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      It's 6:45 in the morning. My apron is smeared with enough berry pie filling to resemble a Jackson Pollock masterpiece and my hair is pinned back in a mess of frizzy curls that look less natural chic and more I just survived a nuclear holocaust. 

      “Welcome to glam life, Lou,” I say aloud to the empty tables and booths of Mama's Den.

      Flour in my hair, sweat trickling down my back, I'm elbow-deep in a batch of biscuit dough when the bell above the door jingles merrily and my cook, Arlo, shuffles in decked out in a white t-shirt, elastic-waisted pants, and crocs. 

      He always arrives around this time. And when I say “always,” I mean for the last three weeks that I've owned this diner.

      “Mornin’ boss lady.” Arlo’s brows hike up to his hairline when he gets a look at me in all my frazzled glory. “Want me to—”

      “Nope, I've got it,” I cut him off. 

      Shaking his head and chuckling, Arlo disappears into the kitchen, but he’s back a minute later. "You did all the prep work already too?"

      The pies are baked, fridges stocked, coffee brewing—I even managed to balance the books this morning. Look at me go, almost like I know what I'm doing.

      He tosses his hands in the air while giving me a what-am-I-gonna-do-with-you look. “You’re supposed to delegate, boss lady. Share the work; split the chores. You’ve got me, and Ollie will be here in an hour. Del-e-gate.” He repeats the word slowly, stressing every syllable. “Didn't your fancy corporate job teach you that?” 

      With one hand perched on my hip, I nod at the tray of biscuits. “I’ve been up since four in the morning and I’ve already been through three dough-tastrophes. You don’t want to mess with me right now, Arlo.” 

      Arlo continues to mumble to himself shaking his head as he turns back to the kitchen to fire up the grill.

      "Delegate," I scoff, rolling my eyes, "is just a fancy word for 'lazy'."

      "Well, that's a pessimistic view of management." Mama Jo’s voice rings through the diner a second before the chime above the door announces her entrance. “Mornin’ baby girl,” she greets me with a smile. “How you holdin’ up today?”

      Mama Jo, the namesake of this diner and its former owner, pops in every morning for her daily dose of caffeine and my daily pep talk. 

      I shoot her a smile back, soaking up her warm, maternal energy. “Oh you know, keeping my head above water.”

      Her eyes scan me from top to bottom. “Looks to me like you’re running yourself ragged, child.” 

      Mama Jo pulls up a stool while I wipe down the pristine countertop for what must be the tenth time this morning. "You don't have to do everything yourself around here. That's the thing about having a team. You're allowed to lean on 'em."

      "Busy is good." Flour rains from my apron dusting the floor, and I click my tongue against my teeth while I go for the broom. 

      “Just remember what I told you, Louise. You can’t pour from an empty cup.” 

      That must be her favorite saying. She says it to me nearly every day. That and something about life handing out lemons.

      Ever since I stumbled into this quirky little town, Mama Jo has taken me under her wing. She’s the one who broke the news about Mystic Hollow's secret bear shifter population. At first, I thought she was messing with me, but she took me into the woods out back, and, well, let’s just say that day changed my entire perspective of humans and our place on the food chain. 

      "So," Mama Jo continues. "I hear the Shifter Council contracted with your diner to provide meals for their new BfB program."  

      I quirk a brow. Why am I surprised she knows already? If there's tea to be spilled around here, Mama Jo's either spilling it or sopping it up.

      I raise the dustpan and empty it in the trash. “It’s a good business move, but I’m still a little clueless about the program. It’s something called Brides for Beasts. You know anything about it?” 

      “I do.” Of course she does. I watch as she adds six teaspoons of sugar to her coffee before she continues. "There hasn't been a single shifter female born in Mystic Hollow in over forty years and the men here are getting restless for wives so the Council decided to step in with a human remedy."

      My jaw drops as the revelation hits me like a sucker punch. "Are you telling me...they're bringing in human women...to marry...shifters?"

      Mama Jo nods. "That's the plan."

      I scrub an invisible spot on the counter. My nose wrinkles at the thought of marrying a stranger. “Who in their right mind would be brave enough to do that?” 

      What I really mean is what kind of fool would have that level of blind trust?

      I've been down the marital road before. It ended with the cheating bastard stabbing me in the back with a metaphorical knife that I didn’t see coming. Needless to say, trust is a rare commodity these days at Chez Louise. 

      Her gaze softens. "Sometimes, Louise, it's not about being brave. It's about being desperate. It's about wanting a change so bad that anything—a leap of faith, a move to a new town, a marriage to a stranger—feels like a lifeline."

      Well, that hits close to the belt. After all, isn’t that why I traded my corporate exec job in a concrete jungle to become a small business owner in a sleepy mountain town? 

      "Sounds like a bad reality show." I wipe down tables with more force than necessary. 

      "Desperate times, baby girl.” Mama Jo takes a test sip of her coffee and beams in satisfaction. “Besides, shifter men aren’t like that no-good ex-husband of yours. These are honest, loyal men in need of a good woman."  

      I shrug and keep my opinion to myself this time. 

      "Back to the topic at hand. Why are you working yourself to the bone like this?” 

      When I lift my head, I find Mama Jo’s arms folded and a disapproving frown on her face. 

      “You don't have to do it all by yourself, Louise."

      My shoulders droop. "I know..." My voice trails off. 

      “Learn to trust your team.” Mama Jo reaches across the counter and pats my hand. “It’s what you pay them for. It’s tough to learn to trust again, but you’re tougher. Life gives us all lemons, but a smart, sassy gal like you? You got this.” 

      Tough? Learning to trust seems monumental. This diner is all I have. My purpose, my self-worth—my everything. And if I can't make it work…

      Mama Jo’s right. I am tough. I just don’t know if I’m that tough.
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      "I’m merely suggesting prudence, is all.” My buddy Lake's got this furrowed brow thing going on like he's trying to squeeze some sense into my thick skull. “Take some time, Hernon. Test the waters." 

      "Come on, Lake. What's there to test?” I wave him off like he's offering me a plate of kale chips. “I'm not one to overthink things. Life's too short for that. I'm a go-with-the-flow kind of guy. One woman is as good as the next."

      The sun is blazing in the clear summer sky. Picnic tables are covered in gingham cloths and laden with burgers, hot dogs, potato salad, home-baked apple pies, and all kinds of other goodies. And the ladies…well, let’s just say BfB’s Picnic in the Park event is an estrogen extravaganza. 

      "Look, Hernon," Lake adjusts his glasses, his bookish demeanor clashing with his beefy, bear shifter physique. "I'm just saying, marriage is a big deal."

      I lift an eyebrow at him as I take a bite of yet another burger. "You think?"

      Lake sighs in exasperation. “It might be hard to resist Marla’s pushiness, but there are more BfB events lined up. Just get to know one another a little better before committing. That’s all I’m saying.”

      I chuckle, clapping Lake on the back. He's not wrong about Marla’s pushiness. She went to extreme lengths to keep other women away from me at the cocktail party last night.

      I was chatting up a stunning brunette when Marla swooped in with a made-up story about a drain trap emergency in the ladies' room. Turns out, the earring she claimed to have washed down the sink was in her purse all along. 

      Clever, sneaky woman.

      And if that wasn't enough, later she conveniently spilled a glass of wine on a clingy blonde, sending her off in search of a napkin. Devious. 

      Marla might as well have slapped a "Taken" sticker on my forehead.

      "So she shows her claws.” I stifle a grin. “I can handle a strong woman.” 

      Some guys might be put off by that kind of thing, but not me. Marla's schemes are an ego boost, a testament to her determination. 

      Lake raises a skeptical brow. He's got that look on his face again, like he's questioning my sanity. "This is serious. It's a lifelong commitment. You shouldn't just... jump into it."

      Scoffing, I wipe my mouth with a napkin. "Right, because you're the expert on love and marriage, Mr. I'd-Rather-Read-A-Book-Than-Interact-With-Women."

      Lake's face scrunches up. "I interact!"

      "With books." I finish my burger in two more bites.

      I don’t know why Lake’s trying to cockblock me like this. Maybe he's sour because he hasn't connected with anyone himself. Too bad. Lake’s a good guy. He deserves to find a partner.

      And, I admit, he does have a point. It might make sense to take things slower—if I hadn’t already waited thirty-five years for the chance to have a woman of my own!

      Decent looks, relative compatibility, and willingness to commit are all I ask for in a woman, my only qualifications for a spouse. Marla fits the bill on all three—extra emphasis on the latter. 

      Ignoring me, he continues, "The point is, you shouldn't rush into something like this just because you're—” He stops midsentence and nods his head at something over my shoulder. “Speak of the devil and she appears.”

      Sure enough, Marla’s broken away from the other picnickers and is strutting her way over to us. Her red hair and tall, statuesque figure are eye-catching. 

      "Where have you been all my life?" she purrs with a teasing wink as she loops her arm through mine. "I've been searching high and low for a man like you." 

      There's a glimmer of anticipation in her eyes, and I know why. She’s waiting for my answer to her marriage proposal. 

      And I'm ready to give it. 

      Lake's words still echo in the back of my mind, but you know what? I’m ready to take a leap of faith. 

      I turn to her with a grin, tossing caution to the wind. "Let's do it. Let’s tie the knot."

      Lake only rolls his eyes and turns away, but I see the worry lines etching deeper into his forehead. "You're going to regret this," he mutters, almost to himself. Cockblocker.

      The joy that lights up Marla’s face tells me I've made the right choice. 

      Marla is attractive. Marla is eager. What more can a bear ask for?
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        * * *

      

      Marla

      

      My feet pace the floor of my cabin and I clutch my cellphone to my ear. “Just calling with a progress report on that juicy tip." 

      My editor groans. "The small town with the freaky secret? Please tell me you've got something, Marla."

      I laugh—a little too sharply, maybe. "Let's just say things are...shifting."

      "Shifting how?"

      "Shape-shifters, Jerry. And I'm another step closer to cracking the case wide open."

      A long pause. "You mean like werewolves?"

      "Bears, to be exact. We're talking a whole community of them. Can you imagine the headline? ‘Were-Bear Town Exposed!’ It's gonna be epic.”

      Papers shuffle in the background. "Marla, are you sure you've got solid evidence?"

      "Not yet. But I’m deep undercover in the community. They're clueless about my true intentions. " 

      There are several minutes of hesitation.

      Finally, he huffs a breath. "I hope you're right, but you better grab that smoking gun quick. I know you signed up for a mail-order bride thing as a cover. Don't go falling for any country bumpkins while you're playing house."

      I bark a laugh. As if I'd ever settle down in this one-horse town. No, I have my sights set on fame and fortune, not a sham marriage. 

      This clueless town has no idea what’s coming. Once I expose Mystic Hollow’s little secret, I'll be on top of the world. 

      I can practically taste the Pulitzer.

      “Jerry, let’s just say things are about to get real ‘hairy’ around here.”
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      Mama’s Den is the kind of place that makes me feel right at home the second I walk through the door. Possibly because for much of my life, it was my second home. I practically grew up here. 

      I haven’t been here in weeks, though, which means I haven’t met the new owner yet, but we’re all meeting here for breakfast before the BfB hike out on the ridge, so today is as good a day as any. 

      When I push open the door, I'm hit with the usual comforting sights—checkered tablecloths, pie displays—the kind of homey decor that makes a bear’s mouth water. It’s exactly the cozy I’m craving. Did I mention I practically grew up in the diner? 

      And the scents. I take a deep breath—bacon, cinnamon, fresh coffee, and...something else. 

      It’s that something else…

      My bear shifter senses go on high alert. I look around for the source of that “something else”, but all I see is a small-town diner at the height of the breakfast rush. 

      My gaze sweeps the room again, this time landing on a curvy woman. She’s wearing an apron and pouring coffee at a table in the corner. 

      Oh. Damn.

      She’s gorgeous. All deep brown eyes and pouty lips. With her curls wrapped in a silk scarf, she rushes between tables. I watch her hips sway, transfixed, as she heads to the kitchen. 

      Get a grip, dickhead. You’re here for blueberry pancakes, not trouble.

       Trouble is exactly what that woman represents. 

      An engaged man like me should steer clear of trouble. Instead, I find my gaze drifting her way as she ducks into the kitchen and emerges carrying a tray full of steaming plates. 

      Our eyes meet from across the room and the hair on the back of my neck stands up. Electricity crackles between us and I know she feels it too because when our eyes lock, her lips part on a soft inhale and she stumbles for a second before catching herself. 

      I grin, unable to help it. Who is this delectable woman?

      She looks away, but not before I glimpse the spark of interest in her eyes. Looks like I’m about to order a double helping of trouble. 

      I slide into a booth by the window, watching her work. She moves efficiently, but there’s a stiffness to her motions like she’s forcing herself not to look my way. When she finally does spare me a glance, I flash her a smile and a wink. She rolls her eyes but I catch the hint of a smile tugging at her lips. 

      Playing hard to get, huh? I can work with that. 

      Finally, she saunters over, pad in hand. I lean back, giving her my most charming grin as I watch her walk toward me.

      “What can I get you?” 

      But before I can speak, I'm overtaken. It’s like a tidal wave—a siren’s song. 

      My palms begin sweating like I’m a teenager on prom night. Her beauty, her scent, the sound of her voice, her dark hair, full lips, and deep brown eyes that seem to see right through me, everything about her captivates me. 

      All my suave sophistication flies out the window. 

      My nose turns up and I take a deep sniff of the air, breathing in her delicious aroma. 

      “Sugar.” My voice is low, gruff, gravelly, more bear than human—and what the hell did I just say? I'm usually smoother than this. A lot smoother. 

      “Sugar?” She arches a brow, unimpressed. “If you’re looking for something sweet, I recommend the blueberry pancakes or cinnamon rolls.” 

      My heart is racing, my dick is hard as a rock. The effect this woman is having on me is not normal. Not even close. I’ve spent days now in the presence of a large group of attractive women and haven’t reacted to any of them like this.

      The nametag on her uniform reads: Louise. Louise. What a gorgeous name. 

      But my bear is screaming, “Sugar.”

      I catch my breath first. Then I clear my throat. 

      “Pancakes,” I manage to get out. I clear my throat again. “Blueberry pancakes.” Then, because I’m starting to regain my senses, I add, “And your phone number.” 

      “Sorry, we don’t serve phone numbers here.” She scribbles my order onto a notepad. And then she does something that makes me have to adjust myself under the table—she bites her lip, ever so gently, like she's trying to suppress a smile. 

      I sigh, pasting a look of mock disappointment on my face. 

      “Anything else?” Louise taps her pen against the pad, lips twitching. Desire courses through my veins. 

      I lean in a little closer, my voice low and teasing. "How about adding your favorite menu item to my order?" 

      "Really?" A smile spreads over her face, and I feel my heart skip a beat. "You trust my taste?" 

      "Absolutely," I reply without hesitation. 

      Louise laughs, her eyes crinkling at the corners in the most adorable way and I feel that laugh all the way to my groin. "Alright then, one order of blueberry pancakes and a side of biscuits and gravy." 

      “Thank you, Louise.” Her name rolls over my tongue like candy. 

      “You’re welcome… whatever your name is.” She scribbles down the rest of my order before giving me a playful wink. 

      The air between us is charged, electric, and even though I know I've got no business pursuing her, I can't help but want to reach out and pull her close, to feel her lush curves pressed against me. 

      “My name is—” 

      “Hernon, baby.” Startling hard, I turn to see Marla sliding into the booth next to me like a snake slithering through the grass. 

      Louise’s teasing warmth evaporates in an instant. Her smile drops and her body stiffens. 

      Marla throws her arms around my neck, pressing her breasts against my arm. "Good morning, babe." She plants a slobbery kiss on my cheek and I shudder in revulsion.

      I glance back at Louise, who seems to have transformed into an ice sculpture—cold and unyielding. 

      Marla eyeballs Louise up and down before she says in a sickeningly sweet voice, “I’ll have a vegan omelet and a side of tofu bacon.” 

      The air crackles with tension, and I know I need to do something. But what?

      Louise’s eyes are no longer crinkled at the corners in warmth and amusement. Instead, they’re filled with hurt and accusation. “Coming right up,” she says curtly. Icicles practically hang from her words. 

      I can do nothing but watch as she turns on her heel and walks away. 

      "Hernon!" Marla scolds, her eyes flicking between me and the retreating figure of Louise. Marla’s voice suddenly sounds like nails on a chalkboard and her touch makes me want to claw my skin off. 

      I ignore Marla. My eyes linger on the mesmerizing sway of Louise’s hips as I commit the image of her to memory. 

      I think this bear’s gotten himself into one hell of a sticky situation.
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      Ugh, I should've known better!

      Note to self: all men are cheaters and liars until proven otherwise. I know that, too! I do. 

      I don't know what the hell kind of voodoo-hoodoo caught me in its spell, but the minute a hot guy flirts with me, my dumb heart starts doing backflips like it's back in high school gym class. 

      "Here's your coffee, Cait," I say, forcing a saccharine smile while pouring a steaming cup for the BfB recruiter and coordinator. Cait’s nice. I met her a few days ago, the day a bus rolled into town carrying her and the other BfB bridal candidates. She explained a little more of the program, where Mama Jo left off, and we shared our mutual shock that any woman would voluntarily sign up for such a thing.

      This morning, Cait’s sandwiched between two other women, both bride-wannabes, no doubt.

      Against my better judgment, I glance back at Hernon's table. That bitch is practically draped over him, her fingers playing with the collar of his shirt. 

      Wait. 

      Who am I calling a bitch? It’s not her fault. He’s the one who asked for my phone number.

      Hernon’s eyes flit to mine for just a second, and I swear I see a hint of guilt there before I look away. 

      Focus on your work, Lou. 

      I still can’t believe myself. 

      I haven’t looked at another man since before I married Charles. After the divorce, I lost all interest in men whatsoever. My priority is my diner—the one thing in my life that doesn't involve cheating, lying, misleading, or unavailable men. 

      Feigning indifference, my shaky hands pull my pad and pen from my apron pocket. “What can I get you ladies?” 

      I’m still so angered by what just happened I could spit. The moment Cait opens her mouth, my order pad slips from my fingers and falls to the floor. Great, real smooth, Louise.

      I release a harried sigh. “It's been one of those mornings. I can't seem to get anything right.”

      “New job?” One of the bridal candidates smiles sympathetically. 

      “Something like that.” I swipe the back of my hand over my forehead. “I just bought this place, and I'm trying to learn the ropes.”

      “Oh, are you Mama?” The other woman asks. 

      Am I Mama? Ha! Hardly. I wish Mama Jo were here. I could use a little dose of her wisdom and encouragement right now. I seem to have lost my ever-loving mind.

      “I'm Louise.” I work up a friendly smile, even though I’m not feeling it at the moment, and bend down to pick up my order pad. The fabric of my jeans stretches taut across my rear end, and I might lay off the biscuits and gravy for a few days, who knows?

      A loud crack rings out from behind me, and as I straighten, my head swings around to see Hernon staring at me with eyes so heated, I feel as though his gaze might incinerate me to ashes. 

      My cheeks flame when it registers that I just presented him with a close-up view of my assets. 

      The man is holding a broken chunk of my Formica tabletop. That must have been what made the loud cracking sound.

      “You're paying for that,” I snap, pointing an accusing ballpoint at my now mutilated table. 

      We stare at one another for several seconds.

      He tries to hide the broken piece under a napkin. But I saw. 

      I can't believe I let myself get all flirty with that man. My ex-husband's cheating ways should have taught me better than to trust any man's sweet talk.

      I take the women's order then turn and head back to the kitchen mumbling to myself, "Men. Nothing but cheaters and liars. And I'm adding a table to his bill, don’t think I’m not.”

      "Excuse me?" My busboy, Ollie, gives me a quizzical look as I pass by. 

      "Nothing," I mutter, trying to focus on the task at hand and keep my eyes from drifting over to where he sits. 

      I do not need that kind of drama in my life.
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      "Secrets, Hernon," Marla coos as she clings to me like we're Siamese twins. "We should have none between us." 

      I try unsuccessfully to ignore the feel of her pressed up against me.

      “Secrets, huh?” The scenery out here, as we walk along the ridge with the other hikers, is breathtaking, but all I can see is Louise's face, her eyes full of fire and challenge. When that look changed to one of pain and betrayal it felt like a dagger to the chest. 

      "That’s right. We should tell each other everything. It's only fair." Marla bats her eyelashes at me and I want to vomit. She smells like spoiled milk and rotten meat. How is it I never noticed that? My stomach churns as I fight the urge to recoil from her.

      "Uh, yeah. Sure." I should have already told Marla that her soon-to-be husband transforms into a grizzly bear at will, but for some reason, it never felt right. The words wouldn't come. 

      That’s not entirely true. I did try, but my bear bucked it so hard at the time I gave up. Even now, my bear is fighting with every fiber of his being. Screaming at me to maintain my silence. 

      "Here’s my secrets.” I clear my throat and try to breathe through my nose so as not to inhale more of her fetid odor. “Cats make me itch and I have an inexplicable aversion to the color fuchsia."

      Marla rolls her eyes. 

      Damn my bear. I need to tell her. It's only right. If she’s going to be my wife, she deserves to know. But my mind keeps drifting back to Louise—the sassy goddess I just met at Mama's Den. And it hits me like a ton of bricks. I can’t marry Marla. don’t want to marry Marla. Marrying Marla would be a mistake. A huge one. I should have listened to Lake. 

      I have to end this charade.

      My bear is in complete agreement. Yes! End it. End it right now.

      "Marla..." I take a deep breath and wince at her odor. "I need to talk to you about something." 

      "Like what?" Her eyes narrow. 

      I can see in her eyes that she knows something's up. She’s known since she walked into the diner this morning. We both have.

      "Look, I'm not gonna beat around the bush here." My voice is steady and firm. "I’m breaking off our engagement.”

      “What?!” She shrieks,  stepping back as if I'd slapped her. “Just like that?”

       “I see no reason to prolong it. I've fallen for someone else and I can't stop thinking about her," I admit, my insides twist with guilt, but my longing for Louise is stronger. "I've never felt this way about anyone before, and I want to...no, I need to explore it." 

      "Explore it?" Marla scoffs, her face turning an impressive shade of red. "It's that woman from the dinner, isn't it? You're seriously breaking up with me for some waitress?" 

      "I...Marla, I..." But what can I say? I go with the truth. "Yes. Yes, exactly." 

      "No!" She stomps her foot, her eyes blazing with fury. "I will not agree to that."

      "Marla, you don't have a choice. I'm ending this right here and now." I say, gently untangling myself from her grip and leading her off to the side of the trail.

      Then she changes tactics and her anger turns to pleading and fake tears. 

      I shrug. “Sorry.”

      I’m not cold-hearted, but her eyes are dry and she’s clearly crying crocodile tears. 

      I spend another hour listening to Marla alternate between berating me and begging me to reconsider while Lake keeps shooting me I-told-you-so looks.

      The plus side is that I've found a woman who turns my world upside down. The downside is that after what happened this morning, I wouldn’t blame her if she refuses to give me the time of day.
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      When Hernon strides into Mama’s Den like he owns the place, a huge bouquet of red roses in his hand, I gotta tell you, my stomach does a little flip at the sight of him all broad shoulders and chiseled jawline. A dark grey Henley hugs his muscular torso. 

      And when he grins, flashing deep dimples, my insides wobble like Jell-O. Ugh, why does he have to be so darn attractive?

      "Morning, Louise." His deep voice makes my nipples peak. I cross my arms and scowl to hide the unwanted reaction. 

      "We’re not open ‘til eight." I wave to the empty dining room, trying to sound as uninterested as humanly possible. 

      “I’m not here for food.”

      My eyes narrow. “What are you doing here, then?” 

      “I came to talk.” He holds out the flowers. “These are for you. An apology of sorts.” 

      “I don’t want your flowers.” I glance away from his searching gaze, hating the way my traitorous body wants to suck him up like a high-powered Hoover. “Or your apology. Just go on about your business.” 

      “I can’t do that. I won’t do that.” He takes a step closer. The heady scent of earthy cedarwood and zesty lemon envelops me—an intoxicating blend of masculine warmth and raw magnetism. 

      “Oh, really?” My eyes snap back to his. “Where’s your girlfriend? At home thinking all’s well with your relationship, blissfully unaware your lying, cheating, flirty ass is trying to give roses to another woman?” 

      “There is no girlfriend. There is no relationship and she is not unaware of anything. That’s over. I broke up with Marla. For you.” 

      “You did what?!” 

      His eyes burn into me with an intensity that makes me weak. “I wasn’t lying about anything. And I’m not a cheater. 

      Heat floods my cheeks and my hands clench into fists. “You expect me to believe you gave up your girlfriend for a woman you barely know?” I scoff. “We only just met! I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I actually feel sorry for her.”

      “Don't feel sorry for her. She and I just met. She and I barely know each other. I promise you, she doesn't have any more feelings for me than I have for her. Which is zero.” He reaches out to brush a stray curl off my forehead. His touch ignites a spark deep inside me and I jerk away with a gasp. 

      He leans in so his lips are close to mine. “Sugar, I didn't understand what it meant to fall head over heels for a woman until I met you.” 

      I wasn’t born yesterday, but I want to believe him. I really want to, dammit. Again, I feel as though this magical spell is weaving its way around us, tying us together. I can't help but be drawn to his hypnotic presence. His eyes, dark and intense, hold a promise of passion that sends shivers down my spine. 

      Louise, you’ve been fooled by sweet words and empty promises before. 

      “Come on, Louise. You feel it too, I know you do. The connection between us is undeniable.” 

      It’s true. I feel it. Oh, yes, I feel it. 

      My mind is a whirlwind of conflicting emotions, but my laser-focused body only wants his touch. 

      I inhale sharply when his hand brushes against mine, and an electric shock pulses through my veins. I try to steady my breathing, but the man has stirred up a desire in me that’s unparalleled.  

      We stare at each other, chests heaving, and sexual chemistry buzzing around us like bees around a beehive. I’ve never felt anything like this. Every nerve ending in me tingles.

      The longing in his eyes mirrors my own.

      Then, before I can think better of it, I grab his shirt in my fist, yank him forward, and crush my mouth to his. 

      He groans, wrapping his arms around me to pull me flush against him. The bouquet tumbles from his hand and falls to the floor, petals scattering, and I twine my fingers in his hair. 

      The kiss we share is hungry, passionate, setting my blood on fire. His mouth possesses mine. He devours me, and every thought in my head flees. 

      When Hernon scoops me up into his arms, I break away from the kiss gasping. "What are you doing?" 

      My heart pounds inside my chest, threatening to explode as he carries me into the kitchen and sets me on the stainless steel prep table. Part of me wants to tell him to stop, but another part knows better. Sex is going to happen between us. It's inevitable. There’s no denying it. 

      Still…

      “You sure there’s no other woman in your life?” I whisper.

      “None.” Hernon’s eyes seem to glow. “Only you.” 

      My yoga pants are not skintight, more like comfortably loose, and when his hands grab the waistband, I lift my butt up so he can pull them off.

      Am I really going along with this? This could have far-reaching consequences. "D-didn't you say you came here to talk?"

      He sinks to his knees before me. His hands go to my knees and he opens them slowly. The tips of his fingers trace up my thighs, moving closer toward the gusset of my soaked panties. 

      "We can talk later, Sugar. Right now, I need to taste you."

      Ohhh, my word. Screw the consequences.

      Holy shit, his fingers feel like magic. I mean, it's been a long time for me, but dang.

      My teeth sink into my lip as I hold onto the edge of the steel table beneath me. 

      "These have to go." He grips my panties and tears them in half like they’re tissue paper. 

      With the panties gone, my lower half is bare and again, a frisson of uncertainty creeps up. I don’t know why. We're two consenting adults. And Lord knows I need this. 

      I let out a squeal when Hernon hitches me forward so I'm balanced on the edge of the table. His heated gaze is latched onto my pussy—on full display for him. 

      "Beautiful." The word emerges from deep in his chest like a feral growl.

      Hernon leans in close, and I shudder when his breath brushes across my burning flesh. His tongue swipes over my folds and he flicks my clit with the tip, flooding me with need. 

      He isn't rough. He’s gentle, almost feather-light as he uses his tongue over and over to stroke and caress my pussy making me want to scream for more.

      "Harder," I demand.

      He ignores me at first, continuing to stroke his tongue back and forth across my sensitive nerve endings, but little by little he increases the pressure until I’m writhing. 

      "You taste so fucking good," he growls against my flesh. 

      His fingers dig into my ass cheeks as his mouth ravishes me. I’m no blushing virgin, but never in my life have I experienced anything that feels as good as this man’s mouth on me. 

      When he sucks on my clit, I can’t take it anymore. I’m right on the edge, but just as I feel my orgasm start to build, he stops.

      He straightens, and I let out a frustrated sound that makes him chuckle. 

      “Don’t worry Sugar, I’ll take care of you.” Hernon makes quick work of undoing his belt and zipper, and his erection bobs free—long, hard, and throbbing.

       A strangled sound escapes his lips when I reach out and stroke him slowly, enjoying the way he thrusts into my hand.

      He grabs my wrists to still my movements. "I won't last if you keep doing that."

      A plea escapes my lips. "Please..." 

      He doesn’t need any more encouragement. With a swift move, Hernon buries himself inside me, groaning at the sensation. 

      It feels so exquisite, I cry out. My nails bite into his shoulders. He gives me a moment to adjust before withdrawing slowly only to slam back in. 

      Hernon sets a hard, fast pace, and I meet his thrusts with equal fervor, my breath coming in sharp pants. Our rhythm grows frenzied, and the table rocks under me. 

      The feeling of him stretching and filling me so completely is pure bliss. All that matters right now is the sweet ecstasy building inside. 

      "Come for me," Hernon rasps when my back arches.

      His words are my undoing. I throw my head back, and with a long moan, my inner walls clench down on him. 

      A few more rough thrusts and Hernon stills, groaning as he spills inside me. 

      We cling to each other. Blood pounds in my ears and I actually see stars as the most intense orgasm of my life tears through me.
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      I just had sex in the kitchen of my diner! What the hell is wrong with me?

      As I come down from a sex-induced high, I stare at a spot on the wall over his shoulder. Hernon’s lips are moving against my neck peppering little kisses down to my throat in a way that makes me quiver and if he doesn’t stop, I might not be able to do what I know I need to.

      I push at Hernon’s chest until he backs up. Then I hop down from the table and search for my pants. I don't know how it happened, but I have clearly lost my damn mind.

      "Well, that was fun,” I say while stepping into my yoga pants and tugging them up my legs. My panties are toast, so they’re getting buried deep in the trash. 

      When I spin around, the first thing I spot is his dick, still hard and slick with our juices, jutting out proudly in front of him. My body instantly reacts to the sight, but I have my wits about me now so I turn away from him. 

      A low growl startles me and when he reaches for me, I realize he's right behind me. He growls again when I slap his hands and dodge him by moving out of the way. 

      "Get your clothes on, dammit! And hurry up. I need to disinfect this whole place before Ollie and Arlo show up for work."

      Scowling, he pulls his pants up and tucks himself away. 

      Avoiding his eyes, I let out a sigh. “Good. Now that that’s…um…out of the way, we can get back to normal and forget it ever happened.” 

      When I try to walk around him again, he hooks his hand around my arm and pulls me into his chest. "What are you talking about?"

      I fight the strong pull to him as best as I can, but it's insane. I've never in my life felt anything like it. I just had orgasmic sex and still my body responds like I’m a love-starved romantic fool. 

      "I’m talking about not being interested in a relationship. I don’t want romance, I don’t want friends-with-benefits, I don't want anything. In fact, I’ve sworn off men for the next ten years. Maybe more. So, that was a good time, but now you need to get out of here. And don’t come back.” 

      He growls and wraps his other arm around me instead of letting me go. "I’m not going anywhere."

      “Oh, yes, you are.” I wriggle free from his grasp and hurry over to grab the bottle of disinfectant from under the sink. 

      When I return to spritz the prep table, Hernon is still there, scowling with his arms crossed over his massive chest. I motion for him to move, but he just stares at me. 

      "You and I have something special. I know you feel it too. Why are you pushing me away?"

      “Special?” I roll my eyes. “Get over yourself.”

      “What did you mean when you said you swore off men? Why?”

      "I mean, I have no room in my life for relationships that’s what I mean.”

      “Someone hurt you.” 

      He doesn’t say it as a question, so I don’t respond. I scrub frantically at the stainless steel. 

      Hernon takes me by the shoulders and turns me to face him. "I’m sorry for what happened when we met and I know it will take time to earn back your trust. But I promise you, Louise, I will never betray you or break your heart." 

      The sincerity in his voice almost convinces me. Almost. His words are like a balm, a soothing salve to my broken heart, but my brain isn’t so easily tricked anymore.

      I let out a loud exhale. He needs to know he’s wasting his time, and I need him to get the hell out of my diner before I do something stupid like give in to him. Or something stupider—like cry.

      Feeling my resolve slipping, I do the only thing I can think to do. I search the place for something to—Ha! A butcher knife. 

      I scoop it up and wave it in front of me furiously. "I told you to get the hell out of my diner.” 

      Tears threaten the backs of my eyes, but I will not let them loose, dammit. Instead, I summon all my anger. “The last time I fell for a man’s sweet-talking charm, the lyin’, backstabbin’ cheater left me so humiliated, I had to leave everything I knew behind.

      I wave the butcher knife at him, daring him to come any closer—’cause I’ll cut a motherfucker. I will. “I had to trade power suits for aprons and hairnets; swap boardroom politics for slinging hash browns and eggs.”  I swing the knife in another arc, over my head, and out in front of me like a swashbuckler. I could get used to this. “So, yes, I want you to leave. Go back to Marla, or whatever her name is. I don’t care, as long as I don’t have to look at you!"
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      I stare at the woman in front of me wondering what the hell game fate is playing with me. Louise is shouting. Something about boardrooms and hairnets. She's also waving a kitchen knife around like it’s Excaliber. 

      Hearing her ex cheated on her, and hearing the pain and anger in her voice sets me off. I’m jealous as hell of any man who’s had the honor of touching her before me, while at the same time, I want to make that bastard cry like a baby for hurting her. 

      My bear is tearing at my insides. He's pissed at me for not taking Louise in my arms and comforting her. 

      Sugar. Hold her. Sugar. 

      I want to. I do, even if it means a few stab wounds, but I sense that’s not what she needs right now.

      "So, you want me to go back to Marla?" It's not happening. I can’t even stomach the thought. Not when this amazing woman has entered my life. 

      I care about Marla. I guess. As a person. I guess. But, it’s two different things caring about a woman in a general sense and being so bowled over by a woman, so enchanted by her, you can’t eat, you can’t sleep, and you don’t even feel whole unless she’s nearby. That’s how I feel about Lou. 

      Sugar. She’s sugar. 

      "Yes. Go back to her!"

      "So, when you asked me if I was sure there were no other women in my life, and I assured you there weren’t you were secretly hoping what? That I was lying? You want me to be a liar and a cheat like your asshole ex?" I make a big show of scratching my head and scrunching my brows. I know I shouldn't bait her, but she looks fucking adorable when she’s all sassy and pissed.

      Her chest heaves and her breasts jiggle. My cock is like granite right now.

      Her show of anger is not disappointing. Her brow furrows, her nostrils flare and she jabs the knife in my direction. "I love this diner.” Jab. “It’s my whole life now.” Jab. “I’m not going anywhere, but this town is barely big enough for the both of us.” Jab. “From now on, you stay on your side. I'll stay on mine."

      I bite my lip and fight a smile. “So, does this mean we’re going to draw a chalk line down the middle of Mystic Hollow?” I'm being a dick, but I can't help it. She’s so fun to verbally spar with. Of course, I’d rather be fucking her, but I’ll take what I can get. 

      "Just stay away from me. I don’t want to talk to you, and I damn sure don’t want to see your face."

      I raise my hands in surrender then in a lightning-fast move, I gently swipe the butcher knife from her before I speak my next words. “I might believe you really want me gone if you weren’t threatening me with a kitchen knife and if steam wasn’t practically coming out of your ears. Buuuut…”

      I rub my chin with my thumb and forefinger as she waits for me to finish my thought. 

      “Methinks the lady doth protest too much.” 

      Her cheeks burn and those dark eyes flash. Her hands fist and she looks like she wants to punch me. I have to palm my face for a moment so she doesn’t see me grin. 

      “You’re my woman, Lou. Admit it.”

      She takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. She crosses and uncrosses her arms. She clenches and unclenches her fists. She counts to ten under her breath. 

      "I. Am. Not. Yours." She takes a deep breath and again lets it out slowly. Then another. Then, she seems to decide to approach this from another angle. "Look. We had sex. Great sex. Amazing sex." Little beads of perspiration dot her forehead. She picks up an oven mit and begins fanning herself with it. “The best I've ever had.”

      "The best?" I try to reach for her, but she slaps my hand away.

      "But it’s over and done with. We'll just pretend like it didn't happen."

      I act like I’m thinking for a moment, then before she knows what hit her, I reach out and pull her against me. “Not happening.”

      My erection digs into her belly letting her feel how hard I am for her—again. Still. One of my arms is wrapped around her waist holding her close, and my other hand cups her ass cheek and squeezes.

      Immediately, her fresh arousal perfumes the air, and I groan as my cock tries to burst free from my jeans.

      She pants against my chest. Her fingernails dig into my shoulders, and her lips part when I hike her up her until she's on her toes and my bulge is nudging her between her thighs. "Hernon..." She swallows audibly.

      “You fucking want me as much as I want you. Admit it,” I growl.

      I lean down and take her plump lower lip between my teeth. "We’re not going to pretend anything. We don’t have to because what we have is too real. Too raw. Even when you're screaming at me, all I can think about is holding you and pleasuring you. What we have is once in a lifetime and I’m not letting you walk away just because you’re scared.”

      "I-I can't do it." Her voice trembles and her eyes fill with tears.

      My heart aches and my bear threatens to burst free. "You can. You will. Lean on me. I’m not going anywhere."

      Just then, the chime above the door jingles and Arlo walks in. Lou pulls out of my arms, and I let her go.

      “Hey Hernon, my man. How’s it hanging? It’s been a while since I’ve seen you around.” After he greets me, Arlo registers the charge in the air between me and Lou. There’s no doubt in my mind, he smells what just went down. Even the disinfectant can’t completely mask it.  His brows rise, but wisely he doesn’t comment. 

      “Hey Arlo. Good to see you.” I say, hoping we’ll be seeing a lot more of each other. Arlo just nods and shuffles into the walk-in freezer, making himself scarce.

      I lean my face in so it’s inches from Lou’s. "No fucking way am I going to have anything to do with Marla or any other woman. I don't even want to so much as look at another woman. You’re it for me.”

      She snorts. "Keep flapping your gums. It won’t get you anywhere." 

      I shake my head at her stubbornness. "I'll be back, Sugar.”

      Lou flips me off. This time there’s no fighting my amusement. I let out a belly laugh.
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      “And I smelled it again when we were out on the ridge,” Silas says. “The scent was faint. He knew enough to keep downwind, but the odor of wolf was unmistakable.”

      I'm sprawled out on the slick leather sofa in Silas’s office with the other clan officers discussing the recent wolf shifter sightings in the area and trying not to let on that the whole thing's got me more skittish than a turkey in November.  

      If those whiny mongrels get anywhere near my Louise...well, let's just say things will get ugly.

      “There was a report of another sighting near town again today,” Xandros informs us.

      Uh-oh, that ain't good. 

      While not exactly our sworn enemy, the wolf pack of nearby Timbercrest Village is not on our Christmas card list either. 

      Scentings and sightings can mean trouble. 

      Straightening up, I'm all business now. “Do you think the wolf pack is planning something? An attack, maybe?”

      The thought of Lou in any danger turns my stomach. 

      Silas massages his forehead. “I don’t know. But we can’t take any chances, especially not with human females in town.”

      Lake nods. “We have to protect the females.”

      “The council won’t be happy if anything goes wrong with their fledgling program, either,” Waylon pipes up.

      I can't think of any legitimate reason a wolf or group of them would come anywhere near Mystic Hollow unless they’re up to no good. 

      Silas puts us on all on high alert, asking us to keep our eyes and ears open. Damn straight I will.

      As the meeting wraps with a nod from our Alpha, and we file out of the room, we’re all a bit edgy—wearing game faces and stiff shoulders—ready to guard our own town. 

      I’m more concerned with guarding Lou. It was mildly comical when the feisty woman kicked me out of Mama’s Den, but it’s not so funny right now. I need to stick close to keep her safe. How do I convince the most stubborn, infuriating, sexy-as-hell woman I've ever met that having me around is a good thing? I need a plan.

      I pull out my phone and call one person I can always count on. Mom.

      "Hernon." There’s a smile in her voice when she answers. "To what do I owe the pleasure?"

      “I’ve got some good news, Ma.” I clear my throat. "I found…uh…I found my fated mate." Fated mate. It’s the first time I’ve allowed myself to admit it, much less spoken it aloud, and I grin stupidly even though she can't see me.

      There’s a long moment of silence before my mother squeals so loud I have to pull the phone away from my ear so it doesn’t  blow out my eardrum. “Praise the Moon! Tell me everything, don't leave out a single detail."

      I give her the highlights, finishing with, "So there's just one little problem..."

      "Well, Hernon, you know what I always say. When life gives you lemo—"

      I cut her off before she can finish. "Yeah, yeah, make lemonade. Which is exactly why I called." 

      Mom, bless her heart, laughs. "Let me guess. This gal didn't go running straight into your open arms?"

      I let out a labored breath. "She’s…difficult.” To say the least.

      My mother chuckles. “The best things in life always are.”

      I run a hand through my hair. I need to come up with a plan to get close to a woman who currently wants nothing to do with me. “Ma, I could really use your help.”

      I can hear the determination in her voice when she responds, “You got it. So, what's the plan, loverboy?"
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      What am I going to do?

      I clutch my phone in a white-knuckled grip and glance at Arlo's text again, hoping I've read it wrong, but nope. It’s the same.

      Sorry boss lady, can’t make it in this week. Family emergency.

      I repeat: what am I going to do?

      I can wait tables, I can order stock, I can even cook in a pinch, but I can’t do all of it. Not all at once!

      “Alright, Louise,” I mutter to myself. “You worked in the cutthroat corporate world for goodness sakes. You can handle this. Time to put on the big girl panties and figure out a solution.” 

      And she’s her own motivational speaker as well, ladies and gentlemen. 

      The endless list of daily tasks runs through my mind—serve coffee, flip pancakes, fry bacon, take orders, wash dishes, sweep floors, and let's not forget to smile and keep the customers happy.

      I look around the empty diner, trying to figure out how I can clone myself before the breakfast rush.

      Ollie is a big help, but he’s just a kid. I need to hire someone fast. Someone who can start today, work only until Arlo returns, and who can be trained as a short-order cook in a matter of hours.

      If Mama’s Den was located in LA, I could call a temp agency and have someone here by lunchtime. Unfortunately, not so here in Small Town, USA. 

      I need someone who can learn fast and can start today. I glance at the clock. Actually, yesterday would've been better.

      “If you’re testing me, Lord,” I say, staring at the ceiling, “I'd like to humbly suggest that I've had enough character development for one lifetime.”

      I drop the phone on the counter and sigh just as the bell above the door jingles, and Mama Jo comes strolling in for our morning gossip sesh and pep talk. She’s about to earn her complementary coffee this morning with the latter. Boy, is she.

      "Well, good morning, sunshi—" Her voice is as warm as the freshly brewed coffee behind me, but when she sees my expression, her words cut off, and her face registers concern. "Dear me, child, what has your feathers all ruffled up this early?" Mama Jo steps closer.

      “Ugh,” I groan,  leaning over the counter and burying my face in my arms. Is it my imagination or does my skin still carry the scent of last night's burgers?

      Pulling myself together, I prop my chin on my fist and give her my best 'the world is ending' face. "Arlo's out for the week, I got a diner to run, and I can't do everything myself."

      "Ah," she replies, settling onto the nearest stool and nodding her head. "That is a predicament, isn’t it?"

      I manage to force out a chuckle as I pour a cup of coffee and slide it across the counter to her. “Apparently he has some sort of family emergency. Didn't say much else. Which means Ollie and I are gonna be busier than a one-legged man in a butt-kicking contest.” I rub my temples. 

      Ollie is a good kid. He’s super eager but the boy can barely make toast without setting off the smoke alarm.

      "Always with the sass, I see." Mama Jo stirs her six teaspoons of sugar into her coffee, then takes a sip, her eyes twinkling with mischief over the rim of her mug. 

      I shrug. "What can I say? It's a coping mechanism."

      Mama Jo chuckles and pats my hand sympathetically. "Don't you worry, baby girl. Mama Jo's got your back. I know just the person who can help you out."

      Before I can even ask, Ollie bounces into the diner like a human rubber ball, all wide grins and enthusiasm. "Mornin’ boss! I heard Arlo won’t be in this week. Never fear, I'm here to save the day!"

      How the hell did he hear that already? Damn, the small-town gossip grapevine never rests.

      I flash him an amused brow-lift. "You're sweet, Ollie, but I need you bussing tables, washing dishes, and sweeping floors. Oh, and there’s a stock delivery out back I need you to put away this morning."

      His shoulders droop slightly as he heads to the back, and I feel mildly guilty for not giving the kid a shot, but not guilty enough to risk a visit from the fire department. 

      Mama Jo is tapping away at her phone screen. I'm not sure what kind of sorcery she has up her sleeve, but I've got my fingers crossed.

      She swallows down the last of her coffee and stands before she checks her phone again. “You’re in luck. Your fill-in cook will be here in ten minutes.”  

      I blink and slap a hand to my heart. "You are a lifesaver! Who? Who did you get on such last-minute notice?”

      She leans in conspiratorially, "My son."

      My brow wrinkles in confusion. “I didn’t know you have a son.”

      She nods, wearing an all-knowing smile on her face that oddly reminds me of the Cheshire Cat. "Mm-hmm, and he worked in this diner all through high school and even after. He’ll be a godsend.” She winks. “Trust me.”

      Mama Jo’s grin nearly splits her face as she wiggles her fingers in a wave, turns, and shuffles out the door.

      A huge sigh of relief leaves my lungs as I make my way to the walk-in to do a quick inventory. 

      When I emerge, the first thing I do is head to the front to flip the sign to "open". That’s when I see him. My eyes nearly bulge out of their sockets.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” I blurt out, unable to contain my surprise. "What the hell do you think you're doing here?" 

      Hernon stands in front of the grill looking completely unfazed as he ties an apron around his taut abs. 

      "My mother told me to get my tail over here and fill in for Arlo," he says, all nonchalantly. “And I learned a long time ago not to piss off Mama Jo.”

      I can't believe this. "Wait, hold up. Mama Jo is your mother?"

      He smirks, raising an eyebrow. "Yep. I was practically raised right here in this very diner. "

      I repeat myself because the sentiment bears repeating, “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”
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      Fryin’ taters and flipping burgers. Not exactly what I had in mind when I said I wanted to stick close to Lou. But hey, a bear's got to do what a bear's got to do. Like paying for Arlo to take his wife on a nice camping trip up in the mountains for a week.

      As the diner buzzes with a low murmuring hum of conversation, Lou glides from table to table, chatting with the regulars, their laughter punctuating the rhythm of clattering plates and clanking silverware.

      In the kitchen, the sizzle of the grill is the background music to my daydreams. Every time I flip a burger, I imagine Lou flipping me off, and the corner of my mouth lifts in amusement. 

      Working with Louise all day nearly does me in. The sexual tension is so thick you could cut it with a knife. I find any excuse I can to "accidentally" brush up against her as we maneuver around each other in the small kitchen. At one point, I let my fingers linger on hers when handing off plates. The spark is instantaneous. 

      I know she feels it too, the tingle of our connection, a subtle undercurrent of heat pulsating like a live wire every time we lock eyes. 

      Every look, every accidental touch, every stolen moment makes my bear crazy for our mate.

      I love this woman. I love everything about her.

      I need to explain the whole fated mates thing to her. I’m just not sure when or how yet.

      Throughout the day, our occasional banter becomes a dance of words—flirty quips traded across the kitchen like we're lobbing grenades. The electric charge in the air is tangible, and I see Ollie glancing between us, wide-eyed as he gets a front-row seat to the Louise-and-Hernon show.

      As the dinner crowd dwindles, and I realize it’s almost closing time, I figure now’s my chance to turn up the charm and make a move to win over my woman. If I’m lucky we can have a repeat of the other day when I fucked her on the prep table. 

      I glance around but don’t see Lou. Ollie is ringing out the last customers, so I search the place for my mate. There’s no sign of her. 

      "Ollie, where's Lou?" My voice betrays more concern than I'd like. 

      He shrugs, the easygoing kid seemingly unfazed. "She had a delivery to one of the BfB candidate’s cabin."

      “You wanna repeat that?” My heart rate picks up speed.

      He looks a little nervous when my alarmed tone registers. "I-I said she went to deliver some food to Baylin's cabin. Mr. Xandros asked a special favor. He even tried to pay her for it."

      My hackles rise instantly. With wolf shifter sightings in the territory, my woman is walking through the woods alone? Oh, hell no! 

      "Ollie, think you can handle closing up the diner alone tonight?" 

      "Sure!" Ollie, nods eagerly. Probably excited for the chance to handle some responsibility.

      My apron is off and I’m on my way out the door in seconds.

      No stinking wolf better lay one paw on my woman or he’ll find his mangy fucking head mounted on my wall.

      I'm a whirl of emotions as I barrel through the woods, my shifter senses on high alert. I follow Lou's scent, but it’s not until I see her, heading back toward the diner, her ample hips swaying and her arms swinging like she’s just soaking up nature without a care in the world—safe and unharmed—that I can breathe again.

      With a rush of adrenaline, I race forward stepping out onto the path.

      She startles. Then her wide eyes narrow on me, and her hands fly to her hips. "What in the bluebell hell are you doing creeping in the woods? Why are you jumping out and scaring unsuspecting folks?”

      Ignoring her question, I close the distance between us and scoop her into a bear hug. Before she can protest, I’m holding her soft curves against my body.

      "Hey!" She tries to squirm out of my grasp. "What's gotten into you?"

      "Just... making sure you're safe," I say, my voice muffled by her hair. “We’ve had some unwelcome visitors in the area recently.”

      She keeps wiggling, but I’m not letting her go. 

      "I’m safe," she whispers, her voice caught between disbelief and desire and then… 

      I smell her arousal, and fuuuck.

      Being near her all day at the diner was like a long, slow tease, and she’s proving her attraction to me has been building up just as steadily. 

      I lift my head and stare into her eyes for a moment before my mouth crashes down on hers in a hungry kiss—one filled with urgency and need. 

      When she responds just as eagerly, my hands slide under her shirt, feeling her soft skin against my fingertips. I find myself lost in the sensation of her lush softness. 

      "God, your body is so incredible," I breathe into her ear, my voice husky with desire, as her fingers fumble with the hem of my T-shirt. Our movements are hurried and desperate. 

      We're both eager to explore each other, to slake this intense need, this unearthly connection we share. 

      "Hernon," Louise moans, her breath hot against my neck. 

      The moment I have her pants down and she kicks them off her ankles, I make quick work of mine before lifting her up. She wraps her legs around my waist. 

      The sudden shift in position sends a shiver through me, making me even more aware of how much every cell in my body truly craves her. 

      "Please," she begs, her voice trembling with yearning. "Don't hold back." 

      "Trust me, I won't," I assure her, walking her back against the nearest surface—a large black oak. I press harder against her body, holding her tighter. 

      Our tongues dance. Her taste is like the sweetest honey. The woman fries every circuit in my brain, leaving me teetering on the edge of sanity. And, damn, she’s worth it.

      My hands roam her body with a fervor that matches her own. I can feel her heartbeat racing beneath my touch, her body quivering with anticipation. 

      "Your pleasure is all I want, Sugar," I murmur, kissing her deeply once more. 

      I reach under her shirt, inside her bra, and cup her heavy breast. Her pebbled nipple brushes against my palm and I can't resist the urge to rake my thumb over it. 

      Her hips twitch against mine in response, urging further exploration, so my other hand dips between her thighs, finding her slick and ready for me. She’s dripping. 

      I brush my fingers over her silky folds. She’s the best fucking thing I've ever felt. When I gently flick her clit with my fingertip, she gasps and squirms. 

      I have to taste her. 

      I remove my hand and bring my honey-coated fingers to my mouth sucking them clean. “Delicious.”

      The tip of my cock nudges her entrance and she moans, rocking her hips against me, driving me insane.

      I massaged her gorgeous breasts as I slide my cock over the outside of her pussy, just coating it with her juices. She moves, trying to get more, so I tilt my hips and thrust forward, penetrating her. 

      My heart races as I push into her tight pussy. Her walls squeeze and milk me as I pull out slowly. 

      Sliding back in is enough to make my whole world tilt on its axis. The slow, sweet torture drives me wild.

      I repeat the motion, each thrust harder and faster than the last. I keep her body pressed as tightly to mine as possible, needing that contact. My mate responds to every thrust with cries of pleasure. And damn if that isn’t music to my ears.

      "Yes, oh, god, yes," she whimpers.

      I rake my teeth along the skin of her neck, so tempted to bite down as my hips move faster and faster, her body squeezing me harder. 

      She’s so damn close. I can tell by the way her eyelids flutter and her fingers dig harder into my flesh. I wish this never had to end. There’s something about fucking her that makes me feel alive, and in return, the knowledge that I'm bringing her pleasure brings a strange sense of pride and satisfaction. 

      "Let go with me, Sugar." I increase the intensity of my thrusts. I want us to come together. 

      "O-okay," she agrees, her moans growing louder. 

      I rake my thumb over her nipple one more time before moving my hand up to hold her throat. I feel her swallow, her muscles tensing and releasing as she moans. 

      Our orgasms hit simultaneously, a tidal wave of pleasure crashing over us as we cling to each other for dear life. Her pussy spasms around me, squeezing until it feels like she’s wringing the cum right out of me. 

      Her body trembles, and when her eyes lock with mine, I see a vulnerability in her gaze that makes my heart lurch. That expression combined with her tightness around my cock, push me over the edge. I thrust into her one last time, freezing as every muscle in my body tightens. 

      Our connection is beyond anything I've ever experienced, a bond that transcends the physical. 

      "Wow," Louise breathes as our bodies slowly come down from the high. "I don’t know why it’s… with us it’s…" 

      "More pronounced? More intense?” I say, completing her thought. “That’s something I wanted to talk to you about. There’s a reason for it.”  I’m not sure we should have this conversation while my dick is still inside her, but I can’t seem to wait any longer. “It's because we’re fated mates, Sugar.”

      She attempts a smile but it’s clear she has no idea what I’m talking about.

      “It’s a shifter thing. I thought it was an old wives' tale, but it’s not. It’s said that every shifter has someone whose soul completes theirs. A soulmate. And that these pairings are dictated by fate. That’s what we are, you and me. Fated mates.”

      Lou scoffs, wiggles my softening cock free from her, and taps my shoulder to be released. I set her on her feet and she busies herself redressing. 

      “Soulmates.” She huffs a laugh. But then, her face hardens, and she gives me a look that could freeze a volcano. "Listen, Hernon. I’ve had a pretty disastrous past when it comes to relationships. All that fated mate stuff, that’s all well and good for you and your shifter buddies, but—” 

      I can tell she’s getting worked up so I don’t let her finish. “Sugar, there’s something else about us shifters. Once we take a mate, it’s for life. There’s no divorce. There’s no cheating. We are totally devoted to our mates.”

      I can see I’ve shocked her. Her mouth is open as she stands gaping at me. 

      When she does speak, her voice is tinged with bitterness. "I left my life in LA because I found out that not only was my ex cheating, he was parading his pregnant mistress all over town. While I was oblivious, everyone in our social circle knew about them. I don't have it in me to trust again. "

      My lip curls in a snarl. I’d like to mutilate that asshat. "Your ex sounds like a total dickhead who wouldn’t know a wonderful woman if she bit him in his dumb ass. But I do. And I’m not letting you go."

      She lets out a sigh. “The point is, I've been down this road before. Men promising me the moon and the stars, only to leave me high and dry. I want no part of this fated mates thing."

      I can’t say I’m surprised by her reaction. I expected as much, even if her words hit me like a punch to the gut. "I'm not him. I won't let you down like he did."

      Louise shakes her head, but I can tell I’m starting to break through her walls, crash down her barriers, if only just a little. That’s fine. I won’t give up no matter how long it takes.
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      "How's the meatloaf today, Mr. Abernathy?" I ask the elderly gentleman at table six. 

      He cups a hand around his mouth as if ready to divulge a secret. "Every bit as good as my wife’s, but don’t tell her I said so." He laughs as he digs into his third plate. Gotta love those shifter appetites.

      I breeze around the diner, chatting with the regulars and topping off coffee as they finish their lunches. The register chimes and I look over to see Ollie ringing out Russ and Gus, identical twin mechanics from the local auto shop.

      The lunch rush was crazy today, but now that it's dying down, I’m finally able to catch my breath. 

      As soon as Mr Abernathy is done, I'll grab myself a sandwich and a sweet tea, and sit down for a minute.

      All last night and this morning, my mind has been preoccupied. 

      Hernon's words keep playing on repeat in my head:

      “Every shifter has someone whose soul completes theirs. That’s what we are, you and me. Fated mates…

      “There’s something else about us shifters. Once we take a mate, it’s for life. There’s no divorce. There’s no cheating. We are totally devoted to our mates.”

      I can't believe I'm thinking it, but maybe, just maybe…

      "Hey boss,” Ollie waves me out of my daydream. Hernon wanted me to let you know he’s out back taking a quick break. Says he needs some fresh air." 

      “Yeah, sure. Thanks, Ollie. You can take yours next if you want.” 

       Another thought pops into my head. Something that Mama Jo said when I asked her about the BfB program:

      “These are honest, loyal men in need of a good woman."  

      I don’t realize I’m staring off into space until a certain someone catches my eye as she prances up to the counter like she’s the queen of the world. Ugh. 

      Marla’s red hair flows around her like a fiery cloak of malevolence and she wears a slinky, self-assured smirk on her face. 

      "Decaf, black," she says without even looking at me. 

      I plaster on a (totally fake) smile as she takes up residence on the closest stool and makes a big show of tossing something down beside her. 

      Don’t look, Lou. Do not look.

      She drums her perfectly manicured fingernails on whatever it is. 

      Don’t look. 

      I don’t want to, but I can’t help myself. I look. 

      A bridal magazine. Really? A bridal magazine?

      Call it women’s intuition or a sixth sense, but something tells me Marla is here to cause trouble. I pour her coffee, keeping my smile in place even though I’d rather be serving a rattlesnake.

      She raises a perfectly arched eyebrow. "Hernon told me all about your little fling," she says, her voice overly sweet. And there it is. "He also said you’re just a blip on his radar.”

      “Right. Sure he did.” I keep my tone smooth and mellow like soft jazz. 

      I resist the urge to dump her coffee in her lap.

      A quick glance towards the kitchen reveals Hernon isn't back yet. Damn. I’d really like him to deal with this. 

       Marla flips open her magazine, pages crinkling under her fingers. “I believe him, of course, since we're still engaged.”

      I feel a humorless laugh bubble up from my chest, a response to the ridiculousness of her words. But I swallow it down, and replace it with a cool, collected smirk. "Engaged, huh?" I lean against the counter. “Funny he hasn't mentioned that to me. Hey Ollie, has Hernon mentioned to you that he’s engaged?”

      Ollie shrugs. “Nope.” 

      Marla huffs, her lips curling in a sneer. "He might not have mentioned it to you, but I can assure you that when he’s done working here during the day, he spends his nights with me. Long, hot nights, if you know what I mean.”

      "Uh-huh." A sardonic chuckle escapes my lips, but the bitch isn’t done. 

      “He was just sowing his wild oats with you.” She flips a page in her bridal magazine. "Oh. this dress will look spectacular on my figure. I’ll have to ask Hernon what he thinks tonight."

      My heart does a somersault, landing with a thud somewhere near my feet. 

      I’ve had enough. 

      I learned in high school that the best way to deal with mean girls is to knock ‘em out cold. The second best way is to act unaffected and disengage. 

      Since I own this diner, option one is a no-go. That leaves option two.

      “Ollie,” I call. “I’m stepping out for a minute. Cover for me, will ya’?”
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      “Well where’d she go?”

      “Beats me.” Ollie shrugs.

      “Ollie, I swear to god if you don't give me more information I'm going to throttle you.” I like the kid but he can be infuriating sometimes. 

      “Um, boss lady was talking to some woman. I don’t know her name. A tall redhead. One of the BfB ladies.” Ollie looks sheepish and I can tell there’s more he’s not saying.  

      “And…” My eyes widen and I let out a menacing growl—just a warning.

      “Alright! The lady said she was your fiancée and that after you sow your wild oats, you’re gonna marry her.” Ollie flinches away from me like I might hit him. Good call.

      “Dammit!” I slam my fist on the counter. 

      “It’s not true, is it?”

      “Of course not!” But Lou doesn’t know that. Fuck. I can only imagine how she’s feeling right now. “I have to go after her.” I’m talking to myself, but I say it out loud. I have to go after her and explain. 

      “I'll cover the diner for you, don't worry.” Ollie’s practically vibrating with eagerness, but there's no way I can leave the kid in charge of the entire diner by himself. Louise would kill me. 

      "I can do it, Hernon!" Ollie's eyes are alight with enthusiasm. "I've been watching Arlo for ages. I know I can do it."

      I clench my jaw, raking my fingers through my hair. I've got a problem the size of a planet—Louise—and a solution the size of a pebble—Ollie. Not ideal.

      Just as I’m about to cave and tell Ollie to take the reins, my mother strides in. Perfect timing. I don't know how she does it, but sometimes her timing is uncanny. 

      She halts in her tracks when she spots my expression. 

      "Spill," she demands, "what's going on?"

      I rattle off the gist of things as fast as I can. "Marla just walked in, told Lou she and I are getting hitched and that I'm using Louise to sow wild oats. Lou left, probably upset, and I can’t blame her." 

      Mama Jo's brows dip into a formidable frown. "And you let Marla just run her mouth and make Louise take off like that?"

      "No! Can you watch the diner until I can find her and do damage control?” God, I hope that’s possible. What if she decides to cut me out of her life entirely? Fuck.

      Mama Jo sets her jaw and nods. "Go on, son. Go get your mate." Before I reach the door, she calls, "What have I always told you to do when life gives you lemons?"

      "Make lemonade," I reply automatically before I practically bolt through the back door. Trusting my senses, I follow Louise's scent, tracking her through the woods, dodging low-hanging branches, and stepping over gnarled roots until I finally reach a clearing edged by a cliff. 

      My pulse races, and it isn't from the run.

       There seated on the ground with her legs bent and her arms resting on her knees, is Louise.

      Her back is to me and I pause a moment to gather my thoughts. My heart is hopeful but wary, and I approach her cautiously.

      I’m not sure exactly what lies she’s been fed by Marla, the venomous viper, but I pray she’ll listen to me. 

      Lou must sense me behind her because she begins speaking. 

      “Mystic Hollow is maybe one of the most beautiful places in the entire world,” she says. “And this is one of my favorite views.” 

      I’m not sure what to say. I know what I want to say, but the words are lodged in my throat. I’m choking at the worst possible moment.

      Finally, I manage to get out, “The view is stunning. I’m not talking about the scenery, though.”

      She turns slightly, looks over her shoulder, and pats the ground next to her, inviting me to sit. Well, so far this is going better than I expected. I think. Unless she has a butcher knife hidden somewhere.

      I fold myself down next to her and have to fight every instinct not to drape my arm around her. 

      “I have a list. There are some things I won't compromise on,” Louise says hugging her knees to her chest. “Deal breakers.”

      I nod, not sure where she’s going with this.

      “No cheating, no lying, no gaslighting, and no secrets.” She cocks a brow and finally turns her head to look at me. I don’t see anger in her eyes. “The success of my diner is of paramount importance to me. It’s second only to our relationship. Is that clear?”

      Our relationship?!

      “Um…” I swallow. Not really. “Yes. Yeah, anything you want, Sugar.”

      “And kids,” she adds quickly. “I want kids.”

      “Wait. What exactly are you saying, here? Are you saying you want a relationship with me?”

      She laughs. “I guess I should’ve led with that. It’s going to be awkward if you’ve changed your mind about wanting me.”

      I close the gap between us and hold her face in my hands. “I haven't changed my mind about wanting you. I’ll never change my mind.” I press my lips against hers gently before I wrap one arm under her knees and the other around her back and lift her onto my lap. “I just…I'm surprised is all. I mean Ollie said that you were talking to Marla…”

      “I was. The bitch tried to tell me the two of you were still together.”

      “We’re not.” I shake my head emphatically. “I swear to you we’re not.” 

      She reaches up and brushes her fingers down my jawline. “I know. I know that, and that’s what did it for me. She said all that stuff, but I knew she was lying. The whole time, I knew she was lying because I know deep in my heart you wouldn't do that to me.” Her eyes fill with tears. “I never thought I would say this to a man ever again, but I trust you.” 

      “Sugar, I love—”

      I don’t get to finish telling her I love her because all of a sudden, her muscles tense and her eyes fly open wide. “Who’s working the diner?”

      Uh-oh.

      “Um…We should probably get back. I left Mama Jo and Ollie running the place.” I stand with her in my arms, not ready to let her loose just yet. In fact, I think I’ll carry her all the way back to Mama’s Den. 

      “You agree to my list of demands?”

      I nod. “I won’t cheat, lie, gaslight, or keep secrets.” A grin spreads over my face. “And I’ll do my best to give you all the kids you want. But, I have a list of demands too. It’s a short one. In fact, there’s only one thing on it.”

      “Okay…”

      “Tonight, you’re coming home with me and from now on you’re spending every night for the rest of our lives in my bed.” A wide grin spreads over her face. “As a matter of fact, I’ll agree to anything on your list as long as it includes you and me and wedding bells.”

      She snuggles into my chest as walk. “Anything?”

      “Anything that makes you happy.” I kiss her nose as I break through the tree line cradling her in my arms. “You’re my Sugar. I can’t make lemonade without you.”
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      Dressed head to toe in camo, I have a death grip on my cellphone, ready to record at a split-second’s notice. 

      This could be it—the moment I've been waiting for. I watch the ground making sure not to step on anything that might crunch or snap underfoot as I stealthily trail a huge guy, one of the locals here in Mystic Hollow, through the trees.  

      Once I get photographic evidence of one of these local-yokels shapeshifting, I can clear out of this podunk town. 

      I stifle a giggle as I duck behind a tree, then peer around it to watch the man stop and chat with a BfB candidate. Yumi, I think her name is. Not sure. 

      I roll my eyes as they talk, and check my manicure. Come on already, just shift so I can get this over with.

      Finally, he continues deeper into the woods. I make sure to stay downwind as I creep along, quiet as a mouse. Don't want to spook the prey before I can snap the money shot. 

      He’s about a hundred yards up ahead when he stops. He glances around before stripping off his clothes. 

      My pulse quickens. This is it! 

      I aim my phone's camera, hands trembling, and press record just as fur sprouts along the man’s naked body. 

      Holy shit! Holy-fucking-shitballs!!! 

       I mean, I knew it was real. I thought so, anyway. I was counting on it. But believing and actually seeing are two entirely different things. 

      It only takes moments for his body to morph and reshape. When it’s over, where there once was a man, there now stands a huge grizzly bear. 

      I fight down the scream of triumph that wants to crawl up my throat. Gotcha, you freak. This footage is gonna make my career. I'll be on every talk show and news station across the country. 

      Bye-bye, entertainment blogging. Hello, investigative journalism!

      I'm practically bursting as I tap the screen to send the video to cloud storage.

      Suddenly a massive hand clamps over my mouth from behind. I shriek, but it's muffled. I'm lifted off my feet and tossed over a brutishly large shoulder. 

      "Help! HELP!" I scream, flailing my arms and kicking my legs frantically. But my captor is unmoveable. It’s like I’m beating on a brick wall, and it becomes evident as I’m carried deeper into the woods that my struggle is in vain.
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      Three years later

      

      The breakfast crowd is starting to thin out and I glance over at Ollie while I wipe down the counter.

      Ollie mans the grill like a pro now. The boy’s come a long way. Used to be he couldn't even boil water without setting off the sprinkler system. Now, he's practically a grill master. So far, he’s only started one grease fire. One. (It was a small one.) 

      "Sit down, Sugar." A pair of familiar arms wrap around my waist, pulling me back against a firm chest while strong hands cup my swollen belly. Hernon's scent wafts into my nostrils, a comforting mix of earthy cedarwood and zesty lemon. "Don't overdo it."

      He's gone full-on papa bear mode lately, all because I've got another bun in the oven. You'd think being pregnant meant I'd turned into a porcelain doll.

      I swat his hand playfully. "I'm pregnant, not disabled. I can still do my job." 

      “Just take it easy,” he grumbles good-naturedly and kisses the claiming mark on my neck. 

      We both look up as the bell over the door jingles merrily and our two-year-old son races in with a sweaty head and flushed cheeks. Grandma Jo enters behind him looking a little worn out, but happy. 

      "How's my little cub?" Hernon asks, scooping up Aiden. “Have a good time with Grandma Jo?”

      “Yeah!” Aiden nods emphatically. “We went to da park.” 

      "He’s getting quite good at shifting. Only one was uncontrolled—unfortunately, it happened when he was halfway down the slide. Sorry about the outfit.” Grandma Jo holds up Aiden’s now shredded shorts set. 

      I shrug. “That’s why we packed a few changes of clothes.”

      Hernon chuckles as our son squirms in his arms. "I'm hungwy!" Aiden announces. 

      The child’s voice has two volumes—silent and LOUD.

      "What'll it be, sweetie?" I ask.

      His face grows so serious as he considers my question, you’d think his answer was vital to national security. "Blue-buh-ree pancake and biskit and gwavy!" 

      Really? At two? I swear the boy has his father's appetite.

      Before I can call the order back to Ollie, he shouts, "Coming right up." 

      I swear, I’m still not used to shifter hearing. It always catches me off guard. 

      As Aiden rattles off all the adventures he had last night while he stayed overnight with Grandma Jo, I glance around Mama's Den, my hands resting on my bulging belly, taking in the delightful chaos that now defines my life.

      My diner is thriving. I have an amazing husband, an adorable son, and another little cub on the way. I never dreamed I could be this happy. Especially not in a town full of shifters! But Mystic Hollow is home. And Hernon...he's my soulmate. My big, protective, sexy-bear, fated soulmate.

      Life sure took me on a winding road to get here. But I wouldn't change a thing.
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