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Are you ready for some Christmas magic?

 

All Dermot wants for Christmas is a mate. Because a mate will lead to cubs, and a family to spend the holidays with.

 

But since Dermot, a paramedic, hasn't met his special lady yet, he agrees, as he always does, to work Christmas so others can enjoy time with their families.

 

However, fate is about to step in and give him just what he needs.

 

Vicky is a reindeer shifter who has lost her Christmas spirit. Can Dermot help her find it before it's too late?

 

Too late for what? You'll have to read Santa Paws to find out...

 


Chapter One – Dermot

Dermot took a sip of his beer, relaxing into his seat. He was in the local bar with his brothers for a pre-Christmas drink. Afterwards, they would go their separate ways, each putting in long shifts to make up for their lonely Christmas.

“Here we are again. Another Christmas, and we are all still bachelors.” Declan looked at his two brothers. Trust his older brother to put a downer on the festivities, but he was right, another year had gone by and still no mate. However, there was always hope for the New Year. 

“Come on, it’s not that bad. You get to spend the holidays with other sad, lonely people,” Damon said, taking a sip of his beer.

“Speak for yourselves—I love Christmas at work. Between calls, I get to spend time with all the people stuck on the wards. The nurses work hard to make it special, particularly for the kids who are in over the holidays.” Dermot grinned. “I bet I could rustle up some lonely nurses for a bit of fun.”

“I might take you up on that. I’m stuck with my crew at the fire station. And although there are the delightfully curvy figures of Kirsty and Sonia to gaze at, they are firmly off-limits. Work and relationships don’t mix,” Damon stated.

“Unless you are bonded,” Declan said evenly.

“Which we’re not,” Damon stated firmly.

Dermot began to feel their pain. He wished he could make it right for them, that he could spread a little Christmas magic and help them find their mates. But this kind of thing was down to fate, and he had no control over that.

“Let’s face it, we hate Christmas,” Declan announced. Dermot glared at his brother, and Damon shook his head. “What? We do. It reminds us of everything we haven’t got, everything that we long for.”

Talk about zapping all the fun out the holiday season! Even Dermot was beginning to lose his Christmas cheer. He had to turn it around, make them all feel positive about life. After all, Christmas only came once a year, and alone or not, he was sure going to enjoy it.

“OK. So, let’s make a toast. Or a pact. By this time next year, we will all be looking forward to our first Christmases at home with our families. It will be some other lonely bachelor’s job to keep things rolling, while we eat too much food and make love to our mates.” Dermot raised his glass.

“Sure, why not,” Damon said.

“I’m in.” Declan raised his glass, but then added, “But I still think it’s pointless. After all, we can’t change our fates just because we promise to.”

“Damn it, Declan. Lighten up. You never know what’s round the corner,” Dermot said, slapping his brother good-naturedly on the back, and then he had a thought. “And, if you haven’t found your mate by mid-summer, I’ll stick your bad-tempered bear face on one of those dating websites. I heard Marjorie in Bear Creek was thinking of starting one.”

“If you do that, I will disown you,” Declan growled. “I don’t need help finding a woman.”

Dermot and Damon collapsed into fits of laughter. “Right, because your social diary is full of dates with women.”

“That’s through choice. I’ve gotten to an age where it seems shallow to date a woman, when you know you are never going to settle down with her because she isn’t your mate.” Declan looked as if he was going to sprout claws and swat his brothers round the head, but he reined his bear in.

Dermot wasn’t finished pushing Declan’s buttons. “See, you are a romantic at heart, and there was us thinking you were a miserable bear.”

“Listen, it’s hysterical to sit around and shoot the breeze with you guys,” Declan said sarcastically. “But some of us have got more important things to do than have their social life pulled apart.”

“Hey, just because you’ve hit a dry spell,” Dermot laughed.

“I have not hit a dry spell,” Declan ground out. “It is my choice not to date. The same as it is my choice to work at Christmas.”

“It’s also your choice to be miserable at Christmas,” Damon said.

“I am not miserable.” Declan got up, drained his beer, and then headed for the door.

“Come on, any minute now the words bah humbug! are going to come out of your mouth as you tell some kid off for being too cheerful in front of you,” Damon said.

“Bear humbug,” Dermot said in his deep, growly voice, making Damon collapse with laughter.

Declan came back towards them, placing one hand on the back of each of their chairs.

 “Thank you for the beer. I am so glad that no matter how miserable I am feeling, I can always count on you two to cheer me up.” Then, with a broad grin, he ruffled both his younger brothers’ hair and growled “bah humbug” as he left the bar.

Damon wiped the tears from his eyes. “Damn it, Dermot, we need to find ourselves some women.” 

“I know,” Dermot said, drinking the rest of his beer. “It’s sad that none of us have got a family. I wouldn’t even mind being an uncle at Christmas. At least I would have someone to spoil.”

“Least you have the kids at the hospital to look in on. Now, that has to be tough on a parent,” Damon said. “I don’t know how I would bear having my kid sick.”

“That reminds me,” Dermot said, “I offered to take one of the kids home. She’s been given the go-ahead to spend the next couple of days at home, and her mom doesn’t have a car. You might remember her. Sorcha. Her dad died in that pile-up a couple of months ago.” 

“How could I forget? Now I feel bad moaning about the small things that are missing in our lives.” 

Damon was right. All three of them had attended the accident, one of the worst they had ever seen. It sure brought home to him how lucky he was to be alive, even if he was without a mate.

Dermot stood up, stretching his arms, and then said, “See you on the other side, Damon. Maybe we can all get together after Christmas. And definitely for New Year’s.”

“You never know, Dermot. By some Christmas miracle, we might have found our mates by then.”

Dermot nodded. “That would take some Christmas magic, Damon. But a man can dream. Have a good one.”

He headed for the door, waving at Penny, who always gave him a longing look. If only, he thought. But she wasn’t for him, and Declan was right, no point leading a woman on. Not when you knew she wasn’t the one.


Chapter Two – Vicky

Vicky unlocked the door of the small cabin she was renting for the holiday season; she had come here to get away from everything. Oh, who was she kidding, she had come here to hide. 

“Now, if there’s anything you need, you just ask,” Mrs. McKinley said. 

Mrs. McKinley owned the cabins, which were usually used for summer holiday rentals, and Vicky had managed to get a great deal for the holidays. Everyone else would be in their own homes for Christmas, not amongst strangers in a small town where everyone else knew each other. This was why she was here, she wanted to be invisible, but Mrs. McKinley had other ideas.

“I will. And thank you again.” Vicky pushed the door open. “Oh, you lit the fire.”

“Yes, well, since you don’t seem to have brought a man with you to keep you warm on these cold Bear Bluff nights.” Mrs. McKinley had already pried into Vicky’s personal life and established she didn’t have a husband, a boyfriend, or a mate of any kind.

“The fire will be just the thing to make up for not having a man, Mrs. McKinley,” Vicky said with a smile.

“There are plenty of good men here in Bear Bluff. You never know, the fates might have brought you here for a reason, Vicky.” Mrs. McKinley nodded sagely.

Vicky felt the need to put an end to any matchmaking plans she might have. “I am not looking for a mate, or a man of any kind, but thank you anyway. Now, if you don’t mind, I would love a cup of tea and a soak in a hot bath.”

“As you like.” Mrs. McKinley turned to go, but pulled up short when the sight of flashing blue lights came into the small courtyard. There were several other cabins and Vicky wondered who was ill. But Mrs. McKinley smiled and went out to meet the ambulance, calling to Vicky, “If you want to meet a good man, then you should let me introduce you to Dermot.”

“Thanks, but I don’t need a good man,” Vicky insisted, but found herself taking a step back outside the cabin and pulling the door shut, to keep the heat in. Several other people had started to come out of their cabins now, all looking happy, waiting for the ambulance to stop. “This is a weird town.”

“Oh, no. They aren’t happy because someone is ill,” Mrs. McKinley said, reading her thoughts. “They are happy because the ambulance is bringing Sorcha home for Christmas. Wee small bairn has been on the hospital ward these last three months and the doctors have finally said she can come home for a few days. Nothing like Christmas under your own roof.”

The ambulance pulled up in front of the cabin next door to Vicky’s, giving her a strange sensation along the length of her spine. Her brain grasped hold of the sensation and clung on to it. Maybe she wasn’t a lost cause after all; maybe she could feel the same happy feelings as other people. As her friends.

It was why she had run here to Bear Bluff. Where no one could find her. She had been very careful not to leave a trail that could be followed by the one person she knew would be searching for her. As hard as it was, she didn’t want to be found. Not when she was such a useless fraud.

“Here is our Dermot,” Mrs. McKinley said. The door of the ambulance opened and a huge, broad-chested man got out. “Hello, Dermot. Oh, is there something wrong?”

Dermot had the same expression on his face as Vicky knew was on hers. 

She told herself to open the cabin door, go inside, and shut it firmly behind her. Yet she couldn’t move; his eyes held hers, captured in their beautiful green web of desire. In her chest, her heart hammered so hard, she was sure they would be taking her to the hospital in the back of this ambulance, if she couldn’t calm herself down.

He can take us anywhere, the other voice in her head said.

“Oh, dears,” Mrs. McKinley said. “What did I tell you about Christmas magic?” The old lady slipped out of the way, leaving them alone. 

Behind him, the ambulance doors were opening, and a voice was calling Dermot’s name, but he couldn’t move either. That told her he had another side too, a big beast of some kind, if Vicky wasn’t mistaken. Probably a bear—after all, Bear Bluff was famous for them.

“Dermot,” the voice came again.

“You should go,” Vicky said, and while she meant, to help with his patient, she also meant from here, from Vicky’s life. She was too mixed up to be good for anyone right now. Let alone her mate, at Christmas. If one thing was guaranteed, she was going to be miserable this Christmas, and she didn’t want to inflict herself on anyone else.

“I … should.” He nodded, taking a step back, but not taking his eyes off her. “Don’t move.” 

If she could have persuaded her feet to move, she would have run away. But no part of her would obey the screaming urge to get as far away from here as possible. Her other side was leaping up and down joyfully, frolicking in the snow. Well, at least someone has found their Christmas spirit. Yet even as she thought that, her creature stopped playing and stood mournfully, with her head down.

“Maybe he can help us,” Vicky said quietly. “Or maybe we’ll just be a let-down to him, too.” She didn’t know how he would react when he found out that his mate was about to ruin Christmas for everyone.

“Sorcha! It’s so good to see you,” Mrs. McKinley was saying, kissing the young girl who sat in a wheelchair being pushed across the courtyard, which had been cleared of snow.

“Thank you, Geena,” a woman, who Vicky guessed was Sorcha’s mom, said. “I can’t tell you how much it means to me for you to let us stay here for so long.”

“Don’t be silly now. You two need all the help you can get. Now, let’s go and get this young lady settled. You push her in here, Timothy,” Mrs. McKinley said to the other paramedic. “I think Dermot has some personal business to attend to right this minute.”

The older woman, her face bright with happiness, bustled around, organising everyone, until only Vicky and Dermot stood alone in the cold evening, the snow falling more thickly around them. Yet neither of them noticed the cold. Even the snow, beautiful as it fell to the ground, didn’t distract them. There was nothing but the two of them in that moment in time, as he walked towards her and stood staring, his eyes so full of hope, so full of love.

Vicky wanted to match those feelings, let herself drown in wonder that they had found each other at last. But she felt so unworthy of a mate, especially one so hopeful.

“Hello,” he said, and she could feel the tension in his body. This was a predator, and as she looked into his eyes, she saw there was more than hope, there was longing too. Heat pooled between her thighs: he wanted her, and she was his. He wanted to take her, to claim her as his own. So why not let him?

He could take all her pain, all her fears and regrets, away with his touch. He could make love to her until she could think of nothing else. Why fight it?

Wasn’t this how it was supposed to be?

“Would you like to come inside?” she asked, opening the door and stepping backwards into the cabin, not taking her eyes off him.

“Yes.” He took a step forward, following her as though they were connected. “But I have to go back to the hospital.”

“Oh.”

He shook his head. “Damn it. I want to stay. But I can’t.”

She saw how hard he was fighting the urge not to give in and follow her inside. But when the sound of excited voices came to her, she knew Timothy was coming out of the cabin next door, and the ambulance would soon be leaving. Taking Dermot with it.

With her heart thumping in her chest, she took the initiative. She stepped towards him, standing on tiptoe to wrap her hands around his neck, and pressed her lips to his. He groaned, his hand going around her waist and pulling her close. Fierce, his mouth on hers claimed her, his tongue pressing for entry, which she gave him. 

She tasted Christmas spice on his lips, felt the warmth of his body against hers, and the hard length of his cock. Toppling backwards, she released him, leaving him shocked and confused. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have done that, you have to go back to work.”

“I’ll come back. My shift is over in two hours.” His eyes pleaded with her to say yes. 

“I’ll be here,” she said. But deep down she wondered if she would be, or if she would find the strength to run away.


Chapter Three – Dermot

“You OK?” Tim asked as they drove back towards the hospital.

“Yeah, why?” Dermot asked, not ready to talk about meeting Vicky. Not with Tim, anyway. Although Tim was a good friend, he was not a shifter and had no idea of Dermot’s other side. It was tough, but that was the way things were in Bear Bluff: you didn’t share your secret with non-shifters, unless they were your mate.

He smiled to himself. But his mate was a shifter. She had seen the connection between them; she knew they were fated to be together. So why was he worried? Because she had a look in her eyes that told him she might just bolt for it. Feeling a little subdued, he turned into the hospital entrance and parked the ambulance.

“OK. Time for coffee. I think that was our last drop-off, so as long as we don’t get any emergencies, we can put our feet up for half an hour. It’s been a long day.” Tim opened his door and slid out. Dermot did the same.

“Are you working tomorrow?” Dermot asked.

“No. They didn’t need me. I offered.” He sighed. “I haven’t lived in Bear Bluff too long, gotta say it’s going to be a lonely Christmas for me.”

“Don’t you have family you can visit? If not, I can make a few calls, I’m sure I can find someone who will take in a good-looking paramedic,” Dermot laughed, thinking of Penny and her longing looks. Especially since this one is spoken for.

“No family. Not without getting on a plane, and that is not something I want to do over the festive period. And thanks, but I would feel a little odd imposing on someone else’s Christmas.”

“Well, if you don’t come up with something, you can always take over my shift,” Dermot joked.

“If you’re offering,” Tim said eagerly. “I don’t mind. I hear they put on a Christmas lunch for the parents of the patients who have to spend Christmas in the hospital. I was thinking of gate-crashing anyway. Unless that was your plan. You said your brothers are working, so I guess you will be lonely too.”

Not this year. He thought of his mate. Damn it. He hadn’t even asked her name. Surely, she would want to spend Christmas with him. Or maybe she had plans. He didn’t know her. What if she already had a boyfriend in Bear Bluff and she was spending the holidays with him? Or other family. He should have asked. He should have checked her finger for a wedding ring.

“Dermot.”

“Yes?” His train of thought stalled and he turned his focus on Tim.

“This way.” Tim laughed and then added, “I think you ought to have some time off, because you look as if you were away with the fairies.”

“You know, Tim, I think I might take you up on the offer. There is someone I want to spend Christmas with.” 

“Go for it. Let’s grab some coffee and go and get the shifts changed.” Tim led the way and Dermot followed, feeling mighty peculiar. 

He had found his mate. Reaching for his phone, he dialled Damon’s number, needing to tell someone. It rang and rang, and he was just about to give up when his brother answered.

“Hi, Damon. Quick call to say I won’t be on duty after all over Christmas.”

“Is everything OK, Dermot?” Damon asked, sounding breathless.

“Yes. I’ve found her.” Dermot spoke quietly, hoping Tim couldn’t hear.

“You have?” He sounded surprised. “Well, that is a coincidence, because I have found my mate too.”

“Are you joking, Damon?” Dermot asked, hearing some strange sounds in the background. 

“Are you on a call?”

“Yep. I’m trying to rescue my mate.”

“What? Is she OK? Do you need the ambulance? I can come now if you need me.”

“No. It’s all good. At least, it will be. She’s a cat. And she’s stuck up a tree.”

Dermot burst out laughing. “You’re telling me you actually get called out to get cats down from trees?” 

“This is not the first time,” Damon said. “Listen, I have to go. Wish me luck, because she looks like she’s full of hellfire and sharp claws. I only hope she calms down when we rescue her.”

“Surely she will, when she knows her mate is waiting with open arms.”

“I hope so. Listen, Dermot, good luck and have a great time. I have to go. Tell Declan not to worry if he can’t get hold of me. Let’s hope he’s not feeling too sore when he finds out he’s the last bachelor Walker brother.” With that, the line went dead and Dermot headed into the hospital to switch his shifts. He was looking forward to having a quiet Christmas with his mate. Surely, next to Damon’s, his would have to run more smoothly.


Chapter Four – Vicky

The cabin was beautifully cosy, everything she could wish for. She went through to the small kitchen and put the kettle on, making herself a cup of tea before she ventured into the bedroom to unpack. For reasons she didn’t want to dwell on she was putting it off; mostly they revolved around Dermot.

Her head had been filled with the image of him, of him naked. Yes, her mind had spent many minutes, while she had been trying to look around the cabin, thinking of what would happen when he came back. Vicky knew that until she unpacked, she still had the option to leave, but to go into the bedroom and hang her clothes in the closet and put her toothbrush on the sink meant she had accepted her fate. And her mate.

Was she ready for this? No. In a word, she was terrified. How much dared she tell him about herself? Would he be repelled when he knew what she was? Or more to the point, what she no longer was.

It might come back. No, she doubted it; she had been trying for the last two months to recapture what she had lost and it seemed impossible. A part of her was missing. If finding her mate hadn’t brought it back to her, then she didn’t know what would.

Maybe she was being naive to think that when she had set eyes on Dermot for the first time, everything would have magically fallen back into place. When magic had gone from her life. Every last drop of it.

Taking her cup of hot tea, she went back to the small living room where she had dropped her suitcases, and picked them up. Then she made herself go to the bedroom and begin to hang up her clothes. She was fed up of running. No one knew her here, she could be with Dermot and pretend the other side of her never existed; she was just a normal reindeer.

A reindeer. How pathetic was that next to a big, strapping hunk of bear? Well, hopefully he would learn to love her for who she was.

A knock on the door told her she might find out sooner than she thought. 

“Coming,” she called, surprised not to have the prickling feeling along her neck. Maybe that only happened on first meetings.

“Hi.”

“Oh, hi. You’re Sorcha’s mom, from next door,” Vicky said, taking in the tired-looking woman in front of her. “Do you want some tea, you look exhausted.”

“Oh, no thanks.” Sorcha’s mom dragged her hand through her hair. “Sorry, I should have smartened myself up before I came to see you.”

“No,” Vicky said, touching her shoulder comfortingly. “I didn’t mean it like that.” She took a deep breath, held out her hand, and said, “Can I start again? I’m Vicky.”

“Marla, and I’m sorry, I’m a bit cranky. Lack of sleep and nerves does that to me.” Marla smiled weakly.

“I can only imagine, Listen, I have just made some tea if you want some,” Vicky said, gesturing inside. “It’s freezing out there, why don’t you step inside and then you can tell me what I can do for you.”

“Oh, nothing. It was more me asking you if you wanted to spend Christmas with us. Lunch, anyway.”

Vicky nearly dropped her mug of tea. “I … I don’t know what to say.”

“Yes would be a good start, unless you’re already busy.”

“No. I have no plans, as far as I know,” Vicky answered. It was the truth; she had only just met Dermot and although they were mates, he probably already had plans with his family over the holidays. Then she reminded herself she had come here to be alone, and to wallow in her self-pity. In the space of an hour, those plans seemed to have become distant memories.

“Then say yes. Mrs. McKinley said she thought you were going to be lonely this Christmas. So why not join us, we’re a bit of a strange bunch. I think Mrs. McKinley chooses her guests in these cabins based on how weird they are. If you’re not strange, you’re not welcome.” Then her face fell. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to imply you were weird! It’s just, well, this is the kind of place you come to escape the world, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is,” Vicky said in a moment of frankness. She couldn’t help wonder what had happened to Marla and her daughter for them to end up here. “What can I bring?”

“Oh, nothing. Mrs. McKinley is doing most of the cooking. We’ve become her surrogate family.” Marla wiped away a tear before it had a chance to run down her cheek. But Vicky saw it; she had shed enough tears over the last few weeks to understand the need to hide your emotions from people. “I’m very grateful to her.”

Vicky wanted to ask what had happened to Marla and her daughter, but she knew it wasn’t any of her business. “Maybe I could get a gift for Sorcha instead?”

“Oh, wow, that would be wonderful. You know, I haven’t had time to do much shopping for her this year. So I’m a bit short on gifts for her. The town has almost everything we need, but not a big toy store. She wanted one of those dolls every girl is after this year. They were all sold out by the time I got to the big toy store in the city.” Marla shook her head. “There are times when I feel I fail Sorcha every day. She is so brave.”

Vicky felt her heart breaking for Marla. She couldn’t help drawing her into her arms and hugging her tightly. “I think you are mistaken; I am sure your daughter knows exactly how amazing her mom is.”

A sob erupted from Marla, but she quickly got herself back under control. “I should go. Mrs. McKinley is looking after Sorcha, but she has so much else to do. Anyway, we look forward to seeing you Christmas Day. And I apologise in advance if we wake you too early. You know what kids are like after Santa’s been.”

If Santa comes, Vicky thought. Then her old, familiar guilt caught hold of her, and she wanted to take back her acceptance of sharing Christmas with others. How would she be able to stand the disappointment on Sorcha’s face when there were no presents under the tree? When it was all her fault?

“Thank you so much for asking me, Marla,” Vicky said politely.

“If you’re free before then, come and say hello,” Marla said, pulling her coat around her as she went out of the door. “This snow looks set to continue, and we might get snowed in.”

Vicky looked up at the heavy skies. “You might be right.” Would that serve as an excuse for Santa not showing up? No. Everyone believed in his magic. Everyone believed in Christmas. Everyone but you.

“Hey, wait,” a voice called.

She was just shutting the door when he came skidding across the courtyard. The snow had begun to settle again, making it icy and treacherous. 

“Oh. I didn’t … feel you coming,” she said, her hand going to the back of her neck and rubbing it. “Now I do.”

“Weird, isn’t it?” he said, grinning. “Can I come in?”

She still held the door half open, feeling nervous as he approached. He was everything a woman could ask for, and more. Tall, dark haired, cut short at the neck and sides. His shoulders were broad, just right for leaning on while curled up on the sofa in front of a roaring fire. She swallowed her desire. 

If she didn’t watch herself she would be dragging him off to bed right now. Not that he would mind: the look in his eye told her he felt exactly the same. Deep inside, her body stirred into life. He held a promise of a future filled with love and happiness; all she had to do was reach out and grab it.

“Of course.” She pulled the door back open and stood to the side, allowing him to brush past her, setting her skin on fire. “Shall I take your coat?” And the rest of your clothes.

“Thanks.” He shrugged out of his coat, and she took it from him and hung it on the hook by the door. Melted snow glistened on it like the stars on a dark, frosty night. She touched one of the droplets, feeling it cold on her fingertip. Would it be cold and frosty on Christmas Eve? 

“Can I get you anything?” she asked him. 

You, said the answer in his eyes.

“Damn it. I should have brought some wine with me. But I didn’t have time to stop. Well, I didn’t want to spare the time,” he said hurriedly. “I was afraid you might have run away, or that I had imagined you.”

“No. I’m here and very real.” 

He smiled, and her insides turned to liquid fire. Was it right for her to sleep with him although they had only just met? Who was she kidding, they had known each other their whole lives—or that was how it felt as she fell into his arms.


Chapter Five – Dermot

All of his Christmases had come at once, and his birthdays too. She was warm, curvy, with a voluptuous figure just right for him to hold in his arms. She sighed against his lips as they kissed, and any fears he had that she might not feel the same way about him were gone. Then again, they were bonded mates: they were born to be together, whether they liked it or not.

But he liked her, and he planned to make her want him, love him, if that was possible. Then he wouldn’t have to settle for being an uncle; he would be a father. He imagined his little cubs running around excitedly at Christmas waiting for Santa to arrive. 

His cock hardened at the thought of putting a child in her belly.

“Do you want to take it slow?” he asked.

“No,” she said breathlessly. “I think we both want the same thing.”

Yet he felt her apprehension. “I can wait. If you want to talk for a while, get to know each other.”

“Don’t you want me?” she asked, her hand slipping down to curl around his cock.

His breath hissed through his lips. “I want you more than you could ever know,” he said, his arms going around her and pulling her close. “But I don’t want you to regret this in the morning. We have the rest of our lives together; I can wait a little while if you want.”

“Take me to bed, Dermot,” she said.

He pulled back. “Wait, I don’t even know your name.”

“Vicky. Vicky Vixen.” He smiled, as everyone did. “I know, stupid name, but I’m stuck with it.”

“Until you marry me,” he said. “It’s very good to meet you, Vicky, and is that what you are? A vixen?”

“No. I’m not.” She pulled his head down to hers and kissed him fiercely. He guessed she didn’t want to talk anymore, and although he wanted to know all he could about her, he wasn’t complaining when she allowed him to slide his tongue into her mouth.

She tasted sweet on his tongue and smelled delicious, setting all his senses alight. His arousal grew, and he wanted her more than he had ever wanted anything in his whole life.

“Bedroom?” he asked.

“Through there,” she pointed, her voice breathy with desire.

“Do you want us to go there now?” he asked, leaving the meaning hanging in the air.

“Yes.” She took his hand and led him out of the living room and into her bedroom, making it clear that this was what she wanted. “Oh, I haven’t finished unpacking.” Her suitcase sat on her bed, open and half empty. 

“It doesn’t matter,” he answered, lifting the suitcase off and putting it on the chair, which stood in the corner of the room. “You won’t be needing your clothes. Any of them.”

Dermot reinforced his words, lifting her sweater over her head. Vicky raised her arms, helping him. His fingers then set to work opening the buttons of her shirt, one at a time. She shuddered with desire when he pushed her shirt from her shoulders, leaving her standing before him with only her bra covering her breasts. When he lifted his hands to stroke his fingers along the swell of her breasts, they trembled slightly, his desire overcoming him.

Lowering his head, he kissed her soft flesh, his hands going to the clasp of her bra. Dermot captured her breasts in his hands, her skin warm to his touch. “You are beautiful,” he said, massaging her breasts in his hands, his thumbs going to rub her nipples until they became hardened peaks.

Then he couldn’t resist flicking his tongue over the taut buds, feeling her shiver with desire. Vicky threaded her hands around his neck, stroking his skin, holding his head in place. The thought that she was enjoying the feel of him as he licked and sucked her breasts made his cock harden and long for release. First, he wanted to make sure she was relaxed, wet and ready for him to enter her and make love to her until she cried out in ecstasy.


Chapter Six – Vicky

She knew it was moving too fast, but she couldn’t stop it, and didn’t want to stop it. If any of her normal, human friends had told her they had slept with a man they had only just met, she would have told them they were stupid. Yet here she was, half-naked, with Dermot sucking her breasts, making heat pool between her thighs and her clit ache for his mouth to lick her there too.

Her cheeks flushed at the thought. That would be too much, too intimate. But damn it, if she didn’t want him to stroke and lick every part of her body. 

He broke away from her breasts, and she wanted to object, but when he stood before her and began to remove his clothes, she decided that seeing him naked was worth the loss, but only for a moment.

First, he undid his shirt, and her fingers itched to run across his smooth chest and touch his nipples; then she would follow the trail down lower, to touch his cock, which was bulging in his pants. No. Wait, he was undoing his belt and dropping his pants. She no longer had to imagine what he looked like. 

She didn’t have to worry about whether he wanted her, it was much too obvious. His huge cock was proud and erect in front of him. Vicky came towards him and reached out to touch him, fascinated by him. Silken skin covered a hard rod of desire; she stroked her hand up and down his length, listening to his sharp intakes of breath.

“Why don’t you get naked too,” he whispered when he finally had some control over his emotions. His hands were fumbling as he tried to focus, while her hands stroked his cock. Then he hardened his resolve to undress her, and his hands went to her jeans and undid the button. Pushing them down off her hips, he let them fall to the floor. “Step out,” he commanded.

She did as he asked, trying not to think about how naked she was, in front of this man who was a complete stranger. But he was her mate too. She had to keep telling herself that. They might have just met, but they were everything to each other. From the moment they met, they were each other’s world, and he might just be the thing to fill the emptiness in her heart.

Dermot moved closer, his hands cupping her breasts, massaging them in his large hands. It felt divine, and the heat between her legs grew in intensity, her sex throbbing to be touched and teased in the same way. Although part of her wanted to draw back and hide from him.

Inside her head, her reindeer stood alert, wanting to join with her mate, wanting to complete their relationship in the most primal way. Vicky wanted the same thing, and Dermot knew how to give her what she needed.

He led her to the bed, easing her down and then lying next to her, stroking her skin, caressing her body with his fingers. She lay still, barely breathing as he brought her to the height of her arousal. She wanted him inside her. 

“Please,” she said, urging him on.

“Are you sure?” He kissed her, his lips firm on hers, his tongue slipping inside her mouth. As he drew back, questioning her, she knew that she had never wanted anything more in her life. She needed him. Maybe Mrs. McKinley was right and the reason to come to Bear Bluff was so that she would find Dermot. Perhaps he was the thing she needed to turn her life around.

“Yes,” she answered, burying her head in his shoulder, nipping his skin, drawing her tongue along his neck, and then sucking on his ear lobe until he groaned in submission.

Dermot moved his hand down over her stomach, his fingers brushing her mound, and then he rubbed them against her clit, making her world explode. She whimpered against his neck, taking in the scent of him, allowing it to reassure her.

Taking her courage in her hands she opened her legs for him, allowing him to press deeper. Dermot moved, slowly, gently, teasing her with his fingers, feeling her heat. Confident she was ready for him, he moved, his body slipping between her thighs, and he lifted his weight onto one elbow, and used his free hand to guide himself into her wet sex.

She tensed at the invasion, and he comforted her, telling her it was all right. Trying to relax, she lifted her hand to stroke his back, feeling the hard muscles under his skin as he tensed and relaxed, moving to press deeper inside her. Then he stopped: what was wrong?

“I’ll take it slow,” he said, “and try not to hurt you.” He pressed forward, and then thrust harder, ripping through her innocence. She gasped, her nails digging into his flesh. 

Breathe, she told herself. 

Dermot eased back out of her, and then thrust forward again, his cock rubbing against her inner walls. As the pain subsided, she began to allow herself to enjoy him making love to her. Soon, the only sensations she felt were good ones, his body worshipping hers with each long lunge in and out of her.

He kissed her neck, along her collarbone, and then moved his body so he could claim her nipple in his mouth. She gasped as he grazed his teeth over it, the hard bud sending wonderful signals to her brain, which heightened her arousal until she felt her orgasm so close she could reach out and touch it.

Wrapping her legs around him, she urged him on, and he responded, confident now she was enjoying his affections. Harder, faster, he took her. She lifted her hips to meet him with each thrust, wanting to be his equal, to have some part in the pleasure that was unfolding between them.

Then he lunged forward hard, pressing deep inside her and crying out in pleasure. His cock pulsed inside her, his seed spurting deep into her sex and filling her with the potential of life. Would they conceive a child? She hadn’t given it any thought, and as quickly as the idea came to her, it was swept away by her climax, which crashed into her, making her cry out his name.

He kissed her, caressed her as she came back down to Earth. They were both utterly spent, their breathing laboured, bodies moist with heat, but mingled in with that was satisfaction. They had found each other and learned they fitted together perfectly. 

Vicky closed her eyes, wanting to savour this moment with him. All the anxiety she had suffered over the last few months melted away. She wanted to stay here with him, cocooned from the world for as long as possible.

And then her phone rang.

“It’s OK. Leave it,” she said when he reached to pass her the phone, which was on the nightstand.

“What if it’s important?” he asked and grabbed it, passing it to her. “I don’t mind, if that's what you're worried about. My brothers are always calling me at the worst possible times.”

She took it, and looked at the number on the display. Her face flushed red; she couldn’t answer it, not with Dermot there. “It’s OK. No one important,” she said as she let it ring.

“You sure?” He looked at her, reading her face. She couldn’t look at him, and turned away, putting her phone down.

“Absolutely. I’ll speak to them when they call back.”

And right on cue, the phone began to ring again. She held her breath, what should she do?

“Would you mind giving me a moment while I take it? I’ll tell them I’m busy.”

“Sure,” he said, slipping out of bed and pulling his pants on. “Coffee?”

“Yes, please. Milk, no sugar.” She held the phone to her chest, waiting for him to go out of the room before answering it. “Yes?”

“Vicky, thank goodness,” a worried voice exclaimed.

“What do you want?” she asked. “I’m busy.”

“Busy doing what? Do you know what day it is?” the voice asked.

“Of course I do,” she hissed. “But I told you, I can’t help you.”

“You at least have to try.”

“I have tried, but something is wrong.”

“You could still come, he might be able to help you,” the man’s voice said, a hint of desperation contained in his words.

“I don’t think anything can help me. I’m sorry, but I have other plans now.”

“Other plans?” His voice was astonished. “Vicky, stop being the victim here and get yourself to where you know you have to be.”

“I am where I have to be. I have found my mate, and I am not leaving. You will have to go ahead without me.”

“That’s just it, Vicky, I don’t think we can. We need you.”

“I’m sorry. Please don't call again.” She ended the call, blinking back tears of desperation. Then she slid the phone under her pillow, out of sight.


Chapter Seven – Dermot

“Everything OK?” he asked, passing her a cup of coffee. “You look upset. I never asked you before. I should have, but is it another man? I mean, we are mates, but you might have been dating before … us.”

“No,” she said shaking her head. “Nothing like that at all.” However, he could tell there was something bothering her and he needed to help.

“If you need to talk, that’s what I’m here for,” he said, sitting on the edge of the bed, not sure what he was supposed to do or say.

“I know,” she said. “And thank you.”

“But we are complete strangers,” he finished for her.

“Yes. I mean I know how much you mean to me, but it doesn’t mean we can know everything about each other in an instant.” She took a sip of her coffee, watching him over the rim of her mug.

“So where do we begin?” he asked. “I suppose we can tell each other what we do. I’m a paramedic, as you might have guessed.”

“The ambulance did kind of give it away,” she said smiling, making his heart race with desire. She was so beautiful; her eyes lit up when she smiled, although there was a part of her deep inside, where happiness didn’t reach. Dermot wanted to grab it and pull it out into the light, chase it from her so she would always be filled with joy and love.

“I have lived in Bear Bluff all my life. I have two brothers, and although we had a reputation for being a little … mischievous when we were younger, we all came good. My brother Declan is the sheriff of Bear Bluff and my younger brother is a firefighter.”

“And do they have mates?” she asked.

“No. Or at least, they didn’t. But there seems to be more Christmas magic than usual in the air tonight. I think we have all got lucky.” He shook his head in bewilderment, missing the pained expression as it crossed her face. “What about you?”

“There is nothing much to tell,” she said evasively.

“That can’t be true. You turn up in Bear Bluff the night before Christmas Eve—where did you come from?” He smiled, trying to put her at her ease. “You are real, aren't you?”

“I am real, but I … I don’t want to talk about it. Not yet. I don’t want to spoil this moment.”

He put his mug down on the nightstand and slipped into bed beside her. “I won’t press you, if you don’t want to talk. Just tell me one thing. Are you in some kind of trouble? Because if this big, bad bear needs to protect you, it’s best I know now.”

She snuggled next to him, something he found he really liked. “Nothing like that.”

Although he wasn’t sure. After the phone call she seemed wary and more distant; whoever was on the other end of the line had upset her. But true to his word, he didn’t press her for answers. She was right: this was a good night, for them alone. Anything else could wait until the morning.


Chapter Eight – Vicky

She woke up in a strange bed, with a strange man. It took her a moment to remember everything that had happened. It took her a moment more to realise this was the happiest she had felt for weeks. Sitting up in bed, trying not to wake him, she tried to tell if she was back to normal, if things were how they were supposed to be. Her reindeer told her no.

Her hope slipped away. She had thought that maybe one night with her mate, her true mate, would have made her feel more like her normal self, not that there was anything normal about her. It wasn’t just the fact she could turn into a reindeer that made her different; she was born with a gift more special than that, a gift that she had lost and she wasn’t sure why. 

That was what frightened her. If she didn’t know why, then how could she ever hope to reclaim it?

“Hi, beautiful,” Dermot said, making her jump. “Sorry, you were miles away.”

She heard the concern in his voice and knew she had to get a grip on herself, or she would have to explain things to him and she didn't want to, not yet. He would think she was such a failure.

“Morning. I was just thinking how things had changed, you know, since we met. Yesterday I hadn't set foot in Bear Bluff. Now I have a mate, and a new life, I guess.”

He rested his head on one hand, looking at her, stroking her arm affectionately with his free hand. “I have always lived in Bear Bluff, like I told you, but if there is somewhere else you need to be, somewhere you want to live, I can be flexible. I’m not some big old bear who is going to demand you leave everything you have behind and move here to be my wife.”

She stroked his chest, feeling the warmth of his body, and knew if she didn’t get out of bed, they would probably spend all day her making love. And as wonderful as that sounded, she needed to eat. If not, she would be the grumpy bear, not a good thing when you haven’t even been on a first date.

“You know, I have no proper food in the cabin,” she said. “All I have is some fruit juice and a couple of bars of candy.” She moved away from him, about to swing her legs over the side of the bed and get up when she remembered she was naked. Searching around, she couldn’t remember where her clothes had ended up last night, or if her robe had made it out of the suitcase.

“We can go to the diner,” he said, scooting out of the bed butt naked, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Taking her courage in both hands, plus the sheet to cover her a little, she did the same, feeling embarrassed by her curvy thighs and voluptuous breasts, but he didn’t seem to mind. Relax, she told herself, losing the sheet and grabbing some fresh underwear and a clean shirt. She pulled on the same jeans she had worn yesterday; they would be the most sensible thing to wear in the snow.

“OK?” he asked, now fully dressed and waiting by the door for her. “Or do you want me to make the bed?”

“My, you are house-trained,” she said.

“I have been waiting for you for a very long time,” he said, pulling her to him. “So I have had to learn to look after myself.”

“You’re not the kind of old-fashioned guy who wants to chain their woman to the kitchen sink, then?” she asked lightly, although her body was responding to him in the most delicious ways.

“Most certainly not,” he said, lowering his head so he could whisper in her ear, his breath caching on her neck. “I wouldn’t chain you to the kitchen sink. That would be a waste. But I might chain you to the bed instead.”

Then he kissed her, pulling her close so she could feel the strength of his arousal against her thigh. It took all her resolve not to place her hand on his cock and make him want to drag her back to bed. However, when her stomach growled, he broke away and said, “Come on, let’s eat. I want to keep your strength up. I am hoping we have plenty of calories to burn off in bed when we get back.”

“Don’t you have any plans for today?” she asked as she grabbed her coat and they made their way outside.

“No,” he said, gasping as the cold took his breath away. The snow was falling thickly, the courtyard covered with a generous layer of white. When she glanced upwards, the clouds looked heavy with more snow, and he turned to her, smiling. “I think a prolonged period of hibernation might be in order for this bear.”

“Is that right? Well I don’t have a cave for you. Maybe Mrs. McKinley has an old shed you can sleep in.”

“I was thinking more of your bed,” he said, his voice rising so she could hear him through the snow, which was determined to muffle any noise.

She laughed, and then bent down and picked up a handful of snow, rolling it into a snowball and throwing it at him. He ducked, and it sailed over his head, but he seemed to be happy to join in her game, and while he led her to the diner, they threw snowballs back and forth until they were both wet, cold, and gasping for breath. 

“I am going to treat myself to hot chocolate,” she said as they sat down, at a table.

“I might join you. This is Christmas Eve, after all; I think, considering the circumstances, a little self-indulgence is deserved.” He saw her face fall. “Hey, you OK? Did I hit a nerve? Have you lost someone, is that why you came here on your own for Christmas?”

It was as close as he could get to guessing the real reason she saw here, and part of her, the part with four feet and antlers, wanted to tell him the truth, to see if he could help them. But she couldn’t tell him; he would think she was absolutely bonkers. “Not someone. Something,” she said, and then the waitress arrived and Vicky concentrated on the menu, avoiding his eyes.

“I’ll have a full breakfast,” Dermot said, closing the menu and looking over at Vicky. “Going to have the same?”

“I might,” she said. “Yes. I will. And hot chocolate, please.”

“Two breakfasts, two chocolates, Linda, thanks,” he said.

“No problem.” She kept glancing at Vicky, and then couldn’t resist asking, “So, are you two … you know … an item?”

“We certainly are.” Dermot grinned.

“I never thought I’d see the day. Now if you can just find the perfect mates for those brothers of yours, we can all rest easy. Town thinks you three are the bears with the biggest sore heads this time of year.” With that, she flicked her ponytail and turned around, leaving Dermot grinning even more broadly.

“You really do have a reputation,” Vicky said, bemused.

“We were only ribbing Declan yesterday about being bah humbug. Or bear humbug. Wow, hard to believe we won’t be sitting in the bar next year, drowning our sorrows before our Christmas shifts.”

“Do you have to work today?” she asked.

“No. Tim took my shift. He’s just moved here and has no family, said he would rather spend it at the hospital. They put on a real good show for the kids, and other patients that have to spend Christmas on the ward.”

“It was nice you brought Sorcha home yesterday. Her mom has invited me for Christmas lunch. I’m sure they won’t mind you coming too,” she said. Dermot might just be the thing to take her mind off how bad she would be feeling tomorrow if no one received their Christmas gifts because of her. On second thought, she shouldn’t encourage him, and she should think of an excuse not to go over to Sorcha’s. She might end up owning up to being the reason Christmas was cancelled.

“Sad story. Sorcha’s dad was killed in a car accident. They were here on vacation … and … he was in the car with Sorcha,” Dermot stuttered, looking pale.

“Are you OK?” Vicky asked.

“Yeah. It’s just the weirdest thing. My brother Declan, he just met his mate too; I spoke to him when I got back to the hospital yesterday. And her sister was killed in the same accident.” He looked at Vicky, his eyes fixed on her, making the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. And then his expression cleared. “They have made Bear Bluff their home. Sorcha has had to undergo several operations at the hospital, in the hope of fixing her legs. This will be the first time she has spent any time away from the hospital. It’s a good job she will now have a paramedic next door.”

“It is. She is a lucky girl to be alive, but it’s a hard time of year when you’ve lost someone. I sometimes wonder what it is about Christmas. If it’s even worth it. So many people on their own, thoughts of loved ones who have passed filling their empty days.”

He took hold of her hand, and instantly her melancholy thoughts disappeared. “Do you ever think of it the other way? That maybe those who have lost someone can at least find comfort that they had that love in the first place? Isn’t it better to have had that love filling your life, even if it rips your heart out when you lose someone, than to have never loved at all?”

“I’ve never looked at it that way.” 

Their food arrived and Vicky found her appetite had all but disappeared. Her mind was a maelstrom of confusion. She no longer knew what to think. What was right and what was wrong; did anyone know for sure? 

All she knew was that in the hours she had known Dermot, she could already feel his touch changing her. But it would be too late for this year. Every minute that ticked by took her closer to the point of no return, and when she looked inside herself and saw her forlorn reindeer, she knew that no matter what Dermot had said, he had still not given her back her Christmas spirit.


Chapter Nine – Dermot

They walked hand in hand back to the cabin, his head filled with thoughts of what they would do once they got there. The snow had cleared a little, but it was the kind of day when you wanted nothing more than to stay inside by a warm fire. Hell, he’d even go and chop the logs if he had to.

“Oh, I nearly forgot,” she said, “I have to get Sorcha a gift for tomorrow.”

“OK. Although you’ll have to hand-deliver it,” he quipped. “You’ve left it too late to send to Santa.”

“It wouldn’t get here even if I did,” she said and then quickly clamped her mouth shut.

“You have a secret source on that?” he asked, lightly, “I have never known Santa to let kids down yet.”

“What if it’s not his fault?” she added cryptically.

“I can’t see who else would be to blame. In the movies, even if Santa can’t deliver the goods, then someone always steps in. As long as they have Rudolph to light their way.”

They reached the store, and she went inside, but something was off. Dermot had no idea what was messing with her moods, but he could see she was close to tears and her mind wasn’t on the job of toy selection, so he stepped in to help.

“I helped wrap the gifts for the kids in the hospital,” he said, taking a doll off the shelf and passing it to Vicky. “It’s not the exact one the others all wanted, but I think under the circumstances, Sorcha will be happy to receive it.”

Vicky looked at it. “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we all got exactly what we wanted?”

He laughed, “That would mean no one would be happy. Most of the time we get what we think we want, not what we actually want or need.” He picked some candies off the shelf. “Here, she likes these too.”

“You’re a good man,” Vicky said, and the look in her eyes told him she thought he was too good for her.

“We all have our weaknesses,” he said and went to the counter to pay. She confused him—what was she hiding that she couldn’t trust him with? Now that they were bonded mates she should be able to share whatever she wanted with him, but she held back, and he longed to ask her directly, but he had the intense impression that if he pushed her too much she would run. Run and never stop. Not just from him, but from the thing that lurked in the corners of her mind.

“What are you?” he asked, when they were nearly back at her cabin. “You guessed I’m a bear. But I have no idea what you are.”

She gave him that look again that said she didn’t like questions, but rather than avoid it entirely she said, “Why don’t you guess?”

“And if I get it right, you’ll tell me?” he asked.

“Yes. Yes, I will.”

They went inside, the warmth hitting them. “Are you some kind of cat? There are cougars further up the mountain. Is that where you come from?” He hadn’t thought about it, but maybe she hadn’t run so far after all.

“No. Not feline.”

He gave it some thought. Somehow, he was thinking that she wasn’t a predator at all. That the reason she looked so worried was because his bear frightened her. “A rabbit?”

She laughed. “A little bigger.”

“Not a horse?”

“Too big.” She went to the kitchen, and he followed, thinking of what else she could be. “I’ll tell you what. You make some coffee, think of a list of animals, and I will go and take a shower.” She put her purse and the gift she had brought Sorcha down on the counter.

“Sure. Although you could just show me.”

“And spoil my fun?”

She kissed him swiftly and then left him alone to think. Maybe he would need a clue. 

“OK,” he said aloud. “A fox maybe, or a deer, yes. Might be. Or a little donkey.”

Across the kitchen, her phone rang in her purse. It made him jump, but he let it ring; her business was her own. But when it stopped and rang again immediately he felt his resolve slipping. The fifth time it rang, he snatched it out of her purse and said, “Whoever this is, stop calling. Vicky is not interested.”

“Wait. Who are you? Are you her mate? Are you Vicky’s mate?” The voice sounded relieved in some ways. ‘Listen, if you are, I need your help. She needs your help.”

“Whatever you're after, buddy, you are not getting anything from me. Now stop calling.”

“Please, don't hang up. Listen to me. Give me two minutes of your time and then if you don’t want to help, I will stop calling. But once you’ve heard what I have to say, I hope you will do the right thing.”

Dermot stalled, his hesitation long enough to elicit a further sigh of relief on the other end of the line. “You might want to sit down. What I have to tell you might take some believing, but I swear on Christmas that what I am about to say is one hundred percent true, and the fate of Christmas lies in your hands.”


Chapter Ten – Vicky

She came out of the shower in her robe, drying her hair with a towel, to find him sitting on the bed waiting for her. Only he didn’t look as if he was waiting to make love to her. Pity, she couldn't help thinking of the way his hands felt on her body.

“Everything OK?” she asked warily, once more remembering that they had only just met. Don’t say he was going to turn out to be an axe murderer, or something.

“I thought I would tell you my guess,” he said, watching her carefully.

“OK.” She put the towel down and grabbed her hairbrush; could she use it as a weapon if she needed to? Death by hairbrush. No, she hadn’t ever read that in the news.

“I think you are a reindeer. A very special reindeer.”

The brush fell from her hand. How the hell did he know that with such confidence? “Rudolph,” she said.

“Damn it. It is true. Even when I hung up, I couldn’t quite believe it.”

“You answered my phone?” she asked, angry tears threatening to spill down her cheeks.

“Yes. I was going to tell him to leave you alone, but then he told me he was trying to help you.”

“There’s no point. You can’t help me. I have no magic. I’ve lost my Christmas spirit.”

“What exactly does that mean?” he asked, his face bewildered as he tried to take in what she was saying. It would have been so much easier if she had just denied it, and she felt a fool for not doing just that. But he was her mate and she couldn't lie to him, not over something so big.

“It means that I can’t pull the sleigh. I need to be able to fly to do that, but with no Christmas spirit—well, I’m useless to Santa and all the other reindeers.”

“Don’t say that. You are not useless,” he said. He hesitated before he asked the next question. “This is for real, right? I mean, you aren’t messing with me?”

Tears pricked her eyes and she went to him. Holding him close. “I wish I was joking. I wish I were just an ordinary woman. I mean completely ordinary, that I didn’t even have my other side.” She dropped her voice to a whisper, but inside her that other side, her reindeer, stirred, and looked utterly hopeless and dejected.

“You can’t mean that,” he said. “If you didn’t have your reindeer, you wouldn’t feel what I feel for you. You wouldn’t know that we are perfect for each other, and that fate has made the right decision for us to be together.”

“The same fate that made me a reindeer who is meant to pull Santa’s sleigh and then tore it away from me.” She leaned her head on his chest, feeling the rise and fall as he breathed. “Why did this happen?”

“I don’t know. But let me help you find out. Let me help you get it back.”

“I have no idea why it left me. It’s not as if I just woke up one morning and had stopped believing in Christmas; it was a slow slide. You know, you hear the news and something terrible has happened; you listen to people in the grocery store complaining that they never have enough. It all kind of snowballs and then, when the season of giving came round, I found I had nothing to give.”

“We can fix this.”

“I’ve been trying.”

“OK. Listen, call me crazy, but I have seen people who are depressed, really depressed, so bad they don’t want to live. But they come back. I think you just need to find the right thing to make you appreciate life.”

“I thought that would be you,” she said weakly.

“You would have thought. I mean, who would not be ecstatic to have me as their mate?” he asked innocently.

She laughed through her tears. “I am ecstatic. If only this other thing wasn’t hanging over me, I would be leaping up and down with joy.”

“But this means a lot to you?”

“I am going to let the whole world down. You see, I think it only works if we are all together, all pulling the sleigh.”

“You can pull the sleigh.”

“On the ground,” she agreed. “But I need my Christmas magic to fly.”

“Maybe when you get there you will have it.”

“Maybe, but I don’t have it now. It kicks in a couple of days before Christmas so that I can fly to the North Pole. I don’t have it.”

“Then I’ll get you there.” 

“Dermot, it’s already Christmas Eve. There are no flights, no way of getting to the North Pole.”

“Leave it to me. You get dressed. Nice and warm, and leave the rest to me.”

He took out his phone and left the bedroom. Vicky stood still, not sure what to do. If she allowed herself to believe this would work, would the disappointment be too great if he failed, if she failed? But if she didn’t try there would be thousands, no millions, of disappointed children tomorrow morning when their stockings were empty.

Clutching the last strands of her hope to her chest, she took off her robe and began to dress in her warmest clothes. The North Pole was a long way away; the temperatures there were incredibly low. Pulling on her third sweater, she stopped. This was complete and utter madness. But when Dermot appeared with a smile on his face, she knew that at least she had someone to share the madness with, and she didn’t want to let him down.

“I have our transport booked; well, the first part of it anyway. So all we have to do is head over to the airfield. But I have one important stop to make first.” 

She followed him out, shutting the door of the cabin. This was where she had expected to spend Christmas, all alone, but the town of Bear Bluff had a lesson to teach her, and she was coming round to the idea that she wanted to be taught. If Dermot could help her, she would love him forever. Vicky felt her heart lurch. She already loved him, for his enthusiasm and his kindness, and because they were fated mates: that would never change. She would love him forever. And ever.

His excitement spilled over and he broke into a run, the snow crunching under their feet as they crossed the road. “Where are we going?” she asked.

“To the hospital,” he said, pointing in front of them where a tall building rose up, the lights visible through the falling snow.

“Why?” she asked.

“You’ll see.” He pulled her into his arms, to keep her warm. She had so many sweaters and coats on, she was in danger of overheating, but she didn’t push him off.

Across the drive leading to the hospital, he took her to the main entrance, which was decorated with a large Christmas tree. Pretty lights were wrapped around it, and balloons, tinsel, and other festive decorations were hung everywhere.

“This is for all the people who can’t be with their loved ones this Christmas,” he said, showing her the dining room, which was also decorated. “They will sit together, those who can, and eat a traditional lunch. Those that can’t make it down here will have company. No one will be alone.”

“Is this why you brought me here?” she asked.

“No. I’ll show you why I brought you here.” He ran up the stairs, two at a time, dragging her along, despite her protests. “We’re on a schedule,” he said breathlessly.

“As if I didn’t know,” she said, telling herself to keep breathing.

“Here,” he said, throwing open the door off the children’s ward. “This is what Christmas means to me.”

Sick children looked up from their beds. Their parents were smiling, several of them saying “hi” to Dermot. A bed had been pushed aside and the kids had their very own Christmas tree. It was decorated with lots of lights, and the biggest star she had ever seen adorned the top.

“This is where you will find your Christmas spirit,” he said.

“And if I don’t?” she asked worriedly.

“Then we get on a plane.”

Dermot led her to the nearest bed, where a small boy lay, his face pale, but his smile the brightest she had ever seen. “Hi, Dermot.”

“Hi, Wayne. This is my friend Vicky, and we thought we would come over to check you have your stocking hung up.”

“Not yet. We are all going to hang them up before we go to bed. My mom is even staying the night so she can be with me when I wake up.” He held out his hand to his mom. “Then my dad is coming over with my little sister, and we are all going to open our presents together.”

If Santa comes, Vicky thought. 

As they went around the ward, instead of feeling better, she felt worse. The weight of her responsibilities pushed down on her. The pressure of finding her Christmas spirit was almost too much.

Her relief when they left the hospital was immense. Not because she wanted to get away from the patients, but because she needed to close herself off from the hope in each and every child’s eye. Hope had left her a few weeks ago, and she didn’t even think the wonderful Dermot, so happy, so childlike in his wonder of Christmas, could help her.

But as they took a taxi to the small airfield on the outskirts of Bear Bluff, she knew if he could, he would take his own Christmas spirit and give it to her. It was his love and generosity that made her hold onto the thought that all was not lost.

Not yet. But time was definitely running out.


Chapter Eleven – Dermot

“You are sure this is safe?” she asked.

Dermot was not a man to lie, especially to his mate, but he had to reassure her, or she wouldn’t be going anywhere near the North Pole. “John has been flying it for years.”

That was the truth, but Dermot decided to leave out the part about when he nearly crashed into a barn. It was how Dermot had met John. Or rescued him. It was why he had been able to call in the favour, John owed Dermot and Damon a favour, and although Dermot rarely called in the numerous favours the inhabitants of Bear Bluff owed him, these were exceptional circumstances.

“This your woman?” John asked. He was sitting in the pilot's seat, radio in hand, trying to get clearance to fly. The snow had stopped and if they were quick, they would be able to get in the air before all the big planes from the city began to fly again. This snow would have caused a backlog of flights, with many people spending their Christmas in an airport terminal if they weren’t lucky.

Dermot was beginning to see how quickly your Christmas spirit might just disappear.

“She is. I am the very lucky mate of Vicky Vixen.”

John looked at Vicky, but didn’t comment. “Nice to have a mate at Christmas. If you see one for me, send her my away.”

“You're too old to be thinking that kind of thing,” Dermot joked.

John laughed, a dry cackle. “Man’s never too old for that kind of thinking.”

“Here,” Dermot said, making sure Vicky’s seatbelt was secure. “Once we’re in the air, it shouldn't take us long to get there. John said three hours at the most.”

She looked at her watch, her face worried. “Even if we make it there in three hours, we are not going to have much time left to get to ... where Santa is.”

“Which is where, exactly?” John asked. “I could take some tourists past his place if you tell me.”

“It’s a trade secret,” Vicky said and smiled for the first time since they had left the hospital. Whatever was bothering her went deep, overtaking her emotions. Dermot was concerned for her, but hoped she could find a way to get past her fears.

“You just get us to the North Pole,” Dermot said, “I think we can handle it from there.”

“As you like. OK. We have clearance; let’s get this bird in the air.”

This bird was more like a penguin, awkward and not meant to fly. But it was their only shot of getting to the North Pole. He had tried to book flights with a couple of major airlines. They had almost laughed him off the phone, and he hadn’t even mentioned reindeers.

“We’ll be OK,” he said to Vicky.

“Who are you trying to reassure?” she asked. “Maybe if we crash I might find my Christmas spirit quick enough so I can fly to safety.”

“Just remember you can’t live without me,” he said, and then they were rising so quickly, he was slammed back into the seat. “I forgot how bad John is at this flying lark; it comes from him being a hawk. He thinks that vertical lift is always the way to go. But my stomach is still down on the ground.”

“At least if we die, we die together.” And despite the danger, she sounded the happiest she had since he had set eyes on her less than twenty-four hours before.

“We’re together for eternity, remember?”

And the way she looked at him let him know she would never forget.


Chapter Twelve – Vicky

Vicky closed her eyes as they came in to land. At least if she died she couldn’t ruin Christmas! But as they came in to land, she knew she didn’t want to die, she wanted to live a long and happy life with the man next to her. She wanted to embrace life, to have kids and watch them open their presents on Christmas morning.

As they bounced along the runway, she took hold of Dermot’s hand and with it, she took back control of her life. “Let’s go find Santa,” she said.

He turned and looked at her, smiling. “I might need a change of underwear first; bears are not meant to fly. Especially not in a tin can.”

“I heard that,” John said above the noise of the engine. “Eyes and ears of a hawk, remember?” he said with a grin. “There we go, Dermot, I would say the debt was paid, but to be honest, anytime you and the pretty lady need something, you know where to find me. For that matter, do you need me to wait for you?”

“No. I think we’ll find our own way home,” Dermot said, and then as they were running across the tarmac, he turned to Vicky and asked, “You will give me a lift, right?”

“Santa does not run a taxi service,” she said bluntly and then stopped, looking around. “That’s if we get to Santa. This is the geographical North Pole; we need magnetic North.”

“How do we find that?” he asked, looking up into the permanently dark skies.

“We follow the lights,” she said, pointing into the distance.

“Oh my,” he said. “I have never seen anything like it.”

In the distance, a shimmer of green and blue hovered in the sky like a curtain of light. A thrill of recognition passed through her, as if she were coming home. Inside, her reindeer lifted its head, and they both felt the stirring of the old magic deep inside them.

She took Dermot in her arms and kissed him. “Thank you.”

“For what?” 

“Believing anything is possible.”  She moved to pull away from him, but he caught her in his arms, and held her close. When his lips met hers, she really did feel magic threading through her veins, or was that her desire waking up to this new world? A world filled with love and longing.

“We should go,” he said, drawing back from her, his kiss leaving her breathless. “We don’t want to keep Santa waiting.”

They raced out of the airport and then stopped. The question they had now was how exactly were they supposed to go across the snow towards the northern lights. They couldn’t walk, and there were too many people here for a bear and a reindeer to be seen together. Dermot would probably be shot, and anyway, everyone knew the only bears in this part of the world were polar bears.

“I have an idea,” she said.

“Why do I get the feeling I am not going to like it?” Dermot asked.

“Because there’s a chance you won’t. But it’s our best shot at getting across the snow.”

“Can’t we just … you know, change?” he asked, following in her wake.

“Where? You are going to stick out.”

“Are you implying I am the wrong kind of bear?” he asked.

“I most certainly am,” she said, and then stopped, turning around to get her bearings. “Down here.”

They headed down an alleyway, the smell of fish reaching them. Her nerves began to get the better of her; she wasn’t sure what kind of welcome she would get. Especially when they saw Dermot.

“You should stay here,” she said, her hand on Dermot’s chest.

“I am not allowing you to go anywhere alone. Not in a place like this,” he said, eying up the bar behind her. “If a bar is hidden away down an alleyway, it usually means the clientele have something they don’t want the law to see.”

“I’ll be OK. I’ll go in, get what we need and then we can leave.”

“I can’t imagine what we need from a place like this,” he said, looking behind her as the door of the bar opened, the light illuminating his face. Which had a hard expression on it. Here was a bear who was about to protect his mate.

A large man, all muscles, with blond hair and dark brown eyes stood looking down at them. The expression on his face alert. He had sensed an intruder and was ready to protect his territory.

“OK, boys, we don’t need to fight. Hans, I need a favour,” Vicky said, getting herself between the two men.

“Who is this pretty boy with my favourite vixen?” Hans asked as he came down the steps of the bar.

“Hans, this is Dermot, my mate.” She emphasised the word mate, letting Hans know she was expecting him to show Dermot some respect. He was with her, not just some bear wandering by. “And we need your help.”

“Do you now?” Hans came down to stand before Vicky, his shoulders squared, and she was sure she could hear the two bears growling at each other. 

“Yes. And we are in a hurry. So if you could hand over the keys of your snowmobile, that would be great.” She held out her hand to Hans, who looked at it and laughed.

“You expect me to give a big brown bear my keys,” he said, sniffing the air. “Could smell him coming from down the street. I’m not going to let him touch my snowmobile.”

“I need them, Hans, this is important.”

Hans looked down at Vicky and his face softened. “You know how much I love you, Vicky, but if I hand over my keys, then I will lose the respect of the others. They are unruly enough as it is.”

“Hans. I can’t fly. You know what that means?”

“The other reindeers will have to pick up the slack. I always thought Rudolph needed to be more than a bright red lantern. Santa could use GPS and stick Rudolph at the back of the other reindeers so he can pull harder.”

“That is not funny. If I don’t join the others, there will be no sleigh, no gifts for Christmas. Please.”

“He can fight me for them,” Hans said.

“My pleasure,” Dermot replied, beginning to strip his coat off.

“No. I don’t want you to fight.” 

“Bears will be bears,” Hans said. “And don’t worry; I will go easy on him.”

“Who said I need you to go easy?” Dermot said.

“Boys, please stop,” she said. But when the door opened behind Hans, she knew there was no way they were getting the keys to his snowmobile without some kind of a display of strength.

“Let’s give them a good show, shall we?” Hans said to Dermot, cocking his head to one side and smiling. “I’ll try not to break your nose.”

“And I’ll try not to knock your teeth out,” said Dermot.

“We do not have time for this,” Vicky said, but there was no use arguing with them. She knew Hans well enough to understand he couldn’t look weak, and Dermot had his pride. But when the first blow connected with Dermot’s jaw, she didn’t know if she could bear to watch.

“That the best you can do?” Dermot goaded, shaking his head.

“Oh no, I can do much better than that,” Hans lunged forward, but Dermot was ready for him, and her mate got a hard jab into Hans ribs, winding him.

Hans was an experienced fighter, though, and soon recovered. As they swapped blows, evenly matched, Vicky wondered if they would ever make to the North Pole before it was too late.


Chapter Thirteen – Dermot

Dermot was used to fighting with his brothers; they often sparred, but none of them took it seriously. Hans, well, he had something to prove, probably to the group of muscle-bound men spilling out of the bar behind him.

“Don’t have much in the way of entertainment here,” Hans ground out between trying to land several blows on Dermot. “You make this look good, and the snowmobile is yours.”

“That’s what you want?” Dermot asked, taking a swing and landing a glancing blow on Hans’ cheek.

Hans fell back, hitting the snow, but he sprang to his feet, athletic in his movement, and Dermot knew this was going to be a tough fight to win.

“Yes. You make this look good, and you get the snowmobile. Of course, only if I win.” Hans grinned.

“You want me to lose the fight?” Dermot asked incredulously.

“Look, brother. You need to walk away from this; I would prefer to keep this pretty face. We can either slug it out until one of us lays bleeding in the snow, or we can play it smart and both stay alive.”

Hans had a point. Dermot was no good to Vicky if he was crippled; one way to permanently kill someone’s Christmas spirit was to have to spend hours sitting in the ER. 

“Whatever you say,” Dermot said, and then Hans took a lucky shot, which hit Dermot right in the eye.

“Dermot!” Vicky shouted in distress.

Dermot tried to focus. The world was spinning around him and his eye hurt like hell. In amongst that he could see the shape of Hans coming in for another attack. Dermot guessed if he went down now, Hans would not see it as a good fight, so he raised his fists and shielded himself. At the last minute his vision cleared enough for him to see Hans, and he struck with his left hand. A sickening thud filled the air. 

Both fighters took a moment to recover. When Dermot could see once more, he could make out Hans shaking his head to one side. He had hit him in the ear, and Hans was suffering with his balance as he tried to get himself back in the game.

Dermot moved in for another blow, and the two men grappled with each other. “Shame I have to let you win,” Dermot said. “Because right now I think I could knock you out.”

Hans pushed him away. “You know what? Maybe we should do this for real?”

Dermot shook his head. “I have important business.” He lunged at Hans. “Too important. But I could always come back for a rematch.”

Hans laughed. “You’re on. Now let’s finish this.”

They both fought hard, landing blow after blow on each other, until Hans signalled that they needed to stop. Both were bleeding, and Dermot’s eye was swelling up, so he had no arguments about Hans throwing one final punch, that hit Dermot square in the jaw and sent him reeling to the ground.

The world went dark for several seconds as he fought to stay conscious. Above the ringing in his ears, he could hear Vicky laying into Hans, and then she was at his side, stroking his face, kissing his bruises.

“Dermot, I am so sorry,” she said, tears falling on his face, hot and salty on his sore skin.

“It’s OK,” Dermot said, although he felt he had been hit by a train. Carefully, he sat up, to see Hans kneeling next to him.

“Good fight, brother.” He held out his hand and Dermot took it, even though Vicky was glaring at him. And as their palms met, Hans slipped the keys—to what Dermot only could hope was a snowmobile—into his hand. “Red one out back. Wait until we all go inside, and then take it. I might have to tell them you stole it. But by the time anyone notices, you will be miles away.”

Hans winked at Dermot, then kissed Vicky briefly on the cheek, much to her horror. But as she got up to give Hans another piece of her mind, Dermot grabbed her hand and said, “Stay here with me. Then we can get going. Santa is waiting.”

He opened his hand and showed her the key, and she looked at him and then pulled him into a tight embrace. “Thank you,” she said, and then he lay back down, letting the stars spin above his head.

A sleigh. That was what he had been hit with, a sleigh pulled by flying reindeer. Yes, he was sure he had a concussion. But it had been worth it: anything for his woman.


Chapter Fourteen – Vicky

“I am so sorry, Dermot,” she said as she pulled him to his feet and watched him sway as he tried to focus.

“Anything for you,” he said, sounding drunk.

“Come on. We have to get out of here,” she said and took him by the hand, leading him slowly through the snow. “He said round the back, right?”

“Uh-huh,” Dermot said.

She looked back at him, concerned that he might need a hospital. “Look, I’m useless to Santa as I am. Maybe we should just go and get you checked over?”

He shook his head and the rest of him shook too. “No. Look, I did this for a reason. To get you to the North Pole. We get on the snowmobile, and follow the lights. Can you drive one of these things?” he asked, pointing to the red snowmobile lined up next to five others.

“Yes. All you have to do is climb on, and put your arms around me.”

“That I can do,” he said.

It was awkward because of the amount of clothes they had on. But she swung her leg over the snowmobile, got comfy and then held out her hand to steady him as he climbed on too. Once she was satisfied he was holding her tightly, she started the engine, hoping no one inside heard the noise. Dermot was not up to hanging on for a high-speed chase.

Easing the throttle forward she started off slowly, increasing the speed gradually until she knew how well the ski handled, and how well Dermot was hanging on. A tingle of excitement took hold of her when she looked up and saw the aurora above her head. It was bright, calling to her, and her reindeer was standing with her head erect watching it too. 

Was this it? Would they be able to claim back the thing they had lost and fly over the Earth tonight, bringing joy and happiness to those asleep below them?

She didn’t want to think about it. Didn’t want to put too much pressure on herself. So she settled for enjoying what was here, what was real. The feel of Dermot resting his head against her back, and the cold air filling her lungs, while above them colours danced in a never-ending show of beauty.

The miles disappeared in an endless blur of snow, and she began to think about Dermot and how he must be feeling. He would stiffen up from all his bruises, the cold wouldn’t help either, and then she had an idea. Altering her course, she made her way to the south, hoping her senses would lead her to the right place. She had been here several times with the other reindeer; it was their way of winding down on Christmas morning after a hard night pulling the sleigh. 

“Where are you going?” Dermot asked, his voice muffled.

“It’s a surprise,” she said, and throttled forward faster. A sense of anticipation filled her. They could spare a little time for some relaxation; it would help Dermot feel better. And maybe bring her in touch with the reindeer she needed to be.

She stopped the snowmobile and tapped Dermot on the knee. “Come on, off you get.”

“I’m not sure I can move,” he said, slowly flexing his arms and then his kegs.

“It will be worth it if you can,” she said, and managed to slide off the snowmobile. Going to his side, she helped him off, taking his weight as he forced himself to stand.

“Damn it. I am no use to you,” he said as he hobbled forward. “Sitting still for so long has made me too stiff.”

“This will help. Come on.” She pulled him forward. He groaned as he walked, but gradually, step by step, it got easier and then she said, “OK. Now you have to strip.”

He looked at her in the deep twilight as if she was mad. “I know I have bear blood in my veins, but that might not be enough to stop me freezing to death.”

“Well, once we strip, we get to jump in there,” she said, pointing to the steaming pool of water about ten feet away.

“Oh. Now, that I can do,” he said, moving towards the pool, taking off his clothes as he went. 

Vicky did the same, glad no one was here at this time. It would be so much nicer to have the hot spring to themselves. “Last one in is a polar bear.”

He couldn’t move quickly, and she could see the bruises along his ribs, but she knew the warm water would help heal him; that and his bear blood should leave him feeling much better. This brief stop was going to be worth it. It wasn’t as if she were trying to put off the inevitable. No. That wasn’t it at all.

“That feels so good,” he said as he slid into the water. She had already got in, and couldn’t help but agree. The water was warm after the cold air had bitten into her in the few steps she had taken naked to reach the pool. Now the warmth seeped into her flesh, penetrating her bones.

“You deserve it,” she said, swimming over to him, and kissing his cheek.

“I think I deserve more than a kiss on my cheek,” he said, sounding more like his usual self.

“Oh really. Do tell?” 

“Well, my lip really hurts.” He pointed to where his lip had split, and she lightly placed her lips there, thankful when he didn’t flinch.

“You are tougher than I thought,” she said. Kissing his temple next to his black eye.

“I have two brothers. We often used to fight.”

“Not like this, though.”

“No. But it was worth it for the snowmobile. Although I wonder if we would be better to leave it here and then go on, on foot, or paws.”

“Depends how you feel,” she said. “There isn’t too much farther to go.”

She looked up at the stunning colours above their heads. Through the veil of the aurora she could see the stars twinkling in the sky; it would be a good night to fly with the others, and the old magic woke in her, rearing its sleepy head, filling her with longing.

“I feel like I could go two more rounds with Hans,” he said.

“Or maybe you could put that energy into something else,” she said, wrapping her arms around him and lifting her legs to straddle him. She felt him harden, and added, “Unless you are too sore.”

“Never,” he said, and his hands lifted her hips. She took hold of his hard shaft and ran her hand along it. This was going to be interesting, and very enjoyable.

Between them, they positioned their bodies so she could lower herself down onto him. The sensation of the warm water against her body, while his hard length breeched her outer lips and then slid smoothly inside, was incredibly stimulating.

She gasped as he filled her in one hard thrust, his fingers digging into her hips as he held her in place so she didn’t float away from him. Vicky tightened her grip around his waist, her clit pressing against his body, her lips planting kisses along his neck.

In and out, he pulled back and then thrust into her; his earlier fatigue vanishing as he took her hard and fast. Was he reclaiming her, after losing to Hans? He needed to prove himself, but not to her. The fact that Dermot had been beaten didn’t worry her; she knew he had been doing what he had to, to help them on their journey.

“I know you lost for me,” she said into his ear.

“I did what I had to do,” he ground out, and then he lowered his head, sucking in her nipple, rolling his tongue over it. The sensations coursed through her body, the messages between her sex and her breasts connecting until her orgasm crashed into her. 

She cried out into the Arctic air, telling the world she was here, with her mate, a man who had brought her across the snow so she could be who she was meant to be on Christmas Eve. And as he came, filling her with his essence, filling her with the potential of a child, here under the magical aurora, she at last caught sight of her Christmas spirit.

Maybe this was how things were supposed to be; this journey was one the two of them had to travel on. As he finished, grinding out his climax, she was ready to find out what fate had in store for them at the end of their destination.


Chapter Fifteen – Dermot

“Ready?” he asked as she finished putting all her layers of clothing back on. It was a pity, he had enjoyed seeing her naked in the snow. At least as much as he could see her in this light. “Does it ever get light here?” he asked. 

“Not this time of year. The aurora is the only light we’ll see.” She finished doing up the buttons of her coat, and then said, “I’m ready.”

He stood still, allowing his bear to come to him, and then he slipped from this world to return in the form of his bear. Vicky did the same, and he stood transfixed in wonder when the beautiful reindeer, his mate, stood before him in the snow. Her feet were made for this terrain, and he only hoped his lumbering bear would be able to match her pace as she leaped off into the Arctic snow.

Magical. That was the only way to describe what he experienced as they trekked across the snow. On and on, an endless sea of white. He was only thankful that it didn’t snow; he would hate to lose her in a blizzard after they had come all this way.

As they trekked in silence, he occasionally pressed his bear against her, reassuring her he was there. Or maybe the reassurance was for him. She was his guide, with an innate knowledge of which direction they were supposed to take; she was leading him towards their destination.

His mind began to wonder, his thoughts filled with family. By this time next year, he hoped to have a child, for Vicky to give him a small cub so they could hang up a Christmas stocking and wait for Vicky to come with Santa to fill it with gifts, just as their child would fill their lives with love and happiness.

Perhaps his brothers would have children too. He was sure both of them had found their mates and would be spending this Christmas as happily as he was. OK, maybe they wouldn’t be out here on the Arctic tundra.

Ahead of him, Vicky increased her pace. They were near their destination; he could sense her excitement and anticipation, and he let go of thoughts of home. As he turned his attention back to his reindeer mate, he wished his brothers well and hoped they were as happy at this moment as he was.

It might be freezing cold and dark as night, but he was with the most important person in his world.

And he was about to meet Santa.


Chapter Sixteen – Vicky

It appeared from amongst the snow and ice: a sleigh, with seven reindeer all harnessed up, stamping the ground in anticipation. She ran faster and then slowed, once more unsure she could do this, unsure she had it in her to lift herself up into the dark night, to fly across the moon with Santa and the gifts for the people in their beds.

Her breath came in short snorts, a cloud of vapour as she stood, her feet rooted to the spot. Behind her, Dermot gave her a nudge with his big bear snout and she took a step forward. And then another.

Santa came to her, Rudolph by his side. “I am so pleased you could join us, Vicky.”

She changed, her human form coming back to this world so she could apologise to the strange man in the red coat. He smelt of cinnamon and spice, of pine trees and sugar canes. He smelt of Christmas, and she knew the thing she had been searching for had never been missing; it had simply been covered up by the stresses and strains of everyday life.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” she said.

“We have plenty of time,” Santa said, and embraced her, pulling her to him.

“Thank you, Dermot,” Rudolph said, holding out his hand to the bear. 

Dermot couldn’t resist. Although feeling shy in the presence of the two iconic people, he came back to the world as a man. And shook hands with Rudolph, who promptly pulled him into a hug. 

“I’m sorry the whole world isn’t going to know how you saved Christmas,” Rudolph said.

“I’m used to being the man in the background. I don’t mind at all. And anyway,” he said, pulling Vicky into his arms. “I have the best Christmas gift ever.”

“Right. We must away,” Santa said. “Rudolph, Vicky, it’s time.”

Dermot watched over her as she changed back into her reindeer and stood patiently while Santa harnessed her to the sleigh. Then Rudolph was harnessed to the front.

“Wow, he really does have a red nose,” Dermot said as the last reindeer was put in place. Vicky stamped her foot and nodded, sending her bells jingling. A thrill of excitement took hold of her; she was ready to fly, ready to join her friends on this most magical of nights.

“I’ll wait here for you,” he said to Vicky, but Santa came over, and patted Dermot on the back. 

“We’ll give you a lift. Least we can do. Then when Vicky has finished she can fly back to Bear Bluff.”

“How do you know …?” Dermot said, and Vicky shook her head, jingling her bells with laughter.

“Santa knows everything.” He winked at Dermot, who she was sure blushed. “I know exactly who has been naughty or nice too. And you, my friend, have been such a good boy, you got an early Christmas gift. And so did your brothers.”

Dermot was left speechless, but under Santa’s guiding hand he got in the sleigh and with a whoop, the reindeer all began to run across the snow, until slowly, magically, they rose into the air. Vicky felt her heart swell. They were flying; she had done it. Dermot had done it. He had fulfilled his promise to her, and helped her find her Christmas spirit. Now to spread the same magic across the world.


Chapter Seventeen – Dermot

Santa dropped him off on the edge of Bear Bluff. He stood staring almost in disbelief as the sleigh rose back into the air. It was only when he heard “Ho ho ho, Merry Christmas,” that he came back to life and began to make his way home. He wanted to get washed and put on some fresh clothes ready for when Vicky came back.

Every so often, he had to stop and reminded himself this was all real and it wasn’t some kind of joke. He wasn’t hallucinating, and he really did have a mate … who was a reindeer.

Yeah. That was going to take some getting used to, and he doubted anyone would believe him. Not until they had seen her, at least. That was when he had his idea.

Picking up his pace, he headed home. He needed a couple of hours sleep, and then he would go and visit a few people. Dermot was sure they wouldn’t mind getting up early and giving him a hand; it was Christmas after all.

Five hours later, he was heading to the sheriff’s office, all his other preparations in place, and too excited to go back to bed. In his hand, he had two hot baguettes, and he was taking a chance Declan was already back on duty, with a story of his own to tell. Like a young boy on Christmas morning, he knocked on the door. Waiting for Declan to answer.

He heard the keys jingling in Declan’s hand as his brother approached the door; it reminded him of the bells on Vicky’s harness. He felt so enormously happy, and couldn’t resist putting on a deep voice and saying, “Ho, ho, ho. Merry Christmas.”

“Dermot.” Declan opened the door, looking surprised to see his brother. “What the hell are you doing here at this time?”

“I couldn’t sleep. Didn’t know if you would be here either. Thought you had found your mate.” Dermot went into his brother’s office. Declan seemed more interested in the food he was carrying than what Dermot had to say. But when Dermot took a closer look at him, he realised how rough he looked, and handed him one of the baguettes.

“Thought I would bring you breakfast.”

“Thank you,” Declan said, accepting the baguette and tucking in. “That is wonderful.”

“You look terrible, by the way.” Dermot said, between mouthfuls.

“It has been a rough couple of days.”

“Tell me about it,” Dermot said nodding in agreement. 

“You have a black eye,” Declan said accusingly. “Don’t tell me you got into a brawl on Christmas Eve.”

“I did. With a polar bear,” Dermot said matter-of-factly.

Declan nearly choked on his food. “A polar bear. In Bear Bluff?” 

“Oh, no. I have been to the North Pole. And I take it all back. Santa is real.” Declan nearly choked on his food.

“So now I know you’ve been drinking.” Declan thought for a moment. “Hey. Did you really get dropped off by Santa in a sleigh?”

“I most certainly did.” Dermot grinned. “He has a very sexy reindeer called Vicky.”

This time Declan did spray his food. “You have the hots for a reindeer?”

“She’s my mate,” he said simply.

“Then we’ve both fulfilled that pact we made,” Declan said with wonder. 

Dermot nodded. “I think Damon has too, although I’ve not heard from him since he nearly got ripped to shreds by a cougar.”

“Was she his mate too?” Declan asked.

“I think she was. We need to take him in for an interrogation. If we can find him.”

“What a Christmas,” Declan said, leaning back in his chair. Then a strange look of bliss came over his face. “She’s here.”

“Who’s here?” Dermot asked, and then the door of the sheriff’s office opened and a pretty woman came in, with a teenager behind her.

“Oh, we brought you breakfast,” the woman said, then saw the baguettes. “I see you’ve already eaten.”

“We were starving, and still are. Bears have huge appetites,” Dermot said, getting up and giving Declan’s mate a warm hug. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”

“Maria, this is my youngest brother, Dermot. Dermot, Maria. And this young man is Jason.”

“Hello, Jason,” Dermot said and a flash of pain crossed his face; he remembered the car accident only too well. It was the same accident that had claimed the life of Sorcha’s father and left her so terribly injured. But this wasn’t the time to bring up thoughts of the past. They were all looking to the future now. So instead, he grinned. “I think we are all going to be one great big family.”

“Dermot met his mate too.” Declan had finished his first baguette and was eyeballing more food. Dermot wondered what he had been doing to work up such an appetite.

“She’s one of Santa’s reindeer,” Dermot said proudly.

“That’s crap. Santa isn’t real,” Jason protested.

If only you knew, thought Dermot. And then he had another idea. “Oh yes, he is. In fact, if you come with me now, I will show you. Vicky said she would be back around ten. Come on. Maria and Declan can meet us on the North Slope when they are ready.” Dermot hooked his arm around Jason’s shoulders and guided him out of the door. He turned to wink at Declan. “Have fun, bro’.”

It didn’t take much to realise Declan wanted some alone time with Maria. Dermot was willing to do anything to help Declan and his new family find their way to happiness.

As they left, Jason turned to him and said, “All that stuff about Santa is a lie.”

Dermot saw the pain in Jason’s eyes, and wanted to make it right for him. But he knew that only time could do that. And this was no time for lectures, or a buddy talk. 

“You know, I would have agreed with you. Until I went on this crazy adventure to the North Pole. I fought with a polar bear, and got this,” he said, pointing to his eye.

“I think you spent too long in the bar last night and got into a brawl.” Jason accused.

“I promise you, it’s real. And once you see Vicky, you will believe it too.” As they walked a car pulled up beside them, and Dermot bent down to see whom it was. “Trent. Hi there.”

“I might have known you were responsible for this,” Trent said, a twinkle in his eyes. “You look like you went ten rounds with a bear.”

“Polar bear.” He grinned at Trent. “It’s OK, Jason is one of us.”

“So is this for real? Because half the town is heading out to the North Slope.”

“It certainly is. I’m just hoping someone went and picked Sorcha and her mom up.”

“Pretty sure I saw Dr. Ben heading that way in a pickup. Like I said, would hate to be you if we don’t get to see a flying reindeer.”

“She’ll be here,” Dermot said confidently, and Trent drove off waving.

“When was the last time there was a lynching in Bear Bluff?” Jason asked.

“She’ll be here,” Dermot repeated and looked to the skies, but there was no sign of her yet.


Chapter Eighteen – Vicky

Vicky looked down as she headed over Bear Bluff, shocked at the small crowd of people who were waiting to greet her. This had never happened before; she normally had to keep herself hidden away, landing outside of town and then walking back home while other people were snug in their houses opening their gifts with their families.

She circled around one more time and then Dermot caught her eye, standing with another man, and a young woman. There was a teenager with them, too; he was looking up, watching for her. He reminded her so much of herself, like he needed something to believe in, something to give him hope.

Vicky came lower, her feet touching down on the lower slope of the mountain, her step light as she drew closer to the people who stood in awe of her. She was now the worst kept secret in Bear Bluff, amongst shifters anyway. And that was the thing: she blended in just right. All the people here had a secret, or kept their loved one’s secret.

Suddenly shy, she stopped, waiting for Dermot to come to her. She rubbed her head against him affectionately, and then changed into her human form.

“Did you tell the whole town?” she asked reproachfully. 

“Just one or two, and then it kind of spread,” Dermot answered. “Do you know, I never noticed in the dark, but your hair is the same colour as your reindeer coat.”

“You can’t get out of it by changing the subject,” she said crossly.

“How about with a kiss,” he said, drawing her into his arms and pressing his lips to hers.

“I guess that might do it,” she said, leaning on his chest briefly. “You had better introduce your family to me. I can’t wait to meet them.”

“And they can’t wait to meet you,” Dermot said, pulling her close as they walked.

The boy waved at them, and Dermot waved back. As they reached them, the boy blurted out, “Dermot says Rudolph is real too.” 

They all laughed, and Vicky said, “He certainly is. And it’s thanks to him that we are together, and you had Christmas.”

“Well, one day I hope to thank him,” said Declan, “because I think we all got the best Christmas ever.”

“I think we all did,” said Maria. 

“And not a bear humbug in sight,” Dermot laughed.

“And not a bear humbug in sight,” Declan repeated, pulling Jason and Maria into his arms. “More of a ho, ho, ho Merry Christmas.”

Vicky looked around at all the people who she hoped would be her friends. She had decided there was no better place to live than Bear Bluff, and then she saw Marla, standing next to Sorcha in her wheelchair.

“There is someone we need to speak to,” Vicky said, taking Dermot’s hand. They all followed her across the slope to where Sorcha sat, looking dazed but happy.

“I never knew. I never knew reindeers were real. Not really real.”

“We thought you should know about the magic of Christmas, Sorcha,” Dermot said, touching Marla comfortingly on the arm. “I wanted you to both know that good things can still happen.”

“Thank you,” Marla said tearfully. “And thank you, Vicky, for the doll. It was the exact one Sorcha wanted.”

“Oh. That wasn’t me,” Vicky said. “That was Santa himself.”

“Well, next time you see him, say thanks from us.” 

“I will.” She smiled and hugged Dermot. “You know, I don’t think I’ll have any trouble finding my Christmas spirit next year.”

“Good. Because I have had enough excitement to last a lifetime. Now, we need to organise Christmas lunch.”

“There’s plenty at our cabin. You are all welcome,” Marla said.

“That is so kind of you, Marla. Although part of me thinks as the sheriff on duty, I should be organising a search party for Damon,” Declan said.

“He’s big enough to take care of himself,” Dermot said. “Right now, food is the only thing I can think of.”

“Except me.” Vicky prodded him in the stomach.

“Except you,” he said, and held her close, taking her breath away with his kiss, but not her Christmas spirit, which was full to overflowing. 

 

The End
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Can bear shifter Damon help his new found mate, Zara, avoid a Christmas Catastrophe in Cougar Ridge?

 

Bear Bluff firefighter Damon, has got used to spending Christmas on duty with the rest of his crew. But this year, Santa has sent him an early Christmas gift, in the shape of curvy cougar shifter Zara.

 

But Zara is not feeling the joys of the holiday season. Cougar Ridge has experienced a terrible year, and her brother is stuck far away from home. When her nephew, Robbie, climbs the town's Christmas tree to wish on the star for his dad to come home, she is desperate to make his dreams come true.

 

When her mate walks into her life, he sweeps her off her feet and gives her a glimpse of how good life can be. Between them, they work to make this the happiest Christmas ever.

 

Will they be able to turn around the misfortune of the town? And give Robbie his Christmas wish?

 


Chapter One – Damon

 

Damon was running late, but he had made it just in time to celebrate with his brothers, although with none of them mated, he wasn’t sure if Christmas had any real meaning to them. Instead of spending the holidays with a mate and cubs, they would each spend it working.

“Here we are again. Another Christmas, and we are all still bachelors.” Declan looked at his two brothers. 

“Come on, it’s not that bad. You get to spend the holidays with other sad, lonely people,” Damon said, taking a sip of his beer and trying to cheer up his older brother, who was the sheriff of Bear Bluff.

“Speak for yourselves—I love Christmas at work. Between calls, I get to spend time with all the people stuck on the wards. The nurses work hard to make it special, particularly for the kids who are in over the holidays.” Dermot grinned. “I bet I could rustle up some lonely nurses for a bit of fun.”

“I might take you up on that. I’m stuck with my crew at the fire station. And although there are the delightfully curvy figures of Kirsty and Sonia to gaze at, they are firmly off-limits. Work and relationships don’t mix,” Damon stated. He had worked as a firefighter for so long, the station was like his second home; however, he wanted to experience a real family Christmas with the woman he loved.

“Unless you are bonded,” Declan said evenly.

“Which we’re not,” Damon stated firmly. For so long, he had hoped that his mate would simply walk into his life, or he would be called out to rescue her, showing her that he was the kind of man she couldn’t do without.

A silence settled over them, and then Declan said, “Let’s face it, we hate Christmas,” Dermot glared at his brother, and Damon shook his head; it was one thing to think it, another to admit it. “What? We do. It reminds us of everything we haven’t got, everything that we long for.”

“OK. So let’s make a toast. Or a pact. By this time next year, we will all be looking forward to our first Christmas at home with our families. It will be some other lonely bachelor’s job to keep things rolling, while we eat too much food and make love to our mates.” Dermot raised his glass.

“Sure, why not,” Damon said. They had nothing to lose, only their loneliness. As he raised his glass, he wished not just for himself to find his mate, but for his brothers too. They had grown up together and kept in close contact; he loved them dearly and wanted the best for them. The best mate, and the best Christmas ever.

“I’m in.” Declan raised his glass, but then added, “But I still think it’s pointless. After all, we can’t change our fates just because we promise to.”

“Damn it, Declan. Lighten up. You never know what’s round the corner,” Dermot said, slapping his brother good-naturedly on the back. “And, if you haven’t found your mate by mid-summer, I’ll put your bad-tempered bear face on one of those dating websites. I heard Marjorie in Bear Creek was thinking of starting one.”

“If you do that, I will disown you,” Declan growled. “I don’t need help finding a woman.”

Dermot and Damon collapsed into fits of laughter. “Right, because your social diary is full of dates with women.”

“That’s through choice. I’ve gotten to an age where it seems shallow to date a woman, when you know you are never going to settle down with her because she isn’t your mate.” Declan looked as if he was going to sprout claws and swat his brothers round the head, but he reined his bear in.

Dermot wasn’t finished pushing Declan’s buttons. “See, you are a romantic at heart, and there was us thinking you were a miserable bear.”

“Listen, it’s hysterical to sit around and shoot the breeze with you guys,” Declan said sarcastically. “But some of us have got more important things to do than have their social life pulled apart.”

“Hey, just because you’ve hit a dry spell,” Dermot laughed.

“I have not hit a dry spell,” Declan ground out. “It is my choice not to date. The same as it is my choice to work at Christmas.”

“It’s also your choice to be miserable at Christmas,” Damon said. They all needed to lighten up. And a bit of bear-baiting might be the thing to make them all smile.

“I am not miserable.” Declan got up, drained his beer and then headed for the door.

“Come on, any minute now the words bah humbug! are going to come out of your mouth as you tell some kid off for being too cheerful in front of you,” Damon said.

“Bear humbug,” Dermot said in his deep, growly voice, making Damon collapse with laughter. They never had learned to act their age around Declan , who was not only the eldest, but the most responsible brother.

Declan came back towards them, placing one hand on the back of each of their chairs.

 “Thank you for the beer. I am so glad that no matter how miserable I am feeling, I can always count on you two to cheer me up.” Then, with a broad grin, he ruffled both his younger brothers’ hair and growled “Bah humbug” as he left the bar.

Damon wiped the tears from his eyes. “Damn it, Dermot, we need to find ourselves some women.” 

“I know,” Dermot said, drinking the rest of his beer. “It’s sad that none of us have a family. I wouldn’t even mind being an uncle at Christmas. At least I would have someone to spoil.”

“Least you have the kids at the hospital to look in on. Now, that has to be tough on a parent,” Damon said. “I don’t know how I would bear having my kid sick.”

“That reminds me,” Dermot said, “I offered to take one of the kids home. She’s been given the go-ahead to spend the next couple of days at home, and her mom doesn’t have a car. You might remember her, Sorcha, her dad died in that pile-up a couple of months ago.” 

“How could I forget? Now I feel bad moaning about the small things that are missing in our lives.” All three of them had attended the accident, one of the worst they had seen. It had taken Damon days to get the images of wrecked cars and broken bodies out of his mind. He knew that lives had been shattered that day, and his mood became sombre.

Dermot stood up, stretching his arms and then said, “See you on the other side, Damon. Maybe we can all get together after Christmas. And definitely for New Year’s.”

“You never know, Dermot, by some Christmas miracle, we might have found our mates by then.” Damon shook off his melancholy mood. To cope with his job, he had learned to acknowledge that a phoenix could always rise from the ashes of disaster, and that life could get better. And although their lives weren’t actually a disaster, they certainly were due for a change: for the better.

Dermot nodded. “That would take some Christmas magic, Damon. But a man can dream. Have a good one.”

I intend to, Damon thought, sitting alone for a few minutes to collect his thoughts, then he got up, said goodbye to Penny who worked behind the bar, and left. His shift started in two hours: enough time to get home, shower and change, and collect the secret Santa gift he had brought.

 


Chapter Two – Zara

 

“Robbie, what are you doing up there?” Zara asked. It was late evening and she was passing the huge Christmas tree that stood in the town square. There had been some debate about decorating it. The town of Cougar Ridge had not experienced the best year in their long history, and there were murmurings that there wasn’t much to celebrate.

However, when it came to a vote, enough people had wanted the tree decorated and the traditional festivities to take place, and so the tree had been hastily covered in Christmas lights and ornaments. Those decorations had not included her nephew Robbie, who was now over halfway up the tree.

The boy didn’t stop, moving sure-footedly from one branch to another in a bid to reach the top. What the hell was he doing up there?

“Robbie, come down. If your mom sees you she will go nuts.” Zara began circling the tree, watching as Robbie moved higher and higher, slowing now as the tree began to wobble.

“She won’t notice; she’s too busy watching the weather forecast to see if it’s going to stop snowing,” Robbie called down.

“Is that what this is about, because you think your dad won’t get home in time for Christmas?” she asked. “I don’t get it, what does climbing a tree have to do with that?”

Robbie stopped, pausing for breath, and then looked up. “The star. Dad always told me it was special, magic. It’s been in Cougar Ridge, on top of the same tree for a hundred years. So I am going to make a wish on it.”

“Robbie,” she began, but didn’t know what to say. How do you explain to a child of six that the star was just a piece of metal, painted gold; it had no power to get his dad home in time for Christmas. But it might just get Robbie killed. “You need to come down and we can talk about it.”

“I am so close,” Robbie said, looking down at Zara. She could see his face, the lights from the tree reflecting off his pale skin, giving him an ethereal glow.

“Don’t go any higher. It’s not safe, the tree gets thinner, and it will wobble or even break under your weight.”

“Craig climbed the tree when he put the star on,” Robbie insisted.

“I know. But he didn’t have to come down, at least not as a boy. He could come down as a cougar, and you are too young for that.” Craig had just hit puberty, and his name had been drawn from all the other children who had hit the change this year. It was a prize the children loved. They climbed up in their human form and then climbed down as a cougar. If they fell, which sometimes they did, they were expected to land on their feet, because everyone knew a cat could right itself in mid-air.

The kids spent ages practicing, jumping from the low branches of trees, then making their way higher as they perfected the move. But Robbie had years to go until he would learn that; he had no cougar to call to his aid if he fell.

“Just look away if you want to. I’ll be down before you know it,” Robbie said, beginning to climb again.

“No. Get down now,” Zara said, her voice rising to make her words a command, not a request.

“Nearly.” Robbie reached out his hand and touched the star, his whoop of joy so loud, she figured everyone in Cougar Ridge would have heard it. “See! I told you I could do it.”

“OK. Now come down before someone sees you,” Zara said anxiously.

“Coming.” But Robbie turned and looked down, his feet flailing in the air. He gripped the tree again and clung to it, making it waver in the darkening night. “I can’t see where to put my feet.”

“Damn it,” Zara said under her breath. There was nothing for it; she would have to go up there and get him. “Stay still. Don’t move.”

But just as she started up the tree, Mrs. Rodgers arrived in the courtyard, all wrapped up against the cold. “It’s all right, Zara, I’ve called the fire department in Bear Bluff. They are on their way.”

“You didn’t have to,” Zara said, trying to hide her annoyance. “I can get him down.”

This was going to escalate very quickly. Soon the whole of the town would know what Robbie had done, including Zara’s father, who was the leader of Cougar Ridge. He’d probably cancel Christmas for Robbie, and that would make it even more miserable for the boy.

“I knew he would get stuck. You shouldn’t have let him climb the tree,” Mrs. Rodgers said reproachfully.

“I … oh, what does it matter,” Zara said as she climbed higher, feeling the pine needles prickling her arms as she threaded her way up the tree. Ignoring the discomfort, she kept going; she had to get Robbie down safely.

Above her head, she could hear him crying now and calling her name softly. She wanted to tell him she was coming and not to worry, but the tree was already beginning to sway under her weight, making the top move dangerously. Robbie was struggling to hang on, and she knew, without a doubt, that she was never going to get to the top.

“Hold on, I’m coming,” she said as she climbed higher, but she had slowed down—she just needed to keep him occupied until help arrived. “There’s a fire crew on its way. Just stay still and they will get you.”

“I’m scared,” Robbie said.

Zara stopped; there was no way she could get any higher without a real danger of the tree cracking under her weight. She tried to position herself so Robbie could see her and then asked, “Shall we sing?”

“What good will that do?” he asked.

“It might make us feel better and pass the time quicker until the fire crew gets here. Want to give it a go?”

“OK,” his voice wavered. “I like Little Donkey.”

“Little Donkey it is, then,” she said and began to sing. Below her, to her astonishment, a chorus of voices joined in. She hadn’t looked down, hadn’t seen the twenty or so people who had gathered to watch. As she sung, her eyes scoured the crowd; luckily there was no sign of either her father or Robbie’s mom. Hopefully they could get Robbie down before any more drama unfolded. 

As they sung, she looked across and saw the flashing blue lights of the fire truck on its way to Cougar Ridge. Thank goodness it had made its way up through the snow, which had been coming down for the last couple of hours. If they were lucky, they would get Robbie down from the tree and get back to Bear Bluff before the roads became impassable.

“Soon be here, Robbie,” she said.

“I can see them,” he said. “I always wanted to ride in the fire truck.”

“Well, maybe that might be one wish that will come true.” 

“I only need my one wish. For Daddy to get on the plane and come home to us,” Robbie said. Yet as the snow began to fall even heavier around them, she doubted any planes would be flying, and since her brother, didn’t have a car, Robbie’s dad would be stranded in an airport for the holidays.

Yes. Cougar Ridge had experienced its fair share of bad luck this year, and it didn’t seem as if that was going to change anytime soon.

 


Chapter Three – Damon

 

“I can’t remember the last time I came to Cougar Ridge,” Damon said as they drove up the last part of the road, which climbed steeply towards the town, named after the high ridge it was built on.

Stan, the head of the fire crew, looked out of the window, his head tilted upwards to look at the snow falling. “If this continues, there’s a good chance we will be stuck up here for Christmas.”

“That won’t go down well. We’re not all working for the full three days, and if we are stuck here, then another crew will have to take over our shifts,” Damon replied.

“Then I suggest we get a move on and get this job done as quickly as possible.” Kirsty jumped out of the truck and left the door open for him to follow. He watched her as she moved towards the town centre to assess the problem. He liked her; she was brave, intelligent and loyal. If only she was the woman for him, he thought as he got out of the truck. At least then he wouldn’t feel so lonely.

His feet hit the hard ground and his knees gave way, just enough to make him stumble forward. “You OK?” Stan asked from behind him.

“Yeah,” Damon answered. “Don’t know what came over me.”

“Well, this job shouldn’t take too long. And it will only take a couple of us to get the boy down,” Stan said, looking up at where Robbie was clinging to the top of the tree. “If you aren’t feeling up to it, go sit in the truck. Better than you puking everywhere.”

“I have never puked on a job, nor have I ever had to sit in the truck. I’ll get my ass in gear and join you in a minute,” Damon said taking deep breaths. 

“When you’re ready,” Stan said, slapping him on the back. “If I didn’t know you better, I would think you were trying to get off Christmas duty.”

“Yeah, but we all know Damon is a sad, lonely bear who has no one better to spend his Christmas with than us,” Kirsty teased, coming back to the truck.

“You mean with us other poor lonely bears?” Damon finished with a grin. “It’s not as if you have a great hunk of man flesh waiting for you at home, Kirsty.”

“Oh. So we’re going down that road, are we?” she retaliated. “I guess it’s a good job we have each other or we’ll all be lonely this Christmas. Now, let’s get this young man down before we all end up in Cougar Ridge for Christmas, I wouldn’t mind, but Harry made mince pies and they are waiting at the fire house for us.”

“You missed your calling, Harry; you should have been a chef.”

“I should, but my mom wanted me to be a big, bad bear. She said a pastry chef would never find his mate.” Harry grinned, flexing his huge muscles as he began taking tools out of the fire truck. “I keep asking my mom if she thinks I might have made a mistake following her advice. She just smiles and tells me my mate will turn up when she’s ready.” 

“Well, I’m more than ready,” Damon said, coming to join them, trying to control the waves of emotion that kept washing over him. This didn’t make sense: even in the worst car wrecks, he never lost sight of the job. He never let his emotions rule his head, not when people’s lives were at stake. 

Pulling the rope out, he carried it to where Stan was standing, surveying the scene. “We’re going to need to raise the ladder. No other way to get the boy down.” He went closer to the tree, and spoke to the other person stuck in the tree, “Ma’am, can you climb down, or do you need us to rescue you too?”

The woman in the tree looked at Stan, then her eyes slipped past him to settle on Damon, and a look of sheer horror spread over her face. Damon staggered back as if the full force of a fire hose had hit him. 

“So that’s it,” Damon gasped. 

“What’s it?” Stan asked, looking at him and then saw his expression. He turned back to look at the woman halfway up the tree, noted the same dazed look, and then laughed. “I think you might need to rescue her, Damon. She looks like a damsel in distress, and who better to save her than her mate?”

The others all stood around looking at Damon, a couple of them chuckling. 

“Not funny, guys,” Kirsty said, going up to Damon and congratulating him. “About time, Damon. You know how much I love you, and I was beginning to think one day soon we would have to resolve the sexual tension between us. I guess that is not going to happen now.”

“What sexual tension?” he asked, coming back to life.

She laughed. “Thought that might make you wake up. Men. Just be careful about rescuing a cat. If she’s anything like us bears, she might well resent you for treating her like a damsel in distress.”

“I thought that was just you, Kirsty; you’re more like a prince charming than a fairy-tale princess,” Harry joked.

“And that is why you are the one who makes pastries all alone in your kitchen,” she spat at him. “Now, ladies, let’s get this boy down so Santa can come and fill his stocking.”

Damon was about to follow them when his phone rang. It was Dermot. Don’t say there was an emergency at the hospital, or with Declan? He decided to answer the call.  

His brother’s voice sounded strange as he said, “Hi, Damon. Quick call to say I won’t be on duty after all over Christmas.”

“Is everything OK, Dermot?” Damon asked breathlessly. He was still trying to force air into his lungs after the shock of finding his mate.

“Yes. I’ve found her.” Dermot whispered loudly.

“You have?” asked a surprised Damon. “Well, that is a coincidence, because I have found my mate too.”

“Are you joking, Damon?” Dermot asked and then continued, “Are you on a call?”

They were positioning the turntable ladder so that someone could rescue the boy. Dermot began to take his coat off; climbing the tree with it on would be dangerous. “Yep. I’m trying to rescue my mate.”

“What? Is she OK? Do you need the ambulance? I can come now if you need me.”

“No. It’s all good. At least it will be. She’s a cat. And she’s stuck up a tree.” 

Dermot burst out laughing. “You’re telling me you actually get called out to get cats down from trees?” 

“This is not the first time,” Damon said. “Listen, I have to go. Wish me luck, because she looks like she’s full of hellfire and sharp claws. I only hope she calms down when we rescue her.”

“Surely she will, when she knows her mate is waiting with open arms.”

“I hope so. Listen, Dermot, good luck and have a great time. I have to go. Tell Declan not to worry if he can’t get hold of me. Let’s hope he’s not feeling too sore when he finds out he’s the last bachelor brother.” 

Damon ended the call, and a sense of excitement replaced the sick feeling in his stomach. He had found his mate.

 

 

 


Chapter Four – Zara

 

Zara clung on to the branches of the tree, while her head spun round and around as if she were on a carousel. What the hell? was all she could think.

Of all the times her mate could show up, this had to be the worst. She did not have time for this; her family needed her, Robbie needed her. But when their eyes locked, she knew there was no escape: she wanted him with every fibre of her body. 

Well, her body and his would have to wait. All he was going to do was make her life more complicated. That was why she couldn’t help scowling at him, although she knew it was unfair. It was pure chance they had met now, but somehow it was easier to blame him.

“Ma’am,” the fire chief called, drawing her attention away from her mate. “Can you climb down?”

“Yes,” she said, trying to calm herself. She would be no use to anyone if she couldn’t think clearly. “But I want to wait until you have Robbie down safely first.”

“Would be a whole lot safer if you were down here with your feet on the ground when we send the ladder up.”

“I said I wouldn’t leave him,” she insisted.

“OK. But if at any time we feel you are in danger, you will have to climb down. I would hate for you to fall and have to spend Christmas in the hospital.”

“I understand, but even if I fall, I’ll land on my feet,” she insisted.

“Normally I would believe you, but these things,” and at that moment he slid his eyes sideways to look at her mate. Her mate. She never expected to ever think those words, least of all today. “These things sometimes upset your equilibrium, if you get my meaning.”

“I do. And thank you for your concern.” Then she turned her head away, looking instead at Robbie who had made himself, if not comfortable, then at least secure, in the high branches of the tree. “You OK up there, bud?”

“I am. They are going to an awful lot of trouble for me,” Robbie said worriedly.

“Well, you are worth that trouble. When we get down I’m going to come over to your mom’s and talk to her. See if there is anything I can do to help.”

“There isn’t anything you can do, Zara. Mom said the planes are grounded because of the snow.” His voice cracked a little. “I always liked the snow, but I don’t think I will from now on. It’s keeping my daddy from being here when Santa comes.”

“I know, Robbie. But don’t let it spoil things. You remember your dad is doing his best to get home to you and your mom.”

“OK. It’s coming up,” a voice yelled from below.

The ladder was beginning its shaky ascent, not helped by the snow, which was falling heavily all around them. The branches of the tree kept it off her mostly, but it made visibility so low, she knew there was no way her brother, Logan, was going to be getting on a flight anytime soon. Even if it wasn’t snowing where he was, air traffic control wouldn’t let his flight take off if it had nowhere to land. 

“You OK there, bud?” she asked Robbie again, as the ladder drew closer to him.

“I don’t want to let go.” He sounded scared, and she wished she could reach out and hold him. “When it gets here, I don’t want to let go in case I fall.”

“You won’t fall. The firefighter will make sure he has hold of you first.” She looked up and saw it was a woman in the tower. “Sorry. Assumed you would be a man.”

“Most people do. No offence taken,” she said and then turned her attention to Robbie. “OK, young man. What’s your name and why are you stuck in a tree?”

“Robbie. My name is Robbie.” He didn’t offer any more.

“Well, Robbie my name is Kirsty, and I would love to know why you climbed this tree. And how you got so high, for that matter. Were you trying to get away from someone?” Kirsty looked down at Zara, and Zara suddenly realised what they must think.

“I didn’t chase him,” she said.

“She was trying to get me down,” Robbie offered. “I had to reach the star. It seems so stupid now.”

“Ahh. So is the star special, or did someone dare you?” she asked. The ladder was nearly in position next to Robbie.

“My dad has been working a long way away, and I want him home for Christmas. So I climbed up here to wish on the star, because my dad always said it was special. But I was wrong, I’m old enough to know Santa doesn’t exist, and wishes don’t come true.”

“I don’t think any of us really stop believing in Santa,” Kirsty said. “There. OK, Robbie, you have to climb down next to me here. Can you do that?” 

Zara couldn’t see what was happening anymore. The ladder blocked her view. All she could do was wait, and hope that her nephew was going to be OK. She glanced down, purposely keeping her gaze away from her mate, although she could pinpoint his exact position down there amongst the other people. 

Then a cheer went up, and she knew Robbie was safe. Now she had to climb down. She only hoped that when she reached the ground her legs would support her, because inside she felt like a trembling, lovesick fool. Zara began her descent, one foot after another, stopping to look up occasionally to see the ladder—with Robbie safely in Kirsty’s arms—dropping back down to the awaiting crowd.

The lower she got, the harder it was to breathe, not because she was tired but because of the crushing realisation her life was about to change forever. There was no escaping her fate. Her whole body was attuned to him, her senses straining to catch their first scent, first touch, of him. 

Inside, her cougar stretched. It had slept through the whole drama of Robbie climbing the tree, knowing her human form could handle it. Now the leggy feline got up, stretching her long sinuous legs, claws digging into the ground as she prepared to cast her eyes on her mate. She wanted to assess him, to see if he was fit to run with a cougar over the mountains that were her home.

Zara could tell her cougar wanted him to be a predator, not something small and frightened, like a little rabbit. Oh please, not some small rodent.

Zara hoped so too, because her father was going to be mighty mad that she hadn’t found herself a big old cat as a mate. A bear might be tolerated, but really, he had always envisioned her mating with a lion or a tiger. They had their pride, after all. 

Close to the ground, she was tempted to shift into her cougar and take off. It would be the easiest way to avoid all the commotion that was going on below. They didn’t need her, Robbie was safe, and she would rather go off alone and collect her thoughts. 

However, since her brother was away, she had assumed his role in the town. As daughter of the leader, she had responsibilities; she couldn’t run off. That gave her an idea; maybe she could keep this quiet, tell the people that there was no harm done and imply that her father didn’t need to know about Robbie’s adventure.

They might do as she asked. Everyone realised that Robbie was having a hard time without his dad here. But she was fooling herself: the fire truck had brought the attention of the whole town to the square. And there, in amongst them, was her father. She could see the anger on his face and knew Robbie was in trouble.

To compound the situation, her mate approached from her right, while to her left, her father moved towards her, the crowd parting for him. This was about to get worse. She only hoped Robbie wasn’t going to bear the brunt of her father’s disappointment when he found out her mate was a bear. Was there any way to stop this happening?

“Hello,” her mate said, reaching out and touching her arm, sending shock waves through her body. “I’m Damon.”

Her knees felt weak, but she found her inner strength and made herself stand firm. She turned to him, meaning to tell him to back off. But she was taken off guard by the look of wonder on his face, the excitement of meeting her for the first time so obvious. When she spoke, her voice was soft, imploring. “Can we leave this for now? Please.”

“Leave what?” her father asked sharply, coming up to stand by her.

She put a mask over her own wretched face, hiding the sparkle in her eyes that she knew would tell her father everything. What was she supposed to say? Her mind went blank, but her mate stepped in and saved her.

“Leave the tree as it is.” He hesitated and then went on, “We were concerned that another kid might try to do the same thing. I’m not sure if some kind of barrier around the bottom might be useful.”

“Damn it. That tree has stood there for generations. Just because one stupid child climbed it, doesn’t mean that every other child is going to want to do the same. You can take your health and safety rules and keep them. I will deal with the boy.”

“Dad,” Zara said, mentally thanking Damon for deflecting the conversation. “Robbie does not need telling off.”

“Yes, he does. You of all people should know what happens if order isn’t kept. It was reckless and dangerous. Robbie saw it as a dare, a way of getting attention. Now he’s got it in the form of a rescue by a fire truck. He needs to learn, all the children need to learn, that is not how we behave in Cougar Ridge.”

“Dad. He’s upset. Logan isn’t going to be back for Christmas. He only went up there because he misses his dad.”

“So it was for attention,” her father snapped.

“No. He wanted to wish on the star. You know how Logan always makes this big thing about the magic of Christmas. Well your grandson needs some of that magic. What he does not need is his grandfather telling him off.”

Her father closed his mouth, pressing his lips tightly together. His emotions weren’t hidden from her, no matter how hard he tried; she knew him too well. He was fighting himself, wanting to set an example, but knowing how much Robbie missed his dad. 

“We all miss Logan; we all wanted him home for Christmas,” Zara said softly. 

“I can’t just let it go,” her father said sadly. “You know how things have been this year. We are falling apart and if I lose control, what do we do then?”

“You will gain more respect by showing your compassion, Dad. You know that.”

“Sometimes I think it’s time I handed over the running of the town to Logan … or you. I am getting too old for the changes that are upon us.”

She touched her father’s arm, wanting him to know she loved him. Behind her, she could feel the heat of Damon’s body as he stood, looking the other way as she spoke to her father. He was waiting for her. Wanting to be there for her, just as he would always be there for her. 

And as her father nodded and walked over to speak to Robbie, she knew there was no way to put off the inevitable.

 


Chapter Five – Damon

 

He couldn’t walk away from her. Despite her making it obvious she didn’t want to see him right now, because of her father. It hurt that she hadn’t introduced them to each other, but then he reminded himself they hadn’t been properly introduced themselves; he didn’t even know her name.

His mood soon shifted when he heard her talking to her father. From what they said, he knew that things were not right here in Cougar Ridge. Eavesdropping was wrong, but he needed to know everything about her—particularly why she had been halfway up a Christmas tree.

She stood facing away from him as her father walked off. He saw the rise and fall of her shoulders and knew that meeting him right now was not exactly on her list of things to do. Surely she couldn’t fight the need to be with him, the same need that was telling him to reach out and grab her, then drag her off to bed, right now. 

“Is there anything I can do?” he asked quietly. Hoping she didn’t reply by telling him that he needed to get out of her life.

“No. Thank you. I’m sorry I was so abrupt,” she said, trying to avoid looking him in the eyes.

“It’s OK. I understand how you feel. This is all so totally unexpected. You know your mate is out there, but when you don’t find her for years, you kind of stop looking. And then here you are.”

“Here I am. Here you are.” She allowed her eyes to flick up to his for a moment, and then she looked behind him, to where the rest of the crew were standing. “I should thank them.”

The snow was falling more thickly, landing in her hair, which was the colour of autumn leaves. He lifted his hand and brushed some flakes off her shoulder. “They will understand if you don’t. If you want to go somewhere more private.” He saw her expression change, saw the shock there. “I meant to talk. Not anything else… Well, not yet.”

“They all know?” she asked.

“They are like family to me; we all know each other so well. They saw it instantly.”

She looked tearful when she said, “Sounds as if you have a close family.”

“Aren’t yours?” he asked, seeing her shuddering breath as she tried to steady her emotions.

“My brother and me, yes. My dad, not so much. He has run Cougar Ridge for so long, I think sometimes he forgets that he is our dad first, the leader second.” She looked up, putting on a false smile. “That’s unfair, but you know sometimes you just want your dad, not the man who makes the law in town. I guess that’s why I can sympathise with Robbie for being so upset about not having his dad around for Christmas.”

“Why can’t he be here? Is he OK, or in trouble?” Damon knew that if her brother was in trouble he would do anything in is power to help him so that his mate would be happy. That was what he was here for.

“No. Nothing like that. He couldn’t earn a living here. There was an accident a few months ago and his business collapsed. Anyway, to make ends meet he took a job on the other side of the country. Now he’s trying to get home, but his connecting flight has been delayed because of the snow. If he doesn’t get on a plane, then he won’t be home for Christmas.” She looked up at the snow. “And this shows no sign of stopping.”

“It might.” However, he didn’t believe the snow had any intention of stopping for the next few hours. “That reminds me, the crew will be wanting to leave.”

“You go,” she said, although he could see the strain on her face. Or was he reading too much into it? 

“Do I get to know your name?” he asked.

“Oh. Zara.”

He smiled, watching the snow land on her lashes. Damn, if he didn’t want to kiss her right this minute. “I was thinking of sticking around, Zara. If you want me?”

So much confusion crossed her face. She was fighting to find the right words to say. All he hoped, was whatever those words were, they meant yes. Because he couldn’t bear to tear himself away from her. 

 


Chapter Six – Zara

 

“Damon, I want you to stay. I really do. But this is so sudden, and I can’t think straight,” she said.

“Then don’t. Don’t think. I’ll stay, and we’ll do something together. Go for a drink. Or let’s go for a run in the snow,” he suggested.

“You’re crazy,” she said, but the thought of getting away from everything was too enticing.

“Then be crazy with me. What do you have to lose?” he said, his hand touching her hand, stroking her skin.

“I have to sort things out for Robbie,” she said, tilting her head to look for her nephew. “And say thank you to your crew.”

“OK.” He took her hand and pulled her over to his crew; they were getting ready to leave. “Stan. Everyone, this is Zara. Zara, this is everyone.”

“Nice to meet you Zara,” the pretty young woman who had been on the ladder said. “I’m Kirsty. Since Damon is so appalling at introductions.”

“Hi, Kirsty, thank you so much for getting Robbie down,” Zara said, wondering if there was more to Damon and Kirsty’s relationship. Had they been lovers in the past? Jealousy was not an emotion Zara had ever experienced before.

“You have a good man there,” Kirsty said. “’Bout time someone came along to keep him out of trouble. Or to stop him being a lonely bear.” 

“Lonely bear with a sore head.” Another big, dark-haired firefighter stepped forward. “I’m Harry. If you ever get tired of Damon, look me up,” he said, receiving a blow on the arm from Damon.

“And I am Stan,” an older man said, who had been in charge of the rescue. “And I’m afraid that will have to do for the introductions. I don’t want to be rude but if we don’t get the truck down off this mountain soon, we are going to be spending Christmas here. Once the snow clears, you are welcome to visit us at the station.”

Kirsty nudged her and winked. “We can tell you all of Damon’s embarrassing stories. And there are a lot.”

“No need,” Damon said quickly.

“Thank you again,” Zara said. “Did my father thank you?”

“Yes. Then took Robbie off for a talking-to. You might want to rescue the boy,” Kirsty said. “Plucky to climb that tree. I hope he gets his wish.”

“I hope so too.” She looked at Damon, who had not taken his eyes off her. Something about his look made her go all warm inside, as if she was melting over a roaring fire.

“I’m staying,” Damon stated.

“We guessed as much,” Stan said. “Honestly, I was going to tell you to stay. You are never going to have your head on the job when you have a new mate. I’m long in the claws, but I still remember those early days when love is new, you know.”

“Mrs. Stan is bringing lunch over on Christmas day. It’s a tradition. We’re like their surrogate cubs,” Kirsty said. “Least we’ll be able to eat your share, Damon.”

“It’s so nice to be missed,” Damon joked back.

“You kids have fun,” Stan said.

“See you around, Damon. Zara, I can tell you are going to have your best Christmas yet,” Kirsty said, with a hint of sadness in her voice. Then they got in the truck and it drove off down the sloping road, crawling along so the wheels didn’t skid.

“She hasn’t got a mate either?” Zara asked.

“Nope. She wants to settle down and have cubs. We all do. But as you know, there is no way to make this happen.”

“Is she in love with you?” Zara asked. She normally accepted that mates slept with other people before they met up. Otherwise it might be a long, lonely life. But she hated thinking of Damon sleeping with another woman.

“No. We’re more like brother and sister. Fight, tell each other our problems, but nothing more. We are aware that if we slept together, it would change the way we worked together, and we are a good, strong crew.” He came and stood close to her. “And no matter what is in either of our pasts, our loyalty is to each other now, above all else.”

His words sent a shiver down her spine. He was right of course; there would only ever be one man for her now. And she would be the only woman for him. It seemed like a huge responsibility. What if she didn’t live up to all the other women he had slept with. What if he was disappointed with her? She wasn’t exactly the best housekeeper in the world. Sometimes she wondered if she was good at anything.

“Hey. You OK?” he asked breaking through her thoughts.

“Yes. Just feeling a bit odd. Drained, as if I’ve run a marathon, or something. Not that I know what that would be like. A little on the curvy side for long distance,” she said, indicating her voluptuous body.

He smiled, warming her with the look of pure lust that flashed across his face. “Oh, I have been noticing your curves from the very first moment we met.” 

Her face flushed red with embarrassment. He was probably expecting her to be experienced in the bedroom, but she wasn’t. Not at all. It wasn’t as if she had been saving herself for her mate, for him, it had just never felt right. All the dates she had been on, when she was younger, never made her feel as though she wanted to be close or intimate with another person. Dating was tough when you knew the other person wasn’t the one. She had been left feeling as if she was leading them on. So dating had stopped before someone got hurt.

Her brother, Logan, had teased her about it incessantly, but when he was lucky enough to meet his mate a few years ago, he admitted that nothing could have prepared him for the depth of feeling and emotion he felt for Cindy, his mate and Robbie’s mom.

“I need to go and see Cindy,” she said, her mind trying to grab hold of her old life and cling on to all the things she had to do. Things she needed to get resolved before they went for a run, otherwise she would never be able to relax and truly enjoy herself. And she wanted to. After all the time she had spent trying to keep everything together, she needed time for herself, time with her mate, or she would go insane.

“I understand. Do you want me to come with you?” he asked.

“No. I think it would be better if I talked to her alone. Do you mind?” she asked.

“Of course not,” he said. “We’re mated, not joined at the hip.”

“Thanks.” She shivered, the night was settling in and everyone else had gone home, or to the bar to discuss the day’s events, no doubt. “Look, why don’t I show you the bar where you can get a drink and wait for me.”

“No.” His words were abrupt. “I’ll wait outside of wherever it is you need to go.”

“It’s freezing outside. Really, you would be happier in the bar.”

“I don’t want to be around other people. I want to be close to you. Even if there is a door between us.”

She liked the idea of him not wanting to be too far away from her. However, it made the thought of her brother spending Christmas away from his family almost too much. But as they walked to his house, the snow fell heavily, blanketing the ground and she knew there was little chance of him getting a flight home.

“So has your brother been gone long?” Damon asked.

“A month. He struggled for money, and with Christmas coming, he wanted to be able to earn enough for gifts, and food. We don’t have a lot here,” she said. “It’s because we are open about who we are … what we are.”

“You mean the other side of you—you’re a cougar, right?” he asked.

“Yes. Most of us are. We don’t hide it, but it means we don’t have outsiders visit. No tourists, which is where most towns around here get their income from. The mountain is a great draw, you know.”

“That’s tough. I’m sorry.” He walked by the side of her, his body close, and she longed to reach out and touch him, to feel the strong connection between them, but she had to see Cindy first, see if there was anything she could do to help. Although she knew the only thing that would make a difference was if the snow cleared and flights resumed.

“Right. Here it is,” she said, standing outside her brother’s small house. It didn’t look much from the outside, but it was clean, comfortable, and full of love. She only hoped one day she would have a home like it.

Her throat constricted in panic. She hadn’t allowed herself to think about how her life would change from now on. She was going to be living with Damon before long. Now they had found each other, they would be expected to move in together, get married, and have kids fast.

She didn’t know if she was ready.

“I’ll be quick,” she said, and knocked quietly on the door, before going in. “Cindy.”

“Zara! Thanks for coming over. Your dad told me what Robbie did. I am so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” Zara said. “And it’s not as if Robbie did anything bad. He just wants Logan home for Christmas.”

“He isn’t the only one,” Cindy said, her voice choked with emotion. “I want him here so badly I can’t breathe.”

“Oh, Cindy, if there was any way I could help, you know I would,” Zara said, hugging her sister-in-law. “I hope my dad wasn’t too hard on you.”

“No. Well, not really. You know how he is, and I think he realises this is tough. After all, he knows what it’s like to have a mate. Being away from Logan is the hardest thing I have ever done, and I’ve clung to the thought of him being back for Christmas. You know I didn’t want him to go, but he thought he was letting us down.

“He loves you all so much,” Zara said, thinking of Damon and wondering whether she would ever have such deep feelings for him. 

“One day you’ll experience the same thing, Zara. You have no idea how much I wish that for you.”

“I hope you’re right.” Zara took a deep breath and then asked the question which was burning a hole in her brain. “Did you feel that way about Logan when you first saw him?”

“You mean, when we first met?” Cindy asked, frowning and looking closely at Zara. “Oh honey, have you found the man for you?”

“One of the firemen. He’s waiting for me outside.”

“Then go. Don’t hang around here with me. Go and get to know him.”

“But what if I don’t like him? Or he doesn’t like me.”

“You will learn to love each other, that’s how this thing works. Now go.”

“But what about you and Robbie?”

“We will survive. And you never know, since there has been one Christmas miracle, there might be another. The skies might clear and Logan might get home for Christmas.”

“I hope so, Cindy, it’s hard to be happy when you are so miserable.”

“You know what? Just knowing you have found the right man makes it all a little bit more tolerable.”

“Well, Robbie did wish on that star, you know.”

“Yes. Let’s hope there is some truth in that star being lucky. We sure could do with some. Now go.”

With that, she hugged Zara and pushed her out of the door.

“So you are the lucky man,” Cindy said to Damon, catching him off guard. “A big hunk of bear too. Now, I expect you to look after Zara; you have a special woman there.”

“I intend to,” Damon said, and Zara found herself blushing furiously as he looked at her with eyes that made her panties wet and her heart beat so rapidly she thought it would explode.

 


Chapter Seven – Damon

 

Damon could feel the heat of Zara’s body as she stood next to him. Her sister-in-law was smiling at the two of them, looking happy, despite the sadness in her eyes. Now he had found his mate he realised how tough it must for mates to be apart. He never wanted to be parted from Zara ever again.

Totally impractical, he knew, but that didn’t stop him wanting to spend every minute of every day for the rest of eternity with her.

“This is Cindy, by the way, Damon,” Zara said, finding her voice. She still looked embarrassed about being here, caught between him and the knowing looks of her Cindy. It made him wonder how many boyfriends Zara had had. Was it so unusual for her to be here with a man, or was it just that he was her mate?

“It’s nice to meet you, Cindy. I hope to get to know Zara’s family. I haven’t been up to Cougar Ridge often. But I’m hoping to spend lots more time here now,” Damon said, wanting to create a good impression. He certainly felt as if this was a first date and he was being vetted to see if he was suitable.

“I hope so too. Maybe when Logan gets back, you can come over for dinner?” Cindy asked and the sadness in her eyes crept into her voice.

“I would like that. I hope by some miracle he gets back to you for Christmas.”

“I think it will take more than Robbie’s wish on the star to make that happen. Flights have been grounded for hours. Even if they started to take off now, Logan’s flight will not get here on time.” She sniffed loudly, holding her tears in. “I can’t bear to think of him there at the airport all alone. Not at Christmas.”

“He’ll make it,” Zara said adamantly.

“I know we all want him to. But I can’t see how that is ever going to happen. He said he can’t even find a car to hire. Not for the money we can afford, all the rental places have been inundated.” She smiled at Zara. “Anyway, enough of this. You go have fun.”

“I don’t know if I can when you and Robbie are so miserable,” Zara said.

“Well, even if I can’t persuade you to have fun, I can at least take your mind off things,” Damon said, wanting to take her somewhere so they could be alone and get to know each other. And no, he didn’t mean just sex. He wanted them to talk, to tell each other their life stories.

OK. Maybe sex wouldn’t be such a bad thing.

He immediately regretted thinking those thoughts. His cock hardened, and he felt a strong desire to take hold of Zara, throw her over his shoulder, and take off up the snowy mountain cavemen-style.

“Come on. We were going to go for a run.” He waved to Cindy, backing away as he said, “Nice to meet you.”

Zara hesitated, but Cindy shooed her away. “Go and have some fun, you deserve it.”

“Keep your chin up,” Zara said to Cindy, hugging her tightly, and then she turned away from Cindy and followed him through the snow, heading across the street.

“Where do you go? You know, when you want to run?” Damon asked, not knowing the town layout too well.

“Out towards the back of town, there is some woodland. We can change there. Although we can change anywhere, really; everyone in town knows what we are.” But she was content to walk with him.

“That seems so strange to me. In Bear Bluff, we have to be careful. I like the idea of being free to be who you are.”

“Yes. If only it didn’t mean we end up with no tourists to help pay wages.”

“Are things really that tight here?” he asked.

“Yes. My brother got laid off from work a couple of months ago because his boss lost his delivery truck in an accident. With no way to deliver their goods, the firm collapsed and there was no other work for Logan.”

“And that’s why he is missing Christmas.”

“Yes,” she sighed, and then turned to him. “Let’s not think about that for now. I want to run, feel the snow on my fur and the cold searing my lungs.”

“Then let’s go.” With that, he allowed his bear to come to him and before they had set foot out of town, he was lumbering along on all four paws, with a sexy cougar by his side.

 


Chapter Eight – Zara

 

He was huge, making her feel small and vulnerable, in a good way. Zara was used to being the one to fight for what she wanted. She was as capable as any man, and could hold her own if it came to a fight with teeth and claws. Most men saw her as an equal, and with her fuller, curvier figure, feminine was not a thing Zara had ever felt, until now.

His big, thick legs powered him through the deepening snow, and she was forced to follow in her footsteps part of the way up the lower slopes where the deep, powdery snow was thickest. She didn’t mind: it meant she could watch him, and collect her thoughts.

Seeing Cindy so broken-hearted had made her yearn for the same kind of love and devotion that mates were supposed to have. Deep inside, she allowed herself to feel excited about this new stage of her life; she wanted to open herself up to all the joys it could bring. But what of the heartache?

What of the times when they would be apart, and the image of Cindy, and Robbie, came back to her.

But isn’t it better to have that love, and feel that depth of passion, then to live a half a life with no mate?

Her cougar talked sense, as usual, and as the snow cleared and the going got easier, she let go of all her doubts and fears and lunged forward, overtaking Damon and heading up the mountain slopes, with him behind her.

She ran and ran, not so fast that she lost him, but fast enough that the thrill of the open air and the nearness of her mate made her heart sing. She was alive, and she had a mate. She wanted to shout it to the world, to tell everyone, every man, every beast, that she had the best Christmas gift in the world.

Up, higher and higher, she climbed. The snow stopped falling and the stars came out above their heads, and still she climbed. 

Behind her, she could hear his big paws, crump, crump in the new snow. She turned and watched him. It was time they stopped, time she stopped hiding in her cougar’s body and talked to him.

Zara knew just where to go. Climbing higher, she headed for a waterfall that cascaded down the side of the mountain. With this cold weather, she suspected it would be frozen, and they would be able to head into the small cave behind it. There they could sit and talk, with no pressure from anyone else in the world.

No sound reached her feline ears as they neared the waterfall, and as she suspected, it was frozen. Only the occasional drip of water splashing down onto the frozen pond below broke the muffled silence. The ground was carpeted by a foot or more of snow, the trees above them covered in a blanket of white, which covered their naked branches, making them bow down.

Leaping up onto a big boulder, she threaded her way through a small gap and into a large opening behind the frozen curtain of water. The moonlight above shone down on it, giving the curtain of ice an eerie appearance. In the glowing light, she changed back into her human form, the cold air hitting her, making her gasp in shock.

“I never expected it to be this cold,” she said, as he came to sit beside her. She hugged herself, rubbing her arms, trying to get some heat into her cold body. Normally she kept herself warm, no matter what the temperature. However, tonight she couldn’t help her teeth chattering in the freezing air.

“Here, let me warm you,” he said, and pulled her close. Instantly the heat of his body chased the chill from her skin, but her teeth still chattered, from a nervous excitement that filled every nerve ending, every fibre, of her body.

She was uniquely attuned to him. The rise and fall of his chest, the beat of his heart, and the scent of his skin were all welcoming her into his arms. Zara rested her head on his chest, and they sat in silence—no need for words, not yet. But soon there would be, and what was she supposed to say?

He looked up, studying the curtain of ice in front of them. “This is a beautiful place. Do you come here in the summer when the water is running?”

“Yes. When I was a child I use to come here with Logan and we would spend hours swimming in the pool. Jumping in, splashing each other.”

“You’re very close to Logan,” he said, his hand stroking her arm.

“Yes. We always have been. I know some brothers and sisters fight, but we were never like that. I think it’s because my dad was always so busy, so Logan looked out for me, and I looked out for him. We defended each other. Cougar Ridge often has fights between the younger cougars. One thing about us being open about our other side means there is less need to be in control.”

“Sounds like fun,” Damon said. “I used to fight with my brothers. Still do, but not in a bad way and we always know we can depend on each other.”

“Do they have mates?” she asked, knowing how tough she had found it the last few years watching her brother find his mate, and then have a child. Maybe it was her biological clock ticking by, but she wanted a family and a child now more than ever.

“Up until this afternoon, no. We had our usual drink before we all started our Christmas shifts and we were all still bachelors. But since then … it seems we have all struck lucky.” He smiled. “I think this is the last Christmas where we all volunteer to work.”

“So you are a firefighter. What do your brothers do?” Zara asked.

“My brother Declan is the sheriff of Bear Bluff.”

“The sheriff. Wow.”

“And my younger brother Dermot is a paramedic.”

“You all turned out good boys, then, didn’t you?” she teased.

“Eventually, although we caused more than our fair share of trouble when we were younger. Not in a bad way, but boys, especially three brothers, will be boys.” He chuckled at his memories.

“Why a firefighter?” she asked, relaxing now. Her teeth had stopped chattering and she was able to enjoy being here with him.

“I don’t know. Declan had left school and decided to go into law enforcement. I suppose when I saw how much he wanted to help the town, I thought that it was a good idea. I’m an active guy, so fighting fires seemed to be the thing to do.”

“Steady careers.” She liked the sound of that. But would it mean she had to leave Cougar Ridge?

“Yes. We all work well together, so when there are emergencies, we all pull together to get the job done. Fires, road accidents, you name it, we’re there.”

“You must see some awful things.”

“Yes. And some wonderful things. You know, when people all pull together, with one common aim, to help each other. And in Bear Bluff, I think those of us who have a shared secret look out for each other. There is nothing braver than a bear.”

“Except for a cougar,” she said, nudging him in the ribs. Maybe he was making her feel more playful. Could he ever help her let go of the responsibilities she felt to make everything in Cougar Ridge right?

“Oh, I don’t know enough about cougars to agree with you.” He shifted his weight, turning his body to hers. “You might have to teach me all about cougars.”

She looked up at him, her eyes drawn to his lips. “I’m not the best teacher,” she said.

“Then we can just fumble our way forward,” he said, his hand going to the nape of her neck and he lowered his head and pressed his lips to hers.

Her body responded in the most primal way. Her heart raced, her sex ached, and tendrils of desire unfurled to wrap around her stomach, making it lurch with desire. If she hadn’t known before that he was the one, in that one solitary kiss she did. Without doubt, no man had ever made her feel like this and no man ever would.

She gave herself to him, unconsciously sending a message to him, telling him she was his. Damon deepened the kiss, his tongue sliding along her lower lip, making her tremble with anticipation. She turned her body to his, pressing her breasts against his hard, toned chest. With her nipples already hardened with the cold, the friction was incredible and if he asked her, she would have laid down right now and allowed him to make love to her.

As if to prove that to him, she reached out and stroked his chest, moving her hand down over his toned abs. Then she faltered. Was she ready to be so blatant in her desire when she had only just met him?

 


Chapter Nine – Damon

 

If her hand went lower, if she touched him, stroked his cock, which was already rock hard, he might not be able to control himself. And he didn’t want to take her here, not on a cold, wet cave floor. He wanted to make love to her in a warm bed, where they could relax and explore each other, not huddle together to stop from getting hypothermia. So he slid his hand over hers and stilled it.

“I should take you back to Cougar Ridge,” he said, and she pulled away from him, the loss of her touch worse than he could have imagined. “I should go back to the fire station, check everything is OK, and then I’ll come back to you.” With flowers and candy and his heart, all gift-wrapped for her. “If you want me to.”

Her eyes looked heavy with desire, and he knew he didn’t have to ask. 

“That sounds like a good idea. I’ll check in on Cindy, and then go home. I’ll give you the address,” she said nervously.

“I don’t think I need it. I could follow your scent.” He bent his head, nuzzling her neck and inhaling her scent until he felt delirious.

“We should go.” She stood up abruptly. “It’s late and you should get back to your job.”

He smiled. “If you don’t want me to leave, then I won’t.”

“No. I think it’s a good idea.” She looked out into the night and shuddered. “I think I need some time to get used to the idea of having a mate. It’s so sudden. Our worlds have changed forever, haven’t they?”

He stood and went to her, holding her close. “I won’t force anything on you.”

“How do you know I won’t force things on you? Like living in Cougar Ridge. I don’t think I could live with you in Bear Bluff. I know your job is there, but I don’t know if I want to learn to watch what I say, or hide who I am.”

“I know. It’s OK. I work shifts and it’s not that far. I only hope Cougar Ridge is accepting of a big, bad bear.”

“I think they’ll cope. Although my dad won’t be the most welcoming person until he gets to know you.”

“Has he always been in charge here?” 

“For as long as I can remember. He hated the idea of my brother working away. He doesn’t accept change too well. Just the fact that his little girl has a mate is going to hit him hard, let alone finding out he is a bear.”

“I hope he gets used to it. There is no way I am staying away from you, Zara.”

“He’ll understand.” She pulled away and headed for the path leading out of the waterfall. 

However, Damon wasn’t ready to let her go just yet. In the light of the moon, he pulled her to him and kissed her until she was breathless. When he released her, he said, “I plan to see you safely home, and then I am going to run over to Bear Bluff.”

“Of course. I hadn’t thought about how you are going to get home.”

“It won’t take me long and it will do me good to run off some of this … tension.”

“If you’re sure.”

“Yes, then when I’ve settled everything in Bear Bluff, I’ll come back in my truck.” He looked up at the sky as they came out into the open air. “If I can make it up the road. If not, I’ll have to leave my truck at the bottom and lumber up bear-style.”

“I will be waiting,” she said, quickly kissing him on the lips and then changing into her cougar and leaping off into the night with Damon in hot pursuit.

 


Chapter Ten – Zara

 

Zara had dashed back to check on Cindy and Robbie. There was no news on Logan getting home, and her sister-in-law had insisted there was no use her waiting around with them, and that she should go and enjoy herself with her mate.

“I don’t mind hanging out here with you,” Zara had said.

“Listen, there is no reason for us all to be miserable over Christmas. I know how much your brother loves you. He would much rather you spent the evening with your mate than here with me.”

“But I don’t want to leave you alone,” Zara said.

Cindy looked at Zara, her eyes brimming with tears. “Just because he isn’t here with me, doesn’t mean I am alone. Once you have a mate, no matter where they are in the world, they are with you. Distance means nothing. But I just want to hold him. So you do me a favour, Zara. You go and hold your man.”

Zara felt tears welling up inside her, pricking her eyes. “I’m scared, Cindy. What if that’s not what it’s like? What if he doesn’t want me?”

“Then he is a fool. But Zara, that isn’t how these things work. He is your fated mate, which means you are perfectly matched. Just embrace it. Embrace him.” Cindy lifted Zara’s chin and nodded. “Let him in.”

Zara wiped her eyes. “I should go. I need to shower and change. He’s coming back as soon as he has checked everything is all right at work.” She headed to the door. “If you need anything, let me know. I won’t be far away.”

“But you will be busy,” Cindy said, laughing when she saw the look of horror cross Zara’s face. “You will do just fine. Let yourself enjoy him, Zara. There is no pressure; this is not you trying to keep your dad happy. This is you allowing yourself to be happy and make your mate happy.”

With Cindy’s words still circling around her head, she had gone home, walking through the snow, deep in thought about her future with Damon. If she were honest, she knew she was lucky to have such a man: not only was he very handsome, but he was a firefighter. It wasn’t just the steady income that appealed to her about his job, it was knowing that he had to be brave to have such a career. And committed to helping people.

Gradually, a longing to be with him built inside her. She showered and then dressed, but couldn’t face eating a thing. Her stomach was doing back flips of anticipation while she sat and waited for him. Her nervous energy grew until she could only sit on the sofa for a few minutes before she became consumed with an urge to look out of the window to see if he was approaching. Looking out on the empty street, she experienced disappointment and went to sit down again. Only to get up a few minutes later and repeat the search for him, with her eyes straining to listen for either a truck or a big bear coming towards her.

Nothing.

What if he had changed his mind? No, he wanted this as much as she did, and he certainly wasn’t going to play hard to get; they were fated mates, this was no ordinary first date. OK. So what if he had been called out with his crew to some fire or an emergency? Cars were likely to go off the road in this icy weather.

Her thoughts returned to the road accident that had happened in the autumn, the one that had changed her brother’s life. Oh no. What if he was involved in an accident while trying to reach Cougar Ridge? She could never live with the guilt if something had happened to him because of her.

Why hadn’t she gone with him to Bear Bluff? She should have stayed with him. 

Her head shot up and her cougar stretched in anticipation as the sound of an engine reached her. Standing up, she slid her hands down over the skirt she had put on, and made sure the top three buttons of her shirt were open, revealing the top of her cleavage. Then she did one back up again, not wanting to look like a wanton woman.

Who was she kidding? She was wanton; she wanted him! Laughing at herself, feeling lighter than she had for a long time, she rushed to the door and pulled it open. Peering down the street, she saw the lights of his truck, and felt the biting cold on her inflamed skin. Maybe it would act like a cold shower, because if something didn’t temper her arousal she was probably going to jump in him as soon as his feet touched the ground and drag him to bed.

The truck stopped. His door opened and he got out, coming around the front and then standing, staring at her. Zara looked down at herself, wondering if she had a stain on her shirt or something. “Is something wrong?” she asked.

“No. Nothing at all. It’s only the longer I was away from you, the more I began to worry that I had dreamed you. And now I’m here, and you’re there, and I know it’s real.”

“Why don’t you come in?” she said, her voice husky with desire.

“I would. But I don’t think it’s such a good idea,” he said, coming towards her, but stopping just out of reach.

“Why?” she asked, puzzled.

“Because I went back to work. And when I told them about your brother, Stan told me I was an idiot.”

“For what?” Being my mate?

“For not thinking about this before. Why don’t we drive and get your brother?”

“Why don’t we what?” Her body held a contradicting mess of emotions. Part of her wanted to go off into the night with him and drive hundreds miles or more to fetch her brother. The other part of her wanted to drag him off to bed.

“If we leave now, the roads will be quiet. Once we hit the highways, they will be gritted enough for us to make good time. Let’s go and make Robbie’s Christmas wish come true. We should be there and back before Christmas morning.”

“You would do that? For me?” she asked, incredulously.

“That and more,” he said and pulled her into his arms, his lips finding hers. 

She clung to him, her hands going to clutch at his jacket, trying to keep herself upright when her knees wanted to give way beneath her. His tongue slid between her teeth and he tasted her mouth, and she met him, returning his kiss with a passion she never knew existed inside her. She whimpered against his assault, willing to give herself to him. Right here, right now.

However, with an anguished groan he pulled himself away from her. “Damn, you make it hard for me to resist you.”

“Sorry,” she gasped, her head spinning as she came back down to earth.

“That kiss was nothing to be sorry for,” he said, his breathing ragged. “But if we want to get your brother, we need to leave now.”

“Are you sure? It’s such a long way.”

“I have it all planned. We will need to stop over somewhere for a few hours, we’re going to need to sleep or I’ll fall asleep at the wheel.” He raked his eyes over her body. “And as desirable as you look in those clothes, and you have no idea how much I want to strip you right now and take you to bed...” He took a breath to regain control, his eyes telling her of his passion, barely contained. “You need to dress warmly in pants, just in case we get stranded and have to walk.”

“Give me five minutes,” she said and turned away from him, disappearing into her bedroom and shutting the door. Not because she didn’t want him to see her half-naked, but because she knew he would have to fight to keep his hands of her body if he did, just as she was fighting to keep her hands off him. 

Pulling out a backpack, she stuffed in her toothbrush, and anything else she thought she might need, adding a change of underwear and a fresh shirt before she dragged on several layers of clothing. Going to her closet, she found a thick waterproof coat that she would place in the truck just in case she had to get out and walk.

As she went to open the bedroom door, she had to stop and steady herself. This was madness: she was about to drive off into a snowy night with a man she had only just met. Driving in the snow was dangerous enough, but with someone she didn’t know? That was just ludicrous. 

The voice telling her that sounded just like her father’s. Forceful. Wary. Scared of change. Embracing her love of adventure, she reached for the door handle and opened it. She wasn’t her father; she didn’t have to be like him, and she was old enough to make her own decisions.

“I’m ready,” she said, excited to be heading out of Cougar Ridge into the unknown with her mate. 

“Then let’s go.” He took her hand and led her to the truck, opening the door for her, like a true gentleman. Once she was safely inside, seatbelt on, he closed the door, ran around to the other side, and got in. “This is going to be fun. I have you to myself for the next few hours. In that time we can get to know each other.”

“Or get bored of each other,” she said with a laugh, although she was only half joking. What would two strangers find to talk about for so long? As he reversed the truck, turning round to head back out of town, she hoped this wasn’t a mistake.

How could it be? They were about to go and get her brother, and fulfil Robbie’s Christmas wish. Surely luck would be on their side.

 


Chapter Eleven – Damon

 

“How can you not like the ocean?” he asked, laughing at her screwed-up face.

“It’s not so much me,” she said, putting her hand to one side of her mouth and whispering. “It’s the cat.”

“So because your cougar doesn’t like the ocean, you don’t either?” he asked.

“That’s right. Come on, don’t tell me you aren’t influenced by your bear. There must be some things he hates.” 

“I’m in charge of my bear,” he said confidently.

“Really. There is nothing that he hates? And makes you avoid? Such as … I don’t know, eating mushrooms.”

“Mushrooms, I love mushrooms,” Damon insisted, and then he paused.

“Oh, so there is something. Tell me what it is. Spinach? Good old cabbage? Because I could just see a big brave bear being afraid of his greens.”

“Oranges.”

“Excuse me?” she laughed, and he liked the sound of that. He would like to make her laugh every day for the rest of his life.

“Oranges. I had an incident with oranges when I was learning to control my bear. I dug my claws into one, and it squirted in my bear eyes. I blame my brothers. They threw it at me, and I thought it was a ball.” Damon looked at her as she giggled. “They liked to tease me and when you start changing, you look for all the advice you can get. Anyway, they switched this ball for an orange and it exploded in my face. Making my eyes sting.”

“So now you are afraid of oranges.”

“I didn’t say afraid. I just don’t like them.” He screwed his face up at the thought.

“Even orange juice?” she asked.

“Only with my breakfast,” he said, and then glanced at the clock. “Which makes me think we should find somewhere to stop. I need some sleep, and the roads are getting more treacherous. I’m struggling to see where the edge of the road is. It will be much easier if we stop for a few hours and then continue in the light.”

He had slowed down for the last couple of hours, and the concentration was making his eyes tired. He decided it would be safer to get some rest and start fresh in the daylight. 

“Sure. Next place we see, we can stop,” she said, but she sounded unsure.

“We’ll have plenty of time to get there,” he said reassuringly. “We’ve made good time, but my eyes are tired and the road is treacherous.”

“I could drive,” she offered.

“You look beat too, Zara. Better we get there a couple of hours later and in one piece than not at all.”

“You’re right. I’m just so excited and nervous. What if something goes wrong?”

“Trust me, I’m a firefighter,” he said with a grin. “No, honestly, I will get us there, I promise.”

“And back. We need to get back before Robbie wakes up on Christmas morning,” she said.

“We will. OK, there. We can stop and see if they have a room.” He pointed to a hotel. There were lights on, so he hoped there would be night staff in the reception area who would be willing to let two weary travellers in so they could get some rest.

Pulling into the parking lot, he grabbed their bags, and went round to help a sleepy-looking Zara out of the truck. She looked so adorable, and he wanted to kiss her so very badly. But that could wait. They needed to get to bed so they could make an early start in the morning. They were up against the clock, a thing he was used to in his job. Fire didn’t wait for you to rescue someone before it consumed a building. He had to focus on what they were here for.

They had a mission, a goal, and they needed to complete it by tomorrow morning. No problem. But his bear worried they were going to let their mate down, and she might never forgive them if that happened.





Chapter Twelve – Zara

 

“Yes, I have a room, we have a few actually. With flights cancelled, some of our guests haven’t arrived.” The receptionist began taping her keyboard, taking their names, then she asked, “Two singles or a double?”

The young woman eyed them with interest as they looked at each other. She knew Damon would be happy for them to have two rooms; he wouldn’t push them sleeping together. But she didn’t want to be apart from him, she wanted to curl up in his arms and fall asleep listening to the sound of his heart.

“Double,” she said, desperately trying to keep her voice even. But the colour was creeping across her skin, a heat that only he could ignite in her.

“A double it is,” the receptionist said. “Here we are, room 12. Second floor and first room on the right.” She pointed to the elevator.

“Thank you,” Damon said, accepting the key. “You OK?” he asked Zara as they moved away from the desk.

“Just tired. I wasn’t too bad when we were in the truck, but now I think I could fall asleep on the spot.”

“I know how you feel.” They waited for the elevator door to open. They got in and he pressed the button to take them to the first floor. “I’ll set and alarm for five hours’ time. We should have time for breakfast and be on the road before it gets busy. Two hours later we should be at the airport.”

“I’ll update Logan when we leave in the morning,” she said, leaning against the elevator wall as it climbed to their floor. They could have walked, it was only one floor, but she doubted she would have got there. Her feet were so heavy it was an effort to pick each one off the ground. “He is so thankful, Damon.”

“I only want to help,” Damon said smiling at her, although he looked worn out too. “Come on.”

The elevator door opened and they walked to their room. He unlocked the door, revealing a double bed. Neither of them undressed; they simply took their shoes off and collapsed onto the bed. He pulled her close, his arm possessive as it held her in his embrace. Then she was asleep.

***

She woke to the sound of beeping. Damon slid away from her, reaching for his phone and swiping the screen to switch off the alarm. “Sorry, bit of a rude awakening.”

“I can’t believe we’ve slept for five hours. It seems I’ve only just closed my eyes.”

“Stay here and relax, I’ll go see if I can rustle up some breakfast in bed for you.” He got out of bed and went to the bathroom, and then he headed out into the corridor, leaving her to go over everything that had happened. 

However, she drifted off to sleep instead.

“Here we go.” His voice woke her again. “I’m sorry, honey, but you have to wake up.”

“Sorry. Drifted off.”

“I hope you were having sweet dreams. And if you were, I hope they were about me,” he said, looking wide-awake and gorgeous. 

Zara sat up. She was a fool. Instead of lying here in bed, she should have got up and spent the time in the bathroom trying to make herself look, and feel, human. Right now, she felt like a crumpled mess. Dragging her hand through her hair, she tried to make herself look presentable, but he just laughed.

“Eat. I don’t much care what you look like in the morning. You will always be beautiful to me.”

“I look that bad?” she asked, sitting up and reaching for some toast to nibble.

“Not bad at all. Good, all good and all mine,” He leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “And I look forward to waking up with you every morning for the rest of my life.”

“You don’t know how grumpy I am in the mornings,” Zara joked, taking a bite of her toast, but her appetite disappeared when she saw the look in Damon’s eyes.

“I know how to get you out of a grumpy mood,” he said, leaning forward and nuzzling her neck, sending shivers down her spine. “Do you want me to show you right now?”

The piece of toast dropped from her hand. She wanted to shout yes, yes, show me, but the words stuck in her throat. However, she didn’t want this moment to disappear, and so she stroked his cheek with her fingers, feeling the rough stubble on his face. Damon turned his head, and their lips met. He questioned her again, and she gave him a firmer answer this time, her fingers weaving into his hair as she deepened their kiss.

Damon moved, covering her body with his. All she could think was how she should have visited the bathroom while he was out of the room. But she hadn’t expected this. If she had she would have cleaned her teeth, brushed her hair, and maybe put on clean underwear. She groaned inwardly. What would he think of her?

He wanted her. That was what he was thinking; she could tell in the way he stroked her skin, the way he kissed her lips, and the hardness of his cock as it pressed against her thigh. This was it, they were about to consummate their relationship. Despite the need to get back on the road, a new urgency had taken hold of them and neither of them could fight it.

Her shirt was soon dispatched to the floor, the buttons no match for his fingers. He groaned in appreciation at her breasts, still encased in her bra. His right hand cupped her soft flesh, his thumb rubbing her hard nipple, making it a taut peak of arousal. Grazing his teeth across the fabric, he made her stomach clench, and her sex ached to feel him inside.

Coming to her senses, she wanted to strip him too, to feel his naked flesh pressing against hers. With trembling hands, she tugged at his T-shirt, lifting it up over his head, and then letting it fall to the floor so her hands could busy themselves stroking his tanned, toned chest. She kissed his hard nipples, and licked them. Round and round she tortured them until he gave a strangled cry of desire.

Sitting up, he undid his belt, and then stood to let his pants drop to pool around his feet. Naked, his cock hard and erect in front of him, he let her admire his body for a split second and then he was undoing her pants. A wave of embarrassment swept over her as he pulled her panties down too, leaving her naked apart from her bra. But as his eyes swept the length of her body, he left her feeling nothing but desirable. 

Damon moved to lie next to her, helping her to sit so he could unclasp her bra. When her breasts spilled forward, he caught them, one hand on each, massaging the soft, warm flesh, kissing the tips of her nipples. The heat between her thighs grew in intensity, as did the ache deep inside her that wanted to be chased away by Damon. Did he feel the same; did his body yearn for hers?

Reaching between their bodies, she wrapped her hand tentatively around his cock, feeling him stiffen as her palm chafed his skin. Up and down she ran her hand, his mouth more urgent on her breasts with each stroke. Zara marvelled at this new form of communication, his body reacting to her touch. With no words he taught her how to stimulate him, until he told her to stop.

His hand covered hers. “If you keep that up, I will be making a mess all over the sheets. I would rather come inside you, Zara. I know we don’t have much time, so let’s make the most of it. If you want me.”

“Yes. I have never wanted anything more in my whole life,” she said eagerly, and he moved to lie between her thighs.

She thought he would take her right away, but instead, he stroked her thigh, tilting his body to make room for his hand to caress her skin. Working his way upwards with each stroke, he teased her, the throb of her clit stronger than her heartbeat as she waited in anticipation of his first touch.

When it came, her breath stopped, all her concentration going to that small bundle of nerves and the touch of his fingers as they stroked her there. Closing her eyes, she let herself be swept away on the tide of emotion that was spilling from her, and then he pressed his finger inside her sex. The world spun. He pressed deeper, his hand encouraging her to open her thighs wider, to allow him to stroke her, caress her and please her.

Her orgasm built, her climax hovering close. When he stopped.

She was about to ask what was wrong, but when she opened her eyes she realised nothing was wrong. He was simply moving his body, positioning himself so that he could enter her.

The world froze. Would it hurt? Would he fit? He looked so big and she felt so small, so insignificant as she lay with her mate between her thighs.

He pressed the head of his cock against her sex, moving his hips forward in a strong thrust to enter her. Breathe. Breathe. She repeated the words, tears pricking her eyes as she prayed it wouldn’t hurt. Then his lips pressed against hers, comforting her. His hands stroked her skin, relaxing her, and she knew everything would be OK; he would make it right. He would make it good.

Gently, each stroke of his cock along her inner walls like a caress, he thrust deeper inside her. In and out, deeper with each stroke, he filled her with his cock. It didn’t hurt anything like she had imagined, and as she let herself go, she began to enjoy this new experience. She was making love to her mate.

She was making love to her mate.

The words rattled around in her head, and she smiled, kissing him back more fiercely than ever, her cougar wanting to dig its claws into his flesh and hold him in place for eternity.

But they couldn’t stay here forever; they had to go to the airport to fetch Logan. And so the urgency between them developed into something neither of them could control.

Heat grew between their bodies, an incredible friction where their skin moved against the other. Her nipples, stimulated by his chest as he moved in and out of her, sent messages of pleasure to her sex, the nerve endings connecting until her sex contracted, griping him as wave after wave of pleasure coursed through her body. 

Her orgasm hit her hard, she cried out his name and set up a chain reaction, his cock spilling its seed inside her. On this Christmas Eve, they might be making a baby. A baby that would be with them next Christmas, making their lives complete.

Thoughts of babies were soon swept away. Damon lunged into her hard, fast, jerking out his own orgasm and making her climax last for eternity. Until they were both exhausted, their emotions spent, and they lay in each other’s arms while they fought for control of their breath, and their emotions.

 


Chapter Thirteen – Damon

 

“This is better than any Christmas I’ve ever had, and it’s only Christmas Eve,” Damon said, hugging Zara tightly. They were standing outside his truck, his arms were wrapped around her and neither of them wanted to part.

“I agree.” She laid her head on his chest. “But we have to go. Logan will be wondering where we are.”

Damon pulled back, kissing her lips one more time and then said, “OK. Once we’re on the road, you can call him and tell him we’ll be there in two hours, three at the most.” He looked at the road. The snow had begun to melt in places. This part of the journey might not take too long after all.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” Zara said, getting into the truck, where he couldn’t resist leaning in and giving her one more kiss. “It seemed to make sense last night. Now it just seems crazy.”

“Well. We’re too far into crazy to go back now. Although I’ll be glad to get there and pick Logan up, then all we have to do is drive home.”

“Yeah, that is going to be a long drive. But maybe if we take it in turns, it won’t be so bad.” 

He closed her door and ran around to the other side, careful not to slip on the slushy snow. “True. You could try to sleep some more now. Then you will feel better when we get there and maybe you could drive the first part home.”

“Sure. I could do with some more sleep.”

“And hopefully you’ll be fully rested so when we do get back to Cougar Ridge later, we can practice making cubs again.”

“I can’t believe that we might have a family of our own by next Christmas. I love Robbie, loved watching him grow from a tiny baby into a young boy. Sometimes, when I held him, I wished he was mine, that I could feel what it was like to have a child. Now it’s going to come true.”

Reaching over, he placed his hand on hers, squeezing it, trying to pour all his love into that touch. He wanted to lean over and kiss her, but he was scared if he did, he might well end up going back to reception and asking for the key to their room, so he could make love to her again.

“In a few months that dream will come true for both of us, Zara. I am going to be the best husband and best father I can be.” He meant it, every word.  

This was a new start for him. After years of looking after and rescuing strangers, he was longing to look after his woman, and protect their child from whatever might come their way.

He would protect Zara too, but he was sure his little cougar could do that all by herself. He would never have to worry about being away from his family, not when he had such a fierce feline as his mate.

He shook his head and laughed. “A cat. I never thought I would be with a cat.”

“I hope I’ve been a good surprise,” she said hotly.

“Oh, yes. A very sexy cat. Who could ask for more?” And he couldn’t ask for more; as they pulled out onto the road, he was happy and content here with her. The rest of their lives lay in front of them, just like the snowy road, stretching out for miles and miles, magical in its wintery glory.


Chapter Fourteen – Zara

 

He thought she was sexy. She sat smiling to herself as the miles disappeared, taking her closer to her brother. Yes, she was supposed to try to sleep, but who could do that when she was sat next to a hunk of pure male perfection? Instead, she studied him, the length of his hair, brown, with russet tones that curled at his shoulder. She imagined lying in bed, running her fingers through it while he slept next to her. 

Occasionally he caught her staring and turned his dark amber eyes to her, and in those moments she could see the bear lurking underneath his skin. All primal, all hers, and all beast.

“There it is,” he said, and she jumped out of her daydream. It had been about her primal beast taking her. Making love to her up in the mountains and then running wild and free across the mountainside in spring. 

Sitting up, she cleared her throat, trying to rid herself of the arousal that lingered all over her body. She didn’t want her brother to see it in her face; she liked to keep intimate things to herself, and this was particularly intimate.

“You should phone him,” Damon said, smiling a little. She knew he would be able to read her thoughts, and when he winked at her, she was sure he had been having the same daydream as her. “Once we’re home, we can pick up where I would have liked to have continued in the hotel room.”

She had her phone to her ear and almost ignored her brother when he answered, too caught up in the image Damon had just created for her.

“Zara?” Logan asked. “Is that you?”

“Oh, yes. We’re at the airport. Where do you want us to meet you?” she asked, getting her head back into the present, when all it wanted to do was dream about the future.

“You made it!” he said excitedly. “I can come to the parking lot.”

“OK. We can circle round. There’s a drop-off point; we can meet you there.” It sounded good to hear his voice at last. 

“Right. Give me five minutes to get out there. Or maybe ten, there are so many people here; I have to try to fight my way through them.” In the background, Zara could hear the sound of him making his way through the crowds. She heard him saying: excuse me, can I come through and thank you. Her brother would be with them soon, and now she felt nervous. The three of them were going to have to sit in the truck for hours as they drove back to Cougar Ridge. What if Logan and Damon didn’t get on?

“It’ll be fine,” Damon said, seeing her worried expression. “We have plenty of time to get back. All we have to do is drive in shifts. We can do this and make Robbie’s Christmas extra-special.

“I know,” she said nodding, not wanting to tell him that wasn’t what she was concerned about. “Oh, there he is.”

They had pulled around to wait for Logan, and she could see him coming out of the airport terminal, struggling under the weight of his luggage. Without a second thought, she opened the truck door and threw herself out.

“What have you got in there?” she asked, hugging Logan briefly and then taking hold of a backpack. 

“Gifts. I wanted to bring something special home. I think I went a bit crazy.”

“A bit!” she said, laughing with delight at being here with him. Surely, luck was on their side and they would make it home for Christmas.

“I think it might be a good job my flight was delayed and you came to fetch me, otherwise it would cost me a fortune. I’m over my baggage allowance.”

“Just a bit,” she said, helping him put his luggage in the back of the truck.

“So who is the knight in shining armour?” Logan asked, a twinkle in his eye.

“You’ve been talking to Cindy?” Zara accused.

“Yes. I wanted her to know you were coming for me. She isn’t telling Robbie, just in case we don’t make it back. But she did mention you had found your mate.”

“Logan, I can’t tell you how happy I am,” she said, tears welling up in her eyes. “It was his idea to come get you. I hope you like him, because you are my two favourite people in this world.”

“Hey, if he makes you happy, I already like him.” Logan hugged her briefly, then pulled away from her and took her hand. “Come on. Let’s get back home. I can’t tell you how much I have missed the old place. And my cougar wants to stretch his legs. It’s been difficult living without him running free. I think he’s sulking.”

“Well, once we get back to Cougar Ridge, he can run all he wants.”

They went round to the passenger side. Zara slid in first and Logan followed, shutting the door behind him. It was a little snug, and she had to press up close to Damon, something he didn’t seem to mind.

“Hi. I’m Damon,” Damon grinned at Logan, while he pulled back out to begin the long drive home.

“Logan. And I just want to say thanks. Zara told me this was your idea.”

“My crew’s idea. I’m a firefighter. When I went back to the station yesterday, they pointed out that if you couldn’t fly home, I should drive to get you. Just to make Zara happy.” Damon looked at Zara with open adoration, which she struggled to believe she deserved.

“Is that how you two met?” Logan asked.

Zara didn’t know what to say. She glanced at Damon, who gave a small shrug. Logan instantly picked up on their hesitation.

“Don’t tell me there was another accident, or a fire? Cougar Ridge is still in one piece, isn’t it?” he asked, his voice telling how concerned he was.

“Everything is fine. And I guess Robbie will tell you anyway when he sees you, since he is the reason we met and the reason we are here, and you will be getting home.”

“What did he do? Is he in trouble?” Logan implored her to tell him the truth.

“Well, it’s kind of your fault,” she said, smiling to reassure him. “You see, Robbie listens to you and your stories, and so when you weren’t going to be home for Christmas he decided to wish upon a star.” Zara paused and then went on. “So he climbed the tree in the town square to wish upon the star on top of it.”

“The tall tree. In the square?” Logan asked, his face pale. “All the way up to the top?”

“Oh yeah. All the way. He was so happy when he got to the top and made his wish. He was convinced it was going to come true because you told him how special it is.” 

“Damn it, the little tearaway.” Logan shook his head. “If anything had happened to him.”

“He’s fine,” Damon interjected. “And Zara was there to help him. She was halfway up the tree when we got there.”

“It wouldn’t take my weight, so I couldn’t get to him in case the tree snapped. One of the fire crew, Kirsty, climbed up the ladder and rescued him.”

“The boy’s had quite an adventure,” Logan said. “And that’s why you are here? To make his wish come true?”

“More or less. I know Dad is cross with him,” Zara said, thinking of her father’s angry face. “But I think we all owe him a big thank-you. If he hadn’t climbed the tree, we would never have met.” She looked over to Damon. 

“And I would be stranded in that airport.” Logan laughed. “You know he’s going to be up that tree every year from now on making these wishes.”

“Then I think you need to make sure you are there every Christmas from now on, to make sure he is safe,” Zara said. “You have no idea how much they have missed you, Logan.”

“Yes. I do. I have missed them so much I thought my heart would break. Mates aren’t meant to be apart,” he said quietly, and then looked at Zara. “You have found the perfect person for you, Zara, never forget that. And Damon. I am trusting you with my sister. Please look after her.”

“I intend to,” Damon said. “Every day of my life.”

Zara settled back into her seat as silence settled over them, leaving them all lost in their own thoughts as the miles flew by. The snow was melting, the sun drying the road out, and they made good time.

As tiredness took her, she closed her eyes. She couldn’t wait to get back home and see Robbie happy when he saw his dad tomorrow morning. 

Tomorrow. Christmas day. But she had already received the most perfect gift she could ever have wished for.

 


Chapter Fifteen – Damon

 

“Home at last,” Zara said, stretching her legs. They were heading up towards Cougar Ridge with about five miles to go. Damon was glad to see the road sign pointing to their destination, because he was so tired, he was in danger of dropping off to sleep if he had to drive much further.

“Can you pull over?” Logan asked. “If you don’t mind, I want to run from here. My cougar is so sick of being caged, and now we are close to home it’s becoming unbearable.”

“Sure,” Damon said, pulling over to the side of the road. “I think we can both understand how difficult it is to keep the beast inside.” He knew he his bear wanted to be released and run with his cougar up over the mountain again, but that would have to wait for another day. He needed to sleep.

Yes. Sleep, he said forcefully to his bear. He had no intention of mating with Zara gain tonight, not because he didn’t want to. But because she looked as tired as he felt.

A cold blast of air hit him as Logan jumped out. With a quick wave, he then turned away and his cougar took over in one fluid movement. Then they ghosted into the trees and were gone from sight. As the truck warmed up again, Damon drove off, the road winding round as they began the steep climb up the road to Cougar Ridge.

“I would love to see the look on Cindy’s face when she opens the door to him. And Robbie’s when he wakes up in the morning,” Zara said, sleepily. “I would go over, but I think they need their privacy, and I need my sleep.”

“I think this bear would like to hibernate for a few days,” Damon said. He could think of nothing better than to curl up in a nice, dry cave with his mate. She could sleep in the safety of his big bear embrace while the snow fell and the world passed them by.

“Hey, stay awake. You look as if you were about to doze off.” She gave him a nudge.

“I was just thinking of you,” he said. “Don’t worry, I’ve seen what happens when people fall asleep at the wheel. I’m OK.”

“You should have slept while I drove,” she chastised.

“I couldn’t.”

“Don’t you trust my driving?” she asked.

“I trust everything about you, but somehow I convinced myself that if I slept, I would wake up and this … you would all have been a dream and I would wake up on Christmas morning as lonely as I was before.”

“Tomorrow I will remind you just how real I am,” she said as they reached the top of the hill and he made his way to her small house.

“I look forward to that,” he said, pulling up outside and switching off the ignition. “You know, it doesn’t seem that long ago we were getting in to truck to leave. All of a sudden, here we are.”

“Home,” she said and leaned over and kissed his mouth, “Thank you. It might not seem long, time-wise, but what you’ve done for me, for Logan, Cindy, and Robbie is amazing. I will never forget it.”

 “You don’t have to thank me. We’re a team now.” He unbuckled his seatbelt. “And this team needs to sleep.”

“Come on. Let’s go to bed.” She got out of the truck, and went to her front door, putting the key in and opening the door. They spilled into the house, her legs almost refusing to work after sitting so long in the truck.

“Here,” he said and swung her into his arms, carrying her up the stairs in the same way he hoped to soon carry her over the threshold as his wife. “This way?”

“Yes. This is my bedroom.” She paused. “Our bedroom.”

“I like the sound of that,” he said and put her down on the bed. Bending down he removed her boots from her feet, and then helped her undress and put on her pyjamas. “There, is there anything I can get you?” 

“Only you,” she said, lifting the blankets and inviting him to lie next to her.

“I think I can manage that,” he said, stripping his clothes off and climbing into bed next to his mate. “Marry Christmas,” he said sleepily.

“Don’t you mean Merry Christmas?”

“Maybe. But I do want you to marry me.”

“How can I say no?” she replied, her speech slurred as she fell asleep in his arms.

 


Chapter Sixteen – Zara

 

“Hey, sleepy head, someone wants to speak to you,” Logan said, as Zara held the phone to her ear.

“What time is it?” she asked sleepily.

“A little after eight. Robbie’s been awake for hours. He wants to thank you for sending me to Santa,” Logan emphasised the words.

“Oh, right.” She sat up in bed, and tried to put her mind in gear. She couldn’t afford to mess this up. “Hi, Robbie.”

“Hi, Auntie Zara. Daddy said you went and found him at the airport and then sent him to Santa so he could bring him home for Christmas.”

“Yes. I did. One of the firefighters, Damon, he was there yesterday when you were up the tree, he came up with the idea.”

“That was the best idea. I knew Santa wouldn’t let me down. He is magic, after all.”

“I know. I think the fact that your dad is with you on Christmas morning proves that.”

“He brought me some other presents too.”

“Can I come over later and see them?” Zara asked, wanting to see for herself her brother’s family all together on this special day.

“Yes. Mommy wants to know if you can come for Christmas Lunch. She said there is plenty to eat.” 

“Tell her thank you, but we can’t make it until later,” Zara said.

“Zara, please come to lunch,” Cindy’s voice said over the phone. “That’s it, Robbie, you go and play, I’ll talk to Auntie Zara.”

“No. You need this time alone. I don’t want you going crazy trying to feed more people. Relax with Logan.”

“We wanted to say thank you.”

“Just hearing Robbie so happy is enough,” Zara said and then dropped her voice to a whisper. “You know, it’s partly selfish too. I want to spend some time with Damon, you know what it’s like, the holidays will be over before we know it and we’ll both go back to work … I want to spend a little time getting to know him.”

Cindy giggled. “Then I will just say Happy Holidays to you both and leave you to get on with getting acquainted with your mate.”

“You make it sound so dirty,” Zara accused.

“Oh, I hope it’s very dirty. And incredibly satisfying.”

“Cindy!”

“What? You know exactly what I mean. Logan said he had never seen you so happy. Now enjoy today in whatever way you want. Why not come over mid-afternoon if you can drag yourselves out of bed?”

“OK. I’ll see you then.” She placed her phone down on the nightstand, and slipped back down into the warmth of the blankets, hoping not to wake Damon.

“Did I hear the word dirty?” he said, his arm going around her waist and pulling her close.

“You might have. But how do you know we weren’t talking dishes,” she teased.

He laughed, low and sexy. “Avoid answering all you want. But I want to give you a Christmas you will never forget.”

“I think you’ve already done that,” she said, kissing his neck. 

“Oh, I think I can make it even more memorable.” He slipped down under the covers, his mouth leaving a trail of kisses down over her breasts, then over her stomach and then lower.

“Oh. Oh, that is memorable,” she said as he eased her thighs open and kissed her clit. “Incredibly memorable.”

Then she was lost for words as he licked her clit, his teeth grazing the sensitive bundle of nerves, while his fingers worked inside her sex, stroking her inner walls. Zara lifted her hips off the bed, offering herself to him, wanting more. His fingers probed deeper, touching her in such a way that she felt her orgasm crashing into her with such intensity that she cried out, her fingers fisting his hair, holding him in place while he sucked her clit, and wave after wave of pleasure washed over her.

“Oh, you taste good,” he said, kissing her thighs, his hands stroking her skin while she came back down to earth.

“You know how to use your mouth,” she said. “And your hands.”

“Want to see how I use other parts of my body?” he asked, sliding up the bed to lie by her side.

“Which part of your body would that be?” she asked, her hand slipping between their bodies and stroking his rock-hard cock. “This, by any chance?”

“Oh, yeah.” He gasped as she rolled her palm over the head of his cock, feeling the first of his precome on her skin.

Damon stroked her breasts, his hands igniting a new fire within her body. Dipping his head, he sucked her nipple into his mouth, his tongue warm as it circled the taut bud. Zara opened her thighs and Damon slid between them, their bodies perfectly in time as he entered her, his cock sliding into her sex, slowly, deliberately. He filled her inch by inch, his cock sliding along the length of her inner walls, the friction igniting her arousal until her breathing came quick and fast.

Whimpering, she rose to meet him stroke for stroke, bringing her orgasm closer and closer until she rushed over the edge, taking him with her. Damon jerked hard and fast into her, his seed filling her, while he fisted the sheets, his orgasm making him cry out in ultimate pleasure.

When he collapsed, completely spent, she lay in his arms, dozing as the sun rose high in the sky.

***

“I’m sorry it’s not much of a festive meal,” she said, dishing up macaroni cheese onto his plate. “But I wasn’t expecting to be home for Christmas.”

“This is perfect,” he said, as he ate another forkful of food.

“You don’t have to flatter me. Unfortunately, cooking is not one of my strong points,” she said, sitting down to eat with him. “Oh, that is good.”

“It is. Maybe it helps that we haven’t eaten for hours,” he said, and helped himself to some bread. “I don’t think anything could taste better. Although Christmas at the station is usually very tasty.”

“You don’t miss it, then?” she asked.

“Are you kidding? This is what I’ve dreamed of. OK, maybe not the mac and cheese, but the rest of it. You, being here with my mate. Exactly what I wished for.”

“I usually spend it with my parents. My dad is normally very uptight. He has certain traditions that he has to uphold each year, and my mom suffers in silence.”

“Are they OK about you being absent this year?”

“You know, I didn’t ask. I told him where I was going, he wished me luck, and that was it. I hope he’s happy Logan is home, but who knows.”

“Must be hard, being in charge. I know my brother Declan finds it tough being sheriff. But he is only responsible for maintaining law and order, not making those laws. Must make it tough.”

“I know. But we’ve become so distant. Even though we live in the same town.” She ate her food, but thinking of her father took her appetite away. “I don’t want us to be like that.”

He placed his fork down on his plate. “We won’t be.”

“Even though there is a chance I will take over from my father?”

“Even if you do. But isn’t your brother older than you? Won’t he take over the town? Or you could elect a leader.”

“I don’t think my brother wants the job. He never has.”

“And you do?”

“Yes.”

“Because you feel obliged to? Or because you want to?”

“A little of both. I think seeing Logan going off to find work has made me realise we have to do something to make ourselves more self-sufficient here in Cougar Ridge. More and more men are leaving to go and work elsewhere to support their families. I want to make the town a place where they can live and work, otherwise we will die out. And cougars have lived on this ridge for hundreds of years. I’m not going to let the town die.”

“You know, Zara, I may have only known you for a couple of days, but I believe in you. If you are the new leader of Cougar Ridge, I know you will find a way to make it work.”

“You are biased,” she said, but smiled at his words all the same.

“I am. I admit it, but it doesn’t mean I don’t believe in you.”

“You know, I might just get used to having you around.”

“I hope so, because I don’t intend to leave you. I don’t care what I have to do. You are my home.”

“Right. Let’s eat and then we can do a tour of all the people we should visit on Christmas day.” She ate her food, letting go of the ghosts of the past and those of the future. She intended to live in the present on this one special day. 

 


Chapter Seventeen – Damon

 

“Hi there, Robbie. How is my favourite nephew?” Zara asked as they visited her brother’s house.

“I am playing a game with Daddy and Grandad,” Robbie said, launching himself into Zara’s arms.

“Oh. I didn’t know Grandad was here too,” Zara replied and Damon felt her tense.

“Yes. He came over to welcome Daddy home,” Robbie said, grinning.

They followed Robbie into the living room, where Logan and Zara’s father were sitting putting a train set together.

“Hi, Zara, Damon, come in. What can I get you to drink?” Logan asked, getting up.

“Oh, some tea or coffee. We aren’t stopping long, I’m afraid, we are going over to Bear Bluff to say hi to Damon’s brothers.” Zara looked worried, and he moved to place a hand on the small of her back.

“I want to show Zara off to my family,” Damon said, and felt her stiffen. Damn it, he was such a fool, she hadn’t told her father yet about him being her mate. Talk about letting things slip out.

However, the old man was on his feet and coming towards Damon with his hand outstretched. “Welcome to our family, Damon. I would have said something before. But my daughter didn’t tell me.”

“That’s because you are a cranky cougar,” a female voice said.

“Mom,” Zara said, kissing the woman on the cheek. “Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas, sweetheart. So this is your man. Cindy told me all about him. Damon, call me Susan, please. And my husband, the cranky cougar, is called Ron.”

“It’s good to meet you. And don’t worry, I plan to take very good care of Zara,” Damon said, feeling the need to impress.

“I know you will. And she will need your help and support,” Ron said.

“Why?” Zara asked.

“I have been talking to Logan,” Ron said. “And we have come to an agreement that you should begin to take over the running of the town. I’m tired, and I think, if we are going to survive, we are in need of a fresh outlook on the modern world. We have isolated ourselves up on the ridge for too long.”

Logan continued, “Now you have Damon, we thought you would have a deeper understanding of what we’re up against.”

“What he means,” Cindy said, “is we don’t want anyone else to go through what we have this last month. Families need to be together.”

“We want you to come up with a plan of how we are going to bring money into the town. Revitalise our economy,” Ron explained.

“Wow. This is one gift I never expected,” Zara said, sounding overwhelmed.

“You know I’ll be her by your side, whatever you do,” Damon said.

“That’s good to know, Damon,” Susan said. “I hope you will give us a different perspective on the world.”

“Yes. Being an outsider,” Ron said.

He had never been regarded as an outsider before, but he was willing to help Zara in whatever ways he could.

“The rest of the towns rely on tourism. That’s going to be tough, unless you start hiding who you are. What you are.” It was true, that was the main problem with the town as far as he could see.

“Not going to happen.” Ron shook his head. 

“We’re going to have to think a little more laterally than that,” Zara said.

“But not today,” Cindy said. “Let’s forget about the future. And celebrate what we have here that’s special. Change can wait for the New Year.”

“That’s it!” Damon exclaimed. “You don’t have to change.”

“OK, speak English. I’m no good at riddles,” Zara said, with hope in her voice.

“You have something unique here. You are open about who you are. So why not attract other shifters? You know, they can come here and relax, not have to worry about anyone seeing them, because you all know who they are. If they want to go into the bar as a bear, who cares. Right?”

“A vacation town for shifters?” Ron said, frowning. Then he smiled. “I like the idea. Damon. Welcome to the family.”

Damon grinned. He wasn’t going to feel like an outsider after all. He had managed to win over Zara’s father. He thought he might be able to chalk that up to Christmas miracle number two.

 


Chapter Eighteen – Zara

 

“I know how nervous you felt now,” Zara said. They were heading down to Bear Bluff to meet Damon’s family.

“I have to see my brothers, and celebrate with them,” Damon said. “I feel as if we have been uniquely blessed this year. Beyond what we deserve.”

She leaned over and took his hand in hers, squeezing it affectionately. “You know what I think? You boys have been the best you could be. All of your jobs revolve around helping people, so maybe it is your turn. Maybe you made it onto Santa’s list. Not the naughty one.”

Damon laughed. “You know, I don’t believe in Santa.”

“Maybe you should start. How else do you explain how well things have turned out?”

“Luck. Coincidence,” he said, pulling up outside the wooden vacation cabins owned by Mrs. McKinley. “I have no idea why we have to meet them here, but let’s go and find out.”

“What number?” Zara asked.

“Number four,” he said, pointing to the number carved into a piece of wood, hung up on the wall of a small cabin. 

He knocked on the door, and waited. Just as they began to look at each other, wondering if they had the right cabin, a large, broad-chested man—who looked so like Damon, she instantly knew it was one of his brothers—opened the door.

“Declan,” Damon said. “Merry Christmas. This is Zara.”

“Zara, at last!” he said leaning forward and kissing her on the cheek. “Come in. It feels as if the party is complete now.”

“Hey everyone, Damon and Zara are here,” Declan announced. “I’ll introduce you to everyone. This is Maria, my mate.”

They all said hello, and then Declan moved around introducing Jason, who was Maria’s nephew. Then Dermot, and Vicky, who was a reindeer.

“And you really can fly?” Damon asked.

“Yes. I can. But only because Dermot helped me find my Christmas spirit,” Vicky said.

“A long story,” said Dermot.

“And the black eye?” Damon asked.

“Polar bear fight,” Vicky said. “Dermot was very brave and let the polar bear beat him.”

“Let him?” Damon asked bemused.

“That is the story I am sticking to,” Dermot said.

“Oh, come and meet Sorcha and Marla,” Vicky said, tactfully changing the conversation.

 She took Damon and Zara over to where a young girl sat in a wheelchair, with her mom by her side.

“Hello, Damon. I’m so pleased you could come,” Marla said, looking teary eyed. “I’m so sorry. It’s been an emotional day.”

“Marla lost her husband in a terrible accident a few months ago,” Declan said, putting his arm around Marla. “She and Sorcha have been living here since then.”

“I just wanted to thank you for helping to cut Sorcha out of the car wreck. I feel so blessed to have three of the men who helped to save her here on Christmas Day. It means the world to me that I have my daughter.”

Zara watched the emotion wash over Damon. “I remember it so well. I am sorry about your dad, Sorcha.”

Sorcha nodded. In her lap lay a doll, and some candies. “Seeing Vicky flying, and then changing from a reindeer into a … person made it easier. I can believe in magic. And that makes me hope one day I will see my dad again.”

Zara turned away, tears running down her cheeks. Damon felt for her hand and took hold of it, squeezing it tightly. Then he said to Sorcha, “You know, there is a magic tree in Cougar Ridge. Zara, do you think it would be OK if we all go and visit it?”

“I don’t think anyone would mind,” she said, unsure of what he had planned, but she trusted him.

“Come on, everyone. Road trip.”

***

The convoy of cars had brought them all back to Cougar Ridge. Zara had gone to find her father, and by the time she reached the tree, there were many more people crowding round. Damon came over and spoke to her father, who thought for a moment and then smiled.

“Wonderful idea.” He spoke to Logan, who disappeared, before returning with a box and a permanent marker pen. 

“A little crude,” Logan said.

“Perfect.” 

Damon put his hand in the box and pulled out a glossy Christmas ornament. Then he handed the pen to Sorcha and said, “Here, write your dad’s name on here. Then we can hang it on the tree.”

Zara’s dad stepped forward and cleared his throat. “Before I hand over the running of Cougar Ridge to my daughter Zara.” A murmur passed through the people gathered round. “I want to make one last announcement. Her mate, Damon, has asked that we make our tree, a tree of remembrance. And I invite each and every one of you to place the name of a loved one you have lost on the tree. Each year we may add to those who have passed from this life. But when we look upon our tree, we will never forget them.”

One by one, the tree was hung with baubles. Each carried the name of a loved one. As Zara stood leaning on Damon’s shoulder, she felt sad for those that had been lost. 

Damon placed a hand on her cheek, feeling her tears. “Don’t cry, Zara. Remember that there is always loss. But there are new beginnings, too.”

He was right. As she stood in front of the tree, surrounded by her old and her new family, she knew that this was a new beginning, for her, her family, and the town of Cougar Ridge. 

How could it be otherwise when she was in the presence of one of Santa’s reindeer and a magic star?

 

The End
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Declan and his brothers always volunteer to work the Christmas Holidays. Why? Because they know how important family is. And since none of them have a family of their own, they think it's only fair for others to enjoy this special time of year.

 

However, this year, Declan, the Sheriff of Bear Bluff, is feeling like a bear with a sore head. He wants to have a mate, he wants to have a family. So when he meets his brothers for their traditional before-Christmas-shifts-begin-drink, he is feeling like Scrooge–all bah humbug!

 

What he doesn't know, is fate is about to reward him in the best way ever.

 

Maria needs help, but where the hell is the sheriff?

 

When her sister died, Maria came to Bear Bluff to be the sole guardian of her nephew, Jason. Thrust into this strange town, she feels like an outsider. Worse, she is sure Jason sees her as an evil stepmother and has now run off up the mountain.

 

Scared he is going to freeze to death in the snow, she turns to the one man who should be able to help her, the sheriff. Because that's his job, right? Only when she first meets him, his behaviour is so strange, she wonders if he's just a guy in fancy dress. Is it possible the sheriff can pull himself together and help her find her nephew?

 

And why does he keep looking at her in a way that makes her stomach go all funny? Find out what fate has in store for these two in Bear Humbug! 


Chapter One – Declan

“Here we are again. Another Christmas is here and we are all still bachelors.” Declan looked at his two brothers. They were having their traditional family get-together before they all took off to work their Christmas shifts. It was three solid days of duty for which they always volunteered, because the Holidays were a time for being with mates and cubs. Something none of them had. 

“Come on, it’s not that bad. You get to spend the Holidays with other sad, lonely people,” Damon said, taking a sip of his beer.

“Speak for yourselves—I love Christmas at work. Between calls, I get to spend time with all the people stuck on the wards. The nurses work hard to make it special, particularly for the kids who are in over the Holidays.” Dermot grinned. “I bet I could rustle up some lonely nurses for a bit of fun.”

“I might take you up on that. I’m stuck with my crew at the fire station. And although there are the delightfully curvy figures of Kirsty and Sonia to gaze at, they are firmly off-limits. Work and relationships don’t mix,” Damon stated.

“Unless you are bonded,” Declan said evenly.

“Which we’re not.” Damon had that far off-look in his eyes, and Declan wondered how much his brother longed for a mate. A lot. Both his brothers did. While Declan, on the other hand, wasn’t interested ... oh, who was he kidding? He longed to have a woman in his bed and a cub running around. Sometimes he even dreamed of what it would be like. Getting up at stupid o’clock on Christmas morning with an overexcited child. To Declan it was the perfect dream. How sad was that?

He was longing for something unattainable. Waiting for his bonded mate to come along was taking more patience than he possibly possessed. It was why Christmas was particularly difficult for him, usually turning him into a bear with a sore head. God help anyone who decided to break the law over this Holiday period. They would feel the very strong arm of the law. Or at least get one hell of a tongue-lashing from the Declan, who was the sheriff of Bear Bluff.

“Let’s face it, we hate Christmas,” Declan announced. The other two rounded on him. But he insisted. “What? We do. It reminds us of everything we haven’t got, everything that we long for.”

For a man who kept his feelings under very tight control, this was an outburst that came from… where? His heart? Yes, it did. A heart that longed to be filled with love and happiness. Damn it, he was a sap. And he could only blame the Holiday season for making these feelings surface.

“OK. So let’s make a toast. Or a pact. By this time next year, we will all be looking forward to our first Christmas at home with our families. It will be some other lonely bachelor’s job to keep things rolling, while we eat too much food and make love to our mates.” Dermot raised his glass.

“Sure, why not,” Damon said.

“I’m in.” Declan raised his glass, but then added, “But I still think it’s pointless. After all, we can’t change our fates just because we promise to.”

“Damn it, Declan. Lighten up. You never know what’s round the corner,” Dermot said, slapping his brother good-naturedly on the back. And, if you haven’t found your mate by mid-summer, I’ll put your bad-tempered bear face on one of those dating websites. I heard Marjorie in Bear Creek was thinking of starting one.”

“If you do that, I will disown you,” Declan growled. “I don’t need help finding a woman.”

Dermot and Damon collapsed into fits of laughter. “Right, because your social diary is full of dates with women.”

“That’s through choice. I’ve gotten to an age where it seems shallow to date a woman, when you know you are never going to settle down with her because she isn’t your mate.”

“See, you are a romantic at heart, and there was us thinking you were a miserable bear.”

“Listen, it’s hysterical to sit around and shoot the breeze with you guys,” Declan said sarcastically. “But some of us have got more important things to do than have their social life pulled apart.”

“Hey, just because you’ve hit a dry spell,” Dermot laughed.

“I have not hit a dry spell,” Declan ground out. “It is my choice not to date. The same as it is my choice to work at Christmas.”

“It’s also your choice to be miserable at Christmas,” Damon said.

“I am not miserable.”

“Come on, any minute now the words bah humbug! are going to come out of your mouth as you tell some kid off for being too cheerful in front of you.”

“Bear humbug,” Dermot said in his deep, growly voice, making Damon collapse with laughter.

Declan came back towards them, placing one hand on the back of each of their chairs.

 “Thank you for the beer. I am so glad that no matter how miserable I am feeling, I can always count on you two to cheer me up.” Then, with a broad grin, he ruffled both his younger brothers’ hair and growled “Bah humbug” as he left the bar.


Chapter Two – Maria

Maria was seated in the small reception area outside sheriff’s office, which was locked. It was cold, and she kept looking at the door leading out onto the street, willing it to open and for someone to come in. Although she had avoided meeting people since she had moved to Bear Bluff to look after her nephew, now that she needed help, she cursed being left hanging around. 

The weather outside had taken a turn for the worse. Snow was beginning to fall heavily, prompting her to come for the sheriff instead of giving Jason more time to bring himself home. Surely, the office shouldn’t have been left empty this long time. Bear Bluff might be a small town, but it didn’t mean the sheriff could just abandon his post for hours!

She guessed he probably had other duties, maybe personal obligations to attend to; it was the day before Christmas Eve, after all. There was no way she could blame him for being home with his family instead of at his desk. But surely someone should be here?

Getting up from her seat, she decided to go across the street to the diner to ask if they had any information on his whereabouts. Reaching for the door handle, she placed her hand on it and pulled it open. At the exact same time, someone on the other side pushed it towards her. 

“What the…” The door flew open with such a force that she fell backwards. Hands flailing, the floor rushed towards her, or rather she rushed towards it. Maria braced herself for the impact; however, just as she was about to hit the floor, a hand reached out and grabbed her. The owner of the hand had lightning-fast reflexes, his quick reaction the only thing to save her from injury. In one swift movement, he pulled her back to her feet, making her marvel at his strength.

“Thank you,” she said, her breathing fast. As she looked at the man who had pulled her upright, she took in the flush of pink across his cheeks and then she caught sight of his eyes. His sexy-as-hell green eyes that held the look of a man possessed. Great, she had fallen into the arms of a deranged maniac who had probably had too much Christmas cheer at the local bar.

Then she realised the man, who still had hold of her arm, was wearing a uniform. Even better. This was the man she had been waiting for, the man whose help she needed. Unfortunately, he didn’t look as if he had enough control of his faculties to help anyone. 

Wasn’t drinking on duty against the law? Because he must be drunk. His eyes were out of focus and his breath, warm on her neck, smelt like beer. But the most unnerving thing about him were his fingers, which were not exactly digging into her flesh, but into her soul.

“Hi,” she said, taking a step back and trying to pull away from her savior, but he refused to let go. Instead, he was frozen in place, his face a mixture of fascination and confusion. She tried to break his trance by saying, “I was looking for the sheriff.”

“The sheriff?” he repeated.

“Yes.”

“The sheriff.” He looked down at his uniform, staring blindly at the badge on his chest before coming alive and saying, “Oh. Yeah. That’s me.”

“Are you sure?” She thought maybe he had stolen the uniform, or perhaps it was fancy dress. Men did like to dress up at Christmas for parties and such. Yes, that probably explained it. She had come face to face with a man who was playing sheriff. “Listen. Forget it. I’ll wait for someone else.”

“No.” He let go of her arm and took a step back, straightening his jacket and puffing his chest out. “I’m the sheriff. That’s me.”

She raised her eyebrow and opened her mouth to disagree. No man who took his job seriously would behave like this.

However, he insisted, “Really. I am. It’s just that … you … took me by … surprise.”

“Surprise?” Why would a woman waiting in his office take him by surprise? Bear Bluff might be quiet—the citizens appeared to behave themselves impeccably from the scarcity of scandalous news in the local paper—but she was sure it wasn’t such a backwater town that the sheriff never had anything to do. 

“Yes,” he said with a nod, his eyes still not quite focused, and she wondered how many pints of beer he had drunk.

“You mean because it’s Christmas and most townsfolk know you would rather not be disturbed?”

Now, that might be the answer. Well, if it was, he was not going to be happy about the reason she was here. At that thought, a lump rose in her throat. She needed his help, or someone’s help, and fast.

“No. Not at all. I just… Never mind,” he said, walking past her, putting as much distance between them as he could. This guy was a man of contradictions: one minute he wanted to touch her arm, and never let go, the next he acted as though she would burn him if he got too close.

Just as her arm still burnt from where his fingers had made contact with her. It wasn’t the only thing that was warming up; her spine tingled and the sweetest sensations radiated through her body.

Now who was thinking inappropriate thoughts?

She watched him sit down at his desk, all muscle, all man. If anyone could help her, she was sure he could, despite his dazed expression. He looked as if he knew how to handle himself out there on the mountain. The lump of fear freed itself and erupted in a strangled hiccup in her mouth.

“Hey…” He half rose, his hand shooting out as if he wanted to touch her again, comfort her. And she longed to fall into those strong arms and let him tell her it was all right. But it wasn’t all right. 

To her relief, he withdrew the offered comforting hand, realising it was inappropriate, and instead said, “Why don’t you sit down and tell me why you’re here?”

“Thank you,” she said, when she could trust herself to talk and not melt into a sobbing heap.

Opening his drawer, he got a piece of paper out of his desk and picked up a pen. This was it. She was about to make a missing person report; she was about to make the situation real. Crossing her arms over her chest, she tried to shield herself from the accusing looks he was bound to give her when she told him what a complete and utter failure she was.

“Why don’t you tell me what’s wrong?” he asked gently.

“I’m not really sure where to start,” she said, trying to gather her thoughts. 

“The beginning is always the best place,” he urged.

So where was the beginning?

Would she have to start with her childhood, or her lonely years in the city? Because all of those things must have shaped her character. Made her into the kind of woman who had frightened off her orphaned nephew. Made him run away just before Christmas.

“I came here to look after my nephew. When his parents died.” 

She thought back to that day when a police officer had knocked on her door and told her the news. It was the day her life had changed. That day, she had given up everything to come and look after a child who didn’t want her there and had made it quite clear she would never replace his parents. And no matter how many times she assured him she knew that, he still wouldn’t let her in. Not one inch.

The sheriff’s eyes narrowed and he looked at her closely. “You’re Yvonne’s sister. I see the resemblance now. I’m sorry for your loss. That was tough. Hit and run, I attended the scene.”

Tears came now. They ran down her cheeks to plop onto her still-folded arms. “Thank you. She was my only sister. It just seemed so unfair; I know how in love she was with Matthew. They were so close and she was so happy.”

He nodded. “The marriages in Bear Bluff last for ever.”

“So she said.”

He wrote something on the piece of paper. And then put his pen down. “Is this something that would be better dealt with in an unofficial capacity?”

“What do you mean?” she asked, wiping her eyes.

“Tell me why you’re here. Is it about their boy, Jason?” he asked, his voice understanding, drawing the words from her.

“Yes. He hasn’t accepted me as his guardian.”

“I see. Boy’s at a difficult age.” Whatever unprofessionalism had crept in at their first encounter, it had gone now. The sheriff was like a laser, targeting the problem and working out how to deal with it. Her confidence in him grew; he would be able to help her. Although going up a mountain the night before Christmas Eve was probably not on his list of things to do.

Her eyes glanced at his ring finger. Empty. At least he didn’t have a wife at home waiting for him, wanting to spend Christmas with him. That thought made her happy despite her fears for Jason. It was immediately followed by a dose of self-loathing. Everyone should be with someone they loved at Christmas. 

Especially a thirteen-year-old boy who had lost his parents.

“He ran off,” she said simply.

“He can look after himself. He’ll be back before you know it,” the sheriff said confidently.

“He’s been gone since this morning.” Then she confessed. “At least that’s when I noticed he’d gone. I think he left after he heard me go to bed. That would make it nearly twenty four hours ago.”

“I see.” His gaze drifted past her to look through the window, where the snow was coming down and settling on the ground.

“That’s what scares me. He’s out there all alone in the snow.” Another heart-wrenching sob. She saw his hand tighten around his pen, as if he was willing himself not to reach out to her. Or maybe he just hated women crying in front of him. She wiped her eyes and tried to get control of herself.

“So where would he go?” the sheriff asked.

“I’m not sure. But his dad used to take him up into the mountains. Jason told me about a network of caves up there. He used to say his dad had a den up there. It was their special place, where they would camp and watch the stars in the summer.”

“A den,” he repeated and then sat and thought for a moment. “I think I know where you mean. There are a few caves, though. It might take a while to search them all.”

“I’m just scared if that’s where he is, and the snow is coming down…” She took a shuddering breath. “I can’t let my sister down. I have to find him. Will you help me, Sheriff?”


Chapter Three – Declan

If only she knew who she was to him, she wouldn’t have to ask. Instead, he had to bury his feelings for her until Jason was found and returned to her safely. In her present condition, it wasn’t fair to tell her she was his mate. Fair? It went deeper than that—he would hate for her to think he was taking advantage of her on any level. No. This had to be his secret until he found her nephew.

“Call me Declan, please.” He smiled at her, and watched as she hiccupped and then held out her hand. He took it, steeling himself for the strong sensations that burned through his body when her hand touched his, branding his skin.

“I’m Maria.” She pulled her hand back and he let it go, although he wanted to hold onto it and kiss it, and then kiss her lips…

He cleared his throat. “Listen, Maria, why don’t you go on home? As soon as I find Jason, I’ll bring him to you.”

She stood up. “I’m going to help find him too.”

“It would be better if I went alone,” Declan insisted.

“No. He is my responsibility. I intend to come with you and help find him. It’s the least I can do.”

Declan knew he would move much faster up over the mountain on his own, yet seeing her face, the determination there, he knew he had to let her come with him. “We’ll need to go back to my place for supplies.”

“Your place?” she asked, her face going pink. He took that as a good sign; she wasn’t the kind of woman used to going back to a man’s home on her own. Or was it just him? Had he scared her off by almost drooling over her? He couldn’t help it; he wanted to taste her so bad.

Shaking off his hunger, he said, “Yes. We need some warm clothing. And rope, and flares.” He began to make a mental list of everything they needed. His task was doubly important now. Not only did he have to find Jason, he had to keep his mate safe too.

“OK. I’m ready when you are.” She nodded and he couldn’t help but smile and admire her determination. He only hoped she was this determined when they were up on the high slopes of the mountain in the freezing cold.

“Then let’s go.” He got up, grabbing his hat and his keys. He would have to call on his deputy to watch over things here, which might not go down too well, but it was part of the job. He should also let his brothers know he would be out of town for a day or two. With his mate. Yeah, he might just keep that one to himself. There was no rush now he had found her; he had the rest of their lives to let the world know.

Keeping it quiet might be difficult though, because right now he wanted to jump from roof to roof and yell at the top of his voice that he had found her at last. He took back everything he had said about the Holiday season; he no longer wanted to shout bah humbug. 

Instead, he dared to hope that Santa had come early to Bear Bluff this year.


Chapter Four – Maria

Relief swept over her. This man, Declan, was going to help her. For the first time since she came to Bear Bluff, she didn’t feel alone. Not that the people here hadn’t tried to be friendly. Yet somehow, she had pushed them away, preferring to be an outsider. She didn’t know why, but she couldn’t allow herself to be absorbed into this small town. It wasn’t who she was; she could not see herself as the type of woman who was a soccer mom or did bake sales. Maria had learned to keep herself aloof and she was scared to be any other way.

Jason’s behaviour compounded those feelings. He could see her for who she was, and he understood she didn’t fit in. So why was she surprised he had run off?

“You don’t understand me. You don’t belong here.” She replayed the words he had thrown at her last night just before he had run off. He wanted to go out into the snow with his friends. She had told him it was too late and too dangerous. Jason hadn’t taken her decision too well. Storming off to his room, he had slammed the door shut and refused to speak to her when she went to make peace. Maria had thought he was sulking and that was why he hadn’t answered her knock on his door. 

When she tried again this morning and he still didn’t answer, tired of being ignored, she had entered his room. It was then she discovered he hadn’t been ignoring her. Looking at his unmade bed and open window, she realised he had run away from his controlling aunt. 

At first she expected him to come home, tired and hungry. When it got to lunchtime, and he was still absent, she began to worry and called his friends. Only to be told no, no one had seen him. 

Slowly panic had found a home in her heart and that was why she was here now, in front of the sheriff, whose smile made tendrils of desire uncurl in the pit of her stomach. 

That had to stop right now. This wasn’t the time or the place. He wasn’t the man for her. She didn’t want a man, she chastised herself.

She had to sort her own life, and Jason’s, out before she could even think of any romantic entanglements. And who would want her anyway, when she came with so much baggage?

That was unfair to Jason. He couldn’t help what had happened any more than she could. But they had to learn to live together before she could ever think of inflicting their disagreements and misunderstandings on a stranger. Jason was hurting and missing his parents, just as she missed her beloved sister, and she didn’t want him to ever think he wasn’t the most important thing in the world to her right now.

“Deputy will be here in half an hour. But we’ll get moving. I’d like to get up the mountain road before too much snow settles,” Declan said, switching off the lights, locking the door to his office, and then crossing to his truck. “Hey, relax. We’ll find him and you two can patch things up. I think you are both hurting and need to sit down and tell each other how you feel.”

She followed, shivering against the cold. “I don’t know if that’s possible, but I hope so. Jason thinks I am the most unsuitable person to be looking after him. He doesn’t like me, and when I see myself through his eyes, I can see why.”

“Now, that is just a teenage boy talking. Deep down, he knows how much he needs you. Boys are just not so good at showing it,” Declan said, opening the door for her and helping her inside. Again, the touch of his hand made a warm feeling spread across her flesh. If only this were a date and they were going home to his place for something other than to fetch cold weather gear. If circumstances were different, she would truly like to see what was hidden under this sheriff’s uniform.

He jumped in beside her, buckled his seatbelt, and turned to wink at her reassuringly. “We will find him. I promise. Even if I have to tear down the mountain to find him.”

What made her think that he would truly do that? For her? The look in his beautiful eyes. Their intensity had not changed, although he had covered it up with his softer, gentler approach. But the desire, the fascination, that had burned there from the first time he saw her was still evident.

“Don’t you have a wife or girlfriend waiting for you at home?” she asked, cursing her mouth for disengaging itself from her brain. However, she did want to know, not only because it would fuel the fantasy she was having about him being her man. But also, she didn’t want to enter his home and find his lover there waiting for him. Now, that would be awkward and she would insist on staying in the car.

“Nope. Never found the right one.” Until now. She read those two words in his expression and her insides turned to liquid fire.

Yes. Jason was probably right about her not being suitable as a parent, because no woman with an ounce of maternal instinct would be thinking about a man taking her to bed when her nephew was out there somewhere, lost and alone.

The snow was hitting the windscreen, blurring her view as they drove along roads she didn’t know. They passed houses decorated with hundreds of bright, flashing Christmas lights, shining like colourful beacons through the falling snow. Maria hadn’t realised how big the town of Bear Bluff was. As it sprawled out into farming country, the streetlights petered out until the only illumination through the darkening gloom was the truck's headlights. 

The road meandered for a mile or two, before they took a turn back towards Bear Bluff Mountain. A little further on, they turned to climb a short distance to the foothills of the mountain before Declan turned once more to follow a dark track, the trees overhead now bearing the burden of the falling snow, crowding in on them as they passed underneath. A hundred feet later, he stopped. Through the falling snow, she could just make out a large wooden cabin.

“Is this where you live?” she asked.

“Yes. Believe it or not, it has a great view. But today you just get to see snow. Come on. We’ll go in, I’ll grab some clothes for you and the rest of the equipment, and then we can take the truck to the highest point of the road. From there we hike.” His hand was on the door, but before he opened it to let the cold in, he said, “Last chance to back out. Jason will understand if you are waiting at home for him. You don’t have anything to prove.”

“Are you saying you want me to stay here out of the way?” she asked, beginning to feel like a nuisance.

“No. That is not what I am saying. But you don’t have to kill yourself to prove you love him.” Declan’s face held such pity, her heart ached.

“I have to do this. Maybe it’s like a trial by fire. I don’t have to prove anything to anyone but myself.”

“Climbing a mountain in near zero temperatures with a wind chill that will freeze your face off is not going to prove how fit you are to be in his life.”

“I need to do this,” she said simply, and there was no way to explain how she knew this. But with all her heart, her very soul, she knew that this was what she had to do. And she had to do it with Declan.

“Then let’s go.” He opened the door and a cold rush of air made her shiver. They weren’t too much higher in elevation than the town, but as she got out of the truck, she could feel the drop in temperature. As they got higher up the mountain, it would get much worse.

Feeling nervous at her decision, she asked, “How far is the cave?”

He opened the front door, letting them into his house, “High enough, there is a string of them. I’m not sure exactly which one he’s in. But while I get everything ready, I plan to make a few phone calls. I may be able to pinpoint exactly where he is going to. I also want to make sure he isn’t hiding somewhere in town.”

“I checked with his friends. No one had seen him.”

“So they say. Maybe the strong arm of the law might flush him out.”

“You really think he might be hiding somewhere in town?” A rush of relief hit her. She had called everyone she knew. Not that that covered a whole lot of people. But all the moms she’d spoken to swore they had not seen him.

“Might be. But from what you’ve said, he might have gone to the cave to feel closer to his parents. Other people’s houses would remind him more of what he’s missing.”

“You mean Christmas with his parents?” Of course, this would always be the worst time of year for Jason. She didn’t know the family traditions the people of Bear Bluff had. How could she? Maria and Yvonne had grown up on the coast where the sun shone. The snow falling outside the door was the most she had ever seen, except for on a Christmas card.

This was her life; she had given up the warm sunshine to live on a picturesque Christmas card, only life wasn’t as perfect as the verse made out it should be. There were no Happy Holidays for her and Jason.

“When we find him, I’ll have a good talk with him, Maria. He might open up to me.”

“Because you aren’t an outsider like me?”

He fell silent and then almost opened up to her, but whatever he wanted to say, he changed his mind and simply said, “I’ll talk to him, see if I can make him see how difficult it is for you too.”

“It doesn’t matter how difficult it is to me. Jason is all that matters.”

He shut the front door, putting a barrier between them and the elements. But there was no barrier between their bodies, the small hallway seemingly claustrophobic as they faced each other, only inches apart. And when he spoke, the sincerity in his voice made her believe every word. “You matter too, Maria. I know he’s a kid, but Jason is old enough to know that how he is behaving isn’t right. Isn’t fair. You dropped everything and came to a strange town to look after him.”

“I know. I wish I had seen him more before...” Her breath shuddered with emotion. “When he was younger, I came to see him, or Yvonne would visit me for summer vacations. Then life got in the way. You know. The last couple of years we’ve been strangers. Whenever I mentioned visiting, Yvonne said they were busy.”

“Having a teenager, especially in Bear Bluff, is a huge responsibility.”

She frowned. “What do you mean by that?”

“Your sister never said anything?” He was brushing against that unsaid something. Resisting taking the plunge to give her an explanation. But what explanation? What exactly was going on here in Bear Bluff?

“No. Nothing out of the ordinary. Should she have?” Maria felt her heart begin to beat rapidly in her chest as he leaned forward, his breath on her neck; this was it, he was going to give her some answers. Instead, he simply inhaled, drawing her scent in.

Shuddering with desire, she closed her eyes, waiting for him to kiss her. In an involuntary action, her tongue snaked out and moistened her lips ... and then he was gone.

“Make yourself at home while I get what we need.” With that, he led her into a large open-plan room. It certainly wasn’t your average bachelor pad. It was cozy, tastefully decorated with soft furnishings in striking reds and muted browns. The room welcomed her in, and she found herself wanting to stay.

If only her nephew was at home, safe, instead of somewhere out in the deepening gloom. She hated the thought of him being alone and cold. Or maybe he was at a friend’s house. 

Then she could stay here, with Declan.


Chapter Five – Declan

He left her alone. He had to, or else he was liable to tear her clothes from her body and carry her to the bedroom. At least that was what his bear wanted, and now she was in his home, his den, he was struggling to control his other side.

So he made himself busy. First he went to the kitchen and put the kettle on to boil. They should take a flask or two of hot coffee with them. Next, he pulled some supplies from the cupboards. Chocolate: it would give them energy, and he was sure he had some emergency ration packs too. They were stored in the garage with his mountain rescue kit. Sometimes hikers got lost on the mountain and they had to get rescued.

However, he had never gone on his own. No, he always had either Dermot or Damon with him. This was going to be a first. He would be going it alone, with his mate. That reminded him, he needed to tell one of them where he was, just in case he didn’t come back.

Taking out his cell, he was pleased to see he had a signal despite the snow, which was still falling. Dialling Damon’s number, he waited for him to pick up. It took a while. And then it went to his voice mail. Nothing strange in that, he was most probably on a call. So he punched in Dermot’s number. That rang for an age too, until eventually he answered.

“Hi, Declan.”

“Dermot. Are you OK?” His brother sounded different, not his usual self. “Did something happen? I tried to get hold of Damon, but he isn’t picking up.”

“Um. Yeah, he messaged me, said he was out on a call, something about saving a cat.”

“A cat? You mean someone has called them out on a night like this for a cat?” Declan couldn’t believe the crew had gone out for someone’s pet. Well, yes, he could. Whoever was in need, the fire crew would help. And losing a pet a Christmas was never going to be allowed to happen.

“Not that kind of cat,” Dermot said cryptically.

“Oh.” He wasn’t in the mood for guessing games. “Well, I wanted to let one of you know I am heading up the mountain.”

A long silence, then, “The mountain. Hey, hold on a moment.” The line went quiet and Declan wondered what exactly his brother was doing, and where he was. “Right. Say again.”

“When I went back to the office there was a woman waiting for me. She’s Yvonne’s sister. Remember…”

“Yes. Not a thing I would easily forget.” They had all attended the scene. All thought how unfair it was for two parents to die in a hit and run. The town had been thankful that Jason wasn’t in the car. It had been a blessing, but still totally unfair.

“Well, young Jason has taken off. Maria thinks he’s headed up over the Bluff somewhere. To one of the caves. Do you know where his dad used to take him?”

“Sure. It was the one with the cave paintings.”

“Our cave paintings?” Declan asked.

“Yes. You remember when we went up there as kids and chalked them on the walls?” Dermot asked.

“I do. And you’re sure that’s where he went?” Declan asked.

“Yeah. I know because I told Matthew we drew them and he said don’t tell Jason; he liked to believe they had been there for centuries. You know, like our ancestors had drawn them.”

“I get it. Thanks, Dermot. Is everything OK with you?” Declan asked. The edge was still clear in Dermot’s voice.

“Yeah. I just… well there was a woman, and her car had broken down.”

“And … she’s the one?”

“I think so. Hell. I know so. But it’s more complicated than that. Listen. I have to go. Or do you want me to come with you? I can, if you need me to...” But Dermot didn’t sound as though he wanted to drop everything to climb a freezing-cold mountain.

“No. I have it all under control. Just keep a check on Damon, and if I am not back by tomorrow afternoon, make sure you get mountain search and rescue to come after us.”

“You don’t think you should call them anyway?” Dermot asked.

“No. Look, it’s something Maria feels she has to do. And at least this way it stays off the record. Once search and rescue get involved, more questions get asked.” Declan went over his argument in his head, checking that was the right reason for doing this. “We aren’t climbing that high and the snow isn’t too deep. I think we’ll be fine. If it gets too difficult, we’ll come back down.”

“Maria, huh?” Dermot asked. Declan could tell he had put two and two together, and come up with four, when Declan thought that they were more like a three. They didn’t add up correctly, not yet at least. But soon. All he had to do was keep her safe, find Jason, and then get them both down from the mountain.

Oh yeah, and patch up her rocky relationship with her nephew. That part might be easy: all he had to do was get them to see each other's point of view, a thing he had been doing with his brothers since they were kids.

However, he doubted this would be as easy, because he was struggling to be objective. He wanted Maria to be happy at all costs. And that cost would be Jason if he wasn’t careful.


Chapter Six – Maria

She sat down on the sofa, despite feeling the urge to look around the room and find out all she could about the sheriff. However, that would be prying and she had no right. Instead, she sat nervously, perched on the edge of a sofa, hands on her knees. 

No Christmas decorations. So Declan didn’t celebrate Christmas. He had her sympathy. Christmas without a family was hard; it compounded the feeling that something was lacking in your life. Something like a husband or wife. Although, this year, the thing missing was Yvonne and Matthew. She missed them, and could only imagine how much Jason missed his mom and dad.

She sighed. Would she ever be able to convince Jason to give her a chance to be his guardian? And could she ever learn to embrace parenthood? She doubted it. Becoming the sole guardian of Jason had given her more insecurities than she knew how to deal with. 

She constantly worried she was not good enough. Jason’s behaviour only compounded that belief. She tried to put a brave face on, especially in front of Jason, but slowly she felt her whole life slipping away out of control.

“Maria?” Declan said, coming back into the room. “Are you OK?”

An expert at hiding her tension, she smiled, trying to look serene and in control. Because if he thought she wasn’t in control he might tell social services and they might decide she wasn’t fit to be Jason’s guardian. It didn’t exactly say much for her parenting skills, losing her nephew just before Christmas. Would it look like he was miserable with her, would he tell them he would rather live in foster care?

This wasn’t helping anyone. Maria pushed down her insecurities and said, “I’m fine. I am just so worried about Jason.” She stood up. “Are we ready to go?”

“I have to get some stuff from the garage, and you have to put these on.” He handed her some warm clothes.

“Thanks,” she said taking them from him. She sat down on the sofa, and removed her boots, thinking how glad she was that she had bought them before the snow came. She also removed her jacket, and looked at the layers of clothes he had given her.

“The under layer should go on first,” he said, watching her closely.

“You want me to strip here?” she asked.

“Yes.” His voice sounded hungry, his eyes mentally undressing her. Then he snapped awake. “Sorry. Use my bedroom. The under layer goes on first, it fits tightly against your skin. Then the fleece base layer, then the other sweaters. Lastly I’ll give you a jacket to wear.”

“I hate putting you to so much trouble.” 

“It’s no trouble,” he answered, smiling so that she knew he would move heaven and earth for her. Damn, she was a romantic fool. He was the sheriff and he was simply helping one of his townsfolk find a missing boy. Nothing more.

Nothing more.

She clutched the clothes to her chest and scuttled off out of the room, her mind filled with images of herself doing a striptease in front of him. For a woman who was insecure in her own skin, those thoughts confused her. Why did he make her feel alive and confident? Because she knew she was safe with him: he could have any woman he wanted, so he would never want a curvy woman with a little too much weight on her hips and an even bigger amount of emotional baggage. No matter how much she threw herself at him.

He had single-handedly chased her usual nerves away, replacing them with a different nervous tension, one that revolved around her naked in his bed. The same bed she laid the warm clothes on, and as she took off her sweater and her T-shirt, she imagined his hands on her body, stroking her skin.

Quickly, trying to stop her imagination before it went too far, she put on the layers just as he had told her. They were a little roomy, but they smelt deliciously of him. Closing her eyes, she could imagine him hugging her, his strong arms around her, his lips on her neck.

“Maria? How’s it going?” His voice outside the bedroom door made her jump, and she hoped he wasn’t a mind reader, because her imagination had strayed into the erotic.

“I’m ready,” she said, pulling the door open, feeling rather too wrapped up in the mountain of clothes he had given her.

“Great. You’ll be thankful for them. Let’s get going. It’s a long climb. We’ll have to stop halfway and rest, then continue on at first light.” He began moving towards the front door, backpack slung over his shoulder.

“We can’t keep going through the night?” she asked, following him out.

“No. The first part of the climb is relatively easy. Although even then we are going to be tied together so I don’t lose you in the snow. But the last part is steep and we need some light. Although if this storm carries on, we may find the last climb impossible.”

“Could you go a lot faster alone?” she asked, for the first time wondering if he had been right to say he would go without her. “I don’t want to slow you down.”

“Look. If it comes to it, you’ll have to wait at the place we camp. I will have to stop there anyway. It’s too dangerous in the dark. In the morning, if it’s safe, you can come all the way to the caves. That’s the best I can promise.”

“Thank you,” she said, and then they left his wonderful, warm house and went out into the snow.

The cold took her breath away. After his nice, warm cabin, this was a slap in the face. The snow was coming down harder, big soft flakes clinging to everything. Declan grabbed hold of her hand and led her to the truck. With almost a sixth sense, his footsteps were confident, unwavering, despite the low visibility.

“It will be easier when we get higher; the first part of the trail will be difficult and then we climb through the forest. Once we’re under the trees, apart from the odd big snowdrift, we will be sheltered,” he said, his voice absorbed by the snow.

“Great,” was all she could muster as he opened the truck door and helped her in. When he slammed it shut, she had never been more grateful to be out of the elements. What the hell was she letting herself in for?

“Ready?” he asked one last time after he had put all the gear in the back of the truck and then climbed in beside her. This was it. She could see it in his face: it was the last chance for her to get out and tell him to go ahead on his own. But she couldn’t ask him to go alone.

“Absolutely.”

“Then let’s get moving. It’s going to be a slow ascent. The truck will manage if we take it easy.” The engine rumbled comfortingly; this was a big truck, made for rough terrain. When she snuck a look at the confident face of Declan, she knew that she was in safe hands, both man and vehicle capable of what lay before them. Maria only hoped she was not going to be the one to let them down.

Declan pulled away. The snow hitting the windscreen seemed to have slacked off some, but visibility was still poor, and the track had so much snow on it, she struggled to see where the edges were. Declan had no such trouble, and he steered the truck effortlessly along it and then out onto the road.

“You know,” he said, breaking the silence, “this is not how my Christmas usually goes.”

“It’s not? You mean you don’t spend Christmas Eve on a mountain every year?” Maria asked, looking at him rather than the road, which was nonexistent to her eyes.

“Nope. I mean I have been on the mountain at Christmas, as a kid. My brothers and I used to love it up there in the snow. But usually I work. We all do.”

“Why? Don’t you like Christmas?” she asked, her eyes slanting back to the road. Thinking about how far up the mountain they were driving and worrying about the drop on the other side. Was it sheer? Would they die a horrible death if the truck lost its grip?

He noticed the way she tensed—he could probably even see the fear in her eyes—and said, “Don’t worry. The snow chains will hold.”

“I didn’t know you installed them.” She tried to relax her grip on the door. Like that would save her if the truck went over the side and plummeted down into the valley below.

“They were already on. I saw the forecast and no self-respecting sheriff goes out without them, not when the weather is closing in. But there isn’t too much to worry about, the drop here is only twenty feet.”

Only twenty feet? Reassuring. That was like a chasm to Maria right now. “Anyway, you were saying? About Christmas.” She took a deep breath in and then let it out through her mouth, trying to be discreet so that he didn’t see what a wimp she was.

“It’s a family time of year. Neither me nor my brothers are married, no kids, and so we work. Makes sense that those with families spend it with their loved ones.”

“That’s sweet.” He wasn’t married, had no attachments. Why did that make her go warm and fuzzy inside? It didn’t matter, as long as it chased away the feelings of unease that were spiralling out of control in her stomach. That was one thing Declan did so well. He chased away her fears. He was like a comfort blanket, and she wished she could wrap herself up in his big, strong arms and feel eternally safe.


Chapter Seven – Declan

Did he make her nervous? He hoped if he did, it was in a good way. However, he thought her anxiety was more connected to the conditions outside.

“Where do you come from, Maria? Before you moved back to take care of Jason, where did you live?”

“A city along the coast. I work in advertising. Not selling, but creating commercials. The kind you see on TV. I love it. I can shut myself away, and then hand over the concept to someone else to pitch. I’m not good in front of people.”

“Why not?” he asked. She was such a beautiful woman, all curvy figure, blonde hair that curled softly around her face, and blue eyes that pierced his heart.

“I never was, even as a child. Yvonne was the confident one. She took the lead in everything. I guess it’s because she was so much older than me. There was a big age difference. Whereas I am happy to stay in my small comfort zone. I guess it’s why I preferred the city; no one really sees you. You can blend into the background. I like being invisible.” She laughed, trying to make light of it. “Here in Bear Bluff, every time I leave the house I feel as if everyone is looking at me.”

“I have to admire you, Maria. If that’s how you feel, it took some guts to uproot and come to Bear Bluff. But people here just want to help. If you let them.” He kept his gaze on the road. The truck was bumping along the last hundred feet of trail. When they reached the end, they would have to get out into the freezing temperatures of the mountain. He turned the heater down to begin what would be a sharp acclimatisation to the wind chill.

“There was never a choice. But yeah, it was tough. Bear Bluff is a small town; it’s hard to go by unnoticed.”

I never noticed you. He couldn’t understand how they had lived in the same town for months and not met. “You haven’t had any trouble with the townsfolk, though, have you?”

“No. Not at all,” she said and then sighed. “In all honesty, though, I hide myself away as much as I can. My company have allowed me to telecommute. I still get the paycheck and they still get my expertise. I’m a bit of a hermit.”

“That explains it,” he said, taking a breath of her scent, storing it in his memory. Soon they would be out in the elements and the wind would whip her delicious scent away from him. He wanted to inhale enough so it would linger on his tongue and in his mind.

“Explains what?” she asked, unaware of the effect she had on him.

“Explains why I have never seen you around Bear Bluff. Because if I had, I would have known.” His bear would have known for sure.

“Oh, I don’t know. As I said, I’m good at being invisible,” she said and gave a small nervous laugh.

“No, Maria. I would have known. I promise you.” He wanted to add that now he knew who she was, he would always be there for her, always be aware of her. But those were the kind of words that could scare a woman away. Especially one who had no idea about bears.

She looked out of the window, chewing her lip. Had he frightened her, made her wary of him?  Then she turned back to him and said, “That’s what Yvonne told me her husband used to say to her. That they had this special bond.”

“It’s a bear … bluff thing,” he said, chickening out at the last moment and keeping the secret of his other side to himself. Soon she would have to know. 

He guessed Jason was hitting puberty, and with that came a change that his dad would have helped him through.

Instead, the poor kid had an aunt who would do whatever she could for him, even give up her old life to be there for him. But she could not understand this primal beast that was awakening in him.


Chapter Eight – Maria

It was cold. After the relative warmth of the truck, the biting wind that hit her took her breath away. If she had second thoughts, she didn’t allow herself to dwell on them. When she’d got in the truck to come here, she had committed to this. If she backed out now, Declan would have to take her back down the mountain. And that would waste too much time.

So she reminded herself of how cold and scared Jason would be out here, and the need to find him became so strong, she dragged her gloves on and began to help Declan unload the gear, making herself fit into the mould of the kind of person she needed to be.

Once more, because of her love for her nephew, she was stepping up to shoulder more responsibility. Her mind went back to when Declan said he was proud of her for doing what she had done, giving up her old life. Now she began to feel proud of herself. She wasn’t hiding back in town waiting for someone else to rescue Jason; she was here in the freezing cold, about to climb a mountain.

A feeling not unlike vertigo assailed her senses. An old familiar friend, fear, was knocking on the door, wanting entry to her brain.

“You sure you’re OK?” Declan shouted over the wind that blasted another dose of snow over them. It was blowing hard and drifting along the side of the truck already.

“Yes,” she shouted back, giving him a thumbs-up.

“We need to get onto the trail as quickly as possible. It’s more sheltered, and when it goes into the trees we won’t have to fight the wind either.”

“OK,” she said, shouldering a pack. It nearly brought her to her knees. Declan was used to packing these things for his brothers, and if they were anything like him, those brothers had wide shoulders. Hoisting it up further, she let her legs adjust to the weight. She could do this.

“You OK with that?” he asked.

“Yes. Let’s go.” She took a step away from him, but he caught her sleeve.

“Wait. We need to be tied together. I don’t want to lose you.” A hidden meaning in his voice made heat pool between her thighs. The sensation slowly spread throughout her body. If the cold wind had made her breathless, this was like being punched in the gut, leaving her gasping for air.

She lifted her arms and he circled the rope around her before tying it in a secure knot; then he took the other end and coiled it around his wrist, leaving her feeling like a dog on a leash. It seemed he figured that if anyone were going to get lost in the snow, it would be her. He was probably right. She had never felt more like a city girl than when they took those first few steps through the snow.

Visibility was so low that if the rope wasn't between them she would have thought she was alone. A scary thought, when the wind was trying to knock her off course with every step and the snow left the ground so featureless she could have been walking around in circles and never know it. 

No, that wasn’t true: she was aware of him, even if she could only see him as a faint ghost in front of her. It was this wraithlike apparition she followed. One foot in front of the other, head down, breathing hard as they made their way along a trail that meandered up a gentle incline.

This isn’t too bad, she thought, and then he turned, switching back on themselves and the true monumental task threw itself at her, just as a heavy snow shower hit her in the face. 

For a moment, she couldn’t breathe, panic hitting her square in the chest, and then his voice came to her. “You can do it, Maria. Just take a breath, and then follow me. I can take the strain.”

What did he mean by that? And then, as he began to climb, she understood the other meaning of the rope: he was helping her, not only to follow him, but also to climb. At times, she had to scramble to keep her feet under her, but he pulled her up towards her goal. Each step taking her closer to finding her nephew.

Breathe. Breathe. It was her mantra. All she concentrated on was one foot at a time. Lift, place it down, try to get a firm footing, and then transfer her weight forward to bring the next foot up. A steady rhythm, her concentration centered on one thing, walking. She tried to block out all other thoughts, although Declan kept creeping back in, his nearness making her nerves sing. Or was it just the freezing cold hitting her face?

Just when she thought she was too tired to go on, too weary to take another step, he turned once more and a line of trees appeared through the snow. He hurried forward, as though their finish line was in sight. She felt the surge of power and tried to match it. Those trees were their temporary sanctuary. They needed to get there.

When they did, the relief was almost too much. The snow no longer hit her in the face, her breathing no longer felt as though shards of ice were puncturing her lungs. The trees offered them shelter and a small reprieve.

Declan still didn’t stop. Pulling her forward, he made sure they were well under the cover of the trees before he rested. Leaning against a tree, he pulled the rope towards him, with Maria on the end like a fisherman reeling in his live catch. And she went to him, shocked but intensely happy when he pulled her right to him and then wrapped his arms around her. He chafed her arms, and she felt the warmth surge through her.

“Are you OK?” he asked.

“Yes,” she answered breathlessly. “I am glad we reached the trees. I don’t know if I could have stood it much longer out there.”

“I’d like to tell you the worst is over with, but I would be lying. And that is one thing I will never do to you, Maria.”

Why did she feel the implication of his words went so much deeper than their superficial meaning? It was as though he reached into her heart and reassured her he would always be good, always be true. Maria had to remind herself that he wasn’t hers, that the promise was probably just a small-town sheriff telling a poor feeble woman that he was good at what he did. Whatever the meaning, he comforted her. Especially with his warm, hard body.

She nearly jumped back away from him. He was hard; she could feel him against her thighs. He had an erection. Out here, on the side of a mountain, in the snow with a woman he didn’t even know, he was aroused.

And then she did something unexpected and totally out of character—she pressed herself against him.

He stiffened, his whole body going rigid, before he let out a long breath and rubbed himself, imperceptibly, against her. This was so wildly inappropriate, and yet thrilling beyond anything, she had ever experienced. She leaned into him, her breath on his neck, and she felt him tremble. With desire? No, she must have lost her senses with the cold. Still, she couldn’t resist letting her breath caress his skin, and then she inhaled deeply, letting his scent linger on her taste buds.

All man, all wild. She could smell the woods, pine, she would guess, and the snow, clean and cold, all wrapped up in a unique masculine tang. Her creative brain went to work and she knew if could capture his essence she would have a worldwide bestseller on her hands. But she would hate to share any piece of him. He was hers.

“And you are mine,” he murmured against her ear. 

Could he really read her thoughts?

“I’m sorry?” she asked, knowing she had misunderstood him.

“We need to get going.” There was more than a hint of reluctance in his voice.

“Of course.” Yes. Of course, that was what he said. Because to say she was his was simply ludicrous. This man was out of her league on so many levels.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“Yes. I’ll try to pull my weight. I know you practically hauled me up that trail.”

“I don’t mind. I am here for you, Maria.” I will always be here for you. The last sentence reverberated in her brain, although he hadn’t spoken it. Yes. Definitely the cold affecting her brain.

Shifting her pack, trying to relieve her aching shoulders, she prepared for the next part of the trek. Her mind turned to Jason. Was he cold? What if he hadn’t found shelter, what if he was lying on the exposed mountainside freezing to death?

Despite her cold and aching muscles, she took a longer, more assured step forward. Her new mantra became. We will find you. We will find you. And with Declan beside her, she knew that if anyone could, he would. Or he would die trying.

Her hand itched to find his, to place her gloved hand into his. Gloved hand...

“Hey, you don’t have gloves on?”

“Warm blooded.” He grinned.

“You must be freezing.”

“Nope, I like the cold. It stirs the blood and makes my heart pump fast.” The look in his eyes told her it wasn’t the only thing that made his heart beat fast. And she had to agree because everything about him made her heart thaw and race, thumping wildly in her chest. The knowing look in his eyes made her think he could hear her heart too. 


Chapter Nine – Declan

The climb through the woods was a lot easier; still, he had to admire Maria’s determination. She must be feeling the cold. Although his bear blood kept him well insulated against it, the mist puffing from his mouth as he breathed told him the temperature was extremely low. He would have to take special care to keep Maria moving and keep her warm. 

If she did get cold, he could always use his incredible body heat to warm her skin. While he walked alongside her, her scent filling his nostrils, he let his imagination wander; it pictured him in a nice cozy cave, a bear den, hibernating for the night with her. His hands would roam her body, feeling the way she responded to his touch, sensing her arousal shifting up a notch when his rough palms rubbed over her taut nipples. 

She would sigh contentedly, and he would lower his head and lick the very tip of her nipple, sending shivers through her body that had nothing to do with the cold. Her hands would wrap around his neck, her fingers curling into his hair as she urged him on. His teeth would graze the hard bud, and then he would suck it into his mouth, her sharp intake of breath making his cock harden further.

“Declan.” Her voice broke through his sensual thoughts. He brought himself sharply back to the present, trying to put his sheriff’s head back on when his bear head wanted to pick her up in his arms and carry her off to the nearest cave.

“Sorry, I didn’t hear what you said.” His gaze dropped to her lips as she spoke, and he wanted to ram her up against the nearest tree and kiss her until they were red and swollen. Shaking his head, he tried to put his bear back in its cage. He needed to treat the weather and the mountain with respect or they would both be in trouble. He couldn’t do that with a lovesick bear in control.

“I asked how much farther we have to walk in the trees.”

She looked worn out, her shoulders sagging, the pack too heavy for her. Every so often, she reached out and grabbed the branch of a tree to hoist herself forward. They needed to rest soon, or he would be carrying her. This was a difficult climb on two legs when the weather was good. The snow and cold compounded the steep slopes.

“Not too much farther. We’ve been lucky, I think this side of the mountain has missed the brunt of the snow. When we hit a stand of tall pines, we turn back onto the open mountainside and then head across, almost horizontally. The caves are marked by an overhang. At least the start of them. There’s a number of them; we can shelter for a couple of hours in the first one. Then push on to where Jason should be.”

“We don’t have to stop on my account,” she said.

Yes, we do. But to Maria, he said, “We need to eat and drink. It’s important to keep our energy levels up.” 

She looked relieved. “Maybe a brief stop might be good.”

“It will be. I’ll even show you my culinary skills.” He patted his pack. “You haven’t lived until you’ve tried reconstituted Boeuf Bourguignon.”

She giggled, despite the cold. “You know, I can’t remember when I last ate.”

“Great, then let’s get to the cave and eat.” It wasn’t exactly what he had in mind as their first date, but it was going to have to do. For Declan, this was the beginning of their courtship. Dinner for two, alfresco-style. Romantic, if Maria could just stop her teeth chattering. He longed to pull her into his embrace and hold her close to his warm bearskin. Maybe when this was all over...

But he knew it was hands off until her nephew was found and they had healed their relationship. He only hoped this adventure was going to end in a happy-ever-after for everyone.


Chapter Ten – Maria

The light had completely faded as they came out of the trees. The snow had almost stopped, but the temperature was plummeting. What if Jason was out in this? Don’t think that. There is nothing more you could have done. 

She reminded herself of this as they made their way over a precarious trail, if you could call it that. Stones toppled down the mountain, and every time her feet slipped, she was sure she was going to follow them. The rope, still tied to her waist, was comforting. Declan wouldn’t let her fall.

“Nearly there. We can rest for a couple of hours, and then make the next ascent. But after that, we need the light.” He brushed against her, and she longed to lean into him. “So don’t feel bad about stopping. We need to time it just right. This way we can rest and then go on further, find the cave with Jason in it, and then make the descent before Santa leaves the North Pole.”

She had almost forgotten it was Christmas. Maybe because since she was a kid, it had meant little to her. She never admitted it to anyone, but out of the last five Christmases, she had spent three of them alone and two of them wishing she was alone.

What a sad, lonely fool she was. 

In some ways she was very much like Declan. 

“Here, let me,” Declan said. He lifted the pack from her shoulders; she was relieved by the weight disappearing, but was unhappy at being made to feel inadequate.

“I’m OK with it,” she said defensively, reaching out to take it back.

“No, you’re not,” he said, hitching it onto his left shoulder. “I was watching you. For the last ten minutes you have been looking as though you have the weight of the mountain on your shoulders.”

Maria looked up at him through the blur of snowflakes landing on her eyelashes. “Do you ever wish you’d done things differently?”

He was taken aback by her sudden question. Taking a step towards her, he looked down at her and said, “Honey, you can’t change the past. And you can’t let the past ruin your future.”

“But if I’d have done things differently, been more of a part of Jason’s life... Well, he might not be stuck up there in some cave on his own in a blizzard.”

“Listen, Maria. Jason has lost his parents. Parents who he always thought would be there for him, ready to explain things to him...” He hesitated. “There are things about Jason you can’t understand, can’t help him with. And it wouldn’t have mattered if you had lived in the same house as him all his life.”

“Because he’s a boy? You mean that he needs a man in his life? A man like you?” Was that really where he was going with this? Was it some kind of line, a come-on—if it was, then she was going to take back all the thoughts she had about him being a good man.

“Not in the way you think.” Those were the only words he said before he abruptly turned heel and walked off, his feet dragging through the deep snow.

She watched him take two steps and then followed. If she didn’t, the rope that bound them together would pull tight, and there was no need to guess who would win this tug of war. All the same, she was left confused by what he said. Did he think she was totally unsuitable as a parent to Jason, that there was nothing she could offer him? That he would always need someone else other than her?

Shaken and confused, she trudged along behind him, grateful when he turned and headed uphill towards the great shadow that loomed above them. She had never been more relieved to see a large lump of rock in her life. This was the overhang they had been heading for. 

He expertly guided them towards the mouth of a small cave. How he found it in the gloom she couldn’t guess. What surprised her more was the stash of dry firewood waiting to be made into a blazing fire.

“It’s always kept this way. So that if anyone is desperate and it’s cold and wet outside, they know they can light a fire.” He shone a flashlight onto the wood and the separate pile of kindling next to it.

“So we just use what we need?” she asked. It was good to know the people in Bear Bluff and the surrounding area worked together. 

“Yes, and when it’s dry I’ll come up here and replace it. The forest is a great place to find enough firewood, especially after a storm. The wetter stuff is placed over there, so the draft coming in dries it out. Then it gets transferred here.”

“Wow, you have a good system.” She was impressed.

“We work together here. You should know that, Maria. No one in Bear Bluff wants you to fail, in anything. We’re more than just a town.” There was that hidden meaning again; she couldn’t quite work out what the underlying message was.

“That might work for those who have lived here all their lives, but what about outsiders like me?” she asked. In the city, people came and went so often she couldn’t keep up with the neighbours in her apartment. But didn’t small towns had a reputation for excluding newcomers?

“It’s not like that. Especially now.” He looked up at her, his hands working to build the fire, while his eyes warmed her insides until they were liquid fire. Nothing would inflame her senses more than the looks he gave her.

“What do you mean especially now?”

“You are not an outsider anymore.”

“Why, because of Jason?”

Again, she thought he was about to tell her something personal. But whatever it was he didn’t seem confident in her enough to share. Yes, that was the effect she had on people: she didn’t open up about herself and her feelings, so why should she expect others to do the same? Although she dearly wanted to know what this man who knelt before her, striking a match to the tinder, was thinking. 

“It was a brave thing you did to give up your life in the city to come look after Jason. The people of Bear Bluff understand that. Only they don’t interfere. If you ask for help, they will give it. But they won’t want to offer in case they offend you.”

“I never thought of it like that.”

“You never thought that you are as much an enigma to them as they are to you? You come from the city, shut yourself away most of the time from what you say. Hell, you must. I’m the sheriff and I get around town, a lot. But I never saw you before.”

She laughed, “I’m sure we must have crossed paths at some point. Maybe you are only focused on damsels in distress and those committing a crime.” She said it lightly, but his eyes darkened. “Sorry. Of course you look out for everyone.”

“It’s not that, Maria,” he said as the first spark lit the dry tinder and burst into life. “I need you to understand that my body is particularly attuned to yours.”

“It is?” she squeaked, realising she was cornered here in a cave with a man who wore a sheriff's badge, but who at this moment looked more like a man who was about to steal something. Her.

“Yes. I don’t want to pile any more stress on you. But we have to talk.”

“We do?” Still that same squeak of a cornered mouse.

“Yes. But first we need to eat.” With that, he broke the spell binding her eyes to his. As the flames licked at the wood, casting their warm cheery glow across the walls of the small cave, he placed his backpack on the floor and began to remove things. 

She stood by, frozen in place by his words and what he conveyed through his looks. Was there something between them? She would be lying if she said she hadn’t felt something. But she had put that down to being needy, and scared for Jason. 

Yet it went deeper than that. He stirred up feelings inside her, sensations she had never known. Despite not dating too much, she had been attracted to her fair share of men. Usually she crushed on men who were out of her reach, either by position or because they were spoken for. There was nothing like fantasizing about a man who was unavailable. Was that why she was crushing on the sheriff? A man in uniform, out of her reach.

But his face said she was very much in his reach. And that reach was getting closer to grabbing her and pulling her to the ground so he could make love to her on the floor of a cave, just like two beasts.


Chapter Eleven – Declan

She needed to quit looking at him like that. If not, he would be stripping her body and making love to her here in the light of the fire. He could imagine the warm glow illuminating her curvy body. Damn, how he wanted to take all those layers of clothing off, unwrapping her like a gift on Christmas morning. 

“Why don’t you go to the cave entrance and fill this with snow?” He passed her a tin mug. Although, he thought, he should be the one going to fetch it, perhaps diving into the snow face first to help him cool off.

“Sure,” she said, taking it and rushing off as if his bear was snapping at her heels.

But his bear didn’t want to snap at her heels; instead, he wanted to nip her neck and then graze his teeth across her nipples, so taut with the cold.

“Fill it real full, it will melt down to almost nothing,” he growled, his emotions spiralling out of control.

Maybe it was being here in an old bear den. It made him feel closer to his animal, and that animal wanted to be closer to his mate. No, that wasn’t fair. All of him wanted to be closer to their mate.

“Here,” she said, passing it back to him.

“Thank you.” He reached for it, taking it from her, his fingers brushing hers. She had taken her gloves off, and this first contact of skin against skin made him fall back with shock. Her eyes flew to his; she felt it too. He knew she did.

But she backed off, going to the other side of the fire and sitting down on the ground, looking exhausted. He needed to get himself under control. He was making this harder for her, when as bonded mates, he should be making it easier. But he wanted her more than the air in his lungs and the blood in his veins.

“Sorry, I don’t know what’s come over me,” he said when he took in the hunted look in her eyes. She had sensed the predator in him. Could she feel his bear, so close to the surface now? He had no idea how these things worked for those who couldn’t change, who didn’t have another, more primal side to them.

“It’s OK. I appreciate what you're doing for me and for Jason.” She stared at the flames and he was sure she was going to go to sleep on the spot. Looking at his watch, he realised why. They had set off from his office mid-afternoon, but now it was late, and the cold had depleted her energy.

“Here,” he said, throwing her a chocolate bar. “Eat this, while I make our dinner. Here’s some coffee too.”

“Thank you. I was OK until we stopped. Now I’m exhausted.” She unwrapped the chocolate and took a bite. “Oh, sugar rush.”

“Good, I hope you can keep your eyes open to eat something warm and then we can sleep for a few hours before making an attempt to reach the caves.” He watched the snow melt in the pan and then added the powdered food.

“That smells wonderful,” she said.

He grinned. “Told you I had impressive skills in the kitchen.”

“Do you have specialist survival training?” she asked, as she slowly ate the sugary bar, which was already perking her up.

“Only what’s passed down from generation to generation.” He stirred the pot, happy to see it thickening, and had to agree the smell was pretty good. Although he was so hungry after the climb, he would have been much happier tucking into a nice juicy rare steak, with french fries.

“Your family has lived here for a long time?” she asked.

“Yes, my ancestors were founding citizens of Bear Bluff,” he said proudly.

“That’s what Yvonne said about Matthew’s family,” she said.

“There are a lot of old families in Bear Bluff,” he said, wanting to tell her why, but still not sure she was mentally or physically strong enough. The news would be shocking. There was no way she would see it coming. How could she, it wasn’t every day that someone admitted they could change into a bear, and that was why the original families had settled here in Bear Bluff: to hide away, and have the privacy to turn bear when they wanted.

These days they had to be more careful. With more and more ordinary humans coming out to the mountains for vacations, there were very strict rules, or guidelines, about going bear. It was particularly important to stay out of sight in the day. The occasional bear sighting was one thing; tourists loved it. But it was the hunters with guns that were becoming more of a danger. Especially those trophy hunters who wanted a nice bear hide to put on their suburban floors.

“Do you think that’s why Jason resents me?” she asked, her voice growing quieter as though she were hypnotised by the flames. “Because I’m from the city, he’s from a small town. I guess that’s why he tells me I don’t understand him.” 

“No. Not at all. I would be surprised if he resents you at all, Maria.” He couldn’t see how even a child of thirteen could resent an aunt who had given up her whole way of life for him.

“His family has lived here for what, centuries, and now he’s left with an outsider who doesn’t understand the way the town works. You must have customs and traditions that go back through the generations.”

He kept his eyes on the spoon he was using to stir their dinner. “Every town has its own traditions,” he said simply. His bear clawed at the edges of his mind. But when he looked up at Maria’s tense face, he had to be firm. Now is not the time.


Chapter Twelve – Maria

She closed her eyes, savouring the taste of the food. It hadn’t got anything in the way of a pleasant consistency, but the taste was divine and it was hot. They had moved around to sit as far as they could from the entrance of the cave and the snow that continued to fall. The few flakes that made their meandering way inside soon melted in the heat from the fire.

“What happens when we sleep? Can we keep the fire going?” she asked, not relishing the idea of ending up a frozen popsicle.

“I’ll build it up so it will burn for a few hours, but we will be sleeping in the tent.” He took a last mouthful of food from his tin cup and licked his lips. Such full, sensual lips...

She was getting drowsy from the warmth and the food, and her mind only just managed to stop staring at his mouth and cling onto the word, “Tent?”

He jerked his head towards the pack. “Yes. Part of the kit. If we got stuck, it’s always best to have somewhere to escape to. It keeps out the worst of the weather. In here, with the warmth from the fire too, it will be downright cozy.” He grinned at the face she pulled. “Come on. The proof is in the sleeping. And that is what you need to do.”

“I am not going to argue. I am exhausted. The thought of taking one more step is enough to make me cry,” she said, rubbing her tired legs.

“Then you stay there while I prepare the bedroom.” He hoisted himself up, taking her cup from her hand and going to the cave entrance where he washed them in the snow. Her eyelids grew heavier as he then began to pull lightweight poles and then the outer shell of a small two-person tent from the pack she had carried most of the way.

Only when he began to put it up did she realise just how cozy they were going to be in there. And she didn’t mean cozy-warm, she meant cozy as in a snug fit. 

“OK. You want to slide in here?” He held the flap open for her, and she really did have to slide, and wiggle, to get herself into the tent. She shuffled over to one side, and then he handed her a sleeping bag. “Here.”

“You have the kitchen sink in there too?” she asked, sliding her boots off her feet.

He chuckled, watching her ungainly wriggling. “Take your jacket off too. It’s going to get warm in there.”

“Really?” she asked and then realized why he had said that. The sleeping bag was big enough for both of them. “Oh.”

“Don’t worry. I don’t bite.”

More’s the pity, she thought, and then cursed herself. Nothing was going to happen between them. Not up here on the side of a mountain in sub-zero temperatures. But when he slid in beside her, the temperature was close to boiling point.

Her body was acutely aware of his, as though the layers of clothing covering her body had just melted away, leaving her naked against him. She turned so that her back was to him, but it made no difference. There was no way she would ever be able to relax enough to sleep. Not when her own heartbeat sounded so loud in her ears and his breathing was like a small earthquake to her body. She longed to reach out to him, or for him to wrap her in his arms and hold her close. The rise and fall of his chest brought him closer to her, before stealing him away inch by inch over and over. 

“Are you warm enough?” he asked.

Should she say no, I need you to hold me? No. She couldn’t, she had no intention of giving him any ideas. He was out of bounds. She was out of bounds. Nothing good could come of this. “Yes. Thank you,” she answered.

“Then try to close your eyes and sleep. A couple of hours is all we can spare.”

“I understand,” she said and her thoughts turned to Jason. “Do you think he’s OK? 

“Jason?” he asked, and she felt him move, propping himself up on his hand. She could feel his eyes on the back of her head, and she was compelled to run and look at him.

“I can’t help thinking of him out here alone,” she said, watching the glow from the fire cast shadows across the tent, illuminating his face.

“If he’s in the cave, he will be OK.”

“If? Does that mean you think he’ll be somewhere else? What if he climbs higher?” Out of our reach.

“I think he went off because he felt misunderstood,” he said, lifting his hand to brush her hair back from her face, and then stroking her cheek. It was a comforting gesture, nothing more. He was trying to soothe her worries, and she liked that about him.

She sighed, mostly content to be here with him. But also resigned to the battle she was going to have to get Jason to come back down the mountain if he wanted stay in the cave, to feel close to his dad at Christmas.

“Do you think it’s possible that he’ll come back without a fight?”

“Yes. I think no matter how lonely and misunderstood he felt when he left home to come up here, it is nothing compared to how he’ll be feeling now when the snow is coming down and it’s cold and dark. The only time a bear likes to be in a cave like this on his own is when he is hibernating.” His voice sounded drowsy as he spoke, but she still didn’t understand what he meant.

“A bear?” she asked, her mind fuzzy as sleep took her into its warm arms.

“Hmm. We might be solitary creatures, but we don’t like being isolated. He’ll be ready to come home when we find him tomorrow,” he said, his voice trailing off.

Then Maria closed her eyes and slept. Her last thoughts were that bear must be what Bear Bluff people called themselves. And she wondered if she would ever be a bear.

***

“Hey. It’s time we made a move.” He shook her lightly, and she turned to him, burying her cold face into his chest.

“Morning already?” she asked, her brain a fog of fatigue. Slowly she came to, and realised she had not only buried her face in his chest, she had also wrapped her arms round him and was clinging to him like a limpet.

She released him, and scooted back, but he reached for her and dragged her to him. “I like feeling you close to me. Give yourself a moment to wake up and then we’ll break camp. Coffee and another chocolate bar might be all we’ll have for breakfast. We’ve slept longer than I planned and the fire has died right down. I can rekindle it if you want something warm.”

“No, that’s fine. I would rather get going and reach Jason as soon as possible.” Her senses were beginning to return. With them was the vague memory of his lips on her cheek, his hands stroking her hair. “Did I have a bad dream?”

“Yes, you were calling for your sister.” His fingers felt so good against her skin, she turned her face, her lips skimming his skin. He moved his thumb to brush against her lips, and she parted them for him. 

“And you held me?” 

“It was the least I could do,” he said, lowering his face to within an inch of hers. “I wish I could make you understand how much I want you to be happy. It’s not your fault that Yvonne and Matthew are dead.”

“I know. But I can’t help thinking it would have been fairer if I had been the one who died. No one would miss me, not in the same way that Jason misses his parents.”

He growled, a heart-rending sound, like a wounded animal. “Don’t ever say that, Maria. Here lies one man who would miss you more than life itself.” Then his lips pressed against hers, the kiss she had been anticipating for so long here at last and so much more than she expected.

Maria slipped her hands around his neck, pulling him to her, demanding more as his lips moved against hers. She pressed her body against his, the sensations from his lips filling her body, making her ache in desire. 

He slipped his hand down over her thigh, hooking it behind her knee and bringing her leg up, so that his body pressed against her clit. Now she could feel the hardness of him, feel his need for her mirroring her own. She slid her hands under his clothes, feeling the hard muscles of his chest, the smooth surface of his skin, and wanted to arouse the same feelings in him.

As he groaned against her mouth, she knew she didn’t have to encourage him. He wanted her as much as she wanted him. It was impossible here in the tent: too cold to be naked against him, even with his hot blood, and they were delaying the search for Jason. Yet she could not pull away from him.

Declan used his tongue to gain access to her mouth; at the same time, his hand moved over her bottom and slid forward so that he could run a finger along the length of her slit, from front to back. He pressed a little deeper with each movement, while his cock pressed against her clit, his hips moving in a rhythm that spoke to her of an act so ancient it would pre-date even Bear Bluff.

Yes. This was the same rhythm men and women had used for all of the ages of the species to bring pleasure in each other. And that was what they were each doing now. Rising higher, until she wanted to experience a delicious release at his hands.

She pressed harder against him, her hands stroking Declan’s chest, tweaking his nipples, while her mouth moved against his. His finger pressed inside her, straining against the fabric of her pants. Her voice cried out as her body reached fever pitch and then exploded. An aching deep in her sex changed to a pulsing throb as she went over the edge.

With her voice echoing around the cave, she let herself go, her mouth finding his neck and nipping it as she tried to get control of herself. But it was impossible, he kept up the pressure on her clit, as he rose to claim his own release. A sound, deep and guttural came from his chest, and then he placed his hand on her bottom, holding her in place while he jerked out his orgasm.

He strained against her, and she clung to him, pressing herself tight against him, helping him to crest the same wave of pleasure she had experienced. Breathless, they lay together in each other’s arms, while silence settled around them once more.


Chapter Thirteen – Declan

Damn it! What the hell was he thinking? Lying with Maria in his arms, he could not believe he had forced this on her. She had come up here to find her nephew, he was supposed to be the sheriff, and instead he had taken advantage of her. 

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me,” he said, easing himself away from her. “That was totally unprofessional.”

“No. It was my fault. I pushed myself on you.” She sounded upset, and that wrenched at his heart. He had just made her come, his mate had climaxed in his arms, and now she was upset. His bear lifted its head and moaned.

“It wasn’t your fault. Hell, Maria, it was no one’s fault. It happened because it was right. I know we’re here looking for Jason. But there’s more to this than you know.” This was it; he was going to have to tell her about the other side of him. The other side of Jason too. She had to know. Because until she did, she would be an outsider.

“Then why don’t you explain it to me?” she asked. “I’m not stupid, Declan, you’ve dropped all these hints, but then you clam up. I need to know what’s going on here.”

She sat up, the look in her eyes telling him she was ready, that if he didn’t tell her now she would slip away from him forever.

“It’s a difficult thing to tell someone.”

“Declan, please don’t shut me out. This is about Jason too. Isn’t it?”

“Yes.” He unzipped the tent and went out, switching on the flashlight before holding out his hand to help her out. “It’s something that’s better shown.”

“Now you’re scaring me.”

“I don’t mean to. That’s the last thing I want to do.” He pulled her up gently, until she was standing by him; looking at him with a mixture of fear and apprehension. He hated that she was afraid of him. There was a chance that when he showed her his other side, she might be even more scared and disown him. How would he live without his mate?

However, if he didn’t show her, then she would never understand the bond between them.

“Sit right here,” he said, guiding her towards the log they had sat on only hours before, eating their meal. He then went to the fire and began to rekindle it. The cave was cold, and if she went into any kind of shock, he didn’t want hyperthermia to set in. 

“Declan. Please don’t string me along. Just tell me, or show me, whatever it is that’s so important, or else let’s just go and find Jason. Then you can go on your crazy way, and I’ll go on mine.” She rose from the log, going to fetch her boots and jacket. 

“No, wait. I’m ready. Just sit down there,” he said, his voice filled with nerves.

She went back to the log, pulling on her boots and then putting her arm in her jacket and zipping it up, while he moved back towards the cave entrance. 

“Please don’t freak out. I won’t hurt you, and this is just another part of me. But it will explain what you are to me.”

“What do you mean? I’m just a woman who walked into your office.”

“No, Maria, you are so much more than that. You are the woman who I’m meant to spend the rest of my life with.”

She stood up. “You know, I thought being the sheriff, I could trust you. Instead, I’m beginning to think you led me up here on false pretences. Do you even know where Jason is?” Anger filled her words, and that stung him. Did she honestly think he had dragged her half way up a mountain just to seduce her? The look on her face said yes, she did.

“Sit. Please. If not for us, then for Jason. This is going to go a long way to explain what is going on with him.”

She shook her head. “Don’t use him as an excuse for what’s happening here.”

“Maria. Sit. Stay there. Give me five minutes and then whatever you want to do, we’ll do. But I have been nothing but honest with you.”

Her breasts heaved as she tried to calm her anger. Had he done enough to convince her to give him a chance? And even if he had, would she be able to take in what was about to happen? Would she be able to accept him, and Jason, for who he was?

“Five minutes,” she ground out, but refused to sit down; instead, she folded her arms over her chest and glared at him.

Declan took a big, gulping breath and then several slow ones to try to calm himself down. This was not easy. His bear had been part of him all of his life, but to change in front of his mate was a pressure he had never had to deal with before.

“OK. Please, don’t freak out.” Then he pictured his bear, letting it take him. For a second Maria, his mate, disappeared from view as he entered another reality, and then he returned, to see her eyes filled with wonder, her mouth open with shock.

Declan stood, four massive paws on the ground, his fur all on end, waiting for his mate to run her fingers through it. How he longed to feel her touch him. But he had to be patient. This was not a thing you saw every day. He had no idea how Maria was going to react, but he hoped that something inside her would click and she would accept him for who he was.


Chapter Fourteen – Maria

What happened? One minute Declan stood in front of her, the next there was a bear. A massive tawny-colored bear with green eyes. Declan’s eyes. She might not be able to see the man, but she would know those eyes anywhere.

Rooted to the spot, she stood and stared at the bear, and the bear stood and stared at her. The air around her grew chill and she could feel the walls of the cave begin to spin. She was going to faint. No, she wasn’t.

Maria gathered her wits and her strength and took a step forward, concentrating on the bear in front of her, rather than the sickening feeling in her stomach. If she kept breathing, her stomach would settle. She knew because that’s what had happened when the police officer had told her about her sister. This was a similar kind of shock, when your whole world alters on its axis and something you never thought to be true became part of your reality.

Holding out her trembling hand, she took several steps forward, wanting to touch the creature to make sure he was real. Her brain screamed not to. There was no way it was safe to touch a bear. But this was Declan. This was what he had been trying to tell her.

Jason. Oh, now it made sense. Of course he would be scared if this was part of his world too. “Can Jason change too?” she asked the bear. The bear, Declan, lifted his head and lowered it. A nodding bear.

Laughter bubbled up inside her. Hysteria was imminent. This couldn’t be real. Then she thought back over her conversations with Yvonne. She had told Maria about Matthew being different to any other man she had ever known, that marrying a man she had only known for three weeks was totally normal. She had convinced Maria that a whirlwind romance was not unusual in Bear Bluff. That she knew what she was doing and Matthew would never leave her or cheat on her.

At the time, Maria had thought her sister was just too in love to know these things never usually worked out, or lasted. But it had lasted, right up until the day they were killed in a car crash.

Maria’s fingers closed the final inches. They curled into Declan’s bear fur and trembled with emotion as she stroked him, his whole body shaking in an effort to stay still. His eyes watched her, his big bear mouth pulled into something resembling a grin, and she found herself smiling too. 

Instead of freaking out, all the little details that had bothered her about her sister’s life in Bear Bluff had fallen into place. Did it also explain why Jason had run away? And could she ever convince Jason that she could help him, could be there for him, even if he was a bear?

The laughter erupted now, the walls of the cave closing in on her. She felt the floor tip and her balance went with it. But before she hit the floor, there was a ripple of static electricity and Declan’s strong arms caught her, just as they had the first time they met, and she knew they would for the rest of her life.

“Shh, it’s OK. You are doing really well,” he crooned as he stroked her hair from her face, cradling her against his big, warm chest.

“It was real. Right? You aren’t playing a trick on me?” she asked.

“Never,” he said, kissing her forehead. “I know it’s a shock, but you needed to know. Before we reached Jason, I think you need to understand why I think he ran away.”

“Because his aunt didn’t know, and wouldn’t understand this other side of him?” 

“Something like that. We don’t change until puberty. I think Jason is going through this change and doesn’t know how to tell you. And I can’t blame him. I think we’ve let you both down by not being there to support you. But I’m guessing we all thought you knew.”

“Yvonne never said. I take it Matthew was a… the same as you.” She couldn’t say the word bear. Now he was a man again, it all sounded too unreal.

“Yes.”

“And that’s why Yvonne knew she had found the right man.”

“There’s a bond, between fated mates.”

“And you think that’s what is between us?”

“I don’t think, Maria. I know. Every fiber of my being knows. I have waited all my life for you. And there you were in my office. I couldn’t believe it.”

Now it all made sense, the dazed look on his face. He wasn’t acting foolish; he was in some kind of shock.”

“And I’m expected to just go along with this?”

“No. You have a choice.” His voice shook, and his face dropped, the disappointment evident. “I just hoped … that after … you know … earlier, that you felt the same way.”

She moved away from him. “We need to find Jason. I need time to think.”

“Sure.” He rose and quickly packed away their equipment. Then he kicked the fire out before leading her to the entrance of the cave.

“Wow,” she said as they went out into the night. The snow had stopped, and above them, a sky full of stars shone down. The moon was almost full, its light reflecting off the pristine snow. The whole scene had an eerie, surreal feel to it, one that perfectly matched her mood.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” he asked, standing by the side of her, but not touching her. She liked that he respected her space. That despite what this all meant to him, he did not push her for any kind of commitment. “We used to camp up here when we were cubs. Summer nights under the mountain stars are something else.”

“I’d like to see that.” It was all she could offer him, but it broke the ice. She felt him relax.

“I need to tie this round you again.”

She lifted her arms, turning as he wound it round her until they were face to face; he ducked his head, not meeting her eyes. Had she made him ashamed of what he was? That had never been her intention.

With her gloved hand, she tilted his chin up and bent down to kiss him gently on the lips. He returned the kiss, not asking for anything more.

“Shall we go?” he asked, once satisfied the rope was secure.

“Yes.” She followed him along a track, the overhang sheltering them until they reached a small path, which went almost vertically above their heads. “That?”

He nodded. “I’ve got you, Maria. I won’t let anything happen to you. This path goes up for a short distance and then we swing back on ourselves. Another hour’s walk and then the light sun should crest the mountain range; at that point, we hit a more difficult path. But I know you can do it.”

“How did Jason get this far on his own?” she asked, but of course. “Bear?”

Declan nodded. “I believe so.”

She stopped, looking up at the climb; it seemed as insurmountable as her healing the rift with Jason. He was a bear. “Now I see why he will never accept me as his guardian. I don’t have a clue how to help him.”

Declan came to her, cupping her face in his warm hands. “You are not alone, Maria. You are part of my family too now. Did I mention I have two brothers? Jason is going to have all the help and guidance he needs.”

She sighed, her breath puffing out like a great cloud in the freezing morning air. “I might need all the help I can get.”

“Well, if we don’t start climbing, we won’t ever know if he’s up in those caves. Right?”

“Right,” she said, determined to see this through. 

Declan began the climb, stopping to help her up each stage of the way. The moonlight gave them just enough light to climb by, their moonlight shadows dark against the snow. This had to be one of the weirdest experiences of her life.

Slipping and sliding, she took it slowly until, thankfully, the path levelled out. They moved quicker, although she was acutely aware of the drop below her. Their position on the mountain was becoming clearer as the night slowly began to disappear. The sunlight climbed up behind the mountains and then finally crested them, sending its rays across the scene below.

Maria stopped, gasping at the beauty of it and then blinded by the glare off the snow. “It’s stunning.”

“In the spring we’ll come up here. The view is amazing; every shade of green you can imagine is set out before you.” He grinned at her and she grinned back, her heart lighter somehow. This man was her life now. She just had to try to embrace it and make it work, along with being Jason’s guardian.

If she could climb this mountain, she could do anything. That was the thought she held onto as they came to the end of the path and were faced with a rocky face. “Oh my! We have to go up there?”

“Only to that ledge,” he said, pointing up around fifty feet to the left of where they stood. “Want me to go first and see if he’s there?”

“No.” She shook her head. “I’ve come this far.”

He began to climb, slowly, taking his time and making sure she could follow his hand- and foot holds. The rope between them became more of a lifeline now. If she fell, she might go tumbling down and break something. At the same time, she marvelled that Jason had climbed up here alone. If he had. What would they do if they got to the cave and he wasn’t there?

She guessed they would search as many caves as they could until they ran out of food. The only alternative was to go back down. But she would never give up until she brought him home.

Despite the temperature, she was getting hotter by the minute, the layers of clothing now slowing her down. Removing anything was made impossible by the rope, and she knew that when she stopped, she would soon freeze if she took anything off, so she struggled on. One foot in front of the other, just as she had done yesterday in the blinding snow.

Only yesterday. It seemed weird that so little time had passed, but her life had changed forever: she now had Declan. As a what? A mate, he called it and she wondered what that entailed. Sex. Of course. But anything more meaningful? Marriage? Kids?

She nearly lost her footing at that thought. She had resigned herself to a solitary life before her sister died; then when she took on Jason, she figured that would be it. But Declan would likely want the whole package. Did she?


Chapter Fifteen – Declan

“Last part,” he said to Maria, noting the strain on her face. He sat at the top of the rock face, looking down on her. The rope in his hand was slowly being reeled in, and they were getting closer to their destination.

A sound behind him made him turn. The rope slipped through his hands. “Jason,” he called.

“He’s there?” Maria said, hoisting herself up the last part of the cliff.

“Yes,” Declan said, unable to let go of the rope in case Maria fell. All he could do was watch the boy run farther away.

“Go,” she said breathlessly, hooking her leg over the top of the ledge and shuffling forward to safety.

Untying the rope, he turned away from her and in one swift movement changed into his bear, running after Jason. But Jason didn’t go far; he dived into a cave, heading for the shadows. Declan followed and then waited at the entrance for a breathless Maria. 

“He’s in there?” she asked. His bear nodded. “Will you come in with me?”

He walked by her side into the cave. Maria trembled beside him and he leaned against her to give her his strength. Curling her fingers around his fur, she held onto him. “Thank you,” she whispered, and he rubbed his head against her thigh.

“Jason,” she called softly.

From the back of the cave came movement. His bear could see the outline of the boy, but he didn’t know if Maria could, so he steered her that way.

“Jason,” she called again. “It’s OK. I only want to know you’re OK.”

“Aunt Maria. Why did you follow me?” he asked, his voice sounded rough with emotion. Declan knew he had been up here crying. Emotional pain resonated in his voice, and his bear felt the sadness as something visceral.

“Because I was worried. When I woke up and you were gone, I was scared.” She was trying not to place the blame at Jason’s feet. Good girl.

“You should be scared, and you shouldn’t have come. I should be here alone,” Jason sobbed.

“Why? I know you miss your mom and dad, but don’t you think I can at least try to help you deal with everything.”

“But you can’t. You don’t understand.” His voice broke.

“I didn’t, but I do now.” Her fingers dug deeper into his bear fur. “Declan has explained everything to me. I can’t possibly understand what you’re going through. But he can. He’s promised to help you.”

“He told you what I am?” Jason asked, his voice tinged with hope.

“Yes. Jason, please. Come home.” Now Maria was sobbing.

Jason’s voice insisted. “This is my home. I’m a bear, and this is where I feel closer to my dad.”

Declan knew it was time for a boy-to-bear talk. He shifted back to his human form and approached Jason. “Hey, buddy. I know this is tough. But a cave isn’t the place for you. I tried it once, but it soon gets old. You see, you are two halves. A bear and a boy. The boy in you needs friends and love and flushing toilets.”

Jason sniffed, but didn’t rise to Declan’s attempt at a joke.

“You’re aunt loves you very much, Jason. She wants to look after you,” he continued, moving closer.

“But what if I hurt her? What if she leaves because she doesn’t understand what I am?”

“I will help you control your bear, Jason. And I think I know Maria well enough to see she will never run away from you. She gave up her old life to come live with you. And now she’s climbed this mountain in freezing conditions. I think you’re stuck with her.”

“Even after I ran away?”

“Yes, Jason,” Maria said, coming towards them, unsure of how Jason would react. Declan wanted to reassure her, but they had to find the way themselves. “I’m sorry if I upset you. I know you wanted to go out with your friends, but it was too late.”

“That’s not why I ran. Not really,” Jason said.

“Then why?” she asked.

“Because I was angry. And my bear was so close. I was scared what you would do if you saw me. I was scared you wouldn’t love me. That you would leave too.” With that, Jason and Maria collapsed into each other’s arms, both sobbing.

Declan got up and left them alone. In this moment, he was the outsider. He only hoped that when they got back to Bear Bluff, they would let him in.


Chapter Sixteen – Maria

“He’s so tired,” Maria said, closing Jason’s bedroom door. She sure hoped that when she opened it again in the morning he would still be there. There was no way she could climb the mountain again.

“Good, he needs a good night’s sleep,” Declan said. “You both do.”

“It’s only early evening,” she said, but had to admit she could fall into bed right now and sleep for a week.

“But you know Santa only comes if you’re sleeping,” Declan said, brushing the hair back off her shoulder and kissing her neck, sending shivers down her spine.

“I think I’ve already had my Christmas gift,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck.

“Me too,” he said. “I think my days of working Christmas are over.”

“Then you’ll stay?” she asked hopefully.

He looked at his watch. “There is nothing I would like more in the world, but I have to work tonight. My deputy has young kids.”

“But you’re exhausted too.”

“Then I will have to call on my bear reserves to make it through the night.” He kissed her nose. “To be honest, there is never much happening on Christmas Eve. I can sleep on one of the beds in the cells.”

“Can’t you go home? Or stay here—you’ll be close enough if anyone needs you.” Did she really sound that desperate? All she knew was that she wanted him to make love to her. It seemed so right now that things with Jason were settled.

On the way down from the cave, they had talked, and cried. Now she felt as if they were at least pulling in the same direction. They both intended to get through this together, with Declan’s help. 

In fact, Jason had warmed to the idea of having the sheriff as a part of his life. Probably because Declan had told him of all the great adventures he and his brothers used to get up to. It had been sprinkled with the promise that he would show Jason all the best places bears liked to go on the mountain.

“No. I really should go,” Declan said, although his eyes told her just how much he wanted to stay.

“Are you sure?” She kissed his lips, her hand going around his waist and then lower to caress his toned butt.

“Damn it, woman, you make it hard to resist you.” He kissed her, his mouth claiming hers, filled with passion and a hunger she had never experienced in a man.

“Can’t you tell him to lock up and you’ll be there as soon as you’ve…” she paused. Was she really inviting him into her bed?

“As soon as I’ve what?” he asked, but his hands on her breasts and his tongue pushing into her mouth told her he had the exact same idea as she had. Now the drama with Jason was over, they both wanted to consummate their relationship. He, because he was a bear and she was his mate. And Maria, because no one had ever made her feel as though she was the most special person in the world.

Declan had proved he would go to the top of the world for her. Well, the top of Bear Bluff Mountain anyway. Not many men would have taken on the task and risked everything to take her to her nephew. He had done it off the record so that no questions were asked as to why Jason had run off.

Deep down, she knew it might have something to do with the awkward questions that might be asked about why Jason had run off. The last thing the young bear needed was to end up in a foster home with people who had no clue of his ability to change. 

Wow, that was Maria only two days ago. Living in a town surrounded by people who could change into animals, and she had no clue. No clue whatsoever. 

“That you’ve met your mate. I mean, surely that has to count for something,” she asked, her hands sliding over his chest, and working their way lower. Declan had to be the most incredible man she had ever had the pleasure of touching and kissing. Not that there had been many, but even in her fantasies they had never been this in shape. The chances of her getting a man like him under normal circumstances were pretty slim.

“True,” he said. “I guess I could stay, but not all night. And I would hate for you to think I was running out on you once we’d made love.”

“Aren’t you the one who keeps saying we have the rest of our lives?” She daringly reached between their bodies, her hand coming into contact with his hard cock. Trying not to make a fool of herself by freezing up at this first contact, she concentrated on moving her hand up and down his length. It soon became evident that he was enjoying what she was doing to him.

Declan’s hands began to remove the layers of clothing that were now a barrier between them. She had already removed her thick jacket, but the sweater, shirt, and base layers all had to go. With her hand still working its magic on his thick length, he soon reached the point where he was tearing the clothes from her body.

“Bedroom?” he asked, when she only had one thin layer over her bra. She pointed to a door along the hallway and he manoeuvred her that way, whilst his mouth claimed hers, kissing her with such passion she was left breathless and panting by the time they were in her room and the door was shut behind them.

For one brief second she worried about what would happen if Jason woke up and came in, and then she cast them aside. This was where she began to enjoy the here and now: no more worrying about the past or the future. Declan was all that mattered; he was her present. 

Her Christmas present. She giggled and he looked at her, worried she was laughing at him. “A private joke.”

“Care to share?” he asked while his hands gripped the hem of her clothing and pulled it up over her head. “Wow.”

She blushed at the look on his face. “Don’t tease.”

“I am not teasing. Or at least, not yet.” His fingers set to work unclasping her bra, and another sigh filled him. “Now the teasing begins.”

His mouth kissed the swell of her breasts, while his hands cupped them together. Moving his head, he began to lick and indeed tease her nipples until they were taut buds, sending massages of arousal to every part of her body. Her sex ached, needing to feel him inside her, the heat pooling between her legs signifying the intensity of her need.

Maria tried to concentrate on taking off Declan’s clothes, but her fingers wouldn’t cooperate. They felt as if they had succumbed to frostbite. 

“Struggling?” he asked, releasing her breasts. He took a step back and stripped, inhumanly fast, reminding her of his other side, and then stood naked in front of her, his cock long, thick, and erect. She swallowed her panic. Damn, he was big. “Now your turn.”

With her eyes fixed on his, difficult when they wanted to slide down and look at his magnificent erection, she undid her pants and let them fall to the floor. She hesitated over her panties, and Declan came to her.

“Want a hand?” he asked, his fingers hooking around the elastic and pushing them down over her thighs. Bending down, his face level with her clit, she gasped when he moved his mouth to kiss her there, his tongue flicking out to taste her. “If only we had more time. I want to savor the taste of you on my tongue.”

She nearly exploded at his words, her sex wet as he increased her arousal tenfold.

But he was right, there was no time. Instead, he guided her towards the bed, easing her down and then lying beside her. “You are sure?”

“More than anything in my whole life.”

He slipped his hands across her thigh, and then moved towards her aching need. Drawing one finger along the length of her sex, he encouraged her to open herself to him. Trying to relax, she let her knees fall to the sides, and when he repeated the same movement, only this time delving into her heated depths, she opened fully for him. 

Another finger pressed inside her, working its way in and out, her breathing ragged as she felt her orgasm racing towards her. Declan leaned forward, and caught her nipple in his mouth, his tongue flicking over it, at the same time his fingers touched her clit for the first time.

“Oh, oh,” she cried, her hands gripping the sheets and balling them up.

Teeth grazed her nipples, his fingers working her into a frenzy, and then her orgasm hit her squarely. Declan pressed deeper into her, drawing his finger up over her clit, a steady rhythm he repeated until she thought the world had ended and she had gone to heaven.

As her orgasm passed, she realised she had left him all hard and aroused, and unsatisfied. Now she wanted him to feel the same pleasure. Her hand curled around his shaft. He put his hand on hers and stilled her.

“I won’t be able to hang on if you do that. And I really want to come inside you.” He moved his body, nestling between her thighs. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” she said, her hand on his back, fingers digging into his flesh as she spurred him on.

Declan guided himself into her, pressing against her outer lips, and then he entered her, Maria’s sex gripping him tightly. His hips flexed forward, driving deeper, groaning with pleasure at the tightness of his mate. Her inner walls yielded to him as he impaled her on his cock.

The sensations were almost too much. She cried out, feeling too full. As if he read her fear, he kissed her, his body still as he let her adjust to him, and slowly she relaxed. 

“I should have waited. I’m sorry if I hurt you,” he said, stroking her skin, soothing her.

“No. You didn’t hurt me. It’s just so much more than I thought it would be. You are so much more.” She stroked his face, kissing him lightly as he began to move gently inside her.

The friction between them was intense; he slowly pulled out and then drove himself back into her, one deep thrust after another. Her orgasm hovered in front of her eyes, and she could tell by the tension in his body that Declan was close to coming. 

With his body brushing hers, he inflamed every nerve ending as he took her. They rose higher together, reaching their orgasms simultaneously, plunging over the edge as one. Fated mates, bonded mates. It didn’t matter what they were, only that they were together.


Chapter Seventeen – Declan

Declan stretched out his legs. The bunk was not exactly uncomfortable, but he would much rather be with Maria on this Christmas morning. He had never expected to find his mate; if he had, he would not have volunteered for a three-day stint of duty.

But then, he couldn’t complain: he had spent a day going up the mountain with her. And then an hour in her bed on his return. Now he wished he had stayed there. Apart from a drunken disturbance by some young bucks over on the edge of town who swore they had seen Santa and his reindeer landing on the lower slopes of the mountain, and someone getting off the sleigh, the night had been quiet.

He had let them off with a warning. It was Christmas after all, although when they kept insisting it had been his brother on the sleigh, he had felt like telling them to stop wasting police time. Now he had a long day ahead of him. If he were lucky some other lonely people would pass by, have a cup of coffee with him, and pass the time of day.

Hey. Wait. He wasn’t lonely anymore. He had a woman. He had a mate.

A huge grin spread across his face. He had a mate. This was going to be a thrilling new start for him. Would they all move out to his place, or would she invite him to live at hers?

Yeah. That might be a stumbling block. What if Jason wanted to stay where he was, in his parents’ home, and didn’t like the thought of another man moving in? He would have to understand his feelings. He had waited this long, if he had to wait until Jason was old enough to leave home, or live in the house on his own, then so be it.

Although Declan seriously wanted a family of his own. He loved the idea of little bear cubs gambolling around his feet on Christmas morning. What a wonderful thought.

Someone knocked on the door. His heart leaped: maybe it was Maria, come to wish him a Happy Christmas. Then he looked at his watch. It was around nine. He doubted she would be here at this time. So it must be someone come to report a crime. On Christmas day.

He pulled his boots on and did up his uniform, which was all crumpled. He sniffed; he really needed a shower. And a clean uniform. As soon as he had dealt with this, he would get cleaned up and changed. 

Keys in hand, he approached the door. Only to hear a “Ho, ho, ho. Merry Christmas.”

“Dermot.” He put the key in the door, opened it and then turned to face his brother. “What the hell are you doing here at this time?”

“I couldn’t sleep. Didn’t know if you would be here either. Thought you had found your mate.” He came in, carrying two hot baguettes filled with bacon. They smelt wonderful and he realised he was starving; his romantic dinner in the cave with Maria was almost a day ago.

 “Thought I would bring you breakfast.”

“Thank you,” Declan said, accepting the baguette and tucking in. “That is wonderful.”

“You look terrible, by the way.” Dermot said, between mouthfuls.

“It has been a rough couple of days.”

“Tell me about it,” Dermot said nodding in agreement. 

“You have a black eye,” Declan said accusingly. “Don’t tell me you got into a brawl on Christmas Eve.”

“I did. With a polar bear,” Dermot said matter-of-factly.

Declan nearly choked on his food. “A polar bear. In Bear Bluff?” What had been going on over the couple of days while he was off in the wilds?

“Oh, no. I have been to the North Pole. And I take it all back. Santa is real.”

“So now I know you’ve been drinking.” Declan thought for a moment. “Hey. Did you really get dropped off by Santa in a sleigh?”

“I most certainly did.” Dermot grinned. “He has a very sexy reindeer called Vicky.”

This time Declan did spray his food. “You have the hots for a reindeer?”

“She’s my mate,” he said simply.

“Then we’ve both fulfilled that pact we made,” Declan said with wonder. 

Dermot nodded. “I think Damon has too, although I’ve not heard from him since he nearly got ripped to shreds by a cougar.”

“Was she his mate too?” Declan asked.

“I think she was. We need to take him in for an interrogation. If we can find him.”

“What a Christmas,” Declan said, leaning back in his chair. Then he had a prickling feeling along the nape of his neck. “She’s here.”

“Who’s here?” Dermot asked, and then the door of the sheriff’s office opened and in walked Maria and Jason, their boots wet with snow. They had walked through the snow to see him on Christmas morning.

“Oh, we brought you breakfast,” Maria said, eying the baguettes. “I see you’ve already eaten.”

“We were starving, and still are, bears have huge appetites,” Dermot said, getting up and embracing Maria. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”

“Maria, this is my youngest brother, Dermot. Dermot, Maria. And this young man is Jason.”

“Hello, Jason,” Dermot said and a flash of pain crossed his face, but he didn’t mention Jason’s parents. Instead, he grinned. “I think we are all going to be one great big family.”

“Dermot met his mate too.” Declan had finished his first baguette and was eyeballing more food. Well, a bear had to eat.

“She’s one of Santa’s reindeer.” Dermot said proudly.

“That’s crap. Santa isn’t real,” Jason protested.

“Oh yes, he is. In fact, if you come with me now, I will show you. Vicky said she would be back around ten. Come on. Maria and Declan can meet us on the North Slope when they are ready.” Dermot hooked his arm around Jason’s shoulders and guided him out of the door. He turned to wink at Declan. “Have fun, bro’.”

As they left, Declan heard Jason interrogating Dermot about the real Santa. He smiled, silently thanking his brother for giving him some time alone with his mate. “It seems those two will get on well. Dermot is still like a kid. Especially at Christmas.”

“So it seems fitting he’s got a reindeer for a mate.” She scrunched her face up. “He wasn’t joking, was he? Sorry. This whole people-turning-into-animals thing is still so new to me.”

“Nope, he wasn’t joking.” Declan stood up and then had a thought. “I need a shower.” He longed to hold her and kiss her while they were alone. But a shower was a must.

“OK.” She watched him grab a clean uniform from his bottom drawer and then head into the back where there was a small bathroom. 

There he stripped off, turning the water on, thankful it was warm because he needed a good scrubdown, and then got in under the warm jets. When he had worked up a nice lather and began washing his hair, he heard the door open. Someone was in the bathroom.

Quickly swilling off all the soap, he opened the cubicle, a towel round his middle and one in his other hand drying his hair. A big grin crossed his face when he saw Maria leaning against the sink, watching him.

“Can I help you, ma’am?” he asked, his smile widening as she unbuttoned her top button.

“It’s a little hot in here, Sheriff.” She opened another button.

“Are you feeling a little faint? Maybe I might need to give you the kiss of life,” he said, going close to her and easing her thighs apart so that he could nestle between them.

“I think you might need to help me off with this first,” she said, undoing her last buttons. “I’m struggling to breathe with it on. It’s so restricting.”

“Then let me do my duty and help you out of it.” It wasn’t the only thing he helped her out of. Once her shirt hit the floor, her bra followed. His hands cupped her breasts together, and he kissed them each in turn, a low growl emanating from his throat.  



Chapter Eighteen – Maria

Damn, he felt good. His hands on her breasts, his mouth on hers, kissing her, making her come alive. Until Declan, she had been walking in a dream world. Now he was waking her, shaking her out of her dormant state and making her see and feel in new exciting ways.

Oh yes, before Declan she would never have dreamed of being here, in a bathroom in a sheriff’s office, about to be stripped by a man who could turn into a bear. Her head spun: it was all madness, every little detail too wild to be real. Yet it was real, this man was real, and he was about to make love to her once more. And she couldn’t wait.

Dropping to his knees, he dragged her clothes from her body, and then hooked his hands under her thighs to lift her into a sitting position, her bottom resting on the sink. Then he indulged himself in her wet sex. Pushing his tongue inside her, he growled in satisfaction to hear the moan that escaped her mouth. Probing deeper, he teased her, pushing in and out of her, deeper and deeper each time.

Flicking his tongue upwards, he rolled it over her clit until she whimpered like an injured animal. Maria pressed fingers into his hair, and she lifted herself forward, asking for more. He gave it to her, his mouth covering her clit, sucking on her until her hips bucked, and her juices flowed as her arousal increased.

Declan left her clit swollen and sensitive, to lap at her sex, tasting her, sucking on her, and then probing deep inside her. She leaned back, thrusting herself forward onto him, wanting more of him, needing him to go deeper. Her mouth opened in a wordless cry and then she crashed over the edge, his mouth driving her into the vastness of an abyss that had no bottom. An abyss of pleasure that he had created just for her.

She closed her eyes, trying to get her thoughts together. But her brain had shut down; it had entered a primal mode, where procreation was the only thing that mattered. When Declan got to his feet, and came towards her, she knew they dwelt in the same place. He wanted her, and he wanted her now. The taste of her had excited him.

If she was scared of what the future held, of how Jason would react to having Declan and his brothers around, those thoughts were now gone. She pictured an excited Jason, going up into the mountains with his new bear buddies, and knew things would work out. So when Declan moved to enter her, she wanted nothing more.

One long, slow thrust. He filled her fast, an urgency taking hold of him; whether it was the environment they were in, the thought of being caught, or maybe just the need to be inside her, she didn’t know. Once he had impaled her on his cock, she no longer cared. This was the bear taking over, the beast that dwelt within him taking its mate.

Damn, he stretched her: so big, so hard, so demanding. Easing back, he thrust home, filling her, making her cry out with every movement. Her hands pressed against his chest, her mouth kissing his clean skin, nipping his nipples, making him buck his hips forward. She excited him. She was his match, his mate.

“I want you, Maria, and I don’t just mean like this.” He ground out the words, his hips still thrusting in a steady rhythm. “In my life, in my heart, in my soul. We belong together.”

“I know,” she said, her voice rising higher as her orgasm crashed into her. “I understand it now.” And she did; their lovemaking only took what was between them to another level. He bucked hard, his body jerking erratically, and he filled her with his essence. Would this be one more gift they would receive at Christmas, a child of their own, a new life for their new start together?

“I feel as if I’ve had a most intimate tour of your office, Sheriff,” she said after he helped her clean up and dress.

“Well, anytime you want to stop by is fine with me,” he said winking. “But I guess we’ve been here long enough. I think we should go out and meet Dermot’s mate.”

“Who is a reindeer.” She laughed. “That doesn’t sound weird at all now.”

“See, you are already initiated into the secret life of Bear Bluff.” Declan led her out, grabbing his keys and kissing her on the lips as he locked up.

“Want a ride, Sheriff?” A truck was coming up the road, snow chains on as it drove slowly through the snow. It was carrying three people in the front and six excited children in the back.

“Where you headed?” Declan asked.

The driver winked. “Heard there was something special happening on the North Slope.”

“Well, I guess as sheriff I’d better check it out,” Declan said, taking hold of Maria’s hand and leading her to the truck. The driver, who introduced himself as Parson, stopped, waiting for Declan to help her in back and then jumping in himself before driving off.

“So everyone here knows. About the reindeer,” she whispered.

“Dermot told my dad,” one of the children said.

“Sometimes it’s hard to keep secrets.” Declan looked at her, smiling. “The secret life of Bear Bluff.”

“What have I got myself into?” she asked, but couldn’t help but laugh.

She was more than shocked when five minutes later they reached what could only be the North Slope. There, a small crowd of people were waiting. So this secret life was not so secret. 

“There’s Dermot and Jason, let’s go stand by them. I am intrigued as to what my new sister-in-law-to-be is like.”

“Oh my,” Maria said at the same time as everyone else on the slope. She watched as something flew across the sky. She couldn’t make out what it was until it flew lower, its feet moving as though it were running through the air. And then its feet touched the ground, and a reindeer ran towards them.

The animal stopped abruptly, and Maria watched as Dermot ran to her. Then before their eyes, the reindeer changed into a pretty young woman, her hair the same colour as a reindeer’s coat, her eyes a deep hazel.

She spoke to Dermot, a telling-off, from the body language. Then the couple came towards them. Jason turned and waved, and the newly formed family stood together, a little awkwardly.

Then Jason burst out, “Dermot says Rudolph is real too.” They all laughed.

“He certainly is. And it’s thanks to him that we are together, and you had Christmas.”

“Well, one day I hope to thank him,” said Declan, “because I think I got the best Christmas ever.”

“I think we all did,” said Maria, looking around at the happy faces of the Bear Bluff townsfolk. Food and hot drinks were being shared, and somewhere a small group of people sang Christmas carols. It was wonderful, and Maria felt part of it at last. No more an outsider, not when she had Declan as her mate.

“And not a bear humbug in sight,” Dermot laughed.

“And not a bear humbug in sight,” Declan repeated, pulling Jason and Maria into his arms. “More of a ho, ho, ho Merry Christmas.”
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