
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Rancher Bear

    

    



      Terry Bolryder

    

  

  
    Contents

    
      
        
        Copyright
        

      

      
        
        
        Chapter 1
        

        
        
        Chapter 2
        

        
        
        Chapter 3
        

        
        
        Chapter 4
        

        
        
        Chapter 5
        

        
        
        Chapter 5
        

        
        
        Chapter 6
        

        
        
        Chapter 7
        

        
        
        Chapter 8
        

        
        
        Chapter 9
        

        
        
        Chapter 10
        

        
        
        Chapter 11
        

        
        
        Epilogue
        

        
        
        .99 Sale Polar Bear boxed Set
        

        
        
        Also by Terry
        

      

    

    

  

  
    
    

    
      Copyright © 2015 by Terry Bolryder

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Cover Design by Melody Simmons of eBookindiecovers

    

    
      
        
        [image: ]
        
      

      
        
          
          Created with Vellum
          
        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      Jesse pressed Bonnie against the wall of the barn, her hands pushing against his chest, both of them heaving hard breaths after the strongest kiss of their lives.

      “It’s wrong,” she said. “Seth and I are only taking a break. We’ll get back together again. We always do.”

      “He doesn’t love you,” Jesse said. “I can.”

      She pushed hard, gasping, and he finally stepped back. He was impossibly bigger than her, with his hulking muscle and tall height. His blond hair was swept back in a low, short pony, and several strands were hanging loose in his face, framing fiery blue eyes.

      “Has he ever kissed you like that?” Jesse rasped. “He can’t, can he? No one can.”

      Jesse’s eyes glowed in the dim light of the barn, where they hid from his brothers and her friends, who would never understand what had happened.

      Bonnie had been drawn to him from the moment he’d visited her and Ruby at the hospital where she’d been admitted for a bad stomach flu.

      From the first glance, lightning had struck between them.

      There was just one problem.

      She’d been engaged.

      But not anymore. At least for now. When she’d gotten home, she and Seth had fought over the length of her stay and the fact that he hadn’t cared when she’d been sick. Seeing her friend Ruby with her man, Shane, had made it clear just how much was missing between her and Seth, and she’d needed to take some time to think.

      She also had to come out to visit her friend and celebrate her wedding. The couple had quietly eloped, but they still invited her and her friend Harmony down to visit after the honeymoon.

      So here she was, almost shacking up with the groom’s brother.

      Just great.

      But she and Seth would get back together. They always did. They’d been friends since childhood. Well, if you could call friends a one-sided exchange that always seemed to benefit Seth and not her.

      However, Seth had always been everything she’d wanted in a relationship. He was refined, came from a good family. Handsome, the right height, tall but not too tall. Intelligent and educated. A veterinarian, while she was only his assistant.

      Okay, they'd gone to school together, but she’d been fine starting a practice with him. It was natural for a boyfriend and girlfriend to partner up. And besides, as Seth had said, she wasn’t the type to start something up on her own. She was too mild. Too meek.

      She didn’t feel mild and meek right now, with her heart thundering hard over a kiss nothing like anything she’d had before from a man who looked like he’d stepped out of a mountain fantasy.

      Jesse was wearing a denim top and bottom, as he often did, and beneath that, the powerful muscles of his chest strained under a white tee. His thighs—dear goodness, his thighs, which had been pressed against her a moment ago—they were heavenly. The feel of hard muscle…

      Jesse wasn’t anything she wanted intellectually. He was all wrong for her and her family. She had duties to fulfill.

      But just right now, while bad for her mind, he was so good for her body.

      Jesse thumped a hand on his leg and strode across the barn to one of his horses, putting his hand through the animal’s mane and uttering soothing words, though she didn’t know if it was for the horse or himself.

      In the time she’d spent at Bear Haven, she’d noticed a marked difference between Jesse and his brothers. He was more cooped up, almost had a cramped feeling about him, as if he kept everything packed down deep inside.

      But his eyes. His blue eyes were always burning. Especially when he looked at her.

      His expression was cool in the semidarkness. “What makes you think you two will get back together this time?” he asked. “You left. Don’t you think that’s a bad sign?”

      “I needed time to think,” she said tremulously.

      “He can’t give you everything,” Jesse murmured.

      “I know,” Bonnie said. “But neither can you.”

      Jesse walked forward and caught her by the arm just as she was about to reach the exit, where light was streaming through. “You know you’ll never be satisfied with a man like him.”

      She narrowed her eyes on him, a flashing light green like spring trees. “I’d never be satisfied with you either.” She shook her red hair and jerked her arm away from his warm grasp, no matter how she wanted to stay there. “As much as you seem to think otherwise.”

      “I’ll win you over, Bon,” Jesse said in a deep voice as she opened the door to the barn with a loud creak. “You can’t run forever.”

      She just shook her head and sighed as she let the door close behind her, keeping the memories of what just happened between them safely tucked away.

      Just like she wanted them.

      She walked toward the main house and saw Ruby striding toward her. She still wasn’t used to how different Ruby looked since taking up residence in Montana. She’d traded cute skirts and trendy shoes and tops for flannel, jeans, and sturdy cowboy boots. And she looked absolutely glowing with happiness.

      Ruby threw her arms around her and held her tight. “Where were you? I’ve been looking for you.”

      “Oh, just on a walk,” Bonnie said, feeling guilty for misleading her friend, but not ready to hear her reaction to what had happened with Jesse. With the chemistry between them, it was bound to happen.

      “Well, don’t disappear on me. I don’t get a lot of time with you. I have to use what I have.”

      “Okay,” Bonnie said, nodding and hoping to hide her flush.

      “And how is Harmony doing?” Ruby asked.

      “Why don’t you ask her yourself when she gets here in a few days?” Bonnie asked.

      Ruby frowned, her beautiful pink lips pursed. “I can’t wait that long.”

      “We keep in touch over Facebook, you silly creature,” Bonnie said. Still, the feel of her arm around Ruby’s waist was nice. Familiar. The three of them had been friends since becoming roommates in a shared apartment their first year of college, despite going to different schools. It had just worked out well.

      Ruby had light-blond hair, so light it was nearly as light as her pale skin. She had cornflower-blue eyes and a complexion Bonnie always envied. She herself had thick, bright, carrot-red hair and green eyes and a ghostly pale complexion dotted with freckles.

      Also, while Ruby was curvy and fashionable and seemed to own it, Bonnie had always felt shy about her size. Perhaps it had to do with the cruel words her mom had always said to her about it. About how she should be lighter, how lazy she looked. But no matter what she did, no matter how she exercised or tried the latest diet plan, nothing worked.

      So she’d grown to accept it. And Seth had never had an issue with it. Then again, sometimes she and Seth had felt more like friends than lovers anyway. Their kisses had been perfunctory, and their sex?

      Well, they’d decided to wait until marriage, though she hadn’t told either of her friends about it.

      They picked on Seth enough.

      “So are you breaking up with that jerk for sure this time?” Ruby said eagerly, opening a raw wound without meaning to. “Because I think you should just move out here, find you a mountain man, and work on the ranch.”

      Bonnie sighed. “I don’t know what you all have against Seth. I’ve never felt the same way about another man.”

      “You mean comfortable? Safe? Secure?” Ruby said sardonically.

      Bonnie nodded. “There’s nothing wrong with that. We’ll have a good life. A secure one.”

      “So why did you cut him off, then?” Ruby asked, folding her arms and cocking a hip. “You hoping it’ll make him change? It never has before.”

      “Well, I never ran off to a ranch before,” Bonnie said. “And yeah, I don’t know. Maybe I am hoping for some passionate gesture. Maybe I just need space to think. I don’t know, girl.”

      Ruby’s blue eyes softened and she looked out at the land around them. “Well, this is the perfect place to come. I’m here if you need to talk, and you have all the space you could want. That’s for sure.”

      “I’m glad,” Bonnie said. “Still, can you imagine? Seth running to the rescue?”

      “You’ve never needed to be rescued,” Ruby said. “Frankly, you’ve done all the saving in that relationship.”

      “What do you mean?” Bonnie asked.

      “Nothing,” Ruby said, pressing her lips together. Bonnie got the feeling her friends often kept something back from her. But the part of her that wanted to stay in her comfortable denial of whatever it was didn’t care to ask them what they thought.

      She should know better than anyone else what was good for her. Harmony had perfectly terrible taste in men, and before Ruby had met Shane, her hot, tall, dark and handsome mountain cowboy, she had dated only disappointments as well.

      And perhaps not everyone needed the kind of passion Ruby shared with her mate. Maybe some people were more suited to a quiet passion. Raising a pair of perfect Persian cats, and running a successful vet clinic that brought her into contact with all the animals she could want.

      She wondered if she’d have a chance later to go see the horses, when Jesse wasn’t around. He liked to be around the stables, and she sensed he was almost more comfortable with animals than people.

      A strange trait for a rancher that owned several restaurants that served his own premium beef.

      “What’s that look on your face?” Ruby asked, catching her dreamy expression as she’d been zoning out. “I’ve never seen you look like that.”

      “Nothing,” Bonnie said quickly. “Come on. Let’s go meet Shane. You said we were all having lunch together?”

      She gulped. She hoped Jesse missed that meeting. He should have gotten the hint from what she’d said in the barn, yet she had the feeling if she spent more time with him, especially alone, she’d be taking those words back and he’d be taking her up against the barn door.

      She felt her pale cheeks flame and walked intentionally ahead of Ruby to hide it. What had gotten into her, thinking of such things when she was planning to get back together with Seth?

      But she also knew many people planned things, only to prove themselves wrong later. She hoped that wasn’t the case here.

      But when she walked into the private dining room where Shane was waiting, she was dismayed to see Jesse had somehow gotten there first. He was leaning back on his chair with his hands lazily placed behind his head, a placid expression on his unbearably handsome face.

      And he was looking at her with no indication that anything had happened, the bastard, when she knew her face would be glowing.

      It was going to be an interminably long two weeks.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      “Did I miss something?” Shane asked, looking from Ruby to Maverick to Jesse and then Bonnie as Fanny served them lunch.

      “No,” Bonnie said a little too quickly.

      Jesse kept a smile from quirking his lips. He liked that he had an effect on the woman, that he managed to get her riled up. He’d never seen her riled over her city boy lover, so that had to be a good sign.

      He’d known she was his mate from the minute he met her, when Shane had sent him down the mountain to check on his mate’s friends. She’d been in the hospital then, looking beautiful with her bright-red hair splayed over the pillow, and he’d had a vision of himself in bed with her, his hands twisted through all that gorgeous, fiery hair.

      He’d never felt that way about a woman before.

      And then he’d scented the air and realized something he’d never thought possible. Something about her that no one else in the room had guessed. Maybe no one outside her immediately family.

      But it hadn’t stopped his heart and his bear from wanting her and knowing she was the one.

      And going berserk when he realized she was promised to another.

      How could she, as his mate?

      But she didn’t see it that way, and perhaps her species didn’t recognize their fated mates. The whole thing was completely new, and though his brother, a bear shifter, had mated with a human, he didn’t know of anyone who had this kind of mating relationship.

      But he wasn’t giving up on it.

      While she’d been gone, he’d felt almost like Maverick, his bear wild in his skin, like something was breaking loose. He’d spent a lot of time in his bear form, and Shane had commented on it, but Jesse hadn’t been able to tell him the truth.

      He couldn’t break Bonnie’s privacy like that or face his brother’s indignation about his mate already having a lover. Not that it mattered who she'd been with. It was just that he wasn’t letting anyone else have her future.

      But he had to let her go back to New York and her job, and in the meantime, he’d heard words from Ruby that made him feel reassured that the other man wasn’t as much of a threat as he’d thought.

      To hear her tell it, the man was gay and using Bonnie as a shield against his conservative family. And Bonnie wasn’t aware of what he was doing because she’d never thought she could do better.

      Well, Jesse was going to do something about that. But he had to be careful because Bonnie had a surprisingly feisty nature, and he got the idea that the more you tried to get her to do something she didn’t want, the more she didn’t want it.

      She did want him, though.

      He kept catching her green eyes flicking over to him when she thought he wasn’t looking.

      Well, I am, little hellcat. And one of these days, you’re going to get caught.

      He’d been thinking of what to do about it when Ruby invited her out here for the wedding and her and the sap had broken up anyhow.

      And kissing her had been everything he’d hoped it would be.

      But she was still insisting she’d go back to that limp noodle who could only give her half a life. It’d be one thing if he told her the truth and got her consent to a half marriage. But the fact that she didn’t know? Unforgivable.

      That didn’t make Jesse’s position any easier, though.

      He had to win her, and he had to get the other man out of her life for good. And he’d have to be careful about it, because she was a restless, nervous type who pushed back twice as hard as you pushed on her.

      She sure was pretty, though. With long, dark lashes over stunning eyes like the green leaves of quaking aspens and creamy pale skin like nothing they had here in the country. And a love for animals he definitely shared—a way of caring for them he didn’t have the knowledge for.

      He could just imagine her living here on the land. Their current doctor could use help, and she seemed to love horses. Perhaps he could use that.

      “Whachu you thinking over there?” Mav asked, leaning in and leering. “Bet it has something to do with the redhead.”

      Jesse’s eyes snapped up but closed in relief when he realized Bonnie had gone outside with Ruby while he’d been lost in thought about their future.

      “I see how you look at her,” Mav said, nudging him in the ribs. “Hey, go after it. Buy us a few more months of time.”

      “Why don’t you find a mate?” Jesse retorted bitterly. “And stop hassling the rest of us about it.”

      “Shane found his. Don’t have to worry ‘bout that no more,” Mav said. “But I don’t want a mate. I can wait.”

      “Not for long,” Jesse said. “So maybe you oughta write another of those fake dating profiles like you made for Shane.”

      Maverick raised his big hands in the air. “No way. I learned my lesson there.” He scratched his scruffy chin.

      Jesse’s youngest brother could have been good-looking if he just made half an effort. Instead, he looked like someone who slept on a park bench. And went to the gym all the time, somehow.

      But then, all shifters were buff, bears especially so.

      “Maybe I’ll just wait for one of those fancy New York ladies to come out for a trail ride. I’ll take her up Sunset Canyon, park us by a little waterfall, and…” He made a crude gesture, and Jesse whacked him across the head. “Hey,” Mav said. “Just… trying to take care of business.” He perked up slightly, his dark eyes flashing as they turned in the direction the girls and Shane had walked in. “If you aren’t into the redhead, I might be able to work something there. Take up where her gay boyfriend doesn’t satisfy—”

      He didn’t get to finish because Jesse whacked him much harder this time, and he grinned but knew it was best to shut up.

      “I knew you liked her. Come on. Do it. Save the ranch.”

      Jesse’s eyes narrowed. “I love this ranch. This land. You know I do. But I’m not going to mate for that reason—when I take a mate.”

      Mav just tilted his head and stared at him sideways.

      Jesse stood to leave, brushing off his cowboy hat and placing it over his head. “I’m going for a ride.”

      Mav said nothing, just leaned on his elbow and stared after him. But who cared what was going on in Mav’s brain? Most of the time, that bear was half crazy.

      

      

      Bonnie took advantage of the quiet of the late afternoon to go out to the stables and see the horses again. This time, hopefully, without Jess around.

      The McAllister brothers had a truly beautiful arrangement of horses, in a high-end barn equipped with everything a horse could need. They had beautiful Arabians, quarter horses, stock horses, and thoroughbreds.

      Bonnie’s training with large animals had been her favorite part of vet school, but Seth had wanted to open a clinic in the city, where most of the pets were dogs and cats and other domestic small animals.

      Still, sometimes Bonnie thought being a vet somewhere like this, on a farm or a ranch, breathing all that wild mountain air and spending time with beautiful, majestic horses, would be the ideal situation with her.

      Then Seth’s voice would echo in her ear, reminding her they were made for each other, always had been, and they were civilized people in a civilized world and should stay close to the city and their families.

      Bonnie had never cared as much about image as Seth did. She sighed as she walked along the stalls, looking each horse over. She was smart enough to know the most beautiful horse wasn’t the best to ride. Beauty was on the inside; anyone who’d been around them much knew that.

      “You looking to take a ride?” A deep voice boomed out, echoing in the barn.

      Bonnie turned around to see Maverick, the youngest and roughest of the McAllister brothers, striding toward her. As usual, he was dressed in dirty, worn denim and a cowboy hat that shaded his already dark eyes. He took it off when he reached her, revealing shaggy, dark hair.

      “I was thinking about it,” she said. “I haven’t ridden much, though. Didn’t get a lot of time in New York.”

      “I can pick one for ya,” he said.

      She thought about it. Maverick leaned on one hip lazily, but she didn’t miss the shrewd glint in his eye. Maverick had been the one to lure her friend Ruby out here under false pretenses, and even if that had worked out fine once Ruby found her husband, Bonnie still didn’t really trust Maverick.

      But he was the lead trail runner and the one who took the visitors up on the horses on rides through the wild Montana mountains. Perhaps this was the one thing in which he could be trusted.

      “Who would you recommend?” she asked.

      She saw the corner of his mouth quirk, a triumphant light in his eyes, and knew he was up to something. Still, she’d give it a chance first. She really did want to go for a ride if possible, and she’d take Maverick’s company over Jesse’s. Jesse made her nervous. He made her feel things she never had. Things she had no business feeling when she was going to be engaged again to another man.

      Even if that man never made her nervous to see him.

      It was an odd thought.

      “Here, this is Willow,” Mav said, pointing to a beautiful grey mare that was tall and graceful. Her mane was dark grey and her dark eyes flashed as Bonnie came close.

      Bonnie always got the idea that animals could see straight into you. As a vet who had cared for them, she’d often found it unnerving how much emotion seemed to show in their eyes at times.

      She looked into Willow’s eyes for another moment and liked what she saw. Screw Maverick and whatever he was trying to pull.

      “Is she trained for trail riding?” she asked.

      Maverick raised an eyebrow, looking a little taken aback by that. “Well, I wasn’t planning for you to go alone,” he said.

      “Hm,” she said, flattening her lips. “Let me guess. You were thinking I would go with Jesse?”

      He got a childish smile on his lips and shrugged. “Mebbe.”

      She laughed and leaned in against Willow, who snorted but stayed close. Willow seemed happy to have human company. She wondered how often each of the horses were ridden. According to Ruby, it was a slow season for the ranch right now.

      “I know you all are desperate to marry,” she said, stroking the horse's beautiful neck. “But you can leave me out of that. I have a man.”

      “You mean the fruitcake?”

      She gasped and swatted at Maverick, who stepped back. “How dare you! You don’t know anything about Seth.”

      Mav shrugged again. He had a way of making the whole world seem irrelevant with those big shoulders. “Fine. But where is he now? Didn’t come with you, did he?”

      “He’s busy with work,” Bonnie said, pushing away her uneasiness.

      “You ran out on him, and he didn’t follow you. Is that it?” Mav asked, folding his burly arms.

      She felt a blush coming on. Curse her stupid pale, redhead complexion. “No. He wasn’t supposed to.”

      “But any good man would, right?” Mav shook his head. “You don’t send your woman off to the Montana wilderness alone. It’s like sending her off with wild bears.” He looked pleased with his joke, and Bonnie felt a spark of nerves as she looked back and into his eyes.

      Then she turned back to the horse. She didn’t know how much Maverick thought he knew, but she wasn’t going to dignify any of his guessing with a response.

      She’d kept her secret too long to be throwing it away on the likes of him.

      Judgmental country bumpkin who needed a haircut.

      When Harmony came down in a few days, she’d show Mav what for.

      “Don’t you think he should have come, though?” he asked. “If it were my woman—”

      “You don’t have a woman,” she said. “And you and your brothers only want one to save the ranch.”

      Ma nodded. “Could be true. But like Shane, maybe we could come to want one for different reasons. I like your friend Harmony. Sassy mouth. Hot lips.”

      “She doesn’t like you,” Bonnie spat, trying to be mean. She didn’t like the idea of Harmony with this hooligan, and Harmony had exactly the kind of wrong taste in men to fall for him.

      Mav just laughed and put his hands behind his head. “Naw, she likes me.” He grabbed riding equipment off the wall and walked over to Willow. “Should I get her ready to ride?”

      Bonnie nodded. “But you said I’m not going alone, and I’m not going with Jesse. So what, then?”

      “I’ll take you,” Mav said, jerking his head at the tall horse in the stall next to Willow. “Maple’s due for a ride and would like the air.”

      She glowered at him, wondering what his angle was.

      “No funny business. I promise,” he said. “I’m just taking you on the trail, as is my job. I’m not interested in you anyway.”

      “Good,” she said.

      “I mean, if you wanted to ditch fruitcake, I’d be willing to make a woman out of you to save the ranch, but you ain’t my mate exactly.”

      She tried to keep her lip from curling any farther in disgust. “No thank you,” she said firmly.

      Maverick said nothing. Not much could ruffle him. He was better at ruffling the feathers of others. Jesse seemed to be the only one with an impact on the big bear of a man.

      The thought of Jesse made her weak in the knees again, and Mav jerked his head up, eyes narrowed.

      “You like him,” he said.

      She blinked. “Do not.”

      Mav grinned. “You didn’t even ask who I meant,” he said. “What if I was talking about fruitcake?”

      “That’s a really offensive term,” she said.

      “I’m not PC,” he said. “Don’t have to be.”

      “And what exactly do you mean by it?”

      He opened his mouth as if to blurt out something and then took a deep breath and, using more restraint than he probably had in his entire life combined, closed it. “I don’t know.”

      “Exactly,” she said.

      “But I do think he’s not a man if he doesn’t chase after his woman when she’s in trouble.”

      “I’m not in trouble,” she said.

      “He don’t know that,” Mav grumbled. Then he opened the stalls and led the fully saddled horses out. He handed Bonnie a pair of reins when they got outside. “You okay getting up into the saddle?”

      “Sure,” she said, putting a foot into the stirrup and swinging up over the top of the horse. Willow nickered and then settled as she got used to the Bonnie's weight on her back.

      “Let’s ride out,” Mav said, getting on his horse and starting out beside her. He looked beyond comfortable, at home in the saddle, and Bonnie wondered how many years of riding it would take to look like that when one rode.

      She followed Mav off the main path in front of the lodge and toward some trees that grouped up over a road that headed up to wind around the front of the mountain after going through a wide, grassy plain.

      As they walked, she enjoyed the clomp-clomp of the hooves and the gentle side-to-side sway of riding. It had been too long. Maverick made awesome, quiet company, and she guessed this was exactly what she needed.

      As they progressed farther on the trail, she felt the sun occasionally hidden by clouds and an occasional gust that felt cool. She looked up at the gray clouds above her and wondered if maybe they should head back. They’d ridden for at least an hour, and it would take time to get to shelter.

      She didn’t know how Willow would take to getting caught in the rain, and Bonnie didn’t feel confident enough as a rider to guide her through it.

      She turned in her saddle to ask Maverick whether they should go and gaped when she saw nothing behind her. Just a wide-open plain in front of her and trees all around. She couldn’t even make out the lodge in the distance, and she wasn’t sure exactly the right direction to turn in.

      Her heart pounded in her chest as she considered her predicament.

      Maverick had left her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    
    
      Jesse beat his hat against his leg in frustration as he walked out of the office where he’d just had a conference call with one of his restaurant managers.

      He didn’t know why he’d gotten into the business in the first place, except that he wanted to raise cattle fairly and humanely and sell high-quality beef without cutting corners or hurting animals.

      But at times like this, when the whole thing just seemed like a load of trouble and he couldn’t get the image of a pair of wild green eyes and soft pink lips out of his mind, he needed to go to the stables.

      The animals there calmed him. Seemed to sense his unease and want to do something about it, not that it was their job. He felt in his jacket pocket for sugar cubes he would feed to the horses. He liked the feel of their grasping lips scraping eagerly over his palm. Liked the way they seemed happy about the smallest things.

      Unlike humans, who seemed like nothing could make them happy.

      He was surprised to see Maverick headed back toward the barn, leading one of their gentle horses, Maple, by the reins.

      Jesse gave him a once-over, wondering what was up. Mav never took the trail horses out without a customer. “What are you doing?” he asked.

      Mav looked up, startled, at Jesse’s words, and for a moment, he forgot to hide the guilty look in his eyes.

      Jesse’s guts tightened in suspicion. “Where’s Bonnie? You seen her around?”

      Maverick scratched his head and tried to get around Jesse to get in the barn. “Maybe.”

      Jesse’s jaw went taut and he got in front of his brother, blocking him off with his large form. Mav was big, but Jesse was massive, and he wasn’t going to let Mav get out of his sight until he explained.

      “She wanted to ride,” Mav said, sliding Jesse a shrewd look as he handed him Maple’s reins. Mav then folded his arms and looked up at the sky. “Looks like rain.” His dark eyes met Jesse’s. “Hope she heads back soon.”

      Jesse scented the air and faintly caught wildflowers after a summer rain. Bonnie’s scent. He reached out and grabbed his brother by the collar. “What did you do?”

      Mav struggled to get free halfheartedly. “Nothing. I put her on Willow. She’s a good horse. She’ll be fine.” He eyed the skies. “Provided someone gets her back here soon.”

      Jesse let him go with a shove and ran a hand through his blond hair. “Where did you take her?”

      Mav shrugged. “I didn’t say I took her anywhere. You jumped to that conclusion on your own.” He turned his back on his brother, and Jesse could almost sense his self-satisfaction.

      Damn Maverick, always doing stupid things and thinking he was right about it.

      “I was just saying I think someone should go after her,” he said, raising his hands innocently. “Maybe it oughta be you.”

      Jesse sighed in resignation. He didn’t mind going out after his mate—the woman he wanted for his mate. It was just that he didn’t need Maverick interfering and messing things up. And he definitely didn’t need him to put Bonnie in danger.

      He caught Maverick by the arm and swung him around, getting right up in his face and finally making Mav lose the smirk he’d been sporting. “I’m going after her, all right. But I don’t need your help to do it, and if anything happens to my mate because of your stupid trick, you’re worse than dead when I get back.”

      Maverick just laughed nervously, shook himself free, and walked off. “You got a mate to catch. I’d hurry if I were you.”

      Jesse looked at the sky and then down at the reins in his hand. Then he cursed, mounted the pony, and kicked lightly on the sides, urging it forward in the direction of Bonnie’s scent.

      If anything happened to her…

      But he’d find her. And he had to do it quick, before the rain fell, obscuring her scent or startling her horse.

      Jesse already knew he cared about Bonnie, but it was never clearer than at that moment.

      There was a particular kind of fear at thinking your mate was in danger, and right now, it was slicing Jesse straight to the bone. He didn’t know what he’d do with her when he got back, but he’d get her back all the same.

      “Hah!” he said, and the mare took off at a gallop.

      

      

      Bonnie held the reins in her hand and gently but persistently tried to lead Willow back in the direction she thought they’d come in.

      “Come on, girl,” she said. “The sooner we get back, the sooner you’re safe and warm in your stall.”

      The horse didn’t seem to care what Bonnie said, and the rain that had been a light drizzle began to fall more heavily as another crack of thunder sounded overhead, booming over the remote land around them.

      Bonnie sighed as Willow pawed at the ground, tossing her head. She was getting antsy, and she’d only get worse if the sounds got louder. But she was digging in when Bonnie tried to lead her. Bonnie guessed she might as well try to ride at that point, but when she swung a foot into the stirrup and was about to get on, a louder crack of thunder boomed and the horse whinnied and reared, dropping Bonnie to the ground with an, "Oof."

      Bonnie rolled to her side and raised her hand to shade her eyes from the rain just in time to see Willow galloping off in the distance, presumably in the direction of home.

      At least Willow probably knew where she was going and would get home safely soon.

      That thought made Bonnie feel better, despite a sharp pain in her ankle that made her wince as she tried to move it. Just a sprain, she thought, as she tenderly moved it with her hand. And it would be gone in a few hours for someone of her species.

      She was no bear, but she had shifter healing all the same.

      She pushed herself to her feet and limped toward the trees where the horse had disappeared but felt her foot give out underneath her as she tripped forward onto the tall grass in front of her.

      Tears bit her eyes as she put both hands on the ground and considered her predicament. She was really and truly alone.

      And Maverick was right.

      Seth didn’t care if she was in trouble.

      She could die out here on this grass and no one would know. Well, that was overdramatic. She would hopefully be fine, despite the ever increasing rain and the louder and closer lightning and thunder.

      She decided lying down flat so the trees were a better target than her was a good idea, at least while she waited for her foot to heal, and she put her hand over her eyes to stare up at the sky.

      If one had to be stranded in the middle of a field alone, feeling like no one cared, they might as well be looking at a beautiful Montana sky with great, thundering storm clouds rising like grey, powerful ships in a stormy blue sky. Smaller, smoky clouds swirled around the big giants, and in the distance, the huge mountains around the ranch rose up as if trying to reach the sky.

      Rain fell over her face, wetting her, cleansing her of any silent tears of self-pity, and she found a kind of peace as she lay there, listening to the pitter-patter of the drops.

      She was so involved in listening to the rain that she didn’t hear the approach of hooves in the distance.

      Not until she heard the thud of someone dismounting nearby and running toward her. She didn’t have time to sit up before huge, soaked arms wrapped around her and hugged her against a warm chest.

      “Thank goodness you’re all right,” a gruff, masculine, familiar voice said. The scent of pines and smoke surrounded her. Jesse.

      She put her hands around him tentatively, thinking that if someone was going to come find her after all, it was odd it had to be him.

      Then again, maybe Maverick had planned it this way after all. She was going to give that big bear a piece of her mind when she got back to the ranch.

      Jesse pulled her into his lap, brushing her soaking wet hair out of her face. Rivulets of rain ran down around his perfect nose and curved lips as his solemn, pale-blue eyes studied her. “You okay? What were you doing out here?”

      “I hurt my foot. I was just waiting in a low position until it felt better and then I was going to go back to the ranch.”

      His eyes met hers, and they shared a look of knowing something no one else did. About what she was. “You haven’t even told Ruby, have you?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      “You know you could, now that she knows about us bears.”

      Bonnie shook her head again, more violently this time. Then she winced because the motion made her foot twist slightly and that still hurt. Maybe she’d injured it worse than she thought.

      Jesse stroked her cheek. “Stubborn little wildcat.”

      She flushed, hating how easily he affected her. “I don’t want it to affect our friendship. I don’t want her mad at me for not telling. I don’t want any more stress right at this moment. Not now.”

      Her voice broke on the last words, and she pushed against his chest, trying to get back on the ground. She didn’t need to be close to this dangerous man right now.

      “Hush, wait,” he said, pulling her in and ignoring her struggles as he held her tight against him. “I’ll get you back. Shh. It’s okay.”

      Her heart pounded as she sank in against him and rested in his warmth. The panic in her, the loneliness, all of it seemed to subside as he stayed in the rain with her and held her.

      A loud boom sounded overhead. “We’d better head out,” he said.

      “Okay,” she croaked, still keeping her head bowed and her eyes averted.

      He reached down and tipped up her chin with one calloused hand. “Were you crying? What’s wrong?”

      She shook her head. “That’s ludicrous. I’m from New York. A little busted ankle isn’t going to ruin me.”

      He laughed. “I know. But it seems like something upset you. You didn’t exactly look happy when I saw you lying there staring at the sky.”

      “I felt peaceful,” she said. “It was just before that when I felt mad.”

      He just listened quietly, keeping those huge, reassuring arms around her.

      “I guess when I realized Seth really isn’t coming. That everyone is right and he doesn’t care like I thought he did. And if he doesn’t, nobody does.”

      “Now wait just a minute,” Jesse said. “Your friends care, your family—”

      She waved a hand. “You don’t know my family. I do have good friends. But I mean, someone to care for me… like that.”

      She felt a blush heat her face and turned in against him, not wanting him to see it. But he seemed to understand her need for privacy and didn’t push her harder at that moment.

      Instead, he called for Maple, gesturing for the horse to come forward. She nickered and then did as he asked, coming over so Jesse could stand with Bonnie in his arms and walk over to her.

      He helped her onto the saddle, sitting with both feet over one side, and then swung up behind her in one graceful, strong movement.

      Jesse was somewhat like the rain. Bothersome, catching her when she least expected it, but also clarifying and cool and calming. Her rainstorm on a cloudy day.

      Jesse situated her in front of him and then started the horse moving. It sped up to a slow trot that carried them back toward the trees.

      He was good with animals. Perhaps that’s why he could handle Maverick so well.

      “I’m going to kill my stupid brother when I get back,” he said. “Though I promise you he’s just shortsighted. He wouldn’t ever want you to get hurt. Still, he’s not getting away with it. He went too far this time.”

      “I’m just glad someone came for me,” she said. She wouldn’t say what her heart was begging her to. That she was glad he had come.

      “Anytime,” Jesse said, keeping the horse calm and moving as they entered the woods and the trees shuddered around them, dropping huge plops of water from overhead and trying to startle the horse.

      But Jesse’s calming presence was enough to keep things okay.

      “I’m sorry for what I said. When we kissed in the barn, I mean.”

      “It’s okay,” Jesse said. “I should have been more patient. I didn’t realize how much you were going through.”

      Bonnie laughed. “You’re very patient. I can tell. It’s just, when you’ve been thinking you were meant for someone your whole life, it’s hard to let it go.”

      Jesse was quiet, almost as if he were waiting for her to say something, but she only shook her head with another resigned laugh.

      “Anyway, you don’t need to hear about this. I’m just going to rest now, if that’s okay.”

      Jesse nodded, and Bonnie closed her eyes for a moment. For the first time, in Jesse’s arms, she felt totally safe and accepted.

      The thought bothered her more than it should have.

      

      

      Jesse had held his breath, wondering if she was possibly going to say what he’d been hoping she’d say from the minute he met her. That she was done with the bastard who kept hurting her.

      But she hadn’t. She’d simply wanted to rest, and after the day she’d had, he could appreciate that.

      Still, he wanted to go track the bastard down for making her cry. He’d assumed she wasn’t that into the man, based on how normal she’d been acting since she came back after the breakup. He’d thought he could just move in now that the other man was out of the way.

      But it was more complicated than he’d thought. Even if being out in the rain had made things a little clearer for her.

      Jesse didn’t want any woman to feel alone and unprotected, but if that was what it took to see the truth so she could let a good man in who would protect her, then so be it.

      And he’d be there to rescue her whenever she needed it. Come hell or high water. He wasn’t the smartest of his brothers; that was Shane. And he wasn’t the roughest; that was Maverick. But in his own way, he was the strongest. The most even-keeled. The most patient.

      All of these things could help him win Bonnie, he hoped.

      When they got back to the ranch, Ruby came running out to meet them, Shane following right behind.

      “Oh my gosh, Bonnie! What happened?” Ruby cried out, running up to the horse and coming to a halt as Shane pulled his mate back against his chest to give the horse room as Jesse carefully dismounted with Bonnie in his arms.

      “She’s okay,” Jesse said. “Just fell off a horse.”

      “Did not!” Bonnie piped up, sitting up in his arms. “I was trying to remount her and the thunder made her run. I fell on my ankle.”

      Jesse set her gingerly down to test it, and when she winced, he scooped her easily up again. “I’m taking her inside to deal with the injury.”

      “I can do it,” Ruby said, coming forward.

      Shane put a hand up. “Jesse’s got it. He has some first aid training. Why don’t you let him take a look and you and I can wait downstairs and see if there’s anything they need us to go to town for.”

      Bonnie nodded. “I know you can’t stand the sight of injuries, Ruby. I don’t want you fainting on me.”

      Ruby let out a sigh. “I wish I was all medical like you, Bon. Do you want me to come with you, though?”

      “No, let Jesse get me settled and my foot wrapped, and then he’ll call you up.”

      Ruby nodded and stepped aside so Jesse could walk with his small burden to the front door.

      He hadn’t known Ruby was so sensitive to blood or bruises, but he guessed it made sense. Shane wouldn’t step between his mate and her friends over nothing.

      “I’m sorry you have to keep carrying me,” Bonnie said.

      “It’s becoming kind of a habit, isn’t it?” he teased gently as he carried her up the stairs to the second floor of the lodge. He walked down the hall to her bedroom, knocked even though no one was in there, and then pushed open the door with his foot.

      He set her on the bed inside.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, looking up apologetically. Her red hair was waving slightly now that it was damp, and her bright-green eyes were glowing, either from pain or stress. Or maybe something else, but he didn’t dare hope for that.

      Instead, he made sure she was situated and walked to the first aid closet and grabbed gauze and tape.

      He sat on the bed next to her, pulled up her jeans, and pulled off her sock, ignoring her quiet gasp at his touch, and ran his finger over the grazed skin of her ankle. It would definitely bruise, but it looked to be already healing.

      “It’s going to be fine,” he said. “I’m just going to tape it for support in the meantime.”

      “Okay,” she said, leaning back to get comfortable while he did it.

      Damn, she had a beautiful body. Jesse had to work hard to keep his focus on her delicate little foot as he worked.

      He decided to ask her questions to keep his mind focused on anything but the sweet, floral scent in the room that was all her. “Why did you say sorry when I set you down?” he asked.

      “Oh, that,” she said. “Because I’m heavy.”

      His eyebrows shot up and he couldn’t resist looking at her. She had to be joking. “You? You’re tiny.”

      She gaped at him. “I’m not tiny!” She shoved at his shoulder playfully. “You’re the only man who would say that, and that’s because you’re an absolute beast.”

      “I am if you want me to be,” he said, giving her a grin that was so infrequent it almost seemed it was stretching his face. But it also felt good, natural, and when she took in the warmth of his smile, her whole face seemed to slacken in shock.

      Then she contained herself and fidgeted with her hands in her lap as he finished the wrap and used tape to secure it.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll be fine now if you want to send Ruby up.”

      He frowned. He didn’t want to send Ruby up. He wanted to take care of her himself. But she wasn’t his. Not yet.

      Too bad looking at her, her gorgeous red hair in soaked disarray, her skin still dewy from rain, and her eyes glistening like the most beautiful foliage on a sunny day, he suddenly felt his stalwart patience abandon him.

      He wanted her.

      Now.

      Here.

      He turned away and faced the door, steeling his resolve to leave. He had to be careful. He had to—

      He was cut off as he felt her soft hand turning his face as her lips caught his for a gentle kiss. It was soft, delicate, just like the touch of rain on summer grass. He breathed into it and took her mouth deeper, and she sighed slightly against him before pulling back.

      Tension hung in the air between them, electric and crackling, like the feeling just before lightning strikes.

      He stood abruptly. “Thank you,” he said stiffly.

      She giggled. Actually giggled. A magical sound that made him instantly hard and even more tense than he already felt. He had to get out of here, now.

      “No, that was to thank you, silly,” she said. “For coming to rescue me.”

      “Of course,” he said. “I wouldn’t have done anything different.”

      She nodded. “Get Ruby.”

      He stared at her.

      “Please.”

      He gritted his teeth. Why did his body seem so insistent on staying? But with a little more effort, he got himself moving, walking toward the door.

      When he stopped just before exiting, he turned back for one more look at her, curvy and beautiful and needing someone to help her change out of her wet clothes.

      That had to be Ruby. It couldn’t be him. If he did it, he’d help himself to his sweet mate’s curves and ruin everything by going too fast.

      No, if she was going to realize Seth wasn’t the man for her and Jesse was, then she had to do it on her own. And not feel like Jesse had pushed her.

      So with a silent nod to the woman he was already coming to love more than his own life, he left.
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      Bonnie was quiet as her friend helped her change and get dried off. She was still overwhelmed from her time alone in the rain and her realizations about Seth and what that meant for the future.

      “I’m so glad you’re all right,” Ruby said, gently pulling warm sweats over Bonnie’s now dry legs. “And that Jesse was able to find you.”

      “Me too,” Bonnie said.

      Ruby pulled back and studied her friend. Her cornflower-blue eyes were so obviously concerned that Bonnie fidgeted, not knowing what to say.

      “You seem sad,” Ruby said. “And that’s not like you. I’ve seen you deal with the worst family in the world for years and not look this sad. What’s getting to you?”

      Bonnie sighed and adjusted her pillow so she could rest against the headboard. She looked up at the ceiling and fought back the tears that threatened to come again. “What am I doing with my life, Ruby?” she croaked out against a tight throat. “I’m waiting here on a ranch for a man that’ll never come. That never cared enough. When I was out there in the rain alone, I realized it. Seth and I have broken up before, but I’ve never left him. I guess a part of me thought he’d break everyone’s expectations and come running after me.”

      Ruby nodded somberly, not a trace of judgment on her pale, beautiful face.

      “But he won’t. He’ll wait for me to come crawling back. Because we were meant for each other. Because our families wanted it. Because he’s all I’ve ever had.” She swiped at her eyes angrily. “You know, he can be a good friend at times. He’s just… such a terrible lover.”

      Ruby nodded again, tucking blond hair behind her ear. Bonnie had always envied Ruby’s pale hair, compared to her own carrot-y red. Seth had called it blinding. But with Jesse, Bonnie felt beautiful. With Jesse, she felt all the things she’d long given up on feeling.

      “Do you know we haven’t even made love?” Bonnie asked, looking timidly up at her friend through lowered lashes. “I’ve tried to initiate a few times, but—”

      “Bonnie, there’s been something I’ve been meaning to say,” Ruby said hesitantly, but Bonnie held up a hand.

      “And I’m sick of it. I’m sick of being a grown woman who can’t enjoy everything life has to offer.” She twisted her hands in her lap and looked out the small, rain-soaked window to her left. She could see the ranch and the mountains in the distance. “Maybe I’m done with Seth.”

      Rain pattered against the glass, puncturing the silence as Ruby considered her words. “I wouldn’t blame you.”

      Bonnie’s head snapped up. “But then again, my family—”

      “For goodness sakes, Bon, stop living for your family. They won’t give a rat’s ass if you’re unhappy, so live the way you want,” Ruby spat. “Ever since I’ve known you, I’ve seen you cow to them. But now that you’re coming to see how unhappy you are, I can’t just keep my mouth shut. Leave his ass.”

      “I did,” Bonnie said softly. Truthfully, she still felt like a bad person, like she was breaking all the rules. And she was.

      But things were more complicated than Ruby or anyone else, even Jesse, realized. For shifters of her species, going outside the breed was unthinkable. And there were very few of her kind left to procreate with.

      And she was supposed to keep the line going, not step out of line with a hot bear shifter when there was every possibility they would never reproduce.

      Even if something inside her said he belonged to her and things would be okay. But she had to think about more than herself and her wants. At least for now.

      But truthfully, if Seth came for her, she’d have to go with him. It was just how things were. It had been promised a long time ago. But she wouldn’t run back to him.

      “I’ve seen the way you look at Jesse,” Ruby said softly, a small smile playing at the corners of her red lips. “Maybe you could explore something there. Since you’re here anyway.”

      Bonnie grinned, feeling guilty at how happy the thought of that made her. “I don’t know.”

      “I’ve seen the way he looks at you.” Ruby continued, looking hopeful that Bonnie wouldn’t bolt or stop listening.

      Bonnie knew she’d frustrated her friends by being stubborn over the years, by not listening to them about what they wanted to say about Seth.

      “I know,” Bonnie said. “How do I know he doesn’t just want to save the land?” Ruby looked at her guiltily, and Bonnie nodded. “Yes, I know about that. And I appreciate that you haven’t tried to pull me and Harmony into it.”

      Ruby shrugged. “Not that I’d mind if my friends came out to Montana to live on the most beautiful piece of land on earth with me. But I just want you to be happy.”

      Bonnie nodded. “I know.” The rain was starting to lighten up, and she could see rays of sunlight starting to penetrate the cloudy darkness. “Being happy is complicated sometimes.”

      “Or sometimes it’s as simple as taking what’s right in front of you. Just under your nose.”

      Bonnie laughed. “You just want me to fall in love with him after rescuing me, like you did with Shane.”

      “It’s a little bit hot, right?” she asked. “Being rescued by a big, beautiful Montana cowboy.”

      Bonnie grinned. “A little bit, yeah.” She flopped on the bed, feeling heat rush to her face. “Fine, a lot, if I take Seth out of the picture.”

      “Then take him out,” Ruby said. “He’s gone.”

      “It’s not that simple,” Bonnie said. “There are rules—”

      “What do you mean?” Ruby asked, raising an eyebrow. “Rules?”

      Bonnie’s lips tightened. “Nothing.” How could she explain to her friend that matches were set up from birth for her species? A species that even most shifters weren’t aware of.

      “I don’t know what’s going on with you and Seth. I’ve never understood it. Never pretended to. But I do think you’d regret not taking a chance to explore things between you and Jesse.”

      “Probably,” Bonnie agreed.

      “And sex!” Ruby exclaimed, putting a hand on her chest. “Girl, you don’t know what you’re missing. It can be so hot, so amazing.”

      Bonnie let her mind flood with the inappropriate thoughts she’d been having of Jesse. Jesse naked, Jesse arching, throwing his head back, eyes alight with pleasure. Jesse over her…

      Damn, she could scent her own arousal. She was lucky Ruby wasn’t a shifter.

      “Maybe…” Bonnie trailed off, thinking about it.

      Ruby grinned. “Maybe you should let yourself live a little. Don’t think too hard about it. Just let yourself feel.”

      Bonnie nodded. “I just don’t want to lose control.”

      Ruby leaned in, a stern look on her otherwise soft face. “No offense, Bon, but it’s about time you did.” Then she stood. “I’m going to go get dinner and bring it up here to eat with you.”

      Bonnie sat up, pushing all thoughts of Jesse out of her mind as she looked forward to spending time with her friend. “Won’t Shane mind?”

      “Nah,” Ruby said. “Maybe because he met you and Harmony early, but he's always understood how important my girlfriends are to me, and I like that a lot.” She went to the door. “Fanny outdid herself with the sloppy joes tonight. I’ll be right back so you can taste them. You have no idea what you’ve been missing out on.”

      Bonnie frowned as she tilted her head and considered her friend’s words. Ruby was right. She didn’t even know what she was missing out on, not having sex or romantic love in her life.

      Maybe it was time to find out.

      

      

      Jesse was putting things away in his cabin and getting ready to turn in for the night when he heard a knock on the door that made him stand ramrod straight with awareness.

      He’d never heard a knock like that before. Quiet. Feminine.

      And the haunting scent that wafted through the wood to him, bitter wildflowers and rain.

      Bonnie.

      But what was she doing out there this late at night? He hadn’t seen her at dinner when he’d eaten with his brothers, and he’d missed her presence even more than he expected. Maverick had noted his restlessness, which was impressive because the black eye he had from Jesse’s fist after leaving Bonnie out there alone made it hard to see anything.

      But Jesse had remained quiet, not knowing what he’d say to his brothers, if anything, and simply come back here after dinner to sit alone in his living room and listen to the rain that was hitting off and on and had been all day.

      He loved the sound of it on his roof, on his windowpanes. All around, rhythmic and soothing.

      When he’d seen Bonnie lying in the field, looking tired but so peaceful, he’d wondered if they really were kindred spirits in more ways than just being mates.

      He took a deep breath, steeled himself to have control, and then walked to the door and opened it. The sight in front of him took his breath away.

      Bonnie in a nightgown with a robe over it, her red hair drenched in rain from running out from the main lodge. And she was holding an overnight bag. Like she was planning on staying…

      He took her by the arms and yanked her inside, slamming the door behind her as possessiveness rammed through him, thinking anyone could have seen her like this.

      She was his. His.

      But her face, hesitant, pale, but with a flush on her high cheekbones, stopped his angry thoughts in their tracks. His eyes trailed down to her parted, plump lips, down to her pointed, feminine chin, down her beautiful column of a neck, and to the swells of her breasts rising up from her buttoned nightgown, squeezed together by the tightly tied robe.

      His mouth went dry, making any attempt to swallow pointless.

      There was only one reason he could think of that she’d be here at this time of night, dressed like this, but he was afraid to hope for it.

      “I…” she said, looking around her. She bit her lip and let out a little breath of relief. “You have a lovely cabin.”

      “Thank you,” he said, sinking onto a couch in disbelief that she was here. Then he realized it was rude and stood again, guided her to a soft chair across from him and then sinking onto the couch again with a groan. This little female was killing him.

      “I didn’t mean to bother you,” she said, twisting her pale hands in her lap as she spoke. Damn, that lap looked soft and inviting. She had the kind of killer curves that started fights in this territory. Wide, generous hips, a cute, curved stomach, and gorgeous breasts that would fill his hands and then some.

      And he had big hands.

      He bit the inside of his cheek to keep from saying anything stupid and told his body to wait and see what the little female wanted.

      No rush, boy.

      “Like I said, I didn’t mean to bother you. It’s just… I was wondering if you’d have sex with me.”

      His jaw fell open. Of all the things he expected to come out of that sinfully beautiful mouth, that was the last one. His heart thudded in his chest as he shifted position to hide the hardness rising between his legs at the thoughts that arose from her request.

      He was torn at this moment, between his want for her, the hot fantasies he’d been having ever since she came back, and the knowledge that she was still hell bent on going back to another man.

      “What about Seth?” he asked tightly. He couldn’t give his everything to her if she was going to leave. He just couldn’t.

      She shook her head, looking sad, and he hated himself for asking. But he felt honesty was always the best policy, and if they were going to do something so personal, so connected, he wanted to know everything was open between them.

      “He isn’t coming,” she said. “I guess I wanted him to. I wanted the whirlwind romance. But I’m accepting that’ll never happen.”

      “So you’re done with him?” he asked tightly, trying to keep his body reined in. The bear in him was roaring.

      Claim the mate. Claim her.

      “I want to be honest with you,” she said. “Things are complicated for my species. We… get matched at birth. There are rules.”

      “I’ll break all of them for you,” he said. “You’re meant for me. Can’t you feel it?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t. I don’t know how it works for bears, but we aren’t taught to listen to feelings like that.”

      “I don’t know,” he said, kneeling in front of her chair and tilting her chin. “There’s so much we don’t know about the wild nature that makes us who we are. But I know I want you. I know you should be mine, and I know I’d fight an army if they came for you.”

      She nodded. “But I want you to respect that I have to make my own choices.” She sighed. “But in all likelihood, Seth won’t come. He's always gone along with our pairing because it was convenient. Because his family liked it. But he hasn’t ever really wanted me. We haven’t even had sex.” She looked up at him, and the shame shining in her eyes distracted him from the shock of what she’d just said.

      “Wait, what?” he asked. “You’re a virgin?”

      She nodded shyly. “In my species it’s not necessary until we want to breed.”

      “If the rules are so stringent, then why doesn’t your ex-fiancé seem to care about them?”

      “He hasn’t had to,” she said, hanging her head. “He gets to live how he wants and get admiration at the same time. He probably assumes I’ll crawl back, afraid of my family.” She met his eyes with fire in their green depths. “But not this time. I’m not going back to him this time. Even if I go back to New York, it won’t be to him.”

      “That’s all I need to know,” Jesse said, picking her up and making her squeak in alarm before throwing her arms around his neck.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Taking you to my bed to do what Seth should have done long ago. And what I would have killed him for doing.”

      Her eyes widened, auburn lashes fluttering in shock just before his lips lowered over hers in a promise. That he would take care of her, please her more than she knew what to do with, make her happy.

      He wouldn’t claim her, but he’d make sure she knew just what it meant to take a bear as a mate. And if Seth ever did come, he’d be happy to kick his kitty ass.

      “I love you,” he said as he kicked open the door to his bedroom. “And now I’m going to show you just how much.”
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      Bonnie didn’t know what she’d expected when she’d shown up at Jesse’s front door, asking for sex. But it wasn’t this.

      He loved her?

      She screwed up her brows in confusion. “You can’t love me. You barely know me.”

      “Bears can have fated mates,” he said gruffly, looking unbearably handsome as he set her gently down on the bed and then started to unbutton the top of his work shirt, making her mouth water.

      He was such a big, beautiful specimen of a man. Bear shifters really were something else.

      “When we see them, we know they’re ours,” he said. “We feel a deep love for them that can’t really be equated to human love. It’s a possessiveness, a state of belonging. It’s been torturing me since I met you and found you were promised to another man.” His bright-blue eyes were blazing heat. “But I had to wait for fate to work things out. You’re my mate, and I knew you'd come to me.”

      He shed his shirt, revealing a beautiful, tanned torso worthy of a male stripper. He unbuttoned his jeans and left them like that, revealing a trail of dark-blond hair that made Bonnie swallow nervously at how much she wanted to see what was lower.

      “How did you know?” she asked, scooting back as he came onto the bed.

      “I just did,” he said. “I can’t explain it.” He backed her up until she was on her back, nearly at the headboard, and he was over her, one hand on either side of her head, hot and virile and ready to go.

      She found the thought of being dominated by all that male strength unbelievably hot.

      “But what if we can’t breed?” she asked. “What if the species thing…”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter, though. Breeding or not, you’re it for me. If not you, I wouldn’t be with anyone, so no point in thinking about it.”

      She didn’t even know what to make of that. She couldn’t make him any promises other than she wouldn’t go running back to Seth on her own.

      She’d had it with him.

      “You’re so overwhelming,” she said, leaning in to bite the skin of his neck as he let out a groan. She dug her nails into his back. “You keep coming at me, saying I’m yours. Confusing me with this mates thing.”

      His muscles felt incredible, soft and hard at the same time and so big. He pressed down against her, melding his hard chest with her soft breasts and she let out a sigh at the satisfactory feel of his weight.

      “I know,” he said. “I don’t know how to do anything halfway.”

      “I’m not making any promises,” she said.

      “I’m not claiming you,” he said. “Yet. When you realize you’re mine, you have to do it on your own. Not feel like I’m pressuring you.” He licked the shell of her inner ear, making her shudder. “But I’m going to give you what you asked for. I’m going to show you what you’ve been missing.”

      “Okay,” she said, feeling an ache inside her she’d never felt before with Seth. She literally felt there was a space inside her that Jesse needed to fill. That would ache forever until he was there, joined with her.

      She writhed against him, pressing her hips to his, but he put a hand down, slowing her.

      “We have to wait,” he said. “You’re probably tight down there, and I’m… not easy to accommodate.”

      She flushed and nodded, and then jealousy flooded though her. “Have you been with someone?”

      He nodded, eyes wary. “I have. I didn’t know I had a mate.”

      She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. We aren’t together. It shouldn’t matter.”

      “Hush,” he said. “It’s okay if it does. But there’s been no one but you since I met you.”

      She nodded, feeling mollified by that slightly. “Okay.”

      “I need to make you ready first, okay?” he asked.

      She suddenly felt nerves well up in her. “Okay.”

      “I know this is going to be awkward, but I need to ask how far Seth went with you,” Jesse said, kneeling over her in just those tight, open-at-the-top jeans that pressed so hard against his gigantic, tight thighs.

      “I… just making out,” she said.

      “Did you ever get wet?” he asked, raising a blond eyebrow as he took a band off his wrist with his teeth and tied his hair back tight into a short queue.

      “I… don’t know…” she said.

      He grinned, looking slightly wolfish as he did. “Then you didn’t.”

      She wanted to tell him she’d gotten wetter kissing him in the barn than she’d ever been with Seth, but she decided to keep that particular thought to herself. Jesse already seemed way too confident.

      “I guess not,” she said.

      “Let me see if I do it,” he said, pushing her robe aside and leaving her bared in her nightgown. He shoved it up around her waist and gave a pleased look at her panties before dipping a finger inside.

      A smile lit his face as he withdrew his finger and sucked it into his mouth, keeping those blazing blue eyes on her all the time. In his tanned face, they looked like fire, blue flames. He had oddly dark lashes that gave them a sultry look. The kind of lashes women would kill for.

      But from his hulking shoulders to his rippling abs, Jesse McAllister was definitely all man.

      He leaned over her, kissing her lips as he explored with his finger again. “You’re wet for me already. I love that.”

      She murmured in embarrassment against his lips, but he caught her words and stifled them with a swift, erotic swipe of his tongue over the entirety of her mouth, and she sighed at the feel of it as the tip of his finger played over her heat, swirling over a sensitive spot with a playful gentleness.

      “Have you ever pleased yourself?” he asked.

      She bit her lips. “Yes.”

      “Good,” he said. “You should have had all the pleasure in the world. Now I’m going to give it to you.”

      She swallowed as his finger played more boldly, running over and around her clit as he explored the pressure she liked. She showed him with small gasps and moans, little writhes of her body, rewarding him when he found just what she liked.

      All too soon he was a pro, his deft finger swirling over her and sending her rushing headlong toward an orgasm faster than she ever had in her life.

      She reached up to grab him with her arms, not wanting to be alone at this moment, when so much feeling was about to come, and he grinned, eyes burning and pleased.

      “That’s it. Hang on,” he said. “I’m here to ride the storm with you.”

      She groaned as the peak hit, arching as ecstasy flooded her, so strong it was almost painful. His breaths were harsh as he watched her, ecstasy reflected in his eyes just from giving her pleasure.

      The sight of him there, commanding, demanding, was so hot she nearly went again.

      But she didn’t until he began stroking against her again as she still trembled in the aftershocks of the most powerful orgasm of her life. He kissed her deeply, swirling his tongue deep in her mouth, against hers, in a promise of what was to come when he finally went inside her. He pressed hard over her just as she hit the peak, and she went tumbling over the edge with him, freefalling into beautiful pleasure that was unlike everything she’d ever felt.

      It felt like he was taking her higher and higher, freewheeling with her into this new world, patient all the way.

      And he was so hot, so gorgeous that she was impatient to see all of him. Panting, she reached for the top of his pants.

      “Not so fast, wildcat,” he murmured, reaching lower with his finger and dipping into her, testing her wetness. “I need to know I won’t hurt you.”

      “I don’t care,” she said, thrusting up against him, needing him out of his pants and inside her. The animal inside her had woken and needed her mate.

      “Just wait,” he said, dipping his whole finger inside her and lighting up nerve endings she didn’t know she had. She arched against him, loving the feeling but needing more of it. “Damn, if you keep being this hot, I’m going to lose it in my pants like a schoolboy. And I’ll never forgive you if you make me do that,” he teased.

      “I don’t care. Just hurry,” she grated out, tugging at his waistband as he felt inside her with one and then two fingers, stretching her, testing her.

      She didn’t care what he did as long as he was inside her, now. She growled as she tugged harder on him, but he was still feeling inside her, gently stroking.

      With a ferocious growl she bucked against him, knocking him off her and reversing their positions.

      His blue eyes widened as her nails lengthened to claws while she straddled him, reaching for his jeans.

      He started trying to push himself back, but before he could, she’d run a long nail down either side of his pants, tearing them off and baring him to her. His huge member sprang free, and the cat in her meowed.

      She shed her nightgown and rubbed herself over him, arching like a cat in heat. She didn’t care anymore. The animal in her was awake and she was in charge.

      Bonnie would finally have what she’d wanted from the moment she’d seen this handsome cowboy.

      And after all, they didn’t call this position cowboy style for nothing. She tore off her panties, ignoring his shocked expression, his harsh breath as she lowered herself over him, not happy until he was sheathed fully inside her, stretching her from every angle and making the ache in her abate.

      Pain shot through her, intermingled with pleasure, and she panted as she waited for her body to adjust.

      He was staring at her with lowered brows and pursed lips, but she could see the heat in his eyes, the tightness in his muscles.

      Then he broke into a smile and raised his hands to run them over her waist and feel her breasts. “Looks like my little wildcat finally broke free.”

      She simply growled at him and tried to figure out what to do next.

      “You feeling okay?” he asked, looking unbearably handsome beneath her. His hips fit perfectly under hers, his waist amazing under her hands, and his gorgeous face amused by this turn of events, as long as she was okay.

      She nodded curtly, still overwhelmed by the soothing yet intense feel of him inside her.

      “Want me to keep going?” he asked.

      She nodded, and he reached for her waist, gently lifting her while pulling back with his hips. She gritted her teeth together as pleasure shot through her, as his head rubbed a particular spot that was hungry for him. Then he set her back down, plunging into her with speed and precision that had her gasping and then moaning at how good it felt.

      He groaned and then gently lifted her off of him and set her beside him. The next second, he’d reversed their position on the bed.

      He kissed her on the forehead, stifling her protest. “Not that I don’t appreciate that your wildcat wants me, but I think it’s best if I’m on top for this, at least the first time.”

      She nodded, impatient to have him again. But she needn’t have been, because the next moment he was stroking smoothly inside her, his shoulder muscles tensing as he carefully guided them together.

      Dammit, why did that feel so good? She bit the top of her fist, and he grabbed her hands and pinned them over her head.

      “Don’t hurt yourself,” he said.

      She nodded. She arched, loving the feel of being restrained, being pinned beneath him with his weight over her and his thickness inside her.

      “I’m going to move now,” he said.

      A few strands of blond hair had escaped to frame his face, and he was flushed with exertion. Bonnie had never seen anything hotter in her life.

      “You tell me if anything isn’t all right.”

      She bit her lip and nodded, not caring what he did as long as he got moving, now.

      He pulled out slowly, and then pushed inside, lighting her up with the friction between them.

      “Oh, Jesse,” she said. “Maybe I could be your mate after all.”

      He grinned at that, then pulled out and pushed back in again. She felt stretched to her limit, oddly whole in a way that was new. Like they were suddenly one person. One amazing-feeling person.

      He moved again, and she arched against him impatiently. When he raised an eyebrow, she thrust against him.

      “Faster,” she said.

      He sighed and then nodded. “I was trying not to make you sore tomorrow.”

      “I don’t care if I can’t walk,” she rasped out as he sped up, heightening the pleasure inside her. She was racing toward something impossible, hot as wildfire and just as quick moving, and she wasn’t going to give up until she got there.

      “Your wish is my command,” he said, upping the rhythm between them to a feverish pace.

      Bonnie loved the feel of their bodies slapping together, the hot scent in the air, and the hard feel of his flesh and just how right everything was, both to the animal and the woman who'd been waiting inside her.

      “I love you,” she spat out as he neared her climax. “I don’t know how, but I do.”

      “I love you too,” he said, and then he stroked hard and she felt herself go, shooting off like a firework, exploding into a million pieces of burning-hot light.

      “Jesse!” she screamed, arching against his body as he came over her with a grunt. Then she felt his body jerk against her, spilling his seed inside her, warm and hot. She thrust against him, trying to wring out every last drop of pleasure and cum.

      Damn, she loved how he felt. She’d never get over this.

      She thrust and thrust until the last pieces of her pleasure ebbed, leaving her with a peaceful contentment until she realized Jesse was looking tense, leaning over her, propped on his hands with his head lowered, hair falling in front of his face as he looked up at her with guilty eyes.

      She pushed up on her elbows to look at him. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      He slowly closed his eyes and then opened them again. He looked her over with tenderness in his expression that was quickly replaced by something hard, like guilt.

      She blinked and thought through what had happened. “Is it because we didn’t use protection?” she asked, scooting back on the bed as he pulled out of her and grabbed a towel to wipe her up.

      He was being so quiet now, and watching the huge man appearing so out of it was really bothering her.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “I can’t get pregnant. It’s not my time.”

      He gave her a short look and then nodded, cleaning up. Then he sighed and flopped on the bed.

      She gave him a troubled look, and then he came around her, wrapping her in his huge arms and making her feel safe and warm, just has he had every time he touched her.

      So what was wrong?

      “I’m sorry,” he said, kissing the back of her head and making her shudder slightly with echoes of all the pleasure he’d given her.

      “Don’t say that,” she said. “Don’t ever say that. We’re adults, and that was amazing.”

      “I meant what I said,” he said. “I do love you.”

      “Maybe it’s just something people say when having sex, but I felt it too,” she said. “Though I’m still figuring things out.”

      He nodded and pulled her in tight against him. “Whatever happens, I want you. Just know that.”

      “Okay,” she said hesitantly, wondering what he was talking about.

      “And I just… I would never push you into something you didn’t want. Intentionally I mean.”

      She nodded. “I know that.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Just remember that in the future.”

      “I don’t like it when you talk like this,” she said uneasily. “But I’m going to forgive you because you just gave me the best sex of my life, and right now, I feel like I could fly I’m so happy.”

      He nodded and was quiet. Then he pulled the covers over them and turned down the lights.

      The rain had started again, and Bonnie turned on her back to look up at him. He stayed on his side, gazing down at her. Moonlight and rain reflected on his body, and she caught her breath at the beauty of him.

      Could this man really be hers? It felt like he was.

      But maybe people always just got caught up during really good sex. She’d have to look into it more. Maybe do a little more "exploration." She grinned.

      For the first time in her life, she'd done just what she wanted, without regard to rules or how her family would feel. She’d been true to herself, and nothing terrible had happened.

      She stared up and saw Jesse reaching down to put a hand in her hair. He stroked softly through it, watching her with a tender expression that made her breath catch.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, feeling slightly worried.

      “Nothing,” he said. “It’s just… I’ve never felt anything like that either. It’s kind of sacred, you know?”

      She nodded. “It is.”

      “But for now, just sleep. I’ll watch over you, sweetheart.”

      “Okay,” she said, turning back again and pulling the blankets over her. “And Jesse?”

      “Yes?”

      “Try not to tell anyone about this. I don’t want anyone to know while I’m still experimenting. Still figuring things out.”

      He was quiet and then sighed. “Of course. I won’t tell anyone.”

      “Good,” she said. “Now snuggle me to sleep.”

      He laughed. “You’re getting all bossy now that you’re taking what you want.”

      “Yup,” she said.

      “I like it,” he murmured, nipping her ear. “Next time, I’ll be the one surprising you.”

      “Promises, promises,” she said playfully. Then she stifled a yawn. Man, sex could leave a girl tired. “Good night, Jesse.”

      “Good night, wildcat,” he said, kissing her forehead. “Sleep well.”
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      Early the next morning, Jesse woke Bonnie gently to tell her he was leaving for a bit, had some business to take care of, and would be back soon.

      She mumbled something about cake and turned back over with a grumble, so he assumed it was safe to go.

      He dressed slowly, carefully, trying not to wake her any more than was necessary.

      But he had things to take care of. Namely, he had to go to his brother and tell him he’d just mated Bonnie on accident and ask for his advice.

      Jesse hated asking for advice.

      He was the calm one. The one who took things slow. The one who never got in trouble. Now he needed to talk to his brothers, because the last thing he needed was either of them scenting Bonnie was mated and blowing his cover.

      He was sure Shane wouldn’t dare, but he still wanted to break the news to him himself.

      And maybe together they could think of a way to keep Maverick from putting his foot in it. Not that Mav would care if he put his foot in it. He’d probably just be overjoyed that the ranch was saved for another three months and that would be the end of it. Regardless of how it affected Jesse and Bonnie’s relationship.

      Jesse couldn’t have that.

      I didn't do this for the land, he thought as he shoved his hands in his jacket pockets and strode out into the bright morning light streaming through the trees surrounding his cabin. It was a good little walk to Shane’s place, as they both lived in the woods a good deal from the main lodge but on opposite sides.

      Despite growing up close, the brothers liked their privacy.

      He took a deep breath of cool morning air as he approached the cabin, which had a much warmer feel to it now that Shane had taken a mate.

      Jesse sometimes found himself jealous. Everything had seemed to fall into place so easily for Shane, barring the kidnapping and the fighting that had ensued with Wyatt and his ranch.

      But at least Shane’s mate hadn’t been promised to another man or conflicted in her feelings. Shane was able to charge forward headlong into his relationship with his mate, and Jesse didn’t know just how bitterly jealous he was of that until this moment.

      He raised his fist and knocked hard on the door in front of him. Then he shoved his hands into his pockets and sighed.

      A moment later, he heard voices whispering, feet scuffling on the wood floor behind the door, and then a very flushed, ruffled-looking Shane appeared at the door, appearing as if he’d only recently thrown on clothes.

      Jesse felt a little guilty at interrupting what was looking like it could have been a great morning for his brother.

      “Sorry, can we talk?” he asked, putting a hand to the back of his neck to rub it.

      Shane looked over his shoulder at presumably his mate, and then pinned his curious green eyes on Jesse. “Sure. One minute. Gotta get dressed. You want to come in?”

      Jesse shook his head. “I’ll wait here.”

      “Okay.”

      Jesse paced, kicking fallen leaves out of his way as he went back and forth in front of the cabin. How could he explain to his brother that the most responsible brother among them had just done one of the most irresponsible things ever?

      Shane walked out a moment later, dressed in a warm, black fleece that matched his dark hair. His strong features were drawn in concern as he walked over to his brother with long, sure strides.

      Jesse felt even more like a piece of shit.

      “Let’s walk,” he said, nodding with his head to the trail that led out to one of the main pastures.

      Shane nodded and walked with him, content to wait and listen until Jesse was ready to say what had to be said.

      “I accidentally claimed Bonnie,” Jesse said and felt his brother come to a halt beside him.

      “Wait, you what?” Shane asked, grabbing him by the arm and jerking him to face him.

      For once, Shane actually felt like the older brother, and Jesse felt a little like Maverick. About to be disciplined.

      But then Shane released him with a sigh.

      “I should have known. I’ve seen the way you feel about her. She’s your mate, isn’t she?”

      Jesse nodded, brushing his hair back behind his ears as the walked through the trees in the direction he’d ridden to save Bonnie the other day.

      “Not much you can do, then,” he said. “You have to win her over.”

      “Yeah.”

      “But you haven’t shown her your bear, right? Since she’s human—”

      “She’s not human,” Jesse said. “That’s all I can say since it’s her secret, not mine. But she’s not.”

      “Oh,” Shane said. “What is she? If she was a wolf, I’d have scented it.”

      “As I said, I can’t say. But I know she’s mated. For sure. Her scent changed. My bear stopped roaring. It’s definitely done.”

      “Does she know?” Shane asked.

      “Hell no,” Jesse said. “I was trying to take it slow with her, but she got impatient, and before I could put on a condom…”

      “Shit,” Shane said, shaking his head.

      “Yeah. And since once you’re in without protection, you’re mated, period, I just went with it. No point pulling out then.”

      Shane bit his lip and turned his head side to side, as if stretching his neck could somehow help them think of a way out of this predicament.

      “I don’t expect you to fix it,” Jesse said. “I just wanted to give you a heads-up so you don’t blurt something out in front of Bonnie.”

      “That’s more Maverick’s style,” Shane said. “But I appreciate the heads-up.”

      “Speaking of Maverick, I better go talk to him. Beg for mercy,” Jesse said, kicking the dirt as the walked farther into the trees.

      “That’s where you’re lucky. He just left this morning for a two-day trail ride with some guests. You’re safe there,” Shane said, looking up ahead of them where the light was streaming over the field and the waving grass.

      The feel of early fall was already in the air. The kids were back in school now. It was the end of summer, and things always slowed down around then.

      “Can I tell my mate?” Shane asked. “I hate keeping secrets from her.”

      “She’d tell Bonnie,” Jesse stated. “Look, I just need a couple days. To tell her myself.”

      “I understand,” Shane conceded.

      “I don’t want to mess with things between you and your mate.”

      “I get it,” Shane said, running his hands through his hair. “Damn, of all the people to put us in this position, I never would have guessed it'd be you.”

      A corner of Jesse’s mouth quirked up. “Well, at least we have more time to secure the ranch.”

      Shane opened his mouth and tilted his head, looking like he wanted to say something about that, but then he shut it. “Look, you’ve always been the patient, supportive one. It’s kind of a shock, but we’re here for you. Yes, I’m sure Mav will be overjoyed for all the wrong reasons. But in the meantime, for the next couple days at least, you’re safe. So tell her soon.”

      “I plan to,” Jesse said. “Not that I know how.”

      “It’s good to just be open with women. That’s how I was with Ruby.”

      “Ruby wasn’t engaged to another man,” Shane shot back.

      “True. But Bonnie isn’t anymore either.”

      “I don’t know. She made it sound like it was complicated. Like if he came, she’d feel obligated, but she wouldn’t run back to him.”

      “No point if he comes now,” Shane said.

      Jesse shrugged. “She says her kind doesn’t claim. If they only get matched to reproduce, could be he wouldn’t care.”

      “No, but your bear would care, and a bear defending its mate can rip apart basically anything,” Shane said, earning a nod of acknowledgement.

      “Anything but a dragon, I guess,” Jesse said.

      “Yeah,” Shane said. “Plus, isn’t the guy gay?”

      “From what I hear. I don’t know what her friends are basing that on, though. Maybe just instinct. I mean, not that I have a problem with anyone being like that, but Bonnie deserves someone who wants every part of her. Not just her breeding ability.”

      “Yeah,” Shane agreed. “It would piss me off if it was Ruby.”

      “Yup,” Jesse said.

      “Should we head back?” Shane asked. “About time for breakfast.”

      “Right,” Jesse said, scratching his head. It was also time to face his mate. They turned back and walked toward the trees they’d just come through, and he felt tension coiling in the pit of his stomach.

      Like men, they walked in silence, both ignoring the tension and trying to focus on the trail, the lovely day, and none of the mess.

      As they reached Shane’s place, Jesse felt the knot in him coiling almost impossibly tight.

      “I don’t know what to do,” he said. “I don’t know how to win against someone who isn’t here.”

      Shane raised a dark eyebrow. “That’s just it. He isn’t here. That means you have the advantage. Woo her. Do everything he can’t. Love her. Give her presents and experiences. Pack all the love you can into the two days you have without Mav around to ruin things. Then just hope it’s enough.”

      Then he went inside with a tip of his invisible hat and shut the door behind him.

      Jesse kicked the dirt and then looked in the direction of his cabin.

      Do everything he could, huh?

      

      

      Bonnie was dressed and showered when she heard a knock on the cabin door. It was still early in the morning, and she vaguely remembered Jesse telling her he was heading off to take care of some business and he would be back later.

      Perhaps that was him?

      She opened the door, but all she saw was a covered platter of steaming food with a little folded note on lacy stationary beside it.

      She picked up the food and the note and carried them inside.

      

      Missing you already. Had to go into town for something but will be back to see you at lunch. Love, Jesse.

      

      Her heart clenched at the thought of seeing him again. She didn’t know what had gotten into her yesterday. She’d actually pushed him over, taken him before he'd been meaning to, squeezed every bit of life out of him.

      Begged him. Harder. Faster.

      She ached between her legs, but it was a pleasant kind of ache. One that meant he'd been there. Even if it was a little sore in the shower.

      Still, she could hardly wait to have him again.

      She set aside the note and took the lid off the tray to see what he’d brought. It looked like a full spread of everything Fanny knew how to cook for breakfast. Eggs, ham, bacon, sausage, pancakes. She grinned, looked around for his remote, turned the TV on to something fun, and then flopped on the couch with her breakfast.

      She could definitely get used to this. It was going to be a great vacation. Even greater now that she was getting to explore things with a hot man like Jesse, one who could give her all the things her fiancé couldn’t.

      Even if she had to go back to Seth, if he came to get her and claimed her family’s promise, she would always have these memories of a real romance, one that burned hotter than fire in the summer.

      She was wearing something casual today. A light sweater pullover that hung low over her comfiest pair of skinny jeans. She liked the way they hugged her curves and was looking forward to Jesse seeing she’d done herself up for him.

      She’d gone light on makeup, just enhancing her eyelashes with mascara and putting on light foundation. She’d let her hair air-dry in braids, which made her long red hair fall into soft waves when she let them loose. She’d been happy when she’d looked in the mirror and finished things off with a layer of coral lip-gloss and excited at the thought that Jesse was at the door.

      But amazing breakfast and some alone time was okay too. She needed a break from her hormones, which went absolutely insane when he was around.

      Another knock on the door sounded. This one softer.

      “Can I come in?” Ruby’s voice called out.

      Bonnie jumped up and pulled open the door, hugging her friend as she walked in. Ruby looked her up and down and shook her head.

      “So you really did it,” she said, stifling a giggle. She sat in a chair across from where Bonnie was, but not before stealing one of her pieces of bacon and munching on it. “Good for you! How was it?”

      Bonnie felt a blush running up into her cheeks and swallowed. Suddenly, she wasn’t that hungry for her breakfast anymore. She pushed the half-eaten plate away. “Um…”

      “Hey,” Ruby said. “There is nothing to be ashamed of. You deserved to experience something good for once in your life.”

      Bonnie shrugged. “I have a good life. I like my job. I have good friends, like you…”

      Ruby waved a hand. “Yeah, yeah. But how was it?”

      Bonnie grinned as she felt her stomach growl and took her plate back on her lap once again. Ruby was right. She had nothing to be ashamed of. She’d told Seth she was leaving, and he’d told her fine, go. He knew they were broken up, and he hadn’t tried to do anything about it.

      As far as she was concerned, that made their contract void.

      She met Ruby’s blue eyes with her own. “It was good. Really good.”

      “I can tell,” Ruby said. “You look happier than I’ve ever seen you. Shane said he went into town early today. Did he bring you this before he left?” She gestured to the breakfast.

      “Yup,” Bonnie said, taking another piece of bacon and stretching out on couch. “I could get used to this.”

      “Have you thought about staying here?” Ruby asked tentatively. “They could use vet help. During the slow season, they have to call someone from a couple hours away. It’d be nice to have someone year round.”

      “You think I could do it?” Bonnie asked, leaning forward with interest. “I’ve never done it on my own. I’ve always wanted to.”

      “I know. I remember your big animals unit being your favorite. Honestly, if it sounds fun to you, you should do it.”

      “I’m tired of handling spoiled poodles,” Bonnie said, frowning. “Not that there's anything wrong with poodles, but it’s not my calling. I’d love to work with horses. Although, I’d want to work in tandem with their regular vet to make sure I can get the hang of things.”

      “Sure,” Ruby said. “I can talk to Shane about it if you want.”

      “Okay,” Bonnie said. “I’m sure Jesse would be overjoyed.” She sighed and rested her head on her palm. “These guys move so fast.”

      “I know what you mean,” Ruby said. “It’s like getting swept away by a hurricane. Except with the McAllisters, if you just go with it, you end up somewhere so much better than you were before.”

      Bonnie let out another, longer sigh. Ruby didn’t understand the pressures her friend faced. She never could.

      For a moment, she was tempted to take Jesse’s prompting to tell Ruby who she was. After all, Ruby knew about shifters now. Bear shifters anyway. But Bonnie had pretended to not be aware of what happened last year when Shane had fought a cougar shifter for her friend, so Ruby had no idea Bonnie knew too.

      Jesse had sensed it from the start, so he'd been sort of halfhearted about covering her eyes.

      She didn’t really understand how Jesse knew, though. One of the benefits of being a cat shifter was, generally, other shifters couldn’t scent you. You had to tell them or they had to know your family. It was unique to all the families of cats, and it kept wolves and bears from being too aware of them.

      Cats tended to be some of the more sexually attractive shifters, both to humans and within their own race, so they didn’t need any trouble from rival males. At least, she guessed, that was part of it.

      Wolves tended to have unique powers depending on their family alpha lines. And bears tended to be strong and good at sensing fated mates.

      She had heard of cats having fated mates before, but it sounded like fairy tales to her. And obviously, since she was promised to Seth, that hadn’t been for her.

      But now it was coming true. But was it even possible for a cat to mate with a bear?

      She didn’t know.

      “What are you thinking over there?” Ruby asked, cocking her head to the side and looking at her patiently.

      “I don’t know,” Bonnie said. “Just… yeah. I don’t know.”

      “Tell you what. Let’s go use the hot tub at the main lodge.”

      “They have a hot tub?” Bonnie raised an eyebrow. “Why didn’t I know about this?”

      “Because our super possessive men didn’t want us hanging out with the guests. But it’s low season, and no one should be there. Come on. It’ll relax your muscles and we can have girl talk and gossip about what we’ll do when Harmony gets here.”

      “Oh yeah,” Bonnie said. “That’s soon, isn’t it?”

      “Just a couple days,” Ruby said, standing and stretching. “Come on. There’s nothing like a Jacuzzi in a nice cool solarium with a window open and the mountain breeze running through.”

      “This really is more like a high-end resort than anything else,” Bonnie muttered. “I’m gonna get so spoiled here that I never want to go back.”

      “That’s the general idea,” Ruby said, throwing an arm around her friend and leading her out the back door. “Come on.”

      “All right, all right, I’m coming. We just need to stop by my room on the way back and get my swimsuit.”

      “All right,” Ruby said, pumping a fist in the air. “Girl time! I totally need this.” She jogged down the front steps and then looked up at her friend, her pale hair waving in the breeze. “I really do hope you fall in love with Jesse. Then you can just move out here.”

      Bonnie opened her mouth to chide her, but Ruby just stuck out her tongue and jogged ahead as Bonnie shut the door behind her.

      Ruby was acting like a child, but Bonnie couldn’t help laughing. At least, after so many years, her friend was truly happy.

      Bonnie wondered if she could ever be brave enough to accept the same for herself.
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      Bonnie was still dressed in her wet swimsuit and wrapped in a long, white terrycloth robe as she carried a bag with the rest of her things back to Jesse’s place.

      She didn’t see any reason not to just stay with him so they could spend the most amount of time together while getting to know one another.

      She opened the door to go in and was surprised to see he’d already gotten home.

      A huge vase of red, long-stemmed roses, at least two dozen of them, stood on the counter, filling the room with love and warmth.

      She’d never gotten roses before from Seth. Just tired, premade spring bunches out of obligation on Valentine’s Day.

      She dropped her things on the ground and ran over to them, grabbing the card out from among the blooms and opening it to read it.

      

      Had to drive a few towns over to find fresh flowers, but it was worth it to find something as beautiful as you. Had to go back out for something else, but you’ll find a surprise in the bedroom that should keep you busy until I get back. Love, Jesse.

      

      Her heart gave a little thump as she looked in the direction of the bedroom. Last night, she’d just been coming to Jesse’s room in the hopes he could give her an experience she wouldn’t forget. Good sex.

      But after they’d said romantic words last night, it seemed both of them were now on a super romantic collision course. Of course, Jesse McAllister didn’t do anything halfway. She’d let him know he had a chance, and he was taking advantage of every bit of it.

      It made her smile. It was like he was packing all the attention and romance she’d been missing in all her years into just a day or two. She took the roses with her into the bedroom. The were about half as tall she was, with long, graceful, thick stems and huge, mostly closed blooms that would turn into deep, vivid red roses the size of her fist when they opened.

      The most beautiful flowers she would ever get, for sure.

      When she opened the door to her bedroom, she saw boxes littering the bed.

      She grinned. Apparently, he’d been driving all over trying to get her presents. Still, as she placed the vase on the dresser and sat on the bed to open the gifts, she couldn’t help thinking she’d rather see him at this moment than a bunch of presents.

      But after so much lack of wooing, it was a little nice. As a novelty. For now.

      She pulled the first box onto her lap and saw high-end chocolates. A beautiful gold box. She held her breath as she opened it and took the first one out. It melted on her tongue in a delicious way, full of exotic flavors that gave her a little shiver. Then she set the chocolates aside and opened the next gift.

      It was a box filled with books he’d picked up for her to read. Romance novels, nonfiction. It all looked fun. She’d told him before that she’d loved to read, and he’d teased her about her romance addiction the first time he met her.

      She flipped through a few of the books, looking them over, and then set them aside too.

      She picked up the last box and shook it, surprised to see it was heavy and seemed to contain multiple things. She opened it to see fancy rose champagne nestled in careful packing, along with a carton of chocolate-covered strawberries.

      She set that aside too and flopped back on the bed, a big grin on her face.

      This was so not what she’d expected when she’d come to Jesse’s cabin last night.

      She looked at the time on the clock over the desk and decided Shane and Ruby were probably doing newlywed stuff for the rest of the day and she should just have some quiet time to herself.

      Things would definitely heat up the second Jesse got home.

      She opened one of the books, propped herself against the pillows, and began to read, losing herself in a world of romance that really for once in her life wasn’t so different from how she was actually living.

      If this was a dream, she didn’t want to wake up.

      She read for a few hours, then got up to walk around the cabin, eating some of the strawberries and chocolates. When it was nearly dinnertime and it was beginning to get dark outside, she opened the fridge and pulled out some lunchmeat to make a sandwich. A part of her felt a twinge of sorrow at the fact that Jesse wasn’t back yet. Was he avoiding her?

      She heard the doorbell and ran to the door, hoping to be able to jump into his arms and thank him for all the gifts and proposition him for another night like the last one.

      But instead, a man dressed like one of the workers from the lodge was there, holding a large tray that presumably held dinner.

      “No Jesse?” she asked.

      The worker shrugged and walked in with the food, setting it down on the table in front of her before turning around to leave.

      Bonnie followed him to the door and shut it behind him, flipping the lock and then leaning against the door with folded arms and a sigh.

      Coldness moved through her and the thought that maybe Jesse was actually avoiding her.

      Maybe all of these presents were apologies for how far things had gone? Maybe he was treating her more like a mistress than a dating prospect.

      After all, chocolates and flowers and fancy dinners were nice, but none of it made much difference if the man himself wasn’t there to share her happiness with her.

      Plus, the cat in her wanted to scratch his back. She paced and then finally sat down at the table and opened the tray.

      She gasped at the note there. It wasn’t lacy or folded or written neatly like Jesse’s had been.

      She took it with trembling hands. She’d thought Jesse sent over dinner as a way of telling her he wasn’t going to be able to join her. It had been a huge disappointment, since every nice thing he’d done that day had only made her more excited to see him.

      But it wasn’t from Jesse at all. Instead, on the plate in front of her were a plain steak and some potatoes on the side. And the note was from Seth.

      

      I’m waiting for you at the lodge. I know you’re staying with the bear, and I don’t know why, but all the same, if you come back now, all is forgiven. Just come talk to me. We’ll work it out.

      Seth.

      

      She shoved the note back onto the table, a sick feeling in her stomach. He’d listed a room number where they could meet.

      Could he really be there at the ranch? Waiting for her? It was the worst possible time. The worst thing that could happen. She needed a few more days with Jesse. To really enjoy life and feel strong enough to say no to someone like Seth.

      But if she didn’t go to him…

      He could cause all kinds of trouble. Seth had a way of fooling people, of being charming and getting his way. She knew if she saw him again, he’d start trying to win her over, pressuring her, reminding her of her family and her responsibilities.

      He wouldn’t care that she was falling in love in Jesse and that Jesse could love her back in a way Seth never could.

      She drummed her fingers on the counter. When she’d left, she wanted Seth to come after her. Now he had, and she wished he were back on the other side of the country.

      All she wanted was to stay here and wait for Jesse. Hopefully, he was still coming home soon. She looked outside and saw it was already getting dark.

      Maybe if she left now, she could talk quickly to Seth, tell him it really was over, and then hurry back to tell Jesse before he found out on his own. The last thing she needed was Seth showing up to cause a scene.

      She didn’t know how bear mating worked, but if Seth was able to convince Jesse of all the things about Bonnie he’d worked so hard to convince her of as well, she didn’t know if Jesse would want to mate her anymore.

      She just needed to sort things out with Seth. Tell him he deserved to be happy too. Every bit as much as she did. That this marriage couldn’t make either of them happy in that way.

      She pulled on a heavy sweatshirt and headed out into the night toward the main lodge.

      It was time to pay the piper. Just one last thing, and then she could move on.

      

      

      Bonnie felt her nerves abandoning her as she knocked on the door listed on the note Seth had written.

      Just get it over with, she told herself. Just hurry and tell him and then move on.

      She told herself she was a new Bonnie. Someone he couldn’t control anymore, the way he’d been controlling her since they were kids. But apprehension prickled through her like a cat raising its hackles.

      When he opened the door and looked straight at her, she felt her courage fail. She wasn’t the new, empowered Bonnie she’d been becoming the past few days. She was the same Bonnie that had always been a good girl, always followed the family rules, and always done as Seth asked.

      Like a good little future mate.

      He had red hair, like she did, though his was more of an orangey strawberry-blond. He was handsome, average height, with freckles dotting his cheeks and nose. He had a slightly elven, boyish appearance that had always gone over well with the female clients at their vet practice.

      But there was a hardness, a coldness to his eyes that struck her as hard as a rock to the head as he slowly inhaled the air and then narrowed his eyes at her. “What have you done?” he asked, opening the door wide and nodding sternly for her to come in.

      Though they were the same age, Seth liked to act like he was older. Still, she didn’t know how he had the power to intimidate her when he wasn’t nearly the size of Jesse. He was much bigger than her, true, but those of her race weren’t used to being big. Unusually strong, yes, but not big.

      “I didn’t do anything,” she said, letting him close the door but keeping it to her back so she could make a quick exit if needed. She wasn’t worried though. Seth had never hurt her. Physically anyway. Emotionally, he’d only been cold, and the fact that it hurt said more about her expectations than his personality.

      “Look,” Seth said, running his hand through his red hair and making it stand on end. “I’ve made a mess of things. I get that. I was supposed to come after you, but I had to take care of some things at work.”

      “You know Tammy could have subbed,” Bonnie said, folding her arms. “We’ve subbed at her hospital. She could have spared someone.”

      Seth shrugged. “I didn’t think of it. Anyway, I’m sorry.” He reached out a hand for her. “Anyway, that’s no reason to go taking up with a bear.”

      She didn’t take his hand, and he stood with a loud exhale and took hers anyway, pulling her over to sit on the bed beside him.

      He patted her knee gently and nodded his head. “That’s right. Everything’s fine. I forgive you. You weren’t in your time, so you won’t be having his young.”

      “Is that even possible?” she asked, and then Seth’s expression went dark, his brown eyes even colder, and she knew asking it had been a mistake.

      “Why?” he asked. “You aren’t thinking of settling down with him, are you?” He shook his head haughtily. “I mean, a big rough bear is fine for a fling here and there, but honey, you’re a lynx. One of the few left. You can do so much better.”

      “Oh?” Bonnie asked, pushing away from him angrily with both hands. “Better, as in you? Someone who has never made a tenth of the effort Jesse has in two days?” She pushed hard, nearly knocking him off the bed. “You idiot. You think you know everything. You think you’re already in charge. You think lynx society is the most important thing in the world. But Jesse is worth ten of you.”

      Seth caught himself on the edge of the bed with both hands, and his expression turned calm and calculated. She hated when he looked like that. She hadn’t realized how much until just this moment.

      “So that’s how you feel. You already want him. You’ve chosen him,” he said.

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      Inside, she wasn’t really sure, but for now, if it got Seth off of her, she’d say yes. Even if after that, she knew she’d still need time to decide whether to be with Jesse. If she just said yes right away to him, it would be just like things with Seth. Her just going along with what a man wanted for her life.

      And she’d never do that again.

      Seth sighed as if in defeat. “Fine. If that’s what you want. But I don’t get why you’re suddenly throwing everything away. Your duties, our relationship. Honestly, Bonnie, have you gone insane?”

      She pulled on her hair in frustration. “The only insane thing I’ve ever done was think I could date you. I know now that you could never make me happy. Never give me everything I need.”

      “Bonnie, with me you’d be a princess, practically royalty in our world,” Seth said. “How can you give that up for a stinky ranch?” He sniffed the air in disdain.

      “Easy,” she said. “I love this stinky ranch. And I can serve horses here. And Jesse—”

      “Jesse this, Jesse that,” Seth said, turning his head side to side. “This is the brother of the man that lured your friend out here to mate her to save his own property, right? Are you just a part of that?”

      “No,” she said. She’d never be just a piece of property to Jesse. If that were all he wanted, he could have moved faster. Instead, he was taking it slow, letting her decide.

      Seth shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. Maybe he’s just good at hiding it.”

      When Bonnie was quiet, Seth seemed to deflate somewhat, letting his shoulders sag as he stared at her in bewilderment.

      “I don’t understand, Bon. I thought we were happy. As much as anyone in our species is, considering we’re matched from birth.”

      Bonnie took a deep breath. What she was about to say was something that should have been brought up long ago, but she’d never known how. Perhaps, deep inside, she hadn’t wanted to acknowledge it. Because that would ruin the fairy tale she’d been trying to convince herself she could live.

      It had been easier to live in the lie Seth was telling. That everything would be fine and they would have an ideal marriage and life if they just followed the rules their society had laid out for them.

      There was just one problem. The mate they had picked for her didn’t want her that way. Never would.

      She reached over, put a hand on Seth’s, and saw one well-groomed eyebrow shoot up in surprise. He didn’t like physical touch, and in the few perfunctory times they’d had it, he’d been the one to quickly initiate and pull back.

      “Seth,” she said, not letting him retreat, though he looked a little green at the thought of staying. “I know… about you.”

      He blinked. “You know what, exactly?”

      “I know that… well… you don’t want me.”

      He pulled his hand back but went totally silent. “I don’t understand.”

      “I’ve always known,” she said solemnly. “I thought we could make it work, though. I thought if you just loved me enough… and I thought if you just told me one day, rather than acting like you were fooling me…”

      Seth’s lips were drawn into a tight line. “What exactly is it you’re accusing me of?”

      “You like men,” she said frankly, twisting her hands in her lap. “So you could never be happy with me. Not really.”

      He stood abruptly, offended. “How dare you?”

      She shrank back from the harsh anger burning in his eyes.

      He leaned in over her, hands on either side as he stood in front of her on the bed. “How do you know I’m just not attracted to you? You little frump.”

      The words hurt, but she knew Seth was hurting too. She had to think that. At times, he’d seemed like he really cared for her. But maybe that was all a mask too. Like his straightness.

      “Seth, there are others like you. You don’t have to settle for this.”

      Seth whipped away from her and put his hands on the dresser. His back was shaking as he took deep breaths, trying to calm himself. When he turned back to her, he was slightly red. “Bonnie, I… I can do this. I know it.”

      She shook her head. “You can’t. You never have. You don’t want to. And that’s okay, really. It is.”

      Seth’s expression gentled somewhat, and she saw the boy she’d grown up with. Before adulthood and pressure had gotten in the way.

      “Bonnie, I know I can give you everything. I’ll try harder, do better.”

      “You can’t even kiss me,” she replied softly.

      He ruffled his hair with his hands, making it stand in all directions so he looked sort of like an angry leprechaun. His lips tightened. “I’ve kissed you. I have.”

      “Not like Jesse can. Not like I need to be kissed.”

      “Dammit,” he said. “You’re going to let hormones ruin a perfect bloodline? What are you going to tell our families? What are you going to do about forfeiting the contract?”

      “Well, if you aren’t… able to consummate the marriage… that could be grounds for dissolving the union,” she said.

      His eyes flashed, and she could tell he felt trapped. Maybe just as trapped as she did. She knew his family was harsh and cold, like hers. And rich, with high expectations. But maybe it was time both of them broke free.

      “What do I have to do for you to give up?” she asked, throwing up her hands. “There’s nothing between us, Seth. Nothing but friendship. And maybe even that has been destroyed with everything that has happened.”

      “You’re the one who had sex with a bear. I never did anything to ruin things,” Seth said.

      “Except never look at me like you were in love. Never send me roses just because. Never kiss me like you wanted to get me naked.”

      “I can do all of those things,” Seth said, turning around quickly and straddling her on the bed, pushing her back.

      She sighed and lay still as his lips fell over hers. Perhaps the only way to truly show him just how wrong this all felt was to call his bluff and let him go for it.

      His mouth swept over hers, and she felt his tongue try for entrance. She didn’t open, didn’t feel like it, and he growled in disapproval, licking her lips.

      But his hands on her shoulders were clammy, and she could sense he wasn’t into it, despite desperately trying to be.

      “Just stop it,” she said, pushing against his shoulders as he pulled back.

      “One more,” he said, putting up a finger. “Let me try one more, and if you don’t feel anything, I’ll agree with dissolving the contract and make sure my family doesn’t bother you.”

      “All right,” she said. That didn’t sound like too high of a price for being able to finally be free with Jesse.

      One more horrible kiss and then all the rest of the kisses for the rest of her life could be nothing but amazing.

      She yanked Seth down impatiently and kissed him hard. He recoiled, and she grinned because that proved her point better than she ever could.  For once, with Seth, she was in control. For once, she knew better than he did.

      “Stop it!” he said, pushing away from her and wiping his mouth. “Stop it. Ugh, you’ve made your point.”

      “Not yet,” she said. She tried to pull him back, just so that he would pull away and she could make sure he knew for a good long while that he was the problem in this relationship. Not her. “Just one more.” She was about to put her lips on his, and then she heard a deep voice clear itself at the door.

      When had that opened?

      Glass shattered as a vase of roses fell to the floor. The next moment, Jesse disappeared from sight. The sound of his boots thundering down the hallway and the crushed roses on the ground were the only signs he’d been there.

      “Damn it,” she said to Seth, who was looking pathetic as he tried to wipe off his mouth from the kiss. “Why did you have to come here? Why did you have to suddenly start trying?” She put her hands in her hair. “At least we’re done now, right?”

      He nodded, wide-eyed.

      “You stay here. I have to go after him.”

      Seth just stared at her agape as she ran after her lover.

      How would she fix everything now?
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      Jesse walked away as quickly as he could from the lodge. He felt like he could kill something right at this moment.

      When he’d gotten home to his cabin, seen the note on the counter, and gone running to find her, he’d never expected to discover her pulling Seth down to kiss her. Smiling against his lips, pulling him down for another kiss even as he pulled away.

      Was she really so in love with the man that she didn’t care if Seth wanted her? That her want could be enough?

      He’d been so stupid. He’d been her experiment. Nothing more. A notch in her bedpost before she could go back to her stupid, rich fiancé.

      She’d never promised anything. She’d only said she wouldn’t go running back. And Jesse had been too sure that Seth wouldn’t come after her.

      Well, he’d been wrong, and now he’d paid the ultimate price, because nothing was more painful than watching your mate with another male. Watching her happy with one. Pleased with one.

      He let out a roar and tried not to shift as he ran down the steps that led out of the lodge.

      “Jesse! Wait!” a feminine voice called after him.

      The desperation in her voice almost made him pause, but he didn’t. He was too hurt. He’d spent the whole day trying to win her over, trying to show her what he could do. Trying to gently woo her. He was done with that.

      And she was apparently done with him.

      “Jesse! Stop! It’s not what you think.”

      Oh, yes, it fucking was. It was exactly what he thought. And even if it wasn’t, the bear in him didn’t care. It was tearing out of his skin, feeling like it could kill him.

      He heard her little footsteps running quickly, trying to catch up, and he slowed slightly just outside the lodge as he felt her slam into his back, wrapping her arms around his waist.

      He pulled her off of him and held her out, staring down with angry eyes. “You are my mate. How could you?”

      She blinked up at him, green eyes welling with tears. “What do you mean I’m your mate? We were taking it slow. You don’t own me. If you think you do, after just one night, you’re no better than him.”

      His kept his touch gentle, but his tone was harsh, hard. He didn’t like it, but it was just how it was. After a day of trying harder than he ever had to win a woman, having her turn her back and go to another man…

      He’d been thinking he’d have to rescue her. Rescue her. What a joke. The image of her pulling Seth’s head down to hers, smiling, went through his mind, and he let out another roar of anger as he pulled away and started walking.

      Bonnie followed him, pleading, but he couldn’t listen to her. He needed space.

      The next thing he knew, Shane was walking out, grabbing him by the arms, trying to hold him as Jesse thrashed, trying to get free.

      “Calm down,” Shane said. “Just calm the fuck down. What the hell is going on?”

      Jesse turned away from him, and Bonnie caught up, tears on her cheeks. Pain lashed through him at seeing her sad, but he couldn’t do anything about it right now.

      “It was just a kiss,” she said. “I was just showing him he didn’t want me. I didn’t mean anything by it. Besides, we aren’t together. We aren’t official…” She trailed off as Shane and Jesse went strangely quiet.

      She looked at their eyes, Shane’s solemn, Jesse’s fiery, and comprehension seemed to dawn as she put a slender hand over her mouth.

      Her green eyes went impossibly wide and she opened her mouth and closed it, at a loss for words. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I… How do bears mate, exactly?”

      “Sex, without protection,” Shane said bluntly. “So, yes, you were together. But this knucklehead should have told you. But right now, you have to let him go. His animal is going crazy.”

      She took a step back, and Jesse hated the betrayal in her eyes. This wasn’t how he wanted to tell her.

      He wanted to take her, slow and gentle, tell her about claiming, and make it the most romantic experience of her life.

      Of course, that was before she was willing to kiss another man just to make a point. Whatever point that was.

      “I… Fine,” she said, continuing to back up. “He can go wherever he wants. He might have claimed me, but I didn’t say I was his.” Her hands balled into tight, pale fists, and she almost seemed to glow in her anger in the moonlight. “No one gets to own me. Not ever again!”

      “Bonnie, wait…” Jesse said, fighting his bear out of worry for her. “I—”

      “No,” she said, putting up a hand. “You claim me without me knowing, and then you ply me with gifts all day, thinking that will make it okay? Then you have the nerve to get mad at me for dealing with my ex in a way I thought would help us move on, even though you had no right?” She closed her eyes in pain. “I said I loved you. I didn’t say we were together. So I’m not yours.”

      “Yes you are,” he said, stepping forward. “Whether you like it or not.”

      She stamped on his foot, and he yelped in pain. “No, you don’t, you big beast. And you’d do well to stay out of my way while I’m here. We’re done.”

      Jesse felt horror shoot through him. The rational side of him warred with the wounded animal that just wanted to run around roaring its pain. He looked to his brother for help, but Shane just shook his head, as lost as Jesse.

      “What a mess,” Shane muttered, putting up a hand to stop Jesse as he moved to follow Bonnie. “Let her go for now. She needs to calm down. You both do.”

      Jesse made to follow her again, despite that, but Bonnie turned one last time and gave him the finger.

      “I’m done with you, and Seth, and every other man who thinks he can make decisions for me,” she spat, turning on her heel. “Maybe I’ll go to town, find someone who can treat me as an equal.”

      Fear shot through Jesse. He knew the men in town, and he didn’t want Bonnie anywhere near them. “Wait.”

      “No,” she said. “I’m done waiting. I’m going to live, dammit. Whether anyone wants me to or not.”

      He felt slightly proud of her, even as he felt like he was up to his neck in quicksand with no way out.

      Instead, he had to stand there and watch as his angry mate stomped her way back to the lodge and went in the front door and up the steps.

      Then a door slammed loudly.

      She was gone.

      He sank onto his knees, running his hands through his hair. Now that he was starting to calm, he could see it all more clearly. How ridiculous he’d been. The fact that Bonnie didn’t know they were mated because he hadn’t told her.

      The kiss still didn’t make sense, but he should have waited and asked, not listened to the animal inside him.

      Shane exhaled in disappointment. “I really don’t know if it’s a good or bad thing that she has such an effect on you. My calm little brother, going crazy over a she-cat.”

      Jesse’s eyes snapped to his. “What do you mean? How do you know?”

      “I guessed. She’s shifter and I can’t scent her. Only cats have that ability.”

      “Then how can I scent her?” Jesse asked.

      Shane shrugged. “That I don’t know. So what are you going to do?”

      “Go after her?” he said. “Stop her from going to town?”

      “You can try,” Shane said. “But she’ll just call you controlling. Might be best to just go keep an eye from a distance. Let her ask you for help if she wants it.”

      “Yeah, but how do I keep from killing someone?”

      Shane looked up at the lodge where Bonnie was coming out, arm in arm with someone else. “Well, luckily, looks like she’s not going alone.”

      Right, because she was going with Seth. To a bar, mostly likely.

      Jesse shoved his face into his hands, utterly lost.

      Before meeting her, things had been calm. Help with the ranch, run his restaurants. Now it felt like something traumatic every single day.

      Yet he wouldn’t change a single thing about it even if he could.

      “Look, I know she makes the bear in you wild,” Shane said. “And knowing how I feel about my mate, I know you’re going crazy inside. But you gotta calm down if you want to go after her. You gotta act like you don’t care. Which will be the hardest thing ever. But right now, the more you push, the more she’ll run. She’s been pushed around her whole life, if what I’ve heard about cat families is true. So be careful.”

      Jesse nodded, rolling up his sleeves and taking deep breaths. The bear inside him was slowly calming, ready to go take back his mate.

      Tonight, he would bring her home and claim her for real.

      She’d admit she was his on her own first, though.
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      Bonnie was still livid about how Jesse had acted. Angry that he'd claimed her without telling her. Even if a little part of her knew it was her who had climbed on top of him without protection. But shifters didn’t worry about human diseases, and she'd known she wasn’t in her fertile time.

      But she was also angry that he'd misunderstood her intentions with Seth and immediately assumed the worst.

      And maybe, lastly but most importantly, she was angry that still, deep inside of her, she knew it felt right but didn’t want to admit it. 

      Because Jesse was being so freaking controlling.

      As they drove down the mountain in Seth’s rental car, her temper only calmed slightly. Probably sensing this, Seth didn’t say anything until they reached the bar in the center of town. 

      They could probably both use a drink right now.

      When they got inside, Bonnie was surprised to see the bar was all but empty. Granted, it was a weeknight and still only barely past sundown, but she would have imagined more people inside. Instead, there was only a quiet older couple seated in a booth at the far end, eating dinner, and at a corner of the bar, a tired-looking, middle-aged man nursing a tall glass of beer.

      Maybe after a few drinks, she’d be able to forgive Jesse. Maybe not. 

      She motioned to a small booth near the entrance. The table was clean, and it bordered a window that was so dusty she couldn’t even see out of it. Seth didn’t besmirch the place too much, given how picky he usually was.

      A minute later, a waitress approached them and took their order. 

      As they waited, Seth interrupted the silence. “So you made your point.” He gave her a tight, awkward smile. “Can we both promise we’ll never kiss again like that?” he said with an awkward smile, easing the still-lingering tension between the two of them a little.

      “Yes. Definitely. Never again,” Bonnie replied, agreeing. Though she didn’t see her and Seth ever being best friends from here on out, it was good to know they were at least on the same page. 

      Unlike her relationship with Jesse. Just thinking about the incorrigible, insufferable man made her tingly with awareness and furious with rage at the same time.

      The thought of being controlled, of being used for purposes other than her own, put her on edge.

      Just as their drinks arrived, the door to the bar opened and a very tall man with ice-blue eyes and blond hair walked in.

      Speak of the devil.

      Jesse looked around and spotted her and Seth a few booths down. His eyebrow rose cautiously, asking a question without saying anything. In response, Bonnie shoved her finger toward him and pointed at the other side of the bar, showing very clearly with her expression that she wanted him as far away as possible right now. She still needed time to process all of it.

      “It’s the bear again. He won’t let up, will he?” Seth mentioned curiously as he took a sip of his drink. “I’m sorry I messed with things. Screwed things up for the both of us. I get it now.”

      “Good,” she said. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry it couldn’t work.”

      He nodded, and the next few minutes passed in relative silence, the two of them only making light, awkward conversation while Bonnie occasionally looked back to see Jesse, eyeing them incessantly and looking more impatient than a squirrel. If that was his idea of giving her space, he was doing a poor job of it.

      Outside, Bonnie heard voices, and a second later, a half dozen or so men meandered into the bar, all wearing various combinations of dusty clothing typical to the ranchers she had met. Several came up to the bar and sat on stools a few feet away from their booth, while others found booths of their own and began placing orders with the servers.

      After receiving their drinks, one of the men at the bar turned around and looked at Bonnie.

      “Hey, are you one of the ladies from over at the McAllister ranch?” he asked. The man was young, probably somewhere in his mid-twenties, with a toothy smile and short brown hair. 

      “I’m just in town visiting a friend. I’ll probably be headed out soon.” She could feel Jesse’s eyes boring into her from across the room, begging her not to do what she was doing.

      “Oh, so you’re not actually with any of them?” he said, sounding surprised. 

      “Not at the present,” she replied curtly, her eyes meeting Jesse’s, denying his silent challenge. No matter how good of a lover Jesse had been, no matter how happy she thought she would have been with him, he had drawn a line with the mating thing, and she refused to give in to him just because of it.

      “And you two are?” the man asked, pointing between her and Seth, clearly probing the dynamic of their relationship.

      “Friends,” both she and Seth said at the same time.

      “Oh. Interesting. Mind if I join you?” he said, sounding cheery.

      “Why not?” Bonnie replied neutrally. She’d be lying if she said she was in the mood for additional company, but her even talking to this guy was clearly annoying Jesse, based on the amount he was fidgeting in his seat as he tried to appear uninvolved. And the man seemed nice enough.

      The man sat across from her in the booth, next to Seth, who seemed very conflicted about the general state of dustiness the man was in.

      “My name’s Johnny. Pleasure to meet ya,” he said, exchanging introductions with both of them.

      “So where are you coming in from?” Bonnie asked casually, not wanting to be impolite. 

      “Wyatt’s family’s ranch. Me and the other guys are part of the crew he hires during summer to keep up with all the extra work. During the winter, I go back home and work in the lumber mill a friend of mine runs,” he said, his focus intently on her.

      “Interesting,” Bonnie said, only half listening while she watched Jesse squirm, shifting back and forth in his chair and looking frustrated.

      In that moment, another man from the crew that Johnny came in with walked up to their booth, a mug of beer in his hand.

      “Hey, Johnny, what are you doing sitting over here?” he asked, his voice gruff.

      “Vern, these folks are from out of town. This is Seth, and this is Bonnie,” he said, pointing to them both. 

      “Oh, really?” Vern said, sounding interested, but his eyes locked solely on her. “Mind if I join, then? I always like meeting new people.”

      Bonnie scooted in a little so Vern could join them, feeling uncomfortable about the whole thing, but not wanting to make a scene by saying no to Johnny or his friend. And aside from Vern’s wandering eyes, they hadn’t been doing anything untoward.

      As Vern sat down, Bonnie saw Jesse stand and start making his way toward them. Bonnie pegged him with her gaze, and he stopped, looking confused and angry. 

      He had to understand she was her own woman and she could handle this. He raised his hands in defeat, and she pointed at the door, motioning for him to leave.

      Anger tightened his expression, and then he shook his head and stormed out, the thump-thump of his footsteps fading as he went down the staircase outside the front door.

      Good.

      Now she could have a normal conversation between consenting adults without him hovering and acting like a caveman on the sidelines.

      She couldn’t help but find it ironic that when she'd met Jesse, he had been such a calm, placid person. But somehow, the mating instinct had turned him into an over-possessive monster.

      Well, that was fine, but she didn’t have to deal with it until she made the decision to be with him for herself.

      “Is everything all right?” Johnny asked, running a hand through his hair and looking in the direction Jesse had disappeared.

      “No, it’s nothing,” Bonnie replied. She was going to have a normal conversation with other people, dammit. And he wasn’t going to have another say in the matter.

      A few minutes later, Bonnie was starting to feel like normal conversations with other people were overrated. The men Johnny had walked in with were all now around the booth, and she could feel hunger in the air as they watched her, perusing her unabashedly with their gazes.

      Meanwhile, Seth seemed to be growing uncomfortable. He’d already had a few drinks and seemed to be boozing his issues away as best he could. But now the situation unfolding at the table seemed to be adding to his queasiness.

      It stood to figure. Seth had never been very protective or possessive.

      “Excuse me,” he muttered, his cheeks bunching as he fought the urge to vomit. “I have to go outside.”

      Bonnie shrugged, feeling her claws ready to extend at the thought of being alone. But it was fine. She’d been alone a long time. Seth pushed his way out of the booth and ran for the exit, holding his stomach. She heard sounds of retching outside and shook her head in disbelief.

      What a man…

      Johnny and his friends moved back into the booth once Seth was gone, caging her on all sides. The conversation was still mostly friendly, but the tension in the air was rising, and she could see them exchanging leers between one another.

      Bonnie looked around her and took stock of the situation. Thankfully, from what she could see, none of the men that had come in were shifters, so probably only Wyatt and his family were cougars.

      Even though she was a cat shifter and had a lot more strength than these men had, Bonnie was still outnumbered and surrounded. And the last thing she wanted to do was make a scene in a place like this. Diplomacy would be best.

      She fought to keep her nails in check.

      “Excuse me, I need to use the ladies' room,” she said, scooting over to get out and go after Seth. But to her surprise, Vern didn’t budge an inch. 

      “Why don’t you head back to the ranch with us? You can use the bathroom there. And we’ll show you a good time,” Vern said, his speech slurred, clearly drunk.

      “Hey, Vern, that’s no way to talk to a lady,” Johnny scolded, but obviously in a playful way, not in any way that showed concern about her own feelings on the matter. “Forget about that drunk bastard. I’ll take you back to my room and give you the ride of your life, little missy,” he said, reaching a hand out to cover hers.

      She pulled her hand back, but her skin where he touched still felt icky, like it was crawling with bugs.

      Even though this kid was more of a smooth talker, it was clear what his real intentions were.

      “I’d like to leave now. I’ve had enough,” Bonnie said, attempting to stand politely but being shoved back down by Johnny from across the booth. 

      “Now, don’t get feisty or we may have to take you back ourselves and teach you a lesson,” Johnny said, his voice no longer cheery or friendly.

      Bonnie was furious now, and she could feel her claws extending into sharp talons as she readied herself to pounce on the bastard.

      All of a sudden, the dusty window of their booth flew upward and open, and a huge fist came from outside and slammed into Johnny’s face. A split second later, the same hand grabbed him by his flannel shirt and pulled him through the window like he was being sucked out by an angry vacuum.

      He let out a shriek and then disappeared into the darkness to the sound of bushes rustling.

      “What the fuck!” Vern said to her right.

      Several of the men from the crew came up to the booth, attracted by the sudden commotion.

      Everyone looked outside, but it was fully night now and there were no lights in the parking lot and the bar was surrounded by a thick row of untrimmed hedges.

      “What happened?” one of the men at the head of the table asked.

      “Someone got Johnny,” Vern said angrily. 

      For a few moments, there was a commotion between the men, some arguing they should go outside, others who were too spooked to do so, and one or two who were too discombobulated to care either way.

      “Is there a problem here?” a voice said from behind the men who were peering over the table and out the window and arguing amongst themselves.

      Bonnie looked up and saw Jesse, towering and furious, looking down at the men in and around the booth. All of a sudden, she knew he'd been the one at the window. But how had he come into the restaurant so quick and noiselessly? 

      The men turned around and looked up, stunned. Someone muttered something about where Johnny had gone.

      “Oh, your friend? He’s in the trash where he belongs,” Jesse said, folding his arms.

      “Wait, isn’t that one of the McAllisters?” one man whispered to another.

      “You better back off if you know what’s good for you,” Vern said, standing but looking not at all intimidating next to the 6’6” bear of a man.

      “I think you have something of mine, and I’ve been nice long enough. Now I want it back,” he said, nodding to Bonnie in the far corner of the booth. 

      Bonnie could feel her cheeks burning with anger at the insinuation that she belonged to anyone, let alone this presumptuous hick. 

      And she could have handled this herself. At least she was pretty sure she could.

      Vern spoke up. “This one’s ours. She said she don’t belong to anyone else, and we mean to—”

      The ranch hand was interrupted by a swift uppercut to the jaw that sent him reeling to the side. Just the sound of it sent a chill up Bonnie’s spine. The speed and the strength with which it was delivered was staggering.

      “My mate doesn’t belong to anyone,” Jesse said, glowering. “Except me.”

      In that moment, all hell broke loose in the bar. Jesse became a whirlwind of punches as the ranchers from Wyatt’s place tried to pile on to him.

      He knocked one man off his feet with a hook to his cheek, then knocked the wind out of another with a hit to the gut. Another man grabbed a stool and made to swing it at Jesse’s head, but he spun around and stopped the chair mid-swing, then kicked the man with one long leg that sent him careening backward and overturning a table.

      From their stools and booths around the bar, other men from the Wyatt ranch joined in, seeing their buddies and coworkers embroiled in a one-man brawl.

      Some rushed at Jesse with anger, only to be knocked back or thrown headlong into old wooden furniture that splintered and shattered with aplomb. Others (the drunker ones) let out hoots and yells, sounding like they were having the time of their lives, despite the answering strikes from Jesse that swiftly silenced their raucousness.

      Despite being outnumbered, it was clear Jesse was on the warpath because he was protecting her. By all other means, Jesse was the calmest and most mild-mannered of the three McAllister brothers (except in instances when Mav needed the only form of communication that he could listen to—a punch to the face).

      Bonnie didn’t know if she should be flattered or furious at the whole display. 

      She had to admit the sight of her mate fighting for her was a little hot. But she still felt ambivalent about the whole situation.

      Two men came at Jesse, one from each side, and he just grabbed them both and hoisted them up by their collars, his huge muscled arms fully extended and gloriously ripped from the exertion, tan skin showing under his torn denim shirt.

      For a split second, it made her think of being in bed with him, but then she was suddenly reminded of why she was angry with him.

      “If you ever try to lay a hand on my mate again, I’ll kill you,” Jesse said to the two men flailing in his grip, suspended midair by sheer supernatural strength.

      As if they were two sacks of potatoes, or two bales of hay, Jesse tossed the men toward the door. They rolled across the floor, then scrambled to stand and bolted outside, lucky to have escaped a fate more unfortunate than the myriad of other unconscious and groaning men surrounding the booth where Bonnie was seated.

      “You. You’re coming home with me,” he commanded, pointing to her.

      She wasn’t sure how to respond. The more feral, primal part of her was stunned and turned on by the display of strength and wanted to be in bed with him this very instant.

      But the woman that had spent her entire life controlled by others and had been deeply hurt by this man was still angry, still hesitant to trust him again.

      “I’m not sure I want to,” she replied, stalling for time in the hopes that her heart and mind would agree for once.

      “It wasn’t a question. I want you safe where I can see you. You’re my mate, and I’m not going to beat around the bush about it anymore,” he said, his voice deep and powerful. 

      Bonnie wanted to disagree vehemently but felt herself hoisted from her seat in the booth onto his wide shoulder. She struggled against him but felt his impossibly powerful arm surrounding her, holding her there.

      “Put the bill on my tab, Joe,” Jesse said, turning and speaking to the quiet man behind the bar, then walking outside, Bonnie still firmly perched over his shoulder.

      The bartender just nodded and went back to wiping off shot glasses.
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      Jesse knew he’d just blown it all again.

      He didn’t know what was wrong with him, but he couldn’t just sit and watch while his mate was surrounded by other males. Even if he knew she was a wildcat who could probably take all the humans on without issue.

      She was his. His.

      It kept pounding through his brain, whether it was right or wrong. His bear was screaming it. He should have stopped them somehow. Should have realized how much it meant to her to stay independent.

      He could only think of one option. Get away from her and give her space from the possessive bear screaming inside him. He didn’t know how else to go back to the man he was before she’d come into his life.

      And she didn’t seem to want him around at all.

      He’d loaded both her and the totally drunk Seth into his pickup and headed out, and she was fuming quietly and leaning on the window as he zoomed up the curvy roads toward the ranch.

      When he’d seen Seth stumbling out of the bar, he’d immediately gone on red alert. He hadn’t thought he could be more disgusted by the man, but he was wrong.

      So he’d crept up to the window, just to see what was happening. And when he’d seen one of the men shove Bonnie into the booth, he saw red.

      The next thing he knew, Johnny was in a trashcan and he was in the bar, ready to tear heads off.

      Mating was a dangerous thing.

      He should have known it from the start. Maybe he should have just told her right after it happened and then left to give her space to deal with it, instead of driving around all day, trying to buy presents and giving room for another man to move in.

      Even if the last trip of the day, the one that had taken him until after dinner to complete, had been to buy her a ring so he could propose. The ring was still sitting on the dinner table at home, and he wondered if he should move it before he took her back.

      But he didn’t want her staying at the main lodge. Not with Seth there, drunk.

      Even if the grabby dude seemed a little more interested in harassing Jesse at the moment.

      “Bonnie, he’s hotttt…” Seth mumbled, reaching around the front seat to feel Jesse’s shoulders.

      Jesse shrugged him off, only slightly annoyed, but a harsh hiss from Bonnie’s direction made him jump in his seat.

      “Get your hands off him,” she snarled at Seth, who immediately removed his hands and sat back.

      Maybe his little wildcat was a little more mated than she thought.

      Hm…

      “I don’t know,” Jesse said, palming the wheel as they took a hard turn. “I’m not taken, so I guess I don’t see any reason Seth can't do what he wants with me.”

      He saw Seth’s eyes widen hopefully in the rearview mirror and stifled a chuckle.

      Bonnie snapped her gaze to him and folded her arms. “Don’t even think about it.”

      Seth slumped back in disappointment, and Jesse sat up a little taller at the thought that his little cat was possessive.

      Then he felt Seth’s hand wandering along the back of his neck, and his skin started to crawl. Not because Seth was a dude, but because pretty much anyone but Bonnie touching him that way made him profoundly uncomfortable.

      “Stop it,” he said.

      But Seth continued to touch and reached another hand around to feel his arm. A muscle ticked at the side of his eye. This was sort of a new situation. Bonnie was glaring at them with folded arms, but then she tsked and turned to the window.

      Jesse batted Seth’s wandering fingers off until they arrived at the ranch, and then he angrily got out of the driver’s seat and, ignoring Seth, walked over to open Bonnie’s door to let her out.

      But when he opened the passenger door, she wasn’t there.

      He did a double take and then looked in the backseat to see she’d crawled back there and had Seth by the collar, shaking him.

      “You don’t want him,” Seth said. “Just let me take him for a spin.”

      “Like hell I don’t want him!” she snapped, snarling as she opened the cab door and sent them both tumbling out onto the ground.

      Jesse’s mouth fell open as he lunged forward, trying to catch the back of her shirt. Instead, the two cats rolled onto the ground outside the truck, where they proceeded to kick up a huge cloud of dirt as they argued.

      Jesse put a hand to his head, knowing better than to get involved in a catfight. Of all the things he’d expected to happen while winning Bonnie, her getting in a fight with her ex-fiancé over him was the last.

      He moved forward to try and separate them, but the next moment, with a popping sound and a huge cloud of dust, she and Seth were gone.

      In their place were two smooth, large lynxes. Much bigger than regular lynxes because they were shifters. But otherwise, they looked the same. Spotted, strong, with graceful faces and long ears with black tufts at the ends that looked slightly comical.

      But there was nothing comical about the way they were circling each other. Like two cats in heat fighting over a male.

      It was a situation no bear ever expected to be in, and Jesse found himself scratching his head. But a voice inside him told him to just step back. To see what Bonnie could do. To stop being controlling for once and trust someone else to take care of things.

      Despite hating it, he sat on a nearby tree stump to watch the fight.

      But if the bastard dared hurt Bonnie, all bets were off.

      

      

      Bonnie didn’t really know what had happened. One moment she’d been sulking, trying to figure out what to do with Jesse when they got home, and the next, someone had dared to touch her mate and the cat in her had screeched bloody murder.

      Then it had just been a matter of minutes until they got home and she could tear Seth’s throat out for touching what wasn’t his.

      Somehow, despite the years of repression and lying and control, nothing had made her hate him as much as putting his hands on Jesse.

      Definitely something to think about in the scheme of this whole mating thing.

      “Stay away from my mate,” she hissed as they circled carefully. She wasn’t afraid of Seth. Female cats were often just as strong or stronger than the males.

      Seth shook his head, smirking, as he licked his paw in cat form. “Cats don’t mate like bears do. We’re more evolved. That’s why we get matched up for good genetic breeding.”

      “Maybe cats don’t know how they’d prefer to mate because someone is always making decisions for them,” she retorted.

      “Maybe. But either way, this is different,” Seth said, eyeing Jesse, who looked profoundly uncomfortable. Seth sniffed the air. “Have you scented it already? It took me a minute, but it’s definitely there…”

      “What?” Bonnie asked, scenting the air as well.

      “He’s got cat blood in him,” Seth said, grinning. “Cougar, I’d say.”

      Bonnie frowned. There was a family of cougars that lived on a neighboring ranch. Was it possible something had happened there, earlier in the family tree? Did it have something to do with how the families always seemed to be at odds?

      “He was able to scent you were a shifter, right?” Seth challenged. “He couldn’t do that if he didn’t have cat blood.”

      “I assure you, I’m full bear,” Jesse said. “I shift to a bear.”

      “Doesn’t mean you don’t have some cat,” Seth said.

      Bonnie sighed. “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is you get on a plane tomorrow and go back to the world you belong in.”

      Seth spat angrily, pacing and kicking up dust. “I don’t belong anywhere anymore. I’ll be a disgrace if I go back without you. I’ll never be accepted.” He jerked his head at Jesse. “If you don’t want him, I might as well have him.” He made as if to jump again, and Bonnie got between him and Jesse in a minute, swiping him hard across the face and knocking him down.

      “Touch him and you’re dead,” she spat. “I’m sorry you’re having a hard time, Seth. I really am. But I was brave enough to leave what I knew and search for something better. Now you have to do the same.”

      He stared at her from the ground, still looking drunk and a little wounded.

      She padded over to him and looked down. “It’s time for you to find a way to be happy. Because I’ve found mine.”

      Seth sighed with a somber expression and got to his feet, swaying slightly. “I’m sorry. Somehow, I always manage to screw things up.” He looked between her and Jesse. “But you two should work this out. You’re lucky. You want each other. You have it easy. Now stop acting like babies and work out your shit. Because there are people who want what you have and can’t have it.”

      Then with a swish of his tail, he disappeared into the brush, his quick footsteps carrying him deep into the forest.

      Jesse stood, looking after him. “Should we go find him?”

      “No,” she said, standing. “He’s a purebred cat. He has great direction and scenting abilities. He can’t get lost. He’s a powerful animal. I’ll give him that.”

      Jesse nodded. She wondered if he felt as ashamed as she did, thinking about how immature they’d both been. At least, unlike Seth, they had things mostly worked out. He now had a whole different world to contend with.

      She’d already found what she wanted, and she’d just been throwing a temper tantrum because it hadn’t all gone according to plan.

      “I’m sorry,” they both said, staring at each other at once.

      Then Jesse threw his head back, laughing, and Bonnie walked toward him in cat form. She wasn’t at all surprised when he picked her up in cat form. She was large but still small compared to other cat shifters, and with his huge bear strength, he carried her easily.

      “Don’t shift,” he muttered against her. “I don’t want anyone to see you.”

      She flushed. He meant he didn’t want anyone to see her naked. Well, that was fine with her.

      She was quiet as they walked back to his cabin. It was a silent, starry night, and things felt peaceful for the first time since they’d met up again.

      The past few days had been a whirlwind; that was for sure. Between the hot kiss in the barn, the rescue in the horse pasture, and the hottest and only sex of her life.

      Somehow things had just flown between them, and she didn’t know if it was the mountain magic or just that she’d been waiting her whole life for something like this.

      When they got back to the cabin, there was an awkward, hesitant moment between them as Jesse set her down. He opened the cabin door for her and let her enter in cat form. She walked to the master bedroom and shifted, not wanting to face him naked. She quickly rummaged through her things, putting on some clothes, and then walked back out to him.

      He was sitting on the couch, hands over his face, looking unbelievably tired. There was also a small box in his hand, resting on his lap. He looked up when he saw her, and despite his mussed blond hair and the redness in his eyes from all the stress, he still looked utterly beautiful.

      She sat shyly in a chair across from him. It was the middle of the night, and she had no idea where to start in talking to him.

      “Here,” he said, handing over the box. “This is why I was gone so long. Jewelry isn’t exactly that easy to find out here.”

      She popped open the velvet lid to see a sparkling cluster of diamonds with a little sapphire in the center.

      “I don’t know why, it just reminded me of you. Something so different and special and beautiful.” He shrugged. “But I guess it was stupid to make gestures all day without telling you what was wrong.”

      “A little underhanded, yes,” she said, folding her arms and tilting her head to look at him as she shut the ring box and set it aside. “But that’s not what bothered me.”

      His blue eyes widened. “What bothered you, then?”

      “You had no right to act that way about me and Seth. We weren’t mated, as far as I knew, and I was doing what I thought would actually give us a chance to move on and be serious. But we made no exclusive promises the night we had sex.”

      “You mean last night,” he said.

      She bit her lip. Already, that felt like a lifetime away. “Yes.”

      “But you were kissing him,” he said as his large body seemed to curl in on itself. “And you were smiling.”

      “I was smiling because he was fighting me! I was finally in charge with him,” she snapped. “And that didn’t give you the right to go charging around like an ape.”

      “A bear,” he corrected but stopped at her snarl. He put up his hands. “I know, I know. I’m not acting like myself. But something in me goes crazy when you’re with another male. I didn’t mean to claim you. I mean, I would have at some point, but I wanted it to be your choice. I really did.”

      Her lips pressed into a firm line as she tossed her red hair over her shoulder. “But then I sat on you.”

      “Well, yes,” he said awkwardly, relaxing back on the couch and displaying his long, taut body. Damn, she wanted to touch it. Despite everything, she’d never wanted anyone as much as she wanted this man.

      If this was being fated mates, then so be it.

      “So what happens from here on out?” she asked, fingering the box lightly as it sat on the end table next to her chair.

      His eyes flicked from her to the box and back again. “I don’t know. Whatever you want. You’re my mate. That’s it for me. But if you don’t want to stay, I won’t hold you to it. I don’t want you to be unhappy. That’s the last thing I want in the entire world.”

      “I don’t know what I want,” she said, fidgeting with her hands before meeting his piercing gaze. “Except for right now. Right now, I know that I want you.”

      Fire lit in his eyes, and a sizzling warmth inside her answered his call.

      The tension in the room rose another couple degrees as they stared at each other, two animals wanting desperately to come together, but not knowing how to do it.

      Jesse stood, walking toward her. Her whole body tingled at his approach. No matter what, she wanted it.

      He made the cat inside her howl into the night.

      And after seeing Seth near him, she needed to know he was hers. Perhaps that’s how he felt as well, because his hands as he caught her by the shoulders were possessive and his mouth crashing over hers was demanding. And when he threw her over his shoulder to carry her to the bedroom, she didn’t protest one bit.

      Tomorrow could wait. What mattered right now was tonight.
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      Jesse knew after this, he’d have to let her go. Have to let her make her own decision as to whether she would stay.

      But for now, he would enjoy her body. Make her arch against him and scream his name. Make her admit she was his. Out loud. And then he’d let her go and see if she came back to him. Because that’s what you did when you loved someone.

      You couldn’t trap someone into loving you, and he’d never wanted to. Really, the only person he’d trapped was himself and his bear, for getting them in too deep with a woman who wasn’t there with him.

      But none of that mattered for now. All that mattered was the shocked, aroused look in her green eyes as he tossed her on the soft bed, making her bounce once before he lunged over her, pinning her beneath him.

      Her aroused scent, like flowers and musk, as his hands deftly stripped her, leaving her naked and mewling beneath him. Her gorgeous, pale, curvy limbs splayed beneath him on the bed, and those plump, pink lips waiting to be kissed.

      She made him impatient. She was the first thing in his life that he wanted more than calm and quiet. The first thing that really mattered. And he was going to show her, now.

      He spread her legs at the knees and growled as he knelt between them, lapping at her wet heat. That’s right. She was already ready for him. Like she had been the first time he’d taken her.

      He lazily swirled, taking his time as her breaths turned to harsh pants and her nails extended and twisted into his bed sheets. He didn’t care if she tore them. His little wildcat could make trails down his back if she wanted as long as she felt all the pleasure in the world and screamed his name into the wind.

      “Jesse.” She gasped as he played around her clit, avoiding the motions he knew would make her immediately go. He wanted to make it slow, to make it clear who was in control, and make sure the orgasm that would come ripping through her was one of the strongest in her life.

      So he let it build, licking and stroking and watching her face tighten as she got right to the edge and then withdrawing with a smile to place soft kisses on her hips and the velvety insides of her thighs.

      “Bastard,” she gasped out, her body heaving with the effort of holding back.

      He went back to suckling, kissing her like his life depended on it, fast and hard against her clit, and then pulling back, taking it slow, watching her moan, watching the inevitable slowly approach.

      “Jesse McAllister, if you don’t let me go right this second, I’m going to shove your engagement ring down your throat,” she said.

      “Say you’re mine,” he said, flicking her with his tongue to tease her. Her body was drawn so tight, like a harp string just waiting to be played. But he’d wait. He wanted to hear her first.

      “Dammit,” she said, trying to sit up. “I’ll just do it myself.”

      But he pushed her back down and licked her again. “But it wouldn’t feel the same.”

      She arched, her eyes rolling back. “Damn straight it wouldn’t.” Her fingers twisted in the sheets. “But it’s torture…”

      “All right, kitten,” he said. “But I’ll still make you beg.”

      Her eyes flew open in offense, but the next moment, he hit her spot just right with his tongue and she went over the edge, crying out with each wave of release, her whole body convulsing powerfully beneath him.

      “Jesse!” She bucked and kicked, but he came over her, straddling her, keeping her down and watching the passion ride through her with ultimate satisfaction. “Damn you, Jesse!”

      He grinned. It felt good, and that made him happier than anything else. The pleased, exhausted little grin she gave him when she came down from her high made his bear roar inside him. He was ready to take her, and she was ready as well.

      He felt along her heat with one finger, dipping into the smooth wetness and loving the feel of her. His woman. His mate.

      No matter how long it took her to come to terms with it, he’d wait for her. She was worth it. The pain of his bear feeling rejected. The anger of knowing she could still go with other men. It was all worth it for his wildcat.

      When she arched against him, bucking against his hand, her eyes begging him for exactly what he wanted, he stood at the side of the bed and stripped out of his clothes. The look she gave him as she watched was feral, hungry.

      He knew exactly how she felt.

      How had he gotten so lucky to have a mate like this? One with this much passion, who brought out the long-hidden passion in him?

      After this it would be hard to let her go, but he’d do what he had to. He’d do the right thing. He wouldn’t be like everyone else who had forced her.

      When he was naked, she grinned and angled her hips at him, showing him the most beautiful sight in the world. His mate, bare and wanting him, her red hair splayed out over the pillow, her pale beauty glowing in the low light of the night.

      It was the same image he’d had the first time he’d met her, when she’d been in the hospital and he’d gone to pick up Ruby’s friends for Shane.

      She’d had a romance novel in her lap and was quietly reading, and when it hit him she was his mate, when he’d envisioned them making love, it hadn’t seemed possible this prim, polite, reserved woman could be such a wildcat in bed.

      He knew better now, however.

      He knelt over her, and she scooted down toward him, her soft little body insistent in its quest to have him inside.

      “When I take you this time, I want you to know what it means,” he said, coming close to her entrance as she mewled in response. “This isn’t just sex. For me, unprotected, this is a joining. This is saying it’s only me for you and you for me. That I’ll try to give you young and protect you with my life. That’s what this means. And you don’t have to reciprocate it, but you have to know it’s how I feel.”

      She nodded eagerly, green eyes flashing with heat as her entrance moved against him.

      He bit his lip. After this, there was no going back. “For me, this is claiming you. And I can wait as long as you want to accept me. I can deal with that. But if you let me inside you again, then tell me you know what it means and you're letting me do that knowing it.”

      “I know,” she gasped out, reaching for him. “I get it.”

      “Say it,” he said.

      “It means being mated,” she said, looking so hungry for him that she didn’t care. He had to grin and wonder if all cats were this desperate in bed.

      “All right,” he said, leaning in and kissing her against her ear, gently, feeling her shudder as he slid inside her wet heat. She clenched all around him, the most amazing feeling in the world, and he almost lost it right there. But she was already moving against him, eager for the powerful friction that made sparks fly between them. He kept their bodies close, loving the feel of her soft breasts, her soft stomach and hips against his hard muscles as he stroked and they came together, again and again.

      Midway through, she wrapped her legs around his waist, giving her more control, and he loved the feel of her thighs. He’d never get enough of that soft body. When they were eighty years old, he’d still be following her around, hoping to get a piece of that soft ass. She was everything to him. Everything.

      He stroked harder, and she met him with every thrust, gasping heavily as they came closer to completion together. Just as she cried out and tensed, her cat claws sinking into his back with a short, tingling sensation, he jerked inside her as well, spilling his seed in warm, smooth pumps as she continued to thrust against him with each convulsion of her release.

      When it was over, they were left gasping, and he could feel something wet on his back. She’d scratched him, so involved in the pleasure, and the thought made him vaguely pleased as he gathered her against him and she curled up contentedly in his arms.

      “I love you, wildcat,” he said. “I always will.”

      She simply nodded and curled in against him, exhausted by pleasure and probably by the day they’d had as well. He got up to get a towel and gently cleaned them both off and then helped her into pajamas. There was nothing else to say tonight. It was simply too late and they were both exhausted.

      He didn’t know exactly what she was feeling, what was going through her mind. But for once, he was just going to wait.

      She didn’t say anything as they curled up in bed together, but she settled happily into his arms. And he could swear, just before she nodded off and started snoring, he heard a light purr.

      The thought put a smile on his face as he fell asleep.
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      Clonk, clonk, clonk.

      The cabin practically shook as someone pounded on the door, and Jesse sat up groggily, his hand to his head, and stared around the room, wondering what time it was exactly.

      Then he looked down next to him and saw his adorable little mate, her hair tussled from sleep, her gorgeous body still naked, her lips slack as she snored quietly.

      The sight warmed something inside him, and he got out of the bed carefully, shrugging into a robe and pulling on pajama pants so he could go outside and see what was going on. The thumping on the door didn’t abate until he yanked it open and looked grumpily out at Shane, his older brother, and Wyatt, the tall, blond man who owned the neighboring ranch. Wyatt and his brothers had grown up playing together, but then one year, Wyatt’s dad had stormed out of the house and forbidden them from coming over ever again, and that had been that.

      Now that they were all grown men, they occasionally saw each other in town, but things weren’t exactly friendly. Especially since just a little while ago, Shane had fought Wyatt over a misunderstanding regarding Ruby.

      “Shh,” he said, slumping out onto the porch, feeling hung over from fighting, emotion, and great sex. He stretched wide. It was a beautiful sunny day, and he felt more relaxed than he had in a long time.

      Shane took two steps forward and grabbed Jesse by the collar, hauling him up. “Just what the hell happened last night? Wyatt says his men say you beat up most of them at the bar last night.”

      Jesse scratched his head and looked between the two men. Wyatt was in his usual, fancy western style clothing. Wyatt’s family ran more of an upscale dude ranch. Go figure. From what he’d seen of cats so far, he had the idea they were all snobs.

      Jesse pushed out of his brother’s grip and straightened his robe. Wyatt, to his credit, just stood with one hip cocked and his golden eyes calm and steady.

      “Fuck,” Jesse said, pacing back and forth on the porch. “This is the wrong time to deal with this. Come on. Let’s head back to the lodge so we don’t wake my mate.”

      Wyatt nodded and Shane led the way to a clearing between the cabins and the lodge that was partially shaded by trees.

      Wyatt’s brows drew together and he cocked his head, his handsome features curious. “Your mate, is she a cat?”

      Jesse’s eyes narrowed. “None of your business. And she’s not officially my mate yet. Well, I’m waiting for her to agree.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Wyatt said, a small smile quirking the side of his lips. Then he shook his head and ground his boot into the dirt. “But that’s not why I’m here. What the hell did you do to my guys? And more importantly, why?”

      Jesse pressed his lips together. How did you tell a fairly decent man that all the men he’d hired were assholes? He rubbed the back of his neck as all three tall, silent men stood in the middle of the clearing as the wind howled overhead.

      “For Pete’s sake, Jesse, just explain yourself. You aren’t the type to go off over nothing,” Shane spat.

      “I wasn’t before Bonnie came around,” Jesse muttered. Then he met Wyatt’s gaze reluctantly. “They were threatening my mate.”

      Wyatt’s aristocratic face darkened and took on a feral quality as he drew to his full height. As a cougar, he was one of the larger cats, and from what Jesse had seen, he didn’t tolerate any mistreatment of women. “How so?”

      Jesse ran his hand through his hair, shaking it loose. It felt good in the cool morning air. “First they were just talking. Then they wanted her to come back to their place. She said no. They said they’d take her anyway. Show her a ‘good time'. Give her a ‘good ride.'" Jesse felt anger rising in him at the thought of the unpleasant words. “I mean, she’s a cat, so she might have been able to take care of it, but—”

      “But she shouldn’t have to,” Wyatt bit out, turning his back on them in anger. “Well, gentlemen, I’m ashamed my men caused you problems. I assure you, the ones responsible will be punished and, where possible, reported.” He turned back to Jesse with those flashing gold eyes. “I’m sorry for what happened with your mate.”

      Jesse shrugged. “It’s okay. They didn’t do anything I could report them for exactly. That’s kind of why I stepped in. To make sure there was nothing to report.”

      “Understood,” Wyatt said, nodding. He folded his powerful arms again, even tighter, and shook his head while muttering to himself. “Well, they’ll be gone, and I’ll make sure they don’t come back here again. What is up with my hiring these days?”

      “If you need some references, we got some,” Shane offered.

      Wyatt raised one dark-blond eyebrow. “You’d do that?”

      Shane shrugged. “Well, we appreciate you coming to us about this. And we were wrong about that kidnapping situation.” He approached Wyatt and put a tentative hand on the other man’s shoulder. “Maybe it’s time we officially buried the hatchet.”

      “Maybe,” Wyatt said, putting a hand out for Jesse to shake. Then he shook Shane’s. Then they all nodded. It was a good feeling. They all lived on this rough land together. They might as well be friends again.

      Not that it wouldn’t be a rocky road, but for now, it was okay.

      Then the hairs on his neck rose as he heard angry footsteps approaching and turned to see Bonnie striding toward them, dressed in pajamas and a robe. The urge to run, grab her, throw her over his shoulder, and take her back to his cabin was intense, but he held back. She was bundled up enough that no one should be able to see anything, and besides, he had no right to tell her where to go or when.

      He’d been bad enough last night, and he had a feeling he’d be trying to atone for that for a while before she agreed to finally mate him.

      Sigh.

      “Just what are you doing out here this early?” she asked, looking between them. “Don’t you know better than to just walk off on a woman?”

      “Bonnie, this is Wyatt,” Shane started.

      “I know who he is,” Bonnie snapped. “But I don’t appreciate you bringing my mate out here this early when he’s supposed to be in bed with me.”

      Jesse’s eyes shot open wide, and Wyatt laughed and then stifled his grin.

      “Sorry,” Wyatt said. “But I knew from the moment I scented you that she claimed you.”

      Shane and Bonnie both looked at him in surprise. “What do you mean?” they asked in unison.

      Wyatt raised an eyebrow and scented the air around Bonnie. When Jesse growled possessively, he stepped back. “Easy, big guy.” He turned to Bonnie. “What breed are you?”

      “Lynx,” she said, folding her arms and looking at him defiantly. Jesse’s little cat wasn’t intimidated by anyone. Never had been. He could still remember how mad she’d gotten when Maverick had the nerve to kiss her friend Harmony without permission.

      “Ah, makes sense,” Wyatt said haughtily. “Stuck-up city cats so inbred they don’t remember what it’s like to be a real cat anymore.”

      She snorted. “As opposed to idiot mountain cats that go butting in other people’s business?”

      Wyatt laughed at that, loud and easy, then shook his head and looked from Shane to Jesse. “Don’t know how you guys find the best females, but you do.” He gave Bonnie a wink. “If you have a sister, let me know.”

      “As if she’d want you,” Bonnie muttered.

      It seemed cats had pretty fierce rivalries between species, and Jesse would do well to remember it.

      “All right, well, if that’s all, I gotta get back and discipline my men,” he said.

      “Wait,” Bonnie called. “What did you mean you knew I claimed him?”

      Wyatt cocked his head, then with a grin, he turned around and strode back toward them. When he got to Jesse, he shocked everyone in the clearing by grabbing the back of his robe and jerking it down, baring his shoulders. He gave it a quick look and then laughed again and strode off, leaving Jesse staring at him dumbfounded as Bonnie and Shane walked around to look at his back.

      “Daaaayum,” Shane said in an exaggerated drawl.

      Bonnie let out a little gasp and covered her mouth with her hands. “Did I do that? Did I seriously do that?”

      Jesse tried to look over his own shoulder futilely. “What is it? What the heck is it?” He could remember her sinking her claws into him the other night. But it hadn’t hurt. It had only tingled and felt kind of good.

      “Um, I’mma let you show him,” Shane said. “I better find Ruby. She’s been sleeping late lately. I’m not sure she’s feeling that well.”

      Jesse raised an eyebrow at that. “What do you mean not feeling well?”

      “Sick in the morning. Maybe just the diet out here at the ranch.”

      Bonnie stifled a grin and shared a look with Jesse, almost if silently asking him if he thought they should let their brother in on what was really probably happening with his mate.

      But he decided against it and let Shane walk away back toward the lodge. Shane should figure it out on his own, or let Ruby tell him they were expecting a cub. That was special and they should keep it between them.

      And he had business of his own to work out with his little wildcat.

      “So you marked me, huh?” he asked, folding his arms and shrugging his robe back over his powerful shoulders.

      She grinned sheepishly. “I guess so. Not that I was aware of it.”

      He narrowed his eyes on her playfully and advanced on her, backing her back toward the cabin. When they got there, she scampered up the steps with a giggle, almost as if she were trying to get away, but he caught her with a growl, tucked her under his arm, ignoring her struggles, and carried her into the house.

      Then he marched straight to the bathroom and set her down while he looked for a mirror. When he had it, he lowered his robe and held the mirror out while turning his back to the bathroom mirror.

      There on his back, in pink, angry strokes, was the vague shape of a heart.

      Holy shit, that was hot.

      He turned to look at his cat, who was blushing furiously and refusing to look at him. But for a moment, he was simply lost as to her motive.

      He thought she still wasn’t ready. He thought…

      “Why?” he asked simply, leaning on the edge of the bathroom counter. “You were angry with me for claiming you without telling you. And then you go and…”

      She pushed past him wordlessly and walked into the bedroom. He pushed off the counter with a sigh and moved to follow her as she stormed ahead of him. She shut the bedroom door, and he heard her rummaging around.

      When she came out again, she was holding up her hand.

      He caught his breath. There, on her finger, sparkling in the morning light, was his ring.

      “I guess it means I accept,” she said. “I guess it means the cat in me wanted to lock down the bear in you. I guess it means I really was meant to be mated to you after all.” She walked forward, hips swaying sexily as his heart beat in his ears.

      No moment before this, whether it was starting his restaurant or seeing his brother married or even any beautiful Montana sky he’d been under could compare to this moment.

      After months of waiting, and a tumultuous couple of days, his wildcat was all his. He wrapped his arms around her when she reached him and crushed her into a hug.

      “Eesh,” she said. “Now I know why they call it a bear hug.”

      “And now I know why they call it cat’s claws.”

      She laughed and wrapped her hands around him. He felt her reach up and graze the marks she’d made on him. Marks that would likely fade but would still be a part of him for the rest of his life, since that was what she’d used to claim him.

      Later, he’d have to look it up and see what it all meant.

      Right now, all it meant was she wanted him forever, the way he wanted her.

      He pulled back and tilted up her chin to meet her beautiful green gaze. At the same time, he brushed her long red hair off her face and behind her ear. “So does that mean you’re mine, little wildcat?”

      She snorted. “Maybe it means you’re mine,” she said, pulling on his collar to draw him down into a kiss. She bit his lower lip and he groaned as she pulled him back toward the bedroom. Presumably for another little bit of mating to make this whole thing official.

      He laughed as she growled and pulled at him as he hesitated at the doorframe, bracing himself against it so she couldn’t tug him through.

      “Not so fast,” he said. “After everything we’ve been through, there’s something I need to hear.”

      She looked at him in bewilderment, and he found it almost too cute for words.

      “Something you said when we first made love,” he said, hinting playfully. “Something about loving me.”

      She sighed, letting go of his robe to glare at him with grass-green eyes. She scowled at him and folded her arms and then finally gave up.

      “I love you, you silly bear,” she said. She turned to the side, blushing. “Now can we go?”

      He laughed and nodded, following her into the bedroom and shutting the door behind them.

      The love they made that morning was slow and languorous, and Jesse made his mate scream his name multiple times. And as they spent the rest of the day inside together, watching movies, eating, all Jesse could think was one thing.

      If this was his fated mate, then fate had been very, very kind.
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      A few days later, things had mostly calmed down around the ranch. Bonnie had already met with their usual vet and had a talk with him about the regular check ups needed on the animals and what she would do between his visits. Seth had flown home and assured Bonnie that while the families were angry, they wouldn’t be bothering her in the future.

      Shane and Ruby had officially come out with the news about their pregnancy, and Jesse and Bonnie were now making wedding plans as to how and when they wanted to make things official.

      They were eating lunch together in the main lodge when Maverick came sauntering in to join them.

      “Ah, the family ranch is safe for another few months,” he said, leaning against the wall as he tended to do. He’d been on a trail ride for the past few days, and as a result, he looked even scruffier than ever.

      Bonnie had to stifle a laugh at how scruffy and almost scary he looked with his dark hair curling all around his face and neck and shoulders, and his full beard, and his dark eyes and unruly eyebrows.

      He was tall, handsome, and built, but no woman in her right mind would ever get close enough to know that.

      Unfortunately, Bonnie’s friend Harmony, wasn’t always in her right mind when it came to men.

      “So, now it’s just up to you,” Shane said, raising a glass in Maverick’s direction as Maverick raised an unamused eyebrow. “Just you mated and then the ranch is saved.”

      To her surprise, Maverick just cocked his head thoughtfully and then nodded.

      “I got this,” he said cockily.

      Bonnie sighed and shared a look with Jesse that said they’d both rather focus on their lunch than go down that particular rabbit hole. But Ruby didn’t seem able not to ask what the wild man meant.

      “Just what do you mean, you’ve got this?” she asked, turning on her bench to face him.

      It was a beautiful day on the ranch, as usual, and the late summer air was turning to a cool, brisk fall that would be beautiful as all the leaves changed on the mountains.

      Maverick had his back to the windows, and with the sun streaming through, throwing him into shadow, he looked even darker and more intimidating.  He folded his arms slowly, a grin spreading across his face under that monstrous beard. “I have an idea of what I’m going to do,” he said. “No problem. So, none of you need to worry about me.”

      Shane groaned and put his face in his hands, dragged them down, and looked over at his brother with weary eyes. “I don’t even want to ask this, but given the harebrained nature of your plans in the past, I feel like I have to. Just what the hell are you planning to do?”

      Maverick put a finger up to his lips, his eyes flashing with mirth. “It’s a secret.”

      Then he pushed off the wall and strode to the kitchen to get food from Fanny.

      “His plan better involve a haircut,” Ruby muttered. “Because that fur is out of control.”

      The entire table laughed, and Shane made a joke about tying Mav to a chair so Ruby could trim him that sounded only halfway joking.

      Bonnie grinned at Shane and he put an arm around her waist so she could lean in against him.

      “You want to go outside for a walk?” he asked.

      She nodded and stood with him.  “We’re going to take a walk in the sunlight,” she said to Ruby, who just smiled.

      “Got to take advantage of this great weather we’ve been having,” Jesse said, giving a playful grin that made Bonnie burn with the awareness of being alone with him in just a few moments.

      It was so different from what she’d had the rest of her life, she thought as they strode out onto the dirt path in front of the lodge and headed for a group of trees that led to an awesome walking path.

      Then again, with the beauty all around them, the towering mountains and rolling plains, pretty much everywhere was a beautiful place to walk.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked, putting her arm in the crook of his elbow. She loved her hand there, because she could feel both his incredibly strong forearm and his large bicep.

      “Doing well,” she said. “A little worried that Maverick’s plans have something to do with Harmony, that’s all.”

      “She’s still coming out next week, right?”

      “Yup,” Bonnie said. “She got delayed by work, but will be here soon. I can’t wait to see her.”

      Jesse pressed his lips together. “Well, we’ll do what we can to keep her out of trouble. I do know that Mav has some weird idea about it being fate that the three of you make it with the three of us, so it might be difficult to dissuade him.”

      Bonnie shrugged as they moved into tree covered shade. The wind blowing over them rustled the brush and leaves, a pleasant rhythm in the otherwise silent day.

      It was so peaceful in the mountains. She could barely believe she got to stay here for the rest of her life.

      “I guess Mav did somehow get the rest of us hooked up,” she acknowledged. “Not that I approve of how he did it, but maybe he knows better about fate than the rest of us.”

      Jesse scratched his head. “Maybe. I’m not betting on it. I think it’s more likely that he’s lucky.”

      He grinned and spun Bonnie gently against a tree trunk, pinning her there with his warmth and his height. His hands ran along her waist, making her shiver. “Like I’m lucky, to have you for a mate.”

      She gasped and shuddered as he kissed his way down from her ear to her collarbone, and his hand came up around her ribcage to cup and just barely graze her breast.

      “We’ve been having so much sex,” she said, gripping his rough shirt and keeping his mouth busy at her neck.

      “That’s what mates do,” he said, nipping her neck gently and making her growl.

      “I know. But it makes me sort of worried about what we’re going to do when I’m in heat.”

      Jesse pulled back and looked into her eyes, trying to assess how concerned about it she really was. She bit her lip.

      “When you’re in heat, we’ll make a baby,” he said, shrugging.

      “What if it’s not that easy?” she asked, her hands finding his shoulders and running down along his strong arms, appreciating the strength there, that he would always be beside her, lending her that strength.

      He brushed her hair back gently behind one ear. “I already told you. You’re meant for me either way. It doesn’t matter.”

      “I love you,” she said, grinning softly up at him. “You always know what to say.”

      “Good,” he said, returning her smile with one that was dazzlingly brilliant. She loved how she seemed to have brought him out of his shell.

      He looked out at the forest around them. “Anyway, I think it’s possible. After all, Seth said I had some cat blood in me. So that means, somewhere along the way, a bear and a cat got it on. Who knows where in the line, but they did.”

      “I guess it makes sense since shifters can mate with humans as well,” she said.

      “But regardless, no matter what happens,” he said. “I’ll be here with you, and you’ll be here with me. I’ll do everything I can to make you happy.”

      She grinned. Just looking up into his warm, light blue eyes, she felt reassured that no matter what happened in the future, they would face it together.

      It just felt right.

      “Okay,” she said, coming forward to hug him as he held her tight.

      For a moment they just stayed there, letting the sunlight stream in between the trees, and the mountain breeze cool off the moment.

      Then he kissed her again. This one a long, tender kiss. One that said their story would be their own. However it happened. The only promise was that they would love each other forever.

      And that was enough to be happy for the rest of her life.

      When her knees buckled, he caught her up in his arms and carried her to the cabin to finish things off.

      Bonnie didn’t care what her life could have been like without Jesse. What she could have had or what her family would say.

      From here on out, it was her and her rancher bear. And that suited her perfectly.
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      Hi,

      I have a new boxed set out, only .99 (or in KU) for FOUR complete Bear shifter books. If you haven’t read my polar bear books (or if you want to read them all again through KU), now is your chance. Regularly 11.96 to buy the whole series. Here’s a sample, hope you enjoy!

      Thanks,

      Terry

      Polar Heat Boxed Set

      Bear-ever Yours

      Leah Maitland looked from the address on her phone to the palace-like building in front of her and stared in shock.

      Someone, somewhere, was playing a universal joke on her, and it wasn’t very funny.

      “Are you sure?” she asked, turning to the cab driver. But he had already shut her door and was pulling away. She sighed and put a hand over her face, which was sweating in the warm ocean breeze blowing from the beach only a hundred yards away, just on the other side of the expansive hotel.

      When she’d received an invite to this little island in the Caymans, she’d been sure it was a scam. She never won things like this, and besides, she couldn’t remember ever having entered the so-called contest she’d won.

      She sighed and put her phone in her pocket. Best to just get this over with and hope that whoever planned this wasn’t waiting to just laugh at her.

      The hotel was the nicest she’d ever seen. Clean, intricately in-laid tiles greeted her, sparkling in granite in the open, spacious lobby. People sat here and there in plush, circular chairs with cushions in tropical colors. Everyone seemed relaxed and happy, drinking fruity, refreshing looking drinks from tall glasses. She breathed in the air conditioning that mingled with the refreshing island scents and looked out through the windows at the back of the hotel, which overlooked a perfect blue and green ocean.

      She took a few steps toward the check-in counter, but before she could reach it, she was greeted by a man with a tray.

      “Leah Maitland?” he asked. He was tall, tanned from life on the island, with short blond hair and striking blue eyes. He wore a professional-looking gray suit and had a sharp look to his features.

      “Yes,” she said hesitantly, turning to him as he looked her over. She knew what he saw. An woman of average height with short, intensely curly hair in a wild halo around her face, a curvy, some would say generously proportioned body, and deep brown skin.  A pretty face with round eyes and a wide, generous mouth.

      She used it to smile at him and she swore she saw a blush beneath that deep island tan.

      “I’m sorry.” He held out the orange, icy-looking drink from the tray. “Mr. Weston will be right down to take you to your room. Well, your suite, really.”

      Her eyes widened. “Suite?”

      He waved a hand. “As you know, Mr. Weston made sure it was all taken care of.”

      “Because of the contest?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Yes,” the man said hesitantly. “If you would like to sit for a moment...” He tucked the tray under his arm and gestured to a chair not far from the front desk. It was by a small table and looked out toward the ocean. Leah sighed and walked with her drink in one hand and her large suitcase in the other to the chair and slumped in it, setting the drink on the small glass table so she could pull the large tote she was carrying off her shoulder and drop her purse.

      So many things.

      Her phone beeped and she ignored it. Stupid Ignus (her boss) would be probably bothering her this entire trip, making it everything but fun. But she was tired of spending every second at his every whim. Just these two weeks, she’d have her time all to herself.

      The phone beeped again and she muted it and picked up her drink again. She kicked her legs over the arm of the chair and looked over at the back doors. And froze.

      They were glass, and through them, she saw a man walking in.

      No, that was understating it.

      There was a MAN walking in.  Slow motion, ginormous pecs bouncing, tanned six-pack glistening, long legs muscled, taut and large. Dripping wet, wearing only a low-slung swimsuit and sandals on his gloriously nearly naked body. Gorgeous blond hair shimmering with water and sunlight.

      She sucked harder on her straw to prevent an immediate drool fest.  She then realized there were others with him. Women, mostly. One stopped to talk to him and Leah nearly fell in love with him as she watched him explain something while pointing to a piece of equipment the woman had handed him.

      Then she frowned. She recognized that. A snorkel. And then she noticed he had something in his other hand. A black vest, attached to a heavy metal tank. Her heart sunk.

      A scuba instructor.

      Just great, she thought, sitting back in her chair with a sigh. The first man to make her heart beat double time in over ten years, and he had to be someone who spent 90 percent of his time in one of the places she had little to no experience with. The water.

      She kept her eyes on the captivating man-creature walking further into the lobby, flexing those amazing muscles as he carried all of that equipment. He stopped at a desk near the back and started handing equipment over it. She bit her full lower lip and worried it slightly, imagining those huge, capable, tanned, strong-looking hands running over her curves.

      Mmhmm.  She was drinking her drink and imagining just how hot this tropical paradise could be for the two of them, when he turned and pinned her with a glowing grin. His teeth were dazzlingly white against his tanned skin, and his face was gorgeous. Beyond gorgeous. Carved from stone for pure masculine beauty. Dazzling blue eyes that reminded her of the man who had greeted her with a drink. Carved lips with an intense dip in the upper one.

      And an adorable dimple.

      Plus that gorgeous blond hair that shone in the sunlight streaming through the open windows all around the hotel lobby.

      He looked like he was going to walk toward her. Her breath caught in her throat, and she fought to keep her heart from jumping out of her chest. Eye contact with this man was too much. She could already feel a slight ache between her legs just at his notice of her, but that smile…

      But then it faltered slightly as someone touched his arm, drawing his attention back to the counter.

      It was like someone had told her it was okay to breathe again. She exhaled and nearly dropped her drink when someone touched her shoulder lightly.

      “Ms. Maitland?”

      An older man, gorgeous, with the same tropical blue eyes of the man she’d met before, and the man who had walked in with the scuba gear, was picking up her bags before she could stop him.

      “That’s me,” she said.

      “That’s what I thought,” he said, putting an arm out for her. The man was a fox, even with silver and white threaded through his dark blond hair, and she could feel muscles under his shirt that would give her scuba diver a run for his money.  He was tall, even compared to other tall men. She’d put him at at least 6’6”, maybe even 6’7”, almost a foot over her own average height of 5’6”. She felt tiny beside him, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.

      A dimple flashed at her as he led her toward the elevator. “It’s nice to meet you, Ms. Maitland. We’re so grateful you could come to stay.”

      “Me too,” she said, resisting the urge to fan her face.  This place was a paradise, and the men were ridiculous. If she’d really won that stupid giveaway, she had to thank whoever had entered her.

      

      

      Sky dropped off his gear and tried to be patient with the clerk flirting with him at the front desk. For once, something was interesting him more than his next dive. And she could disappear by the time Tammy figured out that he wasn’t the least bit interested in a barely-legal seasonal employee.

      “Yes, I understand, Tammy,” he bit out, trying to look back to where he’d seen the stunning woman who’d made his body take notice immediately.

      He and his brothers were polar bears. Shifters. And anyone who thought polar bears couldn’t live in warm climates was totally wrong. Polar bears had to put on massive amounts of fat just to survive in arctic climates. He chuckled, flexing a bicep. No fat here.

      Just as well, he didn’t have to use as much weight while diving.

      By the time Tammy finished and took his gear off to be cleaned and stored, the woman he’d been looking at was gone.

      He hit the desk lightly with his fist.  It wasn’t often a woman caught his notice. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time. He had two loves, diving and the ocean, and women didn’t have a lot to do with either. Although, a lot of them sure did take his class. He shook his head and put his towel over his arm to walk toward the elevator.

      And then he saw his dad, with the woman on his arm, in the elevator, with the doors closing.

      Something in Sky jumped within him, and he strode toward the door, not caring that it could close on him, or before he got there.

      Something in him said, mate. For the first time in his life. But before he could get there, the door closed, leaving him with just that brief glimpse of his mate’s deep brown, sparkling eyes.

      And a burgeoning erection.

      He swore and strode off to another elevator to go up to his room. He’d been planning to go out for a dive after class finished, but now he had bigger things to do. Like getting dressed so he could go investigate why his dad had a stunning woman on his arm, and what he planned to with her.

      Because Sky had a few things he’d like to do with her himself.

      

      

      Leah calmed her heart after she entered her room. The handsome older man had left her at the door with her bags, simply pointing in the direction of her suite and giving her a card that had a number she could call if she needed anything. He was handsome, as was the man who had  held the tray, but he just wasn’t the scuba guy.

      He’d seen them in the elevator, and she’d seen the look of a true hunter flash in his amazing sea-green eyes as he strode toward the elevator with a determined purpose that had made her clench her legs together with sheer want.

      Damn, they made men differently here.

      Then she realized two pairs of eyes were watching her curiously.

      Holy crap, she wasn’t alone. And when she removed her hand from her heart and looked at the spacious living room around her, she realized why. This was no room, this was a suite that probably took up a third of the floor they were on. There was the common room, with couches, hammocks, and a large TV. Plus a deck that led out to an infinity pool that seemed to go out into the ocean, but really just stretched to the edge of the deck. She took a step toward it, and then realized she should probably introduce herself to the women waiting for her.

      She took a step forward, leaving her bags at her feet as she did. She pulled nervously at the purse strap on her shoulder and put out a hand. “I’m Leah Maitland.”

      One of the women, a sporty looking woman that was tall and curvaceous with an amazing hourglass, came over and shook her hand firmly. She had her hair in tight braids that were tied in a thick braid over her shoulder, and she was stunningly beautiful, with gray eyes that looked amazing against her dark brown skin.

      “I’m Kim Starling,” she said, stepping back to reveal the other woman, who was short, with relaxed hair that went to her shoulders in a chocolate brown color. She had warm brown skin and glowing black eyes. Her face was sweet and feminine, and she wore clothes in colorful silk that accentuated her short, plump body. She took her glasses off of her head and put them on to study Leah.

      “Nice to meet you, dear,” she said, “I’m Mara Kyle.”

      “What?” Leah said, running forward to take the other woman by the hands. “You aren’t.”

      Mara smiled. She had a maternal air about her. Soft and good smelling with a kind smile, despite probably being around Leah’s age in her mid-thirties.  “I am, I assure you.”

      Leah sat on the couch across from her, realizing she was too close to the other woman. “I love your seascapes. I have them hanging in my…” She trailed off, thinking of her unpleasant work place. “At the office I work at.” Just the thought of it brought Ignus to mind, and for some reason the thought of her boss made her stomach roll.

      “I’m flattered,” Mara said. “I’m excited to be here. I’ll be able to paint some amazing things, I’m hoping.”

      “Damn straight,” Kim said, stretching her athletic arms. “I’m dying to get out of here, but we were supposed to wait for everyone to get here so we could go through our orientation pamphlets.” Kim tossed a packet to her and sat next to Mara with her own.

      “I’m sorry you had to wait. I was barely able to get away from work to come here,” she said, shrugging. “As it is, my boss is probably going to bother me the whole time.”

      “You want me to chuck your phone in the pool?” Kim asked, face totally serious. She looked like the type who could throw it all the way to the ocean if she wanted to. Kim was strong, tall and healthy, with nice hips and a killer ass that made Leah jealous.

      “No,” Leah said, laughing. “That’s okay.” She looked at her packet. So, should we open them?”

      “Supposedly, we all got different prize packages depending on our interests,” Mara said.

      “Does anyone even remember entering this?” Kim asked. “I mean, not that I’m complaining, but something kind of sketchy is up.”

      “I’m not complaining,” Leah said. “As an administrative assistant to the biggest asshole on the planet, I haven’t had a vacation in about a million years.  Now, should we open them?”

      After a held breath of silence, each woman dug into their packet. Leah pulled out colored pamphlets and fliers, coupons and offers. And a paper that had an itinerary of everything she could do on her trip here.

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” she said, setting the paper down.  This vacation had just turned from a dream into a nightmare.

      Polar Heat Boxed Set

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Also by Terry

        

      

    
    
      Polar Heat Series

      A matchmaking papa bear sets his three bear shifter sons up with women on a Caribbean island.

      Bear-ever Yours

      Some Bear to Love

      One in a Bear-l-lion

      Remem-bear Me (Dad’s book)

      Dragons of New York

      Dragons work in pairs, the fire-breathing enforcers of the shifter world and rescuers of anyone in distress. And these sexy dragons are about to find mates:

      Double Dragons

      Desired by Dragons

      Destined Dragons

      Bearstone Park Series

      A billionaire tech mogul, a movie star, and an Olympic snowboarder come back to Bearstone Park and find unexpected but wonderful mates.

      Bearllionaire

      Bearlebrity

      Bearthlete

      Beary Sexy Boxed Set: All three brothers in one

      Soldier Bear Series

      Big Bad Bear

      Big Sexy Bear

      Big Strong Bear (Coming soon)

      

      The Alpha Series

      Alpha Games Serial (Novellas with cliffhangers between volumes)

      An alpha female returns home to the pack mates she left and finds herself choosing between three alpha males in this paranormal romance serial from Terry Bolryder

      Alpha Games Boxed Set on sale for .99

      Alpha Rogue Serial (Novellas with cliffhangers between volumes)

      An MMA fighting shifter meets his match in his exciting paranormal romance serial from Terry Bolryder.

      Alpha Rogue Boxed Set on sale for .99

      Alpha Contender Serial (Novellas with cliffhangers between volumes)

      A average human woman finds out she’s a desirable female alpha and ends up in a mansion with ten possible suitors in this paranormal romance serial from Terry Bolryder.

      Alpha Contender Boxed Set on sale for .99

      Alpha Defender

      When alpha wolf Thor finds an acquaintance on his doorstep needing his help, will he take the mysterious person in, or step aside?

      *Stars Thor from Alpha Contender Series*

      Alpha Defender on Amazon

      Wolf Protectors Series

      Three hot, wolf shifter brothers run a martial arts studio and divide their time between training to be the toughest around and winning over their sexy, independent mates. All in KU!

      *Stars Asher from Alpha Contender Series*

      Alpha Champion

      Alpha Hero

      Alpha Protector

      

      Thanks so much for reading!

      Terry

    

  
cover.jpeg
TERRY BOLRYDER





