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 Storm Bear

 

 

Curvy girl Chrysi hikes into the mountains with her fiancé. In no time at all, she realizes he is not the man for her, as his façade slips. What she did not expect, apart from a whiny man in place of the charming guy she fell in love with, is an attempted kidnapping.

Her hopes and dreams are soon left shattered, and with a snow storm moving in, her engagement might not be the only thing that is dead.

Running from her would be kidnappers, she stumbles across Nevis. But can this man be trusted, or is he a part of the conspiracy too?

Nevis has escaped into the mountains to think about his future. His father wants him to get a proper job—What that really means is, his father wants Nevis to work for him in the business he built from scratch. That is never going to happen.

What Nevis does not expect, is to find his mate wandering lost, as a deadly storm moves in. The only problem? She is wearing another man’s ring on her finger. Nevis soon realizes everything is not as it seems, and not only does he have to save her from the storm, but he also must save her from the men who want to harm her.

 

 


Chapter One – Chrysi

“We need to move faster.” Chrysi turned to Ross, her voice conveying her concern. 

“We have time,” Ross countered, his speed not increasing, unlike Chrysi’s frustration.

“The storm is going to hit in six hours. We have to find shelter,” Chrysi told him, no longer hiding the exasperation from her voice. “If we are exposed when it hits, we could die.” And Chrystal Remington had no intention of dying on a mountainside in a snowstorm. No way. She had plans, big plans: the sad thing was, her fiancé, Ross Lamp, was no longer featuring in any of those plans.

She sighed as he continued to trail behind. This trip had been her father’s idea. After four days alone with Ross, Chrysi could see why. Her father was an astute businessman, and a reader of people on a molecular level. He could look at you and see how you functioned: he was an assessor of thoughts and acts. Harlan Remington was rich for a reason; he could sort the wheat from the chaff in an instant. 

Harlan had never said the words, but Chrysi didn’t need to be gifted like her father, to know that Harlan did not hold Ross in high regard. In Harlan’s eyes, Ross was chaff. However, whom she dated was her own choice, not her father’s, and Harlan respected that. Chrysi would never hear an I told you so from the man who had raised her.

That thought gave her little comfort. How had she gotten it so wrong? When they first met, Ross had been charming and attentive. Always there for her. Even if always was only two months. Two months of dating was all it took for Chrysi to believe Ross was the one.

It had only taken four days on the mountain to undo everything Ross had accomplished in those two months. His attentiveness had slipped within the first six hours of hiking up the first distant peak, his voice becoming whiny at the slightest provocation. And charming no longer appeared to exist in his vocabulary. The deeper into the mountains they hiked, the worse his behavior had become.

He couldn’t see the wonder of the world around him; he simply wanted the modern conveniences life offered. Or, as Chrysi was beginning to realize, the modern conveniences her family’s wealth offered. This vacation had shattered the illusion he had so painstakingly created. It was like a reality TV show—a person could only put on a face for so long before their true personality burst out.

It had gotten to the point where he only had to open his mouth and speak for his mere presence to grate on her nerves. This man trailing behind her was not the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with. Chrysi was certain Ross felt the exact same way. What she could not understand was, why the sudden change? It was as if he had allowed the intricate pretense he had meticulously set up to slip. 

Yes, Chrysi was now sure it was a cold-blooded pretense. Whether he was after her fortune—good luck with that—or simply wanted their marriage to catapult him up the social ladder, she wasn’t sure. The only thing she was sure of, was that true love did not die in a matter of hours. Which meant he had never loved her. He’d simply been going through the motions, and out here, in the wild, the false face he had worn had been unable to stay fixed in place.

A noise up ahead made her come back to the present, to the icy-cold wind and the heavy, snow-laden clouds. Chrysi slowed her pace; she didn’t want to stumble across a hungry bear. This storm was going to catch more than hikers unprepared. The weather pattern had made a sudden shift, and cold air was being driven down from the north in an icy blast that was out of season. 

“Did you hear that?” Chrysi turned. Ross was digging in his pack, and started at her words. “Ross. Did you hear that?”

“It was nothing,” Ross replied. He’d removed something from his pack, and was holding it by his side. Concealing something from her, if she wasn’t mistaken.

Chrysi frowned. “Is that pepper spray?” She lowered her voice and took a step back toward him, her nerves on edge. There was something odd about Ross’s expression, at least what she could see of his expression. His wooly hat was pulled down over his ears, his collar pulled up around his face. He’d also wrapped a scarf around the lower half of his face, covering his mouth and nose, to warm the air before he breathed it in. He looked like a bank robber.

“No.” Ross didn’t reveal what was in his hand, but he kept on walking toward her. However, his eyes weren’t fixed on Chrysi; they kept sliding off her to look to her left and right. Searching. If she had to describe his actions, she would say he was searching for something. Or someone.

“Can you see anything?” Chrysi asked, her voice low as her unease grew.

“There’s nothing there,” Ross answered tartly.

Chrysi took a deep steadying breath, allowing the sharp needles of cold air to penetrate her lungs and give her some focus. All she wanted to do was tear off her glove and throw the damn engagement ring Ross had given her back at him, and walk out of his life forever. But she was aware of how dangerous it would be if they didn’t stick together. If only he’d taken her advice and moved faster, they would have been able to seek shelter on the southern side of the mountain.

A noise sounded again. Ross didn’t say a word, but he had heard it; his attention was drawn to the trees to their right, where the mountain slope, covered in thick pine trees, rose up toward a sharp rock face.

“There is something out there,” Chrysi told him.

“You are paranoid,” came his reply.

Chrysi swallowed her retort; it would do no good. Chrysi could see no reason why they shouldn’t be polite to each other until they reached civilization. Even if Ross didn’t agree. They had a better chance of surviving if they helped each other, but his refusal to listen to her warnings was driving her to the point where she would rather just strike off alone to be free of him.

Chrysi was certain she would fare better alone. Her father had sent Chrysi, along with a large group of his employees, on a team-building exercise that involved intense survival training. After three days, the group had been left in the middle of nowhere with only the barest minimum of survival gear and the new knowledge they had learned. The team was expected to find their way home, together. If any one of the team had fallen, they would all have failed the task.

They had succeeded. Chrysi would have allowed nothing less; it was how her father had raised her. Working together as one unit, they’d learned to use each other’s strengths and supported those who were weaker. The weakest link was the one that broke the chain, it was her father’s favorite saying. Although he always insisted that strength was not always physical, that mental strength often meant more.

Another icy, face-numbing gust of wind hit her, and a flurry of snowflakes fell through the trees. A warning of what was to come. Chrysi was in no doubt Ross was the weakest link here on the mountain. If he had walked faster, and complained less, they would be halfway to Bear Creek with the promise of a mug of hot chocolate in a café. Or a soak in a hot bath…

But she couldn’t leave him. It would be unforgivable. Somehow, she was going to have to figure out how to get them both through the impending storm. Chrysi sighed. Surviving meant finding shelter, as all chance of them getting off the mountain had passed. They were out of time; her hot bath would have to wait for a few days.

Great, a couple of days stuck in a cave with only Ross for company. Would they survive without killing each other? 

Her frustration at Ross grew. If her fiancé hadn’t kept mumbling about sticking to the plan, they could have made it. If not into Bear Creek itself before the storm hit, at least low enough to miss the worst of the weather. Chrysi had pulled out the map and plotted a new course, taking them on a shorter route that avoided Cloud Valley. It had been the one place she wanted to see: a valley always hidden in cloud at this time of year. 

Ross’s insistence that they stick to the itinerary they had set out had nothing to do with Chrysi’s desire to see the valley. Nothing so romantic. Ross’s insistence had been due to his concern that if they got into trouble, mountain rescue would know where to find them. In normal circumstances, this would be the sensible thing to do. 

These were not normal circumstances. And when the storm hit, no rescue team would be capable of coming to rescue them, even if they had the exact location. 

However, Chrysi’s argument about how mountain rescue wouldn’t need to know where they were if they walked faster and got off the mountain before the storm hit, had been ignored. Short of knocking him out and carrying him, Ross had been unmovable in his decision. Of course, all this could have been avoided, if Ross had brought the damn satellite phone. It was his one responsibility. He’d insisted he would arrange it, and worse, he had neglected to tell her they were without it until they needed it.

They only found out about the storm by accident. Her phone picked up a text from her father. She’d sent a reply, but then the cloud coverage prevented any further messages. Chrysi blamed herself for not checking that Ross had brought the satellite phone. But she’d trusted him. Now she knew better.

Chrysi turned away from Ross and surveyed the forest. Maybe he was right, there was nothing there. And maybe the only thing he held in his hand was a chocolate bar, which he didn’t want to share with the woman he had professed his love to. Shaking her head, she tugged her collar up higher around her face, and trudged on into the biting wind. The temperature was dropping. Their only hope was to crest the range of hills up ahead and drop down into a valley and find shelter, or to head toward the rocky outcrop above them and seek shelter in a cave.

Neither of these things looked likely at the pace Ross was walking. She glanced behind her to see him looking at his watch. Perhaps he was worried about the storm after all, and was simply putting on a brave face. If that were true, why didn’t he pick up the pace?

She wanted to shout and scream at him. She wanted to… 

Chrysi stopped in her tracks. “Hello.” So there had been movement in the trees. A man. A shiver of apprehension passed through her. The thought of getting stuck in the storm with Ross was bad enough; the thought of being stuck in a storm with a stranger, too, was worse. Much worse.

Chrysi swept those thoughts aside. Too many horror films as a teen. Maybe some company was what they needed. 

“Hello there,” the man said, taking a step forward.

“There’s a storm coming,” Chrysi offered. “Do you know a good place to find shelter?”

“There certainly is a storm coming.” The stranger sounded jovial, a reprieve from the moodiness Ross had displayed since their trek began. “There’s a cave up above us. I’ve got some supplies and firewood gathered there. You are welcome to share what I have.”

“Thanks.” Chrysi looked to Ross, expecting him to come out with a reason why they should stay their course and not waver from their planned route. He gave neither.

Instead, Ross strode forward, hand outstretched, and said, “Thanks. It would be good to have somewhere safe to hole up.”

The two men shook hands. Chrysi frowned. She couldn’t make out their faces, but there was a familiarity to the way they nodded at each other, the way they grasped onto the other’s arm… 

Chrysi tried to look at the two men through her dad’s eyes. What she saw frightened her. 

“We could walk on,” Chrysi offered. “I know you are worried about leaving our planned route.”

“No,” Ross replied, his tone of voice lighter, as if he were relieved. “You were right. We need shelter. Mountain rescue will assume we’ve found somewhere to stay. And anyway, they won’t be out looking for anyone in this weather. It’s not safe. We’re better off taking Bart up on his offer.”

Had they exchanged names? A warning cough from Bart told her they had not.

“If you think that’s the best idea,” Chrysi said, keeping her voice and expression neutral. Something was off, and she didn’t like it. Digging in her pocket, she pulled out her phone and held it up. “Still no signal. Let’s go.”

Bart glanced at Ross, who shrugged imperceptibly in his thick layers of clothing. “Sure. This way.”

Chrysi let the two men lead the way, walking behind as she tried to figure out what she should do. Was she paranoid? That was the accusation Ross had leveled at her. What if he was right? 

Slowly, she put more distance between her and them. Ten paces, eleven… The snowflakes began to drift down in earnest. What should she do? Stay with them? Bart must have shelter. But what was going to happen while they were in that shelter? 

Chrysi swallowed down her rising panic. She was fit. If she turned now and made a run for it, there was a chance she could outrun the storm, or get to safety somewhere…else. There was food in her pack: all she needed to do was find a shelter, get a fire going, and keep it going to stave off the freezing cold that would come with the setting of the sun.

Suddenly Ross turned. “Don’t try to be the hero, Chrysi.”

His words were like a punch in the gut. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“I can tell what is going through that overactive brain of yours. You are just like your father, always trying to think one step ahead, always thinking you are cleverer than your opponent. Well, not this time.”

Her heart hammered in her chest, the adrenaline pumping through her veins. Fight or flight. She could most likely take on Ross and win. But the two men? No. And she might end up injured. Better to go with them now, and try to escape later. Because one thing she was now certain of—If she went with them, she would be their prisoner.

“So what’s the plan here, Ross?” Chrysi asked. “Since I’m assuming this is why you wouldn’t leave the route we planned.”

“You are so right. Do you know how many times I’ve wanted to gag you over the last twenty-four hours?” He shook his head dismissively.

“And I stayed because I thought it was the best thing to do to keep you alive,” Chrysi said.

“Please. You stayed to be the martyr. It’s your thing. God knows how I’ve put up with you these last couple of months.”

This stung, his words pierced her heart. She was such a fool. Yet Chrysi was determined that no matter how this turned out, Ross would not put her off finding love. Real love. “You played your part well,” she conceded.

“I’m good at what I do. I would go into acting, but this pays much better.” 

“Enough with the words,” Bart interjected, glancing up at the sky. “The storm has moved faster than forecast. We need to get inside.”

“And you expect me to just follow you?” Chrysi surveyed their surroundings. Fight or flight, she still had not decided.

“We are going to go to the cave Bart has handpicked for us. One way or another.” His voice held a direct threat. “Then Bart is going to call your daddy dearest on the satellite phone.” He held up the phone in his hand as if it were a prize. Chrysi refused to make any comment. “Bart will tell Harlan if he wants you back, he is going to have to pay the price. And we all know he has deep pockets. And how much he luvs you.” Ross’s babyish tone was like a spark to a flame.

Chrysi charged him, head down, fists ready. He laughed until she changed tactics and did a flying kick, aiming for his solar plexus. Not even his thick layers of clothes could stop her winding him. Ross collapsed onto the ground, just as the snow started to fall in a thick curtain of white.

Now or never, this was her chance. But if she ran, would she be in a worse situation? There was only one way to find out.


Chapter Two – Nevis

Nevis lifted his short snout and sniffed the air. Snow. A lot of snow. The storm must have shifted south, and was heading straight for the mountains. A thrill of excitement coursed through him. His bear wanted to find a nice den somewhere and hibernate. But that was not going to happen. This trek up the mountain had been to escape his life, or more importantly, escape his father for a week or two. Nevis planned to use the time to give himself enough space to figure out what he wanted, without the pressure of duty watching over his shoulder. Hibernation was a much longer prospect, and one he would not succumb to.

His bear shook the first flakes of snow from his luxurious, thick chocolate-brown coat. The storm had moved in early, so he’d have to make do with sitting in the cabin in front of a roaring fire instead of taking photos of the mountain. 

Nevis turned toward home. He wasn’t going to outrun the storm, but that didn’t matter; his bear ran hot at all times. The biting cold and heavy drifts might slow him down, but they would not stop him.

However, something else might.

His bear stopped dead in his tracks; there was something out there. Someone out there. He listened, but couldn’t hear a thing. The snow was falling heavier, muffling the sounds of the forest. An eerie calm had settled around him, but inside, he was alive, awake as if for the first time. Nevis turned away from the direction of the cabin, and struck off, heading back up the steep slope of the mountain trail, which was all but hidden underneath a thin covering of snow.

Step by step, the snowflakes in his face blinding him, he trudged towards a silent siren’s call. His brain told him that must be what it was, a beacon calling him to his doom. However, his heart told him it didn’t matter: the call, wherever it originated, had to be obeyed.

A noise in the distance penetrated the quiet. A voice, no, two voices, calling. Male. Hunting. Those were the words that flashed into his head. Hunting what?

He sensed her before he saw or heard her. She was moving stealthily through the trees, head turning to check that she was not being followed. 

“We’ll find you.” A voice pierced the quiet.

Then the sound of someone crashing through the trees came to him. She’d been seen. Realization hit her, and she began to run, legs pumping, while she tried to stay on two feet as she slipped on the icy ground, made treacherous by the snow falling.

“Come here, you little bitch. We aren’t going to hurt you. I just want payment for all the time I’ve spent sucking up to you.”

She didn’t look back, grabbing onto branches, her arms catching hold of tree trunks to help keep her upright as she tried to put distance between them. The man followed, but he wasn’t so sure-footed, and he slid onto his back, giving Nevis an opportunity to strike.

Teeth bared, he let out a terrifying roar, and launched himself at the prone figure, who screamed, trying to get his feet under him as the bear bore down on its prey. Nevis stood, hovering over the man, his short snout up against the man’s face. He opened his mouth and let out a roar, spraying the man with bear saliva. 

The man screamed, a sound like death. And then was silent. 

The other man, who had been running in the same direction, stopped in his tracks, staring at the bear and the man, who lay still on the ground. When he broke through his fear enough to move, he turned and ran away, with his tail between his legs. His bear liked that phrase—even if the man had no tail.

Nevis paused for a moment, making sure the immediate threat to his mate had been neutralized. He huffed out a couple of lungfuls of hot air, melting the snow as it fell before him. His mate. The woman he was supposed to spend the rest of his life with, was here, on the mountain, being chased by a couple of men. 

For what reason? He looked down at the man before him, but he was out cold. Nevis had no intention of waiting around for him to wake up. His duty was to his mate. He had to get her to shelter.

Disentangling himself from the man, Nevis turned to run in the direction she had gone. It took him a moment to zone in on her; she was moving away from him, having returned to stealth mode. Nevis walked through the forest, increasing his pace only enough to slowly gain on her. He was aware of the other man out there somewhere, and wanted to make sure they were not being followed.

He also did not want to frighten her. She’d been through an ordeal already, and he had no intention of adding to her fears. No, he was going to have to think carefully as to how he intended to handle the situation.

There was only one thing to do. Moving through the trees, he made enough noise to make his mate think she was being pursued by a bear. What he was really doing was herding her. If he was careful, and his luck held, he could push her close to the cabin where he was living while he photographed the mountain in all its glory.

Once there, he would cut around in front of her, shift into his human form, and happen across her. It was the perfect plan. The only problem was, his cabin was still more than five miles away and the snow was getting heavier. Even under the shelter of the trees it was falling thickly enough to make visibility almost impossible. He was worried she would not make it.

On the plus side, it meant there was no way the two men behind them could follow their tracks. Within minutes of his bear paws hitting the ground, the prints were covered by the white flakes. It was as if they had never been there.

Nevis pushed on, head down, weaving back and forth between the trees, making enough noise for her to hear. Enough noise to keep her moving. But he could tell she was slowing. Fatigue would turn to exhaustion, and exhaustion to hypothermia, if she stopped. Nevis knew he would have to act swiftly if she fell to the ground; he would have to risk her seeing him as a bear. 

Or maybe she knew about shifters. He could hope.

He pressed forward, watching her through the trees as she put one weary but determined foot in front of the other. Confident she was not going to stop, he risked heading back in the direction he’d last seen the men. Nevis needed to know they weren’t following. If they were he would attack, or at least make them believe he was attacking. Anything to keep them from discovering the cabin.

He heard them before he saw them. The one he hadn’t flattened was pulling the other to his feet. “Come on, get up. We have to move or we’ll die out here.”

“Fuck, did you see that bear? I thought he was going to eat me,” the second man said.

“You’re lucky he didn’t. The cold weather must have made him brave. Or hungry.” 

“What do we do now? We’ve lost her,” the second man said.

“Don’t worry, Bart. We don’t need her, we just need her father to think we have her.”

“You still want to go for the payoff? You must be mad, Ross.”

“Why? She’ll never make it off the mountain before the storm hits fully. You call her father, as planned, and make him believe you have us. He knows she is with me.”

“Was with you,” Bart corrected.

“He won’t know we’ve been split up, and Chrysi can’t tell him, she has no signal. We can still do this. I am not going to walk away and let the last two months be a waste of my time.” Ross was trying to persuade Bart to what? Ransom the woman, his woman? Damn. Nevis wanted to run in there and tear their throats out. But he wasn’t a killer. Not a cold-blooded killer, at least. However, he could not say how far he would go to protect his mate if they threatened her again.

“What if he wants to talk to her?” Bart asked.

“I’ll talk to him, and tell him Chrysi is hurt and can’t talk.” Ross replied. The guy seemed to have an answer for everything.

“And what if she dies out there?”

“Then I’ll play the poor, bereaved fiancé,” Ross said. “I’ll tell the old man I tried to save her. I’ve played the part for two months, I can play it a little longer.”

“I don’t like it,” Bart said. “This was supposed to be a simple plan.”

“It still is a simple plan.” Ross knocked Bart’s arm hard; the snow that had gathered on them both fell to the ground. “Make the call.” Ross pressed the satellite phone into Bart’s hands.

“Not here. Let’s get to the cave first. We need to get out of this storm.”

“Then lead on.” Ross pointed both his arms in the direction of the mountainside behind them. Nevis had explored this area; there were some good, deep caves hollowed out of a cliff face around half a mile further up the mountain. That was where they were going to find shelter, he was certain. Which meant if he could get Chrysi to the cabin, they should be safe until the storm broke in around forty-eight hours.

It was a risk, being so close to these two men, but Nevis was confident he could defend his mate against them, if they were stupid enough to go out in the storm and lucky enough to stumble across the cabin. The only giveaway would be the smell of smoke from the stove, but that would be dampened by the heavy snow. It was a risk he would have to take to keep his mate warm.

Nevis turned away from the two men and made his way back down the mountain toward Chrysi, moving silently on large padded feet. He could sense her before him; he followed the pull of her, as if their souls were connected on an invisible level. 

He hated the thought of Ross and Bart blackmailing anyone. But he would deal with them later; they would not be getting off this mountain any time soon. As if to prove him right, the wind speed increased, blowing in gusts that brought snow so thick he began to look like a polar bear as it settled on him. 

Luckily his bear did not need to see; his other senses were heightened, and so he traced his mate’s path, finding her clinging to a tree for support. Circling around, he shifted into his human form, immediately missing his thick bear hide. 

“Hello there!” he called, walking toward her through the snow that had settled under the trees. She looked startled by his voice, and backed away as if to hide. “Are you lost?”

“Who are you?” she demanded.

“My name is Nevis, I have a cabin about a mile or so further down the mountain. It looks as if you need shelter. This storm is going to be bad.”

“A cabin?” she asked, her voice hopeful.

“Yes, there’s room for one more during the storm,” he said easily, trying to gain her trust. “The snow is only going to get worse. If you have somewhere else you can find shelter, I’d gladly guide you there.” He knew she didn’t, but the offer made him sound more sincere. He needed her to trust him.

“Thanks.” She hesitated and then let go of the tree. “The storm caught me off guard.”

“Yes, it’s going to be a rough couple of days.” He held out his hand to her. “Come on, you look frozen.”

She reached out and took his hand. Despite the thickness of her gloves, he felt the connection like a bolt of lightning through his veins. There was no doubt she was his. He only hoped he would be able to control his urge to mate with her while they were trapped in the cabin together.

She’d been through enough. He wanted to win her trust, not scare her off forever.


Chapter Three – Chrysi

Should she trust him? Any choice was moot when the snow began to fall so thick she could no longer see his face two feet in front of her. So how did she know he was so close? The sheer presence of the man. There was an animal magnetism emanating from him that she could not deny. Not that she wanted to…

Wait, she had just escaped the clutches of Ross and his friend, and already she was willing to throw herself into the path of a stranger, who, for all she knew, was in on this kidnap and ransom plot with them.

Chrysi went to drag her hand from his, but he held on to her tightly, as if he would never let her go. Nevis turned into the snow, his arm encircling her waist as he propelled them both forward through the blanket of ice-cold flakes. Cold and exhaustion clawed at body and mind; any remaining will to fight left her and Chrysi allowed herself to be led by this mountain man. There was no way she would survive out here alone with no shelter. If Nevis was in on the deal, then she would deal with the problem when it arose. If he wasn’t, then he was her best chance of getting through this alive.

She dug deep into all the knowledge she had gleaned from her father about reading people. Not enough information. That would be her father’s answer. Chrysi would have to trust her intuition until she knew more.

She stumbled, her foot caught in a hidden tree root, and he held her fast against his body, stopping her from falling to her knees. “Thanks,” she mumbled, her voice muffled by the collar of her jacket. 

“You are welcome. We’re nearly there,” he replied, concern lacing his voice.

Chrysi marveled at his sense of direction. He knew which way they were supposed to go, even though there were no visible landmarks to see, no path to follow. At least she hoped he knew where he was going. The forest reminded Chrysi of her eighth birthday party, when she had been blindfolded and spun around and around until she was totally disorientated, before being let go to hit a piñata. 

“How do you know the way?” she asked, her teeth chattering. The temperature was dropping by the minute.

“I’ve been living up here for a couple of weeks,” he replied.

“Why?” she asked. “Sorry, none of my business.”

“No, it’s OK.” He shielded his eyes, peering through the trees. “There.” He moved with more determination, and a small wooden cabin slowly materialized out of the blizzard. “I’m a photographer. I came up here to capture the mountain in all its glory. I did not anticipate the snow coming this early.”

Chrysi didn’t answer; her teeth were chattering too much for her to speak in any coherent way. But she found herself relaxing a little. If he was a photographer, and he had been up here for weeks, surely that meant he was just a regular guy, with no surprises up his sleeves. She’d take that any day. After her experience with Ross, she was in no hurry to enter into another relationship. But if she did, she sure was looking for Mr. Normal.

When they reached the porch, she nearly tripped up the first step; it was almost completely hidden under a blanket of snow. Nevis kept her upright, his arms strong, making her feel safe. She could get used to those strong arms around her…

“Hey, you OK?” he asked, and she jolted into the present.

“Yes. I’m just so cold.” Chrysi’s legs didn’t feel as if they belonged to her, they were numb, along with her feet and her hands. And her face. She was surprised she could talk at all; it was as if she had been injected with Botox, leaving her features unable to move.

“Let’s get you inside.” He pushed the cabin door open and they practically fell inside. Slamming the door closed, he moved quickly. “I’m going to help you get out of these wet clothes. Is that all right?”

Chrysi nodded, feeling like a three-year-old when he began to unzip her coat. Pulling off her gloves, she tried to help although her fingers were numb. However, Nevis had everything under control, carefully slipping her coat off her shoulders and hanging it by the door, where it dripped onto the hardwood floor.

“Don’t worry, I’ll mop it up once we get you warm.” He peeled off her fleece jacket, then her sweater. Luckily her base layer was dry, or else he would have left her standing in only her bra. Her poor befuddled brain liked that idea. Perhaps he might have to strip down too and they could use each other’s body heat to keep each other warm. If she had any body heat to share.

Shivering, she lifted one foot up after another, resting her hand on his shoulder for balance while he pulled off her boots. 

“We need to take your pants off too,” Nevis said, standing in front of her, giving her a look that lit a flame inside her, spreading heat across her ice-cold skin. “Here.” He opened a door to her left. It led into a sitting room, with a fireplace, which contained the hot, glowing embers of a fire.

Chrysi moved toward it, drawn to the heat, temporarily forgetting all about her wet pants. She held her hands out in front of the fire, grateful for the warmth. “That is so good.”

“Don’t get too close. You need to give your body a chance to acclimatize.” He backed away from her. “I’ll be two minutes, I’ll set the kettle on to boil for coffee, and I’ll grab you some clothes.”

“Thanks. Is there anything I can do?” she asked.

“Sure, put another couple of logs on, but don’t smother the fire,” he instructed.

“Got it.” On numb legs, she shuffled toward the basket containing logs, and placed one on the fire, her survival training coming back to her. The fire needed to be able to breathe. 

It wasn’t the only thing that needed to breathe, yet she found when Nevis came back into the room with some dry clothes, his nearness took her breath away. What was it with him? 

“That looks good.” He held out the clothes to her. “Here.”

“Where shall I get changed?” Chrysi asked, looking around. There was no way she was going to take any more of her clothes off in front of a stranger. No matter what her traitorous body craved.

“Here.” He saw the uncertainty on her face. “Don’t worry, I’ll go and make some coffee and get you something to eat.”

“Thank you. For everything.”

He gave her a look that spoke of a wealth of emotion she could not fathom. Could he feel the same connection between them? Or was he just hoping to get lucky? “You’re welcome…”

“Oh, sorry… Chrystal Remington.” She winced at her name. “Everyone calls me Chrysi.”

“Remington?” His brow furrowed.

“Yes.” She sighed; this was when people usually started to treat her like the Queen or a pop star. “My father is Harlan Remington.”

“Ah. Remington Acquisitions.” Nevis nodded.

“Yes.” She waited for the usual questions, which ranged from how much are you worth to do you have a spare million lying around I can borrow?

“Don’t stray too far from the fire, you need to keep warm.” Nevis turned to walk out of the room. “Once you are dressed, wrap the blanket around you too.” He pointed to a thick wool blanket on the sofa. “You need to stay warm.”

“I will. Thanks.” Chrysi hadn’t realized she was holding the clothes up under her chin. Was she trying to hide from him now that he knew who she was? It hadn’t been her fallback position since she was a teen. As she had grown up she had become used to the way people treated her. It ranged from awe, to plain jealousy. That was why Ross had seemed different; he’d come from a poorer background than Chrysi, but had treated her normally.

“All an act,” she spoke to the flames. They replied with a crackle and a spit as the logs burned, warming the room.

Undoing her belt, she dropped her pants to the floor and pulled on the sweatpants Nevis had given her. They fit her curvy body perfectly. The clothes belonged to a woman.

The temperature in the room dropped a few degrees. Chrysi had taken so much for granted. She had assumed Nevis was single. What a fool. Just because his woman wasn’t here, didn’t mean he was single. This knowledge had, thankfully, come in time to stop her from making a fool of herself if…

If what? If he came on to her. Or if she came on to him?

Her face blushed bright red. She didn’t know what had come over her. Chrystal looked down at her left hand. Technically, she wasn’t even on the rebound. She still wore the ring Ross had given her on her finger.

“OK. Coffee. And cake. I made it yesterday, but it’s still fresh.”

“Thanks.” Chrysi took a coffee cup from him and sat down, cross-legged, in front of the fire. Nevis set the tray down on the floor next to her and settled on the other side of it. He’d changed out of his wet clothes and wore jeans that hugged his toned thighs, and a sweater that emphasized his broad chest. His hair was almost black, short, but in need of a cut, as if it were being left to grow.

“Try the cake.” Nevis’s voice pulled her from her study of her host. Was he aware she had been staring? Yes. She could see it in the way his hazel eyes twinkled with amusement.

Chrysi took a piece and tasted it. “Wow, that is delicious. So sweet.”

“Honey cake. The guy who owns the cabin keeps bees up here, and always leaves some honey in the cupboards.”

“The cabin isn’t yours?” Chrysi asked, deciding it was high time she knew who Nevis was.

“No.” He grinned and his eyes danced. “It belongs to Carter Eden.”

Chrysi looked at him, read his expectant expression, and felt as if she had ruined his punch line when she said, “I don’t know who that is.”

His eyes widened, and he laughed. “My name-dropping fell flat.”

“Sorry.” 

“No, it’s a refreshing change.” He ate a piece of cake, licking the honey off his fingers. A mesmerizing spectacle, which made her insides squirm.

“I don’t really watch movies. I’m always too busy.”

“Do you work with your father?” Nevis asked.

“In a way. I run a subsidiary company that I set up myself. He’s taught me a lot, but he wanted me to make something of my own. For now, at least.”

He watched her intently, and she found herself blushing, or maybe it was the heat from the fire. “Are you expected to take over when your father retires?”

She shrugged. “I’m not sure my father will ever retire. Except for me, the company is his life.”

“But if he did?” Nevis asked.

“If you think you can marry me and get your hands on the company, you might have to get in line.” She tried to hide the bitterness from her voice.

“No… I…” Nevis glanced down at her ring finger. “You are engaged. To one of…?”

“To one of the men who tried to kidnap me? Yeah.” She held out her hand, and looked at the diamond-and-sapphire ring on her finger. “I thought we were so happy.”

A sob erupted from her, which she quickly let go. Nevis moved closer, his arms going around her shoulders, and he hugged her lightly. “I’m really sorry.”

She let herself sink into his body, loving the comfort he gave her. “It’s all right. Better to know now rather than later. I’ll take a broken engagement over a broken marriage any day.”

“You had no idea?” he asked softly.

“No, he played his part well. Right up until we ventured onto the mountain, I thought he was the one for me. But almost at once, his façade dropped away to reveal who he truly was.” She took a shuddering breath. “And if there is one thing I cannot stand, it is being lied to. Trust is everything, and once broken, it’s the hardest thing to mend.”

. 


Chapter Four – Nevis

As her words sunk in, he wanted to stand up and announce to her that she was his mate and he was a bear shifter. At some point, she was going to find out, and when she did, Nevis did not want her to think he had concealed it from her.

The only thing holding him back was the shock she had already received today, and the snowstorm outside. If she ran into the snow, thinking she was fleeing a monster, then he would have to hunt her down and bring her back. Which might be misread as holding her captive.

Or maybe there was another way. He could tell her, and if she wanted nothing to do with him, then he could shift into his bear and go and find a place to sleep outside.

And leave her unprotected? his bear asked.

His bear was right. The two would-be kidnappers were out there, and if they had set up such an elaborate ruse to get her money, they were unlikely to walk away empty-handed.

“What made you come into the mountains?” he asked, trying to get as much information from her about her would-be kidnappers as possible, without resorting to interrogation.

“It was my dad’s idea.” She snuggled into him, and he tightened his arms around her, wanting to warm her and make her feel safe. “I think he knew what kind of man Ross is. He’s good at reading people.”

“Is he?” Nevis asked, feeling his hope diminishing. What would a man like Harlan Remington think of a bear shifter who refused to step into his birthright and take over his father’s company?

“Yes. Always has been. And looking back, he never really liked Ross. He never said anything to me directly. My dad likes me to make my own decisions and go my own way.”

“He doesn’t pressure you to stay in business?” Nevis asked, feeling a little easier.

“Not really. But then he raised me to understand life is what we make it and I have a duty to the employees at my company, and his. They rely on us, and we rely on them. You have to make sure they have secure jobs, and wages. Happy workers are productive workers.” Her voice was a little slurred, as if she were drunk. Shifting his weight, he looked down at her, to see her eyelids drooping.

“I’ve never looked at it like that,” Nevis admitted.

“Harlan has a different outlook on life than most people.” She yawned. “I think he knew that if Ross and I had to depend on each other, really depend on each other, that I would see he was not the man for me.”

“Don’t feel too bad,” Nevis said. “He missed the fact that Ross was planning to kidnap you.”

“True. I just hope Harlan doesn’t worry if he thinks they have me…”

Chrysi’s breathing was deep and slow. She was asleep. Nevis sat for a while, staring at the fire, listening to her inhale and exhale, and indulging himself in the closeness of her body to his. He bent his head and sniffed her hair, the scent indelibly etched on his very soul. 

While he sat with her, he tried to figure out a plan. None of this was going to be easy. But their main focus had to be getting through the storm in one piece. Then he would go and visit the cave and try to deal with Ross and his friend Bart, and get their satellite phone from them. If that proved impossible, he would guide Chrysi out of the mountains as quickly as possible. Hopefully, on the lower slopes, they could get a cell phone to work. Chrysi would be able to call her father, tell him she was safe, and then call Sheriff Brad. 

If the two men made it off the mountain before Brad arrested them, at least the police would know who they were and might be able to track them down. Everyone left a trail.

Eventually, if somewhat reluctantly, Nevis moved, sliding his hands under Chrysi and lifting her up in his arms. He held her close to his chest, looking at her pale face. For a moment he stood staring at her. She was beautiful, and she was his. Somehow he would make her see that. Make her feel what he felt. Make her his.

Laying her down gently on the sofa, he fetched another blanket and stoked the fire, then he fed it some more wood, banking it up so it would give them warmth all night. Then he went to the kitchen, fed the stove, and did the same before returning to the hearth, where he placed a pillow and some blankets on the floor, and curled up to sleep. 

All through the night, he woke to check on Chrysi and stoke the fire. In the early pale dawn light, he padded to the window and looked out. The snowfall had reached the level of the porch and was now spilling over, creeping closer to the doorway. The depth of the snow gave him some comfort. There was no way Bart and Ross would venture out in this weather. Unless they had a death wish. And if Nevis knew men at all, they would not.

The kind of men who would attempt to kidnap and ransom a woman were selfish, and not likely to risk their lives. They would sit up in their little cave, not giving a thought to whether she was alive or dead.

His hands curled into fists, and inside his head his bear snarled. He would deal with them. Either before they left the mountain, or after, he would make sure they knew never to come near Chrysi again.

As Nevis returned to the fire and sat down in its warm glow, his eyes rested on her hand, and the ring she wore. His fingers itched to reach out, slide it off her finger, and replace it with his own, as a sign she would only ever belong to him. But it had to be her decision to remove it. 

He settled down, his head on the pillow. There was no rush. They were born to be together. 

Yet as he closed his eyes, another thought came to him. She led the kind of life he had shunned. Nevis had walked away from his father’s business. While Chrysi was willing to embrace the business legacy her father wanted to bestow upon her.

Was fate really so cruel, that it would force him to conform? Was he sentenced to a life away from the wilds? Away from the adventures he craved?

As he dozed in the fire’s warm glow, he realized that all that mattered was being with Chrysi, and if fate really knew what it was doing, they would find some kind of compromise. Because that was what real love was all about.

He might not want to take the reins of his father’s company, he might not want to aspire to be a rich man of business. However, his father had taught him one valuable lesson that he would treasure and cherish no matter what the future held. Family mattered. Above all else, it was family that was important. A lesson both father and son had begun to forget.

As he slipped deeper under the blanket of sleep, he promised himself he would not let the growing rift between him and his father keep him away from his family any longer. He would visit them all, the first chance he got, and try to heal the wound left by his reluctance to abandon the life he had carved out for himself.

Photography was his world. Capturing moments in time, moments in nature that would never be repeated. And even the photographs he took for Bear Creek News, where he worked part-time, made him happy. From a child holding a red balloon, to the first day of school for the town’s children, to the proud moment Mrs. Lassiter won first prize for her carrots, beating last year’s winner—Mr. Lassiter. It was a patchwork quilt of life that he saw through the lens and captured forever.

And now he had a mate to share it with. A mate whose face he would capture a thousand times, and never see the same expression, the same look, the same smile more than once. One day he would also capture the faces of their children, and a new love affair with the camera would begin as he chased around after them, cataloging their lives, while making memories that would be theirs to share.


Chapter Five – Chrysi

Chrysi watched Nevis build the fire through half-closed eyes. Sleep refused to let her go completely, and she lay dozing in relative contentment. She was comfortable, and warm, but she was also starving. Her belly rumbled at the thought of food.

With a sigh, she opened her eyes, and accepted the day. If it was day. The light filtering into the cabin was muted, leaving the room in shadow, except for the small semicircle of light cast out by the flames that licked cheerfully at the logs Nevis had placed on the embers he had coaxed back to life.

“Can I make coffee?” Chrysi asked. “I mean, can I make you some coffee?”

“Sure. The kettle is on the stove; it should be nearly boiled. I only have instant coffee.” 

“Instant is fine. Anything to help wake me up.” She stretched, as if to prove a point. 

“You slept well,” Nevis said.

“I did. Too well.” Chrysi stood up and walked on stiff legs toward the door, which she assumed led to the kitchen. And the bathroom. 

“Down the hall and to the left,” Nevis said, as if reading her mind. He turned and looked at her. “I have never met a woman who does not need the bathroom first thing in the morning.”

“Have you met many women first thing in the morning?” Chrysi asked, and then winced. “Sorry, that came out all wrong. My brain really does need that coffee.”

The sound of him chuckling followed her to the bathroom. If you could call it a bathroom. Everything was rudimentary, just as it should be in a cabin. “The barest necessities,” she murmured as she used the compost toilet, and washed her face in the ice-cold water that spurted from the tap.

Drying her face, she peered at herself in the mirror. She looked like a hobo who had given up brushing her hair. Dragging her fingers through the shoulder-length locks, she did her best to make herself halfway to presentable, but she reckoned she only made it to about a quarter. Oh well. She made her way back out of the bathroom, the cold in this part of the cabin beginning to bite, and she was thankful for the relative warmth of the kitchen, with its small stove and boiling kettle.

Rummaging around, she found the coffee and two mugs, and then stirred in milk, which Chrysi found in a cool room lined with smooth stone. Taking the coffee back into the sitting room, she found Nevis seated on the sofa and passed him a cup.

“Were you making fun of me when you said a movie star owned this place?” she asked. 

“Nope.” He sipped the hot coffee and then let out a contented breath as he watched the flames dance in the grate. “Carter wanted to escape his life, so he came here.”

“Is he dead?” Chrysi asked.

“No, he returned to civilization.”

“Did he decide he needed civilization after all?” Chrysi asked, sipping her coffee and nearly burning her tongue. “How do you drink it so hot?”

“I’m a hot-blooded male,” Nevis joked. “And to answer your first question—Carter met the woman of his dreams.”

“On the side of a mountain?” Chrysi was wondering if Nevis was a good storyteller; this was beginning to sound like one of her dad’s tales.

“She hiked up from Bear Creek to ask him about some land he owned. And when she left, he couldn’t bear to be parted from her.”

“And followed her back down.” Chrysi pressed her lips together and frowned before asking, “Are you making fun of me?”

“No.” He looked serious. “I’d never do that. It’s all true, and when we get back to Bear Creek I’ll introduce you to Carter. He and his wife have a baby now. He’s kind of retired from movies although he was persuaded to make a Space Monkeys sequel a few months back.”

“Space Monkeys, I’ve heard of that.” She looked up to the left as she recalled something she’d seen on TV. “Beer. They were in an commercial for Bear Creek Honey Beer.”

Nevis laughed. “I like that you’ve heard about the beer, but not the movie.” He raised his cup. “That beer was invented right here in this cabin.”

“Wow.” Chrysi nodded. “I don’t care if you are making it all up or not, you tell a good story.”

“It’s true,” Nevis insisted, and got up from the floor and sat on the sofa. “In fact, there is some of the original recipe beer here. Carter comes up here every now and then to get away from it all. Well, not his family, he brings them too.”

“So these clothes belong to Mrs. Carter Eden?” 

“They do. Although I would not let Caroline hear you call her Mrs. Carter Eden.” 

“She sounds like a woman after my own heart,” Chrysi told him.

“I think you would have a lot in common with her.” Nevis drank the rest of his coffee and then got up. “Breakfast is what we need.”

“Do you want a hand?” Chrysi asked. “Sitting around drinking coffee is not really my thing.”

Nevis pointed toward the window. “You may have to get used to it for a while. The snow is still falling. We are stuck in here for the next day or two.”

Chrysi tucked her hair behind her ear. “I’m worried about what my dad will think. And what he might do.”

“No one is going to come onto the mountain in this weather.” Nevis came and sat back down next to her. “No amount of money will make anyone fly up here in this weather. And there is no way they would walk up the mountain either. As for the ransom, it’s only money.”

“What about the stress of thinking I am in danger?” Chrysi asked.

“How well does your dad know you?” Nevis asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that I have only known you a few hours, and I already am pretty sure you can get yourself out of most scrapes.” He put his hand on hers and squeezed it, wanting to comfort her. “I’m sure he knows you will do whatever it takes to survive.”

“Damn them,” she swore under her breath. “When the snow stops, I am going to march right up that mountain and get their phone.”

“I’ll come with you,” he promised, and stood up again. “But not yet. Tomorrow.”

“Do you think the snow will have cleared by then?” Chrysi asked, getting up too.

“If the storm follows the pattern they forecast, the snow should stop overnight, but then it will freeze. Tomorrow, if we are lucky, and get an early start, we should be able to get a good way down the mountain. There are snowshoes we can use, and I have a small tent. We should be OK on the mountain for one night.”

“I got lucky when I found you,” Chrysi stated. 

He chuckled. “I’m certain I did the finding.”

“No way.” She grinned as he turned to look at her. “Although we probably have the bear to thank.”

“The bear?” he asked.

“Yes, there was one out on the mountain.” Chrysi walked to the window and looked out at the falling snow. Nevis was right, there was no way they could go anywhere in that weather. “He saved my life.”

“A bear saved your life.”

“Yes, he pounced on Bart, and pinned him down, giving me time to run away. I hope he is somewhere warm and dry.” Chrysi turned her head to look at him, but Nevis dodged her. She was reminded of other things Harlan had told her. “This weather is no good for man or beast.”

“Very true,” Nevis agreed. “OK, we need to eat.”

Nevis left the sitting room and went into the kitchen, and began to pull out pans and utensils. Chrysi joined him, doing what she could to help. There was not much in the way of fresh food, but Nevis had eggs and some bacon that he cooked up, while Chrysi sliced thick pieces of bread he had baked yesterday. 

“I’m impressed,” Chrysi told him.

“What better way to spend a snowy day,” Nevis said, passing her a plate.

“I am going to have to agree.” Chrysi took the plate from him. “Thank you.”

“We could be all formal and sit at the table, but I think we could make an exception and sit by the fire.”

“Are you making fun of me?” Chrysi asked.

“No, why would you think that?” He skirted the table, his body brushing against hers. A jolt of longing shot through her.

“Because of who my dad is?” Her face flushed, she sounded like the very person she had strived not to be—a rich stuck-up girl.

“Let’s sit by the fire.” He hid his expression as they moved from the kitchen to the sitting room, which was warm and comfortable and beckoned her like her father’s arms.

“I’m sorry. I was being oversensitive.”

He took a bite of his sandwich and she did the same, the bacon salty on her tongue, the egg, perfectly cooked, bursting in her mouth. “Good?”

She nodded, taking another bite. “Very good.”

They ate, and Nevis stared at the fire as he chewed, as if hypnotized. Chrysi thought the conversation was closed until he finished eating, took a long draw of his coffee, and then said, “What if I told you I understood completely?”

“Understood completely?” Chrysi frowned, not sure what he meant.

“What do you see when you look at me?” 

“Oh, that sounds like the kind of question that is going to land me in trouble.” Chrysi concentrated on her sandwich, which was nearly all gone.

“There is nothing you can say to me that I either haven’t already heard, probably from my father. Or that I will take offense at.”

Chrysi sat back and studied him. “I see a man who likes his own company. A man who might be running away from something.”

“Really?” He nodded. “Running away. I think of it as avoiding a situation. But you might be right. I came up here to think things over.”

“What things?” She wanted to ask if he had woman trouble, in the same way she had man trouble. Is that what he meant by being able to understand her completely? Had he been betrayed too?

“My father wants me to take over his business. A business he has built from nothing. But it’s not me. I’m an adventurer at heart.”

“Wasn’t your dad an adventurer too?” Chrysi asked.

Nevis turned to look at her sharply. “You don’t know my father.” His words were a complex mixture of accusation and question.

“No, I don’t. But my dad has taught me a lot about reading people.”

“And you can read me?” Nevis asked, the humor returning to his eyes.

“A little. About the relationship you have with your father, at least.”

“So tell me about my father.” His voice was defensive. Nevis probably had a complex relationship with his father. Yet to her, it was obvious where their issues lay. But would the truth hurt him?


Chapter Six – Nevis

“It’s simple,” Chrysi stated.

“There is nothing simple about my father,” Nevis said.

“You are very alike, I think.”

“No.” Nevis shook his head.

“Are you so sure?” Chrysi asked. 

“Yes. But I am open to persuasion.” Nevis was open to hearing anything that might help him heal the rift between father and son.

“You are both adventurers.”

“No. My father has not strayed from his daily commute for the past fifteen years.”

“He started his own business. If that is not a trait of a good adventurer, what is?” Chrysi began.

“Perhaps,” Nevis conceded.

“And then there is your name.”

“My name.”

“Yes. Nevis.”

He grinned. “You read a lot into a little.”

“Is that a challenge?” Chrysi asked.

“I think it is.” He leaned forward, looking deep into her eyes. “Tell me what my name has to do with it all.”

“Nevis. I assume you are named after Ben Nevis, the highest peak in Britain.”

“It’s where my parents met. My dad was climbing the mountain.” Nevis was struck by the thought that he had met his mate in the same way his parents had met. On a mountain.

“An adventurer who likes mountains.” Chrysi raised her eyebrow at him. “Does that remind us of anyone?”

“I see where this is leading.”

“So your mom is Scottish? Or your dad?”

“Why not both?”

“Because you only have a slight lilt to your voice. If both your parents were Scottish, it would be more pronounced.”

“You are good. I take it back.”

“There’s more.” She leaned forward too, caught up in his eyes. “Now, they could have called you Ben. Instead they chose the more unusual Nevis. Which means they, or your father, wanted you to be different. Add to that Nevis can mean head in the clouds, he also wanted you to be a great thinker or dreamer.”

Nevis shook his head and tore his eyes away from hers. “I think you have taught me more about the relationship between me and my father than I have learned myself in the thirty years I’ve been his son.”

“We don’t always see what is in front of us. My guess is your father raised you to be an independent thinker, to take on challenges and strive to conquer. But you took it in a different direction. That is likely where your mother comes into it.”

“She lived in the wilds of Scotland. She raised me on stories of the forests and glens. Open moors filled with heather, and lochs filled with deep dark water, so still it reflected the heavens above on their surface.”

Chrysi placed her hand on his back. He visibly jumped, as if she had shocked him, but she didn’t pull back. “You are your own person, Nevis. But hiding up on a mountain helps no one.”

He turned to look at her. “You make me sound like a coward.”

“That was not my intention.”

“I’m not a man of confrontation. I get that from my mother too. My father wants to push me into taking full control of his business… And we are not talking about a corner store.” He shifted his weight, and turned his body to face her. “He is a rich man, with hundreds of people working for him. Those jobs, those livelihoods. I don’t know if I am the best man to take that responsibility on. Give me a mountain to climb and I can do it, and capture the essence of it with my camera. But give me a board room, and I…”

“And who will do it if you don’t?” Chrysi asked.

“Oh, don’t give me the speech about the greater good.” His face shifted, a smile lingering there. “I am not the last best hope for the business. Oh no, I have a sister. She is the rightful heir to everything my father has built. But he’s so stuck in some old-fashioned tradition that he can’t see her true worth.”

“Ahh, now I see the problem.” 

“Do you have any brothers or sisters?” Nevis asked.

“Nope. At least, none that I know of. I’m adopted.” Chrysi shrugged. “My parents were killed in an accident. I was placed in foster care until Harlan came along and adopted me.” 

“Harlan. Just Harlan?” Nevis asked.

“If you are asking did a man adopt a girl on his own, the answer would be yes. Although he did have to fight to prove he could cope on his own and he wasn’t some pervert who was trying to get control of a little girl… Well, you get the picture.”

“That must have been tough for him,” Nevis said.

“It was, but eventually social services let him adopt me. It’s why I have a complex about the money side of things. It took me a while to go from being a child who had nothing, to a child who had the richest parent. School was tough.”

“He sounds like a cool guy,” Nevis said.

“I’m not sure about cool. And I really don’t know why he adopted. He’s an eligible man, he could have had any woman he wanted to, but when I was younger, when I asked him, he used to say it was because the right woman hadn’t come along.”

“The right woman?” Nevis asked, wondering if Harlan Remington was a shifter of some kind.

“Yes. My dad believes in love at first sight. That the right person is out there for you…” She smiled shyly. “The old fool.”

“And you don’t?” Nevis asked. 

“No. I believe it takes work to form a lasting relationship. But then I fell for Ross, so what do I know?” She drank more of her coffee. “Anyway, back to you.”

“Back to me? I think we’ve covered me enough.”

“No, we haven’t decided what you are going to do about your dad, and your future.” She blushed, a deep pink flush covering her pale skin. “Not that it is any of my business, but since we are here, and neither of us is going anywhere, I figured we could reason out your best plan of action.”

“Or, we could talk about you,” Nevis suggested, not wanting to spend a day thinking about his father when he had his mate here right next to him. Her scent assailed his senses, making his mouth water. His bacon and egg sandwich was nothing compared to the scent of his mate.

“Not a lot to tell. As I said, I was adopted. Struggled through high school with an identity crisis, and came out the other side knowing I had to make my own way in the world before I went to work with Harlan.”

“And how did that turn out? You said you had a subsidiary company.” Nevis placed his cup down on the small coffee table, leaned back into the corner of the sofa, and turned his body to face her.

“It sounds much more important than it is. I recycle plastics and make them into new products. Things like planters for flowers. It’s not terribly exciting, and it’s fairly hands-off right now.” She looked away from him, her eyes wistful. “I always wanted a family of my own, so I made the business self-sufficient. They don’t need me. But I still have the final say in big decisions. I hoped that I would have the chance to have a family, and watch them grow up, before Harlan needed me to take over. If he ever does.” 

“And you thought you had what you wanted when you met Ross?” Nevis asked tenderly, sensing her acute disappointment.

“He promised me it all. Said he would never leave. Never leave my money, more like.” She pressed her lips together, and Nevis wondered what she was leaving unsaid.

“He must be the biggest asshole in the world,” Nevis told her.

“Thanks. You are probably right, but it doesn’t mean it is easy to deal with.” The fingers of her right hand slipped down the back of her left hand and touched the engagement ring she still wore. “He promised me the world. I thought we would settle down and have a couple of kids. That’s what he said he wanted. He said money didn’t matter, he would marry me even if I didn’t have a penny to my name.”

“I’m sure he meant it at the time,” Nevis said gently.

“No, he didn’t,” she scoffed. “I don’t think he had any intention of marrying me. The worst thing is, I think my dad knew that, but he kept out of my business.”

“Is that what he usually does? Keep out of your business?”

“Yes. He is the greatest reader of people I have ever known. But he has always insisted I made up my own mind about people. But he knew about Ross, I’m sure. It was Harlan who suggested this hike through the mountain. He might not have known the storm would hit, but he knew it would break our relationship. I feel like such a failure.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself, or your dad,” Nevis said.

“I won’t. And neither should you be on yours.”

He held out his hand and she slipped hers into it. “It sounds as if Harlan cares about you a great deal.”

“He does. But no more than yours cares about you, I’m sure.” Nevis ran his thumb back and forth of her hand, feeling her shiver in anticipation, her eyes captured by his as he licked his lips. He wanted nothing more than to lean forward and kiss her, but then his thumb caught the ring on her finger. Technically, she still belonged to someone else.

“What are you going to do with this?” His thumb rubbed the ring, as if he might erase it.

“I am going to give it back to Ross first chance I get.” She looked down at it. “It’s going to take me some time to ever trust a man again.”

“I hope not,” Nevis said.

“Oh, present company excluded. I am very grateful for what you have done for me.” She reached out and touched his cheek, stroking it briefly before pulling her hand away. “But Ross has hurt my confidence in myself. How can a person fool another person into thinking they are in love?”

“You would be surprised.” He sighed. “Now it’s my turn to give some advice.”

“OK, am I going to want to hear it?”

“Whether you want to hear it, or not, I’m going to give it.”

She sat up straight. “I’m ready. Don’t hold back.”

“Don’t let Ross spoil your chance at happiness and having the family you want. Maybe he could tell you were open to his suggestions. He might have the same gift as your father. He could have known exactly what you wanted, and that was what he gave you.”

“You mean I wear my heart on my sleeve?” Chrysi asked.

“Maybe it was in the way you spoke, the looks you gave.”

“You mean I invited him to take advantage of me?” she asked, her voice rising in defense.

“No. Not at all. But look how you read me, or at least my father, from two sentences. When you met Ross, he likely asked you just the right questions for him to figure out how he could manipulate you.”

She was quiet, thinking it over. “I never saw it. But yes, he told me about his family. And I told him I was adopted. It’s not something I’ve ever hidden.”

“And likely he realized you were ready to fall in love with him and the dream he offered you.”

“I’m such a stupid fool.” Chrysi put her face in her hands as if to hide her shame.

“No, you are just hopeful. I’ve met so many people who live in hope. Rich or poor, and they are the happiest of people.” Nevis reached out and pulled her close. He thought she might fight him, but she didn’t. “You will get over this. You will find love again.” Then he took a risk. “Maybe it’s nearer than you think.”

“Thank you.” She leaned her head on his shoulder. “You walked into my life at the right time. I would have been lost in more ways than one if you hadn’t found me yesterday.”

“So you admit I did find you?” he asked with a grin.

“The bear found me first…”

“About that…” Where did he even begin?


Chapter Seven – Chrysi

 

Chrysi sat up, looking closely at Nevis as he spoke the words she already knew. Or at least thought she knew. It had all been so convenient, the bear in the snow, and then Nevis finding her and bringing her to his cabin.

“The bear. He’s a part of me,” Nevis said, keeping his explanation brief.

“I thought as much.”

“You know… You know about shifters?” Nevis asked.

“Sort of.”

“But you aren’t one?” Nevis frowned, concern on his face.

“Obviously not, because if I was, I would have known Ross wasn’t the man for me.” She raised her eyebrow at him, and he let out a sigh of relief. “I wish I had the same intuition a shifter has.”

Nevis opened and closed his mouth like a goldfish, unsure how to phrase the next words he wanted to say. “You know all about fated mates?”

“Harlan told me.”

“Harlan is a shifter?” Nevis asked, surprised.

“Yes, although he’s never found his mate. It’s why he adopted me, because he had no children of his own.” She thought about the man who had raised her. “He longed for his mate, but he never found her. Desperate to have a family, and an heir, he decided to adopt. And he chose me.” She held her arms out with a shrug. “I have no idea why, but I feel blessed that he did.”

“Wow.” 

“A man of few words.” She smiled at him shyly. Why was he so shocked?

“I just expected to have to explain it all to you.”

“Explain what all?” she asked.

“Us.” He swallowed a lump in his throat with a gulp.

“Us.” Her face paled. If he was saying what she thought he was saying, he had hidden it well. “I’m your mate?”

“Yes.” His voice was hoarse.

“You didn’t say. I didn’t know.”

“I didn’t want to frighten you. After Ross and Bart… I was scared that you would think I was taking advantage.”

“Why, Nevis, I do believe you are a gentleman.”

“I don’t want to be a gentleman.” His eyes sparkled and danced.

“What if I say no?” she asked.

“I’ll respect you. I’ll always respect you.” His voice conveyed his honesty, and her heart squeezed in her chest. At the same time, her fingers went to her engagement ring and twisted it around and around on her finger. 

“Promise me you aren’t lying.” She searched his face, and the pained look she saw there told her he wasn’t lying. This was the truth. The real, honest truth.

“I swear. It’s how I found you in the storm.” He took her hand. “I could feel your presence. And when I found you with those two men, it was all I could do not to rip their throats out for hurting you.”

She looked down, studying their hands, their fingers entwined, just as their lives were now entwined, if what Harlan had told her was true. Did she want this? Did she want to slam into Nevis on the rebound from such a disastrous relationship?

Chrysi let out the breath she had been holding. “I’m still engaged.”

“I can wait.” 

Chrysi looked up into his eyes, unsure whether she could. This man was offering her everything she wanted and more. A man who would love her forever, who would stand by her side through everything life threw at them, a man who would put a child in her belly and then help her raise it.

“Will you promise me that you will try to make peace with your father?” she asked.

“I promise.” He looked bemused. “I thought this was about us.”

“This is about family. My family. Your family.” She pressed her body closer to his. “I want us to be happy.” 

He placed his hand on her shoulder, his fingers stretching out to stroke the nape of her neck. “We will be happy.”

“Well, then.” She slipped the ring off her finger and placed it on the table next to the coffee cups. 

“I could always go bear and take the ring to Ross, with a note attached.”

“I think we can end that sentence at go bare.”

He chuckled. “You are like a breath of fresh air into my life, Chrysi.”

“Or an icy blast.”

“Then let me warm you up.” He kissed her then, his lips soft but firm, warming her from the inside out as he nipped her bottom lip. She sighed, nestling closer to him. This was madness, she was another man’s woman.

That was what her brain tried to convince her of. Yet in her heart she knew she had never belonged to Ross, not in the same way she belonged to Nevis. And she did belong to him; it was like a drumbeat thrumming through her veins. She was his, he was hers. 

Ross was forgotten. A shadow next to this man who lifted her up and laid her on the hearth in front of the fire that crackled and fizzed merrily. Just as her heart crackled and fizzed.

Nevis kissed her lips, his hand sliding along her thigh to nestle between her legs. She opened her thighs wider, allowing him to rub her clit through the fabric of her borrowed sweatpants. Damn, it felt good, her body came alive with each brush of his fingers on her most sensitive nerve endings. Chrysi arched her back and lifted her body off the floor, offering herself to him. Intermittent thoughts passed through her mind, telling her this was too soon, that she should wait. But her heart and her body rejected those thoughts completely. She wanted this, she wanted Nevis, she wanted to help him unravel his complicated relationship with his father and find a way to their happy ever after.

Nevis moved his hand, sliding up her stomach to tease the hem of her T-shirt and sweater up until he revealed her heaving breasts. And they were heaving, like a damsel in distress rescued by the hunky highwayman. A ripple of laughter passed through her: she’d never been a damsel in distress before. Yet if this was the outcome, she wouldn’t mind playing one more often.

“I’m glad you find this all so amusing,” Nevis said, lifting his head to look into her eyes.

Chrysi ruffled his hair. “I was thinking how traditional we are being. The good guy rescuing the woman from the clutches of the bad men. We could make our own Hollywood movie.” 

Nevis pushed her bra up, exposing her nipples. “I think this should stay strictly private.” He lowered his head and captured her nipple in his teeth, leaving her gasping, her fingers threading through his hair, holding him close, while she squeezed her thighs together, trying to satisfy every part of her body. It was impossible. She craved his touch on every part of her skin. She longed for his kisses on every inch of her flesh.

She wanted to drown in his touch, to feel him inside her, and outside her body, to be one with him. There was no laughter now as he sucked harder, his left hand slipping down toward her sex once more, but this time, he tucked his hand under the waistband of the sweatpants and slipped under the elastic of her panties, moving lower until he touched her clit with his fingertips.

Chrysi thought she would explode right there and then. She was so wet, he would know exactly how much she craved him. When he slipped his hand further down, and his fingers dipped inside her sex, she closed her eyes, mortified she was so willing, so ready to sleep with a stranger.

But he was her mate. Or she was his mate. However these things worked, she knew this was right. Harlan had told her stories about men and women who were bound together by this mating bond. It was where all the greatest love stories, all the wonderful fairy tales, originated from. They were born from the connection made when two souls were meant to be together.

Chrysi gasped as he pushed two fingers inside her, while his mouth continued to torture her breasts. Nevis’s mouth and hands worked as one to bring her crashing over the edge, as her first orgasm swept over her. She knew it would be the first, because soon he was going to make love to her, here in the little cabin that belonged to a movie star. It was as certain as the sun rising in the morning and setting in the evening.

Chrysi clung to him, her breathing shallow, coming in gasps as her orgasm ended. Nevis held her close, kissing her neck, while she slipped her hand down between their bodies and wrapped her fingers around his cock. But the thick denim of his jeans hindered her. Tugging at his belt, she unbuckled it, then rolled him onto his back so she could undo his buttons. With some help from Nevis, she tugged his jeans down over his slim thighs, leaving his cock dancing in the air.

It was a beautiful sight, yet it wasn’t enough. She wanted him to be naked. She wanted herself to be naked. Skin against skin.

Tugging his T-shirt upwards, she revealed his chest, toned, bronzed from outside work, and just right for kissing. Chrysi crawled up his body, her lips pressing against his skin, the smattering of hairs across his chest tickling her lips. Everything about him excited her: the taste of him, the scent of his skin, wood smoke and pine trees, and the sound of him as he gasped when her tongue curled around his nipple.

“Damn, you drive me wild,” Nevis ground out. “I need you naked too.”

He flipped her over onto her back and tore at her clothes like a wild animal until she was naked before him. “Better?” she asked.

“Much.” He hovered over her body, his lips kissing her skin, while he guided himself toward her sex. Chrysi moved to open her thighs wider, wanting him, needing him. Everything else was forgotten in the perfect moment when he slid inside her.

“Oh,” she gasped, her hands encircling his neck, holding on to him as he filled her completely with his wonderful cock. 

Deeper he thrust, his eyes on her face, and she bit her bottom lip to stop herself from crying out. Her body yielded to his wide girth, accommodating him. Then he pulled back out, and the friction was incredible, and her orgasm raced toward her. She tried to hang on, tried to make this last, but it was impossible.

Burying her face in his neck, she nipped at his skin, her hands stroking his skin, then clawing his back, her legs wrapping around him. Nevis slammed into her, his body taut as he fought for control, but he lost his fight too, and joined her in ecstasy, two people flying above the snow-filled clouds to where the stars shone bright above.

Nevis put his head back and cried out her name, while his body worshiped hers.


Chapter Eight – Nevis

They had spent the whole day and some of the night indulging in sex. Lots and lots of amazing sex. At least it was amazing for him. He truly hoped his mate had enjoyed herself. 

Nevis turned and looked at Chrysi. She was everything he could have wished for, and so much more. If he could only work things out with his father, life would be perfect. He sighed. One thing he knew for sure: now that he had met his mate, there was no way he could avoid his father. 

Chrysi was right, Nevis needed to go and visit his father, if for no other reason than that he wanted the rest of his family to meet his mate. It wouldn’t be right if they kept away. If he somehow managed to resolve the issue over Nevis joining the family business at the same time, that would make his happiness complete. 

Even if the resolution means us working in an office? his bear asked.

Let’s see what happens, Nevis answered.

Leaving Chrysi to sleep, Nevis got out of bed and padded on bare feet to the window. The snow had stopped, but it was piled high, with drifts of several feet in places. If they were lucky, it would be easier to walk under the trees, and when they got to the lower slopes, the snowfall would likely have been lighter, making the journey easier. 

The cabin was stocked up for all weather; there were several pairs of snowshoes hanging up outside. There was also plenty of warm clothing, and a two-person all-season tent they could squeeze into tonight. One night on the mountain, that was all they would have to survive before they got down to Bear Creek. 

As he mentally finished his list of things they needed to do and items they needed to take with them, Nevis turned his thoughts to Ross and Bart. Ideally, Nevis should make some kind of citizen’s arrest, but that would mean either staying up here with them until Brad could come get them with the mountain rescue team, or else he would have to drag their sorry asses down the mountain. This could potentially put Chrysi’s life in danger. A risk he would not take.

The third option was to go up there, get their satellite phone, and maybe their boots, and then leave them stranded while he and Chrysi made their way down the mountain. They could use the phone to call Brad and get him to come get them. The question Nevis had no answer to was whether Bart had made the call to Chrysi’s dad and demanded a ransom. If he had, Brad could charge them with extortion. If they hadn’t, would there be any crime to answer to? It would likely come down to Chrysi’s word against theirs. If Ross had any sense, he would argue Chrysi ran off after an argument.

“Hey, you look as if you have the weight of the world on your shoulders.” Chrysi slipped out of bed and padded over to him, putting her arms around his waist and resting her head on his back. “Are we leaving today?”

“I think we have to. I’m worried about your father. If Bart got through to him on the phone and demanded a ransom, then we need to stop the transaction as soon as possible.”

“If Bart made the call, Harlan is going to be worried. But I don’t know if he will hand over any money for me without proof.”

“I’m going to go up to the cave and see what I can find out.” Nevis had made up his mind. “I’ll go as a bear. Scare them into telling me.”

“You know, I have a better idea.” Chrysi moved to stand in front of him, her hands on his chest. “You know, I have always wondered what it would be like to have a pet bear.”

“Really?” He frowned, trying to figure out where this was going.

“Yes. The kind of bear who would do anything I asked. The kind of bear I could train.”

“You want me to be that bear?” Nevis asked.

“I thought we could go up there and pay them a visit. We go in, you look all fierce, and I convey in the simplest of terms, that they need to hand over the satellite phone, and then stay put until the authorities arrive.”

“And you think they will do as they are told?” Nevis asked.

“They will if I tell them you are waiting outside. That if they so much as step out of the cave, you will tear their heads off.”

“That is kind of brilliant. Except I won’t be there. I’m not leaving you to come down off the mountain alone.”

“If I know Ross, as soon as we leave, he will be testing the boundaries of those orders. We simply hang around long enough to make sure they get the fright of their lives if they poke their heads outside.”

“That is brilliant, and cruel. I like it.” He ducked his head and looked up at the sky. “As long as we don’t have to wait around too long. I don’t think we will get any more snow today, but the day will be short.”

“So we walk at night. Bears can see in the dark, right?”

“Not exactly see in the dark, but I can find my way in the dark.”

“That’s settled, then.” Looking pleased with herself, Chrysi went to the bathroom, and it was all Nevis could do to stop himself from following her. Surely there was time for them to make love once more?

He mentally threw a bucket of snow over himself before getting dressed. He raided Caroline’s closet for some warm clothes for Chrysi and set them out on the bed.

“I’ll be glad to get home and have a shower.” Chrysi came out of the bathroom. “Thanks for the clothes. Are you sure Caroline won’t mind?”

“Not at all.” He went to her, put his arms around her, and pulled her close. “When you say home, what home do you mean?” He kissed her lips. “I’m not sure I want to be parted from you for a single day.”

Chrysi laid her head on his chest. “Once we get back to civilization, this is all going to seem like a dream.”

“I’ll pinch you every morning when we wake up to make sure you know it’s real,” he offered.

“My hero,” she purred. “But seriously. How do our lives fit together?”

“That we work out as we go.” He kissed the top of her head. “You aren’t going to run out on me, are you?”

Chrysi stepped back and lifted her hands to cup his face. “Harlan always told me true mates were forever. I believe you when you say we are true mates. I’m willing to do whatever it takes to make this go from fairy-tale romance to a real-life happy ever after.”

He kissed her lips, and she savored every moment of it. Chrysi could see why someone would come here to a cabin in the wilderness to escape their lives. Part of her wished the two of them could live here, cocooned from the outside world, for a while longer. They could learn about each other and consolidate their relationship before the pressures of the outside world set in.

However, they had to deal with Ross and Bart. More importantly, she had to tell her dad that she was safe. 

“Breakfast, then we get ready to go,” Nevis said, as if reading her mind.

“I’m sorry to make you leave the mountain.” Chrysi smiled shyly at him. “I was going to say I bet you wished I never walked into your life.”

He pulled her back toward him fiercely. “You know that is not true. Maybe this is why I came to the mountain. Fate knew you were here, and now that I have you, the rest means nothing. I’ll make peace with my dad, we’ll get married and grow a family.”

“I like the sound of that.” She put her forehead on his chest, hiding her face from him. “I keep thinking I’m going to open my eyes and be out there on the mountain in the snow, half frozen and delirious.”

“Maybe breakfast will make you believe in me.” He took her hand and pulled her out of the room. She followed, shivering in the cold kitchen until he’d stoked the stove. The room quickly filled with heat. 

Shuffling closer to the warmth, Chrysi asked, “What’s the plan?”

“The immediate plan, or the long-term plan?” Nevis was filling the kettle, small pieces of ice jingled into it like sleigh bells.

“The plan for today. We are going to pay Ross and Bart a visit?”

“Oh yes. I like the idea of going into their cave and making them think you have tamed a bear.”

“Technically, it’s the truth,” Chrysi said mildly.

“Technically, it is. Although my bear will likely try to convince you otherwise.” Nevis grinned. “I’ve told him there is no biting allowed unless severely provoked. You may have to remind him of that fact, though.”

“I will. Although maybe a nip or two would serve as a reminder.”

Nevis shook his head. “I’m not sure sending you two together is the right thing to do.”

“Tough. I want to meet your bear, and I want to get that satellite phone from them. The sooner we contact my father, and the sheriff, the happier I’ll be.”

“And I was born to make you happy.” He kissed her while the ice water in the kettle melted and then came to a boil. Reluctantly letting her go, he made breakfast while she made coffee. 

“Perfect,” Chrysi said. “It might not be the best ground coffee Harlan insists on serving, but it is just what I needed.”

“Boil some more water, there is a flask we can take with us. It’s going to be a long day,” Nevis warned.

“I’m more than ready,” Chrysi replied.

After they ate, Nevis found what they needed, giving her instructions on what to pack where. 

“You’ve done this before,” Chrysi commented.

“Many times. I’ve traveled all over the world with my camera.” He held up his most prized possession. “My last long trip was to the top of Everest.” 

Chrysi looked suitably impressed. “Wow. Now I see why you don’t want to settle for the corporate life.”

“Those days are behind me.” He rolled his clothes up tightly and placed them in his pack. If you were well organized and careful, it was possible to pack a lot of stuff in a single backpack.

“Why?” she asked. 

“I have a mate.”

“And can’t this mate come with you?” 

Nevis stopped and looked at her, feeling a rush of appreciation and love unfurl inside him. “You would want to?”

Chrysi cocked her head on one side and thought for a moment. “Why not? I’ve done things a little differently than you. I built my business, and now I’m relatively free. But coming up here, hiking deep into the mountains… It’s given me a sense of freedom I’d never known.”

“You get why I don’t want the life my dad wants me to have?”

“Of course I do. But you need to settle this with him, for your sake and the sake of your family. See if there is a point you can meet him. Halfway, a quarter of the way… Family is important. Take it from one who lost hers.”

“First we settle things with Ross and Bart.” Nevis pulled the drawstring on the packs tight and then buckled them up. “I just have to make sure all the fires are out, and then we are good to go.”

“Great,” Chrysi said enthusiastically. “Let’s go get them.”

He grinned. “I hope you feel the same way when we get out in the snow.”

“I love snow,” she stated firmly.

“Good, there is going to be a lot of it.” He heaved the pack onto his shoulder and did one final check of the cabin before they went outside. 


Chapter Nine – Chrysi

The sun shone down on the clearing, reflecting off the snow, making it hard to see. The cabin had been dim in comparison. Once her eyes adjusted to the brightness, Chrysi began to understand what he meant.

“That is a lot of snow.” It had come over the sides of the porch, right up to the front door. She wasn’t sure how far she would be able to walk in it.

“Stay there.” Nevis trudged along the porch, through the snow, and lifted something that looked like a tennis racket off the outside wall of the cabin. Collecting three more, he came back to her. “Snowshoes. Have you used them before?”

“No,” Chrysi replied.

“I’ll walk in front and you follow in my tracks. You’ll need poles too.” He fetched four hiking sticks to go with the snowshoes.

“Does your bear need them too?” she asked.

He laughed. “No, my bear will be just fine. I’ll walk with you the first part of the way and teach you how to use them. You’ll soon adjust to walking in them.”

“But what if they follow our tracks and see where you changed? You know, into a bear.” Chrysi was concerned. Harlan had always insisted shifters were a secret. 

“They won’t see paw prints. All they will see is a channel in the snow. Anyway, soon the snow will be peppered with trails as animals come out to search for food. This storm came early. There will be a lot of hungry critters on the mountain.”

“As long as you are sure.” She had a protective streak a mile wide for this handsome bear shifter of hers. 

“I am.” He smiled and she believed him.

“OK, let’s get these on.” She indicated the snowshoes, and Nevis showed her how to fit them. Then he held her hand while she walked on them for the first time. It was the strangest sensation, and she was glad he had offered to walk the first part of the journey with her. Several times it felt as if she was going to trip over and sink into the snow.

On they walked through the forest, climbing back up the mountain to the place they had first met. It was hard to believe she had run this way trying to escape from Ross and Bart only two days ago. Two days in which her life had changed forever.

“I never expected to come up the mountain with one man, and go back down with another,” she told Nevis.

He stopped, his breath coming out in clouds, but the cold did not seem to bother him. “I hope you are happy with the change.”

“I guess I am.” She stopped in front of him. “Although the whole world is going to think I’m crazy. They thought my engagement to Ross was a whirlwind romance. We’d been going out for two months. Two days—that is going to set all kinds of tongues wagging.”

“We can wait. If that makes it easier.”

“Hell no!” Chrysi exclaimed. “Harlan has always said we are here to give people something to gossip about, and we should never be afraid of what other people think or say if we believe in what we are doing.”

“Harlan sounds like a wise man.” Nevis looked into the distance—not that he could see very far, the snow hanging from the branches of the trees obscured the view.

“He’s very wise.” Chrysi shrugged off the stray snowflakes that had settled on her shoulders. “Is this it?”

“It is.” Nevis tipped his head and kissed her briefly. “My bear might want to show off. And I apologize in advance if he rolls over and asks for his tummy to be rubbed.”

Chrysi laughed nervously. “How can I say no to rubbing his tummy when he was so magnificent at taking down Ross?”

“Oh goodness, now we’re in trouble, he’ll likely spend the rest of the day on his back, lapping up all the attention,” Nevis said. He bent down and took off his snowshoes and his pack, and propped them up against the tree. Chrysi moved to do the same. “No, keep it with you. There’s food in there, enough for you to survive out here. If anything happens, meet me back here. If I don’t come for any reason, go back to the cabin. OK?”

“Is anything likely to happen?” Chrysi asked, feeling unsure now that they were here. What if they had a gun? What if Nevis got killed, and they ended up kidnapping Chrysi for real? On the other hand, she could not let them get away with this. If they did, they might decide to try it again and hurt some other unsuspecting woman.

“Always have a back-up plan.” Nevis patted her upper arm reassuringly. “It’ll be fine.” He walked away from her, putting about ten feet between them. “Are you ready?”

“I think so.” Chrysi didn’t sound too sure.

“It’ll be OK. He’ll look after you. All we need is the satellite phone, and for them to believe I’m going to stay here and guard the cave.”

“OK.” She nodded and clapped her hands together. “Let’s do this and get down off the mountain.”

She watched as the air shimmered around Nevis, and then he disappeared, fading away before her eyes. Chrysi took a step forward, panic filling her. She didn’t want to be left out here alone. Convinced it was some kind of trick, she moved toward where Nevis had stood, but before she reached the spot, the air crackled and fizzed with static electricity and a big shadowy figure began to appear. Its shape was shorter than Nevis, but much broader; this was the bear who was the other side of the man she was mated to.

“Hi there.” She closed the space between them, giving no thought to the fact there was a huge bear in place of Nevis. Her fingers curled around his fur, and she fell to her knees, hugging his thick neck. The bear sniffed her, his mouth open slightly, as if tasting the air. Tasting her. Chrysi kept still and let him drink in her scent.

Then the bear did what Nevis had warned he might: he flopped down in the snow, rolling onto his back, with his short thick legs in the air. Giggling, Chrysi rubbed his belly as if he were a dog. The bear wriggled around, snow spraying up in the air and sticking in clumps to his fur. They spent several minutes like this, enjoying each other completely. It was a carefree moment, one she wished to continue, but finally he sat up, licked her hand, and then climbed to his feet, shaking the snow from his coat.

“Yuck.” She laughed as the snow hit her, cold prickles on her skin. When she was sure he was ready, she eased her body backwards and used him for support as she stood up. “Lead the way.”

The bear knew what she meant, and turned around, rubbing his head against her thigh as he did. The action reminded her of a cat marking its territory. She liked that idea. He was making sure the world knew she was his.

Turning to walk uphill, the bear planted his big paws into the snow and somehow didn’t sink. His feet were so big they distributed his weight in the same way as a snowshoe. Chrysi found herself watching the bear in awe. He was just as magnificent as the human Nevis.

The bear stopped occasionally, looking around and then lifting his short snout into the air to catch the breeze. Once satisfied, he moved on, sure-footed, and Chrysi followed, trusting his sense of direction. After about a mile, he stopped, and she recognized the place where they had met Bart.

“Do you know where they went from here?” Chrysi asked.

The bear nodded and turned to face a steep slope. “Is that where we have to go?”

Nevis nodded and set off, one big paw in front of the other. Chrysi followed, half walking, half climbing as she tackled the steep slope. It might have been easy with no snow covering the ground, but now, it was treacherous. Mini-avalanches made the going dangerous, especially when they climbed higher and the drop become more extreme.

Finally, they reached the top, and Nevis stopped, sitting his bear butt down for a moment. Chrysi wasn’t sure whose benefit it was for, but she was grateful of the chance to catch her breath.

“Wow.” Chrysi looked at the vista before her. They were above the treetops, on a ledge overlooking the valley below. The sky was pristine blue, with a watery sun shining down on the snow, making the world glitter as if covered in a million diamonds. Chrysi breathed in the cold, crisp air, and exhaled in a puff of vapor. “It’s amazing.”

The bear leaned toward her, and she put her arm around him and hugged him. As she sat there on the side of the mountain, with the world glittering below her, and the warmth of the bear pressing against her, it was hard to imagine anything bad could happen.

The bear sat next to her in contented silence, but they had to move on. “OK, I’m good to go.” Chrysi stood up and adjusted her snowshoes, while the bear stood and shook his snowy butt. Then he took his bearings, sniffing the air, looking at the ground, and then striking off to the north. Chrysi followed.

One foot in front of the other, they walked on for a further ten minutes before the bear stopped, head up, alert. Chrysi strained to see, or hear, what he had heard, but there was nothing. The bear nudged her, and they walked on, more carefully this time. 

Then she heard it. A call. A man’s voice shouting. “Bart. Get some wood. We need to build the fire up.”

“I’m not going out there. It’s freezing,” came Bart’s reply.”

“Not as freezing as it will be tonight if we don’t build the fire.”

“We should walk out of here now,” Bart insisted, his voice filled with anger. “I’m not willing to lose my damn fingers to hypothermia.”

“With the money Harlan Remington is going to pay us, you can buy new fingers,” Ross hissed to his accomplice.

They were close enough now, that Chrysi could make out the figure of Ross outside the mouth of a cave. He was looking in, his hands on his upper arms as he hugged himself. Chrysi dug her fingers into the bear’s thick fur, and they exchanged a knowing look. They were both ready to act out this little charade.

The two of them broke cover side by side. There was no attempt to sneak up on the two men. That would have made them appear less intimidating. The idea was to make Ross and Bart know they were not afraid, that they were in control. 

Ross didn’t see them; he was too busy talking to Bart, who was not coming out of the cave. “Hello, Ross.” Her first words made him jump, and holler. 

“What the fuck, Chrysi.” Then his eyes slid down to the bear, who snarled menacingly. “What the fuck,” Ross repeated, his pitch higher, and he backed away.

“I might say the same to you. What the fuck were you thinking? Did you really think you could get away with it?” Chrysi asked.

“What? What are you doing with a bear? They can eat you. You know that, right?” Ross asked, staring at her as if she must be crazy.

“He won’t eat me.” She patted his head. “But he might eat you.”

Nevis took a step forward, lifting his head and snarling. “Keep him away!”

“If you give me the satellite phone.”

“What satellite phone?” Ross asked. “We lost it in the snow.” Ross spread his hands out, which was all too inviting for the bear, who stepped forward quickly and snapped at Ross’s hand. “Get him off me!”

“Get me the phone, and he won’t hurt you. I give you my word.” Chrysi put her hands on her hips. “If you don’t, he’ll take the place apart, and everything in it. Piece by piece.”

Nevis huffed as if he were laughing, which Ross found disturbing. “Don’t think you can threaten me. If he hurts anyone, the rangers will be up here. They will hunt him down and put a bullet in his skull.” Ross held up his hand, making it into the shape of a gun, pointed it at his head, and pulled a trigger.

“That depends on whether they find you. And Bart.” Chrysi ducked down and shouted into the cave. “You’d better come out too, Bart. Or I’ll send my bear in to drag you out.”

“What the fuck is going on?” Bart came bumbling out, hands curled into fists. “It’s freezing out here.”

“You can go back inside, and stay inside, your nice warm cave once you let me have your satellite phone,” Chrysi explained.

“What satellite phone?” Bart asked, his eyes shifting to Ross with an accusing look.

“The one you used to call my dad and ask for a ransom.” Chrysi allowed all her pent-up anger and betrayal to enter her voice. “That is the whole reason you dated me and proposed to me, isn’t it, Ross? You worm.”

“Chrysi…” Ross began.

“Don’t.” Chrysi put her hand up to silence him. “Just give me the damn phone so I can tell my father I’m safe.”

“We couldn’t get it to work,” Bart blurted out, but his eyes shifted to look at Ross. 

“Liar.” She managed to keep the sob that welled in her throat from erupting. There was no way she was going to allow them to see how upset she was at the thought of her father worrying about her.


Chapter Ten – Chrysi

She took a step forward, chest thrust out, showing no fear. Harlan had taught her well; body language was an invisible means of contact, and they read her, seeing she was not afraid, that she would not back down. As if to back her up, Nevis roared, his teeth bared, before ending with a snarl and a snapping of teeth. Verging on the overly dramatic, but it did the trick.

“Get the damn phone, Bart.” Ross jerked his head toward the cave.

“And no funny business,” Chrysi called after him. “My bear does not do funny.”

Chrysi stepped back from Ross, and stroked her bear’s head. Ross’s eyes nearly fell out of their sockets. “Where the hell did you get a pet bear from?” he asked acidly.

“He saved me from the snow,” she said. It wasn’t a lie. “And we bonded over dinner, and snuggled for the night while the snow fell. I found him loyal and sincere. Unlike you.”

“That’s a pile of horse crap,” Ross insisted.

“I don’t much care what you think.” She dug in her pocket and took out the ring she had picked up from the table before they left the cabin. “Here. You might need to pawn this to pay for a lawyer. Or is it fake, like everything else?”

Ross didn’t hesitate; he held out his hand and took back the ring. “You still have to get down off the mountain.” It was a veiled threat.

“Oh, I’ll get down. But you two are going to stay right here,” she told them, as Bart appeared with the satellite phone. Chrysi held out her hand for it. “Thanks. Now you two can go back inside, and wait for the sheriff to get here.”

“Why would we do that?” Bart replied, squaring his shoulders.

“Because one thing I have taught my pet bear, is to stay.” She pointed to a stand of trees behind them. “He is going to sit in those trees, and if you as much as poke your head out of this cave, he is going to bite you. How deep that bite is, depends on how long he’s been waiting. A bear can get mighty hungry, you know.”

“You’re bluffing,” Ross said, leaning forward, his face pulled into a sneer. 

Nevis didn’t wait for her to command him. Leaping forward, his teeth snapped shut within two inches of Ross’s face, bear drool spraying out to cover his skin. Ross screamed like a girl and jumped backwards, his foot slipping on the packed snow underfoot, and he fell to the ground on his ass.

“I suggest you crawl back into your cave and stay there. Start praying the sheriff finds you before my bear gets hungry. He needs to store up some body fat before the winter, and he doesn’t much care what kind of meat he eats.” Chrysi watched the two men scuttle back into the cave. “Losers.”

Turning away from the cave, she looked down at the satellite phone in her hand. There wasn’t much battery left, but she hoped it would be enough to call her father, or the local sheriff. As she walked away, Nevis, still in bear form, pressed against her outer thigh. Dropping one hand, she stroked his head, allowing his presence to give her comfort. The exchange with Ross and Bart had left her a little shaken. Confrontation was never really her thing. Harlan had always taught her to talk things over in a calm and reasonable manner. Right now, she was so angry with Ross, and herself, that calm and reasonable were temporarily lost from her vocabulary.

Reaching the stand of trees, they moved through the snow-laden trunks, and once hidden from view of the cave mouth, they stopped. The bear rose up on his haunches, and looked back toward the cave. Satisfied they were still inside, he shifted back into his human form.

“Wow, that is going to take some getting used to,” Chrysi told him as the air shimmered and crackled.

“It’s not usually so dramatic, but the cold air holds a lot of static.” He indicated the phone. “Do you want to try now, while we are waiting?”

“Sure.”

“Have you ever used one before?” Nevis asked.

“Nope.”

“Let me see.” He took it from her, and scrolled through the menu. “This is what we need. These are the GPS coordinates of where we are standing. There is probably enough juice in the phone for one call.” 

“Do I call the sheriff, or my dad?” Chrysi asked.

Nevis handed her the phone. “Call your dad. Tell him you are safe and relay the coordinates. Ask him to call the sheriff’s station in Bear Creek, and ask for Brad. Brad will know what to do.”

Chrysi turned and looked over her shoulder. “Do you think we should stay until Brad gets here to arrest them?”

“No, we need to get off the mountain.” He looked up at the sky, and sniffed the air. “We have a window of time to get down.” He looked at her clothes. “We are not prepared for the weather to get worse. Brad and his team are all experienced.” Nevis looked at her and added, “They may even get a helicopter up here if the weather stays calm.”

“Shouldn’t we wait for the helicopter?”

“There won’t be enough room for all of us in one trip. And there is a chance they might not come back.” A stiff breeze blew through the trees, as if to back up his words. “The weather up here is unpredictable. We should get going now.”

“But what if they come out of the cave?” Chrysi hated the thought that Ross might get away.

“Make your call, and then we decide.” Nevis stared at the cave entrance, while Chrysi removed her glove and carefully dialed the number, her hand shaking, a mixture of cold and nerves threading its way through her body.

What if he didn’t answer? What if they wasted the battery? Could they…

“Hello, Dad.” Her voice shook as she heard Harlan’s voice.

“Chrysi, is that you? Are you hurt?” Harlan asked, his voice strained.

“I don’t know what they told you. But I am fine.”

Harlan let out a pent-up breath. “Thank goodness. Are you safe?”

“Yes, it’s me. I’m safe. Whatever Ross told you, it’s a lie.”

“Ross. Is he with you? He said you were hurt and couldn’t speak on the phone. I have a crew here ready to mount a search and rescue operation for you.”

“I’m OK. Ross lied to me. He never loved me. I was just a means to extort money from you.” She gulped down her sob once more, knowing it would erupt later. 

“Sweetheart. I’m so sorry. But I can’t say I’m disappointed. You deserve so much better.”

The phone beeped. “Dad, the battery is nearly dead. Do you have a pen? I can give you the coordinates of the cave they are holed up in. Can you call the sheriff in Bear Creek and ask him to come and arrest them? They did ask for a ransom, didn’t they?” 

“The man who called asked for two million. I told them him he could have it, of course, but I was damned if he was going to get away.” Harlan’s voice was fierce, protective, and filled with anger.

Chrysi gave her dad the coordinates and then said, “The battery on the phone is dying. How long until you can get the men up here? I don’t want them getting away.”

She could hear Harlan’s voice in the background talking to someone else. “We can be in the air in half an hour. We can be with you in an hour.”

“What about the sheriff?” There was no way she wanted Harlan to act without the sheriff. If something went wrong and Ross or Bart sued him, that would mean they’d won.

“He’ll be with us. We’re in Bear Creek.”

“You are?!”

“Yes, as soon as I got the call from Ross I came here. It’s the nearest town to where you said you were going to be. And since you last phoned and complained how Ross was sticking to the itinerary I figured you had to be in the mountain range somewhere.”

“Dad. I love you.”

“I love you too, sweetheart. Stay put, and we’ll come pick you up. You can tell me all about it then.”

“OK. Bye. Hurry.” The call ended, and Chrysi put the phone in her pocket before turning to Nevis. “My dad is in Bear Creek, he’s got a rescue team ready to come up here.”

“Wow, he doesn’t hang around, does he?” Nevis asked.

“Nope.” She pulled her glove back on and dug her hands in her pocket. “Are you OK with us getting a ride down the mountain?”

“Sure. I have to go and get the packs. And the snowshoes.”

“What if they come out?” She looked to the cave entrance.

“They won’t go anywhere.” 

“How do you know?” Chrysi asked.

“Because I’m going to pay them a visit.”

“A visit…”

“Watch.” He shifted into his bear and ran out of the trees, heading straight for the cave. When he got close, he slowed, going into stealth mode as he clung to the rock face leading to the cave. Slipping his head around the mouth of the cave, he took two steps forward before letting out an almighty roar.

She heard the two men scream, stifling a laugh as the bear headed back toward her, a grin spread across his face. “That was mean. But completely justified.”

The bear nodded, nudged her pack, and then turned away from her. 

“I’ll wait right here.”

The bear nodded, and disappeared through the trees at a loping pace. Chrysi immediately missed his presence. Being out here alone and exposed was not a good feeling. She checked her watch every couple of minutes, which to Chrysi felt like ten. She paced up and down for a while, clapping her hands on her arms to keep warm, but soon stopped that because she kept tripping over her snowshoes every time she tried to turn around.

Eventually she heard someone approaching. She didn’t risk calling out, and for a heart-lurching moment, she worried some other wild, hungry creature might have found her, but then Nevis, in his human form, appeared through the trees, snowshoes attached to his feet.

“They are going to see you,” Chrysi said. “And wonder where the bear has gone.”

“I thought about that. We’ll tell them it was me who controls the bear. We can say I’m a mountain man who can talk to the bears,” Nevis suggested. “If they ask, I’ll say I was hiding around the corner. I don’t think they’ll ask, though.”

“You know, after you scared them half to death, I think they will believe anything.”

“They’ll believe it, and want to forget it. I’m sure they will have nightmares about bears for a long while.” His anger simmered below the surface, but he brought it back under control. “Sorry. If I had my way, they would be locked up for a very long time.”

“I’m sure Harlan will agree with you completely.” Chrysi looked up at the sky as the whirring sound of helicopter blades reached her. “Looks as if you will soon find out.”

“He’ll be on the helicopter?” Nevis asked.

“Oh yeah, he is not the kind of man to take a back seat.” Chrysi turned back to Nevis, a mischievous look on her face. “In fact, I think you and Harlan will have a lot in common. Two peas in a pod.”

“As long as he likes me and has no objection to us getting married.”

“He will, once he knows we are mates.” She threaded her gloved hand into his. “I just wish Harlan had found his mate.”

“We can give him grandkids to spoil.”

“He’d like that. It was his one regret, not having kids.”

“But he had you.” Nevis said. “And for me that counts for a lot.”

Chrysi playfully smacked the back of her hand across his chest. “You are biased.” She pressed her lips together and frowned. “Does it make me a bad person to agree?”

“No, not at all.” He put his arms around her shoulders, as not one, but two helicopters came into view. “I guess the cavalry has arrived.”

“Harlan never did scrimp on resources.” Chrysi smiled at him nervously. “Let’s get this over with. I am more than ready to come down off this mountain. Maybe one day you can show me Cloud Valley.”

“With pleasure.” Nevis looked up at the sky. “But let’s come back in the summer when the skies are clear.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” Chrysi promised.

“You can hold me to anything, anytime.”

They walked hand in hand across the snow to the clearing where the helicopters were hovering. There was no safe place for them to land, but a rope was thrown out and three men were being lowered down onto the snow. Chrysi recognized her dad, and waved. He waved back, his eyes slipping from her to Nevis.

Damn, I hope they like each other, she thought. There was no reason why they wouldn’t. This time she knew she had the real thing walking by her side. She hoped Harlan would see it too.


Chapter Eleven – Nevis

Bears and helicopters don’t mix. Nevis might have an adventurous spirit, but he preferred his feet, two or four, firmly on the ground. Planes he could deal with: they were big, with wings, not whirly blades that sliced through the air.

But for Chrysi, he would fly in one. All for Chrysi. 

That was the thought he kept in his head as he climbed into the helicopter after a brief talk with Brad and Harlan. Brad had gone to the cave and arrested Ross and Bart, read them their rights, and then bundled them into the helicopter. Both men had rushed to get off the ground, while looking around and telling Brad to watch out for the bear. Neither of them gave Nevis a thought. To them he was simply one of the rescuers, and that was fine by him.

Hooking his leg over the side of the helicopter, Nevis crawled into his seat next to Chrysi, and buckled up. “Are you OK?” he asked her.

“Sure, how about you?” Chrysi grinned. “You look a little green.”

“Helicopters are not my thing, but I can handle it,” Nevis told her, sounding more confident than he felt.

“Good to hear it,” Harlan yelled over the sound of the helicopter, as he climbed in and seated himself opposite. “We’re good to go.”

The pilot nodded, and then another of the crew stowed the winch, as they broke their position and flew down over the mountain slopes, hugging the tops of the trees. From their high vantage point, Nevis could see how much snow had fallen in the storm. The hike down would have been difficult; the snow was deeper on the lower slopes than he’d anticipated. 

“Thanks for coming to get us, Dad,” Chrysi said to Harlan.

“You know I’d do anything for you, Chrysi.” Harlan’s attention turned to Nevis. “I hear I owe you my thanks. You saved Chrysi.”

“I think she would have found a way to save herself if I hadn’t found her,” Nevis replied.

“And how exactly did you happen to come across her?” Harlan asked, his face serious. “That’s one big mountain.”

“I got lucky. Really lucky.” He smiled at Chrysi, who put her hand on his thigh and squeezed it. 

“Stop playing with him, Harlan,” she said, a soft reprimand in her voice.

“Do I get the feeling I’ve lost you for good this time?” Harlan asked.

“You will never lose me, you will always be my dad…”

“But Nevis is something more.” Harlan smiled, a sad smile, but his voice sounded relieved when he added, “I like this one better than the last one.”

“That is good to hear,” Nevis said, deciding helicopters were not so bad. “This is an awesome view. I’ve never seen the mountain from up here before.”

“The world looks different from up above, doesn’t it?” Harlan looked down at the scene below them, his voice wistful.

“Is that Bear Creek?” Chrysi asked, as the town came into view. Nevis got the feeling she was changing the subject. But why?

“It is.” Nevis sighed. “I fell in love with this place years ago. My friend lives on the mountain.” He scanned the scene below and picked out Walt’s house. “There.”

“Is this where we’re going to set down roots, Chrysi?” Harlan asked.

She looked at him sharply. “You want to move to Bear Creek?”

“Maybe I do.” He turned his face away from his daughter, but the secret smile on his face was unmistakable.

“Did something happen, Harlan?” Chrysi asked.

“Not yet. But it’s going to. I can smell it.”

Nevis was reminded of his first encounter with Chrysi. He knew she was there, and the closer he got, the more her presence reeled him in. If Nevis was a betting man, he would lay all his money on Harlan having found his mate. Or at least on him knowing she was somewhere in Bear Creek.

Chrysi sat in silence, watching Harlan, a crease in her forehead showing her concern, or was it confusion? Nevis nudged her with his shoulder and smiled. “Everyone deserves a happy ending.”

“Except for Bart and Ross.” Chrysi switched her gaze to Nevis.

“Except for Bart and Ross. They deserve to suffer for what they tried to do.”

“And I will make sure they do,” Harlan said, turning back to look at his daughter. “I wish I’d warned you about him. But there was nothing concrete.”

“Just a hunch. I know. I saw it in your face. Pity I didn’t see the lie in Ross’s face.” Her cheeks flushed pink. “I feel so naive. I was in love with being in love.”

“I can understand that,” Harlan said.

“So could I, if I was fifteen. But a grown woman should know better.” Chrysi was being hard on herself. Too hard.

“Life is all about making mistakes and getting back up again, ready to give it another try.” Harlan leaned forward and clapped Nevis on the back. Harlan was a lot stronger than he looked. “This one is for keeps, though, am I right?”

“He is.” Chrysi looked up at Nevis shyly. “He’s my future.”

“I should welcome you to the family.” Harlan held his hand out to Nevis, just as the helicopter set down on the ground. “Now, let’s get out of this cold.”

“I should go and speak to Brad,” Nevis said. “Make a statement.”

“We should talk that over first,” Chrysi said. “I don’t want you to risk…” Her eyes flicked over to the two members of the team who were seated behind Harlan.

“It’s OK, they are shifters too,” Harlan said easily. “They won’t say a word to put anyone at risk.”

“That’s just it. Nevis only heard Ross and Bart speak as a bear.” She looked at Nevis, her expression filled with fear. “You can’t tell the sheriff what you heard.”

“Brad will understand,” Nevis said. He leaned forward and kissed Chrysi’s cheek. “Go and get warmed up, and I’ll find you later. I’m sure Harlan wants some time alone with you, to hear what went on. I have some things I need to take care of now that I’m back in town.”

“OK. But we’ll meet up later?” Chrysi asked hopefully.

“Nothing can keep me away.” Nevis nodded at Harlan and got up from his seat, grabbing his pack and jumping out of the helicopter to land on the ground. The snow was only a couple of feet deep in Bear Creek, and the helicopter landing pad had been cleared and gritted. Ducking low, he ran over to where Brad was standing with Ross and Bart.

“Want a hand?” Nevis asked.

“Sure. I’ll get them processed, and then tomorrow take statements.” Brad cocked his head thoughtfully at Nevis. “You look different.”

“I am different,” Nevis winked at Brad and then tipped his head in the direction of Chrysi who was walking away with her father.

“You found what you were looking for on the mountain?” Brad asked, as he led the way to the sheriff’s station. Bart and Ross followed without putting up an argument.

“I did.” Nevis watched the two men. His bear would sure like five minutes alone in a cell with each of them. Or a day on the mountain, hunting them down.

“Then this might be the best time to tell you that you have a visitor in town.”

“I do?” Nevis asked, not sure whom Brad might mean.

“Yes, your folks turned up two days ago. Your dad was quite insistent I dragged my lazy ass up the mountain to get you.”

Nevis cringed. “He used those words?”

“My version was a little more polite.” Brad frowned. “He’s lucky I’m an easygoing guy. If not, he might have spent a night in jail.”

“Sorry. I don’t know what’s gotten into him lately.” Nevis looked around, half expecting his father to appear out of nowhere. 

“Your mom looked worried.” Brad opened the door of his office and ushered Ross and Bart inside. “Make yourself at home, fellas.” Looking relieved to be inside, the two men slumped down in the seats Brad pointed to. 

“Worried, in what way?” Nevis asked.

“Couldn’t put my finger on it,” Brad answered. “They are staying in the hotel. I think your dad is trying to organize his own trek into the mountains to find you. While your mom is trying to stall him.”

“I told my dad I would be back in a week or two.” Nevis shook his head. “I swear, my dad still thinks I’m a kid.” 

“We’re always kids to our parents, just like my kids are always going to be kids to me. I don’t care how old, or smart, they are.” Brad poured some coffee and passed it to his prisoners. “Here. Drink. Then I’ll interview you.”

“You don’t have any evidence to hold me,” Ross said. “I did nothing wrong.”

“Don’t pin this all on me,” Bart argued back.

“And that is all it takes,” Brad said under his breath to Nevis. “They soon turn on each other.” He clapped his hands. “OK, who is first?”

Nevis left Brad to do his job and wandered out onto the street. He needed to get showered and changed before he went looking for his folks. Although he really wanted to shower and change and then go looking for Chrysi. But if his mom and dad were in town, there had to be a reason. 

Nevis hefted his pack up on his shoulders and turned north, following the road out of town. He was going to get cleaned up and then find his mom and dad. Chrysi was with her dad, and wouldn’t miss him for an hour or two. Nevis ground his teeth together. He wanted to be with her, he wanted to be inside her, lying skin to skin in his bed, in his house…

His bear roared in agreement, threatening to tear down his resolve. But Nevis fought him. His family was here for a reason. That was his mantra as he navigated the streets and finally made it to his house. It was strange going inside and switching on the coffee machine. All the things he took for granted here in town. 

He glanced at the phone in the hallway as he headed upstairs for a shower. The red light was blinking, telling him there was a message. He crossed to it, and saw there were twelve messages. He was reminded of the day he and Theo had come down off Everest. His friend had been bombarded by messages from Fern, telling him his father, Walt, was ill.

Panic grasped his heart, and squeezed it tight. If his parents were here in town, it stood to reason neither of them were sick. That left his sister, Kate. Damn, if anything had happened to her...

He pressed the button and listened to the messages, letting out a sigh of relief when he heard his sister’s voice. “Hey Nev, Kate here. I know you are hiking, but just in case you get this, I wanted you to know Mom and Dad are heading your way. If you get this before you see them, give me a call.”

The messaged ended. He pressed the button again. The next three messages were Kate checking that he wasn’t there. Then they switched to his mom’s voice. “Hi, son, I’m in Bear Creek with your dad. As soon as you get this, call me on my cell. I love you.”

He pressed the button a few more times, but there were no other messages. Stripping his coat off, as the house began to warm up, he picked up the phone and called his sister. First he tried her cell, then he tried her office. 

“Hi, can I speak to Kate, please?” Nevis asked her PA. 

“Who’s calling, please?” the formal answer came down the phone.

“It’s her brother, Nevis.”

“Hello, Nevis. I’ll put you through.” There was a click and the line went quiet, before Kate’s voice answered.

“Hi, Nev, where the hell have you been?” Kate asked.

“Hello and how are you, too?” Nevis replied.

“Sorry.” Kate sounded tired. 

“What’s up? I got your message that Mom and Dad were in town. After the local sheriff informed me,” Nevis added.

“Yeah, Dad has been insisting they send out a search party for you,” Kate said. 

“I told you all I was going to stay in the mountains for a spell. I’m not due back for another two weeks.” Kate sighed, and he could picture her rubbing the bridge of her nose, as she always did when she was figuring out what to say. “You want to tell me what’s going on? I have a message from Mom too.”

“Dad has been acting a bit strange,” Kate said. “You have no idea how disloyal it makes me feel to say those words.”

“And is that why he is here?” Nevis asked.

“Yes, and no. He’s there to persuade you to come home and take on the company.” Her voice cracked.

“Kate, do you need me there?” Nevis asked the question that really mattered to him. “If you can’t cope, I’ll be there in a heartbeat.”

“That’s just it, Nev, I can cope. Only last week I closed on a multi-million deal. But for some reason, instead of being proud, Dad went off on a rant about how you should be here instead.” The hitch in her voice sounded again. “I guess I’m just not good enough for him.”

“You don’t believe that, neither do I, or Mom, or Dad.” Nevis tried to comfort her.

“That’s not how it seems. Not with Dad anyhow.” She blew her nose. “He has this obsession with you being here.”

“OK. Hang in there. I’ll deal with this once and for all when I see them.” Nevis wished he could see Kate and give her a reassuring hug. “You know how proud I am of you. Right?”

“As proud as I am of you, big brother. I enjoy this as much as you loathe it.” 

“I don’t loathe it,” Nevis insisted.

“Since when have we started to lie to each other?” Kate asked, the humor they shared returning to her voice.

“OK, maybe I loathe it a little,” he admitted.

“This is your idea of hell. I understand that.” She cleared her throat. “We’re opposites, Nev.” 

“I know. You are like Dad, I am like Mom. It took someone special to open my eyes to that fact,” Nevis said.

“Someone special? You found your mate?”

“Don’t sound so shocked, it had to happen sometime.” He grinned, imagining her face. “Do you look like a goldfish?”

Her teeth snapped together as she shut her mouth. “Maybe a little.”

“Listen, why don’t you come join us here? On the weekend.”

“The weekend is tomorrow,” Kate pointed out.

“It is? I’ve lost track of the days. So, will you come?” Nevis asked. “We can tackle this head on and resolve it once and for all.” 

“Sure. I could do with getting out of the office.” A phone rang in the background. “I have to go. I’ll drive over there tomorrow morning. I’ll be there around eleven. Will you give me the grand tour?”

“I will. Love you, sis,” Nevis said.

“I love you too, big bro’,” Kate said. Before their call ended, she was answering her other call.

Nevis was going to make his dad see that Kate was the right person to keep everything running smoothly. But first, he was going to have a shower. Or maybe a long, relaxing soak in the bathtub.


Chapter Twelve – Chrysi

Chrysi stood in the doorway of her hotel room, almost too afraid to take another step. The room was clean and dry, and she was dirty and wet. She had removed her boots and held them in her hand, but the bottoms of her borrowed pants were soggy, and her coat had mud smeared up the arm. 

Carefully, she tiptoed across the room to the attached bathroom, looking behind her to check that she wasn’t leaving a wet trail. All she saw was a couple of drips from the snow that had melted off her coat. No muddy trail, no soggy footprints.

Stepping onto the linoleum, she placed her boots down carefully by the door, and then stripped off her clothes. She could tidy up after herself once she was clean and warm. Her bones still ached from the cold, and the thought of relaxing in a nice warm bath was as close to heaven as she could get. If Nevis had been here with her, it would be heaven!

Dumping her clothes in a pile, she put a bathrobe on and padded across to the bathtub. Sitting on the edge, she turned on the faucet and then reached for the complimentary bubble bath, which smelled wonderful. Rich and foamy, the suds burst forth, filling the bathroom with the scent of jasmine and roses.

While she waited for the bathtub to fill, Chrysi went over what had happened during the last few days and examined her feelings. She was happy. Really happy. There was no second-guessing her relationship with Nevis. It was settled, she would be his wife, and they would raise a family together. Where they lived, where they worked, that came second to the rest of it. Family was most important. Harlan had always taught her that.

Slipping the robe off, Chrysi slid into the water and let the warmth soothe her. Using her big toe, she switched off the faucet, and then closed her eyes, relaxing in the deep water. Chrysi didn’t often indulge in baths, but she sure was going to enjoy this one. 

Until there was a knock on the door. 

She started, nearly going under the water as it cascaded over her like a wave. Damn, she had been dozing, a dangerous thing in a bath full of not so warm water. She’d been in there much longer than she thought.

Drying herself quickly, and pulling the robe back on, she left the bathroom and went to the door. “Who is it?”

“It’s me.” Harlan’s voice called from the other side. “I was checking that you were OK, since you haven’t answered my messages.”

“Sorry.” Chrysi pulled the door open. “I was in the bathtub.”

“So I see.” Harlan came into the room. “I thought you might want to eat.”

Her stomach rumbled at the thought. “I do. Let me just go and wash my hair and get ready. Do you want to wait here?” 

“I have some emails to send. Text me when you are ready, and we’ll go down.” He kissed her cheek and turned to leave. “I’m trying not to be overprotective, but this episode with Ross and Bart has set me on edge.”

“I’m sorry.” 

“It’s not your fault. And as long as you come out of it unscathed, that is all that matters.”

“I am fine. Nevis took care of me. More than anything, I’m angry with them. Really angry. But on the flip side, I have met my mate.” Chrysi left the words hanging in the air.

“I figured as much.” Harlan nodded. “I’m happy for you, Chrysi. I really am.”

“And what about you?” Chrysi asked. “Any idea who your mysterious woman is?”

“Not a clue. I sense her every once in a while. But I can’t pinpoint her.” Harlan shrugged. “Now that you are here, I can put more time into tracking her down.”

“If there is anything I can do to help...” Chrysi closed the space between them and hugged her dad. “I want you to be happy, Dad. I want you to feel the same way I feel. Or more. I know Nevis feels it more intensely than me.”

“A shifter’s sense.” Harlan hugged her and then let her go. “Text me. And don’t be too long, I don’t want you wasting away.”

“Fat chance of that happening,” Chrysi replied. She had always carried a little more weight than was ideal, but she was comfortable in her own body. And the only person who mattered, Nevis, seemed to like her curves.

“I’ll see you shortly.” Harlan left the room, and Chrysi returned to the bathroom, where she quickly turned on the shower and stepped under to wash her hair. Two doses of shampoo, and one of conditioner later, she stepped back out into the bedroom, with the robe on and a towel wrapped around her head. 

She had little in the way of clothes. But Harlan, being the thoughtful man he was, had brought her two changes of clothes, and her makeup bag, all of which she had left at home when she hiked into the mountains with Ross.

Sitting down, she applied a small amount of makeup and then dragged a comb through her still-wet hair. Leaving it to hang loosely around her shoulders, she stood up and moved to the bed where she had laid out her clothes. Choosing a clean pair of jeans and a warm sweater, she pulled them on, checking her reflection in the full-length mirror. She looked respectable enough to go down to the hotel restaurant and eat.

Picking up her phone, she unplugged it from the charger, and texted Harlan. I’m ready. Meet you outside the door xoxo

OK, x came back his reply.

Slipping her phone into her purse, Chrysi left the room and waited outside for Harlan. A couple of minutes later, he joined her. “You look lovely.”

“You don’t look so bad yourself.” 

Harlan had dressed in his usual black suit pants and a shirt, for once left open at the neck. Her father lived in a suit and tie most of the time. It was good to see him relaxed. “I thought I’d dress down. Since this is like a vacation.”

Chrysi giggled. “I can’t remember the last time you went on a vacation.”

“The summer of 2005, you had just graduated.”

“Oh, I remember. We went to the beach. For two days.”

“Does that not count as a vacation?” Harlan asked.

“I suppose it just about scrapes in.” They walked together to the elevator, and Chrysi pressed the button. 

“I’m sorry.” Harlan put his hand on the small of her back and guided her into the elevator.

“What for?” Chrysi asked, pressing the button to take them down to the restaurant.

“You would have been better off with a mom and a dad. A proper family unit. Not some stick in the mud who didn’t take you places.”

“Hey. Don’t say that. I will always be grateful for what you did for me.”

“But if I had taken you out more, taught you about the wider world, then you might have seen through Ross sooner.”

“And maybe fate set it out that way.”

“That sounds like a lesson from a bear shifter.”

“Yeah, it is. Things happen for a reason. Ross happened so that Nevis could come into my life.” She looked out as the elevator doors opened on the foyer. “And maybe it all happened so that you could come to Bear Creek and find your special mate too.”

Harlan chuckled. “You always were an optimistic child.” 

“But you do think that is what you can sense?” Chrysi asked.

“I do. But my senses must be rusty because I can’t pinpoint her.” He ran his hand through his salt and pepper hair. “Maybe I’m just getting old. And desperate.”

“No.” She hugged him tightly as they stood in the foyer. “What can I do to help?”

“Be happy, my darling girl.” He stood back and looked at her with such pride, her heart swelled.

“I want you to be happy too, Dad.” She kissed his cheek and then whispered in his ear. “I want you to find your true love.”

She meant it with every fiber of her being. Her happiness would truly be complete if Harlan found his mate.


Chapter Thirteen – Nevis

Nevis showered and dressed in clean clothes before making himself something to eat. While he ate, he sifted through his thoughts. What did his dad want? And how was he going to make him see Kate was the one who deserved to be given the job of running the company?

Nevis wanted to avoid being blunt and upsetting his father, a man he loved and admired. However, he would not let him steamroll over all of his plans, and Kate’s. Washing up his dishes, Nevis pulled random memories from his head and examined them, trying to figure out when his father had changed from being a man who encouraged Nevis to pursue his dreams, to one who wanted to tie him to an office chair.

There was no particular time. It was a facet of his father’s personality that had changed recently, morphing from one to another almost imperceptibly. Until now. Now the man who had cheered from the other side of the world, via Skype, when Nevis climbed to the top of Kilimanjaro at only twenty years old was gone. Replaced by a man who had told Nevis on their last meeting, in no uncertain terms, that he should get himself a proper job.

When Nevis had pointed out it was none of his father’s damn business, it had not ended well. What his dad really wanted was Nevis at the helm of the company he had built out of nothing.

Nevis picked up his cell phone. He could put it off no longer; his mom had left a message for Nevis to call her first, and that was what he intended to do. Tapping the screen, Nevis pulled up her number and pressed call. It rang, and for a moment Nevis thought it was going to go to voicemail.

Then his mom’s hushed voice came down the phone. “Hello, Nev.”

“Mom. Is everything OK?” Nevis asked, concerned as to why his mom might be whispering.

“Yes, I’m in the hotel restaurant with your father. I had to excuse myself before I answered.”

“Mom, what is going on?” Nevis asked.

“I’m not sure where to start.” She sounded tired, and a wave of guilt hit Nevis.

“I’ll come meet you. I can be there in ten minutes,” Nevis said. This did not sound like a conversation they could have over the phone.

“OK. But I wanted to warn you. Your father is acting… Oh, I don’t know…out of character.”

Nevis frowned. “Out of character how?”

“Little things. He forgets things or gets really obsessed with things that don’t matter. Like the wrong brand of toothpaste…” His mom’s voice cracked. “He woke up a couple of days ago and decided it was time you came home… But he couldn’t remember where you were.”

“Has he seen a doctor?” Nevis asked, his mom’s concern becoming his own.

“Have you ever tried making your father do anything? He insists there is nothing wrong with him. If you try to talk to him about it, he says it’s me that has the problem.” She gave a shaky sigh. “I let him come here to see if getting away from the office would help. You know, a rest.”

“It hasn’t?” Nevis asked.

“No. I have to keep reminding him where you are. It’s like his mind doesn’t retain the information.” She paused. “Perhaps once he sees you…”

“Mom, I can’t give him what he wants. I don’t want to run the business. Kate’s doing a far better job than I ever would.” Nevis needed his mom to understand this.

“I know. But one step at a time. Please.” Her voice held a hint of desperation. “He’s my mate, Nevis. I know you don’t understand all that yet, but when you do…”

“I do, Mom,” Nevis said quietly. “I understand completely.”

“What? You’ve met your mate?” his mom asked.

“Yes.”

“Is that why you went away for a while?” She sounded hurt. “When were you going to tell us?”

“Hey, Mom. I met her two days ago on the mountain. She’s here in Bear Creek, and as soon as we can arrange it, I want you to meet her.” Nevis walked toward the front door. “I’m heading over to you now. Don’t worry, Mom.”

“Thanks, Nevis. Sorry if I’m pushing this on you.”

“You aren’t. We’re family, and we get through whatever comes our way together. Kate is driving over tomorrow too,” he informed his mom.

“You didn’t have to bother Kate,” his mom insisted.

“It’s no bother. Kate needs to be in on any discussions we have. She’s worked hard, she deserves to be given a chance.”

“I know,” his mom conceded. “I just wish it would all go away.” Her voice grew quiet and then she added, “I’m scared, Nevis. Scared of losing him. Not just physically, but mentally.”

“We’ll get him to see a doctor. Somehow we’ll make him see sense.”

“Good luck with that,” his mom sighed. “I’ll wait for you in the restaurant, we’re seated on the left as you come in.”

“I love you, see you soon.” Nevis ended the call and left his house, jogging along the road where there were no cars, until he met the main street into town, and had to temper his speed to cope with the slippery weather conditions underfoot.

It took him longer than he’d judged to get to the hotel. Walking into the reception area, he nodded at the young woman behind the desk, and she smiled coyly. He’d taken some photographs of her for the newspaper. What was the story again? Ah, that was it, she had reached the finals of a golf tournament. Another thing that was set to put Bear Creek on the map.

“Hi, Nevis.” He groaned inwardly. It would be rude not to go over and say hello.

“Hi… Denise.” He quickly read her name badge. “My parents are staying here. They are waiting for me in the restaurant.”

“Sure, go through, Nevis. You look well…” Denise left the compliment hanging.

“Thanks. Must be all the good Bear Creek air.” He inhaled, and grinned at her, as she gave him her best sultry go-to-bed eyes. Nevis nearly tripped over his own two feet as he made a hasty exit toward the restaurant. Had he flirted with her when he took the photographs? He might have. But that was in the past; he was spoken for.

“Are you being a bad bear?” Chrysi said, her voice deep and suggestive as she snuck up behind him.

“No.” He looked sideways at Denise, who was still watching him. “No, not at all.”

“Good, because I have had enough of cheats.”

“I know. I promise I was just saying hi to Denise.”

“She looked kind of friendly?” Chrysi accused.

“No. She…” He studied her face. “You are playing me.”

“Only because you look so damn guilty,” she replied.

“Sorry,” he repeated.

“Come on, it’s not as if I expect you to never talk to another woman again.”

He let out a sigh. “You know I would never betray you.”

“I know. But there is no harm in reminding you every so often that you belong to me.” She grinned and swayed from side to side. “You are mine.”

“Always.” He leaned in and kissed her cheek, refusing to look to see if Denise was watching. Inhaling Chrysi’s scent, his heart rate dropped, and a sense of calm came over him.

“Are you OK?” Chrysi asked.

“I’m not sure,” he admitted.

“Hey, what’s happened?” She brushed the hair back from his face and looked into his eyes as if she could read his mind.

“My parents are here.”

“Here? As in here.” She pointed at the floor.

“As in, in there.” Nevis pointed toward the restaurant door. “Brad told me. And when I got home I found a load of messages from my sister and my mom.”

“Is your dad OK?” Chrysi asked.

“That’s what I hope to find out. My mom and sister tell me he’s been acting out of character.” He looked at the door again, before switching back to look at her face. “My mom thinks there is something wrong with him.”

Chrysi placed her hand on his arm. “Nevis, I’m so sorry.” She looked at the door too, and then back to him. “Harlan is in there. He’s waiting for me. I had to go back upstairs for my purse. But if you need me, he won’t mind me leaving.”

“Thanks. But it would be better for me to speak to my mom and dad alone. At first. If it seems OK, why don’t I introduce you to them?”

“Are you sure it’s the right time?”

Nevis snorted. “My mom knows I found my mate. If she doesn’t meet you soon, she will explode with curiosity. And I don’t need two sick parents.” He kissed her mouth. “So if you see her staring at you, don’t take offense.”

“I won’t,” Chrysi said. “You had better go, I don’t want to make a bad first impression by holding you up.”

“I’ll see you later.” He took a step back from her. “No matter what. I will see you later.”

“I promise,” Chrysi assured him.

Nevis turned away from her, but he could tell she was standing where he’d left her, watching his back as he walked into the restaurant. He scanned the room quickly and spotted his parents. Before anyone could ask him if he had a reservation, Nevis was weaving between tables to where his mom and dad were sitting.

“Hey there, you two,” he said, his hand on the back of his mom’s chair.

“Hi, Nevis. We were just discussing how we were going to get you down off Everest,” his dad said.

“I came down off Everest months ago,” Nevis told his dad as he kissed his mom on the cheek, and then slid into an empty chair.

“You never told us,” his dad chastised.

Nevis flicked a look at his mom, who picked up her glass of wine and took a gulp. “I told you Nevis was in the mountains here in Bear Creek, Lex. It’s why we are here.”

His dad frowned and looked to the side. His face twitched once before he turned back and said, “I don’t remember anyone telling me this.”

“I told you I was going,” Nevis said. “Do you remember that? The last time we spoke.”

“The only thing I remember about the last time we spoke was how you told me you were not interested in a proper job.” His dad’s voice was hard. “I hope you have come to your senses now that you are down off Everest. It’s time you got a real job.”

“You mean a job working for you?” Nevis asked easily. He was in no mood to argue with his dad, and his dad seemed in no fit state mentally to argue back.

“Why not? It’s your duty to carry on the family business.” His father put a piece of chicken in his mouth and began chewing it. Nevis found his stomach rumbling at the smell of food. His mom heard it too.

“Why don’t you order something? You must be starving,” she told him.

“I am. Although I already ate. I think I need seconds.” Nevis turned around, and caught the waiter’s eye; at the same time he saw Chrysi and Harlan seated three tables away. “Do you mind if someone joins us?”

His mom scanned the room. “Is she here?” 

“Is who here?” his dad asked.

“Nevis has found his mate,” she announced.

“His mate?” For a moment, it appeared Nevis’s dad had no idea what mate meant, but then he looked at his wife, and his face relaxed. “You met her?”

“I did, while I was on the mountain.” Nevis got up from the table and walked across to Chrysi and Harlan. “Would you join us? If that’s OK with both of you. My parents would love to meet you.”

“Sure. Since we are going to be related by marriage.” Harlan dropped his voice a little and added, “And you are going to marry my daughter. Aren’t you?”

“I am,” Nevis said easily. “I most definitely am.”

“In that case, if it’s OK with your parents, we would love to join you.” Harlan looked at Chrysi, who looked incredibly nervous. “If that’s OK with you, sweetheart.”

“Yes.” She took a gulp of her wine. “I just hope they like me.”

“They will.” Nevis took her hand and led her to the table where his parents were, while Harlan asked for their order to be brought to a different table. 

“Hello there,” Nevis’s mom said. “I’m sorry, Nevis didn’t tell us your name.”

“Chrysi,” Nevis butted in. “This is Chrysi, my mate, and Harlan, her dad. Chrysi, Harlan, this is my mom, Daphne, and my dad, Lex.”

“Good to meet you,” Harlan said, shaking hands with Lex and then kissing Daphne’s hand. “I have a lot to thank your son for. He rescued my daughter.”

“He did?” Daphne asked. 

“Was she on Everest too?” Lex asked.

Nevis exchanged a look with his mom. He might have no intention of taking over the company, but he did intend to make sure his father saw a doctor first thing in the morning. 

Even if he had to put Lex over his shoulder and carry him there.


Chapter Fourteen – Chrysi

Her heart ached for Nevis as he watched and listened to his father. It was obvious there was something wrong. Lex was stuck in the past. No matter how many times Nevis reminded his dad he had met Chrysi in the mountains surrounding Bear Creek, he kept talking about Everest.

Daphne looked on the verge of tears, and when they went to the ladies’ room together, she apologized over and over again. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be silly,” Chrysi said. “Nevis and I are mated. We are all family. So whatever I can do to help, don’t be afraid to ask. And I know Harlan will feel the same way.”

“Thank you.” Daphne put her arm around Chrysi and hugged her. “The one thing that gives me hope for the future is that Nevis has finally found the woman for him. And you know about shifters? I can tell you aren’t one.”

“Yes. Harlan taught me.” Chrysi looked sideways at Daphne. “I should tell you, I’m adopted. Harlan is a shifter, but I’m not.” Chrysi glanced behind her to check that they were alone. Luckily, they were.

“You didn’t mention your mother? Harlan’s mate?” Daphne asked.

“He never found her. Which is why he adopted. He was scared he would never find her and be too old to have a child.” Chrysi smiled weakly. “I feel bad sometimes, that I have been so lucky, so blessed, at the expense of Harlan’s happiness.”

“I’m sure Harlan doesn’t see things that way,” Daphne said. “The love we have for our children is as special as the love we have for our mates.”

“I wish I could feel that love.” Chrysi pulled her lipstick out of her purse and reapplied it, to give herself something to do while she tried to compose herself.

“You will.” Daphne dried her hands. “I think you already do. I see the way you look at Nevis.”

“I guess it’s because I have something to compare it to. Ross, the guy who tried to kidnap me… I was engaged to him. I thought I loved him. But now, being with Nevis, I know it was a lie.” Chrysi put her lipstick away and snapped her purse closed. “I’m so very lucky.”

“You are.” Daphne winked, and smiled at her, a real smile that lit her eyes. “I know I’m biased, but Nevis is one of a kind.”

Chrysi pressed her lips together, making sure her lipstick was even before she continued. “You know, he would hate to work in an office, but he would do it, if that was what it took.”

Daphne put her hand on Chrysi’s arm and smiled sadly. “It would kill Nevis, one day at a time. I know. I came from the wilds of Scotland, and each day I lived in Lex’s concrete apartment killed me. It’s why he worked so hard so that we could afford to live in a big house, with grounds that I could wander around in at night, with the moon and stars above my head and the earth beneath my feet.”

“So I was right. Nevis does follow you. And your daughter, Kate, she is like Lex?” Chrysi asked.

“She is. But she doesn’t know the feel of the wild wind in your hair, or the open mountainside. She’s lived her whole life away from the wilderness.” Daphne turned and looked at her reflection in the mirror. “It’s something Lex has never fully understood. Yes, he made it easier for me. But he never understood.”

“I’m going to try to understand Nevis,” Chrysi promised. “I want us to be happy.”

“And that works both ways. He needs to understand your needs too.” Daphne jabbed her finger at Chrysi quickly. “If you ever need to talk, I’m here for you, Chrysi. We’re family. That makes you my daughter too.”

“Thanks.” Chrysi coughed to cover her emotions. “It’s the one thing Harlan could never give me, a mom I could share… Well, you know, girly things with.”

Daphne hugged her close. “You are a remarkable young lady. And I am proud to call you daughter.”

“Oh, look at that, my mascara is going to run.” Chrysi half laughed, half cried.

Daphne took a step back. “You look beautiful.” She cupped Chrysi’s cheek and smiled. “Harlan is very proud of you.”

“Thanks.” Chrysi dabbed her eyes and sniffed loudly. “I’m going to look all blotchy.”

“You look fine.” Daphne led the way back to the table, where the three men were drinking beer and talking about football. It was common ground that skirted around other issues.

Chrysi sat down, stifling a big yawn. “I think I’m going to have to excuse myself soon. It’s been quite a couple of days.”

“Fresh air and cold weather make you sleepy,” Harlan said.

“And tomorrow I have to go and give my statement.” She glanced up at Nevis. “We should maybe go over things.”

“That’s a good idea,” Nevis said.

Harlan got up. “Let’s give these young people time to themselves.”

“And we should get an early night too,” Daphne told Lex.

Lex nodded. He looked tired, his eyes a little out of focus. “I’ll get the bill.” He produced a credit card.

“No, we can split it,” Harlan insisted.

The waiter came across to them with the bill, and Lex passed his card over. Then his face darkened, and he looked at Daphne, confused. “I can’t remember the pin number.”

“OK, I have it.” Harlan stepped in smoothly. “You can pay next time, Lex.”

“I’ll pay next time,” Nevis said.

“Or I could,” Chrysi insisted, catching the expression on Nevis’s face. “You do believe in equality, don’t you?”

“I’m going to say yes.” He grinned. “I have a sister who is far more capable than me, and always has been. So yes, I do believe in equality.”

“But Katie is only seventeen,” Lex said.

“She’s older than that, Dad,” Nevis pointed out, but his mom shook her head, and he let it drop. “She’s twenty…”

“Tomorrow,” Daphne said, her face flushed as she tried to hold back her tears. “We are going to bed. A nice rest will do you good, Lex.”

Daphne got up and took Lex’s hand. He smiled at her, and followed, leaving Nevis, Chrysi, and Harlan watching after them. Nevis’s face was pale, and his hand trembled a little as he sat back down, and reached for his glass, draining his beer in one go. When he set the glass down on the table, he looked a little better.

“Are you OK?” Chrysi asked.

“I’m not so sure. I know I haven’t been home in for a few weeks, but my dad was not like that when I last saw him. What’s wrong with him?” Nevis asked.

“He’s confused. It can happen for many reasons. Dementia, I believe some chemical imbalances in the body. A stroke.” Harlan caught the look Chrysi threw at him. “All of which need to be diagnosed by a doctor.”

“All we have to do is get him to go and see a doctor,” Nevis said. “He is stubborn. But I’m not taking no for an answer.”

“We will get him to a doctor.” Chrysi covered his hand with hers. “We’re all in this together. And if all else fails, we can set Harlan on him, who is very persuasive.”

“You make it sound as if that’s a bad thing,” Harlan said.

“It’s not. But only because you use it wisely.” Chrysi took hold of Harlan’s hand, her smile sad. “I don’t know what I would do if anything happened to you. Either of you.”

They sat in silence for a moment, Chrysi holding the hand of each of the two men who were special in her life. She didn’t know what she would do if Harlan got sick. It had been the two of them alone for so long. With no mom and no siblings, their relationship had grown closer with every passing year. 

Through childhood he had been the story reader, the homework helper, and on through her teenage years he had helped her understand the pressure faced by her and her peers. Then into adulthood, their relationship had changed once more, and he treated her as an equal when it came to the many decisions that had to be made, both personal and professional.

Chrysi knew Harlan considered watching her grow and bloom to be one of his biggest achievements. Once, during one of his rare melancholy moments, where he dwelled on never finding his mate, he had told her that if he lost everything he had made in this lifetime, as long as he still had Chrysi, he would consider himself a success.

“I’m going to take a walk,” Harlan announced, kissing Chrysi on the cheek. “Good night, Chrysi. Good night, Nevis. Maybe we can meet for breakfast.”

Chrysi blushed: did he suspect she was going to invite Nevis to stay for the night? Swallowing her embarrassment, she asked, “Are you going to prowl the street until you find your mate?”

“Are you certain she’s here in Bear Creek?” Nevis asked.

“Not certain. Which for me is a difficult thing to swallow. I have been certain of everything my whole life. Well, as long as I can remember. And now I am filled with self-doubt. Am I making it up? Is it wishful thinking?” Harlan looked tired, as if he needed a good night’s sleep. 

“Dad, don’t stay out all night. We can troll the town tomorrow. We will find her,” Chrysi reassured Harlan.

“I won’t sleep, so I might as well make the most of my time,” Harlan told her. “Now, don’t you think about me. And Nevis, don’t get caught up worrying about your father either. Things have a way of sorting themselves out. At least that is what I tell myself.”

“Good night,” Chrysi said. She held Nevis’s hand as they sat in silence, watching him leave the restaurant.

“I’ll walk you to your room,” Nevis suggested.

“Only walk?” Chrysi asked.

“That depends on you.” He put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “You need sleep.”

“I need you,” she admitted. “Even if we just sleep.”

Nevis got up and offered her his hand. “Let’s sneak past Denise.”

“Oh, because you are worried what she might think?” Chrysi asked.

“If you want me to, I’ll walk past her and tell her I’m taking you upstairs to bed.” He raised his eyebrow, challenging her.

“No, I think I’d rather sneak.” Chrysi rose from her chair and took his hand. Leaving the restaurant, they didn’t speak, both too lost in thought. Luckily, when they passed reception, Denise wasn’t there, so there were no embarrassing looks. They crossed to the elevator, and Nevis pressed the button, standing with his head up, watching the numbers descend until it reached the ground floor and the doors pinged open. They got in.

“Third floor,” Chrysi told Nevis and he pressed the button to take them up to her room.

“You know, this is probably giving us a small glimpse of what it’s like to have kids,” Nevis said as they got in and the doors slid shut.

“You mean worrying over our parents?” Chrysi asked.

“Yeah. I mean if it’s this bad for our parents, who are grown adults, what is it going to be like when we have kids?” Nevis looped his arm around her shoulders and she rested her head on his shoulder.

“I don’t know.” She turned in his arms. “But I do know I’d like something to take my mind off it all.”

“And what do you think will do that?” Nevis asked.

“Making babies.” Her words were blunt, but they had the desired effect; he dipped his head and kissed her, his eyes glowing with need.

The doors opened and they moved out of the elevator and along the hallway to her room, their lips locked together. She came up for air to find the key card from her purse and opened the door. He was undressing her before the door had shut behind them.

Nevis’s desire for her was intoxicating. He didn’t need to tell her how much he wanted her, she could feel it with every stroke of his fingers across her skin, every nip of his teeth on her flesh, as he touched and tasted every inch of her body. Drunk on her own arousal, she grappled with Nevis’s clothes, pulling them off his body, and dumping them on the floor in a trail that led to her bed.

He lifted her and laid her naked in the middle of the king-size bed, watching her as he unbuckled his belt and let his pants drop to the floor. He stepped out of them, crawling across the bed to hover over her body, blowing warm air over her skin, exciting her beyond words. Her nipples hardened into taut buds, goosebumps appeared across her stomach, and she shivered in excitement.

She ached for him. A deep-seated ache that needed satisfying, and needed satisfying right now.

Chrysi put her hands on his shoulders, and shifted her weight forward, to tip him onto his back. He frowned and then grinned as she straddled him. “You want to be in charge?”

“Yes.” She lifted herself up on her knees and used her right hand to guide the rigid head of his cock toward her sex. Easing herself down, his cock slid inside her, a perfect fit. Chrysi closed her eyes and lowered herself down, before raising herself back up. He slipped out of her but before she lost him completely, she slid back down. This time she moved further, his cock penetrating her deeper, stretching her wider.

She whimpered, her hips circling, stretching her inner walls. It was so damn good. A rhythm took her, one she knew instinctively. Nevis placed his hands on her hips, and moved with her, lifting his own hips off the bed to impale her with his cock.

Opening her eyes, she locked eyes with him, as they danced together, bodies meeting, joining, arousing. They completed each other on so many levels. 

Chrysi placed her hands on Nevis’s chest, feeling his heart drumming to the beat of her own as her blood pumped through her veins. Her movements slowed, she wanted to make this last, she wanted to be one with him forever. Nevis, however, had other thoughts.

Placing his hand on the small of her back, he kept her in place, while he sat up. She nestled in his lap, her breasts at just the right height for his mouth. Cupping her breast in his hand he licked her nipple with the flat of his tongue, making her sex clamp down around his cock. 

He excited her, aroused her, as he made love to her. All time, all worries were forgotten. Their lives were condensed to this one moment in time. A time that exploded in her head when his teeth grazed her nipple and set off a chain reaction in her body. And his.

Her sex gripped his cock, pulsing and throbbing around him. His cock erupted, his essence spurting deep inside her. She rode him, her hips moving in a steady rhythm, while he nipped and sucked her nipples. Her first orgasm merged with a second, and then a third, until at last her body gave in, and she clung to him, her breathing labored.

Nevis wrapped his arms around her body and eased her down onto the bed, where he pulled her close, dragging the bed covers over them both to form a warm, comfortable cocoon. 

She wanted to stay awake and listen to the sound of his breathing, but almost instantly she was asleep. 


Chapter Fifteen – Nevis

“Good morning.” Nevis kissed her on the cheek lightly, until she opened her eyes, and then he kissed her again, on the lips, with passion, and longing. He broke away from her with a sigh. “It’s late, I need to go down and find my folks, and I’m sure Harlan will be wondering where you are.”

She turned over and faced him, her hand on his cheek. “I’m sure Harlan and your parents know exactly where we are.” Chrysi sat up. “But you are right, we need to go down and eat, and check in on everyone. I hope Harlan has some news on his mate. It’s going to drive him insane if he can’t find her.” She turned back to look at Nevis. “And I hope your dad is feeling better after a good night’s sleep. Now that he knows you are here, he might be less stressed and things might seem not so bad.”

“He’s going to be stressed until I say yes to working for him.” Nevis shook his head and raked his hands through his hair. “But he’ll end up being more stressed if I do. It’s not me.”

“You might surprise yourself,” Chrysi said.

“I’ve given it so much thought. I was on the mountain for a couple of weeks before I met you. I went over it in my head, looked at it from all sides, and it never comes out with me sitting down at a desk.”

“Maybe when your sister gets here, you can convince him together. Harlan can tell him that women know how to run things just as well as men. If not better.”

“That’s a good idea, I’ll put you forward as a candidate,” Nevis suggested.

“No way, your sister would hate me. Anyway, I plan to raise babies until the day Harlan calls me and tells me to take over.” She sighed and lay back down next to him. “There is something to be said for a carefree, wild life.”

“Hey, you sound like my dad. I do work.” He looked at his watch. “Speaking of work, since I’m back in town, I guess I’d better go to the office later and let them know I’m back. I’ll pass the photos over to Theo, he is going to do a write-up about the mountain. And once he’s chosen the photos he wants to use, I’m going to sell the rest.”

“You have your own business, really. You and your camera.”

“Yes. I suppose I do.” He rolled over, propping himself up on one elbow. “I am sought after, you know.”

“I know. I saw the way Denise sought after you yesterday.” Chrysi giggled and ducked out of bed when he moved to grab her. “Get dressed, I’m starving.”

He retrieved his clothes, and Chrysi’s, placing hers on the bed neatly, and then got dressed. His mate came out of the bathroom and dressed quickly. “I am in need of clean clothes.”

“You can bring your laundry over to my place later, and wash them.”

“Thanks.” She pulled her sweater on. “Although at some point, I am going to have to go home.”

“I doubt Brad will want you going too far until he’s dealt with Bart and Ross,” Nevis said as they left the room.

“Urghh. I forgot about that. I’ll have to go over and make a statement today.” She turned to face Nevis, while they waited for the elevator. “What about you?”

“I’ll speak to him. Give an explanation and go from there. Brad has been sheriff for a long time, he knows how to handle shifters as witnesses.” They rode the elevator downstairs.

“My statement, along with Harlan’s, might be enough. Apart from the tame bear. That is going to take some careful explaining,” Chrysi said.

“Maybe we can blame the cold. They were both hallucinating,” Nevis suggested.

“That might work.” Chrysi stopped in the doorway of the restaurant. “There’s Harlan. He’s with your mom and dad.” She tilted her head. “Your mom looks as if she’s upset.”

Nevis pushed the door open and went in. Chrysi was right, his mom looked as if she was holding back tears, a whole river of them. “Hi, Mom. Morning, Dad.”

“You’re back from Everest, son. I wasn’t expecting you back for a week or more,” his dad said.

“We talked about this last night,” Nevis said.

“I don’t remember you calling,” Lex replied.

“I didn’t, we met here. You remember Harlan and Chrysi?” Nevis asked, knowing the answer before his father said the words.

“No, I was just telling Harlan we have never met,” Lex stated firmly, giving Harlan a hard stare. “I would have remembered.”

Daphne let out a sob, and Chrysi put her arm around Daphne and helped her sit down at the table. “Have you eaten?”

“No, we have only just arrived. Lex went for a walk. In his slippers,” Daphne said. “He was frozen.”

“Shall we order, and then go to the hospital?” Chrysi suggested. “It might be a long day, and another half an hour won’t make much difference.” She cringed. “Sorry, that came out wrong.”

“It’s OK, you are right,” Nevis said. He went to round up some breakfast for them all, which they ate in relative silence.

“What are you going to do today?” Chrysi asked Harlan. “I’m going to stick with Nevis… If that’s OK with you all?”

“Yes. That would be great,” Nevis said. He looked at his watch. “Kate will be here in an hour.”

“Then let’s go over to the hospital,” Daphne said. She looked a lot brighter, the color had returned to her cheeks, although she still looked drawn, as if she had aged overnight.

“We’ll be with you every step of the way,” Nevis assured her. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there before.”

“Don’t blame yourself. You have to live your own life. I should have insisted your dad saw a doctor before. But he wasn’t this bad…” She took a deep, shuddering breath.

Nevis took charge. “Come on, Dad. We’re going to find a doctor to see you.”

“I don’t need a doctor,” Lex insisted.

“Yes, you do.” Nevis put his arm around his dad’s shoulders. The man who had always been so strong, always on top of everything, seemed to diminish before his eyes.

“What if there is something wrong with me?” he blurted out in panic.

“That’s what we need to find out. Then the doctors can treat you.” Nevis guided them out of the hotel. “The nearest hospital is in Bear Bluff. I suggest we drive over there.”

“I can drive you all,” Harlan said. “I need to widen my search.”

“Dad,” Chrysi said with a frown.

“What?” Harlan asked.

“You sound like a hunter after its prey.” Chrysi tilted her head. “I hope you find her soon.”

“So do I,” Harlan said and unlocked his car. 

They all climbed in. Lex sat between Daphne and Nevis in the back, while Chrysi rode shotgun with Harlan. The journey was quick; the two towns were only separated by a few miles. Harlan pulled up at a drop-off point outside the hospital and they all got out, heading toward the entrance, while Chrysi spoke briefly to Harlan. 

Running to catch up, she pushed the door open and followed them inside. Just as they reached the hospital reception, Nevis’s phone rang. “It’s Kate.” 

He moved away from the desk as his mom started to explain the problem. “Hi, Kate. Change of plans, we’re in Bear Bluff, at the hospital.”

“The hospital!” Her voice shocked. “Who is hurt?”

“No one. At least not hurt in any physical way. Not as far as we know.” He took a deep breath. “Dad isn’t good. Whatever has been causing his strange behavior seems to have escalated. His short-term memory seems to be incomplete.”

“Crap,” Kate said.

“Where are you?” Nevis asked. 

“I pulled into a gas station about twenty miles out of Bear Creek. I’ll come to the hospital instead.”

“OK, I’ll see you soon. And Kate, drive carefully.”

“I will,” she assured him and hung up.

Nevis crossed back to the reception desk, where his dad was being directed to take a seat. “They said the doctor will see him soon. He’s just finishing up with another patient,” Daphne said. “We’re lucky we’re in a shifter town, I’ve never seen an ER so empty.”

“There is something to be said for bear blood in your veins,” Nevis agreed, taking hold of Chrysi’s hand.

“There are bears here?” Lex asked.

“Oh, honey, what is going on in that head of yours?” Daphne asked.

Two hours later, they had the answer. 

“A brain tumor,” Daphne repeated the doctor's words back at him incredulously.

“It’s OK, Mom,” Kate said. She’d arrived just as the doctor was taking Lex to be examined. “What is the prognosis?”

“Good.” The doctor took them through to an exam room, where he pulled up the results of the scan they had just performed on Lex. “See here? It’s pushing on the part of the brain that stores short- to medium-term memory. The loss of these memories is what has left Lex disorientated and confused. If you imagine parts of your memory, conversations, that kind of thing, being effectively erased, it would feel as if you are going mad. Unfortunately, talking to Lex, he tried to ignore it.”

“But he’s going to be OK?” Nevis asked, his arm around Daphne’s shoulder as she stood with her head resting on his chest, her body shaking as tears streamed down her cheeks.

“Yes. There may be some memories he won’t recover, but I am confident we can remove the tumor. Once we do, and we run some biopsies, then we will know if he needs further treatment.”

“You mean you’ll know if it’s cancer?” Daphne asked, her voice strangled in her throat.

“Yes. But I’m optimistic.” 

“Thank you, Doctor,” Nevis said. “When can you operate?”

“We’ll be taking him in as an emergency. It should be in the next twenty-four hours. We want to relieve the pressure as quickly as possible.”

“Mom, it’s going to be OK,” Nevis told Daphne as she sobbed in his arms.

“What if it’s not?” Daphne could hardly breathe. “He’s my mate. He’s my world.”

“Mom. Don’t. You need to be strong, and you need to believe he will pull through,” Kate said.

“I know. I know,” Daphne replied, forcing a teary smile on her face.

“Why don’t you come and see him?” the doctor suggested. “He’s been asking for you.”

“Yes please,” Daphne said. “Kate, do you want to come too?”

“Is that OK, Doctor?” Kate asked.

“Yes. Just the two of you,” the doctor said.

“We’ll go and get some fresh air,” Nevis said as the others left the room.

Chrysi let out a breath. “I’m so sorry.”

Nevis opened his arms and she went to him, holding him close. He stroked her hair, needing to feel her close, to smell her scent, and hear her voice. “I’m sure he’ll pull through.”

“He will, he’s strong. He has to be to have a son like you,” Chrysi told him.

“Let’s go grab a coffee and get some fresh air. I never did like the smell of hospitals.”

“Me neither. It reminds me of when I lost my parents,” Chrysi confided.

“I’m so sorry, I’d never have asked you to come,” Nevis said, his gut wrenching at the thought of Chrysi being in pain.

“You didn’t. I offered.” She held his hand tightly as they walked down to the coffee machine. “I don’t remember much. But the smell, it always brings it all back. The sense of things happening around me that I didn’t understand.” She took her coffee from Nevis. “Thanks.”

“Let’s get out of here,” Nevis said.

“I used to think fate was cruel to take both of my parents. But seeing your mom and dad, and Harlan chasing all over town for his mate… Maybe it was good they died together. I know they weren’t shifters, that they didn’t have the same bond…” She turned to look at Nevis. “But I know what I feel in my heart. I know how strong my love for you is. I know that even after such a short time, it would tear my heart out to lose you.”

“You never will lose me, Chrysi. Ever. We’re in this life together. And together, we can weather any storm.”

“With a little help from your bear,” she said and chuckled as they left the hospital building, and inhaled the icy mountain air. “I will remember Ross’s face as your bear roared at him for the rest of my life.”

His bear looked smug as he heard her words.

“He’s so pleased to have been there for you,” Nevis said.

“When the weather clears, and your dad is better, will you take me back up the mountain and show me Cloud Valley?” Chrysi asked, looking into the distance at the snow-covered mountain.

“I will,” Nevis said. “In the spring, when the mountain wakes from its winter sleep, and everything looks fresh and new.”

“Spring, a time for rebirth. We will get through this,” Chrysi said. “And maybe by then, Harlan will have tracked down his mysterious mate.”

“Maybe he will. Hey, if he does, we could have a double wedding,” Nevis suggested.

“Wow, I would have a stepmother.” Chrysi frowned.

“At least if she’s wicked, I get to be your Prince Charming,” Nevis said.

“Hey, this girl can rescue herself. Remember?”

“How could I forget?” And he kissed her as a flurry of snowflakes fell around them. He hoped, as their lips met, and a fire within him burned, that when spring came and they ventured into the mountains, everyone would have their happy endings.

“Come on. Let’s go check on your mom and sister,” Chrysi said.

Together, they walked into the hospital. The snow began to fall heavier, covering the ground with a thick layer, as the family sat and waited for Lex to come out of the operating room. When the doctor told them the news, they cried tears of joy, and Nevis looked forward to a time when he could share his world with his dad, in the hope that it would make him see why he lived the life he did.

But that was for later. When the storms passed and the snow cleared.


Epilogue

Chrysi followed Nevis along the mountain trail, the others members of their party not far behind. The sun was warm on their backs, but not too hot; it was too early in the morning, and too early in the year, for the sun to carry any real heat. Excitement bubbled up inside her, Nevis had assured them this was one of the best times of year to see Cloud Valley.

“How do you feel?” Nevis asked, attentive as always. OK, maybe more attentive now that she was carrying his child.

“Good.” She paused and took a deep breath of the cool mountain air. “It’s beautiful up here.”

“I agree,” Lex said, stopping by her side.

“How are you doing, Dad?” Nevis asked. It had been months since his surgery, and they had all been nervous about him accompanying them on the hike to Cloud Valley, but he had insisted he was ready and his doctor had given him the all clear.

“Rejuvenated.” Lex grinned. “You know, I almost wish I’d turned my back on big business and spent a lifetime with your mother on top of a mountain.”

“You would have shriveled up and died of boredom,” Daphne said tartly. “Either that or I would have gone insane with you constantly inventing projects.”

“I did say almost,” Lex said.

“These last couple of months have proved to me, you are not good at sitting around,” Daphne continued. “You are too much of a go-getter to ever think you would be content with a life of climbing mountains and taking photographs.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I have taken some masterpieces,” Lex said, holding up his borrowed camera. “Mainly of you.”

Daphne’s face softened, and she hugged him, resting her head on his shoulder. “I don’t know what I would have done if I’d lost you, Lex.”

“I know, that’s why I fought so hard to keep it together.”

“You mean buried your head in the sand,” Nevis said with a grin.

“I’ve learned a valuable lesson about not ignoring your body.”

“Or your mind,” Nevis added. 

“Especially when your mind is trying to tell your son he needs to work in an office.” Lex shook his head. “I’m sorry I told you to get a proper job.”

“Was that before, or after Nevis won that award?” Daphne asked with a wink at Chrysi. “A very prestigious award.”

“For a photograph taken right here in the mountains,” Nevis said, pointing through the trees to where the sun was shining on a waterfall that fell from one of the most remote peaks, down into the valley below.

“Wow, it looks even more awesome in real life,” Chrysi said. “Not that your photograph wasn’t amazing.”

“There is nothing better than real life, I agree,” Nevis said, pulling her into his arms.

Chrysi leaned back on his shoulder, and they stood together, watching the water fall down into the hidden depths of the valley, which was shrouded in clouds. The moisture in the air made her skin feel damp, and her hair would be a frizzy mess, but all of that was forgotten next to the incredible view.

“If we climb higher, we meet a trail that drops down beneath the clouds. If you feel up to it, Dad?” Nevis looked at his father with concern.

“I’m ready to go.” He frowned at Nevis. “Don’t go treating me like I’m an invalid.”

“Dad, you had a tumor cut out of your head, we are allowed to baby you,” Kate said, coming to join them.

“Have fun?” Nevis grinned.

“I did,” Kate replied. “My bear thanks you too. You were right about that trail, it certainly gets your heart pumping.”

“A run in the mountains hasn’t corrupted you, has it, Kate?” Lex asked.

“Nope. Although I think I might be taking more weekends off and coming up here. If that’s OK with you all?” Kate asked. “After a hard week in the office, I think I deserve it.”

“You do,” Nevis agreed enthusiastically. “You are welcome anytime.”

“Any time at all,” Chrysi agreed. “Anything for the woman who saved me from having a miserable husband.”

Kate laughed. “Yeah, I think there was actually a point while Dad was in the hospital, when Nev told me he would come and help out, if it would make Dad feel better.”

“Really?” Lex asked. “I should have played the sick man a little longer.”

“No, you should not,” Daphne said. “This is all decided. Your son has his own life, his own choices. As does your daughter… And your wife.” She pulled away from Lex and took his hand. “And your wife wants to explore some more.”

“You heard Mom,” Kate said.

“I did.” Lex walked with Daphne, keeping their eyes fixed on the waterfall until it disappeared from view. The others all followed.

Chrysi watched her new family as they hiked the rest of the way up the side of the valley. She already loved each and every one of them. Daphne and Kate had become like the mother and sister she had never known. While Lex had become something of her business guru. He had some different ideas than Harlan, and she had learned a lot from him in the days when she sat for long hours keeping him company after his operation.

The family had taken turns, making sure Lex was never alone. Chrysi felt privileged to be included on the roster. It made her feel as if she were truly part of their family.

As for Harlan? A downdraft of air swept over them. As they passed a stand of trees, the valley opened up in front of them. The cloud sat in it, occasionally frothing up to spill over the sides. And from that cloud, a silver-backed dragon emerged.

They all stood still, in awe of the mighty beast who was her father. 

“I am never going to get used to that sight,” Nevis said.

“He likes it here, he loves the privacy of the mountains,” Chrysi said. “If only he could find his mate, he would be happy to live here forever.”

“Still no luck?” Daphne asked sadly.

“No. He said the feeling just went away,” Chrysi said sadly. “He’s worried she knew he was here and ran away. But he won’t give up.”

Nevis hugged her close. “None of us should ever give up on love.”

“Because you never know where you will find it.” Chrysi agreed. “Come on, let’s go meet Harlan.”

She took Nevis’s hand and they ran down the trail together, disappearing into the clouds, two lovers, bound by fate. Sometimes when she thought of Ross and Bart, locked away in prison for attempted kidnapping, she felt a twinge of pity for them. Only because, without that one act of treachery, she would never have met her storm bear. 

A man she loved above all else.

 

***

 

Have you read Return to Bear Bluff? Get it here!

 

[image: ]


Sign up to the 

Harmony Raines Newsletter

And receive an EXCLUSIVE

FREE BOOK - 

[image: ]

 

A Bond to Bear

plus news of special offers and new releases

 

Harmony Raines Newsletter

 

I love hearing from my readers, you can find me here!

 

Facebook

Harmony Raines

 

Website

www.harmonyraines.com

 

email

harmony@harmonyraines.com


Other Books By Harmony Raines

Other Books By Harmony Raines

Visit Harmony Raines Author Page On Kindle

***

***UK Harmony Raines Author Page On Kindle***

***

 

Hero Mine

 

Bear my Fate (Hero Mine Prequel Book 0)

Hero Mine - Kurt

 

Bear Bait (Hero Mine Book 1)

 

 

READING ORDER FOR

 

Bear Creek Clan and Bear Bluff Clan

 

 

Complete Box Set

 

[image: ]

Or available individually

suggested reading order

(each can be read as a standalone

but why not start at the beginning and get to know all of the characters?)

Rescued by the Bear (Bear Creek Clan Book One)

Finding Her Bear (Bear Creek Clan Book Two)

Tamed by the Bear (Bear Creek Clan Book Three)

Snowbound With The Bear (Bear Creek Clan Book Four)

Biker Bear Billionaire (Bear Creek Clan Book Five)

Bound To Her Bear (Bear Bluff Clan Book One)

Doctor Bear (Bear Bluff Clan Book Two)

Stranded With Her Bear (Bear Bluff Book Three)

A Bride for the Bear (Bear Creek Clan Book Six)

Home Or Her Bear (Bear Bluff Book Four)

Fated To Her Bear (Bear Bluff Book Five)

Lonely Bear (Bear Bluff Book Six)

 

 

Wolf Valley Raiders

 

Complete Box Set Out Now!

 

[image: ]

Or available individually

suggested reading order

Redeem the Wolf

To Catch A Wolf

Reclaim the Wolf

Awakening the Alpha

 

Biker Bears

 

Forbidden Bear

Secret Bear

 

Christmas Bear Brothers

 

Complete Box Set Now Available

 

[image: ]

Or available individually

suggested reading order

Santa Paws

Christmas Catastrophe

Bear Humbug

 

Fated and Mated

 

Love at First Site

Her Scars To Bear

Her Choice To Bear

Her Russian Bear

 

 

Who’s the Daddy?

 

Complete Box Set Available

 

[image: ]

Or available individually

suggested reading order

One Bear and a Baby

Her Bear and a Baby

Second Chance Bear and a Baby

Baby Protector Bear

 

 

Return to Bear Bluff

 

Complete Box Set Available

 

[image: ]

Or available individually

suggested reading order

The Bear is Back in Town

His Bear’s Necessity

Black Bear Down

Who Bears Wins

When Bears Collide

Wish Upon A Bear

 

Cowboy Brother Bears

Cowboy Bear Blues

Cowboy Bear’s Mate

Cowboy Bear’s Fate

 

Return to Bear Creek

 

Daddy Bear

Mountain Bear

Honey Bear

Forever Bear

Storm Bear

 

Christmas Bears

 

Sleighed

Claused

Wrapped

 

Shifters Prime Sleeping Lions

 

Complete Box Set Now Available

[image: ]

 

Living a Lion

Freeing a Lion

Fighting a Lion

 

Chosen by the Karal

Complete Box Set

[image: ]

Or available individually

Deceit

Love

Power

Hunger

Devotion


 

Warriors of Karal

Stranded

Found

Taken

Hunted

Allies

 

Sci-Fi Romance

 

The Princess and her Alien Rogue

The Princess and her Bounty Hunter

 

Her Dragon's Bane Serial

Soul Of The Dragon

Blood Of The Dragon

Heart Of The Dragon

Love Of The Dragon

Fate Of The Minotaur

Mate Of The Dragon

 

Bound To The Flame - A Virgin For The Dragon

When the dragon egg hatches for Trinity she becomes the Dragon Princess and must remain pure until the dragon comes back to claim her as his mate on her twenty first birthday.

An Heir For The Flame (Dragon Fantasy Romance)

The elder dragons have predicted that Trinity will conceive the new dragon child tonight. So she mates with ShanRohit under the full moon.

 

Waiting For Curves (Curves For Her Wolf) (BBW Erotic Romance)

Curves For Her Wolf Doctor (The Greystone Wolves - BBW Paranormal Erotic Romance)

Mistaken Curves (Her First Time With A Wolf) (BBW Erotic Romance)

Sold To The Wolf (Auctioned Curves For The Werewolf) (BBW Erotic Romance)

Curves For The Lone Wolf (BBW Erotic Romance)

An Auction Of Curves (BBW Erotic Romance)

Anna (Curves in the Family (BBW Erotic Romance))

Heated Curves (Curves For Her Firefighter) (BBW Erotic Romance)

Words Unwritten (Curves For Her Soldier) (BBW Erotic Romance)

Christmas Curves (BBW Erotic Romance)

Winning Her Curves (previously titled Virgin Curves)

Returning For His First Love

For The Love Of The Wolf (Erotic Romance Fairy Tales)

Marianne : Unmarked (His) (Paranormal Shifter Romance)

Bred By The Unicorn (Virgin Paranormal Erotic Romance)

 

The Escort Box Set

 

***

 

The Escort Series

The Escort (The Escort Series Part One)(Free in some regions)

The Escort (The Escort Series Part Two)

The Escort (The Escort Series Part Three)

 

A Curvy Christmas: Robin's Romance (BBW Romance)

 

Helen’s story:

His Secretary (Her Second Chance Book One)

His Secretary (Her Second Chance Book Two)

His Secretary (Her Second Chance Book Three)

 

Captured By The

Hannoth Barbarians

Captured By The Barbarian: Cilla Part One

Claimed By The Barbarians: Cilla Part Two

Taken By The Barbarians: Dinah

Tilda - Captured By The Hannoth Barbarians

Thandor - Captured By The Hannoth Barbarians

Princess Yolanda - Captured By The Hannoth Barbarians

Bound By The Barbarian: Tirim

Bound To The Barbarian: Tirim Part 2 (Reluctant Gay Sex)

Captured By The Barbarians: Scarla

Tamed By The Barbarian: Shona Part One

Hunted By The Barbarian: Shona Part 2

Teaching The Barbarian: Petra

 

 

***

Saved By The Pack

Alice

Sarah

 

The Dualis

(Mate of the Cave Bear)

Found (Book One)

Lost (Book Two)

Return (Book Three)

 

Shifters Of Spellholm - The Bears

Her First Time With A Bear (Book 1)

Too Much To Bear (Book 2)

Bear With Me (Book 3)

 

***

Curves

***

Curves For Her Bears (BBW Shifter Erotic Romance)

Saving You, Saving Me (Bad Boys Love Big Girls (BBW Erotic Romance))

Rachel (Curves in the Family Part One (BBW Erotic Romance))

Snowbound Curves (Curves For Her Brother's Best Friend BBW Erotic Romance)

 

 

BBW - Curves For Her Soldier

Longing For Her Soldier (Curves For Her Brother's Best Friend BBW Erotic Romance)

Return To Sender (Curves For Her Soldier) (BBW Erotic Romance)

 

BBW - Greystone Wolves

A Virgin For The Wolf (Curves For Her Werewolf Boss) (BBW Erotic Romance)

***

Curves For Her Cowboy (BBW Billionaire Cowboy Erotic Romance)

Betrayed Curves

***

 

A Virgin For The Billionaire

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

images/00011.jpeg
IPRMONT TN





images/00010.jpeg
[ 1ARFIORTIRNIN 1S





cover.jpeg
B{EmemB;}}é Cretr
HARMONY RAINES





images/00002.jpeg
HARMONY RAINES





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg
HARMONY RAINES





images/00003.jpeg
WISH UPON A BEA






images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg
IBABYHIOTECTOR BEAR

HIETTBENR AN DI

ONE BENRAND A TN






images/00007.jpeg
HARMONY RAL






images/00009.jpeg
WISH UPON A BEA






