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      A sexy heartbreaker with eyes for just one woman. 

      

      Quiet, introverted, curvy, and a little obsessed with bears, Brianna Asbury has gone more than her share of rounds in the dating ring to no avail. She hasn’t completely given up hope. Why can’t she ever be attracted to a nice guy? When she meets Byron Varga, he’s the hottest thing she’s ever seen. Too bad he’s got heartbreaker written all over him. 

      

      Byron Varga knows he’s a screw up. Most of his life is spent either trying to control his bear, or trying to clean up the messes his bear gets him into. 

      

      When he meets Brianna, he’s enraptured by the sweet, curvaceous beauty even though he knows she’s much too good for the likes of him. When he totally blows every chance he has with her, he vows then and there that he’ll do anything to be the kind of man she deserves. Anything. Even if it means killing off his bear for good.
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      It was one of those blazing hot days in September when summer should have already started to make way for fall, but hadn’t let up yet. Everyone was muttering about their air conditioning not blasting cold enough.

      I had already called the building supervisor twice to get someone to come up to our office, but he was as lazy and grumpy as everyone else and kept making vague promises he hadn’t kept.

      Fully fed up, I protested by clock-watching. Chloe, my best friend and coworker, was expected back today from a two-week excursion in Aruba with the ridiculously gorgeous billionaire, Nathan Varga. I was all set for some steamy news and juicy gossip about their piping hot romance.

      I rolled a pen up and down my desk, stopping only when my normally even-tempered assistant, Maria shot me a dirty look. I was managing to annoy everyone today.

      Screeches of joy emanated from the reception area of Barefoot PR. Cory, our enthusiastic receptionist and office gem, had obviously laid eyes on an uber-tanned Chloe because he was having a jealousy fit that could no doubt be heard a full city block away.

      Eventually, she entered the office and I fought my way through the throng of well-wishers. Like I said, it was a slow day, and embraced my friend.

      She squeezed the life out of me. When she let me go, I gushed the same way Cory had at her golden skin and the fact that she was practically radiating joy.

      “Okay, so the vacation clearly agreed with you!” I exclaimed, noticing how relaxed and de-stressed Chloe looked. I’d honestly never seen her look so happy before.

      “It was heaven,” she replied dreamily, “I’ll tell you all about it, but be prepared to be green with envy.”

      I laughed. It was exactly what I wanted. With the love life I had, I felt blessed to have a friend like Chloe through whom I could live vicariously.

      “Just go easy on the intimate details so I don’t hurl in my handbag.”

      She winked at me, “Like I’d ever tell.”

      Our company had recently gone to an open-office plan, much to my and Chloe’s dismay. So, we had to find ourselves one of the few remaining walled offices for privacy. We sat ourselves down for a long girl-chat.

      It was about four in the afternoon when we finished, and, no joke, I was starting to feel slightly queasy with jealousy. Nathan Varga sounded like a total romantic god. So, not only was he richer than Midas, handsome, and intelligent, but it sounded like he was also head-over-heels in love with my best friend.

      I was so happy for Chloe. We’d both done our rounds in the dating arena, and I was glad that she’d hit the jackpot. I couldn’t help wondering where my romantic prince was. I’d kissed so many frogs that surely it was time for one of them to turn into prince charming and sweep me off my feet, no?

      “Oh, I forgot to mention,” Chloe leaned over my desk, her eyes alight with excitement, “Nathan’s brother, Byron. He’s single and I told him all about you. He’s dying to meet you. What do you think?”

      I laughed through my nose. I should have seen that coming a mile away. I loved Chloe, but she was forever trying to play matchmaker. No doubt loverboy’s brother would be another in a long line of mismatches or nightmare dates. Besides, I was already sorta seeing one of her friends, Jason, who she’d set me up with on a camping trip. The woman was relentless, I’ll give her that!

      “Chloe, no way.”

      “What?” She whined, “Come on, Bri, he’s sooo good looking and really sweet. A regular heartbreaker.”

      “I’m already sort of seeing Jason, you know that. Besides, your matchmaking skills are awful.”

      She pouted, “How can they be so bad if you’re still dating Jason?”

      She tried to reason with me, but her words fell flat. I gave her the look.

      “I am trying to make it into… something, mostly because I’m trying to be open-minded to possibilities. But, honestly Chloe, there’s really no spark. Jason’s also a really sweet guy, but I think I’ve had my fill of your really sweet guys.”

      “Okay. Well, I’m hoping that when you eventually meet him, you’ll change your mind.”

      She flashed me a huge mega-watt grin and I found myself doing the same. She was happier and more at peace than I’d ever seen her. I’d wait a while before putting my foot down firmly about this. I didn’t want to spoil her good mood.

      “I’m going on an iced latte run,” I said quickly, trying to change the subject, “Want one?”

      “I’m okay. Want company?”

      “Uh, no, all good.”

      I grabbed my bag and strode hastily toward the entrance before she had a chance to change her mind and spend an entire coffee run chewing my ear off about the various merits of Byron Varga.

      What kind of name is Byron, anyway? I thought uncharitably.

      As soon as I stepped out into the sunshine, I felt better. Now that the afternoon blaze was coming to an end, there was a slight breeze in the air and the sidewalk didn’t feel like it was going to melt the soles off my shoes.

      I walked along in the direction of the coffee shop, passing the community garden and inhaling the sweet scent of the cherry blossom and Aspen trees.

      A strange sensation came over me, as though I was being watched. I looked around, but didn’t see anyone. Until I turned toward the park.

      The hottest guy I’d ever laid eyes on was sitting on a bench under one of the trees. He was tall and well-built. I could see how thick and toned his muscles were, even from a distance. The intensity of his dark gaze combined with his amazing physical physique had my entire body tingling with arousal, and the muscles of my core contracting.

      The entire scenario was so weird, and while part of me desperately wanted to move on, another part of me, the physical part of me, could only stand and stare. It was the way he was watching me that was the most unnerving. Like he knew me and had been waiting for me. But this guy, I would have remembered meeting. I was positive that I’d never seen him before in my life. Yet… there was something oddly familiar about him, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

      As I stood there, probably with my mouth agape and a dimwitted expression on my face, he fluttered his fingers at me in a goofy wave. He looked so cool, so badass, in black denim jeans, a tight black t-shirt glued to his bulging muscles, tattoos interwoven up his arm, that the gesture looked totally bizarre and I burst out laughing.

      He returned the smile with sincerity, and gestured to the seat next to him.

      No way, weirdo.

      Sure, he was as hot as hell, but I was brought up in New York City, and you didn’t just go around getting picked up by strangers in parks – no matter how good-looking, well-muscled, and undeniably delicious they were.

      I gave him a smile and a wave anyway. He smiled back, a mischievous grin that made my insides melt and my heart race. He seemed unbothered by my reluctance to join him, and after a moment of hesitation, I went on my way. I knew if I stayed there a second longer, I would get myself in trouble. I can recognize a toxic guy when I see one. This dude had one-night stand written all over him. And though I was sorely tempted, that just wasn’t what I was looking for.

      The minor flirt had lifted my mood considerably, and I tipped the barista generously. I may not have a man who wanted to jet me off to Aruba, but summer was holding out, my iced latte was made to perfection, and there were gorgeous, flirtatious men on every corner. Things were good.
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      Let’s head to the front!” Chloe yelled in my ear.

      I tried to smile back, but the noise and the crowd were giving me a headache. The band, Crazy Monday Blues was Chloe’s thing, not mine. Nathan was supposed to have gone with her, but had last minute business to take care of. So, I’d offered to do the best friend thing and be Nathan’s backup. Chloe had been looking forward to the concert all week; I couldn’t say no.

      Without waiting for an answer, she grabbed my hand and dragged me through the throng of people to the front of the stage.

      Reluctantly, I had to admit it was actually better right up at the front. The crowds were less dense and I could finally breathe. I looked around at the other people enjoying themselves and singing along with the lyrics, and managed a more genuine smile. Chloe was good for me. I had a tendency to hide away, and avoid the general public. Chloe was the total opposite, and sometimes her prodding was just what I needed to coax me from my shell.

      Neither of us were what you’d call slender. Whereas I was sometimes a touch self-conscious of my generous curves and ample backside, Chloe wore every inch of her body loud and proud. Ever since I’d met her, I’d been steadily growing more body-confident. Little-by-little I’d become less envious of tall, skinny girls who peered out at me from magazines and billboards, and happier with my own natural body shape. I thought Chloe was gorgeous, after all, so why not me too?

      As I scanned the crowd, my eyes stuck on a man standing in the corner of the upper mezzanine. A tall, lanky blonde hung off his shoulder in a seductive fashion. I could only see his back, a broad frame and tousled dark hair, but my heart started to palpitate. Crazy.

      The blond saw me staring and whispered something in his ear. Judging by her expression, I was pretty sure it wasn’t anything pleasant. Her eyes scanned me head to toe, and her face screwed up into a grimace.

      The man turned around. Holy hell. It was the same guy from the park, I was sure of it. The lighting was dim, but his physique was a memorable one. He was just as broad as I remembered. Taller than I’d initially assumed. His dark hair was tousled, and a little on the long side, and his chiseled jawline sported the scruff of a day or two’s growth. I felt my body go weak. His eyes were a strange and a piercing bright blue, at odds with the rest of his dark coloring. They bore through me, and seemed to glow more fiercely in the dim lighting of the venue.

      Chloe tugged at my arm, “Hey, what’s up Bri?”

      I realized then that I’d be unabashedly staring at the sexy man-god above me. I swiftly glanced over at his girlfriend. She was apocalyptic with rage.

      “Uh, nothing,” I turned away, “Just thought I saw somebody I knew.”

      Chloe followed my gaze, and smiled brightly.

      “Oh, Byron! Hey, Byron!” She called to him loudly waving her arm back and forth in the air. I wanted the ground to swallow me. He made his way toward the stairs to come down and join us, his girlfriend sulkily following behind him.

      “Didn’t I tell you he was good looking?” Chloe sounded smug. I thought ‘good-looking’ was a serious understatement, but I just rolled my eyes at her.

      “You also forgot to mention that he had a girlfriend?” I replied sternly, not letting her win this one.

      She scoffed, “That’s not his girlfriend! That’s just a…girl.”

      My initial assessment had been correct then, a one-night stand kind of guy. Well, I’d be avoiding him like the plague.

      All too soon he was standing in front of me, his eyes looking down from his above average height in an almost territorial fashion.

      Dude, you have a girlfriend, or a girl… whatever.

      She avoided looking at Chloe or me, looking past us and up at the stage as though we didn’t exist.

      “Brianna, right?” He drawled. His tone was laid-back and casual, but his gaze conveyed a totally different sentiment. He looked as if he could, and would, devour me at any second.

      “That’s right. And you’re Byron.”

      “I saw you walk by the park a few days ago,” he smiled, “Why didn’t you join me?”

      “Because I avoid running up to sit with strange men in parks. It’s a health hazard.”

      “Fair enough,” he smirked, “Can I buy you a drink?”

      I was about to respond with a stern no, but his sulky companion beat me to it.

      “Byron, let’s get out of here. This place is wall to wall losers.”

      Without looking at her, his gaze still fixed on me, he responded, “Why don’t you go, and I’ll stay?”

      “Fine!” She flipped her long blonde hair behind her shoulder haughtily, “Enjoy the chubbos.”

      She stormed off through the room, and I saw Byron shoot her a bemused look.

      “Sorry about that. Jessica’s going through some… stuff…” he trailed off.

      “Doesn’t bother me,” I shrugged, even though it wasn’t true, “We have to be going too, right Chloe?”

      I jabbed her sharply with my elbow, so she wouldn’t refuse. Out of the corner of my eye I could see her bewildered expression, but she had to follow girl code, and that meant getting the hell out of somewhere when one of us was feeling genuinely uncomfortable.

      “Really?” Byron asked, looking surprised, “Can’t you stay for just a little longer?”

      “Sorry, can’t.”

      He seemed like a nice enough guy, but I’d had so many bad experiences with men like him. None of them as drop dead gorgeous as Byron, but good-looking ones with roving eyes who treated women like flavors of candy. They couldn’t get enough of sampling each one.

      “A quick drink?” He persisted.

      “No,” I replied firmly. I had to do it now, while I still had some willpower left, “Sorry. I have to go.”

      “Can I at least have your number?” He asked. I was surprised by him. He really wasn’t willing to let it go. Was he just one of those super competitive types? Can’t stand to be turned down no matter who was doing the declining. I hesitated before agreeing. He typed the digits into his phone and then smiled.

      “Hope I see you around.”

      “You too,” I replied, hating myself for desperately hoping I did. Just because I wasn’t going to date him, didn’t mean that every so often I wouldn’t enjoy looking at him. From a safe distance.
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      Keeping my bear in check around her had been painful. Seeing her from afar triggered the beast to tug and pull, but I hadn’t anticipated the strength of the pull once she was up close. I could smell the spicy sweetness of her skin. I nearly drowned in her bright emerald eyes.

      I’d known she was my destined mate ever since she’d found me in the woods. That night I’d lain helpless on the ground, wounded by some scumbag from the Bow Mar clan. She’d approached my bear, undaunted, drawn to me as my mate. She’d gently stroked my fur. The warm feeling that had washed over me is something I’d never experienced up until that moment. She was mine.

      Tonight hadn’t gone well. I felt like a teenager again, awkward and monosyllabic, not even charming enough to get her to stay for a drink. At least I got her number. That was one small comfort, but it wasn’t much. I knew when she gave it to me that she didn’t really want or expect me to use it.

      I don’t get it. The attraction between us must have been mutual; that’s the way it usually worked between potential mates, even if one of them was human. I could have sworn I’d heard her heart rate increasing when I approached, and the faint blush of her cheeks, all indications of a pleasant physical response. So what the hell was the deal?

      There was something holding her back. It probably didn’t help that I’d had Jessica with me. We’d slept together a few times, years ago, but it had never meant anything. We were both shifters, both unmated, and our arrangement had always been just hanging out, no-strings. Jessica was particularly unpleasant sometimes, cruel even. I don’t know why I’d agreed to go anywhere with her again.

      Dumbass.

      I made my way up the walkway to Nathan and Chloe’s house. Nathan had moved out of his apartment shortly after meeting Chloe, and they now lived in a gated community outside of Denver. The wide path up to their door was leafy and totally silent. I envied my brother.

      Nathan had always been better at keeping his bear under a tight leash and this was his reward, a loving mate, a beautiful home and a successful business. No doubt they’d start a family soon, and I’d feel even further adrift. As happy as I was for my brother, the thought depressed me.

      I pressed the intercom button and was buzzed in. I hoped Chloe was home. I wanted to get a better idea of what Brianna thought of me after last night.

      “Hey Byron,” Chloe smiled at me from the open door, “C’mon in. Can I get you a beer or something?”

      “That would be great.”

      I hugged her hello. I loved Chloe, and she was always welcoming and happy to see me. That was a rare thing for me. Bonus that she never took sides when my brother and I argued.

      “Nathan’s in his man cave watching the game.”

      We walked down the hallway to the huge open kitchen and living area. The night flooded in through the sky light and I felt that twist of envy once again. My brother really did have it all.

      “I’d rather talk to you, if you’re not too busy.”

      “Thought you might,” Chloe laughed as she retrieved a beer from the fridge, “About Bri, right?”

      “Right,” I mumbled.

      “So, you turned up with another woman and you wondered why she was a bit hesitant about you. Seriously, Byron?”

      She rolled her eyes at me.

      “I didn’t know you were going to be there!” I exclaimed.

      “I know that, but you can’t hit on someone when you’re already on a date,” she explained patiently as if she was speaking to a small child in a remedial class.

      “Okay. Fine. I get it. But how else can I get her attention? Give me some insight, please.”

      Chloe observed me closely. She narrowed her eyes and screwed up her mouth. I could tell she was weighing my pros and cons, trying to decide if I was worthy of her best friend.

      She sighed. That wasn’t a good sign.

      “Byron, why are you so eager to get Bri to go out with you? We both know you could snap your fingers and have pretty much any woman you wanted. Are you sure you’re ready to take a relationship seriously?”

      I took a sip of beer, trying to find the courage to be honest.

      “She’s… my mate,” I replied softly.

      Chloe practically peed her pants. Her shrieking level went from shock, to excitement, to full out jubilation.

      “Oh, Byron! That’s amazing! I’m so happy for you… and me! We’re going to be a family!”

      I tried to share in her enthusiasm, for her sake. But it was impossible. My mate wasn’t interested in me, and when she found out what I was, she’d probably be even more repulsed. My bear wasn’t like Nathan’s. His was a harmonious part of him, natural and pure. Mine was often dark and unruly, prone to violence and constantly eager to escape my human skin and wreak havoc.

      “Okay, so give me a clue? How can I at least find a way to talk to her?”

      “Well, she volunteers every weekend at the bear sanctuary. I know she’ll be there tomorrow afternoon. Maybe you could stop down?”

      She works in a bear sanctuary?

      “Really?”

      “Yep.” Chloe laughed at my expression, “After the hiking trip, she keeps waiting for ‘her bear’ to turn up. Maybe you could show up and make her day?” She joked.

      “Sounds like a plan,” I smiled, feeling good about something for the first time in weeks.

      

      The good feeling didn’t last long. After finishing my beer, I headed back into town and over to my apartment. It was a dirty, messy crap hole at best, a far cry from the opulence and grandeur of Nathan and Chloe’s place, but when I arrived at my front door, things had gone from bad to worse.

      Across the front-facing wall, graffiti had been spray painted over the brick. It was black and runny, as if the act of vandalism had been done in a hurry.

      It read: “Miss us?” and had a logo in which the letters B and M intertwined.

      A nice message from the Bow Mar clan. I clenched my fists. Ever since Nathan had a run in with them earlier this summer, fixing my mess, as he never got tired of telling me, things had been quiet between our clans.

      Clearly, that was about to change. Typically, they came after me first. The volatile one, the one who’d fight, the one who would provide justification for an all-out war between the clans after doing something reckless. I was tired of this bullshit.

      I jammed my key into the front door, let myself in, and locked it behind me. The Bow Mars were a problem for tomorrow. Right now I needed to strategize my ‘accidental’ meeting with Brianna.
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      So, mucking out enclosures wasn’t my favorite job, especially in sweltering heat, but it was a price I was more than happy to pay if it meant I got to spend some time with the bears.

      There were four currently in residence, a great old sow called Bertha who spent all day lounging around in the shade and taking moody swipes at the others whenever they got too close, a black male bear called Shadow who had been injured somewhere in the Rockies and was recovering well, and two abandoned cubs, Tiki and Riki, playful and mischievous little bundles of joy that I couldn’t stay away from.

      I always half hoped that one day the bear that I’d seen in the woods would make an appearance. But, if its absence meant that it was happily roaming freely somewhere in the Rockies and not getting into any more fights, then it was a good thing. I just prayed that nothing horrible had happened to him. When Chloe and I stumbled across him, the creature had been badly injured.

      “I’ve never seen anyone shovel turds so enthusiastically.”

      I spun around at the sound of the low-pitched male voice, and was amazed to see Byron. He was leaning against the enclosure fence watching me through heavy-lidded eyes as though he wanted to devour me whole. He was wearing his trademark black jeans and t-shirt, clearly his go-to ‘bad boy’ uniform. I couldn’t blame him. The ensemble did his smoking-hot looks justice, making his dark features more prominent and utterly irresistible.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, stunned. The question came out a lot more accusatory than I’d meant it, and I felt myself blush. It didn’t help that his presence was once again doing strange things to my body. I was already perspiring under the sun’s blaze, and on top of that, my body was now experiencing added heat from his presence.

      “Visiting these noble creatures,” he gestured at Bertha, deadpan. She promptly released a very bored and inelegant fart and I stifled a giggle.

      “Right, sure. I’ve never seen you here before. You like bears?” I asked, genuinely curious. We always needed an extra pair of hands at the sanctuary, though I couldn’t really imagine Byron mucking out enclosures.

      “They’re okay,” he shrugged, “Some of ‘em can get a bit violent. They’re dangerous creatures. What makes you like them so much?”

      Though I hated to admit it, his answer disappointed me. If he’d felt an affinity for the bears, it would have given me a reason to reassess my initial opinion of us grabbing a cup of coffee together or something. There would have at least been some common ground between us.

      “Well, I like animals in general,” I replied, “I saw a wild bear in the mountains, and ever since then I’ve been kind of… obsessed, to tell you the truth.”

      “Really?” His eyes lit up and he seemed to be enjoying some private joke I didn’t understand. “What made that bear so special?”

      “Hmm… It was the first wild one I ever saw. It was so majestic, even injured. It was beautiful,” I blushed, aware I probably sounded like the bear equivalent of a crazy cat lady, “Anyway, that’s why.”

      He smirked at me, crossing his arms. I could see the sinewy muscle of his forearm, and the elaborate, interwoven ink of his tattoos. I wanted to reach out and trace the patterns, but stopped myself just in time.

      What is this man doing to me?

      “Lucky bear,” he smiled.

      His gaze was heated. He raked his eyes up and down my body, making me feel as if I was standing there in the enclosure naked. Normally, if a stranger behaved that way to me, they would have gotten a dirty look and an earful, but Byron was different. My body couldn’t seem to help but respond. A flaming heat grew between my thighs, my nipples tightened reflexively and my mouth suddenly ran dry.

      “Well, can I help you with anything?” I asked, trying to get to the bottom of what it was he was doing there.

      “I came to see you, actually. Chloe told me you worked here.”

      Nice one, Chloe. When I saw my friend next, we’d need to have a long chat about why she wasn’t to send hot bad-boys my way. What was she thinking? She knew me so well. She knew I wouldn’t be able to hack a relationship with a player like Byron. Especially after Derek.

      “It was nice to see you,” I tried to sound casual and relaxed, “But I’ve got to get back to work.”

      “Do you want a hand?”

      “You… want to help me shovel bear shit?”

      “If that’s what you’re doing, then yes. I want to help you.”

      I pointedly looked at his attire, and then glanced over to the manure pile. I smiled. It was time to give this guy a break.

      “Look, why don’t you come back in two hours with coffee? My shift will be over and we can sit and chat for a minute. If you want to, that is,” I finished lamely, far more confident when I started out the proposition than when I finished it.

      “I would love to,” he replied sincerely. “Two hours.”

      I waved him off, and returned to my shoveling. It took five minutes for sanity to return and for me to wonder what the hell I’d just done.

      

      When my shift came to an end, I showered rapidly in the staff facilities and did the best I could with a mini hairbrush and lip balm from the bottom of my handbag. It wasn’t much, but I really hadn’t been expecting company, other than my four legged friends who loved me regardless of my looks, or smell. As long as I fed them.

      With one last cursory glance in the mirror, I headed back to the enclosure. My stomach was already twisting wildly. I felt like I had a million knots tying up my insides.

      He was sitting on a bench, leaning back comfortably, with two large cups of coffee beside him and a brown paper bag that, from the smell wafting my way, definitely contained baked goods.

      “Hey, beautiful,” he flashed a charming smile of straight, white teeth which I’m sure had women’s panties dampening everywhere he went. It was doing a number on mine.

      “Hey, thanks for bringing coffee.”

      I shrugged off his compliment. He probably supplied them as easily as he breathed.

      “You’re welcome. How was the rest of your shift?”

      “Good. I had a little trouble with Shadow, he gets moody when you don’t feed him first. Grouchy bear.”

      Byron laughed out loud, though I wasn’t entirely sure why that was so funny.

      “You need to show him who’s boss. Take control. Bears respect dominance.” He explained when his laughter had subsided.

      “Okay,” I replied, bemused, “I’ll do that next time.”

      I took a sip of coffee, trying to think of something to distract me from his nearness which was causing tremors of excitement to shoot through me.

      “Brianna,” he put his coffee cup down on the bench, and turned to face me, his hypnotizing eyes capturing mine, “Go on a date with me. Please. One date is all I ask. Just give me a chance?”

      My gaze scanned his rock-hard chest and beautifully chiseled biceps. I sighed. He was a million and one kinds of crazy hot, but I was still resistant. My self-preservation was like a hard shell around me that I’d built up over years of disappointing and bitter romances.

      I took a deep breath before replying, and averted my eyes from any and every part of his anatomy. The temptation was just too much.

      “Look, Byron, you seem like a really fun guy and all, but I’m not sure that we’d be the perfect match. I’m looking for something serious, not just a casual fling or one-night stand.”

      “Who says I’m looking for a one-night stand?” He actually looked hurt.

      “That’s vibe I got.” I gestured helplessly.

      “Okay, well, let me be clear. I want to date you. Badly. Shit, Brianna, you’re the most amazing woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. This isn’t some casual feeling I’m having. I want to get to know you, find out what vegetables you hate, what your favorite movies are, and how bad your singing voice is. That kind of stuff.”

      “Oh.”

      I was taken aback. That wasn’t at all what I’d expected. At all.

      “Ok-ay,” I replied slowly, “That’s…great.” I could feel my cheeks heating a bright red. Half of me wanted the ground to swallow me up for being so judgmental, and half of me was a big pile of gooey mush from the raw honesty of his romantic sentiment.

      “I’ll pick you up at seven tomorrow?”

      “Um,” I hesitated, suddenly remembering Jason, the guy I was already sorta-seeing. It wasn’t as though we’d decided to be exclusive or anything, but I felt a bit callous to be accepting invitations from other men.

      The problem was, Byron didn’t feel like other men. More like the man. Crap. I was already in ‘dangerous thinking’ territory.

      “How about a double date, with Nathan and Chloe?” Byron offered in response to my hesitation.

      “Okay, yes.” I replied quickly, before I could deliberate anymore. After all, it was just a date with friends. It didn’t necessarily mean anything serious. If Byron and I were still into one another at the end of the night, then I had decisions to make, but until then I could relax.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      This was a problem. I was standing in the doorway of my apartment, trying to see what the mess and general disarray might look like through Brianna’s eyes. Empty beer bottles, old take out containers, dirty clothes strewn over the sofa and floor, and besides the filth was a lack of décor. I had the bare minimum where furnishings were concerned. I hadn’t bothered to do anything to the place when I’d first arrived. It had never seemed worth the hassle; I never stayed anywhere for long.

      I wondered what my life would be like had I not been born a shifter. Would I have a regular job like the suits I saw on the subway? I liked to think that I’d have been more successful, made more of my life.

      It was nearly impossible with the rampaging bear inside me. Whatever job I tried to hold down, I always ended up in a scuffle with someone. My bear was highly dominant and overly aggressive and because of it, I often couldn’t control my temper.

      Music had always been my saving grace, but even that was a hard fail. I looked at the one prized piece in my apartment, the Fender that had been my true and only love the past few years. I’d been in several bands. Unfortunately, my talent was overshadowed by my inability to show up to practice on time because my damned bear needed to shift and run off for a couple of days into the wild, or because of my behavior at gigs when I saw men getting too rough with women. I was a nightmare to work with, and I knew it.

      The only money I made now was from session guitar playing. Locked in a studio, I couldn’t get into any trouble. It was just me, my equipment and the music. I’d given up playing gigs at bars and small venues a long time ago. Occasionally, I still got stopped in the streets by some crazed fan, but I knew how to quickly douse their enthusiasm by being cold and distant.

      Reaching under the sink, I took out a trash bag and got to work. I would probably have to bring in some professional cleaners to do a deep-clean before I let Brianna set foot in this place, but for now, it was a start.

      After an hour, and four full bags of trash, I felt somewhat satisfied. I made my way to the back porch to haul the bags to the dumpster.

      As soon as I stepped outside, I could smell him, and my bear started going nuts. Another shifter was in the vicinity and it wasn’t one of the Varga clan.

      The motion sensor lights flicked on as I stepped off the edge of the porch, and I saw one of the younger members of the Bow Mars waiting for me in the back alley. He was dressed in a polo shirt and pressed khakis. The Bow Mar Clan liked to hide their nature beneath an air of sophistication and WASPish dress. Yet another of the reasons I hated them so much.

      “Come to borrow a cup of sugar?” I called out jovially.

      He scowled. I knew from experience that the easiest way to wind up a Bow Mar was to not take him seriously.

      “I’ve come to talk to you. No threats, just a friendly chat,” he replied, his voice smarmy. I wanted to kick his ass just for deigning to plant his loafers anywhere near my home, but I internally wrestled with my bear. I was setting new standards, not stooping to their level – my bear just didn’t know that yet.

      “A friendly chat? What are we, geriatrics playing chess in the park? No thanks man,” I held the trash bags aloft, “I’m busy cleaning house.”

      “I’ve got a proposition for you,” he disregarded my sarcasm, “One that I think you’ll find interesting.”

      I ignored him, and continued to dump my trash as loudly and obnoxiously as I could. Yeah, I was behaving like a child, but as a fight wasn’t in the cards, then it was the closest I was gonna get to riling the asshole.

      “It’s no secret that you hate being a shifter.”

      I froze momentarily. When I turned to him, I saw the gleam in his eyes. He’d caught my attention and he knew it.

      “Oh, really? What makes you say that?”

      “Look at you, no job, no education, no life. Compared to your brother, you’re worthless. Everyone knows it’s because of your bear.”

      I closed my eyes, focusing on my breathing. It was taking every ounce of control I had not to rip this fuckwad’s head clean off.

      “That’s sweet of you to say,” I retorted through a clenched jaw, “Wanna get to the point, before shit starts getting ugly?”

      “We have an antidote.”

      “Huh?”

      “An antidote. For shifters.” He clarified, sounding more and more pleased with himself by the second.

      He had my attention now. My eyes narrowed, “How does it work?”

      He shrugged a shoulder. “It’s like you’re reborn. No more bear inside of you, it kills the bear off and leaves just a regular guy. No more violent urges or fighting against your instinct. Normal, like everybody else.”

      It was music to my ears. Of course, I had my suspicions. The Bow Mar clan couldn’t be trusted for one. And, for two, I’d never heard about an antidote before. Not a word, and I’d spent quite a few years traveling from Shaman to spiritual healers to gypsy mystics to get rid of, or at least gain control of, my damn bear.

      “The price?”

      “Your brother.”

      I rolled my eyes. The Bow Mars and I had run-ins regularly, but it was always Nathan they wanted. Besides being the clan alpha, he was the wealthiest man in Denver. With Nathan out of commission, his empire would crumble and the city would more or less fall into their hands.

      “Be more specific. What exactly, do you want?” I sighed, tired of this stand-off. I wanted to go back inside.

      “Just your brother, delivered alone to a location of our choosing, without the rest of your clan. That’s all. And then the antidote is yours.”

      I’d be lying if I said the offer wasn’t attractive. It was. Especially when it came to Brianna. Damn, without the beast inside, I could actually be a better man for her, hold down a job, make some money, wine and dine her. Be the kind of man she deserved.

      Not at the expense of my brother, of course. As much as he was a massive pain in the ass, I’d never betray my kin. Besides, I owed Nathan. Big time.

      “No deal. You really don’t get the concept of a clan, do you?”

      “Whatever,” the shifter growled back, “Your loss.”

      I was gaining the upper hand once again, and I liked it. I decided to rub salt into an old wound.

      “How is Kurt doing, by the way? Pretty sure I saw him in the bear sanctuary this afternoon…did he hurt his wittle paw?” I snickered. The shifter looked furious, his face turned a hideous shade of puce. It made me laugh all the more.

      “You’re a dead man, Byron.” He retorted.

      “Yeah, yeah, doctor’s been saying that for years.”

      I shrugged and hopped up on the porch. When I turned back around, the asshole was gone. I went inside to finish cleaning up, trying to block out thoughts of an antidote and the possibilities it held for a new life.
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      I’m so glad you agreed to this,” Chloe beamed at me from her reflection in the mirror. I was studiously applying eyeliner in catlike flicks above my lids, focusing on not smudging and trying to stem my nerves at the same time. I wasn’t finding either task particularly easy.

      “Mmm,” I agreed non-committally, “We’ll wait and see.”

      “He’s a good guy, Brianna, I promise you that.”

      I believed that she thought that, but it didn’t mean it was entirely true. Still, I would try to give him the benefit of the doubt, and not judge based unrelated events from on my past.

      “Is this about Derek?” Chloe asked.

      And there it was. My past. The guy who I’d dated for two years, who had treated me like crap before I finally mustered the courage to stand up for myself and leave him. Six months after we broke up, I found out that he’d been sleeping with another woman the entire time we’d been together. I’d thought he’d been flying back and forth between Denver and L.A. on company business, and he had been. He also had a complete second life in L.A. with a girlfriend who hadn’t known about me either.

      “I think so,” I sighed. “It’s a bit difficult to bounce back from that, especially when it comes to guys like Byron. They just seem to spell danger and heartbreak.”

      “Derek was psychotic,” Chloe replied sternly, “I promise, Byron isn’t like that. I’d know. Nathan would know, and never let his brother anywhere near one of my friends.”

      “I believe you, logically. I just see the buff body, the sinfully good looks and think he’s going to break my heart.”

      Chloe laughed, “I could say the same thing about Nathan, but you’ve just got to trust that everything’s going to work itself out. Try and let go a bit, tonight especially.”

      “Okay,” I smiled at her in the mirror, “Find me something amazing to wear and I promise, I’ll try to relax.”

      “Deal.”

      Chloe fished through my wardrobe while I applied my make-up. Just when I was adding the finishing touches of a light bronzer, Chloe appeared behind me with a few of my prettiest summer dresses.

      “I vote the Grecian-type yellow one, with your strappy sandals.” Chloe stated, holding it up toward me.

      She was probably right. It was my newest purchase and I hadn’t worn it yet. I just wondered if it was over doing it a little. I shared my concerns with Chloe, who just laughed.

      “Absolutely not. We’re going to a fancy restaurant and it will make you feel more confident. Plus, Byron won’t be able to stop staring at you.”

      I rolled my eyes at her and slipped it on. It did look amazing, pretty revealing around the cleavage area, though. Not normally a look I went for.

      “Yes,” Chloe declared when I stepped out of the bathroom, “That’s the one.”

      “Not too much?” I questioned for the final time.

      “Not at all.” She confirmed.

      There was nothing left to do but hail a cab and head to the restaurant. For the first time in my life, I wanted a pre-dinner drink to quell my nerves, but I knew that would be a stupid thing to do. I was a total lightweight when it came to alcohol, and the last thing I wanted to do was embarrass myself silly by getting overly tipsy.

      “Ready?” Chloe asked.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      

      As the hostess escorted us to the table, both men were waiting for us and rose as we approached.

      My heart almost stopped when I laid eyes on Byron. He wore a black suit, his top shirt button undone. His hair was tousled as usual, and his jawline sported a dark stubble that worked to give him a classy but casual and unbelievably sexy look. I wasn’t the only one who thought so. The hostess couldn’t take her eyes off of him either.

      He greeted me with a devilish smile, and tingles ran up and down my spine. I felt a hot flush consume me.

      “Hey,” I greeted, smiling shyly.

      “You look breathtaking,” he murmured in my ear, as he leaned down and kissed me softly on the cheek. And just like that, we were encased in our own private bubble, just the two of us, the restaurant and the rest of the world melting away

      He pulled out my chair for me, and I was glad to sit. I was feeling lightheaded and woozy, literally stunned by the effect my date had on me.

      I managed to smile at Nathan in greeting, but he only had eyes for Chloe anyway and didn’t seem to mind that I could barely muster up a ‘hello’ for him.

      Chloe immediately engaged Nathan, purposefully drawing him into a conversation which would allow Byron and I some privacy.

      I met his eerily bright blue gaze. “How’s your small talk?” He questioned with a smirk.

      “Not great,” I admitted, “Yours?”

      “Passable. But with you, I’d rather skip the small talk. Tell me how you got that scar.”

      He lightly grazed a mark on my neck, a barely perceptible nick that I hadn’t even noticed myself in years.

      “You’re astute.” I remarked, impressed.

      “I want to know everything about you.”

      I smiled shyly, “It was caused by a someone’s home-made Frisbee when I was really young. The edges were sharp and it cut me. Blood everywhere, a total mess.”

      He nodded, leaning into get a better look at my scar. I could feel his warm breath tickling my skin, sending ripples of pleasure running through me.

      “What was young Brianna like?” He asked.

      “Quiet. Studious. Liked comics, hated sport, loved slasher movies.”

      He threw his head back and laughed, “You too, huh? Name your favorites.”

      “I’d have to name some of the classics: Friday the Thirteenth, Nightmare on Elm Street…oh, and definitely Halloween,” I replied in delight.

      “I wouldn’t have pegged you for a slasher movie fan,” he looked at me quizzically.

      I shrugged, “They’re fun. I remember watching them with my older sister when she babysat me. We would practically make ourselves sick O.D.ing on junk food and sugar. Good old days.”

      His eyes sparkled with amusement. I couldn’t really believe that he was taking such an interest in my boring suburban upbringing, and I wondered what it had been like growing up in the shadow of a brother like Nathan. I doubted that Nathan ever hung out watching movies and drowning in candy and chips.

      “You too, huh? Who did you watch slasher movies with?” I asked him.

      “Myself. Nathan wasn’t really into them. I stayed up late at night and scared myself silly.”

      “Well, if you ever feel like a Halloween marathon, you know who to come to,” I replied without thinking. Woah. Had I just asked Byron out on another date?

      “I’ll take you up on that.”

      Clearly, I had.

      The waiter came to take our orders. I barely glanced at the menu, ordering haphazardly, not really caring what I ate.

      After the waiter left, a silence fell between Byron and me. It wasn’t exactly uncomfortable, but it made me hyper aware of his nearness. Every so often, our legs would brush under the table, and each time I felt the soft fabric of his suit against my leg, my stomach twisted and unfurled with lust.

      “What do you do for a living, Byron?” I asked, strangely hesitantly. It felt rude that I hadn’t asked him that before.

      “I’m a musician,” he replied, “Not a very successful one.”

      I couldn’t understand why. Unless he was terrible, of course. But his drop-dead good looks must have sent female fans’ hearts fluttering.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “I only do session playing now,” he shrugged, “I couldn’t really hack being on stage.”

      I looked down at his hands. They were faintly calloused, capable looking. But the fingers were elegant and dexterous. I imagined them wrapped around the fret board of a guitar, manipulating the strings. I drew my legs tighter together, trying to quell the hot tingling sensation at the apex of my thighs.

      “What kind of music do you play?” I asked, curious to why he wasn’t more forthcoming. I’d met a few musicians in my life, and most of them wouldn’t shut up once you got them going on the subject.

      “A bit of everything, rock, indie…don’t tell Nathan,” he smirked, “but I’m still a huge country fan. Our dad turned us on to it and Nathan is as anti-country as you can get.”

      I tried to hide my exuberance. Country music was my own personal favorite. It was quickly appearing as though Byron and I had more in common than I’d originally thought.

      “Brianna.”

      Someone spoke my name, and I turned to see Derek standing next to our table, with a huge grin on his face.

      “Err… Derek,” I replied, wondering why he had approached. The last time I’d seen him was when I was throwing his clothes out of our third floor apartment.

      “Bri, you look amazing.”

      He leaned forward and enveloped me in a hug. It lingered too long, and I started to feel faintly nauseous at the smell of his aftershave.

      “Thanks,” I replied, doing my best to untangle myself from his embrace.

      “I mean seriously amazing.” He clasped my face in his hands. “Like a cool glass of water for a dehydrated man in the desert.”

      He was drunk. I was sure of it. His eyes weren’t really focusing right, and he seemed completely oblivious to the rest of the table.

      “Take your hands off of my date.” The voice was a low growl, and everyone turned, stunned, in the direction of Byron.
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      Take it easy, Byron.”

      I heard Nathan try to calm me, but my bear would have none of it. Both the beast and I were on the same side for once, completely fixated on the smug prick who was grinning like a fucking drunk-ass moron and practically slobbering over my mate.

      I stood up, dwarfing the man. Normally that was enough to let most men know they should be on their guard. To let them know that they should get the hell out of whatever situation they were in that had pissed me off. Before my bear had time to rise to the surface.

      “Who the hell are you?” He squinted at me, mean, beady eyes glaring into mine.

      “Not your business. Back. Off.”

      My bear was trying to fight its way out, but I was able to keep my voice calm, icy. Trying to keep the man in charge and not the animal. But the bear’s instinctual need to protect our mate was crazy strong and threatened to take over. My bear wanted to rip to shreds this asshole in front of me that was making my woman uncomfortable.

      The scent Brianna had been giving off as we talked had been warm, sensual, and lust-filled. Now it had turned bitter and acrid. I could sense waves of unease rolling off of her. Unacceptable.

      “Byron, just leave it,” Brianna murmured, “It’s okay.”

      Like hell it was.

      “Bree-zee,” the man cooed, “Why don’t you and I get out of here, catch up?”

      He placed a thick, meaty hand on Brianna’s shoulder, his fingers diving toward the open neck of her dress. I could sense the shiver of revulsion she felt at his touch.

      “Last warning,” I replied, my voice clipped.

      Brianna tried to remove his hand, “Please go, Derek. I don’t want you here.”

      He clasped it tighter, digging into her creamy skin. That was it. I’d had enough.

      “Byron,” Nathan warned me again.

      Too late, brother. I slammed my fist into Derek’s jaw, knocking him backwards with one clean punch. I heard the crack of bone, and watched as he comically lurched through the air, suspended for a moment with a look of complete shock and disbelief.

      He landed on the restaurant floor with a thud. The silence from the other diners was deafening.

      Seeing the man crumpled on the floor allowed my bear to sit back and rest easy. But I could still feel him, pacing below the surface as my adrenaline still wavered and angry blood still pumped through me.

      Sanity partly returned and I looked down at Brianna, hardly able to meet her gaze. When I did, I didn’t see the anger I was expecting. Far worse, she wore a look of disappointment and confusion.

      I hated myself in that moment. Utterly and completely. Nathan opened his mouth to say something, but I held my hand up for silence.

      “Leave it. I know,” I growled.

      Chloe reached out for Brianna’s hand, checking to see that she was okay. Unspoken words passed between them, and Chloe glared up at me as though she’d prefer to see my body slumped on the restaurant floor instead of that dickhead’s.

      We were guests of Nathan Varga, Denver billionaire and all round ‘good guy,’ so the staff came rushing over, but said nothing to us. They just dragged Derek off into the back kitchen. He was muttering and moaning, but thankfully it didn’t look like any real harm had been done. I don’t think Nathan would have appreciated shelling out more bail money.

      “Brianna, I’m… I’m sorry.”

      “What were you thinking?” She hissed.

      The answer was that I wasn’t thinking. The beast had been running the show. He’d been trying to defend his mate. How could I explain that? I paused for too long, and she rose from her chair.

      “You know what? Don’t even bother. I’m not interested in hearing it anyway.”

      She dragged her purse off the back of the chair, and before I could do anything to stop her in my stupefied state, she was through the restaurant and out the front door.

      It took only a split second to pull myself together, and I went after her.

      “Byron, leave it!” I heard Chloe shout after me, but it was too late. I was gone.

      Bursting through the front doors, I glanced wildly up and down the sidewalk. I didn’t see any sign of Brianna, but she couldn’t have disappeared so quickly.

      I sniffed the air. She’d turned left, but as I walked that way the scent suddenly vanished. I looked around, and saw a small alley running down the side of the restaurant.

      Among the almost overpowering smells of rotting trash, I scented the sweetness of her skin and the light floral perfume she’d been wearing.

      “Brianna?” I called out. I didn’t get a reply.

      I kept walking down the ally, past the smelly trash and her scent became stronger. Eventually, I saw her leaning against a wall in the distance, she was entirely cast in shadow, but with my shifter sight, I saw it was her. Even from this distance, the waves of fury emanating off her viscerally crashed into me.

      If I approached, it would be at my peril.

      “Brianna,” I called once again, “Please hear me out? That’s all I’m asking.”

      She bristled, but I kept my pace steady. She might be mad, but she was my mate, and there wasn’t a thing on this planet that was going to stop me from doing everything I could to beg and plead for her forgiveness.

      “I’ve already made up a million excuses for your behavior, but none of them wash. None of them have a happy ending, so please just leave me alone.”

      Her voice was curt, and I could hear a faint wary undertone which was what I’d been dreading the most. It was the tone that Nathan used often with me. The tone that meant he’d forgiven me, but he was getting really sick and tired of me.

      The fact that Brianna was already at the sick and tired stage didn’t bode well. It made me feel ill, petrified that she wasn’t going to give me another chance. And honestly, if I thought about it, did I even deserve one?

      “Look, Brianna, I know I behaved like an idiot.  I don’t do this type of thing well. Fuck, I’m a walking disaster, and I know it! But I swear to you, I’m trying and I will try harder. I want to get better at this. For you.”

      It was the closest I could get to telling her the truth. It was the closest I could get to a declaration of my feelings without sending her running for the hills.

      Her posture relaxed somewhat, and I edged closer to her, wishing that I could at least hold her, physically show her how much she meant to me if I couldn’t use words.
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      I should have walked away. His behavior in the restaurant had been barbaric. Sure, there was a part of me that absolutely relished seeing Derek get some payback, but that wasn’t the point.

      What did it say about a man who was so hot headed and possessive that he would take a swing at another guy just for hugging the woman he was out on a first date with? We weren’t even together. Even if we were, that behavior would not be okay.

      Now he was standing in front of me, tall and broad, his dark suit still immaculate and clinging to his frame like a second skin, his hair mussed-up and becoming more so as he ran his fingers through it in agitation.

      “I want to get better at this. I’m begging you to have some patience with me. I need you to show me how to do this.”

      He sounded sincere, his deep voice gravelly and sexy as the words caressed me and lit fires within. How could I still want him? But I did. My body did, anyway. I tingled with need and desire like an addict desperate for one more fix.

      “Byron, I don’t even know what you’re asking me. To show you how to behave like a rational human being? I mean, really?”

      He came closer. I thought my words would offend him, but what I read in his gaze was a deep sorrow, as if I’d hit the nail on the head exactly.

      “Yes,” he spoke, his voice barely above a whisper, “Something like that.”

      I felt an acute surge of desire, when I should have been walking away. He shrugged off his jacket, wrapping it around me and I was submerged in his body heat and his spicy, masculine scent. Ugh, that didn’t help. It was damn potent, the heady scent, the closeness of his ripped, hard abs and broad frame.

      “This is so messed up,” I croaked out. I could feel my body surrendering. My chest was rising and falling with shaper breaths each passing second, already yearning for Byron’s touch.

      “I know, but can you feel how right we are for each other?”

      He was so close now that I could feel his warm breath dancing across my temples and it sent a lightning bolt of lust into my core. I trembled in response.

      “Physically,” I couldn’t deny it. My head could keep up the lie, but my body couldn’t, “But that doesn’t mean we should be together. It doesn’t mean anything at all except that you’re attractive and I want you.”

      “You’ve got me.”

      His lips closed over mine in a passionate and unyielding kiss sending molten pleasure racing through my veins. His tongue danced with mine, and I felt every nerve ending in my body respond with a needy urgency. I pressed against him, wanting to experience every inch of his hard, muscular strength.

      His hands grasped me firmly, clasping my waist and then slowly sliding down to my backside. He pulled me against his erection. I was breathtakingly aware of his heat and his rock-hard length for which my body instantly hungered.

      As I gasped for air, I clutched at fistfuls of his shirt, drawing him closer. My body betrayed me and sought a reckless abandon, to be seized, to lose control, to find a release that I knew this man would provide.

      The driving force of his kiss didn’t abate. His hands roamed my curves as if he needed to touch and feel every single contour and valley of my flesh. It felt heady and liberating, being wanted with an ardent desire that matched my own.

      I felt the head of his shaft nudging me, trying to gain access to the dampness between my thighs. He was methodically breaching my every defense, but he suddenly tore his mouth from mine, breathing deeply and raggedly.

      “Shit, Brianna—”

      He held me at arm’s length.

      “What are you doing to me?” He asked in wonderment. I could ask him the same question. If I could ever catch my breath. My body immediately felt the absence of his, but I was glad that he stopped when he did. It wasn’t the time. We needed to talk. I needed to understand what it was that we were doing, before we went any further. I needed to understand if this was just a physical thing, or if it was something more.

      I knew now that even if there was nothing between us except a physical connection, I would still allow that connection to be fulfilled. I wanted him, more than I’d ever wanted anyone else. Ever. But, I wanted to be prepared. Even though Byron certainly seemed to be the ‘disaster’ that he claimed to be, I was in serious danger of falling for him, and having my heart not just bruised, but completely broken.

      “Byron, I need some time to think. I’ll call tomorrow, okay?”

      “Take as much time as you need,” he replied, gently stroking my bare shoulder with his thumb and sending another surge of excitement through me, “I know I’m rough around the edges.”

      “Yeah.” There didn’t seem to be much more to say. Now that I was leaving, I felt despondent. His kisses might be pure ecstasy, but my evening had been ruined and I wasn’t sure if I completely forgave him for that yet.
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      I made my way up the winding dirt road to the old refurbished barn where the Bow Mar clan always held their meetings.

      I’d wondered time and time again why Nathan and I and the rest of our clan hadn’t demolished it yet. No doubt Nathan had a good, rational reason for not doing so, no matter how ludicrous I thought it was.

      I didn’t know who would be there to greet me, if anyone. But I figured they knew I’d want another bite of the dangling carrot they’d tempted me with a few nights ago. Fuck, I’m predictable. But there was no turning back now.

      After that kiss with Brianna, and my behavior in the restaurant last night, the decision was final. I wanted to be all man for that woman. No more fucked up bear.

      I knew that by losing my bear, the all-consuming mate bond would vanish between us, but it was a risk I was willing to take. Though Brianna would no longer feel the same pull toward me, a pull that I had no doubt was totally confusing the hell out of her right now, I hoped that if I became a more respectable and responsible man, we wouldn’t need it. We’d be good on our own. I sure as shit wasn’t any good for her like this.

      I parked the car a few miles away from my destination. They’d have heard me coming anyway, but I didn’t want to leave my vehicle in their yard. The Bow Mar cubs were a nightmare. I’d come out to a scratched paintjob or slashed tires. Parking close was practically an invitation.

      Walking the dirt path, I wondered what I’d do once my bear was gone. Nathan was always offering me positions in his company, if I’d only get my shit together and control my bear. Well, I couldn’t get more together than losing the fucker completely. Maybe I’d go back to music, live performances and playing in a band. Maybe I’d only be qualified for stocking shelves at Kmart. Fuck. That was a depressing thought.

      “Well, look who came to his senses.”

      One of the Bow Mars drawled at me. He was sitting in an easy chair by the side of the road, a Bud in his hand and a cigarette hanging on his lip. I vaguely recognized him, but paid him little attention as I made my way up to the barn.

      When I arrived, three guys were waiting for me. One was the guy who’d come to my house a few nights earlier, but the other two I didn’t recognize.

      Shit this clan’s growing fast.

      The thought made me uneasy. The Bow Mars becoming the most powerful clan in Denver wasn’t a pleasant thought. Not just for our clan, but for the human citizens of Denver too. The Bow Mar clan liked to hunt. A lot.

      “Nice to see you come begging for a favor,” smirked the familiar face, “I figured you’d be back.”

      “You’re a smart one, snookums,” I retorted pleasantly, “Now, run along and fetch me your boss.”

      He scowled, and jerked his thumb toward the entrance of the barn.

      “He’s waiting for you inside. Find him yourself.”

      I smiled at him broadly, throwing him once again. I loved playing mind-games with the Bow Mars. They were such a bunch of bona-fide morons.

      I found the Alpha sitting in the gloom of the barn, playing a game of Solitaire and puffing away on a pipe. A little skimp of a girl was sitting on his lap, she must have been about nineteen to his fifty years. It was fucking gross.

      “Hey Abacus. Playing with yourself again?” I asked in way of greeting.

      He leered at me, showing a set of off-white teeth that could have made a perfect before pic for a tooth whitening system.

      “You’re such a fucking juvenile,” Abacus retorted.

      I winked at the girl on his knee. She blushed, but made a hasty exit when Abacus glared at her.

      “And you’re fucking juveniles,” I quipped.

      He sighed and slammed his pipe down on the table. The chair beneath him creaked, and the sound echoed throughout the empty room.

      “You’re here because you want the cure. Let’s get down to business.”

      “Sure,” I agreed amicably, “I want the cure, you want my brother. That’s the deal. All I want to know is when and where.”

      Abacus laughed heartily, causing his belly to shake. He reminded me of a drunk and dirty dime store Santa, and I couldn’t help but shudder.

      “I never know why we worry about you Vargas. Brother willing to sell out brother, just to get out of the clan.”

      He shook his head in disbelief, and his Tobacco-yellow eyes gleamed with feverish excitement.

      “Yeah, judge all you want. I came for information, not a moral discussion.”

      I wanted to get out of there. The fumes from his pipe were getting to me, and I hated this creaky old barn. Ever since I could remember, it had always smelled like rotten meat, and the potential reasons why made my stomach turn.

      “As you like. Bring him to Firare Place near the old mill. Just you and him, no clan. Otherwise, no cure.”

      “And how do I know this cure works? Got any proof?” I retorted.

      “Look up James T. Miller from a clan on the east coast. He took the cure. Talk to him. Then meet us at the location on Friday, high noon.”

      I nodded. Trust the Bow Mars to make the entire procedure like something straight out of a spaghetti western.

      “Well,” I turned to leave, “It was a damn pleasure, Abacus. As always. So pleased you continue to be in great health.”

      He rolled his eyes at me, “Just fuck off, Byron.”

      Charming.

      I strode out happily. I had a plan already forming, and potentially the key to a long and happy future with Brianna. All I had to do now was persuade Nathan to play along and not to get in the way.

      The rest of the clan were gone when I got outside. When I reached my car, there was a giant key-scrape down the side of my paintjob.

      Little shits.
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      I hadn’t seen Byron for a few days. It had been a few days of trying desperately to remove him from my thoughts. I buried myself in my work, grateful for a demanding client and a big project. In addition to that, I took extra shifts at the bear sanctuary, which was the only time I seemed truly able to get some respite from my thoughts about Byron.

      “Still looking peaked, sweetness,” Cory called from the reception desk as I entered work at Barefoot PR on Friday morning.

      I held up my vat of black coffee in salute, grimacing at his unflattering comment. Cory, because he was Cory and should probably have been working for the secret service and not at a reception desk at a public relations firm, knew all about my deliberation with ‘sexy disaster’ – a name Cory himself had coined. He disapproved of my reluctance to see him again. But then, Cory’s dating history was worse than mine.

      I made my way through to the sanctuary of an empty meeting room. I wanted to spend a few moments alone to go through my inbox and get some peace before the day began.

      As soon as I sat down, my phone rang. Jason’s name flashed on the screen and I cringed. I had completely forgotten all about him.

      “Hey Jason, how are you?”

      “Great! Yourself?” His voice sounded cheery, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “I’m good. Work’s been pretty hectic, but nothing I can’t handle.”

      “Well, if you’re not too busy, I was thinking we could grab dinner at OJ Sheeks on Saturday night?”

      I hesitated. Part of me wanted to go, to try and pretend that Byron was just a blip on my dating horizon and continue as normal. But I knew it wasn’t fair to string Jason along when in reality, I was completely obsessed with Byron. Whether or not I decided to give my sexy disaster another shot, Jason wasn’t the one for me.

      “Thanks for asking Jason, it’s really sweet of you but to tell you the truth, I just don’t see this working on a longer term basis, you know?” I fumbled around, wincing at the empty meeting room, “You’re a great guy, though. I had a great time. I hope we can still hang out as friends.”

      “Sure…whatever,” his voice was cold, but that was understandable.

      “I’m really sorry.”

      “Well, you know what they say about plenty of fish in the sea!” His jovial tone was forced, but I smiled into the phone.

      “Yeah, well, have a nice day and hopefully I’ll see you around,” I replied brightly.

      “Yeah, you too.”

      The line went dead. I heaved a sigh of relief and returned to my laptop screen. It had been the right thing to do.

      I was just getting started on my emails again, when another interruption came bursting through the door.

      “There you are! I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” Chloe’s tone was accusatory, as if I’d been deliberately trying to avoid her.

      “What’s up?”

      “I have a load of stuff to tell you that you’re not going to want to hear, but I need you to. Trust me.”

      I took a long look at my friend. Beneath the Aruba tan she was as pale as a ghost, and from the sneakers, shorts and baggy t-shirt ensemble, she’d obviously dressed in a hurry.

      “Of course I trust you, but what the hell is going on?”

      “I can tell you in the car. It’s out front. We need to get going.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at her strange request. I had meetings booked today and a plethora of work to get through.

      “Umm… it’ll have to wait.” I said, confused.

      “No! This can’t wait. You need to come with me. Now. Please, Bri.”

      Her tone was firm, and I had to reluctantly accept that whatever was going on was urgent enough for me to leave work only an hour after I’d arrived.

      “Okay. Lead the way.”

      I shoved my laptop back in my bag and followed Chloe out of the building. We got a few strange looks, mainly because Chloe was moving at a rapid pace with grim determination, while I meekly trailed, avoiding all eye contact with our colleagues.

      We sped out of the parking lot, and only when we were on the freeway did Chloe calm down enough to give me more than a wary glance.

      “Okay, spill,” I demanded, “What’s the hell’s up and where are we going?”

      We appeared to be heading out of town.

      “Well, we’re going to Firare Place. It’s about a two-hour drive from here, so you’ve got time to scream at me all you want before we arrive.”

      “Chloe, why would I need to scream at you?”

      Now I was definitely uneasy, and had a vague sense that this had something to do with Byron. I couldn’t say for sure why, but I could just feel it coming.

      “Okay, well, I’m just going to blurt it out, and then if you have any questions, fire away,” Chloe stated nervously.

      She paused and I groaned in frustration, “Chloe, you’re killing me here.”

      “Nathan and Byron are shape shifters. They both have the ability to transform. Into bears. It’s amazing, or terrifying, depending on how you want to look at it, and we’re their mates,” Chloe spoke rapidly, exhaling the unbelievable news in one breath.

      What. The. Fuck?

      “Okay…You mean metaphorical bears… Right?” I asked slowly.

      “Nope. Real bears. The injured bear we saw in the woods when we went hiking? That was Byron after a fight with a shifter from another clan.”

      Chloe fixed her eyes steadily on the road, and I sat in silence.

      “Right,” I fought down the overwhelming hysteria, “I get that you think they’re bears, and we can discuss that later and look into therapy options, but I don’t really understand why we’re going Firare Place.”

      Chloe smiled faintly, and looked over at me.

      “Bri, you’re my best friend in all the world. I wouldn’t lie to you, and I’m not under any weird psychotic delusions. I’ve been where you are now, and I get what you’re feeling, but it’s all true. We’re going to Firare because Byron has got it in his head that he’d be better off as a full human. He wants to take a cure that will kill off his bear.”

      “Okay, let’s just say for the sake of argument that I believe you,” I was really struggling with this, “and Byron’s half, ahem, bear. Why can’t he take the cure if that’s what he wants to do?”

      Chloe shook her head sadly, “Because his bear is part of who he is. A large part. That bear you saw in the woods, would you want him dead, gone forever?”

      I thought about it. I remembered back to that night. I’d been practically spellbound by the creature. I wanted to lie down next to him and run my hands through his thick fur. No other bear had the same effect on me, just like no other man has had the same effect on me as Byron has. I wanted to be around him, despite everything.

      I was starting to believe Chloe’s insane story. Byron’s eyes, his general presence, had felt strangely familiar the first time I’d seen him in the park. The smirks at the bear sanctuary, and both his and Nathan’s nearly impossibly large, rock-hard physiques.

      “What did you mean about the ‘mate’ thing?” I asked quietly.

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll let Byron explain that part to you. But, I’m Nathan’s mate, and honestly? It’s the most beautiful, incredible feeling in the world,” she sighed dreamily, “I already know you feel the pull toward Byron. Well, it’s natural. Try and let go, just give in to it.”

      How am I supposed to do that?

      My feelings toward Byron were convoluted at best, and if I was completely honest with myself, the intensity of them terrified the crap out of me. Insistent. All-consuming. Could I just follow them blindly, ignoring the fear?
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      Are you sure about this?”

      Nathan’s voice drifted over to me as I scanned the horizon. It was a couple of minutes till noon, and I felt watchful and wary as I waited for signs of the Bow Mars arrival.

      “I’m sure. I have to be with Brianna, and this is the only way.”

      “It’s not. I know you think it is, but it’s not. Bonding can change you, make your bear less restless. I promise you that.”

      Maybe he was right, and maybe it was true for his bear. But Nathan had always had a more controllable bear than I’d ever had. The only way to pacify my beast was to put it to rest. Permanently.

      I’d spoken to James Thaddeus Miller. He’d taken the cure, and woke up the next morning feeling like a different man. He was holding down a better job, had a girlfriend, and a regular, normal life. He sounded peaceful. It was his general tone and attitude more than what he’d said that made up my mind. I wanted that. That air of peace and calm, and the freedom with which to enjoy it. Nathan didn’t know how hard it was to struggle with a monster like mine.

      “Nathan, I need to do this. You’ll probably thank me for it later. No more of my messes to clean up. Shit, I’ll probably even accept a job at Varga Corp. and be the best employee you ever had.”

      “Is that what you want though?”  He asked, the skepticism evident.

      “I want Brianna. She deserves a good life, with a steady, responsible man. I want to be that for her.”

      I saw two vans drive up in the distance. They’d made us come alone, but they had clearly shown up in full force. I took it as a compliment.

      “You clear on the plan, bro?” I asked.

      “I’m clear. Just don’t take it till it’s all over, okay? I might need your bear.”

      “I won’t.”

      I might have my faults, but disloyalty to my brother or my clan would never be counted among them. I would see this all played out before taking up my new life. I checked my phone subtly.

      “She hasn’t called?” Nathan asked.

      “Nah,” I shrugged it off, “Doesn’t matter though. I can start again tomorrow.”

      I didn’t look over at Nathan. I didn’t want to see the expression of pity I knew he’d be wearing.

      

      I saw Abacus first. He led an assortment of pack members, the first wave still in human form, the latter as bears. They were ready for a fight, correctly assuming that Nathan Varga wouldn’t come easily.

      “Told you they were growing,” I murmured at Nathan.

      He nodded, “Almost double what they were last time I came across their path.”

      Abacus stopped about a meter away.

      “Nice to see you both,” he remarked snidely, “So glad you could make it.”

      “You too,” I drawled, “Looks like we’re all on a family outing.” I nodded over to the rest of his clan.

      “I like to come prepared,” he replied shortly.

      “So do boy scouts. Anyway, here he is.”

      Nathan gave them a friendly wave, and smirked.

      “You all going to take me on?” He asked.

      “We’re all going to take you down,” sneered Abacus.

      “Cure first,” I extended my palm toward him.

      Abacus scanned the landscape, “I don’t know if I can trust you, Byron…”

      “I’m offended,” I replied, “But Nathan’s all yours. He’s arrogant enough that he thinks he can take you all on. My business here is done.”

      “Take the cure first,” insisted Abacus, holding out a small vial of amber liquid.

      “I kind of wanted to make a bit of a ceremony out of it. You know, bubble bath, light a few candles…”

      “Take it,” Abacus growled at me.

      I took the vial from his hand, and held it in mine. It was warm, and I could practically feel the liquid inside humming with energy. This was no placebo; it was the real deal.

      Hesitating, I turned to look at Nathan. There was a warning in his eyes. I didn’t know if it was a warning not to abandon him by becoming a helpless human when battle was about to go down, or a warning not to take it, full stop.

      “Nah,” I shrugged in an off-hand manner and pocketed the vial, “You can’t really have thought that I’d let you kill my brother, did you?”

      Abacus turned an even paler shade of jaundice yellow and spat on the ground at my feet.

      “You fucking Vargas are all the same.”

      “We are,” Nathan agreed.

      He let out a low whistle, and Abacus frowned in confusion. Then he saw it. Over the hill some twenty of our grizzlies slowly ambling towards us.

      Abacus let out a roar as his clan behind him hissed in anger and fear. We all shifted in rapid succession. The fight was on.
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      Chloe slammed her foot down on the breaks screeching the car to a halt. My jaw dropped at the sight before us. An entire field of bears, some fifty or so in number, turned in our direction. I’d never seen anything like it in my life. It was both utterly terrifying, and one of the most awe-inspiring things I’d ever witnessed.

      We both leapt out of the car. Chloe led the way toward the sea of bears, and I followed her willingly, knowing that what I was doing was sheer madness, and doing it anyway.

      I knew right away which one was Byron. I would have recognized him anywhere. He was huge, a great big bulk of muscle and thick, gleaming black fur. He stood next to another bear of the same size, which I presumed was Nathan.

      I caught Byron’s eye. The same human eyes that I’d come to know were in that bear. My bear. That’s when I started running towards him.

      Byron started to approach me too, uncertain and clearly confused as to what I was doing running towards him during what looked like some kind of stand-off.

      “Byron, don’t” I spat out as soon as I was near enough, “Please don’t do it. Don’t kill my bear.”

      I collapsed against him, wrapping my arms around his thick fur and feeling him nuzzle softly against the crook of my neck.

      Chloe had gone to stand beside Nathan, who even in bear form managed to look furious that she’d come. I belatedly caught on to the fact that we were in great danger.

      It looked like there were two groups of bears, one led by a seedy-looking brown bear, the other were grizzlies, both growling, roaring and pawing angrily at the ground.

      I felt Byron’s great bulk tremble and shiver beneath my fingers, and stepped back. ‘My bear’ transformed back into a man. The process had taken mere seconds, and I stared dumbfounded at him.

      Wow, naked Byron.

      I might have been terrified of the steadily approaching bears now locked in fierce battle, but my body was focused entirely on one thing, the utter male perfection in front of me that was Byron. The hard plains and tight abs of his body were breathtaking, and I could only stare, mouth open.

      “You need to get the hell out of here, now!” He roared at me, “Seriously Brianna. Chloe, take her and run.”

      “I will!” I cried back, already scrambling to my feet, “Promise me first that you won’t take the ‘cure’. Please, just promise me that!”

      “Okay, okay,” he tried to placate me, “I promise, now get the hell out!”

      Chloe rushed past and grabbed my arm, nearly yanking it from my socket as we ran back down to the car.

      Behind me I could hear the sounds of vicious snarls, howls and savage roars. The ground beneath out feet seemed to tremble as fifty bears clashed with a ferocious thunder, claws impaling bodies and open jaws sinking into enemies.

      We ducked down behind the trunk. We didn’t say anything, but I don’t think either of us wanted to leave them.

      Seeing Byron’s bear had caused a lightning bolt of clarity. I had loved that bear ever since I saw it in the forest. It had mesmerized me and I hadn’t wanted to part from its side. I’d spent months hoping and wishing every time I entered the sanctuary, that I would see my bear again.

      I loved him. As a bear. I was starting to fall in love with the man, too, if I were being honest with myself. I couldn’t explain it, and I didn’t even know where to begin to try to rationalize my feelings.

      Now I had to wait as I listened to sounds of destruction, pain and the ripping of flesh ricocheting off the landscape. I wanted to cry. I was terrified that something would happen to Byron. We were so close to finally understanding one another, and it suddenly felt like it could all be cruelly snatched away in an instant.

      I don’t know how long we sat huddled like that, both Chloe and I behind the car, clutching at one another and not daring to look over the trunk. Finally, we heard the sound of thunderous running, and then, whooshing past us, a depleted fleet of brown bears broken and bloodied, ran off out of sight. We could hear roars and howls of victory, coming from the field.

      Tentatively, not knowing what we might find, Chloe and I raised ourselves up and peeked. Then started to run toward the grizzlies.

      Two broke from the group and ambled towards us.

      Byron and Nathan.
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      I couldn’t believe she was here. My bear was vicious anyway, a born fighter, but today he’d fought with abandon knowing our mate was only a few yards away.

      Now she stood in front of me, tear tracks down her face, as pale as a ghost, and the most beautiful fucking thing I’d ever seen in my life.

      She wrapped her arms around me, throwing her body at me with force. She buried her head in my shoulder, and I felt my bear calm to stillness instantly. Finally, the beast and I seemed to be at one. Maybe what Nathan said was true for me, too. Maybe my mate would calm me.

      I nuzzled her, letting her hold on a few seconds longer before I shifted back. I needed to talk to her, and the vial of liquid was burning a hole in my conscience, still in the pocket of a pair of ruined jeans.

      Brianna broke away, and I transformed. As soon as I was back in human form, I grabbed her, pulling her tightly toward me and trying to focus on the situation at hand to keep myself from becoming so obviously aroused. It wasn’t working well.

      “Oh, Byron, I was so worried.”

      Her voice was muffled as she spoke into my chest, clinging on tightly. Her words were like a sweet melody to my ears.

      “Bri, you don’t have to worry about me. Ever.”

      “Are you kidding?” she glared up at me, “You were just in a massive bear fight! How could I not worry about you?”

      “I’m good in fights, trust me,” I smirked, trying to joke, but my heart wasn’t in the mood for flippancy. I was only just starting to comprehend that she cared for me, and it was making my insides melt and my dick as hard as stone.

      “I didn’t realize you felt this way,” I whispered softly, “That you liked me at all.”

      “Neither did I,” she smiled, “But I do. Ever since I saw you injured in the forest, I haven’t been able to get you off my mind. Granted, I didn’t know that that was you.”

      She loved my bear?

      “My bear’s a wreck. A crazy, unmanageable wreck. But, once the bear’s gone, I know I can make you happy, Brianna. Me, the man, not the shifter. I will be a better man for you. I promise.”

      I tried to reassure her, but she shook her head angrily.

      “No way. You and your bear are one in the same. I love your bear, and I’m falling in love with you. Please don’t change anything. I want you the way you are, all of you, man and bear.”

      My heart rate galloped at her words.

      “You don’t want me to change?” I asked again, needing to make sure.

      “Not a thing. I’m one hundred percent positive I don’t want you to take that cure,” she smiled. “You wouldn’t be you.”

      “Even with all the temper, the drama, the general fuck-up of a man that I am?” I queried. Part of me just refused to believe that a woman as fine as my mate could genuinely love a man like me.

      “You’re not that big of a disaster, trust me. I can see you. Really see you, now. You’re perfect for me.”

      It was all I needed to hear.

      I couldn’t resist any longer. I slid my mouth over hers. Her lips tasted like cinnamon and salty tears, her mouth warm and inviting as my tongue dove inside to taste more of her.

      My erection pressed against the softness of her stomach and the light fabric of the summer dress that covered it. Her eyes looked up at mine, trusting and heavy-lidded with desire.

      I groaned, muffling the sound in her thick hair that fell in waves around her shoulders and lightly brushed against my chest.

      I glanced over my shoulder at the rest of the clan, and Nathan and Chloe standing a few yards away.

      She nodded, silently understanding, and a slight flush appeared on her cheeks. I scooped her up into my arms, cradling her and heading toward the dense forest on the periphery of the field. My mate wanted me and I’d be damned if I was going to wait until we got home.

      I carried her deep enough that we were hidden from prying eyes, but I couldn’t make it very far. I needed her too badly. I stood her on her feet, up against an aspen tree, and knelt in front of her, bunching her skirt, raising it up to her waist so that I could taste the sweet skin of her inner thighs with open mouthed kisses which I trailed up to her hot, damp center. The fervor of her response, the hitched breath and quivering of her thighs, drove me half-crazed with longing to please this perfect woman that I was so lucky to have as a mate.

      I’d waited for this moment since the day she found me in the forest. Even then, her nearness had brought out something feral in me, a deep primitive longing to touch her and taste her, to possess her in every way.

      I ripped her panties off, unable to wait a second longer, not with the irresistible aroma of her arousal drowning my senses. She was dripping wet.

      “Oh Jesus, Brianna, you’re so beautiful.”

      I ran along the slit of her pussy and brushed over the hard little bud of her clit with my tongue. Brianna whimpered. Making sure she didn’t scrape her back against the bark, I lifted her in the air so that I was standing, her legs wrapped around my shoulders, her fingers clinging to my hair. She half-squealed and half-groaned as I buried my tongue inside her wet folds, pumping in and out and back up to slowly flick the little bundle of nerves. I continued back and forth till my mouth was awash with her juices. She was fucking delicious! The most delicious thing I’d ever tasted.

      She leaned back against the tree. Using one hand to steady us against it, I inserted one, and then another finger of my other hand into the molten heat of her core. I continued running my tongue over her folds and encircling her clit, feeling her wetness run over my fingers as she gushed greedily against me.

      It was almost my undoing. I wanted to pleasure her, make her cry out from the sensations, make her scream my name. I wished I could draw this out and take my time, but I knew I couldn’t. I needed her so badly.

      “Byron!” She shouted as shuddered and convulsed with the first waves of her orgasm, her hips involuntarily thrusting into my mouth.

      You taste like heaven.

      I kept licking and sucking at her gently as her trembling slowed. Afterwards, I kissed every inch of her that I could, cataloguing every curve and dip as I slowly lowered her down to her feet on the forest floor. My mate.

      I tore the dress off her body, leaving her luscious, ripe breasts to tumble out freely. The nubs of her nipples were hardened into little pebbles and my erection twitched in response to the sight. I hoisted her up onto my waist, and her silken legs wrapped around me. I lowered my head and nibbled on a rose hued nipple, smiling as she gasped. I loved giving her pleasure, I loved how responsive her body was to me, hell, I loved everything about her. I worshipped her body. It was so beautiful, thick and curvy, and unbelievably sexy.

      Her legs squeezed my waist tightly, beckoning me inside. My erection pushed eagerly against the soft lips between her legs, and Brianna started to mew softly with wanting. I took her mouth in another kiss, and the feathery strokes of her tongue in combination with her slick core rubbing against my erection ignited my bear.

      My entire body jolted.

      It fought ferociously, trying to gain control, to push her down and mount her forcefully. The beast wanted to mark her, to take what he believed was rightfully his. I held back. My bear would need to learn to stay under my control, and this was as good as time as any to start schooling him.

      “Are you okay?” Brianna panted, breaking away from the kiss, rubbing herself along my cock slowly.

      “It’s just my bear,” I replied huskily, “It wants out. It wants to bite you, to mark you and claim you as my mate.”

      I nibbled on her earlobe gently, and watched as the goose bumps rose up along her collarbone and at the back of her neck. The skin was so delicate there, so fragile.

      “Do it,” she whispered, “I want to be your mate. I want you to claim me – or however it works.”

      The head of my cock nudged against her opening, desperate to penetrate her soft folds and to find a home in her creamy wetness. Her words had unleashed an excruciatingly painful physical desire. If I didn’t take her now, I felt that I’d implode.

      I pushed gently at her entrance, already plump and swollen. She arched her back, nudging me further inside her and I felt her channel stretch to accommodate me in a snug fit. I groaned, pushing once more and filling her completely.

      We began a slow, steady ride of rhythmic movement, but when I looked into her eyes and saw my own lust and desire mirrored back at me, I couldn’t keep the slow pace going. My thrusts immediately intensified and I pounded into her fiercely and erratically. Her head rolled back and she released a low moan from deep in her throat. God, she was magnificent.

      I felt a shattering climax break within me.

      “Brianna, I…”

      I didn’t finish my sentence. Her thighs squeezed around my waist and she screamed, bucking wildly, lost in the throes of what appeared to be an Earth-shattering orgasm.  Her nails dug into me and I felt waves of pleasure rippling through my body. I shuddered, and before it was too late, sank my canines into the soft flesh at the base of her neck, marking her, claiming her as mine. A second later, I was ejaculating forcefully within her.

      When the air returned to my lungs, I laid us both down on the forest floor.

      “That was incredible,” she whispered, her voice not quite steady.

      “You have completely bewitched me,” I kissed her on the temples where a salty perspiration moistened her skin.

      I held her in my arms, my gaze wandering up and down her body, occasionally resting on her abdomen. I put my hand there. It was warm and soft, like the rest of her. I imagined it being filled with our child, and was utterly unprepared for the dizzying wave of longing that shot though me at the thought.

      “Brianna, I love you.”

      She smiled sleepily up at me, “I love you too, my bear.”

      I laughed softly and then let her fall asleep in the crook of my arm. I had never felt so content, so at peace and judging by its woozy, sated mood, neither had the beast.
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      I’m going to miss you!” Chloe cried as she hugged me.

      We were standing in the kitchen of Nathan and Chloe’s home, our bags in the corner, packed and ready to go.

      “You have to stay in touch wherever you go, even if you have to climb a mountain to get phone signal.”

      I rolled my eyes at her and smiled.

      “Yes, yes. I promised you a thousand times. We will call and text.”

      “Who am I going to gossip with at the office?” She wailed dramatically.

      I looked pointedly at her baby bump, “For what? The week you have left?”

      Chloe was off on maternity leave as of next week. It was an early maternity leave, the baby was only four months, but Nathan was adamant that she stay at home and rest.

      Byron kissed me softly on the head, “We should go, babe.”

      I nodded and gave Chloe one last hug. I felt a bit teary to be leaving her too, but we’d be back, and Byron and I were leaving for six months of travelling. A spontaneous and glorious six months, just the two of us exploring the world together.

      Nathan and Chloe would join us once we settled on a location for our wedding. But, until then, we would just be wandering around on a whim, going wherever our fancy led.

      We said our last goodbyes, and headed to the waiting cab outside. It would be taking us straight to the airport. Our first stop would be Mexico, but beyond that, neither of us knew.

      As Byron loaded the luggage in the back of the cab, I waved out at Nathan and Chloe who were standing, watching us on the doorstep.

      “Did you tell her yet?”

      Byron asked as he put his arm around me. I snuggled up to him, luxuriating in the warmth of his hard male body.

      “Are you kidding? We’d never have been able to get out of here.” I laughed.

      “Probably not,” he smirked, and reached down to place his hand on my abdomen.

      “Little bump,” he murmured softly.

      I smiled, there wasn’t a bump there yet. I had just found out that I was two months pregnant. Neither of us could be happier, but we weren’t ready to share the news just yet. It was too precious, so we decided to savor it ourselves for a little while before telling Nathan and Chloe.

      We also decided to go ahead with our travelling plans. We’d have to take it slower than we’d originally planned, but that was fine with me. Hot, endless days with Byron, exploring and making love, relaxing, were all that I’d wanted from this trip.

      “To the airport?” The cab driver clarified.

      “To the airport,” Byron confirmed.

      “You ready, babe?” He turned to me, his eyes bright with excitement and love.

      “I’m more than ready. Let’s go start our lives together.”

      I kissed him softly, and could feel his chest almost purring in response.

      My bear.

      
        
        THE END
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      Take a seat Doctor Cooper.” Hannah’s lawyer proffered a chair opposite his paper-strewn desk. He adjusted his spectacles before continuing, “It’s all fairly straight forward—all monetary assets are to be transferred from your uncle’s estate at your earliest convenience.”

      Hannah smiled tightly, not really knowing what to say. It had been an overwhelming week. It began with her uncle’s funeral, a man she hadn’t spoken to in years and only vaguely recollected. It was now ending, on a warm Friday afternoon, in her lawyer’s office, discussing the deposit of a large inheritance into her bank account.

      “I have to say,” the lawyer continued, “it’s a rare pleasure allocating such large funds to someone so risk-adverse. You have a very healthy credit record, Doctor Cooper.”

      “Well. I don’t come from a wealthy background, Mr. Moore. I think that helps.”

      “Indeed.” He nodded, “There is, however, another matter I wanted to discuss with you today.” He cleared his throat before continuing, “Your marriage to a Mr…” He peered down at the document in his hand, “Bradley…”

      “Brad Crawford,” Hannah interrupted him. “Yes. We’re not actually married. I mean, we’re married, technically, but… well, haven’t been together for many years now. We just never got around to a divorce.”

      “I suggest that you do. You understand, of course, that he could cause,” he hesitated, looking for the right word, “issues as your legal husband if you were to receive the inheritance and then opt for a divorce. My suggestion to you would be to obtain signed divorce papers before the transfer proceeds.”

      Hannah nodded, “I don’t think that will be a problem… once I track him down.”

      “You don’t know Mr. Crawford’s location?”

      “No. I haven’t seen him in ten years.” Hannah shrugged, she really hadn’t thought about him for an entire decade. They broke up a month before she left for medical school, and neither of them had been in contact with one another since.

      “Well, I suggest you locate him. My understanding is that these funds will enable you to start your own medical practice?”

      Hannah nodded, “Yes… and pay off my student loans.”

      “Admirable. I hope it proves a fruitful endeavor. I will have the divorce papers drawn up for you by next week. Once you have the co-signature, we can reconvene and transfer the funds.

      “Okay. Well, great.” Hannah rose from her chair, and shook her lawyers hand. “Thank you for your help, Mr. Moore.”

      “It’s a pleasure, Dr. Cooper.”

      

      Riding the elevator down from Delaney, Smith and Wexler LLP, Hannah felt dizzy. She had hoped that one day she’d have the financial means to open her own practice specializing in family medicine, but never in her wildest dreams did she imagine that day would come so soon. Thank you, Uncle Henry. May you rest in peace.

      All she had to do now was get a divorce. She slipped on her RayBans as she stepped out of the office building and into the bright Chicago sunshine, heading towards a Starbucks across the street. Hannah wasn’t on call, so this was only the second cup of the day. If she was going to start trying to locate Brad Crawford, she reasoned, she’d need all the help she could get.

      As the barista smiled at her mechanically from behind the counter, Hannah contemplated her options. She knew that neither of her parents had heard from Brad in years, and she wasn’t really in touch with anyone from High School. That was one of the drawbacks of medical school; you could forget about maintaining old friendships during the four years of intensive study, as lab partners and classmates became the only faces you ever saw. The four years of residency that followed had been no easier, but at least Hannah had shared an apartment with two other young doctors who understood the need to get shit-faced drunk the first day you lost a patient, that black-out conditions were mandatory during the day if you were on night shifts, and that the fridge needed to be stocked with Diet Coke twenty-four seven.

      Hannah figured her best bet for tracking Brad would be to start with his sister. A few months ago, Hannah was sure she’d seen a new baby announcement on Facebook with Brad’s sister tagged in the group. Lila, that was her name. Lila Crawford. As far as Hannah could recall, she still lived back in Montana, so maybe Brand was near that area too. It would be nice to visit. Maybe she could pop by and see her parents.

      With renewed vigor and a tall steaming black Columbian coffee, Hannah set off back home to her apartment.

      

      “Lila?” Hannah asked when she heard a confused ‘hello’ at the other end of the line.

      “Speaking. Who’s this?” Lila’s voice sounded sleep heavy.

      “It’s Hannah Cooper. We went to High School together.” Hannah prompted.

      “Oh, yeah. Brad’s wife.”

      “Yeah,” Hannah paused. She hadn’t exactly expected a warm reception, but Lila’s tone was particularly cold. “I was actually looking for Brad. Do you know where he lives now?”

      “Not really. I haven’t heard from him in over a year. No surprise there.”

      Hannah made a sympathetic noise, “Any idea where I might find out?”

      “Why are you looking for him anyways? You two haven’t seen each other in years.”

      “I just wanted to catch up with him, see how he’s doing…” Hannah trailed off. “I also need him to sign some divorce papers. We never really got around to it, before, you know?”

      “You getting hitched again?” Lila asked.

      “No, no, just getting my paperwork in order.”

      There was a long silence on the other end of the phone. Eventually Lila sighed.

      “Well, last I heard, he was in Alaska.”

      “Alaska?”

      “Yeah. He was doing odd jobs here and there. No idea where he’s at now though.”

      “Okay, thanks Lila. Do you know what area?”

      “Port Ursa.”

      Hannah had never heard of it. So much for her trip to Montana.

      “Great. Thanks, Lila, you’ve been really helpful.”

      “Anytime.”

      The phone went dead before Hannah had a chance to say goodbye. Hannah stared bemusedly at it. Lila had always been a bit of an oddball, and as far back as Hannah could remember, she’d never gotten along with her own brother.

      The Crawford siblings hadn’t exactly had the Leave it to Beaver upbringing, though. Brad may have been the all-star favorite on the school basketball team, but he had also been a wild card–constantly in trouble, forever in detention, and he often missed long periods of the school semester. It was that wildness that had attracted her to Brad in the first place. Hannah smiled to herself, remembering her days as a straight-laced high school student. She had been forever studying, positively obsessed with getting straight ‘A’s. Brad had caught her attention during senior year, and they had started dating casually.

      When High School came to an end, they and a group of their friends decided to celebrate their freedom with a cross-country road trip. Predicated by a night of free drinking at a casino, and Hannah’s first actual falling-down drunk, Brad and Hannah had found themselves in an Elvis Chapel in Vegas, pledging their future to one another.

      Hannah went into her bedroom, and dug out a shoebox from beneath her bed. It was full of old photos and mementos. She searched through the piles, till she came to the cheaply framed picture of her wedding day. Brad had insisted on dressing up in a Rhinestone body suit. It still made Hannah laugh. He looked ridiculous, but she didn’t look any better. Having drunkenly decided to go “full Vegas,” she’d found the tightest, shortest mini dress she could find and the highest stilettos. In the picture they were surrounded by their friends—people Hannah hadn’t seen in years. She looked at the picture fondly. Brad had been troubled, no doubt about that, but he had been fun. The foolish marriage aside, she would never regret that vacation. Her last hurrah, a taste of much needed freedom before she buckled down to carving out her career.

      She was intrigued to see what had become of Brad. She was actually surprised that this much time had passed without him contacting her to get the marriage annulled. Hannah’s dating landscape had been pretty barren, solely due to her working hours and somewhat narrow-minded focus on her job, but she would have thought Brad would have found a nice girl to settle down with by now.

      “Do we have any ice-cream?” her roommate, Laura, stood in the doorway looking utterly miserable.

      “No, honey, we don’t. Are you okay?”

      “No,” she pouted, “Long shift working with Grayson. It was horrible. He yelled for hours, and I was so tired I didn’t even know what he was yelling about.”

      “Yuck. I’m sorry, that sounds rough.” Grayson was the Chief of Staff at the general hospital where Hannah and Laura where finishing off their residency. He was an acidic demon, and getting on the wrong side of him would lead to shifts ending in tears. For Laura, it always necessitated buckets of ice cream.

      “Come on,” Hannah ushered her into the living room, and wrapped her up in a blanket on the sofa. “I’ll go out and get some.”

      “Really?” Laura’s eyes lit up, “Thank you, thank you. I’ll do your laundry duty next week.”

      Hannah laughed, “No you won’t–you never have time to follow through on that promise, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

      Laura smiled sheepishly.

      “By the way, “Hannah continued, “have you heard of Port Ursa?”

      “In Alaska?”

      “Yes! Do you know it?”

      “Not really. My dad went fishing there once. I think it’s a bit of a nightmare to get to–like, one of the islands you can only get to by boat or bush plane or something.”

      “Of course it is,” Hannah sighed, “Salted caramel?”

      “Can you get that and a cookie dough one?”

      “Don’t push your luck.” Hannah picked up her keys and purse. “Be back in five.”

      Laura gave her a helpless wave from her position on the sofa.

      Hannah marched down the stairs, mildly annoyed that the one rare week she got off would be spent traipsing around in Alaska, no doubt freezing her ass off, trying to locate her legal husband.
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      I think we should expand,” Colton Sterling leaned back in his chair, idly scratching his lean torso as he waited for his brothers’ response.

      “It’s risky, Colton,” Wyatt spoke in measured tones, “It makes me nervous that we couldn’t cover it with the income from the current fishery.”

      “But we can easily cover it with Sterling Outfitters,” remarked Colton, “We’re running a multi-billion-dollar chain. What else do you want to do with the profits?”

      Colton’s brother sighed.

      “Come on, Wyatt. You know he’s right.” Tucker Sterling broke the silence, “He was right the last time, he’s right this time, and he’s going to be right next time.”

      The three brothers sat around the table. They had been playing a game of poker, but talk had turned to business as it so often did. The whisky had stopped being poured as they tried to reach a solution, the game on pause while each man carefully considered the options.

      Years ago, when their father died, the three brothers had been left running the family’s small camping goods and outdoor supplies store right in the heart of “nowhereville” Alaska. Colton alone had seen the bigger picture; Alaska was growing its tourist influx every year. Visitors poured in seasonally for adventure and nature watching in the brutal, pristine Alaskan wilderness. All the small towns had an outdoor goods supply shop, but the quality varied, as did the stock. Colton’s brainstorm had been to take over each of these mom and pop stores, one by one, whilst keeping on board the experts who had been running each shop, as employees. It meant more income for them, as well as access to superior quality products. Thus, Sterling Supplies became Sterling Outfitters, Inc. and within a few years, new stores popped up in various locations in a chain that encompassed Alaska, Canada, and most of the lower 48 states. Sterling Outfitters was now a household name. No one could deny that Colton had a mind for business that bordered on genius.

      Now, Colton was keen to replicate the model in the fishing industry.

      “You know it’s not just the money, Colton,” Wyatt reminded him, “The Jackson pack aren’t pleased with our stronghold here. Purchasing the fishery that previously belong to their pack isn’t going to help politics.”

      “Shit, Wyatt, Jackson drank that place into the ground. If it’s not us, that place will just go to waste. There’s no one here that has the inclination to take on a place with so much bad debt attached.”

      The brothers were at a stalemate. Both Wyatt and Colton looked to Tucker, waiting for his input.

      “Look, let’s talk to Joe about it, see what he says. I agree with Colton, this is a good opportunity and it shouldn’t go to waste, but we also need to think about what the consequences are going to mean for relations between our clan and the wolves. I don’t want more shit from Jackson and the rest of them cocksuckers.” Tucker reached for the bottle of whisky. His action decreeing that the subject was now closed.

      Joe Sterling was the uncle of the three men. When their father, Joe’s brother, died, Joe took over as Alpha of the bear clan. Tensions between the wolf pack and bear clan had been growing steadily more precarious. Their father, Jeremiah Sterling, had died in his car, driving back home from work. The investigation into his death wasn’t much at the time. Port Ursa had been such a small town that the police and legal infrastructure hadn’t amounted to much, and the car had been deemed faulty. The death was recorded as an accident. The Sterling clan had their suspicions, though, grounded in the fact that two of Jackson’s pack members had reportedly been seen hanging around the lot where Jeremiah’s car was parked that day.

      Tucker poured each of his brothers a drink, and then raised his glass.

      “To the Sterling clan. Long may we prosper.”

      “Long may we prosper,” echoed Colton and Wyatt, before each downing the golden liquid.

      “How’s that woman you’re seeing from San Fran?” Tucker asked.

      Colton had spent the last two months opening a store on the San Francisco coastline, whilst simultaneously catching the attention of a local lawyer.

      “She’s great. We’ve had a good time,” Colton shrugged.

      “Let me guess – you won’t be seeing her again?” Tucker laughed, rolling his eyes at his younger brother.

      “Woman in every port, huh, bro?” Wyatt commented, his smile wry.

      “Come on, neither of you can talk. Wyatt, when was the last time you even went on a date? And Tucker, you know you’re as bad as I am. I can’t believe you’re both giving me shit for this.”

      “Believe it, brother. We know we’re all doomed to perpetual bachelorhood, so we might as well laugh about it,” Tucker replied.

      “Yeah, well, I’m too busy making money for you two, to think about settling down.” Colton stood up and shrugged his coat on before either of them could think of a comeback.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Colton stood at the dock, it was about ten in the evening but still not dark. The perpetual half-light of the spring evenings had begun, and would continue till September.  He could still see the light of the horizon, just a sliver, where dawn was breaking over some far off point on the North Pacific Ocean.

      The Alaskan spring had brought some warmth with it, but the evenings still remained viciously cold, and Colton pulled his jacket tighter against himself as he gazed out onto the swaying bulks of the commercial fishing ships rocking in the bay.

      Colton had a good feeling about the fishing investment. He’d eventually want to expand their catchment all the way to Japan, but for now he would be content with the Alaskan coast. As much as his brothers’ hesitation frustrated him, rationally he knew they had good reason.

      The Jackson pack wasn’t just at odds with the Sterling clan, they were also fighting within their own ranks. Drake Hansen, a wolf that had been brought up in Alaska as part of one of the oldest Yupik packs, had returned from the military to find his pack had been taken over by Simon Jackson’s faction. At the time he’d had no choice but to fall into rank, but since the death of Jeremiah Sterling and the civil unrest this had caused between clan and pack, Drake had seen an opportunity to divide the pack and reconsolidate Yupik power.

      The days of Port Ursa being a small, local and peaceful town were drawing to a close. As Colton had predicted, the town had grown rapidly in size–almost too quickly for local infrastructure to keep up. The police department was still based a two-and-a-half-hour drive from Port Ursa, which included a ferry trip, and that was on a good day. During winter, it was better to take a bushplane.

      Colton sniffed the air, clearing his senses. He could detect an out of season snow rush coming. Earlier this week, he had considered inviting the lawyer to Alaska for the weekend. He had too much work on to travel, but if the weather was going to be bad it was wise to wait. A couple of nights with the woman would have done him the world of good, but he didn’t want her getting stranded for an entire week. A week would be entirely too much together time. Better to remain solo this weekend and get on with persuading the rest of the Sterling family that fishing was the next frontier.
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      Hannah hadn’t realized the logistical nightmare of getting to Port Ursa. She’d taken a seven-hour flight to Anchorage, then a one-hour connecting flight to Kodiak. Once there, she’d had to rent an SUV before taking a ferry across to Port Ursa.

      She’d been able to appreciate the breath-taking beauty of the landscape, the surreal light that turned the sky a sci-fi aqua marine color, the impossibility of such a large, vast stretch of ice and ocean. The moment she’d landed in Anchorage, her phone reception had become laughably obsolete. Hannah knew she would need to lower her city standards considerably and rough it for a while. This part of the world held no prisoners, even less benevolent toward the unprepared and the foolhardy. Hannah had packed the warmest clothes she could find languishing at the back of her wardrobe, and dug out her winter parka. As soon as she got the SUV, she went and purchased an extra gallon of gas to store in the trunk. She wasn’t taking any chances.

      She arrived at Port Ursa around four in the evening. The roads were still icy, not yet thawed from the winter. Hannah drove carefully to pick up the keys for the cabin she had rented for the duration of her stay, which she’d hoped would be for one night only.

      The town was charming and rustic, mostly wooden buildings dotted here and there selling tourist junk, restaurants and cafes, and expedition centers. Most of the commercial construction took place at the edge of the lively seaport.

      Her directions, which fortunately Hannah had the foresight to print out, rather than relying on her phone’s GPS, led her to a small corrugated steel shack. A sign reading ‘Burke Cabins’ hung over the top. Hannah peered in through the window and found a surprisingly cozy room where an old man sat at a table playing Solitaire and smoking a cigar.

      She went around and knocked on the door. She could hear him shuffling to his feet, and a few moments later he swung it open.

      “Afternoon. Dr. Cooper is it?”

      “That’s me, hello.”

      “Come on in. Coffee, whisky?”

      Hannah wiped her feet on the welcome mat before making her way in, noticing that the old man was wearing a pair of bedroom slippers.

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      “Suit yourself,” the old man flicked on the kettle, “I need one on the hour, every hour.”

      Hannah’s medical degree kicked in and she dearly wanted to comment on the hazards of stomach ulcers, but held her tongue. She didn’t get the impression it would be very well received.

      “I got your keys ready, the place is in good shape. Try not to get too lonely out here. Tourist season hasn’t started yet, so you’ll be the only one in the cabins. I got three up the way,” he gestured up past the main road, “but you’re getting the best.”

      “Thank you,” Hannah replied, “I really appreciate it.”

      “Huh, don’t thank me yet. You’re a city girl, I can tell. If you want heat in that place, you need to burn a log fire. If you don’t, you’ll freeze your backside off.” The man gave a short bark of laughter at his own joke, and Hannah smiled weakly.

      “Ah, don’t mind me. There’s plenty of wood in there for you, you need more, just come down and holler.”

      The man shuffled over to a wooden cabinet on the wall and retrieved a set of keys.

      “These are them. There’s a manual in the cabin, tell you anything you need to know.” He placed the keys in Hannah’s palm. “What you here for anyway? One of those marine biologists? You lot are always coming and poking around.”

      “No, I’m… I’m a medical doctor. I’m just looking for a friend. Brad Crawford?”

      “Ah. Yeah, I know the guy. What you want with the likes of him?”

      “We went to high school together.” The old man’s tone didn’t really surprise Hannah. It reminded her of the way teachers at school would refer to Brad. He was obviously still making a name for himself by being a little bit wilder and more reckless than the next guy.

      “Huh. Surprised he went to school at all. Well, you’ll find him at the garage.” He shuffled around looking for something in his desk drawers. “Here–map of the area. Brad’s on the other side of the island, but it’s only about a twenty-minute drive. He’ll be closed by now though–likes to get off early that one.” The man grunted, clearly unimpressed by Brad’s work ethic.

      “Great, thank you,” Hannah took the map and shoved it in her purse.

      The old man saw her out, nodding in approval at her SUV, and gave her the directions to the cabin.

      

      Hannah drove her vehicle slowly, following the rough track to the cabin. On arrival, she lugged her small suitcase out of the back seat and ventured inside.

      It certainly had plenty of rustic charm, she told herself, whilst shivering violently, as she closed the door behind her. Before doing anything, she needed to light the fire. Hastily she pushed the logs onto the grate and crumpled up some old newspaper. Flicking the match, she was relieved to see it rapidly come to life, but it would be a while before she’d be able to remove her coat.

      Next, she checked the sleeping arrangements. The bed was in the same room, which was a relief. It wasn’t damp, either, but with only a duvet for night time warmth, Hannah thought it would be wise to invest in a sleeping bag, even if it was just for the night.

      She checked her map and found a camping supplies store in the center of the town. Hopefully it would still be open, and plus, she was starving and far too tired to cook. It would be dinner for one tonight at the nearest, least touristy looking restaurant.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The storefront lights were still glowing when she reached Sterling Outfitters. It was by far the largest and grandest looking store on the street, and Hannah vaguely recalled seeing a few from the same chain in Chicago. She stepped in and was welcomed by a blast of heat and a genuine smile from the rugged looking man behind the counter.

      “Can I help you?” he asked as Hannah approached.

      “Please. I’m looking for a sleeping bag.”

      The door chime rang as a family entered behind Hannah. Two children ran in, followed by their mother.

      “Be with you in a sec,” the assistant called to them, and gestured Hannah over to the neatly stacked sleeping bags. “We’ve got pretty much every type. Are you looking for a one man or two man?”

      “One man would probably be best, as long as it’s seriously warm.”

      The assistant laughed, “You staying at one of Burke’s cabins?”

      “How did you guess?”

      “My aunt stayed there one winter during my wedding–house was full. She didn’t stop complaining about the cold. The local motel closes over winter till start of June, so sadly there’s nowhere else to stay.”

      “It’s okay, charming really, as long as I can keep warm tonight. It’s only for a night.”

      The man nodded and pulled down one of the bags, “This is filled with duck down, as well as some Japanese-made synthetic materials. Can’t really go wrong.”

      “Perfect,” Hannah smiled gratefully. She was about to say something else, but froze to listen to the sounds of sharp gurgling gasps coming from behind her, followed by silence.

      “Jamie, Jamie!” The little boy’s mother rushed over to him, waving her arms about helplessly.

      The boy’s eyes were wide open and desperate. His face blossomed bright red and then rapidly started to lose color. Hannah dropped the sleeping bag and was beside him in less than a second.
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      From his chair in the back office, Colton heard a commotion coming from up front. It almost sounded like the place was being held up—a loud, blood-curdling cry was emanating from a woman, and he rushed to the door anticipating wolf trouble.

      He burst into the main store, his primitive bear senses kicking in as his eyes rapidly surveyed the scene. He relaxed at the absence of wolves, and mere presence of one hysterical woman crying over a child. There was also a second woman, who at the moment was standing behind the child executing an efficient Heimlich maneuver. Giving one final thrust, a bright blue object flew through the air and smacked against the glass display case. The child started crying.

      “You need to get him to his pediatrician. He may have damaged his airways,” the woman calmly addressed the mother of the child, whilst soothing the crying boy.

      “Thank you! Oh, I can’t thank you enough!” The mother took the boy back in her arms.

      “Lego,” the woman commented, picking up the bright blue object, “Happens all the time.”

      “We can’t get to the doctor. We can’t cross on the ferry in this weather and the flight path’s closed, do you think he’ll be alright until next week?” The tinge of hysteria was edging back up in the woman’s voice.

      “Let me have a look,” the red-haired woman turned and addressed the boy, “Will you open wide for me?”

      Amidst his sobs, the boy did as he was told.

      “He looks okay. Get him to a doctor as soon as you can, though. Is there really no one around here, not even a general practitioner?”

      The mother shook her head.

      Colton stepped forward to offer his assistance, then halted mid-stride. The mother had moved, clearing his line of vision and now he could clearly see the little boy’s savior.

      For Colton, it was as if time stood still. Her hair flowed loosely down her shoulders, thick, deep red with natural golden highlights. Her skin was alabaster white, contrasting strikingly with full pink lips. She was curvy. Beautiful, voluptuous curves that made Colton’s mouth water. Her eyes were a piercing artic blue, and right now they were looking expectantly at Colton, as if waiting for him to speak.

      “I have a plane you can use to take your boy to the mainland if you need it.” Colton addressed the mother. He vaguely recognized her; she was fairly new to Port Ursa.

      “Thank you, that would be wonderful. It’s really so kind of you…”

      “Colton.”

      He glanced over at the redhead. She had broken eye contact with him and was now rising to her feet. He wanted to speak to her before she left.

      “Jake, will you get the flight charted?” he spoke to the shop clerk, who rapidly ushered the boy and his mother into the back room.

      The redhead made her way over to the camping equipment, picking up a sleeping bag that had been dropped. Colton watched her bend down to retrieve it, admiring her thick, curvy ass encased in hip-hugging jeans.

      There was something about her, besides her amazing figure, that had his bear wanting to rip out of his skin. Moments ago he had thought it was just the false threat of wolf attack, but now he wasn’t so sure. His bear was screaming to be let loose, his blood bubbling under the surface of his skin. The pounding in his chest grew more insistent, thundering within his ribcage. His muscles became tauter, tensing as they physically prepared for the change his body instinctively knew was coming his way. It took effort for Colton to hold back the transformation—to halt nature’s will as it strived for his metamorphosis.

      “Do you work here?” the woman looked up at him.

      “Yeah, hi.” Colton moved behind the cash register, “It was amazing what you did back there. Are you a medic of some kind?”

      “I’m a doctor, I work in Chicago.” She passed him the sleeping bag, “I’m just visiting.”

      “Staying at Burke’s place?”

      “I am–hence the sleeping bag.”

      Colton nodded. Her smile was distracting, not helping his inability to recall how the cash register worked. They had upgraded the machinery since the days when he’d had to work behind a register, the multiple buttons and scanning codes were alien to Colton.

      “You know what? Have it for free. A thank you for saving one of my customers.”

      “No, really, I couldn’t. I was just doing what anyone would do, and a kid choking on Lego is nothing, trust me.”

      “I insist. How long are you staying for?”

      “Just tonight. I’m looking up an old friend.”

      Colton wanted to ask who, but restrained himself.

      “Not staying to explore?”

      “I wish I could. It’s beautiful here.” Moving to leave, the woman smiled blandly at Colton, “Thank you for this. Much appreciated, really.”

      “It’s no problem. I’m Colton Sterling, by the way.”

      He was racking his brain to come up with some excuse to keep the conversation going. In truth, this wasn’t usually a problem for him. Women were usually happily flocking around him, hanging on to his every word.

      “Hannah Cooper. Nice to meet you.”

      It was getting awkward now. The woman, Hannah, clearly wanted to get going. Colton came out from behind the counter to see her out. Holding the door open for her, he got a hit of her scent as she walked past. It almost knocked him to his knees.

      He watched her get into the SUV and drive off into town. Colton groaned. He may not have experienced it before, but his instincts categorically knew that the doctor making a one-night appearance in Port Ursa was his. His mate. She also appeared to be completely unaffected by him. Not only was it a blow to his ego, but it was also damn inconvenient. Colton had less than twenty-four hours to make Hannah fall in love with him.

      

      Hannah smiled to herself as she drove around town, looking for a suitable restaurant. It had been a while since she’d laid eyes on such a magnificent specimen of man. That guy had been hot. He’d been about a foot taller than Hannah, a quality she always appreciated, with a huge, broad frame. Even under his thermal hoodie, she’d been able to see a taut, well-defined body, but it was his face that Hannah knew wouldn’t leave her memory for a long time. He wore his dark brown hair a little long so it hung slightly over his forehead, had a defined jawline covered in stubble, and bright green eyes that were shaded by thick lashes. His face was undoubtedly handsome by any standard, but it was his wicked smile that definitely made her girly parts take notice. As she backed into a restaurant parking lot, she caught a glimpse of herself in the rearview mirror and realized she was smirking. Get a grip, lady.

      It was nice, she reflected, to know that she was still susceptible to the charms of the opposite sex. It often felt like she’d completely shut herself off from the potential of having any romantic interest in the last four years. Work had come first, and the thought of having her much-needed sleep interrupted by male companionship hadn’t been at all appealing. She just hadn’t had time to entertain the idea of a relationship—not with the kind of time and effort that they required. Laura swore by one-night stands, and they had been appealing during Hannah’s college years, but the longer she’d gone without any intimate contact, the more the idea of sex with a stranger had started to seem like more of a hassle than it was worth.

      Until today. She almost wished she were staying longer. If Colton Sterling was single, which she doubted anyhow, he’d be more than welcome to park his boots under her bed tonight.
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