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Jake

Three Silverback Bears and a Baby

Book Three

 

A silverback seasoned shifters romance

 

He’d nearly given up hope of ever finding his mate. But fate unexpectedly brought them together.

 

Can he win her heart and live the happy ever after they both deserve?

 

Jake Harrison has fought for his family from the day his parents died. He fought to keep his brothers together. Now he has a new fight on his hands. One he must win. Or risk losing his mate forever.

 

Lana Ross has lost her daughter, Kiki. It’s as if she just disappeared into thin air, leaving Lana to raise her granddaughter alone. Deep down, she knows her Kiki would never abandon her family. However, Lana has no clue as to what happened to her daughter or why she didn’t come home—and it’s eating Lana up inside.

 

So, when Lana’s editor shows her a photograph containing a shadowy reflection of Kiki, she travels to Bear Creek in the hope of finding the answers she desperately needs.

 

What she doesn’t expect to find if Jake Harrison, a man who stirs a deep, long forgotten, need in Lana.

Can Lana trust him help solve the puzzle of her missing daughter? Or is Jake deeply involved in the tangled web of secrets and lies surrounding his adopted daughter, Milly?

 

 


Chapter One – Jake

“So, I wondered if you would have dinner with me.” Jake handed a cuddly toy to the girl he loved most in the world. “I thought after we’ve eaten, we could take in a tour of the mountains. Of course, I’ll pay and even carry you on my back.” Tonight was Jake’s turn to look after Milly. He would never admit it to his brothers, but those nights were the highlight of his week.

“Sounds like a fun date.” Heather grinned at him as she swept into the kitchen, grabbed her car keys and headed back out of the room. However, she paused, half in and half out of the kitchen. “I could set you up on a real date. Or Tad and I are having a quiet family meal, you and Milly can come over and join us. You know you are always welcome.”

A mask of gratitude slid across his face at Heather’s offer. “Thanks, but…”

Heather glanced at the hallway, the car keys dangling off her right index finger as she turned around and walked toward Jake and Milly. “But you don’t date anymore…”

Jake let his mask slip and his bottom lip quivered. Soon he’d be competing with Milly as to who was the biggest baby. “I’m concentrating on being the best daddy I can be to Milly.” He recovered his composure and looked up at Heather. “I have to try harder than Tad and Max, it doesn’t come as naturally to me.”

Heather placed her hand on his shoulder and squeezed it lightly. “That’s what makes you special, Jake. That you have to try harder. And you step up and do it. Just like you stepped up when your parents died and your brothers needed you.”

“That’s the most frustrating thing about fated mates. You can’t step up and do anything. You can’t search harder, or be nicer, you just have to wait.” He took a ragged breath and then let it go. “Which is why I am blessed to have Milly as my daughter.” He cast an apologetic look in Heather’s direction. “We are blessed to have Milly as our daughter. All of us.”

“It’s okay, I know what you meant.” Heather jangled the car keys in her hand. “I have to go.”

“Then go.” Jake stood up from the chair and started to clear the breakfast things from the table. He needed to get a move on, or he would be late for work. Not that work appealed to him anymore. Since Milly had come into his life, he’d lost his drive and ambition. “Thank you, Heather. I appreciate your concern.”

Her mouth tugged up at one corner. “Whoever bags Jake Harrison is a lucky woman.”

He let out a short laugh. “She might not see it that way.”

“I believe she will, and I look forward to meeting her, whoever she is.” Heather waved her hand as she backed out of the kitchen. “I’ll see you later. Have a good day.”

“You, too, Heather.” Jake watched his brother’s mate as she turned and ran out of the door. “Okay, since you have finished your breakfast and have a new stripy zebra friend to play with, why don’t you get down from the table and play while I have one more cup of coffee and wash the dishes?”

Milly waved the soft toy in Jake’s face. “Zehba.”

“It is a zebra. Good girl. You are going to be a veterinarian, I’m sure, since you are so good at naming animals.” As he placed Milly down on the floor, he held her hands for a moment as she balanced on two legs. A wave of love hit him as if he’d been punched in the stomach. Milly was growing up before their eyes. She’d gone from crawling to wobbly walking, so fast it made his head spin.

“Mamma Beh.” Milly swung her head around and overbalanced, her small feet tangling up as she looked toward the back door.

“You have really good shifter senses,” Jake told his adopted daughter as the back door opened and Josephine came into the kitchen. “You’re early.”

Color rose in Josephine’s cheeks. “I figured I’d come over early. Max is out on the mountain. He started early today so we can go to dinner tonight.” His brother’s mate crossed the kitchen and stood next to Jake who was watching Milly as she stood up and took a couple of steps forward.

“Milly and I thought we’d go out to dinner tonight.” Jake took the breakfast dishes over to the sink.

“Morning, sweetheart.” She leaned down and opened her arms for Milly, but the young girl had other ideas and ran off around the kitchen giggling like a crazy thing. “I’m going to get you!”

Jake laughed as Milly scooted around the table, spun around and ran back the other way with Josephine snapping her arms together. “I’m not sure who has more fun. Us or Milly?”

“We all have all the fun. Got you!” Josephine grabbed hold of a wiggling Milly and swung her into her arms before raining kissing down on her cheek. “I thought we could make some heart cookies and take them over to the craft barn.”

“So you and Heather can discuss my love life, or lack of it?” Jake side-eyed Josephine. “Is she responsible for your early arrival?”

Josephine linked arms with her brother-in-law and rested her head on his shoulder. Milly reached out for her daddy and cuddled him, too. “We love you and want you to be happy. I think it hurts us all that we can’t do anything to help you find your mate.”

“I’m fine.” He wasn’t. Jake hadn’t been fine for a while now. It was as if part of him was curling up and dying. The part that had lived in hope for over fifty years. Hope that he would one day find his mate and share his world, and everything he’d created, with her.

“You deserve to be more than fine,” Josephine told him as she let go of Jake and walked around the kitchen and collected the rest of the breakfast things from the table while jiggling Milly on her hip. The young girl cuddled her mamma beh, the name she affectionately called Josephine, even though Josephine wasn’t a shifter.

“I’m sure my competitors think I deserve much more than fine,” Jake joked as he went to the sink and switched on the faucet. As the hot water filled the sink, he added dish soap and waited for the suds to multiply.

“You’re good at what you do.” Josephine placed a couple of coffee cups on the counter as Jake started washing up the breakfast dishes. “Max says you always act with integrity.”

“That might be open to interpretation,” Jake admitted. “I have a clear conscience but some of the things I’ve done might be seen as…aggressive.”

“Aggressive?” Josephine’s eyes widened. “I’m intrigued.”

“Maybe aggressive is too strong a word.” Jake turned to face Josephine. “When I started out, I had to earn money. I had to support us and that meant I needed to be aggressive. There are some things that, with hindsight, I could have handled differently.”

“But you were young and desperate.” Josephine sighed and took hold of Milly’s hand. “Most people would do whatever they had to do for the people they love.”

“They would.” Jake’s eyes lingered on Milly. “I would do it all over again. And more.”

“Well, luckily, you shouldn’t have to.” Josephine kissed Milly’s cheek and then let the young toddler slide to the floor. She stood on wobbly legs for a moment, her fingers curled around Josephine’s pants before she took a couple of steps forward and transferred her hold to the kitchen cupboards.

With a sigh of satisfaction, she tilted her head back to look up at two of her parents and gave them a toothy grin before she lost balance and sat down hard on her diaper-clad bottom. However, Milly was not about to be beaten. Crawling back toward Josephine, she clawed her way to a standing position before trying the maneuver again.

With much focus on staying upright, Milly leaned back to look at her parents and this time kept her balance. Confident in her own abilities, Milly took another step sideways and then another before she turned around and trotted off around the kitchen.

“She’s a lot like you,” Josephine told him. “She doesn’t give up.”

“That character trait is not exclusively mine. Tad never gave up on his sculptures and Max never gives up on anyone in trouble on the mountain.” Jake finished washing the dishes and dried his hands. “I have to go.”

“Maybe fate will decide that today is the day Jake Harrison finally meets his mate.” Josephine wagged her finger at Jake as he rolled his eyes. “What? I can’t help it if I’m a romantic at heart.”

“I’m glad you can’t help it,” Jake told her. “Your optimism is one of the many things I love about you.”

She gave him a bashful smile. “You say the sweetest things. And you know that the three women in your life might not be your mates, but we do love you.”

“You’re gonna make me cry.” Jake faked wiping tears from his eyes to cover up his true emotions. Emotions were a sign of weakness. He’d learned that one-true-fact during his first year in business. And he could never afford to be weak. Not in his private or professional life.

“You put those barriers up, Jake Harrison.” Josephine wagged a finger at him. “But one day, and I hope it’s one day soon, someone is going to come along and break them down. And then you’ll be as vulnerable as a baby.”

“I wish you were right, Josephine. But I believe any luck we brothers had in the finding-a-mate department has been used up on Max and Tad.” He held up his hand before she could protest. “I’m okay with that. Seeing you all so happy.” He patted his chest. “Makes me happy.”

“And now you’ve made me cry.” Josephine’s eyes misted with tears and she turned away. Grateful for the chance to compose himself, Jake inhaled deeply and thought of work and his busy schedule. Anything to distract him from the gaping hole in his soul that only grew bigger the more he saw how happy his brothers were with their mates. It wasn’t a gaping hole of bitterness or resentment. If he had to describe it, he’d say it resembled a black hole, filled with nothingness. The empty feeling of knowing you will never know true, real love.

Not that he would ever describe it. Not to anyone, least of all his brothers.

They worried about him enough. It was there in their looks and expressions, in the way they played down their happiness when they were around him as if he might crack if he saw too much.

Maybe they are right, his bear told him.

Jake dismissed his bear’s fears. I’ve lived for over fifty years without my mate. I… But he couldn’t finish the sentence.

“I need to get to work or my boss might fire me.” He circled around the kitchen and jumped out on Milly shouting, “Boo!”

Milly jumped before she giggled so hard, she lost her balance and sat down on the tiled floor. “Dada!” She held her arms out to Jake and he lifted her up, finding comfort in her small, warm body. The hole in his soul shrank just a little, his love for the child he’d promised to care for and protect warded off his loneliness in a way nothing, or no one else, did.

“Are you going to be a good girl for Mama Bear?” Jake asked, kissing her round cherub cheek.

“We really need to stop calling me that,” Josephine told him.

Jake hugged Milly tighter, before handing her over to Mama Bear, a name Milly had made up herself. “I like it, it’s cute and describes you perfectly.”

“Big, round and hairy?” Josephine asked as she walked Jake to the front door.

“Loyal, loving and fierce.” He grasped Milly’s toes and tickled them, eliciting more giggles. “You would do whatever it takes to keep this little one safe.”

“She’s family. You are family.” Josephine arched an eyebrow at him. “You know I’d do whatever it takes to keep any member of this family safe.”

“I know.” Jake fished his car keys out of his pocket and unlocked the car door.

“That includes you!” she called as he slipped behind the wheel of his sleek black car, which he was going to trade in next month for something more…child-friendly. Or so he’d been saying since they’d adopted Milly but had never quite gotten around to.

“I can look after myself,” Jake told her. “But it makes me feel all warm and snuggly inside to know you care.”

Josephine laughed and shook her head. “Have a good day, Jake.”

“You, too, ladies.” He turned the key in the ignition and the engine sparked into life and the radio blasted out Led Zeppelin. As he drove away, he glanced in the rearview mirror at Josephine and Milly, a smile spread across his face.

They were happy. And that made him happy.

Somehow, if he never found his mate, that would have to be enough.


Chapter Two – Lana

“Hey, kiddo. We have to get to kindergarten.” Lana wedged Ursula’s apple into her lunch bag and zipped it up, accompanied by the sound of little feet running down the stairs.

Breathless. A lump formed in Lana’s throat threatening to rob her of air. She had to breathe through it, she didn’t have a choice, curling up in a corner and dying of a broken heart was not an option.

“I’m ready!” Ursula star-jumped off the last stair and stood in the hallway with a smile on her face and her favorite toy, a battered old unicorn, in her hand.

The unicorn had once belonged to Ursula’s mother, Kiki. Pain stabbed at Lana’s heart. The small child standing at the bottom of the stairs was almost the exact double of her mom at this age. Full of hope, full of life.

Lana turned back to the lunch bag and added a small cereal bar. “Have you brushed your teeth?”

“I have. Uni watched me.” Ursula held up the unicorn and nodded its head as she spoke in a high nasally voice, “Sula brushed her teeth for a whole two minutes.”

Lana’s mouth tugged up at the corners as she grabbed her purse and car keys. Ursula was like sunshine on a rainy day. She warded off the black hole of grief that was waiting to consume Lana if she let it. “Okay! Let’s go. We don’t want to be late.”

Ursula grabbed her unicorn backpack, yes, there was a theme going here, and raced to the front door with Lana in tow, hastily checking her smartphone for new messages. None.

Shoving her phone in her pocket, she hid her frustration as she yanked open the door and paused. Looking right and then left, she hesitated for a couple of moments before she stepped out of the house. Ursula followed, sticking to her side as she pulled the front door closed and locked it. Double-checking that it was secure, Lana turned around to face the world.

A world that had become a different place, since her daughter had gone missing and Lana had taken too long a glimpse at the underbelly of society.

Ursula threaded her small fingers into Lana’s hand and together they walked to the car. Pressing the button on the key, the sound of the car unlocking seemed too loud in the quiet suburban street.

Should there be more noise? Lana looked around. There was no one out in their front yard, no one out in the street. But that wasn’t unusual. She was thinking too much. Seeing things that weren’t there.

“Nana.” Ursula pulled on Lana’s hand. “Should I get in the car?”

“Yes, baby.” Lana pulled the door open and Ursula climbed into her booster seat. “Let’s buckle you up.” Satisfied her granddaughter was safe, Lana swung around and got in the driver’s seat and switched on the engine.

Pulling off the driveway, Lana took one last look around before she drove toward Ursula’s kindergarten. Keeping her focus on the road, she mentally went through what she needed to achieve that day.

Find my daughter. Lana’s jaw clenched and she ground her teeth together, fighting the rising tide of emotion that would break her if it ever got free. She had to focus on keeping it together for Ursula.

“You drove past it.” Ursula pointed out the window as Lana jerked back into the present.

“Damn it.” Lana winced.

“You shouldn’t curse,” came Ursula’s instant response.

“Sorry.” Lana took the next right turn and then swung around to drive back toward the school. “Got your backpack? And your lunch?”

“Got it.” Ursula unclipped her seatbelt as Lana stopped the car.

Lana got out of the car and went around to the passenger side to help Ursula, but her granddaughter already had it covered as she hoisted her backpack onto her shoulders. “Okay, it’s Friday, so let’s do something fun this weekend. Maybe we could stretch it to a long weekend. I’ll ask my boss. What do you say?”

Ursula nodded, excited at the prospect of leaving town for a few days. “Can we go and visit the mountains?” Ursula had an affinity for wild places and mountains in particular. However, the nearest mountain range was a three-hour drive away and they rarely had time to make the journey. “Please?”

“Why not?” The weight on Lana’s chest shifted a little.

“Really?” Ursula asked as they crossed the street.

“Yes. We could drive to the mountains, stay in a cabin or something… I’ll see what I can arrange at such short notice.” Lana thought for a moment. “Maybe we could ask your grandpappy to come, too. He might not be able to walk up a mountain, but he sure could do with a change of scenery.”

“Grandpappy would love to see the mountains. He’s always complaining about staring at four walls.” Ursula skipped a couple of steps, happy at the thought of escaping the town they lived in.

“Is he?” Lana asked. It was true, her father rarely went out these days, unless it was to collect Ursula from school or to come over for dinner. But Lana had figured it was more from choice.

“He is. It might make him feel better if he could look out of a window and see the big, big, mountains instead of the house next door.” Ursula flung her arms around Lana and hugged her before running off to join the other children. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome.” Lana watched her granddaughter until she entered the building. She was safe.

Retracing her steps back to the car, she drove to work on autopilot as she mentally made a list of what they would need to pack for their mini-vacation. Lana could squeeze in a quick trip to the grocery store for supplies for the journey on her lunch break, but aside from that, they had everything they needed.

With her car safely locked in the parking lot, Lana strode toward the office building where she worked. Her office was on the fourth floor and she took the stairs as she did every day because it was good for her heart, and since becoming sole guardian to Ursula, Lana had taken her health very seriously. Who needed to visit a gym when you had a young granddaughter to chase around after?

“Hey, Lana.” Sidney, receptionist, wearer of colorful clothes, and equally colorful hair looked up from her desk in the reception area as Lana walked in.

“Sid, you’re looking very blue today.” Lana’s attempt at a joke was met with a forced smile. “And how many times have you heard that today?”

Sidney patted her sky-blue hair. “You’re the fifth today, which puts my lifetime achievement at roughly two hundred.”

“Sorry. I will try to be more original next time.” Lana approached Sidney’s desk. It was high enough that Lana could rest her elbows on it. So she did. “What do you need?”

“Blake wants to see you.” Sidney arched a penciled-on eyebrow. “And no, he didn’t give any clue as to what he wanted.”

“Blake.” Blake Jefferson was the editor in chief of Revealed, a magazine dedicated to unearthing the less-than-savory antics of the rich and famous and revealing them to the nation. Lana swallowed a lot of pride and self-respect to take this job, but the pay was good, and the hours were steady, and it gave her something else, something priceless. Access.

If she was ever going to find out what happened to her daughter, she needed access to information and those who brokered it. So far, she’d come up with nothing. It was as if her daughter had disappeared off the face of the earth.

Leaving an already fatherless Ursula with no mother to hold her, and care for her.

Sidney glanced up at the clock on the wall and tapped her pencil on the desk. “He has a nine thirty meeting. I suggest you get yourself in there beforehand.” The receptionist patted her hair as she looked down at her computer. “Believe me, he will not be in a good mood afterward.”

“Is he in his office now?” Lana asked as she stood up straight and looked down the corridor toward Blake’s office as if she had X-ray vision and could see through the closed door of the large office at the end.

“He is.” Sidney picked up the telephone and dialed the three-digit code to Blake’s phone, 956. Lana, along with most of the people who worked for Revealed, all knew the direct number for Blake’s office. None, however, had ever had the courage to dial it. No employee wanted Blake Jefferson’s attention drawn to them.

Too late, Lana.

Lana turned her attention back to Sidney as the receptionist said, “Lana Ross is here for you, sir.” Her blue head bobbed once before she ended the call and looked up at Lana. “You can go in.”

“Thanks, Sid.” Lana winked at Sidney.

“Good luck,” Sidney mouthed quietly as the elevator door opened and a couple of employees spilled out talking excitedly about getting drunk at a party. Lana couldn’t remember the last time she’d gotten drunk. Or the last time she’d been to a party.

Boring. Her life was boring. It was made up of work and parenting, to both her granddaughter and her father. Her heart tightened in her chest, but she kept on walking toward the end of the corridor, despite struggling to breathe through the threatening panic attack.

The closed door leading to Blake’s large corner office loomed before her and a voice inside her head told her to turn around and run. Run as fast as she could because whatever Blake had to say to her, she didn’t want to hear.

Pausing to knock, she settled herself for her first face-to-face meeting with Blake since he’d welcomed her onboard the Revealed team. That meeting had been awkward and forced. Lana didn’t expect this one to be any better. In fact, it was probably going to be a lot worse since Lana could think of no other reason for Blake asking her to come to his office other than to fire her.

Blake liked to fire all his staff personally.

“Come in, Lana.” The door opened and Blake stood back to allow her inside his large office, that was bigger than she remembered it. “Coffee?”

Lana raised an eyebrow. “Are you going to fire me?”

Blake’s mouth twitched at the corners, but he didn’t smile. Which was a good thing. With his jet-black hair, streaked with threads of silver and a haunted expression that spoke of a great loss, he was the kind of man a woman could fall for and fall for hard. “No, I’m not going to fire you.”

“Great.” Her shoulders relaxed as she strolled across the room to look at the view across the city. “Then coffee would be good.”

“Why don’t you make yourself at home?” He gestured toward the victim’s chair across the desk from his own.

“Are you sure you aren’t going to fire me?” Lana asked as she took one last look at the cityscape before her. Was she out there? Was Kiki in one of the myriad of buildings that made up the city below?

“No, I’m not going to fire you, Lana. Unless you have something you need to tell me that would make me fire you.” He looked at her directly as he placed a cup of coffee on the desk in front of her and then went around to his own chair and sat down slowly as if he were older than time itself.

“Then may I ask what you want?” He didn’t answer and she held up her hands to indicate the office. “You don’t invite people in here for a polite chat. This is the hiring and firing room. And since I’m already hired…”

That haunted face really did crack a brief smile. The muscles pulling his mouth into a small curve stiff from lack of use soon gave up and Blake’s usual thin-lipped expression returned. “As much as I’d like to spar with you, I have a meeting in less than twenty minutes.”

Lana nodded. “What can I help you with? Should I call you sir?”

“No, Blake will do just fine. When people call me sir, it reminds me of school.” He sighed and reached for his coffee. “Not a time I remember with any fondness.”

“So, Blake, do you want to tell me why I’ve been summoned here if not to be fired?” Lana reached for her coffee and sipped it as she watched her boss.

“I have some information for you.” Blake’s gaze was like a laser-targeted missile.

“What kind of information?” Her heart hammered in her chest. She wasn’t working a story with any depth right now. She had a few ideas and a couple of leads, but nothing that would draw the attention of her boss. Unless her lack of good stories, good stories, had drawn the attention of her boss. Some people liked searching through other people’s dirty laundry and unearthing secrets they would rather not share. Lana was not one of those people.

Blake didn’t answer for a moment and Lana let the silence stretch out. He’d answer when he was ready. She concentrated on drinking her coffee. It was good. Rich and aromatic.

“Why did you take this job, Lana?” Blake asked, knocking her off guard.

“Because I needed the money and regular hours. The regular hours aren’t something you normally get in journalism.” She didn’t smile or try to put a humorous spin on it. This was not that kind of meeting.

“And because you hoped to use my resources to find your daughter.” His eyes darkened before he blinked away the pain.

“Yes.” There was no point lying or trying to sugarcoat it. Blake knew exactly why she was here.

“And have you had any luck?” Blake asked.

“Are you going to bill me for using your resources?” Lana asked quietly. She didn’t talk to anyone about her unwavering need to find out what happened to Kiki. But Blake wasn’t just anyone.

“No.” He placed his coffee cup down on the desk and leaned to the left as he pulled open a drawer and took out a plain brown envelope. Lana didn’t dare breathe as he held it between his fingers and thumb. There couldn’t be more than a couple of pieces of paper in the envelope. It was too thin to hold much more. Or a photograph.

“What is it?” She had to ask, had to know.

“Maybe nothing. Maybe something.” He handed it to her.

Lana hesitated. “What do you know about me?”

“I know that you lost your daughter. Not dead. At least you don’t believe so. But lost. Gone.” He wriggled his fingers, just as Lana did when she read Ursula a bedtime story about magic and stardust. But what was in that envelope wouldn’t be anything magic and it certainly wasn’t stardust.

“And whatever is in that envelope concerns her disappearance?” Lana’s fingers twitched. She should simply grab the envelope and tear it open.

“It might.” He looked down at the envelope. “I’ve held on to it for a couple of days.”

“You’ve held on to it?”

Blake lifted his eyes to hers. “I don’t know who sent it. I don’t know if it’s just someone messing with…”

“Me? Or you?” Lana held her hand out for the envelope. Blake let the envelope go and Lana ran her finger under the flap and opened it carefully. “What is this?”

What you seek. Is in Bear Creek. The words were scrawled across a photograph of a young woman. A woman Lana didn’t know. On the bottom right-hand corner were a time and a place, it was signed Elliot. Whoever sent the photo wanted to meet in person.

“That’s what I’d like you to find out.” Blake leaned back in his chair. “I lost a daughter, too, Lana. That’s why I hired you since we both know you are not the kind of reporter who would go through someone’s garbage to see if they are eating carbs.”

“So you want me to go to Bear Creek and meet this person?” Lana asked as she studied the photograph closely.

“Here, this might help.” Blake picked up a magnifying glass and handed it to Lana. “You might be interested in the reflection in the glass.”

The glass Blake indicated was a store window. The photograph itself might have been lifted from the store security camera, but there was no time and date stamp and it was clearer than Lana would expect. As she moved the magnifying glass over the photo, she froze. “Kiki.”

“That’s what I thought. When I hired you, I did a thorough background check. I saw a photo of your daughter. Of course, when I saw the reflection, I couldn’t be sure. But a parent knows their child.” His voice wavered before he coughed to clear his throat. “What I don’t know is whether the person who sent that photo realized she was in it.”

“Why don’t you tell me everything, Blake?” She placed the photograph on the desk and slid it back toward him. “And then I’m leaving for Bear Creek.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.” A ghost of a smile crossed Blake’s face.

It seemed her weekend trip to the mountains had turned into a trip to Bear Creek. Lana didn’t expect Ursula to complain, there were mountains aplenty.

Lana didn’t dare let herself hope she might find answers for Ursula there, too. Answers as to what exactly happened to her mom and why she’d never come home.


Chapter Three – Jake

“My car broke down.” Heather’s voice was more annoyed than upset.

“And you don’t have it under control?” Jake turned off the highway, heading along the back roads to Bear Creek. And home.

He envied his brothers. Max walked the mountains as a ranger to earn his pay and Tad didn’t even leave the grounds of the house as he created his masterful sculptures. As Jake had gotten older, the world of business no longer satisfied him and he longed to leave it all behind and spend his days caring for and nurturing Milly.

And taking her for rides around the fields on my back, his bear added.

So why didn’t they? That was the question Jake asked himself every morning as he got out of bed and went through the motions of dressing in a suit when he’d rather wear jeans, and driving to work, while he’d rather stay home.

Because he was scared it wouldn’t be enough. Jake was afraid that if he stopped working, he would fade away.

If he’d found his mate it would be different.

But he hadn’t. She was out there somewhere. She had to be.

Anything else was unthinkable.

“Yes, I have it under control,” Heather retorted, jerking him out of his daydream. “The tow truck is on its way. But I need help with the art pieces I have in the car. They’re from the craft barn. I was bringing them home so I could mail them out first thing in the morning. They are too valuable to leave in the car. I could call Tad, but he’s got the kids. Josephine has an appointment and Max is not home yet.”

“Okay, where exactly are you?” She couldn’t be too far away, the route from the craft barn to the Harrison house wasn’t far. But there were a couple of variations.

“I’d just passed the animal shelter when the car started to make a knocking noise under the hood. I cruised for a couple of hundred feet before I pulled over where the road widens. Do you know it?” Heather asked as the sound of another vehicle reached him down the phone.

“I know it. Is that the tow truck arriving?” They sure must have gotten there fast unless Heather hadn’t called Jake right away.

“No, it’s another car.” The engine in the background slowed and then stopped.

“Are you okay?” Jake’s concern grew as a car door opened and then slammed shut. Since the craft barn had opened, many of the artists’ work had rocketed in value. Was it possible someone had sabotaged Heather’s car and was about to rob her?

His foot inched down on the accelerator and his Porsche leaped forward as he sped toward the animal shelter. He was around ten minutes away…if he stuck to the speed limit. He could shave at least a couple of minutes off that time if he went over.

“There’s someone coming over to the car.” Her voice wavered and then she let out a sigh. “It’s a woman with a child and what looks like her father. Unless she likes older men…”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can. Five minutes.” Jake didn’t ease his foot off the gas as he drove around a sharp bend, the tires squealed as his car hugged the road.

“Slow down,” Heather instructed. “I’m okay and I’d rather you get here in one piece than not at all.”

“There are some bad people in the world, Heather.” He focused on the road as he guided the car toward his destination.

“And you need to remember you have responsibilities that stretch farther than work, or me, or anyone else. You are a father and you need to keep yourself safe.” The warning in Heather’s voice hit home and he eased up on the gas just a little.

“Three minutes.” He turned right onto the road leading to the animal shelter and slowed down a little bit more. He didn’t want to risk hitting one of the volunteers from the animal shelter who might be out on the road taking one of the rescue dogs for a walk. He didn’t want to risk hitting anything, car, person, animal or tree.

He drove on, as he drew closer the lights of Heather’s car stood out against the shadowy trees. Jake leaned forward, there was the other car. The owner had pulled off the road and parked in front of Heather’s car and was standing near the open trunk of Heather’s car. He couldn’t see Heather, but she might be hidden by the open trunk. He tried not to panic.

Since his family had expanded, his need to protect them all had been kicked into overdrive. However, the need to protect them often strayed into unreasonable fear for their safety. This sense of unease had started when Milly first came into his life.

Guilt. His bear said the word in his head.

And his bear was right. Guilt born from not saving Milly’s mother, Sally. He should have done more to keep in contact with her. Jake and his brothers were her only living relatives and they’d let her slip away, slip into a downward spiral resulting in her death.

You can’t save everyone. And you can’t beat yourself up for not saving those who didn’t want to be saved, his bear told him bluntly.

Jake closed the distance between himself and the two cars parked on the side of the road. He could see the figure of the woman more clearly now—until his head swam and his vision blurred. He slowed the car and crawled to a standstill behind Heather’s vehicle. But he couldn’t get out. Not yet.

Leaning forward, he kept both hands on the steering wheel and then rested his forehead between them. Jake took a deep breath as his body shook. This was bad. Very bad. No virus came on this fast. Damn. Was it his heart? Black and shriveled up after all these years alone. No. He’d known love. Just not love for a…

Mate. His bear filled in the word for him. A word he dared not think let alone believe. You do recall how your younger brothers felt when they met their mates?

I do. He did. He was there when Max met Heather and Tad had given a similar account of feeling as if he were coming down with the flu.

Jake ran a trembling hand through his hair. He’d waited so long and yet he still wasn’t ready. What if she didn’t like him? What if she looked into his soul and saw the real him?

Get out of the car, his bear instructed. This is the moment we’ve waited for our whole adult lives.

But is it a moment we deserve? Jake asked in return.

Yes, his bear replied emphatically.

Jake reached for the door handle and yanked on it. The handle creaked, complaining about the force Jake inflicted on it. He took another steadying breath. He needed to calm the heck down.

Placing one foot on the ground, he levered his body out of the car and stood for a moment just staring at the woman talking to Heather. This was it.

He’d made deals worth millions, negotiated hostile bids and built an empire so his family would always be provided for. But this was the scariest thing he’d ever done. Because he was going to have to learn to be himself again. For his mate to fall in love with him, he needed to be honest and true. To show her who he really was.

But he’d lost sight of that. How could he show her who he was when he no longer knew for himself?

“Jake!” Heather came around the car as he approached. “Thanks for coming to my rescue.”

“I thought…” He cleared his throat as his voice came out in a high prepubescent croak. “I thought you had it under control.” Did that tone sound light and joking or condescending? He wiped his hand across his forehead.

Heather’s eyes narrowed as she studied him. “Are you okay?”

“Yes.” He forced a smile onto his face. His muscles twitched. Smiling wasn’t his thing.

“You sure?” Heather walked toward him while the woman…his mate…went back to her own car.

“I’m sure.” He nodded once, trying to focus on Heather, while his brain yelled at him to look at his mate.

Heather tilted her head to one side and dropped her voice as her eyes widened. “I’ve seen that look before.” She waggled her finger at him accusingly and then swung her head around to look back at the other car. “Is she? You know…”

Jake nodded. “At least I think so. But since I’ve never been through this before…”

Was he sure? Was he absolutely one hundred percent certain? He didn’t want to declare his undying love to the wrong person.

Of course, she’s the one, his bear said bluntly. I can feel it in my bones, in the way the blood thumps in my veins and my heart skips a beat.

“What do we do?” Heather whispered.

“We…” He dragged his attention away from the figure of his mate, who was talking to the other people in her car.

“Yes.” Heather rolled her eyes. “We’re in this together. All of us.” She gave a short laugh. “You have no idea how much Tad has agonized over you not having a mate of your own.”

“He has?” Jake asked.

“We all have.” Heather stood back a step and put her hands on her hips. “Look at you, all flustered.” She held up her phone. “Maybe I should capture this moment.”

“Don’t you dare!” Jake’s voice carried to the second vehicle and his mate turned around sharply.

“Everything all right over there?” she asked as she pushed herself off the car and walked toward Heather and Jake.

“Everything is just fine.” Heather spun around. “Jake was just warning me not to tear his upholstery.”

“Thanks,” Jake muttered before his mate stole his breath away. She was beautiful. It was as if the early evening sun broke through the clouds and shone down on her. His world lit up. His heart grew lighter and the weight on his shoulders lessened.

“We can pack some of your things in my car,” his mate offered.

“I think we can…” Heather stopped mid-protest. “That would be very kind. As long as it’s no trouble. I am on my way home. You could stay for dinner.”

“It’s no trouble. And thanks for the offer, but we need to get to town and find a place to stay. I should have done it before we left, but it slipped my mind.” His mate stared at him. And he stared right back.

Name, his bear said sharply. Ask for her name and then stop her from leaving.

Yeah, because kidnapping them and holding them prisoner while we make them see we should spend the rest of our lives together is a really good first impression.

Get creative. That’s what you do, his bear retorted. This is the most important deal you’ll ever do in your life.

“Booked up.” The words came out of his mouth with a staccato beat.

“What?” his mate asked.

Jake pointed vaguely in the direction of Bear Creek. “There’s a beer festival in town this weekend. Everywhere is booked up.”

“Yes. That’s right. We’re expecting to be really busy at the craft barn over the weekend,” Heather confirmed.

“We have room.” In Jake’s head, an invitation for his mate to stay seemed perfectly natural.

Too soon, his bear sighed.

All eyes settled on Jake. Even Heather looked at him as if he were crazy. However, she backed him up.

“We do have room,” Heather said calmly. “We’ve just finished constructing a new house. Next to the old house.”

“Oh, you two are married.” His mate waved her finger at Heather and then Jake.

“No!” Heather and Jake chorused in unison.

Heather laughed. “No, I’m Jake’s sister-in-law.” She indicated Jake’s mate. “Lana here stopped to check that I was okay. Lana, this is Jake. My brother-in-law.” She opened her mouth to say more but clamped it shut again.

“The knight in shining armor.” Lana looked past Jake toward his car. “Or a knight in a shiny black Porsche at least.”

“I’m trading it in. For a family car. Something bigger. For Milly. She’s my daughter. Adopted daughter.” He stopped talking and stuck out his hand. He needed to touch her to feel that shock of first contact. To be sure.

Lana tilted her head to one side as she studied him. Was she going to leave him hanging? With a sigh, she lifted her hand and slid it into his. Her eyes widened and her breath quickened.

She was his mate.


Chapter Four – Lana

Skin against skin, her nerve endings buzzed, and a warmth spread through her body. A comforting warmth, as if Jake had wrapped her in a soft thick blanket and cradled her against his chest. A sob erupted in her mouth, but she swallowed it back down. She couldn’t admit weakness, she had to stay strong.

Yet the thought of being cradled against Jake’s chest, of his strong arms surrounding her, encircling her, chasing away all her worries and fears consumed her. She longed for someone to tell her it would be all right. She longed to share her burden with another person. A person she could trust. A person who was strong enough to shoulder the load.

Alone. Despite her father and Ursula being a large part of her life, she was utterly and completely alone when it came to searching for Kiki. Lana’s father had been too distraught when Kiki disappeared to go on the journey Lana had undertaken that day when they realized she was not coming home. A journey to find Kiki, or at least find out what happened to her.

Not knowing. That was what ate her up inside and put nightmares in her head.

“Lana.” His voice was smooth, coaxing, as if she were a frightened animal hiding under the porch.

She was still holding his hand. Holding on to it as if she dared not let go. Because if she did, she would float away and never be seen again.

“Sorry.” She yanked her hand away from his and he let it go, although there was a reluctance, a moment when his fingers tightened around hers. Maybe it was her imagination.

“We should get the items from my car,” Heather said gently.

Jake nodded absently as he flexed his hand, opening and closing it as if he had pins and needles. He’d felt it, too. He’d experienced the same tingling sensation, the same warmth invading his body.

Oh, no. He’d looked pale and shaky as he got out of the car. Please, don’t let him have a virus. Getting sick in a strange town with her dad and Ursula would be a disaster.

“Are you sure you can fit these in Jake’s car?” Lana asked as they went to Heather’s trunk and began lifting the items out. There were paintings and carvings. Something with wings. A fairy. The kind of fairy Ursula would like to have on her dresser. “I have plenty of room for all of them in mine.”

“Are you sure? Maybe I can squeeze some in Jake’s car. Since he came to help.” Heather looked down at the painting in her hand. “But I’d rather not risk damaging any of the bigger pieces. It’s so kind of you to offer to help a stranger in need.”

“No problem. I’m happy to help.” Lana glanced back at her car as the front passenger door opened and her dad got out. “Hey, Dad, you should stay in the car with Ursula.”

“Ursula?” Jake looked up from the trunk of his car as he placed a statue in the small cramped space.

“Yes, she’s my granddaughter,” Lana explained even though she didn’t owe anyone an explanation.

“Little she-bear.” Jake looked at Lana. Really looked at her, as if he could see beneath her clothes, and deeper. She shivered.

“This all looks interesting,” her father said as he joined them. “It looks like a heist and you’re moving all the merchandise.”

“My dad watches too many movies now that he’s retired,” Lana explained. “Why don’t you get back in the car, Dad?”

“Ursula’s fine. I need to stretch my legs.” He grinned. “And I’ve never been involved in a heist before.” He went to the trunk. “Anything an old man can carry?”

“Sure.” Heather handed over a small painting. “Thanks.”

“I’m Donald, by the way. Most people call me Don. Although these days I’m mainly just Dad or Grandpa.” He nodded at Heather and then winked at Lana as he walked to Jake’s trunk.

“So where is all this stuff from?” Lana asked, her father’s words stuck in her head. What if the pieces of art were all stolen?

“The Bear Creek Craft Barn. You probably saw a signpost for it as you turned off the highway. I own it and run it. You should come take a look while you’re in town.” Heather lifted another painting from her trunk and pulled the protective packing down to reveal an abstract painting. “This is one of my mom’s.”

“It’s good.” Lana had no idea about art even when it looked like the thing it was supposed to be. When she looked at a painting of a cow, she could tell if it was a good likeness for a cow. Or a church, or a country scene. Abstract art was a step beyond that. It took some imagination and appreciation to see what the artist intended. The painting in Heather’s hands was like mixed-up jigsaw pieces and Lana couldn’t mentally shuffle them around and put them in the correct order.

“You should try my mom’s cooking.” Heather wrinkled her nose as she recovered the painting. “It reflects her art.”

“That good?” Lana asked lightly as she carried the painting across to Jake’s car where she paused. “That is a small trunk.” Jake’s trunk was nearly packed solid. “The rest will go in my car.”

“The offer of a place to stay still stands.” Jake stood up straight from where he’d been trying to rearrange the handful of items in his trunk to make more space.

“Let’s take this one step at a time, shall we?” Lana’s voice croaked like a damn frog. What was with this guy? He had an effect on her.

“Sure. One step at a time.” He closed his trunk. “I want to thank you for stopping.”

Lana looked down at her comfortable sneakers which she wore when she drove long distances. They were nearly worn through at the toe, but they were so soft and pliable. “A woman alone on the road…can’t be too careful.” Her voice cracked and she turned on her heel and stalked away, shoulders hunched.

Jake watched her. His eyes on her back and the sense that he was penetrating her soul and taking a good look at what was inside her covered her again. Then he moved, his footsteps light despite his size, as he followed her to Heather’s car.

“Thank you so much,” Heather gushed as they stacked the rest of the items into Lana’s car.

“This old thing has plenty of room.” She tapped the roof of her station wagon. “Old and reliable.” Was she describing herself or the car? She didn’t need a flashy sports car.

Oh, maybe Jake had bought it when his midlife crisis hit. Men sure had a habit of going off the tracks when they reached a certain age. Sorrow and pain swept over her again.

Maybe coming here was a mistake. Too much was getting stirred up inside her like a stormy ocean dredging up lost ships from the seabed and exposing them to the light and air. Some things were best left buried on the bottom of the ocean.

“Are we going to the mountains now?” Ursula asked from the back seat.

“Not yet, Sula. It’s getting late. We can go exploring tomorrow,” Lana promised. Even though she was here to follow Mr. Jefferson’s lead, she was also here for her granddaughter to see the mountains. Lana couldn’t lose sight of that.

“I can show you the mountains tomorrow,” Jake offered. He gave her a lopsided smile. “You’re suspicious of me.”

Lana opened her mouth to deny it but there was no use. “Yes.” She walked back to Heather’s car where the last couple of bulky items remained. “Normally, people don’t invite strangers to come and stay at their house.”

“People around here do.” He arched an eyebrow as she answered with a disbelieving look. “They do.”

“Is the town really booked solid?” Lana asked.

“If you want to call around and ask, I won’t hold it against you.” His soft brown eyes made her insides melt. She’d love to be held against him. Tightly. Naked.

Lana pressed her lips together and turned away from him so he couldn’t see the color rush to her cheeks. The woman in her had been dormant for a while now. Since Kiki’s disappearance, she’d had no interest in men. No interest in life beyond being a good mother and daughter.

“It’s very kind of you.” Lana concentrated on the large fairy Heather passed to her to transfer to her car.

“It was very kind of you to stop for Heather.” Jake’s voice was soft and smooth like melted caramel.

“Okay. I think we’re done.” Heather closed her trunk and placed her hands on it with satisfaction as she looked into the distance. “Great timing. Here’s the tow truck.”

“I’ll move my car out of the way,” Lana suggested.

“Don’t worry, we won’t drive off with your artwork. Quick, get in the car, Lana, and drive!” Donald winked as Lana rolled her eyes and Heather giggled.

“So this is a heist. Did you tamper with my car, Donald?” Heather joked accusingly.

“You have to excuse my dad. He doesn’t get out much.” Lana shot her father a warning glance and he hopped up and down on one foot. “There must be something in the mountain air.”

“There is. I feel twenty years younger.” Donald’s eyes danced as he chuckled. “I’ll get in the car.”

Lana smothered a smile. “I’ll pull forward to give the tow truck some space and then I’ll follow you back to your place when you’re ready.”

“Good plan.” Heather stepped out from her car and raised her hand as the tow truck approached.

Walking around to the driver’s side, Lana got in the car. “Everyone buckled up?”

“Yes,” Ursula called from the back seat.

Donald clicked his seatbelt closed. “I am now.”

“What do you think of them, Dad?” Lana asked as she turned the key in the ignition and the engine fired to life.

“They seem like good people.” He glanced sideways at his daughter. “I think we should take up their offer and stay.”

Lana’s brow wrinkled. “We don’t know them.”

“No, we don’t. But if we turn them down and find there is nowhere to stay in town, what are we going to do?” Donald looked in the side mirror as Lana drove forward to make room for the tow truck. “I have a good feeling about them.”

“Okay. We’ll go on back to their house. But I’m not making any decisions until we get there.” Lana looked in the rearview mirror, catching a glimpse of Jake before the tow truck obscured her view. “But if they live in some tin shack like a couple of hillbillies then we drive away as soon as the stuff is unloaded.”

“Tin shack? Did you get a look at Jake’s car?” Donald asked.

“And his suit.” She’d noticed the cut, the way it clung to him, accentuating his broad chest and narrow waist.

“He has money.” Donald cast a smile her way. “You could do worse.”

“What?” Color rushed to her cheeks.

“You must have seen the way he looked at you?” Donald chuckled. “And I saw the way you looked at him.”

“I did not!” Lana’s face burned. “Okay, so he’s an attractive man. But I am not looking for a man.”

“One thing I’ve learned in life is that just because you aren’t looking for a thing, doesn’t mean the thing isn’t looking for you.” He waggled his eyebrows meaningfully.

“Well, the things that usually find me are not things I want or need,” Lana retorted.

“Are you sure?” Donald asked. “Because sometimes we just don’t like to admit it.”

“They’re on the move.” Lana steered the car back onto the road as Jake’s sleek car purred past. As she followed behind, her stomach flipped over in excitement, reminding her of the nights before Christmas when she was a little girl.

Whatever lay ahead, whatever was at the end of the road, her gut told her life was about to change.

She only hoped it was for the better.


Chapter Five – Jake

“Wow, fate, huh?” Heather sank back in the plush leather seat of his Porsche and sighed. “I can see why you’ve kept the car. These seats are so comfortable.”

“I’ll be trading it in the first chance I get.” Jake glanced in the rearview mirror at the car following behind. “Lana has a child. I have a child. I need a family car.”

“Wow, Jake Harrison, look at you.” Heather chuckled and reached for her phone. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to tell on you. I think you should be the one to tell your brothers the great news.”

“I wonder what their story is?” Jake glanced at Heather. “What did she say to you?”

“Hi, I was passing and saw you stopped. Do you want some help?” Heather ran her hand over the leather seats. “Are these heated?”

“They are. Do you want me to switch them on?” Jake grinned as Heather nodded eagerly. He was ridiculously happy. Yet, also ridiculously nervous. This was it, the day he’d been waiting for his whole adult life. He’d met his mate. What happened if she didn’t like him?

How could she not when you are so charming and easy to get along with? His bear rolled his eyes. You’d better unearth your charm and charisma. Or we’re doomed.

“Oh, that is nice.” Heather sank lower in the seat and closed her eyes. “I’m going to tell Tad I’m sleeping in your car from now on.”

“You’re ditching him for heated seats?” Jake asked as he glanced in the mirror once more.

“He’ll understand. He loves me.” Heather’s expression sobered as she placed her hand on Jake’s. “It’ll be okay, you know it will. Fate brought her to you. You can do the rest.”

“Are you sure she won’t see straight through me and realize I’m a shallow, money-grabbing ho?” As Heather erupted in laughter, Jake appreciated her belief in him.

“Have you ever been called a money-grabbing ho?” she asked through her laughter.

“Not exactly those words.” He forced himself to watch the road ahead, but his gaze kept straying to the rearview mirror.

“Listen, Jake. The person you are in business is not the same person we see at home. He’s not the same person who adopted Milly or who worked his ass off to keep his brothers together. Never forget that. Never lose sight of the real you.” She chuckled again. “And that man is not a money-grabbing ho.”

“You know I love you, Heather?” Jake asked and his sister-in-law’s eyes misted at his words.

“Yeah. I know.” She pressed her lips together and swallowed hard. “And you know we all love you. Every one of us has been willing fate to give you a break over these last few months. And it seems our hopes have been answered.”

“Thanks.” He coughed. “I’m not good at expressing my feelings. So, I wanted you to know. I love you and the kids and Josephine. You are family and I’d do anything for you.”

“Like build us all houses?” Heather asked as the turnoff to the Harrison house came into view.

“That might have been for selfish reasons,” Jake admitted. “I didn’t want you to move out and leave me alone.”

“And now that you have a mate?” Heather asked.

“Nothing has changed. We all need each other. With the children…” He thought of Max and Josephine and their long journey to be approved for adoption. “Especially now. Max and Josephine are going to need us.”

“They’ll manage just fine, I’m sure. But I am looking forward to them having a child of their own. Not that Milly isn’t theirs.”

“But Milly belongs to us all.” Jake understood what Heather meant.

“So. What’s your plan?” Heather asked as Jake turned toward the house.

“Plan? With Lana?” He shrugged. “I have no clue.”

“Is that how you go into a business meeting? With no clue?” Heather asked.

“Business is something I’ve done all my life. A mate is something completely different. It’s new and exciting and terrifying.” He clenched his jaw.

“Well, my advice is to take it real slow. Get to know Lana, find out what she’s doing in Bear Creek since she hasn’t come for the beer festival.” Heather glanced over her shoulder. “Do you think she knows about…you know…shifters?”

“I don’t know. Her granddaughter’s named Ursula, which means little bear, but that could be a coincidence.” Jake stopped the car next to Max’s truck. “I’m going to tread very carefully around the subject. I don’t want to scare her off.”

“Just don’t tread too carefully. There’s taking it slow and there’s appearing disinterested.” Heather placed her hand on the door handle, but before she opened the car door, she added, “Be yourself. Your true self and she won’t be able to stop herself from falling for you.”

Heather leaned across the car and placed a kiss on his cheek. “Congratulations, Jake.” She winked as she pulled away from him. “Fate knows what it’s doing. You have to trust in that.”

“I’ll try to remember that.” Jake rested his head on the headrest and steadied his nerves. “At least I can see how right fate was with my brothers and their mates.”

“Very right.” Heather got out of the car. “You three guys lived all alone for so long and now you have a houseful of women.”

“Hey.” He caught hold of Heather’s hand and squeezed it. “Thank you. You and Josephine. And your mom and Lillian. You’ve all been great.”

“You are welcome.” She winked and pulled away from him. “I’ll get these unloaded and then I am going to shower and check up on Tad and the kids.” She inclined her head toward Lana’s car. “While you spend time with your new family.”

“It’s a pity they don’t know they are my new family.” Jake opened the car door and swung his legs out, placing his feet firmly on the ground while his head was still floating around on cloud nine. He’d found his mate and he needed to hang on to that thought even though Lana had no idea of the enormity of their meeting.

“They soon will.” Heather went around to the trunk of his car and opened it up. “Can you give me a hand carrying these inside? Then it might be worth you finding the others. Tad said Max was home now. You should tell them your news. And tell them to behave.”

“You don’t think I should stay with Lana and her family?” His need to be with his mate and not let her out of his sight was almost too much. He didn’t see why Heather should get to spend time with Lana. She was perfectly capable of talking to Max and Tad.

Jake shook his head as if trying to shake the fuzzy sensations from his brain. Perhaps he did need a few minutes away from Lana so that he could clear his head and compose himself.

“I was going to persuade them that we are sane and rational people and that they should stay for dinner, and preferably the night. Since the rest of Bear Creek is likely booked solid.” Heather arched an eyebrow at Jake. “Unless you think you can do a better job? Although, that faraway look you get in your eyes every time Lana looks at you might make her think you are a little cuckoo crazy.” Heather pointed her finger at her left temple and wound her finger around and around in a spiral.

“Okay. I get it. You win.” Jake held his hands up in surrender. “I think you will have more success.”

“Thank you.” She nodded and pulled out the large fairy which was wrapped in bubble wrap. “If you could, take this into the house and put it on the kitchen table. I’ll figure out where I’m going to store it all until the morning.”

“Why don’t you put everything in my office?” Jake suggested. “I’m not going to use it for the rest of the day.”

“I suppose you aren’t since you have a mate to impress.” Heather’s eyes danced with merriment. “Wow, Jake Harrison taking a night off from work. Who would have thought it?”

“Funny. Very funny. Now I’m second-guessing leaving you to persuade Lana to stay.” He carried the fairy toward the house, although he could not help glancing at the other car and the passengers inside. “I’m not sure if they are planning on making a run for it.”

Heather looked across to the car. “I’ll deal with everything. Just go and warn your brothers that you may be acting a little more odd than usual.”

“I don’t act odd,” Jake insisted.

Heather shooed him away. “Go and tell them your news. And also tell them not to come rushing over to stare at your mate.”

“You really think I’ll be able to keep them away?” Jake asked as he went inside the house.

“No.” She shook her head and turned to approach their guests.

Jake hurried through to his office and placed the fairy statue down on his desk before taking a quick look around the room. It was clean and tidy. Jake wasn’t OCD but he did like to be organized and keep his workspace uncluttered.

As he turned to leave the room, his eyes rested on a photograph of Milly. She was about to get a third mom to go with her three dads. It was strange how life turned out. And how life turned around.

Before Milly came into their lives, the Harrison brothers were all bachelors waiting for their mates. How things had changed. How life had changed.

Aren’t you counting your chickens before they hatch? his bear asked.

No. Lana is our mate and we will spend the rest of our lives together. If we can do big business deals, we can surely make the woman who is destined to be ours forever love us. Can’t we? Jake’s sudden optimism waned.

Almost certainly, his bear agreed.

Swinging around, he left the room as the sound of Heather and their guests filtered through from the front door. Jake ducked out through the kitchen door and closed it carefully behind him. He stood for a moment, his senses stretching out as he tried to locate his brothers. However, the nearness of his mate overwhelmed him. She consumed his senses, blocking out everything and everyone else.

As Jake headed for the door leading into the back yard, he reveled in the new sensations flooding his body. It was like being drunk on the finest of wines.

“Jake?” Jake jumped guiltily as Max walked across the back yard toward him. His brother was dressed in hiking gear and looked tired from a day on the mountain. “Are you okay?”

“Yes. Fine. Really good.” He nodded and looked around. “Is Tad around?”

“Yes, he’s in his studio.” Max came to stand next to his brother. “Are you sure you are okay?”

“I am.” He pointed toward the building Tad used as a studio for his sculptures. “Come on.”

“You want me to come with you to the studio?” Max asked, his eyes narrowing as he stared at his brother. “Something is wrong. You look flustered.” His brow wrinkled. “Did something happen to Heather? Tad said you were going to collect the artwork she had in her car. She told Tad she’d arranged for the tow truck and everything and insisted she didn’t need us to go get her.”

“It’s not about Heather.” Jake grabbed hold of his brother and dragged him toward Tad’s workshop.

“Then what is this about?” Max asked as he yanked his arm away from Jake.

“I’d rather speak to you both together.” Jake stopped walking and turned around to face Max. “Please, would you just do this for me? Will you just come with me to see Tad, because I asked you to and without all these questions?”

Seeing his brother’s frustration, Max nodded. “You only had to ask.”

Jake bit back his reply and stalked off with Max trailing behind him. As he walked, he tried to make sense of what had happened and how his life was about to change.

For the better, his bear reminded him. Our lives will change for the better.

“Tad!” Max called as they reached the old stone building Tad had converted into a workshop for his sculptures. “Jake wants to talk.”

“Coming.” A chair scraped across the stone floor and the sound of footsteps grew nearer as Tad came to join them. “What’s up?”

“I met my mate.” Jake’s words were met with shocked silence. He grinned. “I believe this is the first time I’ve ever been able to silence you both at the same time.”

“I… How? Where?” Tad was the first to speak and he grabbed hold of Jake and pulled him into a bear hug. “I’m so happy for you.”

“Who is she?” Max asked as he joined in the brotherly hug.

“I have no idea,” Jake answered. “I mean I do. Her name is Lana, but why she is in Bear Creek and what she’s like or what she does…I have no idea, which is both terrifying and exciting.”

Max lifted his head and listened for a moment. “She’s here? I can hear voices, but I had no idea it was someone important.”

“She’s here?” Tad asked as he took a step away from his eldest brother.

“Wait.” Jake held up his hand. “Heather is trying to persuade Lana and her family to stay here for the night.”

“Wow, you do move fast.” Tad thumped Jake in the arm. “All you know is her name and you’re asking her to stay the night.”

Jake’s brow creased in frustration. “You know it’s not like that.” He sighed. His brothers were flushed with excitement. He had a feeling this would not end well. “Lana didn’t realize the beer festival was on in town this weekend. She hasn’t booked accommodation and it’s doubtful she’d find anything suitable since she’s traveling with her father and granddaughter.”

“Wait. If she has a granddaughter, that means she must have a child,” Max began.

“Wow, look at you with your knowledge of basic reproduction,” Tad remarked.

“Funny. But you know what I’m trying to say.” Max looked at Jake for an answer.

“The answer is, I don’t know if she has a husband or boyfriend or any significant other.” He shrugged it off, not wanting his brothers to see it bothered him. “All I can hope is that fate didn’t decide to play a crappy joke on me. But if it did and Lana was happy, then I would let her walk out of my life.”

Max shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Do you honestly think Jake Harrison would let his mate go? I’ve seen you in action in the boardroom. You don’t let anything go if it’s what you really want.”

“This is different,” Jake insisted. “If Lana was in a happy relationship and she has a family who loves her, I would not hurt her. I’d let her go.”

“We know you would,” Tad said gently. “But let’s hope that isn’t the case. Fate hasn’t put a foot wrong yet. I know you think you’re special and all, but I don’t think fate feels the same way.”

“Thanks.” Jake frowned. “I think.”

“Come on. Let’s go meet her.” Max took a couple of steps toward the house.

“And if Heather hasn’t persuaded them to stay the night, Max and I will let the air out of her tires or steal the starter, so they have to stay.” Tad put his arm around Jake’s shoulders. “You can count on us, Jake.”

“I know I can.” Jake slid his arm around his brethren’s shoulders and pulled him into a bear hug. “And that is what scares me.”

Tad slapped his brother on the back. “We will be on our best behavior. I promise.”

“I trust you to keep your promise.” Jake hoped his trust wasn’t misplaced. But Max and Tad had never broken a promise to him, and he didn’t expect them to start now.

However, that didn’t stop his stomach from doing backflips as the three brothers went to meet his mate. This was as far out of his comfort zone as he’d ever ventured, and this was just the beginning of his new life with his mate.


Chapter Six – Lana

“Nice house,” Donald commented as he got out of the car and stretched his old bones.

“It’s okay,” Lana reluctantly agreed.

“Ah, come on, this is your perfect kind of house, with the wide-open views and the mountains in the distance. When you were a little girl, you used to draw pictures of houses like this and tell your mom and me that was where you would live one day.” Donald studied his daughter closely as he looked toward the two people at the foot of the porch. “Man like that would be a good catch.”

Lana arched an eyebrow. “Pity I don’t have my rod with me. If I did, I could hook him on a line and reel him in.”

“The way he was looking at you back on the road, I don’t think you need a rod or a net.” Donald grinned as he shut the car door, stretched his arms over his head and breathed in the clear mountain air. “Smells good.”

Lana shook her head and went to the back of the car and opened the door. “Come on, Sula. Let’s stick together.”

“I saw a pony!” Ursula kicked her feet with excitement. “Do you think Heather would let me go and pet it?”

“I’m sure she would.” Lana unbuckled Ursula’s seatbelt and helped her slide out of the car. “But if you go and pet any of the animals here, including the ponies, you must have an adult with you. Understand?”

“I understand.” Ursula’s feet crunched on the loose stones under her feet as she spun around, taking in their surroundings. “People actually live in places like this!”

“They do.” Her eyes drifted toward the house and the man on the porch. The man who stirred feelings deep inside her. Feelings she’d hidden away in a deep pit called self-preservation. She didn’t need a man. She never had.

Except for her dad. But he was one of a kind.

“I wish I lived here.” Ursula’s eyes were drawn to the mountains in the distance. “I could explore the mountains every day.”

“Hey, just because it’s a pretty house with pretty views does not automatically mean you are happy. If we moved to a place like this, you would lose contact with all of your friends at school,” Lana cautioned.

Ursula pressed her lips together and glanced at Donald. Lana’s dad took a couple of shuffling steps sideways and placed a comforting hand on Ursula’s shoulder. The young girl pressed close to her grandpa as if seeking comfort.

“What?” Lana barked and then her voice softened. “What am I not seeing here?”

Donald scooped his granddaughter up in his arms and she buried her face in his shoulder. “Sula doesn’t have many friends at kindergarten.”

Lana took a step back as the implication of Donald’s words hit her. Her granddaughter was unhappy at school and no one had told her. “Why didn’t you say?”

“You have a lot going on and Sula knows you fought to get her into that school.” Donald raised his eyebrows and inclined his head forward. “We can talk about it later.”

Lana’s jaw tightened. “We should have talked about it sooner.”

“As I said, we both know you have a lot going on.” Donald hugged Ursula tightly. “Heather is coming over. Why don’t I ask about the pony?”

Ursula nodded but didn’t lift her head from her grandpa’s shoulder. “Thanks, Dad.” Lana placed a hand over his, which was still wrapped around his granddaughter. “And I’m sorry. And grateful that you are there when I’m not.”

“I know, honey. We both know how hard you work.” His pale blue eyes filled with love for the two women in his life misted over. “Don’t be too hard on yourself.”

Her lips flattened into a humorless smile. “I should have seen it.”

“Thank you so much again,” Heather gushed as she strode toward them. “Jake has offered me the use of his office to store the pieces safely until tomorrow.”

Lana looked toward the house and a stab of disappointment pierced her heart. Jake was gone. Her brow creased. If anyone had been hooked on a line it was Lana. What was it she found so darn attractive about the guy?

Great, maybe she was having her own midlife crisis. However, Lana could not afford to go off the rails and do something stupid or rash. She had too much responsibility. Not that responsibilities did anything to halt a midlife crisis. If it did, Lana would not be standing here in full view of the mountains with her granddaughter. If it weren’t for her boss’s midlife crisis, Lana would never have gotten pregnant and Kiki would never have been born. Which meant Ursula would never have been born either.

Not having Ursula in her life was unthinkable.

“Shall we get this stuff unloaded?” Lana asked as she walked around to the back of her old station wagon and opened the tailgate.

“Yes.” Heather came to join her but stopped when she reached Donald and Ursula. “Is everything all right?” As a mom, Heather had picked up the mood of the scene before her and interpreted Ursula’s downturned face as an unhappy little girl. Lana mentally kicked herself for not seeing there was a problem with Ursula and school.

“Sula wondered if she could say hello to the pony. We saw one as we were driving in.” Donald turned to face the long driveway that led to the road.

“Sure.” Heather took hold of Sula’s small hand and gave it a squeeze. “Why don’t we get all the art pieces unloaded and then I’ll call Bella and Zack. They’re my kids. Bella is a couple of years older than you. The pony you saw is hers. She would love to introduce you to him.”

“Hear that, Sula?” Donald asked, coaxing his granddaughter from where she’d buried her face deep in his shoulder.

“Yes, please,” Ursula answered, lifting her reddened face.

“I bet we could muster up some treats for you to feed to Nimble. He particularly likes apples.” Heather was a natural with kids and Lana relaxed a little.

“That’s kind of you.” Lana lifted one of the paintings out of the back. “Where to?”

“Oh, this way.” Heather went around to the tailgate and Donald let Ursula slide to the ground before joining them.

“Anything for me to carry?” Ursula asked, holding her hands out.

“I have a small package here.” Heather took a small box wrapped in brown paper out of the back. “Thanks, Ursula.”

“Everyone calls me Sula,” Ursula informed Heather.

“Sula it is. My daughter is named Bella and my son is named Zack. And then there is Milly, who is younger than you. She was adopted by Tad, Max, and Jake.” Heather talked to Ursula as they walked toward the house.

“Milly has three dads?” Ursula asked in surprise.

“She does. When her mom died, the lady at social services asked them to look after her. And they said yes.” Heather laughed. “They all like to spoil her in their own ways.”

“Hear that, Lana? Social services must have given the family a thorough vetting before they placed a child here,” Donald said quietly as they followed behind Heather and Ursula.

“You want us to accept the offer of staying here, don’t you?” Lana knew her dad was right. These were good people. Her gut had told her the same thing the moment she met Heather.

“I think it would do Sula good to meet new friends.” Donald lifted his head and stared at the house as he strolled toward it.

“Are things that bad at school?” Lana asked.

“Not that bad.” Donald sighed. “But pretty bad. Sula said there is a group of girls who keep on telling her that her mom is dead.”

“What?!” Lana stopped walking before becoming aware of Heather half-turned to look at them.

“She made me promise not to tell you.” Donald’s pained expression told her how he’d struggled with keeping the secret.

“I don’t blame you for not telling me.” Lana sighed deeply and her shoulders sagged as if a great weight pressed down on them. “I should have seen something was wrong.”

“So, let her have this.” Donald took a sweeping glance around them. “Let her pet a pony and feed it treats and have fun and forget. If only for a couple of days.”

“A couple of days?” Lana asked. “I thought we were talking about one night.”

“Let’s see how it goes. They’re good people,” Donald reassured her as if he’d known them for years.

“And you know that from the brief time we’ve known them?” Lana asked warily. Her dad didn’t get out too much, he stayed at home and looked after the house and often picked Ursula up from school when Lana couldn’t get away from work.

“I’ve got a good feeling about them…” He looked around. “And this place.”

Lana shook her head. “You know I don’t believe in basing decisions on feelings and hunches.”

“I know you like to deal with real life. But sometimes you have to let a little whimsy into your life.” Her father continued walking toward the house.

“Whimsy.” Lana swung around and caught up with her father in two steps. He was getting older and slower before her eyes, but she could still recall when she was a child and how she’d have to run to keep up with him when he strode down the street to buy her mom flowers. “Since when has whimsy helped pay the bills?”

“It’s not all about bills,” Donald replied, looking at his daughter with a sad expression in his eyes. “Lana, you need to embrace life like you used to.”

“I didn’t used to have a missing daughter.” She clamped her jaw tight to stop the well of emotion from erupting into a flood of tears. She’d kept a lid on her emotions for so long now she daren’t let go. If she did, she’d end up a sniveling mess on the floor.

“I know, honey. I understand. But your life is slipping by. And Kiki wouldn’t want that.” The pity and pain on her father’s face threatened to push her over the edge.

“I don’t know what Kiki would want any more.” Lana shook her head. “Come on, let’s see what Sula is up to.”

“Knowing that little girl, she’s talked our hosts into giving her a pony and letting her live here.” Donald winked. “Maybe there is room for all of us.”

“Really?” Lana asked in surprise. “I thought you liked living in a busy city.”

Donald breathed deeply. “I think a change of life might suit us all.”

“You might be right. But I can’t even think of leaving my job until I’ve exhausted every avenue of inquiry about Kiki.” Lana looked up as movement at the front door of the house caught her eye.

“At some point, Lana, you might have to concede defeat and just let go,” Donald told his daughter.

“I know. But I’m not there yet.” She leaned over and kissed her dad on the cheek. “Thank you.”

“For what?” he asked.

“Everything. I don’t say it enough.” She turned toward the house where two more men came onto the porch, with Jake behind them. Her heart raced and her breath quickened.

“I love you and I’m proud of you, Lana,” Donald replied. “And I don’t say that enough either. When Kiki left Sula with you and then disappeared…I know how tough it was. But through it all, you’ve kept on going and raised a beautiful, confident little girl.”

“I need her to be strong, too, Dad. I need her to be strong enough for what’s to come.” Her bottom lipped quivered but then her eyes locked with Jake’s and she didn’t feel so alone. She didn’t feel scared.

Hopeful. An emotion she hadn’t experienced for a long time.

Jake Harrison gave her hope. Lana didn’t know why. Maybe it was the look in his eyes. Or perhaps it was this place and being surrounded by nature.

Whatever it was, Donald was right. They all needed a break.

The decision to stay was made. Lana got the instant thought in her head that the decision would be life-changing.

For better or for worse.


Chapter Seven – Jake

He tried not to listen, but he was so focused on his mate he couldn’t help himself.

Her daughter is missing, his bear relayed the knowledge he’d also overheard.

And Lana was left with a child to care for. She’s raising her grandchild, just like we are raising Milly. The coincidence wasn’t lost on either of them.

We need Lana to open up and tell us what happened so we can help her. But we’re strangers to her and people don’t usually tell strangers their backstory, so we have to get her to trust us. His bear pondered their dilemma.

I agree. We can’t exactly tell Lana we already know because we overheard her conversation with her father with our enhanced shifter hearing. Jake was not ready to have that conversation.

If we’re going to help Lana and her family, we need to persuade her to stay. If Heather hasn’t already done so. His bear could be very persuasive, as long as it involved snarling and sharp claws. Which wouldn’t help at all with Lana. They had to be subtle. A language neither of them were well versed in.

Jake followed his brothers down the porch steps and across to Lana’s car. “Please behave,” he said so quietly only Max and Tad could hear him.

Max cast a knowing smile over his shoulder that didn’t give Jake any confidence in their actions. But he trusted them. They knew how important this was to him. He recalled Heather’s words and how she’d said the whole family had been hoping he would find his mate soon.

“Can we help?” Max rushed forward, his hands outstretched as he approached Lana.

“I can manage. But there are more items in the car,” Lana inclined her head toward her open tailgate.

“Hi, I’m Tad. Heather’s husband. I wanted to thank you for stopping to help when you saw her alone on the side of the road.” Tad grinned an easy boyish grin that knocked ten years off him.

Jake ran a hand over his face. He wished there was a way to knock ten years off his own face. The last time he’d looked in the mirror, he swore he looked older than his fifty-something years. He didn’t like to keep count of his exact age now that he’d breached the half a century mark.

His bear chuckled. I never realized age mattered so much to you.

It did when the years were slipping by and we hadn’t found our mate. He smiled warmly at Lana. But now that we have, I want the world to slow down and the years to crawl by so the time we have together lasts for eternity.

“Good to meet you, Tad. Your wife had it under control. We just brought her artwork home.” Lana glanced at Jake.

“Heather said it wouldn’t all fit in Jake’s fancy car.” Tad grinned at Jake as he wagged his finger. “It’s time you traded the car in and got something more sensible.”

“Sensible, says the man who makes his living from modeling clay,” Max chimed in as he walked back toward the house with a package from the back of Lana’s car.

“You’re a sculptor?” Lana asked, impressed by Tad’s vocation. A wave of jealousy swept over Jake. He wanted her…no, he needed her…to be interested in him and his business.

“I am.” Tad locked eyes with his brother. “I wouldn’t have been if it wasn’t for Jake. He supported me and encouraged me when I was starting out.”

Lana switched her attention to Jake and the color crept across his cheeks. “That was very brotherly of him.”

“He’s always been there for us.” Max halted at the bottom of the porch steps. “When our parents died, he worked hard so we could stay together and keep the house.”

Jake’s color deepened. He wasn’t used to being the center of attention, he certainly wasn’t used to people praising him. What he’d done when they were young orphans was no more than most people would do for their family.

“And you’ve made yourself into a big success story.” Lana looked at him, her eyes piercing the shield he kept up around himself. He wasn’t good at letting people in. He wasn’t good at trusting people. Which was why he loved Heather and Josephine so much. They had joined the family and given him a new way of looking at the world. They gave him new insights and he’d learned to talk about things outside of business.

Things other than football, the mountains and what’s for dinner. He smiled softly. His brothers were not great conversationalists.

“I have worked hard to make a success of myself. But only so that we never have to experience hardship again. The days after we lost our parents were bleak. Max and Tad were still at school and I was the only one who could keep us together.” Jake lowered his eyes. He hated thinking about that period of their lives, let alone talking about it.

“The things we do for love.” A sadness slipped across her eyes before she swept it away. “And family. Family is the most important thing in life.”

“I’d give it all up for my family,” Jake blurted out.

“Not that you have to.” Tad patted Jake on the shoulder. “Come on, let’s empty Lana’s car. Heather will be complaining I’m standing around talking instead of working.”

Jake nodded and took one last lingering look at Lana before he walked to the car with Tad. “Do you think she’ll stay?”

Tad picked up a large painting in both hands and waited for Jake to grab a square box labeled ‘Lillian.’ “I think she can be persuaded to stay. When we’ve finished here, I’ll go make dinner. Who can resist a homemade meal?”

“Thanks, Tad. Thank you both.” Jake clenched his jaw as a wave of emotion hit him.

“Hey, are you getting all misty-eyed?” Max asked as they climbed the porch steps and entered the house.

“I don’t have a heart, remember?” Jake asked, recalling their attention to an online blog where the author stated that Jake Harrison was a heartless businessman.

“You have the biggest heart of all the people I know. You just choose to keep it walled up.” Tad paused on the top step of the porch and turned to face his brother. “But you have to open up now. You have to show Lana who the real Jake Harrison is.”

“True words,” Max said. “Because if she hasn’t Googled you yet, she soon will and the person she’ll read about online is not you.”

“What if I don’t know who I am? How am I supposed to show Lana the real me when I don’t know myself?” Jake asked. He turned to look into the house. He could sense her in the office, talking with Heather about ponies.

“You have to figure that out for yourself.” Tad’s expression was one of pity. “None of us can do that for you. But my advice is to be honest. With Lana and yourself.”

“Go on.” Max indicated the open door. “Every journey starts with one step. This is it, the start of the journey for you and your mate.”

Jake inhaled deeply. He needed to cast aside the man he was in the boardroom and find the man who hid deep inside under the layers of protection he’d built up to protect himself. “Wish me luck.”

Jake stepped off the porch and into the house he’d lived in all of his life. He’d never wanted to live anywhere else in the world, even though he had enough money to buy himself a private island somewhere. Just like Edgar. But his heart and his home had always been here in Bear Creek and he hoped Lana could learn to love it here, too.

If she didn’t, he would go wherever she told him to go and live wherever she told him to live.

A layer of self-protection peeled away. He was willing to give up the things he held on to so very dearly for his mate. As long as that didn’t mean giving up his family.

Lana’s laughter filled his ears as he neared his office. “My dad is being kind. I was terrible at horseback riding when I was a young girl.” She shook her head. “I’d forgotten about that, Dad. Thanks for the memory.”

“Does that mean I’ll be bad at horseback riding?” Ursula asked in earnest.

“No, honey, it doesn’t. You might have a natural talent for it.” Lana placed her hand on her granddaughter’s shoulder. “You are your own person.”

“But Grandpa always says I’m like you.” Ursula bit her bottom lip before asking, “Did Mommy ever ride a pony?”

Lana gulped down a knot of emotion and her eyes misted with tears which she quickly blinked away. “Mommy was frightened of ponies. I was never sure why.”

Ursula looked down at her hands clasped in front of her. “I’m not frightened.”

“Shall we go and see if we can find Bella and Zack?” Heather said, breaking the tension in the room as Jake peered around the door. “Ah, just in time. Lana, Donald, and Sula have agreed to stay for the night. Or hopefully the weekend, if we can persuade them they are not too much trouble.”

“That’s great news.” He tried not to smile too widely but his relief was immense.

“I’m going to go and find Bella and Zack, so they can show Sula the ponies.” Heather raised one eyebrow almost imperceptibly. “Would you unpack the rest of the pieces from the craft barn and put them safely in here, please?”

“Sure.” Jake nodded a little too eagerly. He needed to rein it in a little if he didn’t want to scare Lana off.

“Lana will give you a hand while I deposit Donald in the kitchen for some much-needed coffee.” Heather placed her hand on the small of Ursula’s back and guided her out of the office, with Donald close behind. “This way, Sula. Let’s go and see if we can round up the children.”

“Is that okay?” Ursula asked Lana. “Is it okay to go with Heather?”

“Sure,” Lana said quickly and then added apologetically, “I’ve cautioned Ursula to never go off with strangers or even get into a car with someone she knows unless she’s told me where she’s going.”

“And since you’ve only just met us, I am a stranger, so that’s good thinking,” Heather commended Ursula.

“Give the ponies a pat from me.” Lana watched her granddaughter leave the room with Heather. “Take it easy, Dad.”

“I will. It’s only coffee.” Donald followed Heather out of Jake’s office, leaving him alone with his mate for the first time since they’d met.

“Is your dad okay?” Jake asked gently.

Lana shrugged. “He says he is. But I think he tells me what he thinks I need to hear.”

“He’s protecting you.” Jake could understand why. He would do anything to protect his mate.

Except lie, his bear reminded him.

True, a shifter was always honest with his mate. It was part of their genetic makeup.

“I know he’s trying to protect me. Which is why he worries me.” She turned her attention back to Jake’s office and the items stored there. “Shall we finish unloading my car?”

“Yes.” His brow creased as he realized Max and Tad hadn’t brought their pieces into the office. Jake stretched out his senses and hid a smile. They were waiting along the hallway to give Jake a moment alone with his mate. “Afterwards, maybe I could show you around the place.”

Lana’s expression brightened. “I’d like that.” She looked around the office. “It must be nice to work from home.”

“I don’t use this office as much as I should.” He chuckled. “I spend too much time looking out of the window. The mountain calls to me.”

“I can understand why. This is an incredibly beautiful part of the country.” She walked across to the window and looked out at the mountain range. “Ursula seemed to have an affinity with the mountains. My dad would like to move somewhere like this.”

“Bear Creek is a great place to raise children,” Jake said eagerly.

Lana pressed her lips together into a thin smile. “If only we could.”

“Why can’t you?” Jake asked bluntly.

“Baggage,” Lana answered simply then took a deep breath. “Let’s get my car emptied. Then I’d love for you to show me around.”

“Great.” He paused and then stepped toward the doorway as Tad and Max came hurrying along the hall.

“We can handle the rest of the boxes,” Tad said hurriedly.

“Why don’t you go and show Lana around?” Max added.

Lana looked at them each in turn. “Are you telepathically linked, or were you listening?”

She laughed as they looked at each other with guilty expressions. “I’d like to thank you for your hospitality. It’s kind of you to let three strangers stay in your house.”

“You are welcome,” Tad said.

“And you know what they say, strangers are just people you haven’t gotten to know yet. I’m sure by the end of the weekend, we’ll all be friends.” His eyes strayed to Jake’s. “Very good friends.”

Subtle, his bear laughed at their brothers.

“I should finish unloading the car since I also have all our gear to bring in. At least the necessities. Some of the stuff can stay in the car.” She looked uncertain faced with the three Harrison brothers, who filled the room.

“Why don’t you put your gear in here,” Jake suggested. “Then we can go for a look around, while Tad cooks dinner. After dinner, we can figure out the sleeping arrangements.” Which wouldn’t be as he wanted them. Lana would not be in his bed. But she would be under his roof and that was a start.

“Sounds like a plan,” Lana agreed as she squeezed past Max and Tad.

Tad stood back to allow Jake to follow his mate. “Baby steps, brother. Baby steps.”

“I certainly feel like a baby,” Jake confided in his brothers. “How did you two ever cope with the stress of not being able to simply blurt out that you were mates?”

“Well, Max did kind of blurt it out as soon as he met Josephine,” Tad reminded Jake. “But for me, keeping it from Heather and waiting for the right time was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”

“Great.” Jake resigned himself to keeping his secret.

“Unless she does know about shifters,” Tad reminded his brother. “Ursula means she-bear. Do you think it’s a coincidence? But unless my shifter senses are failing, I don’t sense Ursula is a shifter.”

“Me neither. That is just one more mystery I have told solve.” Jake left his brothers and followed the scent of his mate, which lingered on the air. They didn’t know about the other mystery he’d tried to solve.

As he walked back along the hallway and out into the open air, the sound of Milly giggling made him a smile. A sad, sorrowful smile. Despite a good amount of time and effort, he had been unable to find out exactly what happened to Sally or who Milly’s father was.

Perhaps that was a good thing. Milly was settled here and happy. However, Jake thought he owed it to Sally to ask questions and bring anyone responsible for her downward spiral to justice.

Some things were best left in the past.

Especially when his future and those of his brothers were so filled with promise.


Chapter Eight – Lana

Jake Harrison was definitely unsettling. What surprised Lana most was that she liked feeling unsettled. After months of trying to keep her life calm and even, she welcomed the thrill of excitement that threaded through her body each time Jake was near.

She bit her bottom lip. The sharp pain diverted her brain from going to the dark place in her head where fear of what might have happened to Kiki lived.

“Hey, are you okay?” Jake ran up to join her and she lifted her head and inhaled sharply to chase her tears away.

“Yeah. Who wouldn’t be okay in a place like this?” Lana looked around, her voice bright, but her expression didn’t fool the man by her side. “It is beautiful here.” Her tone dropped down to a normal level. “Thanks for letting us stay.”

“You are welcome.” He nodded toward the mountain. “If you don’t have any plans tomorrow, I’ll take you up there.”

“I’d like that. Although, I do have a meeting tomorrow afternoon.” Lana cursed, she always kept her contacts and meetings secret. Yet when she was with Jake, spilling all her innermost secrets seemed like a natural thing to do. “I make it sound more important than it is. It’s just a guy my boss asked me to meet with.”

“Your boss. What do you do?” As they reached the car, Jake placed his hand on the tailgate and angled his body toward her, which was mighty unsettling. Her insides squirmed and she longed to reach out and stroke his cheek. And kiss his lips.

Her tongue snaked out and moistened her lips, ready for their first kiss. Jake stared, mesmerized by the small invitation. A small sigh escaped him and he leaned in closer, his lips parted, ready to taste her mouth. Lana’s breath halted in her chest, just like the world halted all around them. They were cocooned in a bubble of longing and desire, as if their whole lives had led up to this moment.

“Nana!” Ursula’s voice reached her through the fog of desire wrapped around her brain. “Nana!”

Lana blinked rapidly as if waking from a dream. “Yes, Sula.” Lana held Jake’s disappointed gaze as she took a step away from him. He’d felt it, too. He’d wanted to kiss her just as much as Lana wanted to kiss him.

The sudden and unexpected attraction to Jake was a mystery but not as big a mystery as to why Jake would want to kiss her back. He was handsome, obviously rich, and with the air of a playboy surrounding him.

Of course. She would be one more notch on his bedpost. Nothing more than an evening’s entertainment.

“I need my sweater out of the car.” Sula ran toward the car, her little legs working like pistons as her face shone with excitement.

“It is getting chilly.” A shiver rattled Lana’s bones but not as much as Jake Harrison rattled her bones and all the other bits of her body. She could sense him as he reached into the tailgate and pulled out a couple more pieces of Heather’s artwork and walked past her toward the house.

“I’ll come back to help you with your things,” Jake said as he passed by. “Say hello to the ponies for me.” His last comment was directed at Ursula who grinned at him.

“I will.” Ursula’s face flushed with excitement. “Bella said if it was okay with you, I could ride one of the ponies tomorrow. Heather said Tad would walk alongside me and make sure I don’t fall off.” Her eager face asked the burning question…can I?

“Well, that sounds like fun. Can I come and watch?” Lana asked as she retrieved Ursula’s sweater from the back of the car and handed it to her granddaughter.

“Yes.” Ursula nodded her head, her face lit up and animated as she dragged the sweater on and swung around to run back to the house.

“Whoa! You’re as fast as a pony!” Jake dodged playfully out of Ursula’s way and Lana giggled as her granddaughter neighed but didn’t slow down.

“She’s going horseback riding tomorrow on Bella’s pony. Tad’s taking her.” Lana watched as Ursula mounted the porch steps and disappeared into the house.

“Tad is the horse master. He’ll look after her.” Jake joined her, searching her face with his head tilted to one side. “It’s difficult not to worry, but we have to let them grow and learn.”

Lana’s head jerked up. “I know. It’s just…I already lost my daughter.” She frowned and shook her head. “She’s not dead. She’s just gone. She left Ursula with me and said she had to go visit a friend who needed help for a couple of days and never came back.”

“And you are scared of losing Ursula, too?” Jake asked.

“Yeah. I am. I said I’d look after her. I promised her mom.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Kids, they break your heart.”

“But you wouldn’t be without them.” Jake’s mouth turned up at one corner. “I’m just learning that.”

“Yes, you are a daddy to Milly. Is that right?” Lana asked as she went around to the back and hauled out the luggage. She’d shoved it all to the front to make room for Heather’s artwork and she practically had to climb in to reach Ursula’s backpack.

“Here, let me.” Jake reached past her, his body brushing against her arm and a frisson of excitement passed through her. “There.”

“Thanks.” Lana stood up, hoping he couldn’t see the flush of color across her cheeks.

“And yes, I am one-third of Milly’s guardians.” He picked up the luggage, all of it, and walked toward the house. “I never expected to be a father. I thought that part of life had passed me by.”

“Same. I’d been there and done that.” Lana walked by his side into the house.

“I’ll be honest, Tad and Max had to persuade me.” He swung his head around and added. “Not because of selfish reasons. I just worried that three middle-aged men might not be what a baby girl needed. But Fiona said we were her best chance and so my brothers talked me around.”

“Fiona?” Lana let out a slow breath and kept her breathing natural. She was unreasonably jealous of any other woman in Jake’s life. Which was absolutely crazy.

“Yes, she works for social services. She helps decide where children should be placed. She’s helping Max and Josephine right now.” A gentle smile spread across his face. “They are about to adopt a child themselves. It’s taken a few months for them to be accepted because they are older parents. But they have finally been matched with a child.”

“And Fiona helps in this process?” Lana asked as Jake mounted the porch steps and went into the house.

“Yes, she has helped them every step of the way.” Jake liked Fiona and respected her. It was there in the tone of his voice.

“That must be a very rewarding career,” Lana said to Jake’s back as he squeezed into his office with all their luggage.

Jake carefully placed the bags and suitcases down on the floor and straightened up, the late afternoon sun shone through the window and caught on the flecks of silver in his hair. Age had enhanced his features, he was mature and handsome, and rugged. Keeping her hands off the man in front of her might not be easy.

Her fingers twitched as if to prove the point. She wanted to run her fingertips through his hair and drag his head down, so their lips met in a searing kiss. Instead, she stuck her hands in her pockets and willed herself not to look at his full lips.

“Fiona’s very good at her job. She does it for love, not money.” He cracked a smile. “She’s scary as hell until you get to know her.”

“She is?” Lana asked in surprise. She’d imagined Fiona to be an elderly, matronly woman who everyone fell in love with.

“Yes. I think that’s why she’s so good at her job. She doesn’t take crap off of anyone and if she finds a child who needs help, she is willing to do whatever it takes to make them safe and give them a happy home.” Jake turned around to face her, his eyes twinkling as he looked down at Lana. “But enough about Fiona.”

“She sounds like the kind of woman I’d like to meet,” Lana enthused. If only so she could rule her out as competition over Jake.

“I can introduce you some time.” He clapped his hands together. “But first, I’d like to show you around.”

“Where do we start?” Lana held up her hand. “First, I want to check on my father.”

“Is he okay?” Jake asked. “I mean, does he have any medical conditions we should know about? In case there is a problem in the night.”

Her forehead creased as she shook her head. “No, not really. But the last couple of weeks there’s been something a little off. I can’t put my finger on it and maybe I’m just worrying over nothing.”

“Come on.” Jake lifted his chin and then added, “I think he’s in the kitchen.”

“He was going for coffee. Sometimes I think that’s the only thing that keeps him going,” Lana joked, but her fears for his health were real.

“He shoulders a lot of your burdens, I suspect.” Jake led her out of his office and along the hallway past a couple of closed doors before finally stopping with his hand resting on the doorknob of a solid wood door. “Because that’s what parents do.” He arched one eyebrow and she nodded in agreement.

“I don’t think a parent ever grows out of worrying about their child.” Her voice faltered and her bottom lip trembled. She was not going to cry. Not here in front of Jake. She couldn’t let him in. She needed to keep him at arm’s length.

He slipped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her against his big broad chest. Lana sagged against him, her strength momentarily gone as she placed a hand on his chest. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

She inhaled his scent. Pinewoods, and a musky smell she didn’t recognize, filled her senses while her mind projected images of wild woods and open spaces. “I don’t think so. But thanks for the offer.”

“It’s tough when you can’t find answers.” He kept her pinned to his chest and she didn’t fight him. “My brothers don’t know, but I looked for answers about what happened to Milly’s mom. I felt I’d let her down.”

“What happened to her?” Lana breathed deeply; she liked the feel of his arms around her shoulders. She liked the sound of his heartbeat in her ear. Keeping her distance from Jake was not going well.

“She was found dead in her apartment.” He inhaled deeply and the breath shuddered through him. “Of a drug overdose. Milly was there…”

Lana’s stomach flipped over and bile rose in her throat. “Did she intend to overdose?”

Jake shrugged. “The authorities think it was an accident. But I need more answers.”

“Poor Milly.” Lana rubbed her hand over Jake’s chest to comfort him. They were two tortured souls, each searching for answers.

“When Fiona brought her here, all I could think was that at least she was too young to remember. She won’t grow up with that image of her mom lying dead on the floor in her head.” Jake rubbed his jaw across her hair. “I can’t help think that someone must have been responsible for her drug overdose. And where is Milly’s father?”

Lana pushed away from Jake. “Her father is right here. She is safe and she is loved. Don’t beat yourself up over things you can’t change.”

“Do you follow your own advice?” Jake asked, the corners of his mouth downturned as he looked down at her.

“Hell no!” She gave him a wry smile.

“Because you don’t know where your daughter is?” Jake asked gently.

Lana bit down on her bottom lip as she fought back her tears. When she finally had control over her emotions, she said, “I need to know what happened to her. Surely if she’s dead it would be better than being stuck in limbo. But that makes me feel worse, as if I’m wishing her dead.”

“You’re not. You just need answers so you can move on. So you can all move on.” He stroked her cheek as he looked into her eyes. “Whatever you need. Whatever I can do to help. Let me know.”

“Why?” Her forehead creased as her suspicions were aroused. No one did something for nothing in this life, least of all a person like Jake. Not for a stranger. Damn, she was cynical.

“Because I couldn’t save Sally. But if I can help save your daughter, it might help me shed some of the guilt.” He shrugged. “Plus, I have broad shoulders. I’d like to help you carry the burden.”

She patted his right shoulder. “You do have impossibly broad shoulders.”

“I can smell the coffee.” Jake subtly let the subject go and she was grateful to him.

As he reached for the door, she placed her hand on his lower arm. “What is this?”

He turned his head to look at her. “This is me opening the door.”

A wave of annoyance swept over her, but she let it go. “You know what I mean.”

Jake let go of the handle and straightened up. “Do you ever think life happens for a reason?”

Her eyes narrowed, she was about to tell him no, she did not. But that wasn’t true. “Sometimes. But then I think…why does bad stuff happen for a reason? What reason could there possibly be for Sally to die and leave Milly an orphan?”

“I can’t answer that. But I do think you stopped on the road for a reason.” His eyes pierced hers. “There’s a connection between us, Lana. I know you feel it, too.”

“I don’t know what I feel. Sometimes I think I’m numb to emotion.” That was a lie, but she had to push him away. At least for now. At least until she met with her informant tomorrow and got some answers. She couldn’t jeopardize her reason for being here.


Chapter Nine – Jake

Lana was holding back, and he wasn’t sure why. He’d offered to help her find out what happened to her daughter and although she hadn’t refused his help point-blank, she hadn’t accepted it either.

She has her own agenda, his bear said as Jake entered the kitchen.

“Ah, there you are.” Donald was drinking coffee with Max. They were talking about football or baseball. Jake followed neither. Who had time to watch grown men run around after a ball when there was work to do? “I thought you’d gotten lost or gone with Sula out to see the ponies.”

“Nope, I was unloading the car, with Jake’s help.” Lana approached her father. “How many cups have you had?”

Donald raised a cup. “This is my second. It’s good stuff and just what I needed after the long drive.”

“So what brings you to Bear Creek?” Max asked as he got up from the kitchen table and went to fill two coffee cups, which he handed to Lana and Jake. He locked eyes with Jake for a moment and gave him a puzzled look.

“Sula wanted to visit the mountains this weekend and when my boss asked me to come to Bear Creek for a meeting with one of his contacts, it seemed like the perfect plan.” Lana sipped her coffee. “Oh, that is good. Just what I need.”

“What do you do?” Jake asked casually as he sipped his coffee while watching his mate. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. She was beautiful, with her hair pulled into a messy bun and a smear of lipstick across her kissable lips.

“I work for a magazine.” Lana shot her dad a warning look as he coughed as he swallowed his coffee the wrong way. “It’s a gossip magazine,” she admitted reluctantly. “Revealed.”

Jake nearly choked on his own coffee. “Revealed!”

“Yes, you’ve heard of it, I guess. Most people have.” Lana sighed, her jaw tight as she drank her coffee.

“Heard of it!” Max laughed out loud. “They did an expose on Jake a few years ago. It was not pretty.”

Jake snorted. “That’s an understatement. The reporter from the magazine went undercover at my office and when they couldn’t find any dirt or any employees who would bad-mouth me, they went to my competitors and printed libelous stories.”

“As I said, it did not go well.” Max shook his head. “They even came here to the house looking for a family feud that didn’t exist.”

“I understand why you don’t like the magazine, and I have to agree some of their actions are less than desirable…” Lana looked apologetic.

“Is that why you agreed to stay here?” Jake asked quietly. His heart beat rapidly in his chest. If Lana replied yes, he wasn’t sure how he would react.

“No!” She put her hand up in protest. “I really did come here to Bear Creek for a meeting. It’s tomorrow in town.” Her jaw tightened as she held something back, something she didn’t want to share with the men in the kitchen.

“Is it about Kiki?” Donald asked quietly.

Lana swung around to face her dad. “I didn’t want to tell you. I hate getting your hopes up. And it might not be. My editor, Blake Jefferson, got an anonymous letter asking for a meeting. There was a photograph of Blake Jefferson’s daughter, Amber. The sender implied they had information about Amber’s whereabouts.” She looked down at her coffee cup. “It might not have any relevance to Kiki at all.”

“Amber Jefferson is missing, too?” Jake asked.

“I had no idea until this morning. But she went missing around the same time as Kiki.” She gave a wry smile. “He told me it was one of the reasons he hired me. Because we were both looking for our children.”

“Lana thinks I don’t know, but she took the job at Revealed so she could utilize their resources to help track down Kiki,” Donald said casually, which earned him a surprised look from Lana. “I’m old, not stupid. I have known you your whole life and I know how your brain works.” He tapped his head and nodded at her.

“Maybe you should be the investigator and I’ll stay at home and look after Sula.” Lana’s cheeks flushed red as she set her coffee cup down on the countertop and went to her dad. “I should have been more open with you. I didn’t want to worry you since you took Kiki’s disappearance so hard.”

He patted her hand as she placed it on his shoulder and kissed his cheek. “I know you want to protect us all from what happened. But hiding the truth never helped anyone. If Kiki had been more open about where she’d been and who the father of her child was, we might have an idea of where to look for her. Instead, it’s like finding a needle in a haystack.”

“You don’t know who Ursula’s father is either?” Max asked. “We have no idea who Milly’s father is. Her biological father that is.”

“Maybe we should pool resources,” Donald suggested.

“Good idea,” Jake agreed. He hadn’t told his mate yet, but there was no way she was going to her meeting with this informant alone tomorrow.

No way in hell, his bear agreed.

“Wait. No offense, but we’ve only just met. We don’t even know if there is a link between Amber and Kiki or Milly’s mom. I can’t just share anything I’ve found through my job at Revealed. It’s unprofessional and unethical and I’ll likely get fired, and I need my job.” Lana stood up straight and put her hands on her hips. Jake had never wanted a woman more. “You are no doubt good at what you do. Let me do the job I’m good at.”

Her face reddened as she squared up to him. “It’s not about who is good at what. It’s about how we can work together to figure this all out.” He kept his voice low and soothing. Jake couldn’t even begin to imagine what Lana must be going through. The thought of Milly growing up and then one day walking out of his life, never to be seen again, was almost too much to bear.

She stared at him for a moment and then her shoulders slumped forward as she dragged a hand through her hair. “You’re right. I’m sorry, I was losing sight of the bigger picture. But I’m still going to need to talk to my boss. But I’m willing to wait until after my meeting tomorrow.” As her features relaxed, she looked older, paler. Tired.

“Why don’t we go and get some fresh air and I’ll show you around?” Jake drained his coffee cup. “We can check on the kids.”

“Josephine would love to say hello, too,” Max told them. “She’s waiting for Milly to wake up from her late afternoon nap.”

“We’ll walk over there to say hello.” Jake stood up and took the cups to the sink. “If that’s okay with you, Lana?”

“Sure.” Lana picked up her coffee and finished before walking over to the sink. “If that’s all right with you, Dad? Or did you want to come, too?”

Jake was relieved when Donald answered, “No. I’m okay here. Unless you need a chaperone.”

“I think I’m old enough to look after myself,” Lana answered quickly.

“I’ll stay and keep you company until Tad and Heather come back in with the kids.” Max leaned back in his chair. “Did Tad say he was going to cook dinner?”

“He did.” Jake walked to the door leading to the back yard. “We can hurry him along. You know how he gets when he’s with those ponies and I’m starving.”

“Me, too.” Max grinned. “Tell him if he doesn’t hurry, I’ll be forced to start dinner and it’ll rival anything Lillian has ever cooked.”

“I’ll tell him.” Jake laughed as Lana joined him. “Lillian is Heather’s mom. She paints abstract art and cooks abstract dishes.”

“She sounds like an interesting woman. Does she live locally?” Lana asked as they went outside into the fresh air. The breeze coming off the mountain was unseasonably warm as it stirred the small fine hairs on his arm.

“She lives here.” Jake indicated the two newly built houses that were situated on the other side of the fence around the back yard. They were a hundred feet or so away from each other and at an angle which meant each of the three houses had some degree of privacy. “When Max met Josephine, I got scared they would move away and leave me, so I built them each a house and forced them to live in them.”

Lana grinned. “I can imagine you are a force to be reckoned with.”

“We’ve been together all of our lives.” He looked back at the original house where he still lived. The house he hoped to persuade Lana and her family to move in to. “We all love this place. I have never seen it as mine.”

“Even though you worked hard to keep up the payments on the house when your parents died?” Lana asked.

“What’s mine is theirs. If ever they needed anything, I would give it to them. Not that they ever ask. Max lives a simple life, he’s a mountain ranger. Tad has his own fortune squirreled away inside one of his sculptures I expect.” Jake took Lana across the backyard, which was filled with spring bulbs, all fresh and new and full of hope as the sun warmed the ground after a cold winter.

“What about when they adopt their child?” Lana asked. “Will Max be able to support them? Or does Josephine work?”

“They’ll manage. Max has saved a lot of money over the years. The house is new, cheap to run and rent-free.” Jake opened the gate at the far side of the yard and held it for Lana. “Josephine looks after Milly and she’ll stay home with the child they adopt. She used to foster children before she married Max. That’s how they met.”

“Wow, that was lucky. If you hadn’t agreed to adopt Milly, they would never have met.” Lana put her hands on her forearms and rubbed her skin through her thin sweater.

“Here. Take this.” Without thinking he slid out of his suit jacket and held it for Lana to slip her arms into.

“I’m fine.” She waved him away, but her teeth chattered as a cool gust of wind ruffled her hair.

“I insist.”

Lana didn’t argue further and slid a hand through each sleeve and Jake helped as she shrugged it on. “Thank you. It’s cooler here than in the city.”

“It’s the mountains and the wide-open plains, the wind sweeps down with cooler air while your city is sheltered by tall buildings.” Jake headed across to Max and Josephine’s house. He wanted his sister-in-law to meet his mate.

“It’s an incredible place, I can see why you’ve stayed here.” She walked alongside him, matching his long strides. But only just. “You’ve never felt the need to move to the city and live closer to your office?”

“Nope. I always liked coming home. The commute isn’t too bad. I like the time in between to think things over and unwind.” They reached the steps leading up to Max’s house. Perhaps he should have called ahead and let Josephine know they were coming. What if she didn’t want a complete stranger in the house?

“There you are.” The front door swung open and Josephine stood framed in the doorway with Milly in her hip. “We’ve just woken up.”

“Dada!” Milly called as she saw Jake. Lifting her small hand and balling it up, she rubbed her eyes as if she couldn’t believe it was him.

“Hi there, little girl.” With his mate momentarily forgotten, he ran up the stairs and held out his arms for Milly. His daughter immediately leaned forward and kicked her feet as if she were swimming in midair. As Jake’s hands closed around his daughter, Josephine relinquished her hold.

“She twists the three of them around her little finger,” Josephine told Lana. “They don’t stand a chance.”

“I know what you mean. Sula does that to her grandpa. She’s given up trying it with me. But I think she knows she’s met her match.” Lana walked up the steps and stood a couple of feet away from Jake and Milly as she watched father and daughter interact. “She is a cutie.”

“Is Sula your daughter?” Josephine asked.

Lana waved her hand in the air as if fending off Josephine’s question. “Sula, or Ursula, as her mommy named her, is my granddaughter. She calls me Nana and her Grandpa is actually her great-grandpa.”

“And Sula is short for Ursula?” Josephine asked as she studied Lana. Not in an unfriendly way, but in an extremely interested way.

“Yes, when she was little, she struggled with saying her own name. It always came out as Sula and it stuck.” Lana smiled wistfully.

“I can’t wait to meet her.” Josephine pointed inside the house. “Do you want to come in? I could make coffee.”

“I promised Lana a tour,” Jake said quickly. “We’re going to lose the light if we don’t hurry.”

“A rain check?” Lana asked hopefully.

“Sure.” Josephine switched her attention to Jake and Milly. “Come on, little lady. Let’s get you freshened up before dinner. We’re all over at your house, aren’t we, Jake?”

“We are. Tad offered to cook for everyone.” He handed Milly back to Josephine and then took hold of the little girl’s hand and kissed it. “I’ll see you later, Milly.”

“Bye, bye.” Milly waved her hand and then leaned on Josephine’s shoulder as she watched Jake and Lana walk away.

“Bye, bye, honey.” Jake waved and then blew a kiss to his daughter as they retraced their steps.

“Josephine is right, Milly will have you all wrapped around her little finger,” Lana said with humor in her voice and a smile on her lips. “Children are such a joy.”

Her mouth turned down at the corners and she looked out toward the mountains. The urge to wrap her up in his arms was almost too much to bear. He would slay dragons for this woman.

Fiona might not appreciate that, his bear said ironically.

You know what I mean. I would move heaven and earth to make things right in Lana’s world.

He had to make her see they could work together to find out what happened to Kiki. Maybe Lana’s meeting tomorrow would shed some light on what had happened to her editor’s daughter and that might lead them to answers about Kiki.

One day he hoped to find someone who might give him some clue as to why Sally’s life became so self-destructive. But he suspected that would not happen tomorrow. It would be too much of a coincidence for all three deaths to be linked.

But then if anyone had suggested after years of waiting that all three Harrison brothers would meet their mates in such a short period of time, Jake would have told them they were crazy.

Yet it had happened. Coincidence or fate, it didn’t matter what they called it, Jake believed a greater power was moving the pieces of their lives around as if it were one of Lillian’s abstract paintings. All they had to do was keep pushing forward and pushing for answers.

By the time they were done, he hoped the picture of their lives it revealed was one of peace and happiness. Anything else was unthinkable.


Chapter Ten – Lana

“The honeysuckle smells wonderful.” She inhaled deeply as the fragrant blooms spilled their fragrance into the warm evening air.

“Max tends the gardens. Josephine and Heather have helped since they moved in.” Jake leaned his back against the post and rail fence that protected the garden from whatever wild creatures might roam down from the mountains.

“Do you get many bears or wolves around here?” Lana asked.

Jake’s elbow slid off the wall and he jumped up straight, his face flushing pink under his tanned skin as he tried to recover himself. “Some. There are plenty of bears and wolves around here. But mainly they stick to the mountains.”

“Do they cause any trouble?” Lana asked as she stared out across the open fields surrounding the Harrison house.

“Not really. There are seldom any wild animal attacks. Bear Creek is a safe place. A good place to raise kids.” Jake turned around. “Sula looks as if she’s having fun.”

“She does. My dad said she’s been struggling at school. A couple of the other students have been telling her Kiki is dead.” She rubbed her cheeks, willing herself not to get all misty-eyed again. Lana rarely cried in front of people. It was a sign of weakness. But with Jake, she felt safe, as if he would never take advantage of her in any way.

“Kids can be cruel. They don’t always think about how words can hurt just as much as fists and feet.” He nodded toward the children. “Bella and Zack are good kids. Their father was a real jerk so they know life can suck sometimes.”

“Kids are supposed to grow up safe and secure. They’re supposed to have both parents under the same roof and know what it’s like to be loved.” She gave a short laugh. “At least that’s how I grew up.”

“Can I ask what happened to Kiki’s dad?” Jake took a step closer. She could feel the warmth emanating from his body and she longed to snuggle up to him.

“You can.” Lana paused. She had planned to keep her distance from Jake and yet here she was willing to spill her entire sordid little life story. “He was my boss. There was an instant attraction between us. What I didn’t realize was that I was just fulfilling his midlife crisis and as soon as the reality of what our affair would cost him dawned on him, he would go running back to his wife.”

“Wow.” Jake’s air left his lungs as if someone had thumped him in the gut. “That’s brutal.”

“I was young and naive. By the time I found out I was pregnant, not only was it all over, but the bastard had fired me and gotten a restraining order. He told his wife I had pursued him ruthlessly and that nothing had ever happened between us.” It was as if it had happened to another person or in another lifetime. But the pain and anger were still there if she opened herself up to it.

“That’s terrible. What did you do?” Jake asked in shock.

“I said fuck him and raised Kiki alone. Well, alone aside from my parents who were there with me every step of the way.” She placed her hand on her heart and sobbed loudly. Jake slid his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “Do you know what the worst thing is?”

“No.” His voice hitched with emotion.

“The worst thing is the guilt. The guilt of knowing that Kiki would never know the same love and security I felt growing up with my mom and my dad. And it was all my fault because I was stupid.” She wiped an angry tear from her cheek.

“We all do stupid things, Lana. All of us.” He dropped a kiss on her head. “It’s how you pick yourself up and carry on afterward that is the real test.”

Lana sniffed loudly. “That’s the thing, isn’t it? My daughter is missing, and I have no idea where she is or who the father of her child is.” She pulled away from him as her heart ached with sorrow and guilt. “What if that is my fault, too? What if all this only happened because of me? Is history repeating itself?”

His eyes flickered with her shared pain. “You can’t take responsibility for other people like that. Kiki is a grown woman.”

“Says the person who is caught in a web of guilt over Milly’s mom.” Lana didn’t mean the words to come out unkindly. “We both have something to learn here, don’t we?”

He took a jagged breath. “We do.” He nodded toward the children. “We’re doing the best we can by their children. We should give ourselves some credit for that at least.”

“We should. And maybe after this meeting tomorrow I might have some way to help my editor. Maybe if I can help save one girl, then I can let Kiki go just a little.” She straightened up and raised her chin. “But I can never stop looking for her.”

“I would never expect you to.” He half-turned to look at her. “And my offer still stands. Whatever you need, if it’s in my power to give it to you, then it’s yours.”

Lana didn’t answer, she didn’t trust herself not to break down and sob like a baby as she watched Tad and Heather walk back to the house with three children at their heels. Lana had missed seeing the ponies, but she had enjoyed spending time alone with Jake. He was interesting. And interested.

He gave her strength and courage. She no longer felt alone. Not that she’d been alone before. Her father was the most supportive person in the world. But there were things she kept from him, details about lost girls she couldn’t share with him. His heart was already broken enough.

“Thank you.” She nodded and then walked away from Jake heading toward the children. “How were the ponies?”

“Great!” Ursula jumped up in the air in excitement. “I’m going to ride Nimble tomorrow and Bella is going to ride Rocky.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll watch over her,” Tad promised as he walked hand in hand with Heather.

“He takes his parental responsibilities very seriously,” Josephine added, placing a hand on her man’s chest. “Sula will be safe with him.”

“Thank you both so much. Come here, baby, I need a cuddle.” She chased after Ursula who giggled joyfully. The sound broke Lana’s heart. She hadn’t noticed the lack of joy in her granddaughter lately, but here where it was magnified times a thousand, it was obvious.

No matter what happened tomorrow, the family needed a life change. Lana had been so caught up in chasing around trying to locate Kiki that she’d sacrificed Ursula’s happiness. And her own.

“I love it here,” Ursula said as Lana scooped her up in her arms and held her tight.

“So do I.” Lana kissed Ursula on the cheek. “It’s good to hear you laugh.”

Ursula threaded her arms around Lana’s neck and whispered, “Being here makes me happy. It makes me forget.”

“I’m sorry, Sula. I’m sorry I haven’t spent more time on things that make you happy.” Lana brushed her granddaughter’s hair off her shoulder.

“That’s okay. You’ve been busy looking for Mommy.” She sighed and clung tighter to Lana. “I do love ponies.”

“I know you do.” Lana swung Ursula around, so the small child was on her nana’s back. “What about a piggyback ride?”

Ursula giggled as Lana jogged around the others herding them like a sheepdog. “I like piggyback rides, too.”

“Tad, lift me up, please.” Bella ran to Tad and he lifted her onto his back.

“Shall we race?” Tad asked.

“What about me?” Zack asked, looking at his mom.

“Sure.” Although Heather didn’t sound too sure since Zack was the oldest child and a lot bigger than the girls.

“Hey, am I going to get left out?” Jake asked as he ran forward and grabbed hold of Zack. The young boy’s eyes widened in surprise as Jake swung him effortlessly into the air so that he landed on Jake’s shoulders. “Ready?”

“I was born ready!” Zack yelled as they ran toward the house behind the others.

“I should have asked for a head start,” Lana called out breathlessly as Max passed her by.

“It’s all about the taking part, not the winning,” Ursula said in her ear as Lana huffed and puffed along, her legs aching as they neared the house.

“Is that what your grandpa told you?” Lana asked as she staggered forward through the small gate leading into the back yard.

“Yes. And Grandpa is old enough to know best.” Ursula gripped tightly around Lana’s neck as she plodded on.

“Hey, slowpokes.” Jake was jogging effortlessly along behind her.

“You can pass if you want.” Lana moved to one side so they could go past.

“No, it’s okay. Zack is learning you don’t have to come first,” Jake replied.

“Yes, we do,” Zack insisted. “If Bella wins, we’re never going to hear the end of it.”

“It’s all about enjoying the journey,” Jake said much to Zack’s torment. However, the young boy rolled his eyes and grinned at Ursula.

“Grownups!” Zack shook his head as Ursula laughed.

“They always think they know what’s best.” Ursula patted Lana on the head. “I love you, Nana.”

“I love you, too, but I can’t go any faster.” Lana slowed to a walk as her energy levels dipped.

“Come on, Sula.” Jake held out his right arm while supporting Zack with his left arm. “There’s room for two.”

Ursula leaned over and caught hold of Jake’s arm. Lana grabbed hold of her waist and gave her a boost onto Jake’s broad back as Zack swung his lithe body to one side to make room for Ursula.

Lana slowed to a walk as Jake ran on with the children. Her breath was coming in gasps and her heart thudded in her chest, she hadn’t run like that for years.

“Kids might keep you young, but they sure do tire you out, don’t they?” Heather asked as she caught up with Lana.

“And you have two of them!” Lana laughed breathlessly. “It’s worth it, though, to hear the sound of them laughing.”

“It is,” Heather agreed. “Sula had fun with the ponies. She’s a great kid.”

“Thanks.” Lana watched Jake as he sprinted to catch up with Max. “Your kids have great role models. Jake, Max and Tad have a very strong sibling relationship.”

“They do. They’ve had to be there for each other after their parents died. It’s sad that something so tragic brought them together.” Heather giggled as Jake reached out for Max and pulled him back so that he could get ahead. “They don’t play fair.”

“Life isn’t fair so maybe that’s a good lesson for the children to learn, too.” She glanced sideways at Heather. “Sorry, that’s very cynical of me.”

“No, you’re right. I wish we could shield the children from real life, but they have to learn to cope with it.” The sound of children laughing and calling out to each other reached the two women. “Sometimes I think Sula has experienced more real life than any child should ever have to experience.”

“She’s strong and she’s got an amazing role model in her nana. She speaks about you with such love and respect. You are her hero.” Heather touched Lana on the arm. “You are doing an amazing job and from what I’ve seen in the last couple of hours, she is coping well.”

“Thanks. I just wish her mom was here to be the hero.” Lana brushed her fingers across her cheeks. “I’m going to blub again. There must be something in the mountain air. I haven’t cried this much for months.”

“Perhaps it’s because there’s some distance between you and home. It gives you a new perspective. When I moved here with the crazy idea of opening the craft barn, it was like my old life was a past life. It was still there. I mourned for my marriage and the loss of the life I imagined I wanted.” She shrugged. “And then I met Tad.”

“How long have you two known each other? He’s so great with your kids.” Lana and Heather were halfway across the back yard. Everyone else had gone inside.

“It feels as if we’ve known each other forever.” Heather’s face lit up with love and Lana’s heart ached. She thought she loved Kiki’s father but soon after he ditched her, she realized it was a crush. She’d been in love with the idea of love, not with the man himself. Since then she’d never allowed another man into her heart. Now it was too late. She was too old, and life was too complicated. “It was a whirlwind romance.”

“And you weren’t worried about the children not liking Tad?” Lana asked in surprise.

“Goodness, no. He loves them so much. He’d do anything for them. More than their own father I’m sad to say.” Heather paused. “No, I’m not sad to say it. Meeting Tad was the best thing to ever happen to me aside from giving birth to my children.”

“That gives me hope.” Lana swung her head around to face Heather. “Not for me, but for Kiki. If I ever find her. It means there might be a man out there who will love her and Ursula.”

“Can I give you a piece of advice?” Heather asked gently as they paused outside the kitchen door. From inside the house the sound of people talking and the children playing reached them.

“Sure.” Lana fixed Heather with her gaze. People were always trying to give her advice like never give up, you will find her, but doubt had crept into Lana’s heart.

“Don’t give up on you. Don’t think you are too old for love. Sometimes it comes from the most surprising places.” A brief smile crossed her lips. “This is going to sound cheesy, but maybe there was a reason you stopped at the side of the road to help me today. Don’t be afraid.”

Lana opened her mouth to protest that she was never afraid, but that wouldn’t be true. She was afraid every time she looked at Jake Harrison. Afraid she would lose herself to him and forget all about the hunt for her daughter.

She couldn’t let that happen. For all their sakes.


Chapter Eleven – Jake

“Thanks, Tad.” Jake patted his brother on the shoulder affectionately as he helped clear the table. “Dinner was fantastic.”

“You are more than welcome.” He cracked a grin. “And anyway, it’s in all our interests to get you married off to the right woman, so we don’t have to feel bad for you any longer.”

“She’s like one of the family already,” Josephine said over his shoulder as she switched on the faucet and ran hot water into the sink.

“I can only hope,” Jake replied.

“She fits right in with the rest of us. And so does Sula.” Josephine gave a whimsical sigh. “Now, if we could match Donald up with a nice golden oldie, we will all live happily ever after.”

Tad chuckled. “You should hone your skills as a matchmaker and go into Bear Creek with Donald and find him a woman.”

“Don’t tempt me.” Josephine winked at her brother-in-law. “We’re all the same now, we just want everyone else to be happy and experience the same feelings we do.”

“Love,” Jake said as he cast a glance toward Lana who was talking with Max and Heather. “Why isn’t Max doing the dishes since you cooked dinner?”

“Because he won our bet.” Tad glanced sideways at Josephine as she chuckled.

“Bet?” Jake asked, then his eyes widened. “You made bets about me finding my mate?”

“We did.” Tad held his hands up as if in surrender and waved the clean dish towel as if it were a white flag. “In our defense we were drunk.”

“On a bottle of your expensive wine,” Josephine whispered to Jake.

“Whose side are you on?” Tad asked. “This involves your mate.”

“And I told my mate it was a stupid bet. Jake’s happiness should not be a gambling matter.” She glanced at Jake. “Anyway, I’m glad Max won because he bet Jake would find his mate before Milly turned three. And he has.”

Jake took the dry dishes from Tad and put them away in the cupboard and as he did, he watched his mate as she laughed with Max and Heather. Josephine was right, Lana and her family fit in with the rest of his family perfectly. “I’d probably be angry if I’d found out before I met my mate. As it is…I’m going to let the bet slide.” Jake winked at Josephine. “But you’re going to have to pay me for the wine.”

Josephine snorted as she laughed at Tad’s expression. “Sorry. I agree. The loser should pick up the tab, too.”

“This is a life lesson. I shouldn’t bet,” Tad complained but then he grinned widely. “Hey, Jake. What are you doing standing here talking to us? You should be over there talking to your mate. Or did you forget she’s only in town for a couple of days? That doesn’t give you much time to convince her to stay, you know?”

“I know.” Jake’s brow creased. “But I don’t want to overwhelm her.”

“Go talk to her, get to know her.” Tad pushed his brother toward the table. “Do it or regret it.”

Jake shoved his shoulder backward, shrugging Tad off. But his brother had a point, he didn’t have a lot of time to convince Lana to stay. If she walked out of his life and out of Bear Creek, he’d be forced to follow her wherever she went. And turning up on her doorstep would be more than overwhelming, it would be downright disturbing.

“Just be yourself,” Josephine told him. “Take her for a moonlight walk or something. Be romantic.”

“Be spontaneous,” Tad added.

But most of all, be yourself, his bear said.

I don’t think I can be all three, Jake told his bear.

“Go.” Tad ushered him away. “Before Max spills the beans and tells her you are her mate.”

“He wouldn’t,” Josephine objected.

“You don’t know the second half of the bet,” Tad said quietly.

“What is the second half of the bet?” Jake asked, but Tad pretended to lock his lips and throw away the key.

“What are you, seven-year-olds?” Josephine asked.

“I blame all the kids, it’s like we’re getting younger by the day.” Tad turned back to drying the dishes Josephine had washed and placed on the drainer, leaving Jake hovering.

Go, his bear mentally prodded him. It’s unlike you to hold back.

This is the most important thing I’ve ever done in my life and it’s personal. It’s as if my entire life has led up to this day. This moment.

“Jake, Lana was just asking about the sleeping arrangements,” Heather said as Jake approached the table.

“We should get an early night. I think we’re all tired out.” Lana looked at her dad with concern.

“Sure. I thought you could sleep in…”

My bed, his bear interjected helpfully.

“Max’s old room and Donald could sleep in Tad’s old room.” Jake looked across the room to where Bella, Zack, and Ursula were playing with Milly. “And since Josephine offered for Milly to sleep over at Josephine and Max’s tonight, Ursula can sleep in her room.” Jake recalled his earlier plans of dinner alone with Milly. How quickly life had changed.

“You have it all planned.” Max got up from the table. “Shall I help with the luggage?”

“Oh, we can manage,” Lana insisted as she drained her wine glass before she pushed her chair back and stood up. “Thank you so much for letting us stay. When I go into town tomorrow, I’ll ask around to see if there is a hotel or room of some kind we can stay in.”

“No!” Jake said quickly, as if the timer in his head counting down the hours and minutes, in which he had to convince Lana she was supposed to stay here with him forever, had suddenly begun spinning down toward zero at a great velocity.

Heather’s eyes widened but she recovered herself and said, “What Jake means is the only rooms available wouldn’t be great if there were any at all. So why don’t you just stay here? Sula is happy. You could even go out and explore the Bear Creek nightlife tomorrow night and we can babysit for you.”

“I’d like to take you to dinner,” Jake stuttered.

Heather and Max fell silent and looked toward the children as if holding their breaths, waiting for Lana to answer. Being the last brother to find a mate truly sucked. Would he be the one failure out of his three brothers? After succeeding in business, was his world about to come crashing down around him?

“I don’t know…” Lana began.

“She would love to,” Donald said abruptly.

“Dad!” Lana’s brow creased and she looked mutinous as she turned toward her father.

“When was the last time a man asked you out to dinner?” Donald asked.

“That’s not the… I can answer for myself,” she protested.

“And that answer would be no. But you don’t always know what’s best for you.” Donald’s expression softened. “It’s okay, I’m sure Tad and Heather can babysit me while Max and Josephine babysit Sula.”

“It’s a date then.” Heather stood up. “We should get the kids into bed or else they will be grumpy tomorrow and I want them to enjoy their pony ride.”

“My old bones certainly need their bed,” Donald agreed. “I’ll help you round up the little ones.”

“I’ll help, too.” Max followed Donald, leaving Jake and Lana alone at the table.

“We should all get an early night.” Lana caught Jake’s eye and held it for a moment, her expression unreadable. “Goodnight, Jake.” Before she walked away, Jake caught hold of her arm.

“You don’t have to come to dinner with me tomorrow night. Not if you don’t want to. I didn’t mean for you to be pressured into agreeing.” The irony was not lost on Jake. How many times had he pressured other people, businesses, and CEOs into agreeing to his terms even if they didn’t want to?

“I want to. Honestly, I do.” She gave a wry smile. “I warn you I am out of practice.”

He gave a sigh of relief. “That makes two of us but I’m sure we can muddle through together.”

“You don’t date?” Lana asked in surprise. “I’d have thought a man like you would be fighting the women off.”

He shook his head. “I haven’t dated in a while.”

“Why?” Lana studied him closely. “Or are you just saying that to make me feel better?” His expression darkened. “Or to make yourself more appealing.”

“No.” He held his hand up. “Nothing like that.” He gave a bashful smile. “This is going to sound idiotic, but I’ve been holding out for the right woman.”

Lana pointed to herself. “Are you saying the right woman is me?”

“Is that so hard to believe?” he asked.

“Yes,” she replied firmly. “Especially since you know a little of my history. You know how much baggage I’d bring to any relationship.”

“I’m strong. I can carry all the baggage you need me to.” He willed her to believe him.

Lana chewed the inside of her cheek as she studied him. “I don’t get it.”

“Have you ever taken a leap of faith?” Jake asked. “Have you ever just trusted your gut?”

“I don’t have much faith in anything right now,” Lana admitted. “And I’m certainly not looking for a relationship.”

“You didn’t answer my question.” Jake stood firm as Lana squirmed.

“Yes. I have taken a leap of faith before. But that’s what got me pregnant,” she said in a hushed whisper. “I thought what I had was true love.” She sighed and folded her arms across her body. “But, if I’d trusted my gut, I would never have gotten pregnant. So there is the conundrum.”

He gave a small smile. “Your leap of faith gave you a child. And a grandchild.” He arched an eyebrow. “Isn’t that the most wonderful gift in the world?”

“You’re right. I took a leap of faith and hooked up with the man I thought fate had picked out for me. We were so perfect for each other. At least through the eyes of a young, naive woman.” Lana took a long shuddering breath. “It was my gut that told me I was being foolish. It was my gut that let me walk away and not fight for him even when I found out I was pregnant.”

“And what does your gut say about me?” Jake asked with hope in his heart but fear in his head.

“My gut tells me to risk everything and take one more leap of faith with you.” She shook her head as tears misted her eyes. “But I’m scared. I can’t move on or move past what happened to Kiki. So I can’t take that leap of faith or listen to my gut.”

“But if you found out the truth? If you found Kiki?” Jake asked.

“Then maybe… Just maybe…I could let you in.” She tapped her heart with the flat of her hand and then turned around and walked away. He watched as she bent down and coaxed Ursula into her arms with promises of a bedtime story and a good night’s sleep before she went riding on the ponies. As he watched, he imagined this same scene playing out each night for the rest of their lives. Ursula would grow bigger and one day would be too big to carry to bed.

His love for Lana would also grow. Their love would strengthen and become deeper as they got to know each other. Although his love for Lana was already strong and deep.

But for Lana to give us her heart we need to find a way to do what we failed to do for Sally. We need to find out what happened to her and give Lana the answers she needs.

The difference this time is that we are not alone. If we can persuade Lana to work with us, then we can bring closure for her and her daughter. One way or the other.

Of this Jake was certain. Lana had been brought into his life for a reason. It was time for them both to take a leap of faith and trust their guts.

And what does your gut say? his bear asked.

My gut says that whoever Lana is meeting tomorrow has the answers. But he isn’t here to give them to her. Not without a little persuasion.


Chapter Twelve – Lana

“I don’t need you to come with me,” Lana told Jake for the tenth time as they watched Ursula dismount Nimble and lead him toward the barn under Tad’s close supervision.

“I will keep out of the way. I just want to be there for you.” Jake wasn’t taking no for an answer. Which was making her dig her heels in and give no as her answer.

“I don’t need a bodyguard,” Lana insisted as Ursula waved at her nana. Ducking under the fence rail bordering the barn, she walked across the dirt path toward the barn. Jake didn’t follow.

“Did you see me? Did you see me riding Nimble?” Ursula asked excitedly.

“I did. You are a natural.” Lana hunkered down and held out her arms to Ursula. “Can I have a hug?”

“Not until I’ve put Nimble in his stall,” Ursula told her nana in her most grown-up responsible voice.

“Sorry, I’ll wait.” Lana watched with an amused yet proud expression on her face as Ursula led her pony into the stall.

“I’ll give you a hand taking off his tack and then you can give him a brush down.” Tad helped Ursula, who was determined to do everything herself. “She is a natural.”

Ursula beamed as Nimble began eating his hay then she leaned forward and kissed his shoulder. “I wish we lived here so that I could ride Nimble every day.”

“How about that hug now?” Lana asked as Ursula came out of the stall carrying the saddle and bridle.

“I love you, Nana. Thank you for bringing us to Bear Creek.” Ursula kissed Lana on the cheek and wrapped her small arms around her nana’s neck.

“I love you, too.” She held Ursula so tight the little girl gasped for air. “Sorry.”

“Are you okay?” Ursula asked, looking into Lana’s face with her big, wide, innocent eyes.

“Yeah. I’m okay.” She patted her granddaughter on the head which was still encased in a riding helmet. “I have to go out now for a little while. Tad will watch over you, but Grandpa is in the kitchen if you need him.”

“Okay.” Ursula nodded and turned to walk back to her pony, but she stopped and swung around to face Lana. “You are coming back, aren’t you?”

“Of course I am.” Lana stood back up and went to Ursula and hugged her one more time. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours. I just have to go and meet someone.”

“Is it a bad man?” Ursula asked and Lana found she had no answer for the small child who had already lost her mom and who had never known her dad. Lana was the only person who could look after Ursula, if anything happened at this meeting, anything bad…

“I’ll be okay.” Lana turned to face Jake. “Jake is coming with me. He’s tough enough to take care of any bad men.”

Ursula peered past her nana and stared straight at Jake, who was leaning on the fence staring out at the mountains. “Tad told me Jake saved them from being split up.” She looked up at Lana. “He’ll look after you, too.” She lowered her voice. “He likes you.”

“Jake likes all of us,” Lana told her granddaughter.

“Not in the same way.” She smiled at Lana, showing off the gap in her teeth. “He likes you the same way as a prince likes a princess.”

“Is that so?” Lana took a sideways glance at Jake, glad he couldn’t hear what they were saying. “I will stay safe and you will have fun with Bella and Zack.”

“And Milly.” Ursula looked up at Lana through her lashes. “When you find Mommy, do you think I might get a new brother or sister?”

“I don’t know, honey. I’ll just be happy to find her.” Lana hugged her granddaughter one last time. “You know I’m doing my best to do that, don’t you?”

Ursula hugged Lana and nodded. “I miss her.”

“I do, too.” Lana took hold of Ursula and pushed her away just enough so she could look at her beautiful innocent face. “And I know she misses us.”

So why hasn’t she come home? The small voice in Lana’s head had repeated the same phrase as a mantra for weeks, months even. If Kiki could come home, surely, she would have. Or at least sent word she was okay. Lana had heard nothing. Which was why she suspected and expected the worse.

She just didn’t let herself think it. Or ever say it.

“Now, you go brush Nimble and I will see you later.” She dropped a single kiss on Ursula’s head and then let her granddaughter go.

Ursula skipped off back toward the ponies but slowed her pace to a walk when she suddenly remembered the ‘no running around horses’ rule. She was a bright kid and Lana was incredibly proud of her. Her mouth tugged up at the corners, but she couldn’t force the smile onto her face, her heart was too heavy. As she turned to walk away from Ursula and toward Jake, the weight of loss was almost too much to bear.

“Are you okay?” Jake asked gently as he turned to walk with her toward the house.

“Yeah.” She rubbed her fingers under her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” he asked as he opened the gate leading from the barn area to the back yard.

“Pushing you away. I’ve been doing it for so long now it’s become a habit.” She breathed deeply, trying to pull on her professional mantle, if she went into this meeting blubbering like a baby, she would get trampled underfoot of whoever had the information she needed. Lana had to be strong.

“It’s hard to pull down the walls we put up to protect ourselves. It’s hard to let people in and see you vulnerable.” He glanced sideways at her. “I have walls. Walls that are high enough and wide enough to keep most people out.”

“When this is over, I’d like to tear them down.” She was serious. Lana wanted to see the real Jake Harrison. She wanted to trust her gut and take a leap of faith into the unknown holding his hand.

“They’ve already started to fall down, Lana. The cracks started to show the moment we met. Now they are crumbling.” They reached the house and he opened the door leading into the kitchen and they went inside.

Lana grabbed her keys, not sure how to answer Jake. When she came to Bear Creek, she was hoping to find information that might lead her to Kiki. She certainly hadn’t expected to find love. If that’s what Jake was offering her. He wasn’t the only one who was out of practice at dating.

“Can we deal with the informant first?” Lana asked as they headed back out of the door.

“Of course. I don’t want anything to get in the way of you finding Kiki. But I also won’t hesitate to step in if this guy is only here to jerk you around.” Jake was totally serious, and a little scary.

The woman in her appreciated having him by her side. The reporter in her was concerned he would scare off her informant. “I need you to take a back seat in this.”

They walked across to her car. Jake didn’t argue and insist they go into town in his Porsche which surprised her. Men always seemed to want to drive, she’d always figured it was because they liked to be in control. “I can do that.” He slid into the passenger seat and buckled his seatbelt. “We should have a sign.”

“A sign?” Lana asked as she swung the car around and drove away from the house.

“Yes. You know, a sign to say you need me.” He was being serious, and he might be right.

“What kind of sign?” Lana asked.

Jake shrugged. “Something natural, but not something you often do. Flicking your hair back off your shoulder? Or stretching your arms out in front of you.”

He played out the actions which made her giggle. “I’ll flick my hair like this.” She took a hand off the steering wheel and flicked her hair from her right shoulder and then her left. “Does it look natural?”

Jake nodded. “Natural enough.” He stared at the road ahead for a moment. “Do you have any information on the guy you are meeting?”

“No, only that he will meet me at a bar in Bear Creek. The Happy Bear Club. Do you know it?” Lana asked. “I put the address into my GPS, but I haven’t had a chance to research it online.”

“I know it, but I’ve never been inside. It’s a biker bar on the outskirts of town.” His expression grew troubled. “We’re not exactly going to blend in.” He looked down at his jeans and a casual shirt. “I bet they all wear leather pants and biker jackets.”

“That’s a stereotypical view of a biker bar,” Lana said as she followed the directions on her GPS.

“I expect the people who drink at the Happy Bear Club have a similar idea of what a businessman like me wears and how he behaves. It’s human nature.” His jaw tightened as they neared the club.

“You’re worried.” Lana could see why. The Happy Bear Club wasn’t just on the outskirts of town, it was tucked away down a dead-end road. If things went badly, they might be in trouble. Lana was glad she’d let Jake come along. Although she was certain she could handle herself.

Ursula’s face flashed in front of her eyes as she indicated to turn into the parking lot. At least she wasn’t the only car. There were a handful of trucks beside around ten bikes all parked neatly along the front of the bar.

“I don’t like going into the unknown. I’m used to being prepared with knowledge of all the facts.” He nodded toward the building, which looked well-maintained and trouble-free. From the outside at least.

“Maybe you should stay here,” Lana suggested, which was met with a shake of the head from Jake. “If we both walk in there and we don’t fit in, then my informant is going to know we’re together and might get jittery.”

“Then let him get jittery.” Jake unbuckled his seatbelt and opened the car door.

“Don’t make me regret bringing you,” Lana told him bluntly.

Jake’s eyes danced with humor. “It’s been a long time since anyone spoke to me like that.”

“Get used to it.” She got out and stood watching him over the roof of the car. “Maybe we should do this a different way.”

“How?” Jake asked suspiciously. He wasn’t going to like the idea of him staying outside. But Lana could not risk him frightening her informant off. Although it might already be too late. The guy might be watching through a window and already seen she had company.

“I’ll call you and you can listen.” She held up her finger. “But no talking. We could come up with a code word I can say if I need you.”

“I’d rather be able to see you.” Jake walked around to the driver’s side of the car. “I can’t have anything happen to you. Not now that I’ve found you at last.”

She tilted her head on one side. “You really do believe in fate, don’t you?”

“I really do,” he confirmed.

“Then you have to trust in it fully. Would fate have led us to each other just to tear us apart?” Lana asked.

“What if fate wants to punish me?” Jake asked. “I’ve done some things I’m not proud of.”

“Haven’t we all,” Lana replied dismissively. “And I don’t feel like being a pawn in fate’s plans. Do you?”

“It’s the same fate I believe brought you to me.” Jake held out his hands and shrugged. “But I don’t think fate would punish you and Ursula. Or Donald. So go ahead. I’ll listen on my phone.” He nodded toward the building. “Maybe I can stand outside and watch.”

Lana snorted. “Because that wouldn’t draw attention.” With that, she walked away from him.

“Code word?” Jake called after her.

“Fate,” Lana flung over her shoulder before she pushed open the door of the bar and went inside.


Chapter Thirteen – Lana

All eyes didn’t turn to look at her, which was a relief, as Lana walked toward the bar and set her purse down.

“What can I get you?” a good-looking guy in his late forties, with a cute smile, asked as he placed clean glasses on a shelf behind the bar.

“Will you laugh at me if I ask for a glass of white wine?” Lana asked as she scanned the room.

“Nope.” He chuckled as he flashed his teeth and arched an eyebrow. “Any particular vintage?”

“You are laughing at me.” She swung her head back around to face him.

“I might be.” He leaned down and she noted his tight leather pants which hugged his thighs like a second skin. “Chardonnay okay? It’s a little dry for my tastes, but it’s cold and a decent label. I even have a long-stemmed wine glass to serve it in.”

“Now you are spoiling me.”

The guy winked. “Don’t tell my other patrons or they’ll all be asking for special treatment.” He held out his hand. “I’m Jason, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you, Jason.” She looked up at the well-stocked bar. “Is this your place?”

“It is. The Happy Bear Club.” He looked up at the wooden rafters. “The place was falling apart when I moved in. A couple of buddies of mine helped me renovate it.” A hint of sadness flickered across Jason’s face.

“A cute name.”

“And here is a chilled glass of house wine for the cute lady.” He flashed her his dazzling smile. It covered his sadness well. Most people would never even know it was there. But she wasn’t here for him. She wasn’t here to listen to Jason’s life story. Although, she doubted he would tell it anyway. Not to her. Not to a stranger.

“Perfect.” She looked around the bar once more. Damn it. Had she come all the way to Bear Creek for nothing?

“I don’t get many strangers in here,” the bartender said. “So when I get two in one day, I’d likely assume they are meeting each other here.”

Lana turned to face him and arched an eyebrow. “You might be right.” She accepted her drink and handed over some cash, which included a generous tip.

He held up the notes and raised an eyebrow. “I’d have given you the information for free.”

“I know, but it’s not often a lady walks into a bar and gets taken care of so…entertainingly.” She sipped her wine and flirted with her eyes. She might be out of practice, but she hadn’t forgotten how men and women interacted.

“That’s always been my problem,” the bartender replied. “I can make a woman laugh. But they just don’t take me seriously. I’m not a keeper.”

Lana laughed. “I don’t believe that.” She lifted her glass. “Here’s to you finding the woman of your dreams.”

“And the man of your dreams is around the corner in the lover’s alcove, as I like to call it.” He winked and turned away before she had a chance to tell him the man in the alcove was not her lover.

Maybe it was better the bartender thought they were lovers. It was a good cover story and more believable than the truth that she was here to get information on a missing woman. Or women. Lana dared not let herself hope that the man she was about to meet knew the whereabouts of Kiki and Mr. Jefferson’s daughter.

Rolling her shoulders, she rocked her head from side to side, letting go of the tension building in her neck. If he knew how much this mattered to her, he could ask a high price. A price she could not afford. That price was not always money.

As Lana crossed the bar, more eyes watched her, but she didn’t feel unsafe, especially when she cast a glance over her shoulder to see Jason watching her. Bringing Jake along for protection might have been a waste of his time. However, it was good to know he was out there. Listening.

Color flushed her cheeks and she involuntarily closed her hand around her smartphone nestled in her pocket, Jake had heard every word between Lana and Jason. Did it matter that he’d heard her flirting with the bartender?

Yes, it did. She didn’t want him to think she spoke to every man that way. Not when she’d protested her lack of dating skills.

Focus. She rounded the corner of the alcove, time to put her game face on.

“Elliot?” Lana took a mental snapshot of the guy who did not look like an Elliot. Aged around thirty, Elliot had mousy colored hair that needed a good cut. In a failed attempt to neaten it up he’d slicked it back with…she sniffed the air…mint styling gel, resulting in a greasy, unwashed look. Lank tendrils curled around his ears, the left ear had a couple of empty piercing holes, but they were worn enough she suspected they had been taken out for the same reason his hair was slicked back, to make himself look more presentable.

Or maybe to impress her.

Or to hide a part of himself he didn’t want her to see.

Which might not be for any nefarious reason. Her eyes flicked down to his hands, which were placed on the table, with a half-filled glass of liquor between them. His nicotine-stained fingers curled as he looked up at her, the bitten-down fingernails scraping across the clean surface of the table.

“I’m Lana Ross. Blake Jefferson asked me to come and meet you.” She smiled warmly and extended her hand. “And you are Elliot?” She arched an eyebrow as Elliot stared at her.

“I was expecting Blake himself.” He hesitated, his hand halfway to hers as she caught a whiff of stale deodorant.

“He couldn’t make it on such short notice. Maybe if this interview goes well, if you can give me something more than a photograph of his daughter, he might meet you in person.” Lana had no authority to promise this. However, if Elliot really did have information, surely Blake would meet the man in person if it might lead to his finding his daughter.

Lana would go anywhere or do anything if it meant getting Kiki back. Or even finding answers to the burning questions of why, what and how her daughter vanished with no trace.

With a furtive glance, Elliot scanned the bar area before nodding once. “Sit down.”

“Thank you.” Lana pulled out the chair across the table from him and sat down. Before placing her glass of wine on the table, she took a large gulp. If first appearances were anything to go on, she was going to need it. “So, Elliot. Why am I here?”

Shifty eyes glanced at the door as if he were expecting someone to be outside listening. Ah, damn! Was he paranoid? Would the whole trip turn out to be a waste of time?

No. Of course, it wasn’t a waste of time. Ursula had made new friends and her dad looked the happiest he had for months. Then there was Jake. He offered her love and companionship, two things she thought out of her reach.

Lana still needed to pinch herself to make sure he was for real. But pinching herself only told her she was awake. It didn’t prove he wasn’t making the whole thing up.

Focus. She pulled her attention from the future and her relationship with Jake, who was still listening to the conversation, and placed herself firmly in the present.

“Elliot?” Lana asked, her voice soft and encouraging. “I’ve come a long way to meet you here.”

The guy leaned forward, his voice low as he said, “Someone took my daughter.”

Lana kept her cool and didn’t jerk back at his words. Maybe because she’d heard them plenty of times before. Usually, they were cases where the mother left an abusive relationship and took the children with her.

“I’m sorry. Have you informed the police?” Lana asked, opening her purse and taking out a notepad and pen. She hadn’t come here to help Elliot with a missing person, but she couldn’t just walk away. Not when she experienced the same pain and loss. Although, what this had to do with the photograph of Amber and Kiki, Lana had no clue.

Sometimes, you just had to let people talk. Everyone had a story to tell and they usually wanted to tell it.

“No. It’s not that simple.” His shifty eyes roamed the bar in a constant sweeping motion.

“It rarely is.” Lana held the pen over. “So when you said someone took your daughter, are you saying she was kidnapped?” If so, this was a job for the police. Lana was good at tracking people down but dealing with the intricacies of kidnapping was not a thing she was comfortable with. Unless the same person who took Elliot’s daughter had also taken Amber.

“No. She’s been adopted.” The guy looked her directly in the eyes. Lana didn’t what she saw there. If the eyes were the windows to the soul, Elliot had a dark, dark soul.

“Adopted?” Lana allowed confusion into her tone before she could stop it.

“Yes. A social worker decided my daughter’s mother was not fit to care for her own child. I had no idea until it was too late. The child was adopted against my wishes. Against her mother’s wishes. All for money.” He leaned forward and she smelled the nicotine on his breath as he said, “A woman at social services sold my child to the three men who adopted her.” His hand thumped the table, rebounding back as the wood vibrated. “Three men and my little girl.”

Lana glanced around the bar. Now all eyes were on her. Or on Elliot. He’d gotten everyone’s attention, including Jason, who was on his way over. Lana raised her hand and mouthed, “I’m okay.” Jason halted his approach, frozen to the spot for a moment before he turned his attention to a couple of nearby tables and began wiping them down, even though they were already clean.

“And you have proof the baby was sold?” Lana asked, her heart thumping in her chest. Elliot must be talking about Milly and the Harrison brothers. The chances of three other men adopting a baby were slim.

“Of course I don’t have proof. If I did, I wouldn’t be here talking to you, I’d be down at the sheriff’s office.” His eyes flashed with malice. Lana didn’t answer, she let Elliot fill the silence that stretched out between them. “All I know is my request to know what happened to her was ignored. I was told I had no rights. It took me several months to track my baby down which was when I found out she’d been adopted by three brothers over in Bear Creek.” His blunt fingernails bit into the palm of his hand as he curled it into a tight fist.

“Bear Creek. That’s why you are here?” This was the confirmation Lana needed. He must mean the Harrison brothers. His daughter must be Milly.

Lana didn’t usually judge people. Everyone was innocent until they were proven guilty. But the happy child living with the Harrisons deserved more than the life a man like Elliot could give her.

“Yeah. I was going to contact them and ask to see her. But then I found out who I was dealing with.” His top lip curled up with distaste. Lana suspected Elliot wasn’t the letter-writing kind. His tone, his body language…there was no sincerity.

“Was your name on the birth certificate?” Lana asked calmly. “Did social services try to find you?”

“How should I know?” Elliot snapped. He took a deep breath and began again, talking slowly as if she were stupid. “The baby’s mom and me were…estranged at the time she gave birth.”

“I see.” Lana sighed. “Listen, Elliot. I’m not sure I’m the right person to speak to about all this. You requested a meeting because you had information for my editor, Blake Jefferson, about his daughter, Amber.”

“That’s right. It was our baby who was taken.” Elliot’s forehead creased. “Amber Jefferson is the mother of my child.”

Lana bit down hard on the inside of her cheek as she fought to keep the shock off her face. Amber had a child. Blake never mentioned a child.

“Why hasn’t Amber contacted her father personally and asked for help?” Lana asked,

Elliot tapped his head with the palm of his hand. “They don’t talk. He used her. He wanted her to marry some rich guy. She doesn’t want to see him. She doesn’t even know I’m here. But we need his money. We need to fight for our child and then build a new life. And this social worker. She needs to be exposed. Isn’t that what your magazine does?”

“It is. We do write exposés. But this isn’t the kind of thing we publish.” Lana tapped her pen on her pad. This was all too farfetched. But stranger things happened. She had to do her job. She had to find out if Elliot really knew Amber and if she was safe. And she needed to find out why Elliot thought Milly was Amber’s child when Jake believed Milly was Sally’s baby.

“He can’t make an exception for his own daughter?” Elliot asked.

“That isn’t my decision. Mr. Jefferson will want to see Amber and know she is okay. As far as I am aware, he has no idea she has a child. So, as you can see, he’ll need more than an old photograph of his daughter as proof.” Lana poked the hornets’ nest. “For all he knows, this is just a way for you to extort money from him.”

“Extort money! I thought he’d want to know he had a granddaughter. And he’d want to help me get back on my feet and raise my child. I just need a hundred grand or so…to give my child a good start. The kind of life I never had.” He jabbed a finger at his chest as he spoke.

It was all about me. Not about us. Was Elliot making the whole thing up just to get money from Blake? But the photograph… And why involve Jake? Unless Elliot planned on blackmailing Jake if his plans to extort money from Blake didn’t work out.

Of course, Elliot had no idea Lana had met Jake and knew the truth about Milly’s mom. If it was the truth. Lana had to keep her personal feelings out of this meeting. Jake might be a liar. Although, the thought did not sit well with her.

“Do you have any concrete proof about any of this?” Lana placed a copy of the photograph of Amber on the table. Her eyes strayed to the reflection of Kiki in the window. She wasn’t going to get any answers today. Not about Kiki. She had to focus on Amber’s safety. If they could find Amber, she might hold the missing pieces to Kiki’s disappearance. “Where is Amber? Where is the proof that she has a baby, let alone that social services took her? Do you even know Amber?”

Lana stared at Elliot, trying to sort through the facts and put them in some kind of order. His story about Amber having a child taken away was mixed up with that of Sally. It was Sally’s child the Harrison brothers were raising as their own.

What was Elliot’s game? Was he simply after money?

“I know Amber. She had my child and the person from social services took her and gave her to three brothers. Fact.” Elliot sat back in his chair. “Isn’t that a big enough story for Revealed? Isn’t it worth a large fee? A social worker selling babies to the highest bidder!”

“If it’s true. Yes. But you haven’t even given me a name, yet alone proof.” Lana studied Elliot. His story didn’t match up with what Jake had told her about their adopting Milly. Jake had resisted the adoption at first before coming around to the idea. She certainly couldn’t imagine Jake paying for a baby. That didn’t mean the social worker part wasn’t true. During her time at Revealed, Lana had learned some people would do anything for money. “So far, what you’ve given me is so vague you’ve wasted my time.”

He held out his hand as if to hush her. “I understand what you are saying. But this is a coverup.”

“A coverup.” Lana paused. She’d lost her objectivity because of her relationship with the Harrison brothers, particularly Jake. She couldn’t simply dismiss Elliot, she needed to push him for facts. “So you are saying that someone from social services took your daughter against her mother’s will. Then she sold your child to three brothers?” Lana hadn’t heard a story this farfetched in a good while. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t true. If she’d learned one thing in the last few years it was that things could always get weirder.

Much weirder.

“Yes.” He raked a hand through his slicked-back hair, and it spilled forward onto his face in lank clumps. “I know how it sounds. I really do.” He raised his eyes to hers. “They bought her. At least the oldest brother bought her. He bought my baby because he wanted my silence.” The hand thumped down on the table once more. “But I can’t be silenced anymore. I owe it to my baby.”

“Your silence about what?” Lana’s heart thumped in her chest at this new piece of information. Was there some truth in Elliot’s story? Was that why Jake had been so insistent he came with her to this meeting? And she’d let him hear every word.

“This man is rich. He made his money off the backs of people he victimized and abused. He gets them hooked on drugs and then pimps them out.” He looked at Lana as if he wanted to get under her skin. He wanted to infect her with poison…

But what if he was the victim here? What if his daughter was being kept from him to secure his silence? What if his daughter really was Milly?

It couldn’t be true. She’d met the people he was accusing. She trusted them. She trusted every member of the Harrison household.

With her granddaughter. Lana’s nostrils flared as panic took hold. Had she fallen into an elaborate trap? She had to stay calm, finish the meeting and bluff it out with Jake if she needed to. At least until she had Ursula back.

“And you are certain of all these facts?” Lana asked bluntly. “I need to know you have proof because these are some very serious accusations.”

“I’m sure. He used to operate out of a small building of apartments in Ferrymain. Do you know it?” Insidious. This man made her skin crawl. If she had to pick right now, she would call Elliot a liar and side with Jake. But looks could be deceiving.

Damn, what kind of a mess had she gotten mixed up in?

“I know the town, but you will need to be more specific.” She kept her voice even. She couldn’t give any part of herself away to anyone.

Elliot dismissed her request with a wave of his hand. “He moved on after a young woman died of an overdose. One of his women.” He studied her, without studying her. She knew the trick. Use your peripheral vision, keep your eyes fixed elsewhere. “You might have heard about it? It was all over the news.”

“I probably did. But there are so many deaths in the news. We live in sad times.” The death he spoke about must be Sally. Had the person from social services fabricated the details surrounding Milly’s mom? The events Elliot spoke about happened around the same time. What if the social worker…Fiona…had passed Milly off as Sally’s baby when in fact she belonged to Amber? Jake admitted he hadn’t had contact with Sally for some time.

Elliot’s face contorted in a sneer. “He bought my daughter as leverage. While he has her, he knows I won’t speak out against him. That’s why I need you to speak out for me. I want you to bring him down.”

“And his name?” Lana asked. “The name of the man who has your child?” She fixed a mask firmly in place so that when Elliot revealed the name of the man he was accusing, she was ready.

“Jake Harrison.” The guy lifted his eyes. There was that shifty look again. “That’s all I’m giving you until you speak to your editor and arrange for a pile of cash to be brought to me.”

“I need more than vague accusations.” Lana stood up from the table. The meeting was over as far as she was concerned. “All you’ve given me so far is libelous accusations. If any part of this was printed in Revealed, we would be sued for damages.”

“I have proof.” He dug in his pocket and pulled out a charm bracelet. “This belonged to Amber.”

Lana reached out for the bracelet. “I’ll have to get that authenticated.” Elliot dropped it into her hand. Lana quickly closed her fingers around it and then said, “But this only links you to Amber. It doesn’t link Jake Harrison to any of this or prove that anyone from social services is involved.”

“This does.” He pulled a crumpled-up piece of paper from his pocket and placed it down on the table.

Lana picked up the paper. It was a bank statement highlighting the transfer of a large sum of money from Jake to Fiona. Lana presumed it was the same Fiona who worked for social services. “Where did you get this from?” She peered closer. “The dates are obscured.”

Elliot jabbed his finger at the piece of paper. “It’s real. Jake Harrison transferred the money to the bank account belonging to that social worker.”

“I’ll have to verify all of this.” Lana glanced up at Elliot as his fingers curled around the piece of paper. He carefully pulled it from her fingers.

“Verify it all you want. I’ll keep the original and you can take a photo of it.” Elliot placed it down on the table.

Reaching into her pocket, Lana curled her fingers around her cell phone and tapped the screen to end the call with Jake. Turning the phone around, she quickly snapped a photo of the bank statement.

“I’ll pass the information you gave me on to my editor.” Lana edged away from the table. “Can I take your cell phone number?”

“Nope. I’ll be in touch.” Elliot got up, took another look around and smoothed his hair down before he sauntered away from her. Or perhaps it was more of a swagger. His walk certainly didn’t match his furtive looks. She shivered despite the warmth of the morning sun streaming in through the windows along the side of the bar.

Lana didn’t like this guy one bit. But until she put the clues together and figured out what was going on here, she had to keep an open mind.

However, her first priority was to make sure Ursula and her dad were safe. If Jake Harrison was involved in any way, she needed to make sure her family could not be used as pawns in his game.

“Meeting go well?” Jason asked as he wiped down an already clean table.

“About as expected.” She smiled at his expression. “You know he wasn’t my boy toy, right?”

“Yes, I assumed you had better taste.” Jason tilted his chin up and sniffed the air before he wrinkled his nose. “That guy tastes sour.”

“You didn’t like him?” Lana reached the door leading out to the parking lot and watched Elliot as he got into a beaten-up old car.

“Nope.” Jason tapped the side of his nose. “I have a sixth sense for these things and he’s a bad nut.”

“I agree.” She pushed the door open but then turned back to face Jason. “You must hear a lot of gossip in a place like this.”

“A place like this.” He rolled his eyes and cast a glance around the bar. “Looks can be deceptive.”

Lana took a couple of steps closer to Jason. “I meant no offense.”

“None taken.” He studied her for a moment. “What specifically do you want to know?”

“Fiona, she’s a social worker, finds homes for kids who need fostering or adopting.” To Lana’s surprise, Jason laughed.

“Fiona. Oh, I know Fiona.” Jason’s eyes narrowed as he stopped laughing. “If you’re in town to cause trouble for that lady, you might want to think twice.”

“No trouble. I just heard a couple of things and I was looking for a character reference. You know, an unbiased view.” Lana tilted her head to one side. “You admire her.”

Jason sighed and nodded. “One of my closest friends got into some trouble and she helped him out. He didn’t ask and she didn’t need to, but she did.” He held up his hands. “That’s all I have to say.”

“That’s enough.” Lana looked toward the door. Jake would be sending out a search party if she didn’t leave soon. “Thanks, Jason. See you around.”

“Take care.” Jason waved and watched her leave before returning to his place behind the bar.

As Lana crossed the parking lot to where Jake was watching her from her car, she mentally sifted through the conversation she’d had with Elliot. There were fragments of truth in what he’d said, all she had to do was pick them out.


Chapter Fourteen – Jake

He’d waited in the car, although he wasn’t sure where he’d found the self-control to keep his butt in the seat when the guy Lana was meeting told such outright lies about him. He’d also lied about Fiona. There was no way the dragon shifter sold babies, which was what Elliot was accusing her of. It made no sense. At least to anyone who knew Fiona and what she was. If the rumors of her dragon hoard were only half true, she had enough wealth to live comfortably through a hundred lifetimes.

As for the bank statements…Jake didn’t know where Elliot had gotten them from, but the money transferred from his bank account to Fiona’s had been for something completely unconnected to Milly. It had all happened a long, long time ago. And he’d given his word he wouldn’t share the details with anyone, not even his brothers.

Watching Lana as she crossed the small parking lot, he tried to read her expression. Did she believe Elliot when the jerk told her Jake was a bad man who hooked women on drugs and pimped them out? If so, could Jake convince Lana he was one of the good guys?

“Well, that was interesting.” Lana opened the car door and slid in behind the wheel.

“I’m not sure what I find more offensive, the things he said about me, or the accusations he leveled at Fiona.” Jake kept his temper in check even though the pressure in his head was building until he felt as if he was going to explode.

“I have to take a picture of this and show it to my boss.” She dug her hand in her purse and pulled out a charm bracelet. “I need to know if this really did belong to Amber.”

“And the bank statement?” he asked. “The one he showed you.”

“You tell me. Are they real?” She sighed as she buckled up her seatbelt and started the engine.

Jake ground his back teeth together. “You think I paid Fiona for Milly?”

“No,” She half-turned to look at him. “Elliot told me a bunch of mixed-up crap. What I need to know is which bits, if any, are the truth. As you heard, some of it includes you and Fiona.”

“Can we get out of here?” Jake asked. He didn’t want to talk here in the Happy Bear Club parking lot. He needed time to think over what had been said so he could convince Lana none of it was true. “Let’s drive into the mountains and talk.”

His mate let out a short laugh. “You know how that sounds, right? Let’s go somewhere where no one else is around and talk.”

His eyes widened as he caught a drift of her thoughts. “You think I’m mixed up in some crap and that I’m going to take you into the mountains and what?”

“You tell me?” Lana challenged.

He shook his head. Lana had pushed him away, put him at arm’s length, and he didn’t like it. He didn’t like it one bit. The closeness, the connection they had built up over the last twenty-four hours was gone, erased by a meeting with a lowlife scumbag with an agenda. “Do you really think I could hurt you?”

“None of us know what another is capable of.” She put her foot on the gas and drove out of the parking lot. “But at some point, you have to trust your gut and take a leap of faith. Right?” She stopped at the entrance to the Happy Bear Club. “Which way?”

“Right takes us home. Left takes us into the mountains. You choose.” He sat back in his seat, trying to process what had happened. Instead of this meeting taking them a step closer to closure over Kiki, it had driven a wedge between them that had pushed them apart.

Lana leaned on the steering wheel, looking right and then left before she drove away from the bar and took a left. Jake let out a sigh of relief.

“Is Milly definitely Sally’s child?” Lana asked bluntly as they drove along the winding road which climbed slowly across the lower mountain slopes.

“Yes.” He didn’t look at her. Instead, he stared ahead. Was he certain? Or had Fiona handed them the child because she thought Milly would be best raised by the Harrison brothers? But why not hand Milly over to Blake Jefferson if Fiona knew he was Milly’s grandfather? It made no sense for Fiona to mix things up like this. Fiona was smarter than that. How else had she survived hundreds of years?

Unless it’s because Milly is a shifter and Blake isn’t. You know Fiona likes shifter children to go to shifter parents. It makes things so much simpler, his bear mused.

You are suggesting that Fiona lied to us? Jake asked his bear.

I’m not suggesting anything. I’m trying to play devil’s advocate. We have to be ready for all eventualities, just like in business.

But this isn’t business, this is real life. Real life that involves the child we’ve taken in and called our own.

Then ask Fiona. His bear’s suggestion was simple.

“Take a right along here. We need to go and visit Fiona.” He indicated a small road to the right. Lana didn’t take it. Instead, she checked her rearview mirror and then slowed the car to a halt.

“Into the dragon’s den?” Lana asked, unaware of the truth of her words.

“Yes. I trust Fiona. I’d trust her with my life, with Milly’s life. With your life. So we owe her the benefit of the doubt.” He turned to face Lana. “These are serious accusations. Even the hint of Fiona abusing her position in social services could be enough for her to be suspended pending an investigation.”

He didn’t like this one bit. The repercussions would reverberate around his whole family. Max and Josephine might lose the chance of adopting the child they’d dreamed of.

“Elliot wants money.” Lana drove toward Fiona’s house. “From what I’ve seen of people like him, he’s going to get what he wants no matter what the cost. If my editor doesn’t pay up for the story, then he’ll come to you or Fiona.”

“Blackmail? He can try.” Jake arched an eyebrow. “I haven’t been blackmailed for a couple of years.”

Lana snorted. “You’ve been blackmailed before?”

“Several times.” He shrugged. “Every few years someone crawls out of the woodwork with a sordid story and a threat. It never ends well. For them.”

“I’m so angry that Elliot thinks he can ruin people’s lives with his lies.” Lana steered the car along the narrow mountain road. “We have to make him pay. But we also need all the facts. The real facts.”

“I agree.” Jake fell silent for a moment. “I just hate the idea of people poking around in my past.”

He’d been working flat out to give himself evenings off to share with Milly. He hadn’t socialized either because he enjoyed coming home to Milly more than dating women when there was no future in the relationship. Meeting Lana should have left him happy and carefree, ready to date her and seduce her. Instead, he was dealing with a lowlife who wanted something for nothing.

Jake hated people like that with a passion.

“This stinks,” Lana said as Jake jerked his head up. “Instead of being closer to the truth, we’re mixed up in a mess of lies.”

“We’ll get through it. Take a right just up here.” He pointed to a narrow driveway that led off the road. “Fiona and her family live up here.”

“What if she’s not at home?” Lana asked. “Most people would be at work at this time of day.”

“If she’s not, we can always talk to her husband, Harlan.” Jake wasn’t happy with that idea. Fiona might think they were skulking around behind her back. Which was kind of true. His senses snapped to attention. “It’s okay, she’s here.”

“How did you know that?” Lana asked as she steered the car around a gentle curve in the road. Only now was the house revealed...with Fiona’s car parked out front. There was no way he could have seen the car from the road and her mind emptied of every other plausible excuse he might use to explain how he knew Fiona was home.

“She...” He stalled as they came to a stop next to Fiona’s small blue car.

“She?” Lana asked, her eyes narrowing with suspicion. If Jake wasn’t careful, he was going to blow this. He’d never forget or forgive himself if his mate slipped through his fingers.

“She works at home on Saturdays. And the beer festival is not her thing. She’s more of a gin or whiskey kind of a woman. So it stands to reason she is here. And not in town.” He grinned at Lana and then opened the door to get out of the car but didn’t get out. “You’d better let me do the talking.”

“Oh?” Lana asked. “Is that because you will ask her all the right questions?” She pointed her finger at Jake. “Listen, if I’m not satisfied with the answers and I think you are leading our witness, I will start asking the ones I need answers to.”

Jake held up his hands in surrender. “I am here to help you. I want answers just as much as you do, remember?” He glanced over toward the house. “What if I find out Milly isn’t Sally’s child?”

“Hey.” Lana placed her hand on his upper arm and tried to comfort him. “You trust Fiona, so I’m certain everything is just as she told you.”

“Fiona is also responsible for arranging for Josephine and Max’s adoption. What if this injures their chances?” Jake asked.

“It won’t,” Lana promised. Although it was a promise they both knew she couldn’t keep. Jake would never have promised something like that, simply because he could never break a promise to his mate. “But if we don’t get out of this car and get ourselves in there, we won’t ever know the answers.”

“Come on.” He opened the car door and got out, knowing full well if Fiona was at home then she would already know she had guests.

Jake waited for Lana to come around to his side of the vehicle. He wanted to protect her, he needed to protect her, but he stood no chance against Fiona. If Fiona got offended, there was no telling what the old dragon shifter might do. He was not going to mention selling babies. Instead, he planned to skirt around the idea and hint at the accusations. At least that way he and his mate might get to keep their heads. Although, he expected to leave with singed eyebrows at the very least.

“You’re scared of her.” Lana stood looking at him over the roof of the car. “What does she have on you that makes you so wary?”

“She doesn’t have anything on me,” Jake insisted.

No, but she does have sharp talons and the ability to burn a person to a crisp in five seconds, his bear interjected.

Good thing Lana can’t hear you, Jake answered.

This might go a lot smoother if you actually told Lana about dragon shifters. Or even about shifters in general. Once you explain about fated mates, she would trust you completely because we couldn’t lie to her.

That is my plan B. But let’s see if plan A works first. Jake walked around the car and joined Lana, who was eying him with suspicion. “You do that quite often, you know?”

“Do what?” Jake asked.

“Zone out.” She waved her fingers across his eyes. “One minute you are here and present and the next you are somewhere else.”

“Sorry. Habit.” He grinned quickly. “You’ll be glad to know it is not a sign of dementia.”

“So you’re not going crazy on me? Pity. Today could do with just a little more drama.” Lana looked at the house. “Come on then. Let’s get this over with.” She held out her phone. “Should I call my dad, so he knows where I am if I need rescuing?”

“Any rescuing that needs doing today will be done by me.” He slipped an arm around her shoulders and guided her toward the house. “It’ll be fine. Fiona is one of my oldest friends. You could say I owe her everything I have.”

“Now that is worrying. Where will your allegiance lie? With your oldest friend or the woman you met yesterday?” Lana’s light tone hid her fear.

“My allegiance will always lie with you,” Jake told her. “I need you to believe me when I tell you how important you are to me.”

“That’s not an easy thing to believe.” Lana looked toward the house and then back to the car. She was thinking of ditching him and making a run for it. She didn’t believe him. Or at least had enough suspicions to doubt him.

Let me convince her, his bear said in excitement.

I’m not sure seeing a man turn into a bear before her eyes is the best way to convince Lana of our sincerity.

Do you have a better idea? His bear asked.

No.

So their fate was sealed.


Chapter Fifteen – Lana

“I can show you something that might make this all easier to understand,” Jake told Lana. She answered with a skeptical look. Jake continued, “I need you to suspend what you believe is true just for a moment.”

“What I believe is true?” Lana shook her head and took a step closer toward the car. “I’m not sure what I believe anymore.”

Uncertainty welled up within her. Had she so misjudged the situation and the people she’d trusted with her grandchild and her father? Had she inadvertently plunged them all into a conspiracy and put them all in danger?

“I’m asking you to just freeze for one moment.” Jake held out his hands as if to stop her from running away. Which was exactly what she intended to do. “Please.”

Her head told her to run. She needed to get in her car and drive as fast as she could over to the Harrison house, grab Ursula and Donald, and run back home.

Her heart made her stand still. She wanted to trust Jake. She needed to trust him, and she needed that trust to be rewarded because if she’d gotten this wrong, she could no longer trust her own judgment where people were concerned.

Her career was built on trusting her gut instincts.

“Damn it!” She raked a hand through her hair. “Show me.”

He took a deep breath and nodded. “Suspend your belief.”

“You have sixty seconds.” Lana shrugged. “That’s as long as I can suspend my belief when my family might be in danger.”

His expression grew troubled. “Lana, no, never have you or your family been in danger. If anything, the opposite is true. They are part of you, and you are part of me.”

“Fifty seconds.” Her heart hammered in her chest. Jake Harrison might be a millionaire several times over, but he was also batshit crazy.

“I only need ten.” He drew in a deep breath and as he let it out, the air around him shimmered.

Jake wanted her to freeze, well, she was frozen. To the spot. Unable to move as the air crackled with static electricity and the image of Jake faded before her eyes. Little by little, the man she’d lost her heart to disappeared. For an instant there was nothing. Then something else appeared.

At first, it was as if a large shadowy creature stood before her. Then it became clearer as if she were looking through a pair of binoculars and was slowly turning the dial to make the picture clearer.

“Bear.” The word sounded absurd on her lips, but the bear was there all the same.

Was this what he meant when he said to suspend her belief?

This was about as crazy as things could get. Wasn’t it? The bear stared at her as if trying to make telepathic contact. Her forehead creased. Surely that wasn’t possible, too. But once you’d seen a man change into a bear, anything seemed possible.

The bear took a step toward her while keeping his eyes locked with hers. He was scared she was going to make a run for it. But she’d promised she would suspend her belief. Although the sixty seconds had now passed, she could get to her car and make a run for it without breaking her promise.

Lana was many things, but she wasn’t a coward. She was a journalist at heart, and this was one hell of a story, even though she suspected it would never ever get to print. If anyone found out about this, Jake’s life would be over. He would be taken to some warehouse and dissected.

She could never do that to a person. To a bear.

Her hands flew to her cheeks as a thought hit her. Ursula. That’s why they’d been so interested in her name. Little she-bear.

The world spun around her and she staggered backward, the ground coming up to meet her as her legs gave way. In a blur of brown fur, tipped with silver, Jake’s bear rushed forward and cushioned her fall. Instead of hitting the ground, she collapsed onto the body of a grizzly bear.

The world had just gotten crazier…

“Lana.” Jake’s face…his human face…swam in front of her eyes. “Lana.”

“What happened?” Lana put her hand behind her back and pushed herself to a sitting position. “Where am I?” she asked as her hand sank into a soft sofa cushion.

“Inside Fiona’s house.” Concern drew deep wrinkles across Jake’s face. “You fainted.”

“I did.” Lana put her hand to her head before her eyes widened. “You turned into a bear.” Her tone was more accusing than she’d anticipated.

“I did.” Jake’s mouth turned up at one corner. “I didn’t think I was that scary.” He reached out to touch her cheek but then pulled back.

“It wasn’t you.” The room swam before her eyes once more, but before she fainted again, someone else entered the room accompanied by the smell of strong aromatic coffee. The aroma filled her nostrils and awakened her senses, pulling her back from the brink of unconsciousness.

“Coffee.” A strong female voice belonging to an equally strong female face appeared by her side.

“Fiona?” Lana asked.

“The devil herself,” Fiona said drily.

“You told her?” Lana asked. A small shake of Jake’s head told her no.

“Told me what?” Fiona asked as she handed Lana her coffee. As the silence stretched out between them, she sighed and put her hands on her hips. “I have not been surprised at what people have said about me for a very long time. So I doubt you will surprise me now.” She looked from Lana to Jake and then back again.

“Is Harlan here?” Jake asked.

“Are you changing the subject?” Fiona turned her gaze fully on to Jake. A lesser man would have quaked under it, but Jake locked eyes with her. Whatever passed between them was enough for Fiona. Her hands dropped to her sides and she left the room. “I’ll go get him.”

“We’re telling her?” Lana asked.

Jake put his fingers to his lips and came closer. “I owe you a full explanation.”

“You think?” Lana asked as the room swam a little, but she kept it together. “You changed from a man to a bear right in front of my eyes.”

“Yes.” He pressed his lips together into a thin line as he studied her. As he assessed her.

“You’re trying to figure out how freaked out I am, aren’t you?” She lifted the cup of coffee to her lips and took a sip, unsure of the answer herself.

“It’s a lot to process.” Jake glanced at the doorway before turning back to her. “We also have extremely good senses. I can hear things normal people can’t. My eyesight is better and I’m fast.”

“We. So there are more...shifters?” she asked, trying to circle around to the question burning a hole in her head.

“There are.” He nodded. “My brothers are bear shifters, too. It’s a genetic thing. If one of your parents is a shifter, then you would carry the gene and be a shifter, too. Fiona works hard to place shifter children with shifter parents, so they are prepared for when they shift for the first time. She’s good at what she does. It’s her passion to make sure every shifter child gets the best start in life. That’s why she wanted us to adopt Milly. So we will understand what she’s going through.”

“That’s what I thought.” Lana placed both hands around her coffee cup to stop them from shaking. “Is Ursula a shifter? You said her name meant little she-bear.”

If she was, and there was any truth in what Elliot had said, would Fiona try to take her granddaughter away from Lana and place her with a shifter family? Isn’t that what Jake had said? Fiona liked shifter children to be brought up by families who were also shifters. Would Ursula be better off with a family who understood what she was? They would be able to help her and advise her in ways Lana could not.

A sob erupted from deep within her. Instantly, Jake was on his knees beside the sofa, his arms wrapped around her. “I don’t know. A name is just a name. But when we find Kiki, we can ask her.” He ran his hand down her back, soothing her, cradling her against him while she stared down into her coffee and wondered when exactly her world had flipped and gone crazy.

“When will she... Can she shift now?” Lana’s voice cracked with emotion. “Does it hurt?”

“No, it doesn’t hurt,” Jake reassured her. “It’s odd the first couple of times because it can be hard to control. But it’s easier when there is someone at your side to help explain the experience.”

“So Fiona would want to take her from me?” Lana asked miserably. She would fight for her granddaughter. She would learn all she could about shifters so that she could be the one to stand by Ursula’s side when the time came. If the time came.

“First of all, if Ursula is a shifter, and none of us have sensed that she is,” Jake told her reassuringly. “She won’t shift until she is in her teens. It’s triggered around puberty.” He smiled faintly. “Which is why you don’t walk around Bear Creek seeing lots of bear cubs in the street.”

“Okay.” She wiped a stray tear from her cheek. “That’s a relief.”

“And secondly, Fiona works hard to keep families together.” He glanced toward the door once more. “I want to tell you something I have never told anyone else.”

“There’s more?” Lana asked weakly.

“It’s not a bad thing. I promised Fiona I would never tell anyone. It will explain the bank accounts. Which I have no idea where Elliot got the statements from since they are decades old.” His arms tightened around her. “But you are my mate and I don’t want us to have any secrets.”

Mate. What did that mean? Lana decided now was not the time to ask. Jake had a secret he wanted to share with her, and it was directly related to Fiona, the woman who might or might not sell babies. “Tell me. Whatever it is, I promise I won’t tell another soul.”

“You know that my parents died.” His breath shuddered through his body. “Sorry, even after all this time it still gets to me.”

“Hey, it’s okay. I know what it’s like to lose someone. Even if I don’t know if Kiki is dead or alive, the loss is the same. The not knowing is crippling.” It was Lana’s turn to comfort Jake. Placing her coffee cup down on the small table next to the sofa, she wrapped her arms around him and held him. Being here, with Jake, locked together in an embrace felt so right. Whatever he had to tell her. she would deal with it.

“My brothers look up to me as the person who saved them.” He glanced at the door again and then lowered his voice, so it was no more than a whisper. “What no one else knows is that Fiona stepped in and gave me enough money to start my first business. I paid her back,” he added hastily. “Even though she said she didn’t want it or need it.”

“Which explains the bank statements.” Lana pulled away from him and sat up. “Why doesn’t she want anyone to know?”

He gave a small smile. “She hated the idea of people thinking she was soft.” His forehead creased as he searched for words. “She’s a complicated creature.”

“Creature?” Lana’s eyes widened. “She’s a shifter, too!” She covered her mouth with her hands. “She’s a shifter, too?” she asked quietly.

“She is.” Jake nodded. “She’s also a very private person.”

“And this is why you believe she doesn’t sell babies to the highest bidder?” Lana asked, thinking about what she’d just learned. “She couldn’t have been very old when she loaned you the money. Was she born into a wealthy family? Did she have an inheritance?”

“Something like that.” Jake took hold of her hand and pressed his lips to the back of it, sending shivers of desire along her spine. Lana tried to put the spike in emotions rushing through her down to shock, but she was only lying to herself. She found Jake incredibly attractive.

If someone had told her that she would come to Bear Creek and meet a man who turned into a bear, she would have called them crazy, but not as crazy as if they’d told her she would come to Bear Creek and find true love. If that’s what she was experiencing.

Which it was. Lana knew it was, no matter how crazy that sounded.

“If you trust her, then I trust her. But that doesn’t help us answer any of the questions my meeting with Elliot raised.” She chewed on her bottom lip. “You brought us here because you thought Fiona could help. So let’s see if she can help us. She might have crossed paths with Elliot before. If not, why would he try to implicate her?”

As the door opened, Lana looked up guiltily as Fiona and a man who she presumed was Harlan walked in. A shiver passed through Lana. Why did she feel as if she were in the presence of a predator? Or two.

Fiona might be responsible for keeping the Harrison boys together, but she was strong and determined. With just a hint of scary sprinkled in for good measure.

Lana sure hoped Fiona was innocent of the accusations Elliot leveled at her because it would be great to have her on their side.


Chapter Sixteen – Jake

“Fiona.” Jake got up from where he was kneeling on the floor next to Lana and inserted himself between his mate and the two dragon shifters who probably heard most of his conversation with Lana.

If bear shifters had good heightened senses, then dragon shifters had greatly heightened senses. Jake and his brothers were certain if Fiona’s dragon turned its head and focused in a certain direction, she could hear what every person in Bear Creek was saying or doing. Of course, tuning in to one conversation was a difficult thing and one they doubted even Fiona had mastered during her long, long life.

“Jake.” Harlan nodded at Jake before casting a sweeping gaze over Lana. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine now, thank you.” Lana straightened her clothing and sat up straight. Jake was very aware of her movements, as if they were attuned to each other. “I appreciate the coffee. It’s good.”

“I’ve spent years traveling the world finding the best coffee.” Harlan crossed the room and sat down in a chair to Lana’s right. Jake liked Harlan a lot. He was rich and successful but easygoing. He’d somehow managed to back away from his own business interests when he and Fiona had a child and had settled down into home life so naturally, Jake was a little jealous. “I think I’ve succeeded.”

“You have,” Lana agreed as she watched Jake and Fiona stare at each other for a fraction of a second too long. The hairs on Jake’s neck stood on end and the air around them rose a couple of degrees before Fiona broke eye contact. If this was a test, he hoped he’d passed.

“Sit, Jake.” Fiona relaxed and went to sit in a chair to Lana’s left, while Jake came back to the sofa and sat down next to his mate.

“Is someone going to tell us what this is all about?” Harlan asked. “Sapphi and Ruby are out with their brother, but they’ll be back soon. I’d rather discuss why you are here before they get home.”

Jake nodded and rested his elbows on his knees before making a steeple with his fingers as if he were about to pray. “Lana is my mate.”

“We’d guessed as much,” Harlan answered. “Congratulations. To both of you.”

“Wait.” Lana held up her hand. “I don’t even know what that means. You keep using the word mate, Jake, but you haven’t explained why.”

“Jake.” Fiona’s eyes danced with amusement as he stumbled for words.

“Lana has only just found out about shifters,” Jake began. “I shifted into my bear before we came into the house.”

“I am aware,” Fiona said sagely.

“I can only imagine how surprising and confusing it is to see someone shift for the first time if you have no idea shifters even exist,” Harlan said calmly. “No wonder you fainted.”

“Oh, that’s not why I fainted,” Lana said quickly.

“It’s not?” Jake asked with concern. “Are you ill?”

“No,” Lana brushed off the idea. “I suppose it was because I’d just found out about shifters, but it was out of concern for my granddaughter, Ursula.”

“You are afraid she is a shifter.” Fiona’s tone was sympathetic.

“Not afraid, no. Just...” Lana didn’t finish the sentence.

“Lana’s daughter, Ursula’s mom, is missing, and she doesn’t know who Ursula’s father is,” Jake explained. “So she has no idea if Ursula is a shifter.”

“I see. Not knowing is hard,” Harlan said gently.

“Lana has been looking for her daughter. At the same time, her editor’s daughter is missing...”

“Editor? Which implies you work for a newspaper or magazine.” Fiona leaned forward in her chair, and Jake swore steam rose from her.

“I do. Revealed.” Lana edged a little closer to Jake as Fiona’s eyebrows nearly disappeared into her hairline.

“Don’t worry,” Jake said quickly. “Lana only took the job because she needed to use their resources to look for her daughter.”

“And that makes it okay?” Fiona asked, her eyes glowing a fiery red as her temper flared.

“Whatever is said here will never make it into a story,” Lana told Fiona. “I swear.”

“Lana came to Bear Creek to meet a man who had contacted her editor saying he had news about his daughter, Amber,” Jake began slowly.

“I met him today.” Lana glanced sideways at Jake, as if seeking reassurance she should disclose the details of the conversation.

Jake nodded and said, “You won’t like what he said.”

“It involves me?” Fiona asked in surprise. “Of course, it does, or else you would not be here.”

“He made several accusations. Some of them involving me and some about Milly...” Jake raked his hand through his hair. His stomach churned at the thought of losing Milly. But if these accusations became public, that might happen, even if only temporarily while the case was investigated.

Harlan, who had been quietly listening while the rest of the people in the room spoke, suddenly got up and went to his wife. Standing behind her, he placed a hand on her shoulder to give Fiona comfort and reassurance. “Go on, whatever the person you met told you, it is doubtless a pack of lies, but we can only deal with lies if they are exposed to the light.”

“He said that Milly wasn’t Sally’s child, that she was his child. A child he fathered. And that Amber was, in fact, the mother.” Jake spewed the words out as if they were poisonous on his tongue.

“That’s a total lie. I was called to Sally’s apartment by the police. They can testify Milly was there in the same apartment as her dead mother. I have a copy of the birth certificate. And if this person wants proof, we can have a paternity test done. He must realize his case will fall apart.” Fiona’s face paled as she studied Jake. “That isn’t all he said.”

“No, he said that he has proof you...” Jake couldn’t repeat the accusations. They weren’t true.

This guy, Elliot, needs some sense shaken into him. His bear gritted his teeth and shook his head from side to side.

“Proof of what?” Harlan asked quietly. Dangerously quietly. Jake had known Harlan a few years now, ever since he and Fiona had met. He was easygoing and kind. Generous with his time and his money, if someone needed help, he was there for them. But if anyone threatened his family, he would tear them limb from limb.

Of course, he would, his bear agreed. No one should ever forget that Harlan is a dragon shifter. And they do not play nice if their family is threatened.

“Proof that Fiona is rewarded for placing children with...certain parents.” Lana tried to be as tactful as possible, but that didn’t stop Harlan exploding on the spot.

“That she is rewarded for placing children...” His eyes glowed amber, before turning to a deep fiery red. “You mean she’s paid by couples who want to adopt?”

“Yes.” Lana gave Fiona an apologetic look. “I’m sorry you got dragged into this.”

Harlan paced the room, his fists clenched at his sides as Fiona sat still, frozen to the spot. Jake shook his head and rubbed his hand over his chin. “This guy, Elliot, wants Milly. He thinks she is his child. I have no idea where he got that idea from. For all we know, he is a crazy man. Perhaps he thinks if he stirs up enough trouble, we’ll hand Milly to him.”

No hope in hell! his bear roared.

“Or perhaps he thinks you will pay him to keep quiet, which is why he’s dragged you into the whole sordid mess,” Lana said bitterly.

“So we have to figure out exactly what he wants. Milly, who he genuinely thinks is his child, or money.” Fiona’s eyes flashed as if fire raged through her.

“Or he wants both. Milly is his child and he wants her and enough money for a comfortable life,” Lana added.

“Or…” Jake began. “He thinks his story is true and he expects to reunite himself, his baby and his mate.”

Fiona shook her head. “The child is definitely, categorically Sally’s baby.”

“We need to find Amber more than ever.” Lana put her face in her hands and growled with frustration. “We just need a lead.”

“Money. We can lure him out with money.” With a grim expression, Jake added, “I’ll pay him. We can always lie and say it’s from Blake.”

“He did say he wanted money. Maybe the rest of it is all a ruse. Smoke and mirrors. He wants money for the story. A story that became more embellished the harder I pushed,” Lana said. “He gave me a charm bracelet that he says belongs to Amber. If it’s hers, it proves he has met her. He might think Blake will throw money at him if he believes it will give him his daughter back. It could imply he is responsible for her disappearance.”

“And if your editor gives him the money?” Harlan asked savagely. “And no doubt he will since he wants to know what happened to his daughter, he might just disappear. Will he also run the story about Fiona to recoup his losses?”

“Mr. Jefferson will do whatever it takes to find Amber. But he wouldn’t print anything without proof,” Lana said defensively.

“What name did you say?” Fiona jumped to her feet.

“Mr. Jefferson?” Lana reached for Jake’s hand and he threaded his fingers through hers, sending her strength and comfort. “Do you know him?”

“No. But Kiki Jefferson is the young woman who raised the alarm over Sally. They were friends. Or had been.” Fiona put her hands to her face as her mouth fell open. Jake rarely saw the dragon shifter in shock. “Does Amber have a sister?”

“What?” Lana asked excitedly. “Kiki? You’re sure of the name?”

“Yes. Kiki had a baby with her. She said she met Sally when they were pregnant.” Fiona’s eyes slid past the people in the room and she stared out over the mountains. “She asked to remain anonymous.”

“She was hiding from someone.” Lana’s face flushed pink with excitement, she reminded Jake of his bear when he caught the scent of a rabbit and ran it to ground.

“Do you remember what she looked like?” Lana plunged her hand into her pocket and pulled out her phone. Crossing the room, she knelt by Fiona’s chair and tapped the screen to pull up her photo gallery.

“That’s her. That’s Kiki.” Fiona jabbed her finger at Lana’s phone.

Lana’s shoulders dropped forward, her hope dashed. “That’s Amber Jefferson.”

“Not Kiki Jefferson?” Fiona asked.

“I don’t think Kiki Jefferson exists. Amber used my daughter’s first name but her own last name. Which must prove they knew each other. We have to find Amber. She is the key to unlocking the whole mystery.” Lana’s hand tightened around Jake’s and her breath quickened as her excitement grew.

Fiona’s face flushed with the same excitement. Like a dog who had found a juicy bone to gnaw on. In this case, the juicy bone was Elliot. “What if she figured that telling Elliot her baby had been taken from her was a good way to get rid of the jerk? What if she is still hiding from Elliot, who is the father of her child? Maybe Kiki helped her come up with the story after Milly was taken by social services. That would explain why she didn’t go home to her parents. She’s still hiding.”

“Does her father know she was pregnant and had a child?” Jake asked, putting all the pieces together. He thought business was complicated, but this was something else. He’d think it was farfetched if it was a movie, let alone real life.

It’s more believable than shifters being real to a lot of people, his bear pointed out.

“No.” Lana shook her head adamantly. “Or at least if he did, he made no mention of it.” She lowered her eyes thoughtfully. “No, there was nothing in any of the details he told me to suggest he knew.”

“So we think Amber made up the story of Fiona taking babies from their parents and selling them as a way to cover herself?” Harlan asked. “Just to be clear.” He didn’t look impressed with the idea of Amber blackening Fiona’s name to cover her own escape from the clutches of Elliot.

“She probably didn’t even name me,” Fiona said in Amber’s defense. “All she might have said was a social worker. But somehow the father tracked me down.”

“That might be my fault.” Jake raised his hand. “I went to Sally’s old address a few months ago and began asking questions about the circumstances of her death. I stirred things up.”

“And somehow Elliot linked you adopting Milly with Amber giving up her baby. Which led him to Fiona.” Harlan nodded. “What a web of intrigue.”

“I mentioned I’d adopted a baby. Perhaps he overheard me talking.” Jake rubbed his hand over his eyes. He was tired. His emotions, the same emotions he’d kept under control for so long, were raw and exposed. How did people live like this? It was so much easier when he kept a barrier between himself and the outside world. But since Milly had come into his life, the barrier had begun to crumble and now that he’d found Lana, it was quickly falling apart. “So what do we do?”

“We spring a trap and catch this bastard.” Harlan clapped his hands loudly making Lana jump. “Sorry.”

“But how?” Lana asked. “Has he done anything illegal? Anything we could have him arrested for? Being an asshole isn’t enough. Unfortunately.”

“That’s what we need to find out.” Fiona’s eyes brightened. “Or, I could just shift and bite his head off. Then I could fly deep into the mountains and drop his body in a deep crevasse where no one will ever find him. I’m sure he won’t be missed.”

“You might have gotten away with that centuries ago, but not today,” Harlan told his mate.

“Centuries ago?” Lana asked. “How long do you live?”

“Harlan and Fiona are a little...special,” Jake explained.

“A little special.” Fiona’s eyes flashed amber. “We’re very special.”

“What are you?” Lana asked quietly.

“Dragons.” Fiona puffed a plume of smoke.

“You’re joking!” Lana went deathly pale and Jake squeezed her hand tightly.

“Don’t faint again.” He slipped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.

“I came to Bear Creek for information, and I have certainly gotten a lot more than I ever imagined.” She breathed slowly and deliberately until the color came back to her cheeks.

“Sapphi and Ruby are home,” Harlan said quickly. “I don’t think they need to hear any of this.”

“Agreed,” said Fiona. She looked at Jake. “We need to deal with this, Jake, and deal with it quickly. If there’s any mention of me taking payment for placing children with families, I will likely be suspended and all my cases frozen until they can be independently reviewed.”

“Max and Josephine. They might have to go through the whole process of being vetted for adoption again.” Jake’s hands curled into fists. “Are we sure we can’t just drop him in the mountains and let nature do its job?”

“No.” Lana shook her head. “We have to find a way of making sure he can’t hurt anyone else. But first, we need to know why Amber is so afraid of him.”

“We have to find Amber.” Jake stood up and pulled Lana to his side. “Fiona, do you have any clues that might help us find her?”

“Only…Kiki…Amber did give an address to the police officers at the apartment. But that might not be any help. If she really wanted to disappear it would be hard to track her down.” Fiona pulled her smartphone from her pocket. “I’ll send you the address now.”

Jake’s phone beeped as he received the message. “How do you feel about a road trip?” he asked Lana. “You could leave Donald and Ursula with my brothers. I can tell them what’s happening, and they will keep her safe.”

Lana’s expression clouded. “We were supposed to be here on a mini-vacation.”

“I can promise you, she will have the best time with the others.” Jake grinned. “And since you are my mate, you’ll be moving here anyway.”

“I will?” Lana asked. “And you still haven’t explained what a mate is.”

“I will.” He kissed her cheek and she gasped but didn’t pull away. “I’ll explain on the way home.”

Although, when Lana placed her hand on her cheek where his lips had kissed her, he was certain she already knew.


Chapter Seventeen – Lana

“What is our plan?” Lana asked Jake as they drove away from Fiona’s house. There was so much to process, her head was about to explode, but she needed to hold it all together, at least until they found Amber.

“Our plan is to get home, check on everyone, warn Tad and Max to keep a close watch over the children and then leave for the address Fiona gave us.”

“A dragon shifter?” Lana took her eyes off the road for a second as she drove toward Jake’s house.

“A dragon shifter.” He nodded. “Not something you expect to ever see. Not even when you’ve grown up knowing about shifters.”

“I don’t know why it’s harder to believe in a dragon shifter than any other shifter. The whole thing is crazy.” Lana stared at the road ahead as the pressure in her head grew. Maybe if she let some steam out of her ears, she would feel better.

“Dragons are mythical creatures whereas a bear or a wolf or a lion are common, a normal part of this world.” His explanation made sense.

No, it didn’t. None of this made sense. Her world had been turned upside down and there was no way to make it upright again. She needed to breathe. Breathe it out. As they neared the Harrison house, Lana fought to regain her composure. She had to face the others and act as if nothing was different. They were the same people, after all. People she was going to leave Ursula with when she went with Jake to find Amber.

“Are Josephine and Heather shifters?” Lana asked as she indicated to turn off the road. The main house came into view, with the roofs of the two new houses nestled behind them. Was she looking at her new home?

“No.” Jake shook his head. “And I still haven’t explained about mates.”

“No, you haven’t, but I figured if we have a road trip in front of us, we might save it until then.” Lana switched off the engine and leaned back in her seat. “Honestly, I’m having a hard time keeping it all together right now. I don’t think I can walk into your house and pretend like everything is okay if you tell me any more.”

“I understand.” Jake put one hand on the car door handle, but then reached across the seats and covered Lana’s hand with his free hand. “We will get through this.”

She half-turned to face him and brushed her thumb over the back of his hand. “I’m sorry, I’ve been so focused on me, I haven’t asked how you are dealing with all this.”

Jake rolled his eyes and sighed. “I want to punch something. Hard. I want to track Elliot down and rip his head from his shoulders.”

“That good, huh?” Lana asked lightly.

“You have no idea.” His face flushed with anger as he nodded toward the house. “The thought of going in there and telling my family that Milly is in danger of being kidnapped is unbearable. We went through enough when Josephine was threatened by her ex, but now this…”

“I had no idea Josephine was threatened.” Of course, there was no reason Lana would know this fact. She reminded herself how new the Harrison family were to her. “But they are resilient and resourceful. I’m certain your brothers will keep all the children safe until we find Amber.”

“It’s not just about finding Amber, though, is it?” Jake asked. “If Elliot has committed no crime then we have to accept that he is out there, and he is capable of destroying any of us with his lies.”

“He will need proof to back up his allegations,” Lana assured him. “My boss, for one, will not print anything libelous unless he’s seen the proof himself. He always says the magazine and his employees are worth more than a quick boost in sales.”

“Unfortunately there are other magazines that are unscrupulous and would print Elliot’s story without proof. He could also post online to one of the forums that gobbles this kind of stuff up and the damage would be done. The news would travel like wildfire,” Jake pressed his lips together. “Mud sticks. And this mud will not only stick but it will stay stuck for a very long time.”

“Then let’s get going. We tell your family and mine that we have to go and make some further inquiries, then you tell Max and Tad the truth.” She opened the car door and got out. “There is no point worrying everyone else about the threat of Elliot.”

“You’re sure we shouldn’t tell your dad? He should be on his guard.” Jake asked. “If Elliot comes here, he is going to see Ursula and the other children. What if he takes one of them as leverage? What if your dad gets in the way because he isn’t prepared?”

Lana slammed the car door shut making the door rattle with the force. “Do you think Elliot would be that stupid?” Lana couldn’t even begin to fathom how a person could take a child from their home. But people did and bad things happened.

“He might be if he’s desperate. We don’t know if Amber is his mate. In which case he would do whatever it took to get both Amber and his child back to him,” Jake mused. “Family is the most important thing to a shifter.”

“Okay, I know we said we would have our little talk on the road, but maybe we should have one here.” Lana walked around the side of the car to meet him. “What exactly is a mate and is there reason to believe that Amber is Elliot’s mate?”

Jake nodded and raked a hand through his dark hair. Thick and lustrous, it was almost down to his collar. Silver threads streaked it, which were more abundant at his temples. She longed to run her fingers through his hair and kiss his lips. She longed to be alone with Jake.

More than anything she longed to draw his face down to hers and kiss his lips before dragging him off to bed. She hated this game of cat and mouse. It was like trying to solve a puzzle wearing a blindfold.

“I’ll explain it in simple terms.” He reached out and took hold of her hand. “A shifter waits his whole life for a mate. Some shifters die before they even have the chance to meet the person they’re supposed to spend the rest of their lives with.”

“That’s sad.” She leaned forward and kissed his cheek softly. “At least that is not your fate.” Her cheeks colored red. “I’m assuming I am that kind of mate?”

“You are,” Jake agreed. “I’ve waited a long, long time for you.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t arrive in a fanfare of trumpets. Believe me, I did not expect this to be how my weekend panned out. I promised Ursula mountains and instead I’m leaving her with strangers while I drive to a different town on what might be a wild goose chase.” Lana stared out at the mountains. “But this might bring me closer to her mom. I’m convinced it’s all linked. Kiki was in the same town, Elliot’s photo proves she was at least in the same bar or club as Amber.”

“Do you know anything about Ursula’s dad?” Jake asked gently.

“Her dad,” Lana repeated. “Damn it! Do you think Elliot is the father of her child, too?”

Jake looked appalled but didn’t deny the thought had occurred to him. “What reason could there be for all three women go with a man like him?”

“Drugs.” Lana hated to say the word, she hated to imply Kiki had taken drugs and gotten herself into a mess she felt unable to extricate herself from. But if that was the truth, then at least Kiki brought Ursula home to Lana. At least she kept the secret from Elliot.

“If that was the case then there’s a chance that Elliot is either not a shifter or none of them are his mate. If he has multiple children with different mothers, he might be more interested in the children he’s fathered than their mothers.” Jake didn’t look too sure. “Either that or Sally and Kiki being mothers to young children is a coincidence. He might think if he can bring their child home then there is a chance Amber will make a home and a family with him.”

“Either way, we must protect the children and find Amber before he does.” Lana couldn’t bear the thought of Elliot hurting anyone, in any way. “What are the chances she’s moved on or this was a fake address? Since she gave a fake name to the police, why would she give her real address?”

Jake glanced at the address. “It’s easier to think of a fake name than a fake address. Or maybe she gave out someone else’s address. We won’t know until we get there.”

“Let’s hope that’s what happened, and we go to this address and Amber is there.” He looked troubled. “I also hope Amber can tell us more about Sally and the weeks leading up to her death. The guilt still eats me up inside. We should have stayed close. We are all the family...were all the family she had left, and we let her down.”

“Don’t beat yourself up over something you can’t change. Sally was just as capable of asking for help. Not just from you but from other people. Charities, social services, her friends. You can’t be responsible for her, she was a grown woman.” Lana turned away from Jake and stared toward the house. “I need to follow my own advice.”

“In what way?” Jake asked as he took hold of her hand and they walked toward porch.

“If I can’t find any new information on Kiki while we are there, I need to move on. I have to focus on Sula and my dad instead of wasting my energy on a ghost. Kiki left of her own free will. What if she’s like Amber and left because she didn’t like her life?” Lana glanced at Jake. “Does that sound harsh? Should I simply keep looking?”

“No, not at all. If Kiki wanted to come home, if she could come home, you have to question why she hasn’t when she has a small child to care for and love.” Listening to Jake talk sent shivers down Lana’s spine.

“And if she can’t come home?” Lana shook her head, backtracking on her commitment to move on. “I have to find her. I have to know.”

Lana’s voice broke, all her strength gone. She couldn’t commit to moving on, it was impossible. She’d tried before, but she always picked up the threads of her search and carried on.

“You love her, she’s your child.” Jake stopped walking and pulled her around to face him. “There is another way.”

“Which is?” She tilted her head back and looked up into his handsome face, etched with laughter lines.

“You allow me to hire a private investigator and let them search for Kiki, while you get back to raising Sula and looking after your dad.” Jake’s suggestion was the perfect answer.

However, Lana was scared of handing the investigation over to someone who was not as emotionally invested as she was. Perhaps that was the point, she was too emotionally invested. The information she gathered needed to be processed in an unbiased manner and Lana couldn’t do that.

Lana hadn’t delved deep enough into the seedy side of the town her daughter had moved to because she couldn’t bear the thought of her daughter being hooked on drugs and abandoning her child. Her baby would never do that.

Perhaps a private investigator would push harder for answers, while Lana was too sensitive to the thoughts and feelings of others.

“Okay,” she heard herself answer, even though she wasn’t certain it was the answer in her heart. Certainly, it wasn’t a gut feeling. However, it was the most sensible answer. Jake was right, Lana needed to focus on Sula and Donald.

“I have someone in mind. If we don’t find any new information, I’ll contact him on our return.” Jake waited for her to nod in agreement. “We’re in this together now.”

A lump formed in Lana’s throat. “Thank you,” she croaked. “I don’t think I realized just how alone I felt until now.”

“I’m here for you. We’re all here for you.” Jake slid his arm around her shoulder. “Whatever comes our way, we face it together.”

“We face it together.” Lana leaned her head on his broad chest. “I can’t believe I’m saying that to a man I’ve known less than twenty-four hours.”

“I might have known you less than twenty-four hours,” Jake said, “but I’ve been waiting for you my whole life.”

Lana didn’t answer, but it was true. Deep down inside, the idea resonated with her, as if she’d been searching for Jake her whole life and only now that they had met was her soul at peace. The connection between them had always been there, they just needed to find each other in the real world for the connection to grow strong.

Did she dare hope that together they might unravel the mystery between three seemingly unconnected women and bring Amber and Kiki back to their families?


Chapter Eighteen – Lana

“Okay.” Lana was rooted to the same spot outside Jake’s house and yet it was as if there had been a monumental shift in the ground beneath her feet. If Kiki had come home and told her she was committing herself to a life with a man she barely knew, Lana would have done everything in her power to stop her. Or at least to give herself time to think things over.

Yet here she was, a grandmother with silver-gray streaks in her hair, doing exactly that. She nodded and took a deep breath, ready to throw caution out the window and trust her heart. “Come on, let’s go inside and explain what’s happened. We should leave as soon as possible. If everyone’s okay with that.”

“I’m certain they will be.” They walked toward the house together. Lana longed to take time, to take a breath and enjoy the house and the scenery with the man she was growing increasingly fond of. But she couldn’t stop now, not just because of Kiki, but because she was one step closer to helping Mr. Jefferson find Amber. If Lana couldn’t find her own daughter, she could at least help reunite father and daughter and move them toward reconciliation.

“I wonder how Blake Jefferson will handle the news he’s a grandfather,” Lana suspected Blake would be so happy to have his daughter back he wouldn’t mind if she had one or one hundred babies with her.

She suspected he harbored a large dollop of guilt over not being there for his child when she was growing up. When his wife had an affair and the marriage broke down, Amber was stuck in the middle of an acrimonious divorce where the parents took shots at each other over Twitter. Blake became the very thing he’d been writing about for years, and the public went wild leaving Amber scarred and searching for love and security. Those were Blake’s own words to Lana after he’d showed her Elliot’s photograph.

“Surely he would be happy to have a grandchild,” Jake said. “The future is in the hands of our children and our children’s children.”

“I don’t think Blake sees it like that and I suspect he hoped his daughter might marry into a rich and privileged family since I read an old magazine article where he said he planned to enter politics one day. He wanted his daughter to marry to further his own career and she rebelled.” Lana had plenty of sympathy for Amber. After an unhappy childhood she probably thought she was free to marry whoever she wanted and find love at last. To find out her father intended to choose her husband for her, for his own gain, would have been devastating. No wonder she ran away. “It makes me sad to think Amber has never found happiness or a person she could depend on.”

“She’s still young,” Jake said as they reached the top of the porch steps. “There’s someone else here.”

“Who?” Lana asked, her heart hammering in her chest as visions of Elliot holding the family hostage crept into her mind.

“Rosemary is home.” Jake hurried forward and pushed the door open, but before he went inside, he swung around and said, “Your dad is flirting with her.”

“He’s what now?” Lana asked in shock.

A grin spread across Jake’s face. “You don’t approve?”

“I... I...” Her mouth opened and closed like a goldfish. “I just never...”

“We all deserve to be happy and have second chances at love.” Jake’s eyes darkened as he looked at Lana and her insides squirmed as if there were a pit of squirming vipers inside her.

“You’re right.” She nodded. “Thanks for the warning.”

“You’re welcome.” He held out his hand and she took it. “Come on.”

They entered the house and walked along the hallway toward the kitchen where raised voices confirmed Donald was indeed flirting loudly with a woman. “Who is Rosemary again?” Lana whispered.

“She is Heather’s aunt. An artist. A famous artist.” Jake put his mouth against her ear. “She’s also a little crazy. But in a good way.”

Lana nodded and steeled herself for the sight of her dad flirting with a woman who was not her mother. “Hi, Dad.” She stood in the doorway and her heart squeezed in her chest and her breath caught in her throat at the sight of her dad. He was happy. As his eyes danced, he looked ten years younger.

At least until it registered his daughter was there. “Lana. I didn’t hear you arrive.”

Guilt aged him instantly.

“Hi, you must be Rosemary.” Lana swallowed down the kneejerk emotions that brewed inside her like a summer storm. Her mom had passed away nearly eight years ago. Her dad was not betraying her memory.

“And you must be Lana.” Rosemary’s eyes looked over Lana’s shoulder for an instant as she arched an eyebrow at Jake and smiled as if with approval. Rosemary knew Lana was Jake’s mate.

“I am.” The two women approached each other warily. Rosemary extended her hand toward Lana, but Lana took a quick step forward and embraced Rosemary swiftly. “I hear you are an artist. I’d love to see your work.”

Rosemary stiffened in Lana’s arms before she relaxed and patted the younger woman’s back. “I’d love to show you my work. I have a small art studio in one of the barns Jake had converted for me and my sister.”

“And how is your sister?” Jake asked. “Since you are here alone.” He crossed the kitchen and kissed Rosemary on the cheek as Lana backed away.

“All loved up with Edgar.” Rosemary rolled her eyes. “So I came home. As much as I love the sun and a beautiful beach, I missed my work.”

Lana kept her eyes focused on the slate floor tiles as she turned toward her dad. She didn’t trust herself not to cry as she walked across the room and hugged him tight. “I love you, Dad. All I want is for you to be happy.”

Donald placed his hand on her back and rubbed it back and forth soothingly. “We’ve only just met...”

“But she makes you laugh.” Lana looked up at her dad, looking into his eyes. “And I’ve missed hearing you laugh.”

He placed his hands on both her shoulders and looked down at her. “And I’ve missed hearing you laugh.” He shook his head as his eyes swam with sorrow. “If this trip has done one thing for this family it’s shown us that we have to move on, we have to move past whatever happened to Kiki.”

Lana nodded in agreement. “I see it, too.” She rested her head on his shoulder as his arms encircled her once more. The same arms that had comforted her since she was a baby. It broke her heart to know one day those arms would be gone and she would never feel the comforting embrace of the man she loved and respected so very much. “But first, we have a lead about Blake Jefferson’s daughter. I have to leave.”

“Leave?” Donald asked. His arms tightened around her. “You plan to go and leave us here?”

Lana nodded and then took a step back, wiping her eyes as she said, “This is the last time. I promise. But this is something I have to do.”

Donald stared at Lana for a few moments before he nodded. “I’ll look after Ursula.”

“Jake is going to ask Max and Tad to keep a close watch over her, too.” Lana’s expression grew troubled. This was like a bad dream. She’d never have come here if she’d known she was putting Ursula in danger.

But then she would never have met Jake. And Donald would never have met Rosemary and Ursula would never have ridden a pony and met new friends.

“Something happened.” Her dad straightened his back and rolled his shoulders, ready to do whatever it took to protect his family. “This has to do with the meeting with Blake Jefferson’s lead.”

“Yes. We don’t trust him...”

“We don’t trust him?” Donald’s eyes flickered across the room to Jake. “Have we brought trouble to this family?”

“You mean have I brought trouble to this family.” Lana placed her hand on her father’s arm. “You and Sula are along for the ride, remember? If anyone brought trouble, it’s me.”

Donald pursed his lips and she could almost hear his mind working. “Jake is a good man. A strong man. I’m happy you have him by your side. But if this is the kind of trouble that will follow us when we leave, then we should leave.”

“It won’t leave with us. I can’t explain it all now, but Jake is involved with this, too.” Lana glanced quickly over her shoulder to where Jake was talking quietly with Rosemary. “Do you believe in fate, Dad?”

Her father smiled wistfully. “You recall how I met your mother?”

“She took a wrong turn and drove into the small parking lot behind the office where you worked,” Lana recalled the story her mom told so many times.

“And if I hadn’t been sent on an errand to the local coffee shop, despite me being way above that job, I’d never have walked into her life. Or she’d never have nearly run me down with her car as she tried to back up out of that tiny parking lot.” Donald smiled wistfully as he recalled the moment he’d met the woman he would stay married to until death parted them.

“You want me to trust in fate,” Lana said.

“I do.” Donald glanced toward Rosemary, his expression filled with sadness and a hint of guilt.

“Only if you promise me you will do the same.” Lana turned her father’s head so he faced her. “Mom would want you to be happy. She’d want you to find someone to spend the rest of your life with. She knew how special you are, Dad.”

“Now you’re going to make me cry.” He pressed his fingers to his eyes as if to stem the tears.

“I love you, Dad.” She kissed his cheek. “Now, I have to go and find Sula.”

“She’s playing in the hay bales with Bella and Zack.” He chuckled. “She’ll be okay about you going. Won’t even miss you.”

“I figured as much.” Lana paused and looked at her dad in the eye. “We’re good here, aren’t we?”

“We’re always good, love. You go do what you have to do. I’ll keep a close watch on Ursula, and I know Tad and Max will scare off anyone who means us harm.” He nodded and shooed her toward the door.

Lana glanced toward Rosemary, unsure of how much information Jake was sharing with her. Lowering her voice, Lana told Donald, “Thanks, Dad. Although it’s not just Sula who needs watching over. It’s all the kids, especially Milly.”

“We’ll watch over them all.” He kissed her cheek. “Don’t worry, I won’t say a word.”

“Am I that easy to read?” Lana asked, not wanting to give any more of an explanation.

“Only to a man who has known and loved you your entire life.” He watched her go to the back door, where Jake joined her. “Take care of my daughter.”

“Always.” Jake nodded to Donald. “And when I come back, we should talk.”

Donald brushed the comment off. “If it’s about you and Lana, she’s old enough and wise enough to know her own mind.” Then he paused. “But maybe a talk might be a good idea.”

“Hey, less of the old! And I can make my own decisions,” Lana told her father. “Have fun, Dad.”

“I’ll try.” He watched his daughter leave the house with Jake. As Lana glanced back at him over her shoulder, Rosemary moved to stand behind him, her hand resting on his shoulder.

“They like each other. I’m happy for Rosemary since her sister Lillian is newly married,” Jake said as they crossed the back yard on their way to the barn. The sound of children playing reached them and lightened Lana’s heavy heart. Even if they didn’t find Kiki, there was hope for the family here in Bear Creek. Happiness was within their grasp, but it would be so much sweeter with Kiki here, too.

“Married?” Lana asked. “There must be some magic in the air. Or are you going to tell me cupid is real and going crazy shooting everyone around here with his arrows?”

“No. No cupid. But it does feel as if we’re experiencing a lifetime of luck in one go.” They reached the barn and Lana stopped for a moment to watch her granddaughter playing before she spoke.

“Now that you’ve seen how happy Sula is, are you okay about leaving her here?” Jake asked.

“I am. She’s going to have a great time.” Her hand trembled as she wiped a stray tear from her cheek. “I just wish this was all over and we could enjoy the time here with you.”

“There is plenty of time afterward.” Jake slid his arm around her waist and pulled her toward him as Tad looked up, sensing their presence. “Why don’t you go and speak to Ursula and I’ll explain everything to Tad?”

“Good plan.” Lana waved and approached her granddaughter with the hope that she would completely understand that once again, her grandmother had to go away. “Hi there.”

“What’s wrong?” Ursula asked in her high sweet voice. “You look like you’ve been crying.”

“No, I’m fine, I’ve just had a very busy day.” Lana forced a smile on her face. “And now I have to go and interview someone in another town so is it okay if you stay here with Bella and Jack?”

“And Milly.” Ursula turned to look at the three children jumping from one hay bale to another.

“And Milly.” Lana brushed her granddaughter’s hair back from her face before removing a hay stalk. “Grandpa will be here if you need him. And you have to promise me you will stay with an adult at all times. No exploring on your own.”

“No exploring on my own.” Ursula crossed her heart. “When you come back, can we explore the mountains?”

“We can,” Lana agreed.

“Will Mommy be with you when you come back?” The hope in Ursula’s voice nearly brought Lana to tears once more, but she held it together.

“I don’t know. I wish I did. But you know I’m doing my best to find her, right?” Lana asked.

“You always do, and I know one day you will find her and bring her home.” Ursula flung her arms around Lana’s neck. “Hurry back, I want to see a bear in the mountains.”

“Do you?” Lana asked carefully. “You know bears can be very dangerous.”

“I know. Tad said he is going to teach me bear sense. He said it will help me if ever I meet a bear in the wild.” Ursula looked longingly at the other children as Bella helped Milly scramble onto a bale of hay.

“It looks as if they need your help.” Lana hugged Ursula tightly and kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you when I get back.”

“Love you.” Ursula blew Lana a kiss as she ran back to her friends. Lana caught it and placed it over her heart before blowing one back.

“Got it!” Ursula called out and then she scampered away to play with her friends under the worried but watchful gaze of Tad.


Chapter Nineteen – Jake

“What did Tad say?” Lana asked as they drove toward Ferrymain. It was a port town a couple of hundred miles from Bear Creek. A place Jake had visited several times in his hunt for clues as to what happened to Sally.

“He would keep a close watch over the children. All the children.” He reached out and placed his hand over hers, which were clasped in her lap. “Ursula is part of our family now. He will protect her like she’s one of his own.”

“Thank you.” Her lips were a thin line of worry and he wished he could take that worry away, but until Elliot was dealt with, that was impossible.

His bear ground his back teeth together and curled his lips back in a snarl. If they came face to face with Elliot, Jake might struggle to stop his bear from erupting into the world to deal out his own kind of justice. Primal justice.

“Don’t worry. With Max and Tad watching over them, they will be safe. And Heather and Josephine. Those two might not be she-bears but they are fiercely protective.” His words didn’t help, but then he hadn’t expected them to.

His Porsche raced through the gathering dusk toward their destination with Lana and Jake both lost in thought. As he drove on, he went over the information on Amber and Sally. Milly was definitely Sally’s child. Fiona wouldn’t lie about something like that. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t also Elliot’s child. There was a chance he got a kick out of impregnating women. Jake fixed his eyes on the road as he took the next logical step in his thinking. Was there a chance that Ursula was also Elliot’s child?

Yes, she was older. But who knew how long this had been going on for? Did Elliot even know about Ursula? Lana said her daughter had come home to have her baby and had never spoken of the father.

A mixed-up web of secrets and lies, his bear said with distaste. How can a man behave in such a way?

When we find Amber, we can ask her. And we will find her. Jake was convinced of it.

And Kiki? His bear’s uncertainty was evident in his tone.

We can only hope, Jake said.

And try our best. His bear grinned. I like our new family.

So do I. Jake glanced down at the GPS, they were close to the hotel he’d booked for the night. The plan was to check into their room and then grab a bite to eat before heading over to the address Fiona had given them. They weren’t going to knock on the door, they were just going to watch any comings and goings to see if Amber was living there.

A stakeout, his bear said, sharpening his claws, ready for trouble.

Yes. A stakeout, which means we need to keep a low profile and not let anyone get suspicious. If word gets back to Amber, then she might run, and we’ll get nowhere.

I will behave. But his bear didn’t promise. And Jake didn’t trust him not to unleash his wrath if Elliot appeared.

Do you really think he’ll follow us? his bear asked.

I do. Jake looked in the rearview mirror, but no one was obviously following them. Or he’ll go for Milly. But since he knows where she is, it stands to reason he would follow us if he wants to find Amber.

And since we left town so soon after Lana met with him, you think he’ll follow? His bear didn’t like the plan too much. It was risky. He would much rather be back at the house protecting the children.

Max and Tad can take care of it, Jake assured him.

“Are we nearly there?” Lana asked, she’d been dozing in her seat and looked tired and worn out.

“Listen, why not just go to the hotel room and sleep? We can head over to Amber’s apartment tomorrow when we’re fresh and rested.” Jake’s need to protect his own mate overwhelmed him.

“No, I’m fine.” She stretched and yawned. “I hate getting older. Ten years ago I’d be full of energy even at this time.” She glanced at her watch. “It’s only eight.”

He chuckled. “I am looking forward to us spending cozy evenings by the fire snuggling on the sofa.”

Lana laughed. “We are going to set the world alight.”

“You know, I’m a fit and healthy guy but chasing around after Milly is the hardest workout I’ve ever done.” He grinned at Lana, loving the ways her eyes shone when her mouth curled into a smile.

“Let’s get settled in the room and then eat. We can decide about the rest after. I suppose I’m just eager to see who is in the apartment.” Lana didn’t need to voice her hopes. Jake could guess. Lana hoped that when they visited the apartment, she would find her daughter.

“I’m sure whoever lives there will still be there in the morning if we go early.” Jake preferred Lana to rest first before she faced what tomorrow might bring.

She pointed to the sign on the side of the road. “This is our hotel?”

“It is.” Jake indicated to turn left onto a long sweeping driveway that led to a large hotel.

“It looks like a country club.” Lana ducked her head as looked out of the window. “I was expecting a cheap roadside motel.”

“I’m counting this as our first date. I wanted to impress you.” Jake stopped the car in front of the ornate steps leading into the hotel. Immediately two men came to meet them.

“Good evening, sir.” A quick conversation later and his Porsche was driven around to the parking lot behind the hotel, while the second member of the hotel staff took their bags to their room.

“I should have brought an evening dress and my pearls,” Lana said awkwardly. “If I had some.”

“Don’t worry.” Jake ducked his head and whispered in her ear. “You look perfect in whatever you’re wearing.”

“How do you not have a wife yet?” Lana asked with a toss of her head.

Jake caught hold of her hand and pulled her around to face him. “Because I have been waiting my whole life for the right person. You.”

He slipped his free hand over her shoulders and rubbed his thumb along the nape of her neck. Lana shivered, her lips pursed as she leaned in for a kiss. Jake closed his eyes as their lips met and he threaded his arm around her waist, pulling her closer. He never wanted to let her go as her lips moved against his and the heat in his body grew until he was on fire. A small groan escaped his lips as their kiss deepened and Lana threaded her arms around his neck as if clinging on to him for support.

“We should get a room.” Her breathy voice filled his ear as their kiss broke, but she didn’t step away from him.

“A room and room service.” He tilted his head back and looked down at her beautiful face. “The rest of it can wait until tomorrow.”

She nodded. “So that if Elliot did follow us, he can spend a night in his uncomfortable car?”

His mouth curled up at one corner. “You read my mind.”

“So you do think he’ll follow us?” Lana asked, the moment between them broken.

Jake shrugged. “I don’t know, but I think we should be ready for anything.”

“And leading him to Amber tonight and then leaving her unprotected isn’t a good idea.” She inclined her head toward the hotel. “Do they have a spa?”

“Yes.” He took hold of her hand and led her through the large glass door into the hotel lobby. “I know a man who gives great massages, too.”

“Are you that man, Jake Harrison?” she asked playfully.

“I might just be.” He kissed her cheek and then went to the reception desk to check them in, leaving Lana to stand in the doorway looking out into the distance.

As Jake signed them in and answered the polite questions of the receptionist, he could not stop his gaze from wandering back to his mate. He could stand here and watch her all day. And all night. Although he would rather spend the nights doing more intensely pleasurable things than just watching her.

“Is that everything I can help you with, Mr. Harrison?” the receptionist asked.

“Yes. Thank you.” He smiled at her as he collected his keycard.

“Enjoy your stay.” The receptionist glanced at Lana.

“We will.” He nodded, not caring if the receptionist thought he’d brought Lana here just for sex. He didn’t care what anyone thought of him. He’d had just about every name under the sun leveled at him during his business career, either to his face or behind his back.

But we do care what people think and say about our mate, his bear reminded him.

Which is why I’ve made a decision to step away from the business world. It’s time we retired and enjoyed what we’ve worked so hard for.

His bear surged with happiness. More time to explore the mountains. Lana could come with us and we can hike for days and camp out under the stars.

I thought you would like the idea. Jake approached Lana and threaded his arm around her waist.

“This is a beautiful hotel. The views of the river are wonderful.” She rested her head on his shoulder as she gazed down over the well-manicured lawns that led down to a river that wound its way toward the coast. Ferrymain was a ten-minute car ride away. But there was a trail that followed the river into town. If they had more time, he’d love to explore it with Lana.

Perhaps they could come back when all this was over and enjoy everything the hotel and the surrounding area had to offer while spending time getting to know each other.

He took her hand and led her to the elevator. “Come on, let’s go to our room and order room service.”

Lana glanced at the receptionist who was pretending not to watch them. “Does she think we’re here for an illicit affair?”

“I have no idea.” He pressed the button for the elevator. “And I don’t care.” He kissed her neck and inhaled her scent. “All I care about is you.”

“That’s not true.” She stepped away from him as the elevator doors opened. “You care about your family, and especially Milly.”

He followed her into the elevator. “But they are not here.” He pressed the button for the third floor. “And I know they are safe. So I’d like to concentrate on you and us. If only for a few hours.”

Lana studied him closely before she broke out into a beautiful relaxed smile. “Okay. Why not?” She took a couple of steps toward him and slipped her arms around his neck. “I am willing to forget about everything just for an hour or two. Since there is nothing we can do about anything right now.”

“I’m glad you feel that way.” He pulled her close and kissed her lips. She moved against him, her lips and her body fit against his perfectly. They were made for each other. “Especially since I ordered champagne.”

“You did?” she asked. The elevator stopped and the doors slid open, Jake nodded as he guided her toward their room. “Are you trying to seduce me?”

“I might be.” He used the keycard to open the door to their room, just as a waiter arrived from the other end of the corridor with a chilled bottle of champagne. “Here it is.”

Lana giggled as she entered the room. “This is amazing.” She stroked her hand across the back of the plush cream sofa and made her way toward the window to look at the view. “I can see the ocean.”

Jake held the door open for the waiter to bring in the champagne. He set it down on the small dining room table and Jake tipped him before closing the door behind him. They were alone at last.

“The view looks pretty good from here, too.” He grinned as she rolled her eyes at his corny line. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t help myself.”

“I’ll let it go if you pour me a glass of champagne.” Lana took one last look at the view across the river to the town of Ferrymain in the distance.

“Done deal.” Jake took the chilled bottle out of the ice bucket and popped the cork, accompanied by a small squeak of excitement from Lana as the champagne bubbled up inside the bottle, threatening to spill all over the carpet. Jake expertly poured the fizzing liquid into the two champagne flutes and set the bottle back in the ice to keep it chilled for later. Since they were not planning on going out again this evening, they could drink it at their leisure. Passing a glass to Lana, he held up his glass for a toast. “To us.”

“To us, and all those we hold dear in our hearts.” Her face grew serious as she took one long look at the town in the distance. Then she took a sip of champagne and giggled. “The bubbles make my mouth tingle.”

“I could make your body tingle in lots of different places,” Jake told her, his voice husky with desire.

“Is that a promise?” She looked up at him through her lashes as she took another long sip of champagne.

“It is.” He held out his hand for hers. “Shall we go and check out the bedroom?”

“What about our luggage?” she asked, looking around. “Or has it already arrived?”

He held up his glass and put a finger to his lips. “It’s on its way. The bell boy has just gotten out of the staff elevator.”

She arched an eyebrow. “You can hear him?”

“I told you I had super senses.” He let go of her hand and walked across the room where he stood by the door listening as the bell boy got closer. He let the man tap discreetly on the door before he opened it. “Thank you. Just put the cases down here, I can manage.” Jake gave the man a tip and then shut the door behind him. “Alone again at last.”

He turned around, but the room was empty. Lana was gone.

A moment of panic swept over him, but then he relaxed and let his senses locate her. She was in the bedroom. Perfect.

Downing his glass of champagne and setting it down on the small table in the hallway, he bent down and picked up the suitcases. Lifting them effortlessly, he carried them across the sitting area and into the bedroom. Lana was lying on the bed, opening and closing her arms and legs as if she were making a snow angel. “This bed is enormous.”

Jake dropped the luggage and crossed the room to the bed. “I should have asked for a smaller bed, so I don’t lose you in the night.”

Lana rolled over onto her belly and rested her chin on her hand. “Lose me?” Her brow wrinkled. “I thought this was just my bed. I didn’t know you expected us to share.”

Jake opened his mouth to speak, to apologize for... “You tease!”

Lana burst out laughing. “You should see your face.” She curled up into a ball as she continued to laugh.

“You are a cruel woman.” Jake sat down on the bed and kicked off his shoes before lifting his feet and scooting around so he was lying next to her. The nearness of his mate excited him, and her scent made his mouth water. He’d never wanted anything more than he wanted Lana. She was as precious to him as the air that he breathed.

“Life would be dull if we didn’t make a little fun.” She stroked his cheek with the back of her hand. “And make a little love.”

His mouth curled up at the corners. “I want to make more than a little love.”

“Then let’s make a lot of love.” Her forehead creased as her eyes flickered down to his lips. “I’ve never really loved anyone other than my parents and my kids.”

“Neither have I. But I love you, Lana.” He leaned forward and kissed her lips gently.

“I don’t know…” She pulled back from him. “I don’t think I’m ready to say the words yet.”

“Words are just words. When you’re ready, it’s fine with me.” He kissed the top of her head. “Even if it takes a lifetime.”

She chuckled as she began unbuttoning his shirt. “I don’t think you’ll have to wait that long.”

Jake caressed her cheek; his thumb brushed her lips before he leaned closer and kissed her once more. He wanted to get naked with his mate. He wanted to make love to her until neither of them could remember why they were here. For one night he wanted them to live for the moment in the moment.

Unzipping her fleece jacket, he pushed it off her shoulders and she pulled out her arms each in turn, leaving her in a long-sleeved jersey shirt. Dragging the hem upward, he lifted the shirt over her head and cast it aside with her jacket as he concentrated on her beautiful, voluptuous breasts encased in silky pink spotted fabric.

“If I’d have known my underwear would be on view, I’d have put something prettier on,” she confessed.

“It would have been wasted,” Jake replied. “Since I don’t want to look at your clothes, I want to look at you, all of you.”

“There is a little too much of me to look at.” Lana’s cheeks flushed pink. “I have not been naked with a man for a long, long time.”

“You’re not naked yet.” He unbuttoned her black slacks and pushed them down over her thighs, his fingers hooked around her panty elastic and dragged them down, too. “Just your bra to go.”

“Hey, this isn’t fair, you still have all your clothes on.” She propped herself up on one elbow. “How about you show me some of that super speed of yours and strip off while I watch?”

“I can do that.” He rolled out of bed, although he hated to leave her side.

All for a good cause, his bear told him bluntly.

Jake laughed. All for a great cause.

Unbuttoning his shirt, he dragged it off his shoulders and balled it up before throwing it to the floor. A smile crept over Lana’s face as he unbuckled his belt and then unbuttoned his pants. They slid down his slender thighs and pooled at his ankles before he took a step to the side and kicked them off.

“And the rest.” Lana pointed at his shorts.

“You don’t want to take them off for me?” he asked in his sexiest voice as he prowled back toward the bed.

“Hmm. Do I?” She sat up on the bed and tucked her knees beneath her.

Jake leaned forward and unclasped her bra, allowing her breasts to spill forward. “Much better.”

Lana’s cheeks flushed pinker as she scooted forward and inserted her thumbs in the elastic of his shorts, tugging them down over his thighs. Her breasts wobbled as she moved and, unable to stop himself, he cupped one breast in each of his work-roughened hands.

Her breath hissed through her teeth as she pushed his shorts down to his knees. He stepped out of them and then knelt on the bed, pushing Lana onto her back as he moved. She inched her thighs apart as he lay down by her side and he was torn between caressing her breasts and feeling the heat between her thighs.

What was a man to do? He slid his right hand down over her soft belly and stroked her mound while he cupped her breast with his left hand. Her right breast would have to suffer the torture of his mouth instead.

Licking her nipple with the flat of his tongue, it hardened into a stiff peak, which he sucked into his mouth eagerly, while his fingers dipped inside her intimately. He stroked her inner walls with his fingertips, grazing her sensitive skin until she whimpered softly. She needed to come, she needed release, but he wanted to be inside her when she came.

“Make love to me,” she urged, and he moved to lie between her thighs, her hand stroking his hard length and guiding him into her.

Jake had intended to spend hours on foreplay, he was trying to impress his mate after all. Instead, she wanted him. Right now. How could he deny his mate?

Jake thrust into her, his hardened length filling her completely. She groaned and bit down on his shoulder as her inner muscles tightened around him. Jake slipped his hand under the small of her back and held her close as he flexed his hips, pulling out of her almost completely before thrusting into her over and over again.

Lana’s voice rose as her orgasm raced toward her and he took her to a bone-shattering climax which left them both incredibly sated. As he lay with his mate in his arms, he closed his eyes and said a silent prayer of thanks to whoever might be listening.

At this moment, his life was complete. Lana was his world. At least until tomorrow when they would face reality side by side.


Chapter Twenty - Lana

“Morning.” Jake kissed her lips as the smell of coffee reached her.

“Breakfast in bed, you are spoiling me.” She slipped her arms around his neck and pulled him down to lie beside her. “Thank you for a wonderful evening.”

“Dinner and sex, it was a good first date.” He chuckled as she slapped his shoulder and pushed him away.

“Actually, it was sex and then dinner. You are a very fast and loose man, Jake Harrison.” She sat up and pulled the covers up around her. “Oh, that looks so good.”

Jake was fully dressed as he slid off the bed and grabbed the breakfast tray from the dresser which was pushed to one side of the room. “This is a nice room, I never noticed it last night.”

“That’s because you were too preoccupied with me.” Jake placed the tray down on the bed and poured coffee into two cups. “It was a wonderful night.” He raised his eyes to meet hers.

“It was.” She sighed as he handed her a cup of hot coffee. “And now we’re back to reality.”

“Let’s enjoy breakfast together, then we can shower and get dressed. I’m sure we’ll both feel better with a full stomach.” Jake revealed an array of foods including fresh fruit and cereals plus bacon and eggs with thick slices of toast and butter. “This little bubble of sanctuary can last another hour or so.”

Lana nodded in agreement and they ate their breakfast while talking small talk, each of them skirting around their agenda for the day. She’d been surprised last night when Jake admitted he hoped Elliot would follow them. Jake wanted to catch him doing something…anything…that might land him in prison and out of their lives.

The more she thought it through, the more she realized it would be the best scenario. If there was a confrontation here in Ferrymain, they could handle it without the children being in danger.

Except, Amber’s child. They would have led Elliot to the child that likely was his. A child that had been kept safe by a lie. But Lana could see no other way to resolve the smear on Fiona’s reputation, or Jake’s. They had to find Amber and get her to safety so she could retract the allegations she’d made that set Elliot on his current path.

They also needed to make Amber safe so that she no longer had to live in fear of Elliot. So that she could go home. Lana rubbed her shoulder as if it would ease the pain in her heart. If they couldn’t find Kiki, she hoped that reuniting Amber with her family would ease the pain and guilt that lived with Lana constantly.

Like any parent whose child had disappeared, even an adult child, she lived with constant self-doubt. Could she have done more? Should she have seen clues that would indicate Kiki’s state of mind, that would have told Lana her daughter would not be coming home? Even though her child was waiting for her. And had waited for her every day since.

Lana doubted Kiki would stay away of her own accord. Not for so long.

Which led to the terrifying conclusion that her daughter was dead.

“Hey, are you okay, Lana?” Jake’s hand on her shoulder jerked her out of the nightmare scene that had crept into her head. A scene where Lana was lying dead in a shallow grave somewhere they would never find. So, they would never know the truth.

Lana scrubbed a tear from her cheek. “I just hope today gives us some answers. My mind runs around in circles constantly trying to figure out if Kiki is missing because she wants to be. Or because someone hurt her. It’s like playing a song on an infinite loop.”

“Then let’s get going. Today might be the day you get a real breakthrough.” Jake brushed the hair back from her face and then leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Why don’t you shower first?”

“Thanks. A shower might liven me up a little.” She dragged her sorrowful ass off the bed but as she walked to the bathroom under the watchful gaze of the handsome man who had made love to her and held her all night, she felt some of her sorrow lifting once more. If there was no news today, she had to let go just a little and allow Jake to hire a professional to track down Kiki. Then she would commit to moving on with the rest of her life and being there for Ursula as she grew up.

The child already had two absent parents. Lana had to provide a solid support system for Ursula and make sure she knew she was loved and that her nana would always be there for her.

An hour later, Lana and Jake left the hotel and walked into the fresh early morning air. The hint of salt on the breeze awakened her mind and cleansed her soul. Today would be a good day.

“Ready?” Jake asked and she nodded.

“Let’s go and find Amber.” She inhaled deeply and let go of the nervous tension seeping through her veins and ignored the look Jake cast her way. Of course, she knew there was a good chance today might end up a dud, like all the other days she’d searched for answers.

But maybe some of the good luck the Harrisons had been experiencing in the fate department might just brush off on her.

The short drive to Ferrymain was pleasant, there wasn’t much rush hour traffic on the roads but then it might be a little early. Lana glanced at the clock on the dashboard. Since they’d abandoned their plans to visit Amber’s address last night, Jake suggested they arrive early this morning before she left the apartment. Both Lana and Jake had experience with trying to get a young child ready in the morning, everything took twice as long as expected. So, chances were, if Amber lived at the address she’d given Fiona, she would be there now.

“This is it.” Jake cruised past the apartment building situated on a quiet backstreet of town. A converted warehouse, it would once have housed cotton and tobacco as they were brought off the ships. But those trades were gone from Ferrymain now and the town had suffered for it.

“Your car is not exactly going to blend in, is it?” Lana commented as Jake parked the Porsche on the side of the road.

“No, it’s not. But we didn’t come here to blend in, did we?” Jake glanced in his mirrors. “Although there is no sign of Elliot.”

“Do you think he stayed in Bear Creek after all?” Lana asked.

“I spoke to Tad this morning. The children are safe and there is no sign of Elliot. All we can do is keep going, keep pushing forward.” He tilted his head back and looked up at the apartment building. “There might be nothing here for us to find anyway.”

“Only one way we’re going to find out.” Lana got out of the car and stood on the sidewalk, waiting for Jake to join her. Nerves prickled along her spine. What if they’d come all this way for nothing?

Jake locked the car and took one last look up and down the street before he held out his hand to her. “I can’t sense anyone watching.”

“Maybe Elliot isn’t as interested in Amber as we thought. Perhaps he is just interested in his child.” She pressed her lips together. “Are you sure you don’t want to go back so you can help protect Milly if he tries to take her?”

Jake shook his head. “Tad and Max can handle it. My place is right here by your side.”

She slipped her hand into his and they ran across the street and into the apartment building. The small foyer smelled stale and unpleasant, but luckily the elevator was working and when the doors pinged open, it was clean and didn’t look as if it would leave them stranded in a hallway up the apartment building.

Jake tapped the button for the twelfth floor and the elevator jerked into motion. Lana held on to Jake’s hand so tightly she thought she might crush his fingers, but Jake didn’t seem to notice.

“Thank you.” She leaned into him as her knees weakened.

“You’re trembling.” He slid his arm around her shoulders. “Are you cold?”

“Scared,” she admitted. “What if I finally get answers today and they are not the answers I want?”

“Then we’ll get through it together.” His arm tightened around her. “Surely knowing is better than not knowing?”

“I thought so, but now I’m not so sure.” Lana jumped as the doors pinged open and a narrow corridor with red brick walls was revealed.

“This way.” Jake checked if she was okay before he led her along the corridor toward apartment nine. With each step, her muscles tightened as tension blossomed in her stomach and then spread outward.

“This is it.” Her jaw clenched as Jake lifted his hand to knock on the door.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t just watch for a while?” Their plan to stake out the apartment and watch who lived here was gone. “It’s early.”

Jake squeezed her hand and knocked on the door. “Seize the day.”

They stood side by side in front of the door. Nothing happened. No one answered.

Jake leaned forward and put his ear close to the door and listened while Lana held her breath. Super senses sure were useful. But not if there was no one in the apartment.

“Is there anyone in there?” Lana asked, unable to contain the question any longer.

“I think so.” He lifted his hand and knocked again. “Amber, can you open the door? We’re here to help.”

“Anything?” Lana wished X-ray vision was one of Jake’s special abilities.

“I heard a child.” He knocked again. “Amber, please. You knew Sally, she had a baby.”

Lana stepped forward. “We believe Sally’s baby might be in danger. Please, we need your help.”

“She’s coming closer to the door,” Jake whispered to Lana.

“Please, we know you can hear us. We desperately need your help.” Lana almost mentioned Blake, Amber’s father, but decided that information might scare Amber. “All we want is to talk to you.”

“I can’t help you,” came the reply.

“Amber, please, open the door.” Lana tapped lightly.

“I can’t. You need to leave. Sally is dead. I can’t help her, and they took her baby somewhere safe.”

“She might be safe now. I know you were friends with Sally. I know you were the one who found her. That’s how we got your address. Can you just talk to us for five minutes?” Lana’s voice croaked as she said, “Please.”

“It’s not safe.” Amber’s voice came from just behind the door.

“We can make it safe, for you,” Jake told her.

“But you said Milly was in danger. Why can’t you make her safe?” Amber asked.

“We want to make it safe for you and your baby and Milly. I promise, but we need your help to do that.” Lana tapped on the door again. “Just open the door.”

Jake stood back as the bolt slid open and the door handle turned. As the door inched open, a security chain tightened, stopping them from entering. “How do I know who you are?”

“I’m Jake Harrison. I’m a relative of Sally’s.” Jake held up his driver’s license as ID. “Can you see it?”

“Sally talked about you. You’re the rich guy, right?” Amber asked.

“I am.” Jake withdrew his hand and tucked his driver’s license back inside his wallet. “The lady with me is Lana Ross. She is also looking for her daughter, Kiki.”

Amber took a short, sharp breath. “Kiki’s mom?”

“You know Kiki?” Lana slumped forward. “Is she okay?”

The door closed enough for Amber to jerk the chain off and then she opened it wide. “Come in.”

Jake entered first and took a swift look around before he nodded to Lana, who followed him in. Amber shut the door behind them, her dark-rimmed eyes filled with fear, she’d taken a risk answering them and taken a bigger risk letting them in.

“It’s okay. We can help you if you help us,” Jake said gently.

Lana only had one question burning in her head. “Do you know where Kiki is?”

Amber shook her head. “No.” Lana leaned on Jake as her hope evaporated. “But I do know what happened to her.”

Fear filled Lana as she searched Amber’s face for answers. She had a horrible feeling she was about to find out the fate of her daughter and it was not going to be the happy ending Kiki deserved.


Chapter Twenty-One - Jake

“Amber, we need you to tell us everything you know.” Jake guided Lana toward a worn-out sofa while Amber hovered over them.

“I’ll try. But as I said, I don’t know where Kiki is.” Amber looked up as a small voice called out.

“Mommy?” One of the doors leading off the small sitting room opened up and a girl’s face peered out. Pale, with big eyes, the child must be around the same age as Milly, but without the happy expression Jake’s adopted daughter wore almost every minute of every day.

“Hey, Charlotte.” Amber went to her daughter and picked her up, holding her protectively in her arms. “Mommy has a couple of visitors. Can you go play quietly for a while?”

“Can’t I stay with you?” Charlotte asked hopefully as she eyed Lana and Jake with suspicion.

“Why don’t we put on one of your favorite movies?” Amber went to her daughter and ushered her back in the bedroom. “I’ll just be a minute.”

“We don’t mind if she wants to sit out here with you,” Lana said gently.

Amber shook her head and looked furtively into the bedroom. “I don’t want her to hear,” she answered quietly before backing into the bedroom.

“Take a deep breath,” Jake instructed as Lana’s face paled. “We don’t know anything for sure yet.”

“You heard what she said, not in front of Charlotte.” Lana rubbed her hand over her face. “What happened to her?”

“She’s coming out.” Jake held onto Lana’s hand and sent her comforting thoughts and strength. He would give anything to take her pain away and make this okay for her.

“She’s settled for a while.” Amber hovered over them. “Would you like some coffee?”

“Yes, please.” Jake glanced down at Lana, who sat up and sniffed loudly. “I think we could both do with some.”

Amber nodded and went to the small kitchen area and took three coffee mugs out of a cupboard. After filling them with coffee and adding milk, she brought them over to Jake and Lana on a tray, with a sugar bowl. “Help yourself to sugar. You look as if you need something sweet.”

“Thank you.” Lana rubbed her hand over her eyes. “I’ve been searching for news about Kiki for months. She left her daughter with me and said she had something she needed to do. I haven’t heard from her since.”

Amber glanced at the door from where the sounds of a Disney movie reached Jake. “It’s all my fault. I was scared and she said to call at any time. So I did.”

“Because you were in trouble?” Lana asked gently as Amber held her cup between her hands. The whites of her knuckles were nearly as pale as her complexion.

“Yes.” Amber leaned forward and kept her voice very low. “Charlotte’s dad is not a very nice man. He can be…mean.”

“And you are hiding from him?” Jake asked.

“Yes. If you’re looking for him, I haven’t seen him. Not since…” She sighed and her breath shuddered through her body. “I’ve been trying to keep out of his way. I have been since I had Charlotte. He knew I was pregnant, but he hasn’t ever seen her. I don’t want him to touch her, I don’t want him to taint her with his presence.”

“And so when Sally died, and Milly was taken into foster care, you thought you could finally be free of him.” Lana saw the pain in Amber’s eyes as she nodded. “You told him that a social worker had taken your child.”

“He cornered me. He threatened me and so I told him.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes on her sleeve. “I thought if I could only get away. And so I called Kiki.”

“And Kiki came to Ferrymain?” Jake asked. “She came here?”

“She came to Ferrymain and when I told her what had happened, she offered to help me move to a new town and a new apartment.” Amber paused. “But he overheard us. He thought Kiki was from social services and he demanded she return his child. Kiki never told him the truth. She lied for me…”

“What happened to Kiki?” Jake asked. “Did Elliot do something to her? Did he hurt her?”

Amber’s forehead creased. “Who is Elliot?”

“Elliot might not be his name. This is a photo of him.” Jake took his phone out of his pocket and showed her a photo of Elliot he’d taken when the man left the Happy Bear Club.

Amber’s hand went to her mouth. “That’s Lenny the leech. He’s Charlotte’s father. I was so stupid. When I left home, I was lost and alone. Lenny said he’d take care of me. He was kind enough, to begin with, and I fell for him. I thought I was redeeming a bad boy, but he basically picks up women who are vulnerable and then sleeps with them.”

“But he threatened you?” Jake asked. “You were running from him?”

“He sleeps with them. He doesn’t usually get them pregnant.” Amber held out her hands. “But he impregnated me all right.”

“And Sally?” Jake asked quietly. “Is Elliot the father of Sally’s baby, too?”

“No.” Amber shook her head firmly. “Lenny didn’t have anything to do with Sally or her death. Sally was just…sad. She couldn’t see her life going anywhere and no matter how many times people helped her, she just slipped right back into a life of drugs and men.”

“She was a prostitute?” Jake kept his voice very low so there was no chance Charlotte would hear.

Amber looked down at her hands. “She liked men. Sometimes I think she was as hooked on men as she was on drugs. It was as if she was searching for Mr. Right but he never materialized. So she figured she would use one addiction to fuel another. The men she slept with would give her gifts.” Amber put her face in her hands and sobbed. “Poor Sally.”

“And Milly’s father?” Jake asked gently.

“I have no idea who it was. I don’t think Sally did.” Amber took a deep breath and then let it out. “When she found out she was carrying a baby, she said she was going to kick the habit. A new start and a new life, she said.” Amber took a shaky breath.

“Take your time, Amber.” Lana’s maternal instinct kicked in as she spoke to Amber.

“Sally fought so hard to keep her addiction at bay. For all of her pregnancy, she kept focused and she won. Milly was such a beautiful, healthy child and Sally was so proud of herself. Then she went into a downward spiral. She kept saying no one would love her or find her attractive now that she had Milly. So she took drugs to make her feel happier and more attractive, then she started sleeping around. Men would give her gifts…”

“I should have been there for her,” Jake said quietly.

“It wouldn’t have made any difference. Honestly.” Amber shook her head sadly. “She had friends here, she had doctors and health workers, she just… Amber was very headstrong, she kept saying that she’d messed up and when she met the one, her mate, he wouldn’t want her because she’d had a child.”

“That’s not true. When she found the right person, he would have loved her for who she was and wouldn’t have cared that she’d had a child already. She would have been loved.” Jake got up and paced the room.

“And Kiki?” Lana steered the conversation back to her daughter.

“She disappeared from here that night. The night she argued with Lenny. I knew she came from a good family. I thought he’d frightened her off. And when Lenny disappeared, too.” A guilty expression crossed her face. “This was her apartment. She let me stay here… When she disappeared, I never moved out. The rent was paid each month. Like magic… So I stayed. With no Lenny around, it was perfect.”

“So you don’t know anything about what happened to Kiki?” Lana pushed harder for answers. “She didn’t come home. Her daughter never saw her again.” Jake came to Lana’s side and sat down on the sofa.

“Amber, do you have any information that might help?” Jake asked.

“No. I honestly thought Lenny frightened her off. He has a way of getting under your skin.” Amber shuddered. “Kiki tried to help me. She stuck up for me and that might have been the worst thing she could have done.”

“But Lenny never came back here either? Didn’t you think that was strange?” Lana asked. “If he was so concerned about the whereabouts of your child, you didn’t think it odd that he never came back?”

“Kiki backed up my story about our daughter being taken by social services. He got angry. So angry…” Amber covered her mouth. “It’s my fault.”

“No!” Lana raised her voice and Amber jumped back. “Sorry. But this is not your fault. This is Lenny’s fault.”

“I got mixed up with him. I think deep down I knew he was trouble, and that he was playing with me.” She clasped her hands together tightly. “It was like he was a cat playing with a mouse. He liked to watch me suffer.”

“And Kiki just wanted to help you…” Lana didn’t finish her sentence.

“I am so sorry I called Kiki. I didn’t know she had a baby. She kept her life private. I didn’t even know her last name.” Amber’s head drooped forward and her shoulders heaved.

“Amber.” Lana got up from the sofa and went to perch on the arm of Amber’s chair. “Your dad’s been looking for you. He’s been searching for you so that he can bring you home.”

“I couldn’t.” Amber wiped her tears and leaned away from Lana. “He doesn’t know about Charlotte. He’d be so disappointed.” She shook her head adamantly. “He had dreams of me marrying some rich, well-connected guy who would further his career. Instead, I’ve given birth to an illegitimate child whose father might be responsible for the disappearance of your daughter. The press would tear him to shreds in revenge for all the stories he’s printed.”

“Honey, I don’t think he’d care about that one bit. He just wants to know you are safe.” Lana brushed Amber’s hair back from her face. “And take it from me, there is nothing quite as amazing as watching your grandchild grow before your eyes. Will you give him a chance?”

Amber shook her head. “My parents have always tried to control my life. I can’t go back to that. I don’t want Charlotte to grow up with the same pressures.”

“People change and grow. Parents often don’t realize that their children have a mind of their own and ideas of their own until it’s too late. But I truly believe it’s never too late to mend a relationship if both sides want that to happen.” Lana reached out and took Amber’s hand. “Think about your daughter. Think about yourself.”

“You mean think of the crap life I’m giving her in this poky little apartment.” She sobbed as she gripped Lana’s hand. “I’m such a coward, sometimes I think it would be better if Charlotte had been taken into foster care. I live a half-life, scared he’s out there and he’ll see us.”

“Your dad can protect you. He can help you. I know he’d give anything to put things right between you.” Amber slid her arm around Amber’s shoulders. “What have you got to lose? If it doesn’t work out, I’ll help you sort yourself out.”

“You don’t have to.” Amber leaned on Lana as she sobbed.

“I think I do.” Lana’s voice caught in her throat. “Let me finish what Kiki started.”

As Amber cried soft tears, Lana lifted her tear-streaked face and locked eyes with Jake. The pain and loss he saw there was almost too much for him to bear.

As his fingers curled into fists, he gripped the arm of the sofa and imagined how satisfying it would be to tear Elliot limb from limb.

Lenny, his bear reminded him.

It doesn’t matter, when I’ve finished with him, he won’t have a name.


Chapter Twenty-Two – Lana

“What now?” Lana kept her voice upbeat even though her heart was breaking. The new information Amber had given her about Kiki left her no closer to finding her. However, the news that Kiki had argued with Lenny before her disappearance scared Lana. A wave of nausea swept over her as she fought to stay calm.

“We find him and beat the truth out of him.” Jake jabbed the elevator button repeatedly as they stood in the hallway outside of Amber’s apartment.

“Jake.” Lana put her hand on his shoulder to soothe him. “I don’t want you involved with this man, you have too much to lose.”

As he swung his head around to face her, his raw emotion took her breath away. “I have you to lose and that’s all that matters.”

Lana chewed the inside of her cheek as she fought to stop her anger and fear from bubbling over. “I’ll be okay.”

“Really? You have been chasing the truth for the last, how many months, and now that you have this new piece of information you’re just going to let it go?” He stared into her eyes for a few moments before breaking contact. “That’s what I thought.”

“Would you let it go?” Lana’s heart ached with renewed pain and loss. “You looked for answers over Sally’s death. If you had Milly in your care and knew Sally might be out there somewhere, could you let it go? Would you be able to hand it over to someone else?”

“You already know the answer to that.” Jake jabbed the elevator button again. Then he sighed and turned to face her. “I could hire the best private investigator.”

“Did you for Sally? Or did you come here yourself?” Lana asked. He wanted to keep her safe and hiring a private investigator would do just that.

“You already know the answer to that, too.” Jake sighed as the elevator doors opened and they stepped inside. “So what is your plan?”

“You’re right about one thing, the answer does lie with Elliot. Although, I’m not sure how we will get him to tell us what he knows.” Jake pressed the button to take them to the ground floor.

“Money.” Jake glanced at her sideways. “I’m serious. He asked for money from Blake. If the price was high enough, he would talk.”

“I couldn’t ask you to pay him off,” Lana told him firmly.

“You’re not asking. I’m offering.” He looked up as the numbers counted down. “It’s either that or I go all primal on him.”

“Do you think either of those options will get the truth out of him?” Lana rubbed the back of her neck, it was still morning, but she was ready to go back to bed and sleep. But she doubted she would ever sleep again until she found out what happened to Kiki. “I want to wring his scrawny neck until he tells me what happened to Kiki.”

“I’ll hold him down while you strangle the information out of him,” Jake offered. She suspected he was serious.

“Violence isn’t the answer. It never is.” She leaned against the side of the elevator and tilted her head back. She inhaled deeply and let the breath out slowly. “Which leaves money.”

“Or information.” Jake averted his eyes. “We know where his child is.”

Lana opened her mouth to ask him if he was joking, but as she inhaled, something prodded her memory. “That smell.”

“Unpleasant.” Jake wrinkled his nose. “With a hint of mint.”

“Mint. And something else. Some kind of musky spice.” She inhaled again. “He’s here.”

“Elliot? In the building?” Jake’s eyes flashed a deep amber, filled with anger.

“The smell. I smelled it the day I met him at the Happy Bear Club.” Lana was positive. Absolutely positive. Which meant only one thing. “Amber is in danger.”

They both dashed back into the elevator and Jake jabbed his finger on the button twenty times before the doors slid shut. As the elevator made its slow ascent, Lana’s heart raced faster and faster, beating a steady thud in her ears like a herd of horses thundering across an open plain. They had led him here. They’d both known there was a chance he would follow them from Bear Creek.

So why did she feel so afraid? So guilty? This would bring everything to a head. Once they had Elliot in their grasp, they could question him about Kiki’s fate.

“What do you plan to do?” Lana asked suddenly.

“With Elliot?” Jake asked, not taking his eyes off the numbers above the door as they climbed impossibly slowly.

“Yes.” Lana closed the distance between them and placed her hand on his arm. “You can’t hurt him.”

“I can,” Jake confirmed. “And if I have to, I will.”

“That leaves you open to so much trouble. If the police…” Lana couldn’t finish. Instead, she said, “I have lost a daughter. I don’t want to lose you to the same man.”

Jake turned to her and wrapped his arms around her. “When I look in your eyes and see the pain this man has inflicted on you, all I want to do is rip his head from his shoulders. But I don’t want to be the cause of more pain. And I don’t want to be apart from you for another minute, another day, let alone a lifetime.”

Lana cupped his face in her hands and kissed his lips. “I do love you, Jake Harrison.” She placed her hand on his chest. “You have a good heart.”

He smiled, the corner of his lips curling upward. “It might be a good heart, but I haven’t always followed it.” His brow creased. “I’ve done plenty I’m not proud of.”

“I believe you’ve also done plenty that you should be proud of. You took in a little girl who needed a home. You searched for answers to what happened to her mom. And you are here with me now.” Lana smiled sadly at him. “Do you know I blame myself for Kiki not being here?”

“Why?” Jake asked. “You were there for her and Ursula.”

“I think…” She wiped a tear away and sniffed loudly as the elevator reached the fourth floor. “She thought I was disappointed in her. For repeating my mistakes. Having Ursula when she was so young and with no father on the scene. I wasn’t.”

“She knows how much you love her.” Jake held Lana close and she snuggled into him, breathing in his scent of forests and rich damp earth.

“I was just scared for her. I didn’t want her to end up old and alone like me.” She curled her fingers into his shirt and held on to him, never wanting to let him go.

“Hey, you are not old and now you are not alone.” He kissed the top of her head as the elevator doors opened then he moved forward to stand in the doorway. Jake stood between Lana and whatever was waiting for them in the corridor.

The doors pinged open and Jake took a step forward, his fists up, ready to fight. There was no one there. He stepped out into the hallway and lifted his head, scenting the air. With a nod in the direction of Amber’s apartment, he walked slowly along the hallway. Lana followed close behind but didn’t speak. If Elliot was a shifter, too, he might hear her which would ruin their element of surprise.

Had he followed them here and then waited for them to leave? Had he heard every word they’d said? Surely, Jake would have sensed him. Or had he been so focused on Lana and her emotions that he’d let his guard down?

Guilt came swift and hard as they reached Amber’s door, which was busted open, the chain hanging useless on the door frame. Jake stepped forward, then stopped. He turned to her slowly and shooed her away, telling her to move back. Then he pointed at the door and mouthed, “He’s in there.”

Lana wanted to rush forward and help Jake overpower Elliot. However, she trusted Jake’s judgment and if he said get back, she was going to get back.

Not taking her eyes off her mate, she stepped backward, one step, two steps. Before she placed her foot on the floor of her third step, the door of Amber’s apartment swung open and a hand reached out and grabbed Jake, while a fist landed a punch on his jaw.

Jake reeled backward. The blow was enough to send a lesser man sprawling to the floor, but Jake Harrison wasn’t a lesser man. With his left hand outstretched, he rebounded off the wall and then leaped forward, raining a blow down on Elliot’s head that sent him straight to the floor.

Elliot pushed himself up onto his elbows and shook his head as if trying to clear it. Jake leaped forward, grabbed him by the collar and dragged him into the apartment. Lana followed, rushed inside and shut the door before any of the other residents came out of their apartments to see what all the commotion was about.

“Amber? Where’s Amber?” Lana raced into the small apartment and flung open the bedroom door and took a look around. “They’re not here.” The TV was still playing a movie about princesses and happy ever afters but there was no sign of either Amber or Charlotte.

Jake looked up as he subdued Elliot on the sitting room floor. “They’re safe.” He hauled Elliot to his knees. “We need to talk.”

“I’m saying nothing,” Elliot spat. “Not until I see my kid.”

“I thought your kid had been sold,” Lana snapped.

“So that lying bitch told me!” he shouted. “I came here to get Amber. I figured her daddy would pay good money for her and then I could take back my daughter and raise her properly.”

“And you decided to follow us here?” Lana asked. “So you could kidnap Amber?”

“Imagine my surprise to see Jake Harrison in the Happy Bear parking lot. I couldn’t believe it. Especially since I’d just handed you the link between him and that social worker. I paid good money for a copy of that bank statement. Although, I think the person I paid would have given it to me for free if he knew I planned to bring you down. You’ve trampled on people to get where you are, Jake.”

“Who sold it to you?” Jake asked hotly, grabbing Elliot by the throat.

“Jake,” Lana warned.

Jake let Elliot go. “It doesn’t matter. The bank statement is proof of nothing.”

“Isn’t it? We’ll see.” Elliot coughed and rubbed his throat.

“No, you won’t see anything. The money was for a business loan made over thirty years ago,” Jake told Elliot. “I have proof.”

“Is that why you two left town so fast? I was certain it was because you had something to hide, Jakey boy.” Elliot’s lip curled back in a sneer. “When you left, I was torn between grabbing my daughter or following you. I had a sneaking suspicion you knew where Amber was. And a light went on in my head.” He flicked his head with his nicotine-stained finger. “Ping.”

“Why are you here? Why not just take the child you believe was yours?” Lana asked.

He raised his head and chuckled. “Because I realized Amber could be the cash cow I was looking for. A rich daddy’s girl should be my meal ticket out of here.” He took a breath and let out a long sigh of satisfaction. “So here’s the deal. You give me my child and I give you what you want.”

Lane shook her head. “That isn’t how this works.”

“No? You have been looking for your kid for the last year. You know how it feels to be apart from them. So we can help each other. You get to know what happened to your child and I get to raise mine.” Elliot glanced toward the bedroom and then called out, “I know you’re both in there hiding under the bed.”

Jake placed his hands on Elliot’s shoulders and dug his fingernails in hard and deep. “There isn’t going to be a trade. You can’t have Charlotte.”

“Oh, so the big shot is going to offer me a deal?” Elliot laughed. “You’re gonna pay up anyway, or the whole world is going to believe you are a pimp who pushes drugs to young girls and that woman from social services is going to go down for selling babies.”

“Which is all a pack of lies, as you know. You were sold that story by the mother of your child so you would keep away from her. If any of your lies are leaked to the press, I will…”

“Sue me? Like I care?” Elliot laughed and leaned back in his chair, looking relaxed. “Mud sticks. I hold all the cards and you are going to do exactly as I say.”

“No, we’re not.” Lana pulled her phone from her pocket and tapped the screen, cursing herself for not using her phone to record Elliot’s confession. It had all happened too fast. “I’m calling the police. They’ll get you on breaking and entering and attempted kidnapping at the least. Then we can add in extortion.”

“Don’t bluff.” Elliot crossed his legs and looked relaxed. “You need to know what happened to your daughter and I’m the only one who can tell you where she is.”

Lana’s breath caught in her throat and for a moment she couldn’t breathe. It was as if someone had kicked her in the gut and taken the air from her lungs. This piece of garbage knew where Kiki was. If they did as he asked, she might finally get the answers she needed.

But in the process, she would betray everything Kiki believed in.

“Yes. Hello. Police, please. I’d like to report an attempted kidnapping.”

Lana turned her back on the man who she believed hurt her daughter and held the key to where she was. As her heart broke into a million pieces, she drew on the strength her daughter had displayed every day when she went out to help those less fortunate than herself.

And hoped Kiki would be proud.


Chapter Twenty-Three – Jake

Jake wanted to snap Elliot’s neck. Right here, right now. But that wouldn’t happen. It couldn’t happen.

You’ll get nothing out of a dead man. So let’s just tear an arm or two off instead, his bear said helpfully.

“The police are on their way.” Lana ended the call and put the phone back in her pocket. “I’ll go get Amber and Charlotte and make sure they’re safe. Are you okay keeping the scumbag here?”

“I am,” Jake affirmed, his fingers digging deeper into Elliot’s shoulders.

“Ouch, man, you’re hurting me.” He wriggled in his seat as if trying to shrug Jake off.

A wave of static electricity caressed Jake’s skin and the tiny hairs on the back of his hands stood on end as the air shimmered around Elliot. Jake’s fingers bit deep into the guy, but as they did, Elliot disappeared, leaving Jake holding onto to nothing but thin air.

Jake relaxed his mind and allowed his bear to come forth. Older, faster, his bear was standing fully formed on four paws by the time the sly mountain lion emerged. Jake’s bear swiped his massive paw at the lion’s head, knocking him to the floor. However, the mountain lion bounced back up to land on four paws, his predatory eyes fixed on Jake as his tail twitched from side to side.

I should have hit him harder, Jake’s bear exclaimed. Without blinking, Jake’s bear watched the lion’s body language for signs of an attack. Having spent years fighting with his brothers, mostly sparring since they rarely argued for real, Jake was ready when the lion pounced.

End it, Jake told his bear, who met the head-on pounce with a curled paw that smashed into Elliot’s lion’s skull like a jackhammer. The lion crashed to the floor and lay unconscious.

Jake quickly shifted back to his human form and ran to the bedroom. “Everyone okay?”

“Yes.” Lana nodded as she cast a worried glance toward the living room.

“Is he dead?” Amber asked guardedly.

“No, just out cold. Which gives us a new predicament. With the police on their way, we are stuck with a mountain lion in your living room and too many questions to answer.” Jake turned around and went back to crouch down next to the lion. “He needs to shift back before any officers arrive.”

“It’s a mountain lion!” Amber exclaimed, her hand covering her mouth while her free arm clasped tightly around Charlotte.

“You didn’t know?” Lana asked in surprise. “Aren’t you his mate?”

“Do I look like a mate of a lion?” Amber’s face paled as the mountain lion twitched. “Did he eat Lenny?”

“No, he is Lenny. Lenny is a shifter. He can change from a man to a mountain lion.” Lana glanced at Jake but didn’t tell Amber that he was also a shifter.

“He’s a what now?” Amber asked as she reached for her phone to take a photograph. “My dad can print this in his magazine. This is the biggest reveal ever.” Like father, like daughter, only interested in the big story, not how the story might impact other people’s lives.

“No!” Lana jumped forward and put her hand over Amber’s phone. “You don’t want to do that.”

“Why? This is huge!” Amber tried to dodge past Lana.

Lana lowered her voice and asked, “Is this definitely Charlotte’s dad?”

“Yes. But this will get the piece of crap away from us. When the police arrive, they will take him away and lock him up.” Amber glanced at Lana with annoyance. “Let me take the photo.”

“Shifters carry a gene that enables them to shift.” Lana glanced down at Charlotte and then back to Amber. “They pass it on to their offspring.”

Amber’s hand, which held her phone, dropped to her side. “What are you saying?”

“That you might want to think about your daughter before you go spreading the word about shifters.” Lana placed her hand on Charlotte’s shoulder. “Go back home and don’t tell anyone else about this. Not even your father.”

“Charlotte will….” Amber nodded at the mountain lion who was lifting his head before flopping back down.

“No word of this,” Jake warned as he lifted his head and listened. “The police are on their way.”

“They are going to see him.” Amber hissed. “Get him to change back.”

“Elliot.” Jake held the lion’s head between his large hands. “You need to shift back to your human form before the police come in here. If they see you, they’ll call animal control.”

The lion looked up at Jake with dazed eyes before they slid closed again.

Damn it, I’m certain he could shift if he wanted to. He’s playing us, his bear said. I didn’t hit him that hard. His bear snarled and snapped in frustration.

This guy is an idiot who needs to be taught a lesson. Jake got up and went to the apartment door leading into the hallway. The police were in the elevator. He could stall them. Or he could get Lana to say she made a mistake, but those options left them exposed to Elliot’s blackmail attempts. They could not back down.

Jake went back into the apartment and slapped the lion shifter across the face, just hard enough to get his attention. “Do you want to spend the rest of your life in a zoo or being prodded by a scientist in some warehouse facility?”

The lion’s mouth twisted into a smirk. That was exactly what he wanted. Or maybe he figured he could escape easier if he was a mountain lion. He could no doubt bide his time and then shift into his human form and slip out.

And if we tell the police he’s a shifter and Elliot doesn’t shift, they’ll think we’re crazy or wasting police time.

“Jake, we have to do something.” Lana shook her head, taking the blame for what happened on her own shoulders. “Jake, the elevator just pinged.”

Jake got to his feet and headed to the doorway. He didn’t trust Elliot not to pull something, but they were out of options, he’d have to stall the police officer. “Hi there. Thanks for coming.” He raised his hand and waved.

“Hello, sir. We received a call about an attempted kidnapping.” The police officer looked at the broken door of the apartment before leaning forward a little and inhaling deeply. “Shall we go inside and talk?”

Jake glanced at the policeman’s partner who stood a few feet behind him, eyeing Jake up with some suspicion. Then he inhaled the first police officer’s scent. Shifter. He was sure of it.

“Do you know what you’re going to find in there?” Jake asked as the sound of furniture moving reached him. “Damn it!”

Jake moved fast, the mountain lion was very awake and very conscious and trying to get to Charlotte, but Lana and Amber had pushed her back into the bedroom and barred her way.

“You’re not getting her, you son-of-a-bitch!” Amber yelled. “You freak!”

“Elliot, you need to calm down,” Jake told the mountain lion who swung around to face Jake and the two police officers.

“Wow, I haven’t seen a mountain lion in a while,” the first policeman said as he drew his taser from his belt. “Good kitty.” He held out his hand to soothe the big cat, but the mountain lion simply took a swipe at it. “So you want to play rough, do you?”

The policeman circled the mountain lion, while his partner stood in the doorway with a look of shock on his face. Despite his badge and his uniform, he looked as if he was about to run.

Maybe he didn’t expect to walk into an apartment this morning and come face to face with a mountain lion, his bear said uneasily. This might not end well.

If we have to shift to take him down again, we will, Jake said. Even if it cost them their freedom, he would do it to protect Lana.

“Here, kitty, kitty,” the first police officer said soothingly as he aimed his taser at the mountain lion. In response, the mountain lion shifted his weight, preparing to strike. “You really need to calm down.”

“I don’t think he will,” Jake said warily. “Can’t you just use that thing?”

“Nope.” The police officer took a quick step forward and the mountain lion was knocked off balance. Which gave the second police officer a chance to draw his taser and take the creature down. “That will teach you to be a naughty kitty.”

“Was he like this when you called it in?” the second police officer asked as he went to the mountain lion and checked him over.

“Nope.” Jake scented the air.

“It’s a good thing you got us,” the first officer said.

“I know this might come as a shock…” the second officer began.

“It’s okay, officers, we all know what happened here,” Jake cut off their explanation.

“What happens next?” Lana asked quickly. “Do you carry him out like this?”

“Most of the time when they come around, they shift back into their human forms.” Both police officers looked down at the mountain lion.

“This time it might not be so easy,” Lana told them. “He has the information we need.”

“Information.” The first officer looked at them suspiciously. “What kind of information?”

Lana glanced quickly at Jake who nodded. What did they have to lose?

“My daughter is missing. We believe this man was the last person to see her alive.” Lana pointed to the unconscious lion on the floor.

“Was your daughter reported as a missing person?” the officer asked.

Lana’s jaw tightened and she clasped her hands together in front of her body. “I tried. But since she was twenty-two and left of her own accord…”

“Lana’s been searching for her ever since. And today was her first lead. We believe this man hurt her.” Jake didn’t look at Lana as he added, “We don’t know if he killed her.”

The second officer took in a deep breath. “We’ll try to get him to shift. If not, we’ll call in backup.”

“Wait.” The first officer held up his hand. “I’m Officer Hargreaves. This is my partner, Officer Waits.”

“Jake Harrison.” Jake nodded.

“Lana Ross. And there is also a mother and child in the bedroom, Amber Jefferson and her daughter, Charlotte.” Lana fought to compose herself, but her voice shook as she explained, “This man is named Lenny. We knew him as Elliot. He came here for his child.”

“Is Amber his mate?” Officer Hargreaves asked.

“No, we believe he just wants his child. Amber is the mother of his child.” Lana lowered her voice and stepped forward. “Until ten minutes ago, Amber had no idea shifters existed. I think she’s coming to terms with the possibility her daughter will be a shifter.”

The two policemen nodded as the mountain lion stirred and flexed his paws. “We might have to taser him again and get backup in. So I suggest you stand back or vacate the room,” Officer Waits said.

“Hold on.” Officer Hargreaves held up his hand. “Do you have a picture of your daughter?”

Lana suddenly became alert, her attention laser-focused on Officer Hargreaves. “Sure?”

She slipped her hand in her pocket and pulled out her phone. With trembling fingers, she scrolled through to her photo gallery and then tapped the screen before turning it toward the police officer.

His breath puffed out of his lungs as he shook his head. “Alice. That’s my Alice.”

“Your Alice?” Jake asked. “She’s your mate?”

Officer Hargreaves nodded, his eyes misted with tears as he took the phone from Lana and looked at it closer. “She has a child.” His finger touched the screen. “She used to cry at night because she said she’d lost her little she-bear and couldn’t find her.”

“Is she okay?” Lana croaked as tears washed down her face.

“Yeah. I keep asking her to marry me, but she keeps turning me down. She says how can she get married when she doesn’t know who she is.” He handed the phone back to Lana.

“And you never connected it to the missing person’s report?” Jake asked.

“No.” He shook his head. “See, she didn’t think she was missing.”

“What?” Lana asked.

“She lived with her aunt on the other side of town when I met her. Her parents died in a car accident a few years back and Alice hit her head. Lost all her memories…” His face paled. “None of that was true?”

“If your Alice and my Kiki are the same person, then no. None of that is true.” The world swam a little in front of Lana and Jake reached out, cradling her against him, willing this to be the breakthrough they needed to finally reunite Kiki with her family.

So they could all move on and heal.


Chapter Twenty-Four – Lana

“What if it’s not her? What if Alice is not Kiki?” Lana stood next to Jake as the car drove toward them. They’d come home, back to Jake’s house, while Officer Harry Hargreaves went home to Alice and suggested a day trip to Bear Creek.

Today was the day of the day trip. Today was the day when they would find out if Alice was definitely Kiki and if she would remember her family at all.

“Then we visit for the day and then we keep looking.” Jake reached out for Lana’s hand and closed his fingers around hers. “But I know it’s her.”

“How do you know?” Lana asked. She half-turned to look at him. “You know something I don’t?”

“All I know is that fate is this crazy thing that holds us all bound together by the threads of our lives. And the threads of our lives have untangled, and this is the last little knot that needs undoing.” He squeezed her hand as the car drew to a stop.

“You mean because Amber and Charlotte are back with their family and are starting a new life together free of fear. And we have found each other, and Harry wants to marry my daughter?” Lana let hope into her heart. The same hope she’d abandoned before she came here to Bear Creek.

“And because Elliot…Lenny, is in jail for assault and attempted kidnapping. If Kiki gets her memories back and can give evidence as to what happened that night, then he will go to prison for a very long time. Although, Harry told me they have linked Lenny to a series of assaults which should keep him incarcerated for a very long time.” A small smile of satisfaction spread across Jake’s face.

“What?” Lana’s eyes narrowed as she studied the man she loved. What a crazy adventure the last couple of days had been. It excited her that this was only the beginning of their life together. But as Harry switched off the engine and the car doors opened, to Lana the present was all that mattered.

“I’m just thinking how everything turned out okay. When it could have gone so very wrong.” He swung his head around and kissed Lana’s cheek.

Lana inhaled deeply. “I’m so nervous.”

“It’ll be fine. I promise.”

“Oh, do you? I thought you never made a promise you couldn’t keep.” Lana’s words were met with an arched eyebrow.

“Ready?” Jake asked as they stepped down off the porch and walked toward the car, where Harry was helping Alice out.

“Kiki.” She kept her voice low but there was no doubt in her mind that the beautiful young woman in front of Lana was her daughter.

“Remember, we have to let her get there on her own,” Jake warned Lana.

“I know.” She nodded but found it impossible to wipe the smile off her face. “I look like the Cheshire cat from Alice in Wonderland.”

Kiki looked up at the sound of Lana’s voice. “My aunt told me I was named after Alice in Wonderland. She always thought it was appropriate since I fell down a rabbit hole and left my memories there.” A sad smile passed over her face.

Lana’s heart ached, she wanted to pull her daughter into her arms and hold her close. She longed to tell her everything was going to be okay. But Lana was a stranger to her own daughter. Her hope that when Kiki met the woman who had given birth to her and raised her alone, her memories would come flooding back lay in tatters.

“This is a beautiful place. I didn’t realize you were so close to the mountains.” Harry looked past the house toward the mountains in the distance.

“Maybe we could go and take a run later,” Jake suggested. “It’s such a beautiful day.”

“Isn’t it?” Kiki tilted her head back and raised her face to the sun.

Lana watched. Stared. Jake squeezed her hand to remind her to act natural. “Why don’t you come inside? I’ve made some fresh coffee and cookies. We could maybe go and sit in the back yard.”

This was their plan. All Lana’s hope rested on Kiki recognizing her daughter, who would be playing with the other children next to the barn. Kiki would see Ursula, but Ursula would not see Kiki. Not yet.

“Coffee sounds good.” Kiki looked to Harry for reassurance. “Have I been here before?”

“Do you remember being here before?” Harry asked.

“No, but there is something familiar. A memory keeps brushing against my mind. I’m sure of it, but I can’t grasp it and hold onto it.” Frustration sounded in Kiki’s voice and hope surged in Lana’s heart.

Surely this was a good sign. Perhaps just one more nudge and Kiki might open the barrier between herself and her old memories, her old life, and remember everything.

“Hi, Dad.” Lana forced a smile onto her face as they entered the kitchen where Donald was seated at the table, drinking coffee and reading the local newspaper. Rosemary was by his side, as she had been every waking minute since she’d returned from her vacation. It was Rosemary who reached a hand out to Donald and offered him comfort when his bony hands trembled as he looked at his long-lost granddaughter.

“Hi there.” His sad, faded eyes misted with tears. “It’s good to see you.”

“Hi.” Harry waved awkwardly while Kiki froze and stared at her grandfather.

“Harry, what’s going on?” Kiki looked at her mate, looking for answers from the man she trusted more than anyone in the world. Harry was her anchor, her constant in a world that was less than two years old to her brain. “I know these people, don’t I?”

“Just relax and see if anything is familiar to you,” Harry instructed. “You know what the doctors said, you can’t force it and it’s better if you make the discoveries on your own.”

“I just want to know. I just want to remember.” Kiki’s face grew pale and she inhaled deeply as she reached out for Harry. “I need some fresh air.”

“I’ll help you.” Lana rushed over and put her arm around her daughter. “This way.” She led her toward the back door and opened it wide. “There, breathe deeply. I find the mountain air always makes me feel better.”

“I don’t remember the mountains,” Kiki said as she placed her hand to her temples. “But you. There is something about you. Something familiar.”

A shrill laugh traveled across the back yard from the barn and Kiki froze, her attention fixed on the sound.

“You’re shaking.” Lana’s arms tightened around her daughter, but Kiki pulled away. “Wait.”

“I know that sound. My little she-bear.” Kiki yanked free from Lana, who hurried after her daughter.

“You can’t let her see you.” Lana caught hold of Kiki and pulled her back into her arms. “You can’t.”

“Why?” Kiki asked, searching Lana’s face for an answer. An answer she found. “We have the same eyes.”

Lana swallowed down her tears as she nodded. “We do.”

“My parents didn’t die in a car accident, did they? That’s why I can’t remember it. I can’t remember that night.” Confusion covered her face. “I don’t recognize Jake. Is he my father?”

“No, honey, he isn’t. He’s just a friend.” That was a lie. “He’s my mate.” Her forehead wrinkled. “Or I’m his mate. It’s all so new I’m not sure how it works.”

“So you are my mom?” Kiki’s intense stare bored into Lana. “I… I said I’d come back, that I was just going to help a friend.” She pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead. “I never came back.”

“No, honey, you didn’t. I looked for you, I searched for you.” Lana sobbed loudly. “I didn’t know if you were dead or alive.”

“All I remember is Aunty Doreen. She told me I’d lost my memory.” Kiki took a huge sobbing breath. “She told me my parents had died. She lied to me.”

“It sounds as if she just wanted a family of her own.” Lana let the anger bubbling up inside her dissipate. “Let’s focus on the present for now, shall we? You have a wonderful man who loves you very much.”

“Harry.” Her mouth turned up at the corners and her face brightened as if the sun had burst through the clouds on a rainy day. “I love him so much. But something has been holding me back.” Kiki turned toward the barn. “Now I know what it is.”

“Do you remember her name?” Lana asked.

“Ursula. My little she-bear.” Kiki smiled and pulled away from Lana. “Sula!”

The sound of children playing ceased and then Ursula came running out of the barn and stopped, her face crumpling as she sobbed. “Mommy!”

“Sula.” Kiki ran forward and Lana followed, although she gave mother and daughter the space they needed to become reacquainted.

“A happy ever after,” Jake said as he came to stand beside her, and Harry followed the woman he loved across the back yard and out through the gate that led to the barn.

“A happy ever after.” Lana slid her arm around his waist and held onto him as she cried silent tears of joy. Kiki and Ursula were hugging and crying, the young girl unable to contain her emotions at finally being reunited with her mom. Harry hung back for a moment or two before Kiki turned to him and held out her hand. Harry took it and knelt down beside mother and daughter.

“I had given up hope of a happy ever after until we came here to Bear Creek,” Lana admitted as the small family embraced each other. Harry would welcome Ursula into the family and love her as if she were his own. Jake had explained that was the way of shifters and Lana was grateful Kiki would never have to choose between her old life and her new.

“I had given up hope, too. Until you came to Bear Creek.” Jake slipped his arm around her shoulder as she walked toward the barn. “I believed I’d be alone forever. That happiness was for everyone else. And I’d come to terms with it.”

“You foolish man.” Lana placed her hand on his chest and turned to face him. “Happiness is for everyone. I firmly believe that.”

“Does that mean you’ll marry me?” Jake asked as he slipped down on one knee and pulled out a small box.

“Wow, I’m living in one of the stories we print in Revealed,” Lana joked. “I’m the woman who tamed confirmed bachelor Jake Harrison and got engaged in a whirlwind romance.”

“There is nothing wrong with a whirlwind romance.” Jake opened the small box and showed her the ring.

“My mother’s engagement ring.” Lana looked over her shoulder, back toward the house where her father and Rosemary were watching, arm in arm. A lump formed in her throat and fresh tears flowed.

“Your dad said he’s been holding on to the ring in the hope that one day you would meet Mr. Right. I’m honored he thinks I’m that man.” Jake looked at the ring and then at Lana. “I suppose I should have waited. Having Kiki back and everything else…”

“No!” Lana cupped his face in her hands. “No, this is the perfect time.” She leaned down and kissed his face before she straightened up and said, “My answer is yes. Just in case you needed to hear me say it.”

A grin spread across Jake’s face. “I did need to hear it. Just to be sure.” He took the ring from the box and slipped it onto her outstretched finger. “Perfect.” He kissed the back of her hand before standing up straight and threading his arm around her waist. “I love you, Lana. With all my heart.”

“Not quite all,” Lana said as Milly came toddling toward them.

“Daddy!” she called out and held her arms out to him.

“Hey there, my sweet girl.” He picked her up and held her in his arms. “You must be the luckiest girl in the world. Soon you’ll have three mommies and three daddies.”

Milly clapped her hands in delight. “Mama.”

“Mama.” Lana nodded and wrapped her arms around Milly and Jake. As she looked over Jake’s shoulder, she saw Harry pick up Ursula and swing her around. Lana’s granddaughter laughed uncontrollably as the world spun around her. Then Harry, Kiki, and Ursula embraced. “I should pinch myself to check that I’m not dreaming.”

“Would you want to wake up if you were?” Jake asked her as he gazed lovingly into her eyes.

Lana smiled and shook her head. “No. I don’t think I would. This is about as perfect as it gets.”

Jake kissed her cheek and held her against his broad chest, and she inhaled his now-familiar scent. As he took a deep breath, he sighed. “First thing tomorrow I’m going to trade my Porsche in for a family car and start hunting for someone to take over my company. I might even sell completely. It’s time I learned to enjoy life and everything it has to offer. Isn’t that right, Milly?”

Milly nodded and hugged her daddy. Jake might have taken some persuading that taking in a child was a good idea. But now he was a family man surrounded by people who loved him.

And always would. Thanks to a certain baby named Milly who entered their lives and captured their hearts.


Epilogue

“I’m so nervous.” Jake sat up in bed and looked at the sun streaming in through the window.

“Why are you nervous?” Lana asked as she pushed herself to a sitting position and placed a comforting hand on her husband’s back. “You aren’t the one adopting two children.”

He turned his head to face her. “I always feel responsible for everyone. For every member of this family. And today we’re going to have two new members. What if they don’t settle here?”

“Everyone settles here.” Lana leaned forward and kissed his shoulder. “You just need to let go.”

“Max and Josephine have been waiting for this day for so long. They’ve worked so hard to get the house ready for the children…” Lana leaned forward and kissed Jake’s lips. If only she could kiss all his cares away.

“Do you think your worry is partly because you have let go of your business?” Lana asked.

“You think I’m transferring my fear of not working my ass off seven days a week onto worrying about my family?” Jake’s brow creased and then his expression cleared. “You might be right.”

“Haven’t you realized yet?” She leaned forward and kissed his lips before murmuring, “I’m always right.”

Jake chuckled, his fear over Josephine and Max broken like the pieces of a shattered mirror as he pulled his mate into his arms and snuggled down under the bed covers once more. “I have realized many things over these last couple of weeks. The main thing I have realized is just how much I love you and how you have made my life complete.”

“Isn’t that two things?” Lana teased as Jake inched the strap of her nightgown down over her shoulder. His lips pressed against her skin, sending shivers down her spine.

“Who is counting?” He nipped her hardened nipple through the fabric of her nightgown, robbing her of any smart retort she might have made. Who needed words when a mouth could give so much pleasure in so many different ways?

Tugging on his shorts, she pushed them down over his slender thighs. Jake relinquished his hold over her as he wrestled them off his feet and threw them aside. Lana sat up and pulled her nightgown over her head, before threading her fingers through her hair and neatening it up. Mornings had long ceased to be the best time of day for a natural look. Her hair inevitably looked like one of Ursula’s dolls. All messed up and impossible to brush.

“You are perfect just the way you are,” Jake told her as he took hold of her left hand and kissed it. “I wouldn’t change a thing.”

“You are a flatterer, Jake Harrison.” She smiled a half-smile. “How you wound up with me, I’ll never know.” She held up her hand. “I know, fate and all that mumbo jumbo, but even so…”

“Stop questioning why we are together and make love to me.” He slid down beside her on the bed and claimed her lips with his. Lana gasped as he nipped her bottom lip and Jake slid his tongue into her mouth. She sucked on it, grazing it with her teeth.

“Damn, you drive me insane,” Jake ground out when their kiss broke, leaving them both breathless.

“Don’t blame me. You must already be crazy to have so many relatives living in such close proximity.” She smoothed her hand down his cheek. “And I love you for it. I love your sense of family. Of loyalty.”

“Now who is flattering who?” Jake’s voice croaked as emotion welled up inside him. Over the last few weeks, he’d let his walls down, he’d let her in and was willing to let her see the softer side of the man who had worked so tirelessly to give his brothers the security they craved.

Jake hovered over her before nestling between her thighs. “It’s not flattery if it’s the truth.”

Lana wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed his mouth as he guided himself into her. Each time they made love was more special than the last. It was as if each time he entered her, they learned more about each other and the bond between them deepened.

As he moved in and out of her, the connection between them blossomed as tendrils of desire unfurled in her belly. Lana trailed her fingers down his back while she nuzzled his neck, inhaling his scent. No stale deodorant smells. Jake smelled of fresh pine forests and the honeysuckle which grew in the back yard, which he’d brushed against last night as they’d walked in after watching the stars come out one by one.

He pulled back his hips and then thrust forward harder, the friction between their bodies growing in intensity as they raced toward their climax. Jake cupped her breast in his hand and lowered his head, sucking her nipple into his mouth. Her body tensed, her inner walls tightening around him and he groaned, the fingers of his free hand curling around the pillow beneath her head as he fought for control.

But she didn’t want him to be in control. She wanted him to let go.

Lana wrapped her legs around his thighs and changed the angle of her body so that each sweep of his body over hers brushed her mound. As her orgasm rushed toward her, her inner muscles tightened around him, increasing the friction as he thrust deeper into her.

Jake groaned, nearing his climax and Lana pushed him closer as she nipped his neck, her hands trailing through his hair as his mouth tortured her nipple.

She came. Sensations overwhelmed her as if she’d shattered into a million pieces. But as quickly as those pieces flew apart, the closeness of her mate pulled them back together again. Jake made her whole.

“I will never get enough of you.” Jake cradled her in his arms, her head resting on his chest as the sun rose higher in the sky. They should get up and get out of bed, but neither of them wanted to move. Not yet.

Not ever.

“I wish we’d met sooner. That we’d had all of our lives together.” She sighed. “But then I would not have had Kiki and you would not have adopted Milly.”

“We have plenty of time to create a new life together and watch the children and grandchildren grow.” He sighed in contentment.

“This is just the beginning.” She lifted her chin off his chest and looked down at him. “We should get up and get dressed. Max and Josephine are collecting their children at ten. I promised Heather I would help with setting out the food for when they get back.”

“One more moment.” Jake pulled her back down by his side. “I just want one more moment alone with you before the day begins.”

“Are you okay?” Lana stroked his chest as a shuddering breath passed through him.

“Yes.” He sighed again. “We came so close to losing it all because of Elliot. I just want to take a moment, a snapshot in time so I never forget how lucky I am. It’s taken me a long time to feel that way. When our parents died and during all the years that followed, before you came into my life, I thought our luck was gone. My luck was gone.”

“I’m here. Your family is here.” Lana cupped his face in her hands. “And we will be happy for the rest of our lives. Or fate will have me to answer to. I’ve had enough pain and drama to last this lifetime and the next.”

“And now we have enough love for this lifetime and the next.” He brushed her hair back from her face. “This is the image I want to remember forever. My mate. In my arms. Right where she belongs.”

“And right where she is going to stay.” Lana kissed his mouth. “I love you, Jake.”

“I love you, Mrs. Jake Harrison.” He kissed her, sealing their love.

Sometimes it was hard to see the destination along the winding road life traveled. However, as Lana held him close, she knew this was where she was always destined to be. In the arms of a man she could love and honor for the rest of her life.

And the next.
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