, if I went with you—”

      “Claire, no!” Adam said, gripping my arm, his eyes never leaving Marcus.

      “—would you let Adam go? He found me, saved me when I would have died from my wounds in the forest. Wounds your men inflicted. He’s no one, just a concerned citizen who happened to be in the area.” I finished, wanting to hug the man in front of me close to take away the sting of my words.

      “He’s no one,” Marcus sneered, stretching his arms out and rolling his head. “That’s why I found you panting in his arms, just waiting for the chance to jump on top of his cock, and ride him like a whore? You? Miss Frigid? No…I think he’s someone.”

      Adam’s hand fell away from my arm, and he casually unbuttoned his fly. “Enough with the talking, you’re starting to bore me.” He shucked out of his jeans, his tone matter-of-fact. “And, most importantly, you’ve hurt and insulted my girl. And for that alone, I’m going to kill you.”

      His girl. I could have squealed with happiness, if we hadn’t been facing a half-crazed Alpha coyote.

      Adam reached behind him, gently pushing me back, his posture tense and ready.

      And, I got my first glimpse of Adam naked. From behind. And man, it was a Kodak moment. His ass was smooth, not a tan line or hair in sight, his buttocks sculpted with firm muscle. I wanted to drop to my knees for a nibble…no; I wanted to turn him around, so I could see—

      “Challenge accepted,” Marcus drawled, bones crunching and muscles quivering as he shifted into the half change. Half man, half coyote—a form only the strongest could manage.

      Fuck, we were screwed. Marcus wasn’t even giving Adam a fair chance. Maybe if we both attacked together?

      Adam grunted his acknowledgment and started to shift, his jaw elongating into a wolf’s snout, his fingers sprouting claws. I waited for his spine to curl, for him to hunch over and take four legs, but his spine started to lengthen, the muscles thickening and spreading. Nearly half a foot taller, Adam stood before me—half man, half wolf, and the finest specimen I had ever seen.

      Holy Mother of All! Who the hell was he? And what was he? Not a normal pack member, that’s for sure.

      A flicker of fear flashed through Marcus’s eyes, gone in seconds as he flexed his claws. “This is a…surprise,” he murmured, before launching himself forward with a snarl.

      

      

      Adam

      I leapt forward, rushing to meet Marcus in the center of the small room, our claws clashing and scraping as we wrestled for dominance. I was taller than him, but even half shifted, he beat me on weight, his already bulky frame having thickened out to wield impressive strength. Or, what I might have thought impressive if I hadn’t been on the receiving end of it.

      A beefy fist, the size of a dinner plate, smashed into my jaw, snapping my head back. Reaching out, I grabbed the fist, pulling sharply, hoping to off-balance his unwieldy frame. He staggered, and with a growl I thrust my free hand up into his chest, digging my claws into skin and muscle. He swung out wildly, and white-hot pain exploded across my face, my vision blurring with blood.

      A feminine scream echoed behind me. Claire! I glanced over my shoulder, panic gripping me as I saw her being held roughly by two of Marcus’s coyotes. She was fighting like a spitfire, kicking and scratching with her claws extended.

      “They’re just securing my prize,” Marcus snarled, taking advantage of my distraction and biting down into my exposed neck.

      That fucking hurt! Enough of this, I decided, gathering my strength. Time to finish it—one way or another.

      I gritted my teeth, and wrapping my hands around his jaws, ripped his teeth out of my neck and threw him across the room. He smashed into an old bookcase, sending paperbacks flying. I stalked over to him, the wound in my neck oozing blood, forming warm sticky rivulets and coating my chest.

      Leaning in close, I grabbed his partially formed snout in my hand. “I am not a pup that you can bully,” I growled, my voice low. “I am not a weakling you can blackmail, or buy with drugs. I am the Alpha of the Colstone Pack, and that gorgeous woman over there is my true mate.”

      Marcus stared at me, fear warring with hatred in his eyes. Hatred won. Forcing my hand away he snarled, “Fully shifted—to the death. You wolves think you’re all that, high and mighty, above all other shifters. Well, let’s see who’s the real Alpha here.” Lurching to his feet, he stood wavering, his chest a ravaged mess from my earlier blow. Good. Equal playing ground.

      My wolf snarled inside me, pawing, ready to finish the shift.

      Nodding curtly, I stepped back, letting go of the mid-shift, allowing my wolf to rise fully to the surface. My spine arched as the change wrapped around me, forcing me to drop to four legs. Fur started to sprout, my skeleton realigning and clicking into place, taking on the form of my powerful wolf—

      “Adam!”

      Claire? Glancing up, I saw a half shifted paw slicing through the air toward my throat.

      That cheating coyote bastard!

      

      

      Claire

      I scratched and shoved at the arms wrapped around me, holding me tight like a straightjacket, watching in disbelief as Marcus screwed honor yet again, and made no move to complete the shift. He was going to fucking kill him while he was vulnerable! I couldn’t lose him, not when I had only just found him.

      “Let go of me!” I hissed, jabbing my elbow viciously against a hard chest.

      “Now, now, Claire. Play nice, and we might reward you later,” my captor’s voice growled in my ear, grinding himself against the wound in my buttock, his voice high pitched and excited.

      I bit my lip as agony shot through me, waves of nausea threatening to spill over. I swallowed—hard. Think, Claire! I screamed at myself. You can’t fight them, not like this—

      Our mate…My wolf growled her reminder, spurring me on. Think…

      He ground himself against me again, this time his excitement unmistakable as it dug into my ass. I glanced to the side—the other pack member seemed enthralled with the fight, his eyes glazed and lips parted in sick fascination.

      I knew what I had to do. And quick. I sent a fleeting prayer, then gritted my teeth.

      Pressing back against him, I gyrated my hips, rubbing the length of him. The pain, like stabbing needles—I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from passing out. “Okay, I’ll play…” I whispered, trying my damnedest to sound seductive.

      A low chuckle. “Good girl, that’s more like it, some survival instincts—means you might last a little longer than the last one. Couple more minutes and lover boy will be out of the way, and we’ll have all the time we need.”

      “But, I need it now…we got interrupted, when y’all barged in, and I’m so turned on…and horny…” Can’t be sick…can’t be sick…longer than the last one—?

      He grunted behind me, his breath moist and foul on my shoulder. One hand slipped to my breast, twisting the nipple tight, and pinching the bruised flesh.

      Nearly—

      I forced a moan and pushed my chest up into his clammy hand.

      “Fuck it…” he growled, and suddenly there was cool air on my buttocks, the sound of a fly being unzipped.

      Nearly—I forced myself to wait, watching in horror as Adam started to drop to the ground, the change nearly complete.

      Now! I twisted, my claws slashing out low, aiming for the crown jewels.

      Tender flesh tore like a dagger through butter, and he fell to the floor, his mouth open in a high-pitched scream. Bulls eye!

      “Adam!” I screamed my warning, and then threw myself through the air, aiming for Marcus.

      

      

      Adam

      Caught mid-shift, I tried to roll, my bones still snapping into place. It was like trying to wade through mud, gravity fighting me for every inch—

      Then a vision of honey-colored skin and midnight black hair landed on Marcus’s back, grabbing him by the jaw and wrenching his neck. Claire! She was brutal, an almost feral creature riding on top of the coyote, her teeth bared and eyes flashing savagely, as she fought to hang on. She was glorious. Digging her claws deep into Marcus’s shoulders she clung on as he reared up, smashing her into the wall, his own claw tipped hands swiping and tearing at her exposed arms.

      Red clouded my vision, and blind rage fueled my strength. I launched myself at the snivelling excuse for an Alpha, my shift completing mid-air. I snapped my powerful jaws at his throat, aiming for the kill—but the wily dog dodged out of the way at the last second, my teeth only grazing him.

      I landed by Claire, who lay silent, not moving, a bloody mess on the ground. Was she? I nudged her with my nose, my heart threatening to tear out of my chest.

      Sharp pain erupted in my hind leg, teeth digging in and clamping down. Whirling around, I swiped at the coyote that was trying to use my leg as a chew toy, sending him flying into the corner. One of Marcus’s pack—but, where was the leader?

      I spied Marcus hunched over on the ground, his shift nearly finished. It would be so easy to return the favor, and finish him off while he was vulnerable. I shook my furry head, a human gesture of my wolf’s disgust at the thought. There were rules that should be followed in a challenge; honor demanded it. Not that he had any honor to start with, I snorted with revulsion while pacing the floor, waiting for him to rise.

      One eye on Marcus, the other pinning the other coyote in place, I anxiously checked Claire, tugging on the fragile mating bond, willing her to respond. Still nothing. Déjà vu—and not the good kind. She was going to make it—she had to.

      With a low growl, Marcus lumbered to his feet, his fur matted and oozing blood. She’d got him good, I noted, nudging her one more time, willing her to open her beautiful gray eyes and see the damage she’d inflicted.

      I turned to face my opponent, my heart heavy and my shoulders drooping. I would do this for her. Whether we both lived, or both died—Marcus deserved to suffer for what he had done. A howl tore from my throat, carrying with it a warning, a threat—a death sentence.

      Then, a mere whisper of sound, the slightest exhale of breath. She was alive! She was fucking alive! My heart swelled in my chest, energy poured back into me, filling and lifting me. Fuck, yeah. Time to party!

      

      

      Claire

      Snarls and growls surrounded me, the thump of bodies crashing together, howls of pain and roars of fury. Adam! I had to open my eyes—I had to know, was he winning? Please, sweet Mother, let him be winning.

      Millimeter by millimeter I peeled my eyelids open, the bright light blinding me momentarily, then the fuzziness started to clear, and a mess of legs, fur, and teeth came into focus. A black wolf, large and muscular, pinned a scraggy brown coyote to the ground, their teeth snapping and scraping, each seeking the opportunity to strike a killing blow.

      The wooden floor of the cabin was slick, smeared with the blood of both men, and as they rolled back and forth, snapping and snarling, their claws scored the surface, searching for a grip.

      Movement caught my eye, a shape slinking under the window. Straining my eyes against the glare, I recognized the second coyote pack member. He was fully shifted and skirting around the fight, his walk slow, and deliberately cautious. Was he coming for me? Or, for Adam?

      He turned to face his Alpha, his teeth bared in a feral approximation of a grin. Adam!

      Please help me, I begged my wolf—she was buried deep inside, curled in a ball and licking her wounds. Our mate needs us!

      With a mournful howl she lumbered to standing, shaking her head and rolling her shoulders. She rocked back on her feet—

      Fuck, this was going to hurt…

      Pain like I’d never felt before hit me, my muscles shrieking in agony, as bones twisted and snapped. Shifting had never felt like this, like being mangled by a steamroller, but my human body was depleted, too weak to assist with the shift.

      She roared through me, forcing my body to reform, none of the seamless give and take I was used to. Then I was on my paws, leaping through the air, claws extended at the shithead of a coyote that thought he would harm my mate.

      And not a split second too late—I met him mid-air as he launched at the Alphas on the ground. Knocking him flying, we landed in a tangle of teeth and claws, me on top of his larger bulk. He blinked at me in surprise, the expression quickly wiped away and replaced with furious anger.

      But, I was way beyond pissed. Pissed that my parents had been taken from me. Pissed that I had been chased. Pissed that they had brought drugs into my pack. Pissed that my true mate—the man I was helplessly falling in love with—was fighting for his life. All because of these fucking coyotes and their fucking drugs!

      Using a strength purely fueled by rage, I pinned him, swiping at his eyes, scoring open his skin, like they had opened mine. He howled, his face a bloody mess, and I lunged, my teeth digging into his throat, deeper, harder—then ripping with all I had—

      He slumped beneath me, his lifeblood spilling out of his torn flesh, staining the floor.

      One down…

      I jumped off him, spinning to spot my mate. The wolf reared above Marcus, his large paws pummelling his opponent’s chest, stomach, and head. Marcus was a bloody mess, unrecognizable and barely moving. My mate’s fur was matted with blood, sticky and gnarled, but he was alive. And, he was winning.

      I sunk to the floor, eyes not leaving the duo, and growled my encouragement.

      Finish it…

      Adam glanced at me, searing me with just one look, then he threw back his head and lunged at Marcus’s throat, ripping and tearing.

      It was finally over. I looked at the big, black wolf, who stood tall and proud over his fallen opponent. He was mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    
    
      Adam

      I limped over to the beautiful black she-wolf, who sat crouched on the floor next to a fallen coyote. A coyote with his throat ripped out, I noted. She had done that? My heart swelled with pride—this was a woman who would look after her pack, through thick and thin—she would stand by me. And her pups, my mind tacked on. Wow, what it would be like, to see her belly swell with the fruit of our love, to hold our babe in my arms, to kiss tiny hands. I gasped for breath, wanting the dream so much it physically hurt.

      Reality check—but, did she want me? An Alpha?

      Calling the shift to me, I stretched my human arms, working out kinks and knots, then knelt down beside her. Stroking her white tipped fur, I looked into her eyes.

      “It’s safe now, sweetheart. Come back to me…”

      The air seemed to shimmer, then like liquid the fur melted away, revealing smooth, tanned skin, full, rounded breasts, and Claire’s ecstatic face.

      “We did it!” she cried, launching herself at me, knocking me over onto the floor. Kisses rained down on my face as she gripped my head between her hands, laughing her joy to the world.

      All I could think about was how soft she felt, her curves pressing against me, warming and enticing. “We certainly did,” I ground out. She seemed happy, but had she realized what this meant? Who I was? “Claire…” I started, but it came out a strangled moan as she wriggled against me, wrapping me in a hug.

      “Hmmm,” she replied, snuggling closer.

      “We need to talk—”

      “Why? We’re mates—true mates. Marcus is dead—”

      “Because—” A noise from the doorway cut me short. Grabbing Claire, I leapt to my feet, moving her safely behind me. “Who’s there?” I shouted, readying myself for another fight.

      A young boy appeared in the opening, barely sixteen years old, if I had to guess. His eyes were round like saucers, his skin nearly as pale as the surrounding snow. He was naked. Suspicious, I sniffed the air. Coyote.

      I started forward, but Claire thrust out an arm.

      “Adam, he’s scared stiff. Look at him,” she murmured.

      He was shaking, though that could be from the cold.

      “Who are you?” I barked out.

      “Jason…sir.” He looked like he was about to pee his pants, if he’d had any on.

      I gestured impatiently for him to continue.

      “I…I was with them. He,” he glanced at the motionless body on the floor, visibly blanching, “was my Alpha—”

      “He isn’t anymore—”

      Claire nudged me. “Adam, not all the coyotes were bad. They had to follow orders, or Marcus…” Claire trailed off.

      I took a deep breath. I could do without this, he wasn’t even my pack, but the boy looked lost, abandoned in the snow.

      “Son, this is when you decide whether you want to become a good man, or a bad man,” I explained, pointing at Marcus with disgust. “You don’t answer to him anymore. The choice is yours. Drugs,” the boy flinched, “are bad news—they screw with your mind, and your body. Make you do all sorts of things you’ll regret when you’re not high.”

      “I know…he…we just didn’t have a choice!”

      “Well, you do now. Go back to your pack, tell them that Marcus is dead—that they all have a choice. Fight for your pack, son. If you don’t…well, you’ll regret it. Now, get these bodies out of my house. You can bury them in the woods.”

      Nodding, Jason darted across the room, heaving his pack mate and Alpha onto his shoulders, before returning to the doorway. Turning to leave, he looked back over his shoulder. “And, who do I say killed him? When they ask?” Jason asked, the shaking gone, purpose squaring his spine.

      Shit. Here goes nothing.

      “Adam Colstone, Alpha of the Colstone Pack.” Hearing Claire’s gasp, I winced inwardly. Not the way I had planned to break it to her. Though…maybe this was like a band-aid?

      “Got it,” Jason said, nodding first to me, then Claire, his posture respectful.

      “And, son…if those drugs cross into my land…I will hunt down those responsible. Do you understand me?”

      Fear flashed across the young man’s face, before he turned and hightailed it back into the forest, carrying his load. He got it, alright.

      “You’re the Alpha of the Colstone Pack? The biggest wolf pack around here? Now, just when were you going to mention that little fact?” she asked, her tone incredulous.

      

      

      Claire

      I recalled asking if his pack would take us in, whether his alpha would protect us—and all this time!

      “You asshole!” I cried, shoving him in the back.

      He turned, holding up his arms to ward off any further blows.

      “Claire, I—”

      I didn’t know if I wanted to hit him again, or jump him. Those delicious abs that I had been admiring earlier, sculpted a path down his stomach, jutting into a ‘v’ shape that drew the eye directly to…the most perfect example of a man I had ever seen. His cock lay thick and heavy on his thigh, twitching and growing before my eyes, until it jutted proudly, pointing straight at me. I don’t think I blinked for at least a couple of minutes as my gaze stayed locked, feasting…

      “You should have told me…” I mumbled, trying to remember why I was mad at him. Yes, right—Alpha. I dragged my eyes away. “We’re mates, and you kept this from me? When exactly were you going to tell me? When we got to your pack house—”

      “I tried to tell you—”

      “Not hard enough! And, not early enough. It should have gone something like this… ‘Hi, Claire. Pleased to meet you. I’m Adam—and I’m a goddamn Alpha!’” My voice rose to a shriek, sounding slightly hysterical even to my ears.

      “You don’t like Alphas—”

      “I like you!”

      “You still do?” Hope filled his face, as he took a cautious step toward me.

      “Of course, I do. You’re not an asshole. Well, you are…a bit, ‘cause you didn’t tell me. But not that type of asshole…” I muttered, watching him stalk stealthily toward me, like I was his prey. But, I’m not prey—not anymore.

      No, we’re not, my wolf growled her agreement. But…we could be his prey…please, she whined, drooling inside my head.

      My hormones agreed.

      Meeting him halfway, I placed a hand on his chest, smoothing my fingers over the ridges of muscle. “I will not submit…” I stated, cocking my head in question. Would he agree? Would his alpha-ness let him?

      He grabbed my hand, pressing it against his heart. I could feel the rhythmic thump inside his chest, beating in time with mine.

      “But I will. Claire, you would always be my equal, both inside…and outside of the bedroom,” he said, grinning wolfishly. “I would be your slave, if you’d have me. I would do anything for you. I just want to make you happy. I love you, let me love you…” he asked, endearingly earnest.

      My eyebrows flew up to meet my bangs. This big, strong Alpha was giving me the choice. Not making it for me. I nearly didn’t know what to do I was so shocked.

      “Yes,” the words flew out of my mouth, straight from my heart, bypassing any thought process. “I’ll let you love me. And, if you’re very lucky…I’ll love you back.” My mouth curved up in a grin and I threw him a saucy wink, not worrying about consequences for once. I was not afraid. I would never be afraid again—not with Adam by my side.

      I nearly had everything I had ever wanted. “Now, I think the next part involves a hunt?”

      “The mating hunt,” he returned my grin, his voice low and husky. “I thought you’d never ask.” His eyes glittered with excitement as he looked around the small room, fake concern on his face. “It’ll be a short hunt, I think,” Quick as a flash, his arms shot out.

      With a squeal, I dodged capture, adrenaline and lust flooding me. “I’ll try and make it interesting for you,” I murmured, dodging another sweep of his long arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    
    
      Claire

      I jumped over a fallen couch, its frame sagging in a broken shamble on the floor. A low growl filled the cabin as Adam stalked toward the obstacle, his body rigid with lust, the pheromones wrapping around me in thick waves, heating my blood to boiling. It was like wading through molasses—I knew I had to run, but every cell in my body screamed for him, wanting him near, to caress…and lick…and bite.

      I shivered, my nipples hardening with desire, my pussy growing damp and welcoming. I wanted to wrap myself around the thick, hard length of him, rubbing until the ache in my belly erupted—

      “Tired of the games already, sweetheart?”

      “Never,” I quipped back, gripping the side of the couch, waiting for him to pounce.

      He moved to the right and I stepped to the left, too late to realize he had doubled back, and he had his arms wrapped around me, lifting me up, his long strides eating up the room.

      Yeah, I had wanted to be caught, I admitted to myself, rubbing my breasts against his chest, marking him with my scent.

      Mine…

      I opened my mouth to echo my wolf, only to be silenced by his firm lips capturing mine, aggressively possessing and worshiping, all at the same time. My tongue darted out, tangling with his, tasting him. Sweet Mother, I wanted more. I growled my demand into his mouth, my nails digging into his back, urging him closer. Shoving open a door, he strode across a room toward the largest bed I had ever seen, the white linen all fluffy and inviting.

      “Mother of All, you’re killing me, Claire,” he groaned against my mouth, lowering me to the bed. “Need to go slow—”

      “No! Don’t you fucking dare…I want you…here.” I grabbed his hand, pulling it down my stomach until his fingers tangled in my moist curls.

      “Fuck, you’re all wet and…” He rubbed his thumb in slow circles, grazing my clit, sending sparks of pleasure shooting through me.

      “Enough talk, more action,” I panted, thrusting my hips toward him, and pulling his lips back down to mine. I threaded my free hand down, tracing the dips and ridges of his stomach, until I reached my prize, grasping firmly and drawing a strangled groan.

      Pumping slowly, I smoothed the silky skin over the core of steel, my thumb brushing the tip, collecting the sticky evidence of his arousal. His spine arched, his fingers probing between my lips, tentatively at first, then thrusting deep inside me, stroking in and out.

      “Yes,” I hissed, my thighs trembling, as a void deep inside of me started to fill, expanding and swirling, every nerve ending focused on the pressure building inside of me.

      He pulled his fingers out, lifting them to his mouth. With intense deliberation, he slowly licked them clean. One…by…one. “You taste like Heaven…” he growled, “and I want a proper taste.” He started to lower himself down my body, kissing and licking every piece of skin his lips passed.

      He paused in his journey, his head cushioned between my breasts, his fingers rubbing and rolling my peaked nipples. “Now these,” he gave one a gentle pull, “are truly a sight to behold.” This time my spine arched, leaving the bed, as he pulled on the distended buds.

      “Adam…please…” I gasped, my thoughts blurring as he pushed me higher, my legs scissoring, wanting something to grip, to hold on to.

      “I think I could make you come…just from doing…this,” he growled, blowing gently across one rosy tip, before gently sucking it into his mouth, and flicking it with his tongue.

      A mangled moan left my lips as I lost the ability to speak, my breath ragged.

      He let go with an audible pop. “Maybe another day, sweetheart. If I don’t taste you soon, I think I’ll go crazy,” he mumbled, already moving down, then down some more until he gripped my thighs, spreading and holding them wide.

      This was no gentle exploration, no. He didn’t hold back, his tongue attacking my pussy, driving deep at first, then flicking back and forth, circling and teasing. His thumb resumed its position, rubbing between my lips, spreading my moisture around my clit, teasing me…tormenting me…

      I thrashed, helplessly pulled under by the pressure building…

      He lifted his head, his lips glistening and spread in a wide grin. “Like I said…Heaven. I’ll make you come like that later too, but this time—I need to mate you, claim you, and for that—I need to be inside you—”

      Incapable of words by this point, I pulled him up my body, wrapping my legs around his hips, pleading with my eyes that he take me, love me.

      Understanding my unvoiced plea, he thrust deep inside in one smooth movement, filling me, completing me.

      And I welcomed him, accepting his long, thick length into my body, squeezing him tight, wanting to never let him go…

      Then, he started to move. His hips swivelled back and forth, his hands cupped my face with tenderness, and his eyes never left mine.

      “I love you, Claire. My sweetheart. And, I always will. When we’re old and gray, playing with our grandbabies—I will still love you,” he whispered on a groan, his hips continuing their sweet assault, driving me even higher, our skin glistening with sweat, rubbing and sliding. “I take you, Claire Kendal, to be my true mate. I will run with you, live with you and love you—only you. I swear by the Mother of All!”

      The answering vow flew from my lips, as automatic as breathing. “And, I take you, Adam Colstone, to be my true mate. I will run with you, live with you, and love only you. I swear by the Mother of All.”

      With a roar, he leaned down, his teeth finding the soft spot above my collarbone, sinking deep and puncturing the flesh.

      Twisting my head, I searched for the right spot, and finding it, bit down, the salty taste of blood seeping into my mouth.

      The floodgates burst open and the mating bond clicked into place—all of his emotions and feelings, filling me, our souls connecting, our hearts joining.

      And then he thrust…once more…then again, and the pressure building inside of me reached maximum, bursting, like a tidal wave crashing through me, drowning me in a pleasure so intense that I struggled to hang on.

      With a hoarse yell, he spasmed on top of me, locking himself tight inside of me, his body shaking as he pulsed, coming deep inside.

      I looked up into his craggy face, a sight so dear I felt my heart skip a beat.

      “What’s wrong?” he murmured, kissing me on the nose.

      “Nothing,” I answered. “Absolutely nothing. Everything is perfect.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    
    
      Claire

      A couple of years later…

      

      I watched as the sun started to disappear behind the mountain ridge, the hot summer’s day drawing to a close. I loved coming back to the cabin in winter when the snow covered the ground, casting the forest as the perfect winter wonderland. It always reminded me of the day I had met Adam, the cold giving us the perfect excuse to stay cuddled up in bed, keeping each other warm. Making our own festivities. Not that we needed any excuses.

      But, I loved the summer, too. The warmth on my face, the long days. And, the forest was so pretty in the summer. Not as majestic as winter, but softer. I always looked forward to coming up here. The pack house was great, don’t get me wrong—but here, Adam was just, my Adam. Not the Alpha.

      A wolf loped out of the forest, a bunch of rabbits snagged in his mouth. I snickered to myself—always the provider, my mate. I rocked back and forth on the swing seat that he had built for me—an exact duplicate of the one I loved at the pack house—waiting for him to reach the cabin.

      He dropped the rabbits on the step, smoothly shifting back to human. “What are you laughing at, woman?” he said, growling playfully as he strode toward me.

      My pulse sped up just at the sight of him stalking toward me, naked and oh-so-willing.

      “Nothing…” I teased, watching as he tried for a fierce look, and failed miserably.

      He sat down heavily on the seat next to me, scooping me up and depositing me on his lap.

      I couldn’t fail to notice his cock, thick and hard, pressing against my ass, and I wriggled against him, laughing at his pained expression.

      Even after a couple of years, we were still like young pups.

      He placed a lingering kiss on my upturned lips. “You look…different. Can’t quite put my finger on it,” he murmured, his fingers making quick work of the buttons on my shirt.

      Laughing, I pulled off the offending shirt, lifting up so he could help me wriggle out of my shorts. “I have a secret,” I replied in a singsong voice.

      “And, what would that be?” His head dipped to my breast, his tongue flicking the already-pebbled nipple.

      I moaned, my fingers digging into his scalp. He had made good on his promises. Each…and every…one. And, I had come. Many times.

      He stopped short when I failed to reply. “Claire? Do I need to worry?”

      Right, yes, the secret. “You’re going to be a father,” I mumbled, pulling him back to my breast and rotating my hips against his hardness.

      “Wh-what? For real? A father—me?” he stuttered, pulling away, awe and shock on his face.

      Nope. Not playing ball anymore. I gave up trying to yank his head back down.

      “Yes, for real. We’re going to be a family. You, me, and a pup.” I grinned at him, watching as his smile widened until he was grinning from ear to ear.

      He jumped to his feet, holding me against his chest, spinning me around and around. “We’re gonna have a baby!” he shouted to the forest. “I’m gonna be a father!” Moisture clouded his eyes as he looked at me. “Thank you, sweetheart. You’ve made me the happiest man alive.”

      I hugged him tight, locking this moment away, one to remember and treasure. “Can we call him James?” I asked, my voice muffled against his chest.

      “After your Dad?”

      I nodded, swallowing a lump in my throat, the pain having faded, but not completely gone.

      “I can’t think of a better name. James Colstone, the next Alpha of the Colstone Pack,” he declared, tenderly kissing any remaining sadness away.

      

      

      
        Are you ready to meet James Colstone...all grown up?

        Promised: True Mates Book 1
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        Buy Promised today on Amazon.

      

      

      She's fighting for her freedom...she never counted on finding her true mate.

      Wolf Shifter Kara Smith is on the run from her old pack. Her only goal – to escape the man she has been promised to and live on her own terms. The problem is that her chosen protector – the Alpha of the Colstone Wolf Pack – is sexy as hell, making her wolf sit up and pant, begging for a taste. Definitely not part of her plan.

      Alpha James Colstone has given up any hope of finding his true mate, the other half of his soul…until sassy Kara walks through his door.  Desperate to claim her, to touch and possess her gorgeous curves, he has to convince her he’s not only good for protection duty…that he can give her so much more. But Kara doesn’t trust easily anymore. What's more, her intended is hunting her – and he'll do anything to get her back.

      Will James' dominance scare Kara away...or will she learn that with the right man, true freedom lies in surrender?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    
    
      Hi, I’m Olivia. I’ve been an avid reader since childhood, devouring page after page by torchlight, hidden under the covers in my bed. As an adult, I still read voraciously, but also enjoy penning my own tales of romance.

      Steamy, paranormal, strong alpha heroes, feisty heroines – I write what I like to read, and hope you like it too!

      Keep up to date with me! Join my newsletter for information on upcoming releases, free books and special offers.

      

      
        Amazon Page | Mailing List | Facebook | Twitter | ARC Team | Newsletter

        E-mail @ olivia@arranwrites.com

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Stuff More Shifters in Your Stockings This Holiday Season

        

      

    
    
      Naughty, Nice, and Paranormal: A Touch of Holiday Magic

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Deck your e-readers this holiday season with 15 sexy stories from today’s hottest paranormal romance authors. From the very naughtiest to the mmm-mmm nicest, we’ve got shifters—wolf, dragon, feline, and more!—elves, ghosts, even a Virginia Devil Monkey and a very sexy snowman. This box set of sparkling holiday tales from bestselling authors gives the best gift any lover of paranormal romance could want: a little sugar n’ spice with a whole lot of naughty n’ nice.

      

      

      Sugar, Spice, and Shifters: A Touch of Holiday Magic
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      Ring in your holiday season with all-new holiday shifter stories from today's hottest paranormal romance writers. From the sweetest of mating claims to the spiciest of holiday wishes come true, this set has a perfect present for every reader. Whether you’ve asked Santa for wolf shifters, werebears, or dragons, this box set of ALL NEW holiday tales from bestselling authors gives the best gift any lover of paranormal romance could want: a little naughty n' nice with a whole lot of sugar n' spice.

      Available at Amazon, iBooks, Kobo, Nook, All Romance and Google Play.

      

      

      Red Hot Holidays (17 Contemporary Romance Books by Bestselling Authors about Shifters, Billionaires, Officers, Rock Stars, and Alpha Males)

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Forget shopping. Forget wrapping. Spend the holidays with these 17 gorgeous alpha males. They have something they’d like to put in your stockings, because they’re definitely on Santa’s naughty list in these 17 all-new stories.

      

      NYT, USA Today, and top-selling authors have banded together to bring you 17 all-new, sweet to sexy books about love, romance, and the holidays. Take a break and rip open this boxed set to cuddle up with these romantic comedy, paranormal romance, and contemporary romance books. These authors have pulled out all the stops, bringing back some of your favorite characters from their bestselling series for one more bite at the fruitcake or penning stories about new characters and new love!
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