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Tasked with keeping a child safe, Monica is on the run. Bear Creek is the place she’s running to, where she hopes to find the one man she’s been told will help her. The one man she can trust.

Used to taking care of herself, trust is one thing she does not give easily. Monica, an ex-soldier, knows trust must be earned. So, when she comes face to face with the man she’s seeking, she has no intention of spilling all her secrets. Even if that man is her mate.

Wyatt came to the mountains to escape his past. To escape the guilt of not being there for a friend when he was needed the most. But recent events in Bear Creek mean he’s willing to move on.

However, when he scents his mate on the mountain, he must decide if he’s ready to do more than move on.

To help his mate, and an old friend in need, he must be willing to fight and accept the price he may be forced to pay—no matter how high it may be.

 


Chapter One – Monica

Monica checked the rearview mirror. Nothing there. The same nothing she’d seen the last hundred times she’d looked. Excessive? Perhaps. Necessary? Absolutely. No one could know where she was going. Wasn’t that the whole point of leaving town and lying low?

She sighed and rubbed her right temple before placing her hand back on the wheel. She was tired. Tired of running, tired of looking over her shoulder, and tired of being a victim in the mess that had blindsided her. Monica was a fighter. Running did not come easy.

Monica changed the angle of her head and looked at the child asleep in the back seat.

She had to keep Jack safe. If that meant running for the rest of her life, she’d do it. For Jack, for his dad.

Monica groaned. She should be enjoying her retirement from the Army. Instead, she was racing across the country, trying to find a safe place to hole up.

She had a plan; of course, she had a plan. You didn’t survive a lifetime in the Army without a good, sensible plan. Okay, so sometimes those plans also had to be creative. And this plan sure was that. It also relied on luck. Monica usually liked to work on hard, tangible facts.

Checking the rearview mirror one last time, she turned off the highway, following the signs to Bear Creek. After five minutes, she pulled into a gateway on a straight stretch of road and turned off the headlights. Then she waited. If anyone was following her, she would see their headlights coming from half a mile away.

Breathe, her bear told her as she watched the road in the side mirror.

I am breathing. Monica expelled the air from her lungs. She’d been in tighter spots than this before, so why was she so tense, so nervous?

The child in the back seat stirred. The movement of the car had lulled him to sleep, now that they’d stopped driving he was waking up. She didn’t need him awake, not yet. Monica glanced at the clock on the dashboard, she’d been waiting for three minutes. If they were being followed, she’d know it by now.

Unless they know you’re waiting for them. Her bear always had her back.

“Dammit.” Monica couldn’t sit there all night. She closed her eyes briefly, going over her own movements, assessing the chances of a vehicle following her without her knowledge. Confident in her own evasive actions, she switched her headlights on, pulled out onto the road, and drove on. Now came the tricky part. If Jack’s dad, Trent, had this right, they must take the fourth turn on the left after leaving the highway. The road would lead them into the mountains. There was no room for error. If she didn’t get this right they could be lost on the mountain all night.

With a child, her bear reminded herself.

There it was. Taking the fourth turn, she accelerated up the steep road, keeping one eye on the rearview mirror for any signs of lights following her. Nothing. However, she was not about to let her guard down. There was too much at stake. She looked at the sleeping child and frowned, what the hell was she thinking? She’d been dragged into something she didn’t understand.

Dragged in so deep that she was on the run with another person’s child in the back seat. She wanted to allow the hysterical laughter bubbling inside of her to erupt, to let it out so she could focus on what lay before her. A damn hike in the dark.

Maybe she should have holed up in a hotel and waited until morning. She scratched that thought from her head. Second-guessing yourself is how people ended up dead. Before she set off, Monica had formulated a plan, and that was the plan she was going to stick to. Only Jack’s dad knew she was coming here. She hadn’t been followed. And she hadn’t been betrayed.

The road took several twists and turns, threading its way through darkened forests as she climbed higher and higher. The higher they climbed, the narrower the road became, until it petered out into a forest trail. Time to bail.

Of course, if someone found her car on a dead-end road in the middle of the night, it might raise unwanted questions. But since this was bear shifter country, it wouldn’t be unusual for someone to park their car at night and take a few hours of R&R, shifter style.

And if the car was found? If it was reported? Yeah, that might lead them here. Monica pulled the car over to the side of the road. Leaving her car here might be a mistake. But she had no choice. She had to reach her destination. She had to find him.

Monica shook her head. What was she even thinking? She’d done some research on the way. Although it was slim pickings. Ex-Army, the guy she was here to meet had disappeared off the radar years ago. The chances of him being up here in a mountain cabin were slim. The chances of him helping her were even slimmer. No doubt he had melted into the wilderness like a ghost.

Monica switched off the engine and rested her head on the steering wheel. No second-guessing, her bear told her.

With her resolve firm, she got out of the car. Jack’s dad told her to come here. Told her how to locate the guy’s cabin. And told her what to say to get him to help her.

If he was here.

Taking a map and compass from the glove box, she collected a small child’s backpack from the front seat and slung it over her shoulder. Then she grabbed her own pack, filled with hastily packed food and water, along with a spare set of clothes and a blanket. Not exactly military standards, but it would do for a couple of nights on the run.

“Okay, buddy, you have to wake up.” Monica unclipped the seatbelt securing her precious cargo. “Hey, Jack, we have to go.”

Jack opened his eyes, taking a moment to focus on her face in the darkness. “Where are we? Are we home?”

“No, bud, we’re not. We’re going on an adventure.” She smiled gently. Kids were not exactly her thing, but she liked Jack, he was a good kid. Despite the circumstances, he hadn’t whined once.

“I was asleep.” He looked around, staring out into the darkness. “Where are the lights?”

“There are no street lights or houses here. We’re on the side of a mountain.” Monica infused her voice with excitement, but Jack wasn’t having any of it.

“Why?” He asked the age-old question, to which she had no reasonable answer. Jack didn’t need to hear the truth. This journey in the dark, across open country, would be scary enough, without adding the truth as to why they were on the run.

“Because there’s an old friend of your daddy’s up here and we came to say hi.” Monica held out her arms to Jack. He eyed her with suspicion, then decided since she was the only person here, and his daddy trusted her, that he would trust her, too. Not that she had ever given him any reason not to trust her.

“Is Mommy or Daddy gonna be there?” Jack asked as she lifted him into her arms. He wrapped his thin arms around her neck, and his legs around her waist. At five years old, he was tall for his age, but thankfully he was willow thin. If not, she might struggle to carry him over rough terrain. Monica was fit, but not Army fit. But they’d manage.

Locking the car, she hoisted the packs higher onto her shoulder, and set Jack on the opposite hip, then she struck off up the road. Ten feet later, she took a narrow trail through the trees, allowing her shifter senses to guide her. A shiver passed through her as she walked, one foot in front of the other, unsure as to what she was going to find at the end of this journey.

Focusing on finding this wolf shifter, she’d never allowed herself to consider what would happen if he wasn’t there. Sure, she could stay out here for a night or two. But after that, one way or another she would have to start dealing with the aftermath of...

“Monica, can I walk part of the way?” Jack’s small voice in her ear brought her focus back to the here and now. Worrying about what might be would not help them.

“Sure. But you must hold my hand. Don’t let go. You let it go, I’ll pick you up.” She let his small body slip down to the ground. It would make for slower going, but at least she would stay fresh. Monica looked behind them. There was no one there. Still, the less tired she was, the faster she could run with Jack in her arms if the need arose.

“Who are we meeting?” Jack was now fully awake, and a fully awake Jack liked to talk.

“His name is Wyatt. He served with your dad. They were good friends,” she reassured him.

“And my daddy trusts him?”

“That’s a strange question,” Monica replied.

“My daddy didn’t trust a lot of people.”

“Did he tell you why?” Monica asked. Any new information the young boy could tell her would help Monica figure out her next move.

“He said there were a lot of bad men out there.” Jack’s hand tightened around hers. “Something happened, didn’t it? With Mommy. Someone took her.”

“Your dad will do everything he can to get her back.” Monica hated the small whimper Jack gave out, and her hand tightened around his. “All I know is your dad needed me to keep you safe and he said that Wyatt could help. Since I trust your dad, and he trusts Wyatt, that’s good enough for me. We have our mission and your dad has his.”

“I wish I was at home in my bed.” Jack’s voice was small and distant. “I wish Mommy was safe.”

“Want me to carry you again?” Monica’s heart ached for Jack. His voice sounded so small and vulnerable out here on the wild mountainside, where the wind whipped at your hair, and the stars seemed like a vast array of eyes looking down on them. Watching them.

Her neck prickled, and her bear stirred restlessly.

“Yes, please.” Jack’s voice drew Monica’s attention back to reality. No one was out there. No one knew they were here.

“Up you come.” Monica swung him up into her arms and he rested his head on her shoulder. 

“You won’t leave me, will you, Monica?” He settled himself into her arms, his small body warm against hers. Jack curled his fingers in her ponytail as if holding onto a piece of her just to make sure she couldn’t escape.

She placed her hand on his back and rubbed it, trying to soothe him. “Not if I can help it.”

“Do you promise?” Jack whispered in her ear, his voice lost in the darkness.

Monica closed her eyes briefly. One thing the Army taught you was to not make promises you couldn’t keep. And honestly, she didn’t know if she could keep him safe. Depending on what happened next, she might not be the one to look after Jack, despite her promise to Trent. Because to reunite Jack with his parents, she might have to leave him behind. “I promise to try.”

Jack didn’t answer, and she walked on in silence, her ears trained on what might lurk in the darkness. Because something was out there. Dammit, this was a mistake.


Chapter Two – Wyatt

Wyatt’s wolf paced back and forth. Unusually agitated, he scented something...someone...on the air tonight.

He stood on the cliff and looked down into the dark valley below. There was something moving down there, someone coming toward him along the trail. He bent his head and inhaled deeply, a shudder of anticipation passing through him. Could it be, at last?

His wolf turned away from the cliff edge and ran, surefooted and true, back along the trail to where it branched in two. One fork led toward the familiar, his cabin in the woods, the other down into the unknown. Wyatt hesitated. If his wolf senses were true, the person down there was more important to him than life itself.

Bile rose in his throat as he recalled memories he’d buried long ago. Coming to live in the woods on the side of the mountain had been his way of dealing with events that had spiraled out of his control.

It was never in our control, his wolf reminded him he wasn’t to blame.

But knowing you were not to blame and believing you were not to blame were two very different things.

Fate has brought her here, his wolf said simply, and took control, running headlong down the steep trail.

The scent grew stronger, it was unmistakable, and his mouth watered at the thought of this woman, his woman. But then he caught another scent mingling with it, a male. She was not alone.

Wyatt slowed, jogging along the trail, letting his senses guide him. He stopped, staring into the darkness at the outline of a person walking toward him. He slid off the path, slinking behind a large bush, listening to her footsteps as small stones crunched beneath her boots.

As she neared his hiding place, she slowed and then stopped. He heard her whisper on the breeze, telling someone to stay down. Wyatt stared into the darkness but couldn’t see another person.

“Show yourself,” her words were firm as she stood tall, staring into the night.

Wyatt walked out from behind the bush and rejoined the trail. There was no use hiding from her; they were meant to be together. Whatever she was doing here, and not many people walked these paths in the dark, he was now involved.

“A wolf.” She took the backpacks she was carrying off her shoulder and placed them on the wiry mountain grass lining the trail. Small hands reached out and pulled them away.

She was with a child. Her child? Wyatt let that knowledge sink in as the woman raised her hand and rubbed the back of her neck. She could feel it, too, the connection between them. However, as he stepped closer, she shifted into a bear, and her jaws opened, revealing long sharp teeth as she roared her challenge. His mate was not about to give in easily.

Wolf and bear stood facing each other. Less than ten feet separated them, but it felt like a million miles. This was not how he expected the first meeting with his mate to go. Not that Wyatt had ever intended to find his mate. He’d resigned himself to a life alone when he came up here, scarred by what the loss of a mate could do to a man. But here she was, and the attraction was undeniable.

So why deny it? his wolf asked as he let go of this mortal plane and allowed the human side of Wyatt to slip back into being.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Wyatt said quietly as he took a step closer, his hands held out in front of him as he slowly approached her.

The bear bared her teeth and snarled, snapping at the air. This made the boy behind her whimper, distracting her for a moment, while she checked on him. The need to comfort the child was stronger than her need to confront Wyatt. 

Strong. As it would be in any female bear shifter. His wolf was impressed. She took her duty to protect her cubs seriously.

She would make a good mother to our children. Wyatt took another step forward, and she turned back to him, snapping her jaws in the air.

In his head, his wolf laughed. Do you want her to clamp her jaws around your throat and rip it out?

Not on my list of things to do, Wyatt replied as he adjusted his thoughts. This female bear, his mate, was strong, he wouldn’t insult her by insinuating she was a soft creature in need of his protection. She was so much more than that. She was a warrior, unless he was mistaken.

“Can we talk about this?” he asked gently. “You came onto the mountain for something. Let me help you find it?”

“We’re looking for Wyatt,” the child said, and immediately the bear snapped her head around and glared at the small boy. “He might know where to find him.”

“I certainly do,” Wyatt replied, moving another foot closer. “He’s right here.”

“You’re Wyatt?” the boy asked in disbelief.

“I am. But I don’t think I know you, or...” He pointed at the bear.

“We don’t come from around here.” The boy’s words were cut off when the bear shifted into her human form.

“We’re not supposed to tell other people who we are or why we’re here.” She stood with her hands on her hips, but despite her stature, and the threat she conveyed, the boy wasn’t scared.

“That doesn’t change the fact that I’m Wyatt.” He closed the space between them, and added in a low voice, “Or that I’m your mate.”

She turned and looked him squarely in the face, her features mostly hidden in the darkness that enveloped them, but he could make out the glint of white in her eyes, and the fullness of her lips as she pursed them, ready to speak. “I’m no one’s mate.”

Wyatt nodded his head, the undeniable thrill of her presence making him quiver inside. “We can get to that later.” He looked down at the boy on the side of the trail. “For now, we should get you both to safety.”

“How do you know we need to get to safety?” Monica asked suspiciously. She bent down and retrieved the boy and the backpacks, before returning to her defensive stance.

“Because you’re wandering around in the dark on the side of a mountain.” Wyatt pointed to the child. “With a small boy. No one does that unless they are on the run.”

 “And how do I know you are Wyatt?”

“Is there any way I can prove it?” Wyatt asked simply.

“Perhaps.” She was silent for a moment. “Where do you live?”

“In a cabin in the woods. You follow this path and turn left at the top of the cliff.” He pointed back the way they’d come.

“And who exactly are you, Wyatt?”

The question stung. Who was he? He didn’t know anymore, but that wasn’t the answer she needed. The only answer that would satisfy her was his name and rank. “You’re military?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “You are avoiding my question.”

“I don’t share that information with anyone, not anymore.” He smiled sorrowfully. “I left that person behind when I came here.”

Another sigh. “Then we’ll say goodbye and go back the way we came.” She took a step backward, and the bond between them wrenched at his gut. Couldn’t she feel it, too? How could she deny it?

“I can help you.” He reached out to touch her and his fingers made contact with her jacket. A jolt of electricity shot through his fingertips and up his arm. If she experienced it, too, she ignored it and simply shook him off.

“The only person who can help us is the Wyatt you used to be. If you really are Wyatt.” Her words were strained. She had experienced the shock of their first contact.

“How do you know the Wyatt I am now won’t be more of a help?” he asked evasively.

“Crap, I don’t need riddles.” Her nerves were taut, about ready to snap.

“Then what do you need?” He softened. If he didn’t let her in, he would push her away. “You’ve come a long way to simply turn back around.”

“My daddy sent us.”

“Jack,” she hissed.

“Jack.” He assessed the small child in her arms. The age fit just right. But why was she here with him? Was she his mother? Was this woman before him the wife of Sergeant Trent Willard? “Jack Willard.”

She moved quickly, but he was faster, he wrapped his arms around them both before she could drop the child to the ground and prepare to fight.

“Wyatt Turner. I served with Trent Willard for ten years. He married Yolanda six years ago. I didn’t go to the wedding. But she was already with child.” He loosened his grip and she sagged forward as if in relief. “Now will you let me take you to safety?”

“Yes.” Her voice was strained, and she shifted the weight of the child on her hip and adjusted the packs. “Lead the way.”

“I can carry something for you. Ease the burden.” His offer was dismissed, she didn’t want to show weakness and he had to restrain himself from taking the backpacks from her.

“Nothing can ease my burden,” she told him and tightened her grip on the child. “Lead the way.”

Wyatt didn’t ask again. She had her reasons to be suspicious. When she was ready, she would tell him all he needed to know. When she trusted him. And since they were mates, that should be soon.

He led her back along the trail until they reached the bottom of the cliff. “This part is steep.”

“I can manage.” She waited for him to move. “Sooner you start climbing...”

Wyatt gave a low chuckle. “I’ll make you some dandelion coffee when we get to my cabin.”

“Yuck,” Jack said.

“It’s good, but then you’re too young for coffee anyway. I don’t have much else other than water from the mountain streams.”

“Why do you hide away up here?” she asked as the trail got steeper.

“Who says I’m hiding?” He cast a glance over his shoulder. “And if I was, why would I tell someone who hasn’t given me her name?”

“Monica.” She ground her name out as the trail shifted under her feet, sending a stream of small stones racing down the trail. She grunted and righted herself before going on.

“Well, Monica, I came up here to get my head together.” Did she know that? If Trent had sent her, had he also told her the history of the man she would be dealing with?

“How long have you been up here?”

“Long enough.” He stopped as the trail wound around to the left and offered his hand to her. “This part is tricky.”

Monica reached out and put her hand in his, lending him her trust. He pulled her forward, his arm going around her waist as Jack shifted his weight and nearly overbalanced them. “Thanks.”

“Another twenty feet of steep terrain and then we reach the top. It’s another mile or two to my cabin.” He struck off along the trail again, ignoring the burning sensation in his hand where their skin had touched.

She followed, and their conversation stalled as she used all her strength to get herself and the boy to the top. When at last the trail leveled off she stopped, regaining her breath. “That was quite a climb.”

“The rest of our journey is over level ground.” He held out his hand. “At least let me take the packs.”

“I’m okay.” She nodded and took a step forward, then added, “Thanks for the offer.”

It was a start. Wyatt nodded. “The ice maiden thaws.”

“Don’t get your hopes up.”

Did she have any idea how sky-high his hopes already were? He wanted to know everything about her. He needed to know what danger she was in, so he could help her. That was what mates did for each other. And he was her mate, no matter how much either of them wanted to deny it.

Do we want to deny it? his wolf asked.

When he looked inside his heart, when he examined his deepest desires, Wyatt realized that the answer was no. He didn’t want to deny it, he wanted to embrace this second chance at happiness. Despite the pain losing a mate could cause and how it could drive you to the brink of insanity and throw you off the side.

His time in the mountains, hiding away from other people and doing penance for mistakes he’d judged himself of, was over.


Chapter Three – Monica

Her arms ached, her leg muscles screamed in protest. Monica put one foot in front of the other, focusing on her aching muscles, instead of the man who had found them. The man who was her mate.

She didn’t need more pressure right now.

A mate is supposed to ease the burden, her bear reminded her.

Yeah, except this guy has been hiding on a mountain for god knows how long. We need someone to fight alongside us.

Or someone we trust to help hide Jack. Turning away, her bear lay down in a corner of her mind.

“Not much further,” Wyatt told her as they left the trail and entered an expanse of woodland.

Monica slowed her pace, unsure of her footing as her boot brushed up against a tree root. If she went sprawling across the ground, she might hurt Jack, and the last thing she needed was a trek back down the mountain to a hospital.

“You okay, buddy?” she asked Jack quietly.

“I’m cold and tired,” he admitted.

“We’ll soon have you tucked in bed, nice and warm,” she promised him. That at least was a promise she could keep.

“I’m hungry, too.” He wound his fingers into her hair, which was pulled back in a ponytail.

“I have food in my pack. Just hang in there a little longer.”

“We’re here.” Wyatt stepped out of the trees into a clearing. The faint light from a waxing crescent moon shone down, revealing the silhouette of a small cabin. There was a hint of wood smoke in the air and her brain conjured up images of a roaring fire. How she longed to hold her hands out to the flames and warm them. Not that she was cold, her bear blood kept her warm enough. But there was something reassuring about a real fire. And Monica needed reassurance.

Wyatt stepped up onto a wooden porch and she followed, pausing to take one last look behind them. The night pressed in on them, but the trees surrounding the cabin seemed like benevolent sentries who would not let intruders pass.

“We’re safe.” Wyatt opened the door, his features illuminated briefly from the glow of a small lamp that spilled out of the doorway. He was middle-aged, his hair tinged silver at the temples, with strong features still resembling a man in his prime. Running her eyes down over his chest, and lower, she was glad to see he had not let his waist thicken. Monica smiled to herself. Unlike her own waistline.

“There we go, buddy.” Monica let Jack down, her arms stiff from maintaining the same position for so long.

The boy stumbled forward into the cabin, and she placed her hands on his shoulders while he got his legs working. Cold and tired, Jack looked as if he could lie down where he stood and sleep for hours.

“Why don’t we get this fire burning?” Wyatt went to the hearth and gave it a prod. The embers sparked, and the glow grew brighter before he placed another log on the fire and waited for it to catch alight. Then he added another, and another, until the fire crackled and spit, spreading warmth throughout the small room.

While Wyatt worked on the fire, Monica placed the two packs on the floor and began to sort through them. She pulled out Jack’s pajamas and his cuddly toy, which he never slept without. She paused, holding it against her breast. This was wrong. A kid this age should be safely tucked in his own bed, under the same roof as his parents, dreaming sweet dreams. Instead, Jack was in a remote cabin in the mountains with people he hardly knew.

“Can I have Chippy?” Jack held out his hand for his cuddly toy. “Please.”

“Sure.” She passed him the plush toy. “I was just seeing what I have for you to eat.” Monica looked down at the rations she’d packed, all nutritious, none appetizing to a five-year-old.

“I have some honey cake,” Wyatt offered as he straightened up. “The ranger brought it up for me yesterday.”

“Yes, please,” Jack said quickly, eying up the Army rations with distaste.

“Is that okay with you, Monica?” Wyatt asked.

“Sure.” Her mouth watered at the thought of honey cake, so when Wyatt returned with a slab of cake for her, too, she didn’t say no. “Thank you.”

“I’m guessing a bear shifter has a taste for the sweet stuff.” He smiled at her, his eyes crinkling up at the corners and Monica’s heart jolted with recognition.

“How can I say no to my bear?” Monica asked.

“I’ll make a small bed up for the boy. You can take my bed.” Wyatt’s words did not hold the hope of an invitation into the bed, for which she was thankful. No matter how great the temptation to destroy the sexual tension between them with sex, this was not the time. Nor the place, not with Jack sleeping so close.

“I can sleep on the sofa.” Monica placed a hand on the threadbare sofa, that had seen much better days.

Haven’t we all, her bear responded.

“No, please, you need a good night’s sleep.” Wyatt looked toward the doorway. “I’m going to patrol outside for a couple of hours. Then I can sleep by the door.”

“As a wolf?” Jack asked.

“As a wolf.” Wyatt nodded. “My wolf likes the freedom of the mountain. We often stay out late and sleep in the day.”

“I’ve never seen a wolf before tonight,” Jack told Wyatt.

“Jack’s a bear, too,” Monica said, and Jack bristled with pride.

“I know. At least, I know your father was.” He glanced at Monica, attempting to glean information on their reason for being here. 

“You’ve never met Yolanda or Jack before, have you?” Trent implicitly told her Wyatt was a good friend whom she could trust. Yet he’d already admitted to not going to the wedding. Had their relationship broken down for some reason?

“No. Trent and I go way back. We served together.” Wyatt didn’t elaborate on where they’d served. “We were close back then. But we drifted apart.”  

“Why did he tell me to find you? I figured you were good friends. A family friend.”

Wyatt shrugged and met her gaze. “I don’t know. And unless you tell me why you’re here, I can’t help you.”

Monica finished her cake and got up. Jack didn’t need to hear this conversation. “I’ll take your plate to the kitchen.” She bent down and retrieved the plate off a sleepy Jack. “Shall we get you ready for bed?”

“I’ll prepare a make-shift bed.” Wyatt busied himself on the other side of the cabin, dragging over the sofa cushions and adding blankets and spare pillows. The finished bed resembled a small nest, Jack would love it.

While she reorganized her pack, she took in her surroundings. The cabin had an open plan design, split into a kitchen area, a sitting area and a sleeping area. It was basic. Wyatt had retired from the Army and from the world. Monica still had no real idea why. But if she was to trust Wyatt, she needed a few answers herself. But first, she needed to get Jack into bed.

“Okay, buddy. Arms up.” She wrestled Jack out of his sweater, and then wrangled the rest of his clothes off his small body, before dressing him in his superhero pajamas. Trent had jammed several changes of clothes into the bottom of the backpack, along with his toothbrush, pajamas, and Chippy. “Have a drink of water and then brush your teeth. Then we can get you into bed.”

“Do I have to brush my teeth?” Jack’s eyes closed sleepily as he sat back down on the sofa.

“Yes. I promised your daddy I’d take care of you. If you get cavities, I won’t have done my job.”

“Okay.” He yawned, and his head dropped onto his chin. A once unfamiliar instinct to mother him swept over her. Kids had never been her thing. Monica had given her life to the Army. When she hit forty and still hadn’t found her mate, she’d accepted she would never be a mother. Now, five years later, she was unprepared for the overwhelming surge of love and intense need to protect Jack.

“Here.” Wyatt’s hand closed around hers as she tried to pump the water into the sink. “It’s temperamental.” He meant the pump, but his words accurately described Monica, too. Although she learned to hide it well. The Army was a tough place for a female, and to fit in she’d learned to bury any emotions that might lead to her standing out against her male counterparts.

“Thanks.” She leaned back against him, just enough to feel the pressure of his chest against her back, and it comforted her. Monica looked down at the water spilling into the tin cup in Wyatt’s hand. What was happening to her? She’d never needed comfort. She was a strong, independent woman. Did having a mate make you weak?

“Here.” He handed her the cup of water and she took it, breaking away from him.

Monica went through the motions, getting Jack to drink the water, then brush his teeth and finally visit the bathroom, which was the only room separated from the rest of the house by a door. 

Thank goodness for small mercies, her bear said.

With Jack ready, she retrieved Chippy from the sofa, and put boy and toy to bed. Monica tucked the blankets around him and kissed his forehead, just as he’d asked her to do the first night she had been given sole responsibility for his health and welfare. Then she sat by his side and waited for him to fall asleep. Watching the rise and fall of his small body as his breathing slowed. Waiting to ensure no nightmares came to him.

In that time, she gathered her thoughts, collated them and figured out what she was going to tell Wyatt, and what she was going to leave out.

He’s our mate, we should tell him everything, her bear said firmly.

I’m not ready to trust him, Monica replied.

You have trust issues, her bear huffed. He’s the one we’re going to spend the rest of our lives with. We have to trust him, even if he is a wolf, she finished, which made Monica smile.

“Care to share?” Wyatt asked from across the room.

“My bear was commenting on your wolf.” Monica took one last look at Jack and joined Wyatt in front of the fire. She sat down on the bare wooden boards and held her hands out to the glowing embers.

Romantic, her bear observed.

“I made you coffee.” He passed her a tin cup, reminding her of when she was deployed overseas. Sitting in mess halls in the heat of the desert with her fellow soldiers, some who would never make it home.

Thoughtful, her bear whispered, before Monica shut her out.

“Thanks.” She took the cup from him and sniffed it. “Smells good.”

“It is good.” He sipped his own coffee and sat down on the sofa, staring into the fire. “Trent was my friend.” He frowned and corrected himself. “Is my friend.” Then he swung his head around to look at Monica. “Unless he’s dead?”

“No. But he is in trouble. Which is why I have Jack.” She took a small sip of the coffee. He was right, it was good, although it didn’t give her the buzz she needed that caffeine could deliver. “He told me to come find you.”

“And you trusted him.” Wyatt watched her closely.

“I’m here, aren’t I?” Monica answered stiffly.

“Can you give me the same trust?” Wyatt asked.

She closed her eyes, fighting off the fog in her brain. She was so goddamn tired, it was hard not to spill out everything to Wyatt and ask him to figure it all out. “I want to.”

“What about his wife?” An edge to his voice made her alert, as alert as she could be considering her near exhaustion.

Monica sighed. “She’s been kidnapped.”

Wyatt coughed as he swallowed his coffee down the wrong way. “By who?”

“That, I don’t know. But Trent gave me Jack, so I could ensure his safety.”

“So, Trent didn’t get kidnapped, too.” Wyatt nodded. “You weren’t followed?”

“No.” She bit back the words that would tell him she was a professional. She didn’t need to piss him off. Not on the first night under his roof. “But my car is stuck on a road in the mountains, I can’t leave it there. I don’t believe anyone saw Trent hand Jack over to me. But there’s so much I don’t know that I can’t be sure. I need to hide my tracks.”

“That’s for tomorrow. Tonight, you need to get some sleep. The rest you can tell me in the morning.” He finished his coffee and got up, taking her cup from her hands. “You are safe here.”

“I know.” She did know, deep down in her soul she trusted Wyatt.

Of course, you do, her bear replied.

“Good night, Monica. Help yourself to whatever you need. I’ll watch and listen.” With that he took the cups to the kitchen and then slipped out of the front door, leaving her alone.

For a long while Monica didn’t move, she sat staring into the fire, trying to figure out how she’d got here. After leaving the Army, she’d made a life for herself offering a discreet service to women who needed protection. She’d traveled all over the world, worn dresses worth more than a year’s worth of Army pay. Yet she’d given it up as soon as Trent called her. Dropped her life like a hot coal and taken responsibility for a child she didn’t know.

But she knew Trent, they’d worked together, served together. If he needed her, she was there. Because she knew that if ever she needed a friend, he would have been there for her. No questions asked.

However, Monica had questions, and she not only was going to ask them, but she would damn well find the answers, too.

Getting up from the sofa, she kicked off her boots, and without undressing flopped down on the bed and slept.


Chapter Four – Wyatt

Wyatt’s wolf prowled the area around the cabin, spiraling outward to cover more ground. If anyone had followed Monica and Jack here, they hadn’t tracked them to the cabin. He was tempted to go back down the trail, follow his mate’s scent to her car and see if he could pick up any other scents. That would alert him to any hidden dangers. He was being paranoid.

We can’t leave them alone up here, Wyatt told his wolf.

For once in agreement, they loped back to the cabin and entered the place they’d called home for the last few years. It was so familiar, the furniture, the rough wood, worn smooth under his feet. Yet it was so different. Everything had changed. Not just the scent of his mate and Trent’s small child. But his life, too. From the moment he’d found Jay on the mountain a few weeks ago, like a ripple on a pond, Wyatt’s life had altered.

For the better, his wolf told him, and as he gazed down at the sleeping figure of his mate, he had to agree. There was no going back.

And he didn’t want to. Wyatt had removed himself from the world for long enough. Whether as a punishment or a cure, it no longer mattered. It was time to go back, to face the world as it was, and try to make it a better place. That was all he’d ever wanted. Yes, things had gone wrong. Very wrong. How can you protect the world if you can’t save your best friend?

But he’d come to terms with it, and thanks to Jay and the dragon family, he now understood that he had to let it go. Guilt would eat you up inside.

At last, his wolf said as he settled down behind the front door of the cabin. At last, you have forgiven yourself.

Wyatt looked inside himself. Had he forgiven himself? Perhaps he had.

His wolf lifted his head and looked across the room to the small child sleeping peacefully in the makeshift bed. Perhaps this was his redemption. To reunite a family.

Wyatt’s wolf dozed as the night wore on, but he never fully slept. He could not risk being caught unawares. If the people Monica was running from were Army, or from a covert squad, they would not bide their time, let the enemy think they were safe, and then attack. They would come in the night, swift and sure, and attack at once.

But no one attacked, no one invaded his home. He kept his word and kept them safe, but as Monica stirred, a feeling of dread descended on him. Could he keep his mate and Jack safe forever?

“Morning.” Monica tiptoed across to his wolf and sat down next to him. She’d slept in her clothes, which were crumpled, her hair, still in its ponytail, was a mess of tendrils framing her face. She looked sexy as hell, and as she stroked his wolf’s soft fur, it was all he could do not to shift into his human form and kiss her lips and caress her body.

Wyatt stayed exactly where he was, resting his head on her knee. She didn’t need sex, she needed comfort. His wolf wagged his tail like a dog and looked up at her with dreamy eyes as she smiled down at him. There was a sadness surrounding her. Wyatt hadn’t given much thought to what she must have given up to be here. Did she have a family of her own? Had she put the lives of her own loved ones in danger for Trent?

If so, what hold did he have over her?

“I’m going to make some of your dandelion coffee, if that’s okay?” Monica got up and padded across the cabin to the kitchen area.

Wyatt’s wolf got up and stretched, whining softly before he slipped out of the door, which closed behind him. Before he could settle down to coffee and breakfast, he needed to check the perimeter once more.

Breathing in the fresh early morning air, he retraced his steps from last night. Nothing had changed, the only new scents were from a rabbit or two who were brave enough to come close to the cabin and nibble the fresh green shoots of grass emerging from beneath the leaf mold. There was no sign of anyone else, and satisfied they were safe, he headed back to the cabin at a slow jog. This time he shifted on the porch and opened the door quietly so as not to wake the boy.

She was sitting on the sofa as the fire crackled in the hearth, warming the cabin. “I hope you don’t mind.” Monica looked over her shoulder. “I made you coffee, too.”

“Thanks.” He sat down next to her. He could get used to the company. “No one followed you.”

She nodded. “I was careful.”

He sipped his coffee and looked behind him to where Jake still slept. “We can’t stay here.”

She tilted her head back and looked at the wooden beams which held up the roof. “I can’t keep moving with him. It’s not right.”

“I know people who can help us. People I trust.”

She gave a short laugh. “Us. This isn’t your fight, let alone anyone who’s never met Trent.”

“That isn’t how things work, you know that. But I am going to need more details.”

She rubbed her hand across her eyes. “All Trent told me was that his wife was kidnapped.”

“By who?” He studied her expression; would she lie to him?

“He didn’t say.” She looked down at her cup, not meeting his eyes.

“But you know who.” He had to push her to reveal everything.

She nodded. “I did some research in an internet cafe yesterday. I have a pretty good idea.” Monica half turned her body to face him. “I don’t run and hide, Wyatt. That’s not me.”

“But you think that’s who I am?” He nodded, of course that’s the conclusion she would come to if she followed the evidence right in front of her.

“You live in a cabin on the side of a mountain, with no contact with the outside world other than a ranger who brings you honey cake.” Her words were clipped, disapproving. She thought she knew him, but she was wrong, and the need to prove himself swelled in his chest, threatening to punch a hole through his ribs as it tried to escape.

“I have my reasons.” He pressed his lips together, telling her his reasons would only detract from Jack’s needs. “But I’m over that.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Are you? You see I don’t need to carry dead weight.”

He chuckled. “Don’t sugarcoat it.”

She closed her eyes. “I’m sorry. But it’s the truth. I could leave Jack here with you. He would be safe, and I could go and help Trent. I owe him.”

“I owe him, too.”

“Then look after his kid.” Her words made sense. He could keep Jack here. But Wyatt was done with hiding, too.

Wyatt shook his head. “I’m not staying...and I know Trent better than most people.”

“You used to know him. When was the last time you saw him?” Monica asked.

“People don’t change. Not that much.” Wyatt’s temper flared. Monica might be his mate, but she wasn’t the only one with a deep connection to Trent.

“How do you know?” She sighed. “Something happened to him.”

“It happened to both of us.” Wyatt was not ready to bare his soul completely, but he had to reveal a part of himself to Monica and trust she would understand.

“I see. You ran up here to live in the mountains and Trent ran to one of the most dangerous places on the globe.” Monica rubbed her hands along her thighs, as if trying to brush her hands clean.

“I heard he went undercover.” Wyatt had no other details. Trent had gone his own way, kept his own counsel. Had Wyatt let Trent down, too?

“A spy. That’s the word you’re looking for.” Monica got up abruptly.

“And you were with him.” It all started to make sense. That’s why she knew Trent so well. It explained why Trent handed Jack over to her.

“Yes. He never spoke about what happened before. But you get used to seeing the darkness in someone. We were told not to talk about our real lives, so that if we were caught…” She placed her hand on the solid wooden mantelpiece Wyatt had set above the fireplace. He remembered carving it into shape, rubbing down the surface down until it was smooth. He’d built this cabin in those dark days, focusing on putting something together instead of tearing things apart.

“Some things are best left unsaid.” Wyatt couldn’t look at Monica, he didn’t want her to see the guilt he carried. To her, he wanted to be perfect. The type of man a woman would be proud of. “Who is responsible for kidnapping Yolanda?”

Yolanda, who Wyatt had never met, but Trent had spoken about with reverence as if she were the one who finally pulled him back from the edge of the abyss. An abyss filled with self-loathing and guilt.

“This is purely speculation on my part.” She turned around, holding her hands behind her back to warm them on the flames. “After we served together. After we completed our mission, we each went our separate ways. We kept in touch, but while I decided to transition out of the Army, Trent went back undercover. Deep undercover.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know exactly. But Trent was sent to bring down a terror organization. Going on the information I have, I’m sure it’s this same terror organization that’s holding Yolanda.” She looked across the cabin to where Jack still slept. Then she moved to sit next to Wyatt, her thigh touching his. When she spoke again her voice was hushed. “The organization was crushed, and the leader brought to justice.” She took her phone out of her pocket and unlocked it. “This is the guy.”

“Amir Tarak. I’ve heard of him.” Wyatt scrutinized the image.

“He was a brutal man.” Monica took one more look at Jack. “I think Trent is going to break him out of prison.”

“What?” Wyatt’s voice cracked like a whip and Jack stirred in his bed.

Monica’s voice was almost inaudible when she added, “I think they want to trade Yolanda for Amir Tarak.”

Wyatt hadn’t known Monica for twenty-four hours, and yet he trusted her and her judgment. Not simply because she was his mate, but because Trent trusted her. Trusted her enough to put his only child into her care. While he went to rescue his wife. By trading a terrorist for the woman he loved.

“How do you know he doesn’t simply plan to rescue Yolanda?” Wyatt leaned into Monica, resisting the temptation to kiss the sensitive skin on her neck. The heat from her body excited him, threatening to overpower his senses, but he had to keep his thoughts straight.

“Because it’s too risky, especially for a man acting alone.” Monica placed her finger under Wyatt’s chin and turned him to face her. “Would you risk my life in a flawed rescue mission, or trade me for a prisoner?”

He gazed into her eyes, lost in the emotions she evoked. “He’s always served his country.”

“I’m not disputing that. But he’s felt loss before. He knows the darkness. And there’s another person he has to consider.” She turned her head, ripping her gaze away as Jack sat up in his bed and yawned. “Hey, buddy, you slept well.”

“Where are we?” Jack’s high, small voice asked as he looked around the cabin.

“Don’t you remember?” Monica got up from the sofa and went to the boy. Trent’s boy. Wyatt understood what Monica meant. Trent would never want to leave a child motherless. Not any child. They might have served their country in the Army, but that was never the whole truth. When they went to war, they went with the knowledge that they were trying to protect innocent lives. And they did their damnedest to do just that.

His heart jolted, and his breath caught in his chest. Trent also knew firsthand what the effect of failure did to a man. If Trent lost his mate would Jack be enough to keep him sane? 

Monica was right. If the only way to rescue Yolanda was to trade her for Amir Tarak, then that’s what he would do. Whatever the risk to his own safety. Because the alternative was too painful.

The time for hiding was gone, now he had to become the man he once was. No. He had to be better than the man he once was. This time he would not fail a friend.


Chapter Five – Monica

After a breakfast of fresh berries and a gloopy porridge, that tasted better than it looked thanks to the wild honey Wyatt added, they collected their gear and set off back down the mountain. Monica watched as Wyatt dampened the fire and packed a backpack with clothes and a toiletry bag. He then secured the cabin and his belongings, packing any perishable food and placing it in his backpack. As they left the cabin, he stopped and turned around to look inside as if he was saying goodbye to his home.

“You okay?” Monica asked as Jack scampered through the trees ahead of them. She kept a watchful eye on the young boy, but she let him roam. When this was over, she wanted Jack to be the same carefree boy, not one who lived in fear for the rest of his life. For that to happen, she couldn’t smother him. Her senses told her there was no one around, and Wyatt had been patrolling the area most of the night. They were safe, for now.

“Yeah. I’m good.” Wyatt looked up at the blue sky above them as the leaves rustled in the wind. “This is my home. I like the peace and quiet. But it’s time to move on.”

“You can come back.”

“Is this where you want to live?” he asked. The question surprised her, and she took a moment to respond. “That’s what I thought.”

“I’m not saying I wouldn’t want to stay here. But not live.” Her brow creased. “This is going to take some getting used to.”

“You mean thinking about another person and their wants and needs?” Wyatt was already getting used to the idea. She sensed it in the way he spoke, and the way he treated her. Which made her nervous. She didn’t feel that same intense attraction that pushed everything else aside. Sure, she liked Wyatt, and she wanted him, but insta-love had passed her by.

We can settle for insta-lust for now, her bear informed her.

“You got it. It’s not like you can flip a switch.” She watched Jack as he chased after a rabbit. “It’s different than being in a squad.”

“I should hope so,” Wyatt laughed, more relaxed this morning. “With a squad, you watch each other’s backs. With a mate...”

“You watch my front?” she asked, refusing to blush as she injected Army humor. His nearness made her feel feminine. Like a woman rather than one of the guys. But she wasn’t ready to take that step. While they worked together, she needed to maintain an emotional distance.

“I’m trying very hard not to watch your front. Or your back.” He held up his hand and made a curved motion. “That part of your anatomy in particular.”

She burst out laughing. “What would my momma say?”

“Did you join the Army right after school?” Wyatt switched the subject, which was probably a good idea with young ears so close by.

“No, not until my late twenties. I trained as a lawyer,” she admitted.

“A lawyer. And you gave that up?” He sounded as if she were crazy, which she probably was. She gave up a good career for a life of danger.

“I did. I decided to enlist and make a real difference.” And she believed she had.

“Why?” Wyatt sure liked asking direct questions.

“I felt fake. Sometimes you just knew a person was guilty, but you still had to argue he was as innocent as the day he was born.” She grinned. “I was so naive.”

“And when you joined the Army?”

“I joined the territorial Army first. I was a reservist. Influenced by my father who was a career soldier. He always wanted me to follow in his footsteps, but that isn’t why I joined up.”

“He must have been proud though.”

“He was. And I’m sure he took the credit, at least behind my back.” She loved her dad, but he was formal and regimented, everything she didn’t want to be. “But he wasn’t the reason. My unit was deployed after a hurricane wreaked havoc along the coast. It was the most alive I’d ever felt; the people were real. The food not so real.”

He laughed. “Yeah, the food.” Wyatt whistled. “Hey, Jack, you need to come back here and stick close, we have to go down a steep trail.”

Jack ran back toward them, his cheeks flushed pink with excitement. “This is the best place in the world.”

“I like to think so.” Wyatt stopped at the head of the trail. “I’ll go first, Jack in the middle, and Monica at the rear.”

“Yes, sir.” Jack saluted Wyatt and then followed him down the trail. His small feet kept slipping and sliding on the small rocks and pebbles, but he persevered and kept going. Monica watched him carefully but kept her other senses alert to their surroundings. As far as she could tell there was no sign of another person on the mountain, but there was no room for complacency. If what she’d found out was true, then there was every chance the men holding Yolanda would stop at nothing to get their hands on Jack, too.

What was better than one hostage? Why two, of course. As if Trent needed any more incentive to do what they asked.

But what if she was wrong? What if this had nothing to do with Trent’s Army career? As the sun rose in the sky and warmed the ground, she went through all other possible scenarios. Trent had left the Army three years ago. Once Jack was born, he’d wanted to be home with him, not stuck halfway across the world. He’d done his time, fulfilled his duty. He’d left to work a desk job in a local government department. Trent once told her he missed the Army but was grateful to go home each night and kiss his wife and put his kid to bed.

Could this be tied to after he left? Could something in his private life have sparked the kidnapping? It didn’t add up. Trent’s family was too important to him. He would never do anything stupid that might put them in danger.

“Are we all okay back there?” Wyatt called over his shoulder. He didn’t look behind, he was walking point and his eyes constantly scanned the terrain for threats.

“We’re okay.” Monica reached out and grabbed Jack as his feet slid from under him. “Nearly at the bottom, buddy.”

“This is fun.” He turned a bright smile on her, and she couldn’t help smiling back.

“I used to love the mountains when I was your age. Not these mountains, another range up in the north. My brothers and I used to spend all summer exploring them, camping out under the stars and roasting marshmallows on a fire.” Her childhood memories revolved around the remote Army base her dad was stationed at. When he was deployed, Monica and her brothers would run wild in the mountains. This mountain range gave her a sense of nostalgia.

“I want to do that,” Jack said. “When Mommy has the baby, I’ll have a brother or sister, too.”

Wyatt slid to a stop and turned to face Jack. “Your mommy is pregnant?”

“Yes. Not very... It’s going to be a Christmas present.” He stopped behind Wyatt. “Do you need to rest?”

Wyatt lifted his eyes to Monica’s. “No, I don’t need a rest.” He turned away and continued walking down the trail, his pace a little faster. The sense of urgency had just gotten ramped up. If the kidnappers found out about the baby, how would they use it against Trent?

Five minutes later they were on level ground, hiking toward the trees in the distance. “This all looks so pretty in daylight.”

“Yeah, you would not have had the full mountain experience in the dark.” Wyatt’s voice had an edge to it that most people wouldn’t notice. But Monica was not most people. She was trained to pick up on the clues people hid in their voices. As a lawyer, a change in tone or language could give so much away.

“Can we come up here again?” Jack asked.

“When this is over,” Wyatt replied.

“You mean when you find Mommy and Daddy?” Jack asked.

“Yes.” Wyatt ducked as he entered the woods. The air under here was cooler, filled with the scent of pine. He walked another ten feet then halted, lifting his hand to warn them. Monica closed the distance between her and Jack, wrapping her arm across his chest to keep him near.

“What is it?” Monica asked quietly. She couldn’t hear anything other than the wind in the trees and the sound of her own heart.

Wyatt turned around, a full 360 degrees, his head tilted to one side. “I thought I heard someone.”

The tension in her body increased and she strained to hear anything that didn’t belong on the mountain. Jack looked up, watching her face, trusting her to keep him safe. Was that a twig cracking?

Wyatt spun around to look in the direction of her car. Was someone waiting for them on the road? Had they found her? Perhaps they had been there all night. The wolf shifter lifted his nose into the air and took a deep breath, then he relaxed. “It’s okay, I know who it is.”

“Who?” Monica hissed. She trusted Wyatt, she had to, but she wasn’t ready to trust everyone who walked into her life.

“The local ranger. Jacob. He’s a good man, you can trust him.” Wyatt struck out toward the road, his pace faster, and they followed. Jack had to jog to keep up.

“Here, buddy, I’ll carry you.” She swung the small boy into her arms, not because he couldn’t keep up with Wyatt, but because if they had to run, she would be ready.

“Are we going back home?” Jack asked hopefully.

“No, Jack. We’re going to find help.” Monica wished she could tell Jack what he wanted to hear. That she could give him what he wanted most in the world, his parents. But she couldn’t. Not now. Possibly not ever.

“I thought we came here to find help, to find Wyatt?” Jack asked, his chin resting on her shoulder.

“We did, and now Wyatt is taking us to find more people who can help us.” She stroked his head. “Maybe there’ll be other children you can play with.”

He lifted his head and smiled. “I miss playing. I miss school.”

“When I was your age, I loved cutting school and going out over the mountains,” Monica confided in him.

“All my friends are in school and we don’t have a mountain.” He looked over her shoulder at the high mountain peaks. “But when I’m a big bear, like Daddy, I’m going to explore all of these mountains.”

“Okay, Jack, we’re nearly on the road. I need you to be ready.” She kept her voice low. Wyatt was about fifteen feet away from them, but he still might be able to hear her whispered plan.

Why are we keeping secrets? her bear asked. We can’t let him walk into danger.

He won’t be in any danger if it’s his friend. But what if his friend isn’t alone? It would be better if we hid in the trees. That way Wyatt will be safe, too.

You mean if it’s an ambush? Her bear didn’t like the idea, but they both knew it was for the best. Wyatt was trained for this type of thing. If there was someone with Jacob, someone who was a stranger to the area, he would be on high alert. When her mate paused for a moment and looked over his shoulder, giving her a brief nod, she knew they were on the same wavelength.

Monica pulled back, putting more distance between them as the trees thinned and Wyatt broke out into the open air. “Hey there, Jacob.”

“Wyatt, what brings you this way?” a voice greeted him.

“I was on my way down to visit the dragons.” Wyatt’s voice sounded relaxed and friendly, no noticeable tension.

“Dragons,” Jack whispered in her ear.

“Maybe it’s like a nickname,” Monica told Jack, who squirmed in her arms.

His eyes went wide. “But what if it’s not?”

She had no answer for him, instead, she put her fingers to her lips and told him to be quiet so she could listen. Wyatt’s voice remained relaxed, his tone even and his words friendly.

“Liam flew this way earlier and saw this car. I was checking that it didn’t belong to a hiker who might have gotten lost in the dark.” Jacob’s voice held no tension. He wasn’t hiding anything.

“It belongs to a friend of mine,” Wyatt said smoothly.

“You had a visitor?” Jacob sounded surprised, confirming Monica’s thoughts that Wyatt spent his life up here alone.

At least we know he doesn’t have any female friends. Her bear’s words made her stop in her tracks. Monica hadn’t given any thought as to whether Wyatt had a girlfriend. Someone to keep him company on the cold winter nights.

“Monica,” Wyatt called her name and she jumped guiltily. “Come and meet Jacob.”

Monica emerged from the trees, holding on tightly to Jack as she held out her hand to the ranger. “Hi there.”

“Good to meet you, I don’t think I’ve ever known Wyatt have a visitor from out of town.”

“I’m a friend of a friend.” Monica smiled easily, she was not going to divulge any more information than she needed to. Not yet. Trust had to be earned.

“I’m Jack.” With a bright, happy voice, Jack held out his hand to Jacob.

“Hello there, Jack.” Jacob chuckled as he shook Jack’s hand. So trusting, the young boy had none of Monica’s tight reserve. It appeared Trent hadn’t taught his son to be afraid of anyone. She only hoped, by the end of this adventure, he was still as innocent.


Chapter Six – Wyatt

“I’ll see you around, Jacob.” Wyatt climbed into the passenger side of Monica’s car, under the bemused gaze of the ranger.

“I’ll see you around,” Jacob repeated back to him.

“Why do I get the feeling that me just being here with you is enough to raise everyone’s suspicion?” Monica asked as she backed the car along the road until it was wide enough to turn around.

“I’ve been a recluse for a long time. A hermit.” He looked at her sideways. But not anymore, he was never going to be alone again, they belonged together. Although he got the idea Monica might take some persuading. She’d come up here to find him and ask for help with Trent’s problems, not to find a mate.

“Great, we’ll be the talk of the town.” She slammed the car into drive and accelerated down the steep narrow road, keeping her speed in check as she navigated the bends.

“Jacob is discreet. He won’t be blabbing about this to anyone. Except maybe his wife, Avery, she’s the local deputy. Although luckily for us, she is on maternity leave.”

“Local deputy? Wow, this is getting worse by the minute.” Monica shook her head and focused on the road. “I wanted to keep this low profile.”

“Take a left at the end of the road.” He pointed toward the road that led to the dragons. As they drove on in silence, Wyatt tried to figure out how he was going to broach this subject with them. They’d had enough trouble tackling a rogue dragon shifter, they might not like him bringing more trouble to their door. And getting his wolf whiskers singed by a rampaging she-dragon like Fiona was not a top priority for him right now. Not when he had a mate to impress.

“I have to admit this is some beautiful scenery.” Monica seemed more relaxed as they drove. The sun had risen higher in the sky and the valley below, with Bear Creek running through it like a silvery snake, sparkled and glittered. The town itself was half hidden behind a small wooded area. Wyatt looked at the scene as if for the first time. He’d never appreciated the beauty of it. When he came here, he wasn’t seeking beauty.

“Once this is over, we could explore it together,” Wyatt offered. It was as if he was awakening from a deep sleep.

“Me, too!” Jack called from the back seat. “I want to paddle in the creek and catch fish. Daddy was going to teach me this summer. Do you think he still will?”

“I’m sure he will if he can.” Monica left her answer noncommittal. She wasn’t sure how this was going to end. In her mind, there was a chance Jack might never see his parents again. He wasn’t going to let that happen.

“Turn left up here, we follow the road around and onto the lower slopes.” Monica followed his instructions, and five minutes later they were coming to a halt in front of the dragon’s lair as he affectionately called it.

Let’s hope they are feeling equally as affectionate, his wolf told him.

“Shall we wait here?” Monica asked, looking through the car windshield at the cabin which had been extended as the family had grown. It nestled into the mountainside, affording the dragons a great deal of privacy.

“No, we’ll all go in. They particularly like children.” Jack would be their secret weapon, Harlan and Fiona had an affinity with children. They would not be able to resist Jack.

“Not to eat, I hope,” Monica said drily.

“No, not to eat. You’ll like them. I promise.” He got out of the car and waited for Monica to get Jack out of his seat before stepping forward, leading them to the front door. But before he had a chance to knock, it opened, and Ruby stood looking at them.

“Wyatt?” Ruby’s gaze swept over Wyatt and settled on Monica and Jack.

“Is that you, Wyatt?” Harlan stood behind his adopted daughter, his curious expression matching Ruby’s.

“Does it look like me?” Wyatt answered in frustration. His reputation for being a loner was going to cause people to gossip.

“Yes. Come in.” Harlan opened the door wide and stood back for Wyatt and Monica to enter. There was a moment when he thought Monica was not going to follow, but then she adjusted Jack in her arms and went inside.

“Thank you.” Monica smiled warmly at Harlan and Ruby.

“Come through to the kitchen,” Ruby said, leading them into the familiar room, which smelled of apple cake and coffee. Real coffee. Ruby was already on it and set a fresh pot of coffee to brew while getting out plates and a plastic container which held the apple cake, her sister Sapphi’s specialty.

“What can we do for you?” Harlan’s voice had a professional edge to it, reminding Wyatt he was a successful and well-respected businessman, even if he did spend most of his time as a house husband these days.

“This is Monica.” Wyatt began with introductions. “And this is Jack.”

“Are you really a dragon?” Jack asked at once.

Harlan chuckled and allowed his dragon to come forth. His eyes glowed green and scales shimmered beneath his skin. “What do you think?”

“Wow!” Jack’s awe was evident. “I’m a bear. At least I will be when I grow up.”

“A bear. There are lots of bears around here. But you don’t come from Bear Creek, do you?” Harlan asked.

“No, we don’t,” Monica cut in before Jack could answer. “We’re from out of town.”

“I guessed that much.” Harlan paused while Ruby poured the coffee and cut the cake.

“I’ll get straight to the point, Harlan. We need your help.” Wyatt brushed off the glare Monica aimed his way.

“Go ahead, tell us what you need.” Harlan sat down at the table and invited them all to sit, too. “Ruby, why don’t you take Jack here through to the living room. Harlan Jr. is watching a cartoon. Do you like cartoons, Jack?”

“I do.” He eyed the cake. “Can I take a piece of cake with me, please?”

“You can, and we’d better give some to Harlan Jr., too.” 

“Come on, let’s go find him.” Ruby took Jack’s hand, but Monica didn’t release him, her arms were still wrapped around his waist as if she didn’t want to let him go.

“He’s safe here,” Wyatt said gently, placing his hand on her arm. Monica met his eyes and he nodded. “I promise.”

“Behave, Jack.” She dropped a kiss on the small boy’s head and then unclasped her arms, releasing him with a sigh.

“We’ll wait for Ruby and then you can tell me what you need.” Harlan took a bite of his cake, sitting there looking as if this was a normal occurrence.

“Thank you,” Monica said quietly.

“It’s not every day Wyatt strolls in here with a woman and child, so I have to assume you are in trouble.”

“They are sharing cake and giggling at a cartoon,” Ruby assured Monica when she came back into the kitchen. “Harlan Jr. is appreciating the older company.”

“He usually has a one-year-old for a friend,” Harlan explained as if they were all getting together for a playdate. “Who wants to start?” He looked from Wyatt to Monica.

Wyatt took the lead. “Monica came to see me last night.”

“With Jack? In the night?” Harlan asked.

“Yes,” Monica said. “Jack’s father asked me to care for him for a few days.”

“He sent her to me. To keep Jack safe,” Wyatt explained.

“What kind of trouble is Jack’s father in?” Harlan asked carefully.

“His wife has been kidnapped.” Wyatt avoided Monica’s glare. “We’re not one hundred percent sure why, but Monica has a theory.”

Monica shook her head at Wyatt. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“Monica?” Harlan asked. “If you want us to help, you need to tell us everything.”

Monica pushed her chair back and got up. “I need some air.”

She left the room, and Wyatt let her go. If she needed time, he’d give her time. She wasn’t going far, not with Jack in the next room. “She has trust issues,” Wyatt said by way of an explanation.

“Is she your mate?” Ruby asked, which earned her a surprised glance from Harlan.

“How do women pick up on these things so easily?” Harlan switched his attention to Wyatt. “Did you know? Is she the reason you were in the mountains?”

“No.” Wyatt looked at the doorway through which his mate had left the room. He should have gone straight after her, because sitting here drinking coffee, even good coffee, was wrong. He needed to be with her. “I’d never met her before last night.”

“But she is your mate?” Ruby pushed for the acknowledgment which he gave with a slight nod of his head.

“And she just walked into your cabin?” Harlan asked.

“No, I found her and Jack on the mountain trail on their way to the cabin. Jack’s father told her to find me.”

“So, he is the common link,” Ruby concluded.

“He is, we both served with him in the Army.” Wyatt had never shared his history with anyone in Bear Creek. “Separately.”

“Do you want to tell us more?” Harlan asked. “I don’t want you to betray Monica’s trust.”

Wyatt pressed his lips together. “I wouldn’t do that.”

“Even if it was what she needed?” Ruby asked.

“No.” He drained his coffee cup. “Let me go and talk to her.”

“Take your time.” Harlan got up from the table. “I’m going to prepare lunch. You’ll stay?”

Wyatt nodded. “Yes, please. We need your help whether Monica is willing to admit it or not. I just need to persuade her to trust other people. I don’t want you to take it personally.”

“We don’t.” Ruby got up and went to check on the boys, while Wyatt went outside to find Monica.

She was pacing up and down like a caged bear. Sensing his approach, she stopped and turned to face him, arms crossed over her chest. “We shouldn’t be here.”

“Why? I trust them.” Wyatt couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t trust his judgment.

“This is out of their depth,” she countered. “Why would we want to put them in danger?”

“Because danger is what they do.” Wyatt closed the distance between them. “Listen, there are other people we can get involved, but Harlan knows what he’s doing. He has been around for a long time.” His emphasis on the words was not lost on Monica.

“Since when are dragons a real thing?” she asked, her ponytail swinging from side to side.

“Since forever.” Wyatt shrugged. “Is that the problem here?”

“No.” Monica turned away, walking toward her car. “I hoped when I found you that we’d know what to do, that we’d be able to handle this together. Or that you’d look after Jack while I went and handled it.”

“You’re going to have to give me something more than that.” Wyatt followed her, and she placed both hands on the roof of the car, leaning over as if she were about to be sick.

“This will destroy Trent’s reputation. The more people who know about it, the less chance of it staying a private matter.”

“But the greater chance of success.” Wyatt rested his hand on her back. “Listen, if the people who kidnapped Yolanda are dangerous, one, or even two, of us are not going to stroll in there and release her. We also have to weigh up what Trent is planning to do.”

“You mean is he going to try to rescue Yolanda or follow their demands?” She stood up and turned to face him. “He’ll go after Tarak.”

“Are you sure? Trent has spent his life bringing down terrorists and ending war. Can you be certain he would free a man like Amir Tarak?” Wyatt wasn’t convinced Trent would help release a terrorist.

“His family means everything to him. And with Yolanda pregnant, he won’t risk her and the baby getting caught in the crossfire of a rescue mission. And like you said, what chance does one man have against those holding Yolanda?” When she looked at him, he saw the heartbreak in her eyes. “Trent always gave me hope. You know when he found his mate and had a child, it showed me that love and family can bring a person back, help them find themselves again.”

“It sounds as if you were as lost as I was.” Wyatt stroked her cheek, and she leaned into his touch, turning her head to touch her lips to his fingers.

“I was. I just didn’t realize it.” She smiled a sorrowful smile. “I can’t tell yet if meeting you means I’m found.”

“I’m here. And maybe once we sort this mess out, we’ll both be able to truly move on.”

“We have to earn it.” She turned away from him again, her hands covering her face. “Working undercover, you learn to keep your secrets, to not ask questions. Opening up is not going to be easy. But I trust you, and you trust these dragons of yours.”

“Yes. I understand it’s difficult, but we must go back inside and tell Harlan everything.”

She nodded as a car drove up the trail toward the house. “Who is this?” She tensed as if expecting it to be a trap.

“Jay. He’s the person we really need on our side.” Wyatt took hold of her hand. “He’ll help. It’s what he does, and he’s been undercover, he’ll understand more than anyone what Trent is going through.” He pulled her toward him. “Trust me.”

Her shoulders slumped forward as she nodded. They had broken through the first of her defenses. But there was still a barrier between them. Bit by bit he would tear it down, no matter the cost.


Chapter Seven – Monica

“Hey there, Wyatt.” Jay got out of his truck and sauntered over to them.

“Jay. This is Monica.” Wyatt made the introductions.

“Hello.” Monica and Jay assessed each other before relaxing.

“Hi, Monica. Harlan called, he said you might need some help.” Jay had an easy manner about him. He was big, broad-chested, the kind of guy you’d want in your corner.

“We do.” Wyatt raised his eyebrow at her and she sighed.

“We do,” she agreed.

Jay’s face cracked a smile. “Ex-Army?”

“Does it show?” Monica asked.

“Sure does. It’s something about standing at attention all the time. I can tell a soldier a mile away.” Jay glanced at Wyatt, but he didn’t answer. They didn’t know anything about Wyatt, he’d lived here for years and no one knew why he’d come here. Yet Wyatt was all too happy to share her reasons for being in Bear Creek with them.

“Let’s go inside.” Wyatt turned on his heel and headed back toward the house. Jay fell into step with Monica. “The old wolf keeps to himself. He never let on that he had friends.”

“He has his reasons,” Monica said, in a low voice.

“And you don’t know those reasons.” Jay was observant, she liked that in a man.

“We met yesterday and have a more pressing issue,” Monica replied. “Anyway, we all have secrets. Don’t you?”

“I used to, and then I found my mate.” He chuckled. “Although she kept the biggest secret from me.”

“What was that?” Monica asked.

“A baby.” Jay entered the house. “I went undercover and when I finally made it back to them, I’d missed most of my son’s first year.”

“Jay, thanks for coming over so quickly,” Harlan got up to meet him and gave him a hug.

“Beats changing diapers.” Jay hugged Harlan. “I am never going to be like you, Harlan.”

“A multi-billionaire?” Ruby asked caustically.

“I hope my kids defend me as easily when they’re all grown up,” Jay said, hugging Ruby. “Kim sends her love and Archie sends a sloppy kiss.”

“Thanks.” Ruby let him go and dodged the raspberry-like kiss Jay tried to plant on her cheek. “Coffee?”

“Yes, please.” Jay sat down at the table. “Shall we?”

Monica sat down next to Wyatt, keeping some distance between herself and Jay. He was too good at reading people, and she was not ready to bare her soul, but she was going to share most of what she knew. Wyatt was right, this was not a job for anyone alone. She studied the people seated around the table. If this was her new squad, she’d better get to know them. Their strengths and weakness. As she looked at Wyatt, she understood that meeting her mate had given her a new strength, but it had also given her a new weakness, one that must never be exploited.

“Let’s start from the beginning,” Harlan directed the conversation. “Who is Jack’s father?”

Wyatt and Monica exchanged glances. They each knew Trent, but she suspected they each knew a different version of the man. “Do you want to go first?” Wyatt asked. “Since this is more pertinent to the reason we’re here.”

“I suppose.” Monica gathered her thoughts. “I met Trent on an undercover mission. We were to pretend we were husband and wife and infiltrate an occupied town. Our job was to find the location of hostages and relay that information to our commanders. They organized a strike and the prisoners were rescued and we were extracted a few weeks later.”

“Is this classified?” Jay asked.

She nodded. “Yes, I can’t give any further details. But I am certain this has no bearing on what is happening now.”

“You and Trent were extracted. Did you work together again?” Wyatt asked.

“No. I was transferred to a desk job since I’d decided to leave the Army. Trent had six months’ leave and then returned undercover. In those six months, we got to know each other as friends. Being the pretend wife of a man, and sharing the kind of pressure we had, it was a natural progression. Although we were never anything more than platonic friends.” Wyatt let out a breath, relief evident on his face. “Even while pretending to be husband and wife,” she added as if it was their business. But she needed Wyatt to know the real truth.

“Was this before Trent met his mate?” Jay asked. “I’m assuming he has a mate if he has a child.”

“Yes, they met after Trent returned from a later mission. Yolanda. A normal everyday woman. Not a shifter. They have one son, Jack.” Monica kept the details brief. “Yolanda was kidnapped three days ago. Trent contacted me the day after, he asked me to take care of Jack. He also gave me precise directions to Wyatt’s cabin and told me I could trust him.” She stared down at her hands, not wanting to share the next nugget of information. “Trent told me to keep out of it. To that extent, he did not tell me what it was.”

“Did he.” Harlan got up from the table and fetched the coffee pot, refilling everyone’s mugs. “So, you came here with Jack.”

“Yes. I figured I had a couple of choices, either do as Trent said and lay low and keep Jack safe, or perhaps leave Jack with Wyatt before tracking down Trent and helping him.” She accepted the fresh coffee from Harlan. “The first choice wasn’t really an option. I’ve faced death alongside Trent, I’m not willing to sit back and let him face this alone.”

“Agreed,” Wyatt chimed in. “I feel the same way. Trent is in trouble, he’s one of our own as far as I’m concerned and I aim to help him.”

“He must mean a lot to you if he’s coaxed you back down off that mountain,” Jay said. “Or maybe that is your mate’s fault.”

“I came down to help you and that dragon of yours, didn’t I? Does that mean we have a thing going, too?” Wyatt asked with a sly wink.

Jay laughed, despite the seriousness of the conversation. “I owe Wyatt my life,” Jay confessed to Monica.

“He never told me that.” This new knowledge set her at ease. If Jay owed Wyatt his life, then they had a bond of their own.

“It was nothing. No more than anyone else would do,” Wyatt replied modestly. He didn’t like being a hero, didn’t like having the spotlight on himself. Monica was learning a lot about these men. When she set off to find Wyatt, she was worried her training might be rusty. Thankfully it had kicked in like a well-oiled machine. She could read their body language and hear the subtle qualities in their voices which told her more than words ever would.

“So, Trent is a good guy.” Harlan sat back and crossed his ankles under the table. “We have to be sure.”

“Yes, he is.” Wyatt’s deep voice was firm, unwavering.

“I figure you two are well trained. A man might be able to fool one of you, but not both,” Jay added. “I’m convinced.”

“Right, now that we’ve established Trent is an honorable man, what do we do?” Harlan asked. “What other information do you have, Monica?”

“After his leave ended, as I said, Trent went back undercover. I didn’t know the details of any of those missions. Except one.” Monica lifted her head and looked each of the people sitting around the table in the eye. “His deployment was classified. But he trusted me. He’d met Yolanda at that point and was worried what would happen to her if he didn’t come back. For any reason.”

“You know where he went and why. In case you needed to go in after him?” Jay’s eyes narrowed, and she inclined her head subtly. “Do we need to know the details?”

She shook her head. “Not the details. All you need to know is he brought down a local regime led by a man named Amir Tarak. “

“Tarak was arrested?” Harlan asked.

“He was arrested and sentenced to life imprisonment for terrorist activities.” Monica had gone to an internet cafe on her journey here and searched online databases to find out where Amir was being held. “He’s in a high-security prison but will be moved in two days’ time.”

“And that’s why you think it’s related to the kidnapping of Yolanda?” Wyatt nodded as it all clicked into place.

“Yes, Trent still has high-security clearance, he could get the information they needed and pass it on. Or they may force him to take action himself.” She rubbed her temples, trying to ward off the tension that would bring a headache in its wake. A headache she couldn’t afford, she had to think straight. Three...no four, lives hung in the balance.

“Making Trent break Tarak out would be the ultimate payback. Even if he gets Yolanda back, he will lose his freedom once it’s discovered he broke a convicted terrorist out of prison.” Wyatt stood up abruptly and paced the kitchen. “We have to stop him.”

“Right.” Jay nodded. “Our first priority is to track Trent. We need to know where he is and what he’s planning. His whereabouts will also tip us off as to his intended target.”

“I agree. My information is purely guesswork.”

“It might be guesswork, but your theory is solid.” Wyatt came back to the table and sat down. “Is there any way to find Yolanda?”

“That is going to be difficult. If we can find Trent, there’s a chance we can locate her through information he has. Phone calls, meeting places. Names of those involved. However, we try to locate her before we make contact with Trent. Between us, we have enough contacts to identify the people behind this.”

“You want to involve others?” Wyatt asked.

“No, we can’t,” Monica insisted.

“I don’t think we have a choice,” Harlan said calmly. “Even with a full team of officers working this case, the chances of it all coming together before Tarak gets moved is slim.”

“We need Liam onboard. I also want to ask Jamie if he has contacts in the Army who might help.” Jay glanced up at Monica. “Do you have anyone you trust, someone discreet who might help? Or you, Wyatt?”

“I have an old friend I could contact,” Wyatt said, “he was in the same squad as us back in the day. I think he remained in the Army and worked his way up the chain of command.”

“Are you sure it’s safe to ask direct questions? What if someone pieces it together?” Monica asked. “Wyatt’s too close. We don’t want this to lead back to Bear Creek.”

“You might be right. Let’s keep Wyatt out of this. Depending on who is involved, if Wyatt suddenly appears back on the scene and begins to ask questions, it might lead them here and our plans will be uncovered. It also puts Jack in danger.” Jay looked at his watch. “I should go, Kim is going out at lunchtime.”

“What can I do?” Ruby asked. She’d sat quietly through the whole conversation, listening, but not speaking.

“Nothing,” Harlan said, smoothing his hand over her head. “Not yet.”

“If there’s anything, let me know.” Her expression was set firm. “I want to be a part of this.”

“I thought you were planning your escape?” Jay asked as he headed for the door.

“I can put it off for a few days.” She glanced at Harlan, who sighed heavily.

“Chasing ghosts can wait, but food can’t. Let’s get lunch ready, Fiona will be here soon, and she’ll want to know everything.” He got up and busied himself in the kitchen.

“Shall we go and check on the boys?” Ruby asked Monica as they all went their separate ways.

“Yes.” With all the talk around the table, she’d forgotten about the little boy in the next room. How easily she’d slipped into being his sole caretaker, and just as easily slipped out of it when there was a job to do. “Where are you going to chase your ghosts?”

Ruby rolled her eyes. “Not ghosts, dragons.”

“Not the answer I was expecting,” Monica admitted.

“A couple of months ago we found out there’s a possibility more dragons might be alive. There is a spell called ancient slumber. The name gives it away.” She smiled wryly. “I want to start exploring the mountains to see if I can find any other dragons.”

“And that was also not the answer I was expecting.” Monica and Ruby entered the living room where the two boys were playing with toy cars.

“It’s kind of a secret, but since you’ve trusted us, I trust you.” Ruby sat down next to Harlan Jr. and began to make car noises. “If there’s any way out of this for Trent, we will find it.”

“Is Daddy coming home?” Jack asked.

“We’re going to do our best,” Monica answered.

“Mommy, too?” Jack’s eyes filled with tears.

“We’re going to do everything we can to make that happen.” Monica wished she could make a promise to the little boy, but she couldn’t. There were too many variables. But she was confident they had a good chance. She was confident she had put her trust in the right people.

Monica only hoped her trust in Trent was not misplaced.


Chapter Eight – Wyatt


“She’s a fine woman,” Jay said as Wyatt walked him out to his truck.

“She is,” Wyatt agreed.

“What do you know about this Trent guy?” Jay asked as he opened the truck door, but didn’t get in.

“He’s had my back during more firefights than I’d like to recall.” Wyatt looked back toward the house, he could sense Monica even though he couldn’t see her. The bond was an incredible thing that he wanted to explore. But Trent was a wedge between them and always would be, unless they resolved the mission and Jack got his parents back.

“That doesn’t answer my question.” Jay wasn’t leaving until he had the information he wanted. “I get the feeling he is also the reason you are living up in the mountains.”

“He’s not the reason. No.” Wyatt looked toward the high peaks of the mountain range. Clouds covered them, hiding them from view.

“But he is involved?” Jay asked, too astute for his own good.

“There was an incident,” Wyatt admitted. “Another soldier...” He didn’t want to pull that memory up out of the deep abyss he’d buried it in. “It’s taken me all this time to get over it, I don’t want to rake over it again. I don’t think it has bearing on this mission.”

“Are you sure?” Jay asked, placing his hand on Wyatt’s shoulder. “We’re assuming this is all about Amir Tarak. Is there a chance it might be rooted in what happened to you?”

Wyatt shook his head. “No. It can’t be.”

“Okay, we work off the information Monica gave us. But if at any time you think there’s the remotest chance it’s wrong, you have to let us know.” Jay turned around and climbed into his truck.

“I will. And thank you,” Wyatt said. “I know Monica wants to handle it herself. But if anything ever happened to her…”

“I understand. You have to protect the ones you love.” Jay started the engine and pulled the door shut. Resting an arm on the rolled down window, he said, “I enjoy the work. Until Guy and I get Bear Creek Bodyguards up and running, I’m rattling around the house trying to find more jobs to do, when the house is already finished.”

“Soon you’ll have a new baby, too,” Wyatt reminded him.

“More diapers.” Jay rolled his eyes. “Honestly, I’m just happy to be there for Kim.” He lifted his hand and waved goodbye as he steered the truck down the trail leading to the road. Wyatt stood for a few minutes watching him go, then he turned around and walked back to the house.

They needed to figure out where they were going to stay for the next few nights. Walking up and down the mountain with Jack was not ideal, but Wyatt already missed the quiet and solitude of his mountain cabin. Maybe he was wrong to think he was ready to come back down. Or maybe it was because today had focused on dredging up the past, a past he had come here to forget.

“Are you okay?” Monica’s voice came from the front porch where she sat nursing a mug of coffee. “I brought one out for you.”

“Thanks. Where’s Jack?” Wyatt sat down next to her on a porch swing. He’d seen Fiona and Harlan sitting here before, Harlan with his arms wrapped around his mate. Never did Wyatt expect to be seated in the same spot with his woman.

“He is inside playing with his new friend. They are playing cars. It’s good to see him happy. At least for a little while, he can forget all about this.” Monica cast a sidelong glance his way. “So? You didn’t answer the question.”

“I’m okay. Worried about Trent and Yolanda. I can’t imagine what she’s going through.”

“She’s tough,” Monica told him. “She’s had to be. Trent wasn’t exactly the best mate material when he came back.”

“Are you worried people might say the same about me?” Wyatt asked. He’d always been something of an oddity to the people of Bear Creek. Even those like Jacob who came out of their way to visit him and bring him coffee and other luxuries.

“I don’t usually make decisions based on what other people say. I like to make up my own mind.” She gave him a reassuring nudge. “And fate brought us together, so I must be able to handle you.”

He chuckled. “You make me sound like a prize steer.”

“I could rope and tie you if you insist,” she offered, making light of the conversation. Then her expression clouded. “Listen, we have the rest of our lives to figure us out. But we only have forty-eight hours to figure this mission out and help Trent.”

“We set us aside and focus on them.” He nodded toward the door where the sound of Jack laughing reached them.

“I agree. Then we figure out how compatible we are, and where the hell we’re going to live.” She leaned forward and rested her elbow on her knee, rubbing her face. “I’m out of practice at all this. I’ve spent the last four years traveling the world, protecting businesswomen and movie stars. I thought I’d kept myself fit but that hike over the mountains told me otherwise.”

“Come on, let’s go help with lunch, afterward you can take an afternoon nap.” Wyatt stood up and offered her his hand.

“I’m not a child, nor am I too old to lift my ass off this bench.” She stood up, cocking her head to one side

“Pity, my wolf likes nothing better than an afternoon nap in the sun. We have several favorite spots on the mountain.” He headed toward the door.

“Didn’t you miss people? When you took yourself up to that cabin, didn’t you miss the people you served with?” Monica asked the question he was not ready to answer. Not because she might like his answer, but because he wasn’t sure what that answer was. “Yes. And no. I don’t mean to be cryptic, but as much as I missed my fellow soldiers, I also needed to be alone. I didn’t want anyone else relying on me.”

“Anyone else?” Monica pressed for more information than he wanted to give.

“Something happened. You said yourself you thought Trent was affected by something that happened in his past. We each dealt with it in our own way. I removed myself from the world, but Trent, he hid from himself. He went undercover and pretended to be someone else so he didn’t have to look at himself in the mirror.”

“He was good at it,” Monica told him. “Really good. It was as if he morphed into the man he was pretending to be. That made it easier for me. I never felt as if I was dealing with two different people. And I trusted him with my life.”

“I trusted him, too. Which is why I will do what it takes to get his family back together again,” Wyatt promised.

“Maybe that’s the reason I’m here, the reason fate stuck us together at this precise moment.”

“And what is that?” Wyatt asked. “Just for curiosities sake.”

“Because we’re both going to make sure the other doesn’t do something stupid for a man we both love and admire.” They shared a moment of understanding. She was right, having a mate gave him a broader outlook on life. She gave him something to live for.

“Maybe we’re also greater than the sum of our parts. Together we might get ourselves and Trent out of this.” He grinned. “With a little help from our friends.”

“Your friends,” she corrected him.

“Nope, they are your friends too now. Like it or not you are the mate of the odd man who lives on the mountain.” He slipped his arm around her shoulders. “You’ll get used to it.”

“Or you’ll learn to change. I’m good at molding men into shape. For the last year, before I left the Army, I used to train raw recruits.” She flexed her hands. “I have a very firm touch.”

“Damn it, you are a tease.” He stopped and turned her to face him. “Are we good?”

“Too early to tell.” She arched an eyebrow.

“You know what I mean. I have your back, you have mine. We can trust each other no matter what. Because this could get ugly.” He leaned forward and rested his forehead against hers. “It could get very ugly.”

“We’re professionals, Wyatt. No matter what. No matter our feelings toward each other and toward Trent and his family, we have to do the right thing.” Her words were sobering.

“You mean if we have a choice between ensuring Amir Tarak stays in custody or saving Yolanda, we have to do what we were trained to do?” Wyatt was beginning to remember why he had gone up that mountain. “Life and death is in our hands.” He held his hands up as if they were weighing scales.

“I don’t like it either, and I am open to all suggestions. But if Trent frees Tarak, more people will get hurt and Trent will go to jail.”

“And if we don’t, Yolanda might be murdered.”

“Those are our stakes.” Monica stopped on the threshold of the cabin. “There has to be a way to work it out. But we might not have a choice. We have so little time to locate either Trent or Yolanda.”

She turned at the sound of another vehicle approaching. “It’s Liam,” Wyatt told her.

“This is the worst-kept secret in the world,” Monica said bluntly.


Chapter Nine – Monica

“Hey there, “Liam said as he got out of the car. “I have some equipment that might be of use.” He went around the back of the police truck and opened the trunk.

“What is it?” Wyatt asked as he carried a box across to the house.

“I heard you had a missing person to find.” Liam tapped the box. “This can triangulate the position of your missing person. All you need is to call their cell phone.”

“This is Liam,” Wyatt introduced the man who wore a police uniform. Did they really want the police involved?

“Hi, Liam, I’m Monica.” She was certain Liam had already been informed who she was.

“Hi there. I’m here to help in an off-duty capacity,” he reassured her.

“Are you a mind reader?” she asked, grateful this wasn’t about to become an official police matter.

“Nope, but I’ve worked enough jobs to know when discretion is needed.” He pointed to the house. “Shall we?”

“After you.” Monica stood back and let him enter. “I appreciate your help.”

“You’re welcome.” Liam went inside. He was tall, but not as broad-chested as the bear shifters she’d encountered. Maybe he was a wolf shifter like Wyatt. She leaned forward and sniffed the air. Nope, he didn’t smell the same.

“How are you enjoying your job as a deputy?” Wyatt asked as they filed inside.

“I’m enjoying it. For now. But I’ll be ready to hang up my badge again once Avery goes back to work after her maternity leave,” Liam admitted.

“Liam is covering for Avery,” Wyatt told Monica.

“That’s Jacob’s wife, right? She’s on maternity leave. I remember.” So far Monica had kept track of the ever-growing number of people involved in their secret mission.

“It is.” Liam set the box down on the kitchen table. “Hi, Harlan, we’re going to try tracing Trent’s phone.”

“It sounds as if you are up to speed with everything.” She smiled as she eyed Harlan, who avoided her gaze.

“This looks interesting,” Harlan said evasively, as another car pulled into the driveway. “Fiona’s home. Let’s wait for her to come in and fill her in on everything before we give this a try.”

Great, soon they might as well tell the whole town what was happening. But as Fiona walked into the kitchen, her air of authority told Monica this was one lady they wanted on their side. If she wasn’t mistaken, the dragon queen had arrived. And she looked fierce.

“All the excitement happens when I’m at work,” Fiona said as she set her briefcase down on the counter and cast her steely gaze around the kitchen. Her eyes settled on Monica, who stepped forward, a smile on her face. “You must be Monica.”

“I am, it’s good to meet you.” Monica offered Fiona her hand. “Or we could hug.”

Fiona slipped her hand into Monica’s, giving it a firm grasp and a light shake. “I don’t hug if I can avoid it, and I never do that kiss thing.”

Monica liked Fiona instantly. “I promise, no air kisses.” As a personal bodyguard, Monica was well versed in social etiquette of the rich and famous. Which she preferred to observe, rather than practice.

“Good, then you can stay.” Fiona let go of Monica’s hand and turned her attention back to Liam. “I presume there’s a reason you have a box on my kitchen table?”

“Yes, we’re attempting to trace Trent’s cell phone.” Liam switched his attention to Monica. “I’m assuming you have his number?”

“I do. Although he asked me not to call him.” Monica took her phone from her pocket and unlocked it, scrolling through until she found Trent’s number. “I assume for the exact same reason as you want to call him.”

“You’re worried someone might trace the call to Jack.” Fiona nodded. “That is a good point.”

“Are you sure they are even looking for Jack?” Harlan asked.

“We don’t know.” Monica shrugged. “The handover was very quick, Trent didn’t elaborate. He asked me to keep his son safe and left. He did not say if there was a direct threat to Jack, or not.”

“We have to respect his wishes and keep him safe. For that reason, we don’t use Monica’s cell phone. Instead, we use a throwaway.” Liam pulled one out of his pocket. “It could be traced back here, although not easily.”

“It’s worth the risk,” Monica said. “If that’s okay with you?” She looked at Fiona and Harlan.

“Or we could fly over to the other side of the mountains,” Liam suggested.

“In daylight?” Monica asked.

“I can do it, I’m an eagle.” An eagle shifter, Monica hadn’t met a bird shifter before. Before today, she would have been impressed, but next to dragon shifters… Liam opened the box. “I can take the phone and call him.”

“Do it here.” Fiona’s voice was firm. “There are enough of us here to defend Jack or fly away with him if we need to. And if anyone does come for him, then at least it flushes them out.”

“I agree,” Harlan said. “Do it, Liam.”

“I’ll do it,” Fiona responded. “I can make up a reason for calling. I’m good at thinking on my feet.”

“So, what’s in the box?” Wyatt asked, crowding in around the table. “I’m out of touch with all this technology.”

“You should have come down off that mountain more often,” Fiona told him bluntly.

“I’m here now which is all that matters,” Wyatt replied easily.

Liam opened the box, which held a laptop. He switched it on and logged in his credentials, before opening a program that showed a map of the country. “Okay, let’s get started.” After a few adjustments, he nodded to Fiona, who pressed dial and held the cell phone to her ear.

“It’s ringing,” she said as they all waited for the call to be answered. Her eyes searched the room but became focused as the call was connected. “Hello, is this Mr. Flattery?”

“No,” came the answer. Liam clicked a button and began triangulating the phone’s whereabouts.

“Oh, I’m sorry, I’m looking for Simon Flattery. He was due to come into my office today.”

“You have the wrong number, lady.” Trent’s unmistakable voice filtered down the phone.

“And you’re sure he’s not there? Let me grab his number and...”

“This is not his phone.”

“Please don’t hang up.” Fiona’s voice changed to that of an emotionally stressed older woman. “If you could just indulge me for a moment. I’m new at this, and if I screw up I’m going to be looking for a new job before I get my first paycheck.”

Trent sounded tired as he answered. “You have twenty seconds.”

“Thank you so much.” Fiona pulled back and looked at the computer screen as the map moved and then homed in on a smaller area. “Here we are.” Liam gave her a thumbs up. “Oh, I see where I went wrong, thank you.” She ended the call.

“Not what I’d have gone with,” Liam told her. “But it worked.”

“Of course, it did. Trent is a soldier, how could he not help an old lady?” She looked pleased with herself. “Now, do you know where he is? I’d like to have lunch.”

“He is here, just outside Reaminster.” Jacob pointed to the map. “I couldn’t narrow it down to more than a quarter-mile radius.”

“So, what now?” Wyatt asked.

“We don’t know if he’s moving. But what we do know is he is close to where Tarak is being held.” Monica pointed to a section of the map. “Here. This is where Tarak is at present, and he’s being transported to Malt Lake Prison, here.”

“We should drive to Reaminster and see if we can locate him. Liam, can you call Trent again later, when we’re there?” Wyatt asked, bristling with nervous energy.

“Slow down, let’s think this through,” Harlan replied.

“Can we talk about it over lunch?” Fiona asked. “I’m due back in the office this afternoon.”

“Sure, I’ve made plenty of pizza and salad. Ruby,” Harlan called. “Can you bring the boys to the table?”

“Sure.” Ruby left the kitchen and returned shepherding the two boys in front of her. “Here we are. Wow, this is a houseful.”

“That reminds me, we need to figure out where we’re staying.” Monica helped Jack into his chair. “There we go, buddy. Harlan made pizza. You also need to eat some veggies, so there’s salad here, too.”

“You can stay here,” Fiona suggested. “It makes the most sense. For Jack.” She gave Monica a knowing look, meaning Jack was safer here, and she was right.

“I don’t want to impose any more than we have already.” Monica bit into her pizza. It was delicious, the crust was thick and filling, with a tasty topping of tomato sauce and mozzarella. “This is good.”

“You are under our protection,” Harlan said firmly. “Until this is resolved, we will be here for you.”

“Thanks.” Despite her earlier reservations about sharing the information, it was good to be part of a team who were willing to work together to get Trent out of trouble and Yolanda back home with her family.

“You can use Sapphi’s old room. Jack can either sleep in with you, or he can bunk with Harlan Jr.” Fiona waved her knife around as she spoke.

“Bunk with me,” Harlan Jr.’s face lit up.

“Can I?” Jack asked Monica.

“Sure, you can,” Monica answered. “Can I leave Jack here with you while I drive to Reaminster?” She didn’t like to keep asking for favors, but the sooner this was resolved, the sooner they would be out of the dragons’ house.

“While we drive to Reaminster,” Wyatt reminded her.

“Are you sure you are ready for a long road trip?” Monica asked.

Liam laughed as he took another piece of pizza. “Wyatt was involved in a job a few weeks ago. He’s not going to explode if he gets ten miles away from Bear Creek.”

“Thanks for the vote of support,” Wyatt replied drily.

“That’s okay, I thought I would tag along, too. I’m not on duty until tomorrow afternoon, and I’m sure Beverly won’t object to an evening without me. We can take the equipment and call Trent again. Once we triangulate his location, I can fly to him before he has a chance to move.”

“We have a plan,” Harlan said with relief.

“A start of a plan,” Monica added. She glanced at Jack, who had been listening to them speak, and decided not to add her next thought. Finding Trent was the beginning, but this would only end when they found Yolanda and brought her home safe. But if Trent didn’t know where his wife was, and it was doubtful her kidnappers would have divulged that information, then Monica had no idea how they could track Yolanda. Unless she had her phone with her. But what kind of kidnappers let their victim keep a phone, and if she did, why hadn’t she called for help?

“We’ll find him,” Wyatt reassured her, his hand covering hers. As she looked at the other people at the table, despite her own doubts, their expressions said the same thing. They could do this.

Monica allowed herself a glimmer of hope—because the alternative didn’t bear thinking about.


Chapter Ten – Wyatt

After they ate, Monica settled Jack into Harlan Jr.’s room while Wyatt helped Harlan clean up and wash the dishes. Wyatt had lived in his low-tech cabin for so long, that even hot running water seemed like an extravagance. But he could get used to it, along with the food. And real coffee whenever he wanted it.

“You’ll OD on that stuff,” Harlan warned as Wyatt poured himself another cup.

“I’ll be bouncing off the sides of the car,” Wyatt admitted as the caffeine buzz hit him. “But it’s too good not to.”

“Okay, Jack is settled. I’ve left his backpack in the room. Are we ready to leave?” Monica asked as she returned to the kitchen.

“I’ve got some food for you to take.” Harlan opened the fridge and took out freshly made sandwiches and placed them in a container. “It’s not much, but it’ll keep you going.”

The sound of Liam’s truck pulling up in front of the house signaled it was time for them to leave. “Look after Jack.”

“We will,” Harlan assured her. “If Fiona has one flaw, it’s her love for children, she will protect him with her life. But it won’t come to that. If we need to we’ll take the boys and run. Or fly.”

“You know, if anyone told me I would meet a dragon shifter or three, I’d never have believed them. I certainly wouldn’t have believed they would be so friendly.” Monica kissed Harlan on the cheek. “Don’t tell Fiona.”

“Your secret is safe with me.” Harlan hugged her close. “Go find your man. Don’t worry about Jack.”

“We should be back sometime tonight or in the early hours of the morning,” Wyatt told him. “If all goes to plan.”

“But we’ll call when we get there,” Monica promised. “And as soon as we know what’s happening.”

“Stay safe, and please bring Liam back in one piece, his mate will skin my dragon hide if anything happens to him.” Harlan followed them to the door, where they were joined by Ruby.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Ruby asked.

“I think we can handle it.” Monica stood on the porch, looking back into the house. “Look after Jack, that’s the thing we need you to do. For now.”

“We will.” Ruby leaned against Harlan and he put his arm around his daughter. They were a strong family unit, reminding Wyatt of his Army days. His squad was tough, they knew they could rely on each other. So, what had happened?

“Are you good to go?” Monica asked him.

He swung his head around to look at her. “Yes. Don’t worry, we’ll be back before you know it.”

“I know.” She hitched her backpack onto her shoulder. “Let’s hit the road.”

They walked across to Liam who sat in his truck waiting. Taking his truck was the smart thing to do since no one would be looking for it. There was a chance that whoever was behind the kidnapping knew that Trent had handed Jack over to Monica and might be looking for her car.

“I think I should have a disguise, too,” Monica said as Liam backed the truck around and drove off toward the road, his hand stuck out the window as he waved to Harlan and Ruby.

“We could always pick up a pair of glasses and a mustache,” Liam told her with a grin.

“How did you survive undercover?” Monica asked him curtly.

“With my wit and charm,” he answered easily.

Wyatt sank down in his seat and closed his eyes, this was going to be a long journey, and none of them had any idea what they would meet when they got there. They’d assumed Trent would be alone, but he might be with some of the kidnappers. It made sense for them to keep a close eye on him, and maybe give him instructions as to how to free Tarak. If so, he was going to need all his strength.

However, it was impossible to rest. His newfound mate troubled his thoughts. If there was danger ahead, he would rather she was back with the dragons, nice and safe. However, if he told her his fears, she would surely bite his head off with her big, strong bear jaws. That didn’t change the fact that he wanted to protect her from danger.

She was a soldier, she’s capable of taking care of herself, his wolf told him firmly. How would you like it if she offered to look after you?

Not one bit, Wyatt replied.

Then do her the same courtesy. She’s strong and smart and could probably kick your ass if she wanted to.

Wyatt chuckled and opened his eyes to be met with the watchful stare of Monica. “Sleeping on the job?”

“I was resting my eyes.” He sat up and got himself comfortable.

“Well, rest them on this map.” She handed him a copy of the area the signal had originated from. “We could stick a pin in it and guess where Trent might be, but I thought we could try to make a more educated guess.”

Wyatt focused on the buildings. “These are stores. He might have a room above one of them.”

“At short notice?” Monica asked, and took her phone out of her pocket. “But if the store was empty, and the room above was empty, too...”

He stared at the map, while she scrolled through her phone. The route they would use to move Tarak was marked on the map. None of the stores directly overlooked the street he would pass along, but there were several alleyways they could disappear down like rats in a sewer. It made more sense than trying to break him out in open territory. But the town would soon go on lockdown.

They would need a way out.

“Subway tunnels.” Wyatt jabbed his finger at the map.

“I have something better. The town of Reaminster is old, they used to trade in pottery, and use the river to move the goods.” Monica took the map from him and looked at it closely. “Here. This building is empty and has direct access to the waterway.”

Liam glanced across at them. “This sounds promising, maybe I won’t have to go eagle after all.”

“Maybe not.” Monica folded the map away. “But it’s always good to have a backup plan.”

They drove on, the miles slowly disappearing as the afternoon wore on. They stopped for gas and dinner at a roadside diner and then drove into the gathering dusk. It was eight o’clock by the time they reached the outskirts of Reaminster. Without stopping, Liam steered the truck toward the building with access to the canal. A shiver of apprehension passed through Wyatt. This was all like some dream. Or nightmare.

He’d just met his mate and yet here he was on a dangerous mission with her. They should be out dining together on a date.

You mean you could serve her up a nice plateful of berries from the woods, his wolf said.

I was thinking more of rabbit stew, Wyatt replied as Liam parked the truck and switched off the engine.

“This is it, we walk from here.” Liam pocketed the keys and opened the driver’s door. “Or fly.”

Wyatt opened the truck door and they got out. His legs ached from sitting still for so long. “I am not used to road trips.”

“Do you want me to try the phone again?” Liam asked.

“No, Trent might become suspicious.” Monica patted her pocket where she’d stashed the map. “Let’s check out the empty building. Look for any sign that someone’s been in there recently.”

“Once inside, I’m going wolf,” Wyatt told her. “My senses are a lot keener.”

“It’s risky,” Monica said.

“Not as risky as a bear. And my senses are much better than a bird’s. No offense, Liam.” Wyatt shrugged at Liam.

“None taken, although that is debatable. My hearing is pretty good and so is my eyesight.”

“Okay, while you two have a pissing contest, Trent might leave the area.” Monica’s no-nonsense voice made the two men stop talking. With a nod, they walked toward the boarded-up building. Nothing said abandoned like nailed-up windows.

“This way,” Liam said and beckoned them toward a doorway. The wooden door had been braced from the inside, but now hung ajar. The eagle shifter slipped in through the door, and Wyatt followed, while Monica brought up the rear. Once inside they stood still, each one listening for any sign of movement. “Nothing.”

Wyatt lifted his head and sniffed the air. “I’m going wolf.” He shifted in mid-air and loped off toward the center of the room, head down, searching for Trent’s scent amongst the garbage strewn across the floor.

“Anything?” Monica asked as she followed him across the room. He shook his head and returned to the task of sifting through the scents that littered the large room. Rotten food, urine, both human and cat. His wolf wrinkled his nose in disgust. Urgh, cats. Something else. His wolf focused on a door toward the back of the empty storeroom. A light breeze in the room beyond, most likely from a broken window, brought a scent to him. Human. Trent.

He scratched the door with his front paw and whined at Monica who was by his side in an instant. “In here?” She tried the handle of the door, but it was locked. “Step back.”

“Do you want me to do it?” Liam asked as he joined them.

Monica shook her head, lifted her foot and slammed it into the door where the door catch met the door frame. It splintered, and the door opened inward. They rushed through, his wolf, head down, picked up the scent and ran toward stairs leading upwards. He was here, the scent was fresh. A rush of excitement filled him as he chased down his quarry.

He is our friend, Wyatt reminded his wolf.

I don’t want him to get away, his wolf replied. We have him cornered. If he runs, we might not be able to track him. I can’t exactly run along the road like this, can I?

His wolf had a point. They rushed on with Liam and Monica close behind. As they reached the top of the stairs, he slid to a stop. There were several rooms leading off the landing. Which one?

A sound from a room to the left alerted him to movement and he raced forward. Strong legs powering him, his shoulder slammed into the door and it swung open, to reveal...a pigeon.

Dammit! They circled the room, only a faint scent of Trent met his nostrils. He’d been in here, but had gone.

Monica and Liam had already turned around and were going to each room systematically, swinging the doors open and looking inside before moving on to the next one. Wyatt joined them, but he followed the scent trail, leading to the last door. There he stopped. This was it.

He nudged the door open with his nose and peered inside. There was Trent, looking pale and tired, his hand trembling as he held out a gun. “Don’t come any closer.”

His wolf whined and took a step further into the room. Trent wouldn’t shoot them, he didn’t have it in him. “Wyatt?” His wolf closed the distance between them and rested his head on Trent’s thigh. “What the hell are you doing here? I asked Monica to find you, so you could help keep Jack safe.

“Jack is only going to be safe if his daddy comes home to him,” Monica said from the doorway.

“Monica...you didn’t bring Jack here?” Fear fractured his voice and he took a shuddering breath. “I need to know he’s safe.”

“He’s safe,” Monica assured him. “We didn’t bring him.”

Trent looked down at the wolf at his side and stroked his head. “I’ve missed you, Wyatt.”

Wyatt stayed where he was, Trent needed the comfort of his soft fur and the strength from his sharp claws and teeth. They had faced many battles together, this one was no different.

We are here for you, his wolf said silently to his friend.

Just as he would always be there for his mate. No matter what life threw at them. They were family.


Chapter Eleven – Monica

“Are we safe here?” Monica asked as Liam entered the room behind her.

Trent nodded. “For now.” He put the gun back in the holster at his hip. “They gave me this. It doesn’t feel right though. Guns don’t belong here.”

“These men don’t belong here, either,” Monica reminded him. “But sometimes you have to deal with crap that doesn’t belong.”

“I’ve missed you.” Trent stood up and wrapped his arms around her, hugging her close.

“We’re here to help.” Monica hugged him back. His body trembled in her arms, he was a man on the verge of a breakdown. After all he had seen, all he had done in the service of his country, it was his family that would break him.

Family is weakness. Isn’t that what her father once told her?

He also taught us family is strength, her bear reminded her.

He was right. They were the people who gave you strength to tackle whatever life threw your way, but they could also cut you down and wound you with words.

“Come on, I don’t know how much time we have.” Behind Trent, Wyatt had shifted back to his human form, a look bordering on jealousy in his eyes. “We need to know exactly what is going on here.”

“What’s going on?” Trent asked bitterly. “What’s going on is some piece of lowlife scum kidnapped my wife and the only way I’m going to get her back is if I free a terrorist who will likely go out and murder other women and children.”

“Not if we can help it,” Liam said, coming to join them now that their hellos were over.

“Who are you?” Trent asked suspiciously.

“He’s a good guy, he helped us track you.” Wyatt was evasive with the details, not even giving Liam’s full name. Monica glanced at Wyatt quickly. Did he fear Trent had been compromised? No, but he might be in the near future. The less Trent knew, the better.

Monica closed her mind to that train of thought. There was no use worrying what might be, it only messed with your head and influenced decisions. Decisions that were tough, even for the strongest of soldiers.

“Trent, what can you tell us about the people who are holding Yolanda?” Wyatt steered the conversation back to where it needed to be.

“Nothing. They came to the house three days ago while I was out. They must have been watching because I’d only gone to the local store for milk.” He raked a hand through his hair, which was no longer cut in a military style. “I got a phone call telling me they had her as I walked home. They told me they would be in touch.”

“Where was Jack at that time?” Wyatt asked.

“On a play date at the local park. When I got home and found Yolanda gone, I ran there to check that he was okay. He was playing on the swings...” A sob escaped him. “The relief of finding him there.” He took a deep, shuddering breath. “I picked him up and took him home, grabbed his backpack and drove to Monica’s place.”

Monica nodded. This was the same story Trent had told her and she had no reason to believe it wasn’t the truth. “Trent told me to find Wyatt and gave me exact instructions how to find him.”

“I also told you not to try to find me.” The edge in Trent’s voice cut her.

“I haven’t betrayed you. You asked me to keep Jack safe, and to do that we need to figure out a way out of this for Jack, you and Yolanda.”

“Impossible.”

“Nothing is impossible, you taught me that,” Wyatt replied. “We need to get our heads together and figure this out. Work through it just like any other mission.”

“But it isn’t any other mission, this is my son and my pregnant wife we’re talking about.” Trent got up and paced the room. “I don’t know where she is. And there is no time.”

“Because in thirty-six hours they move Amir Tarak?” Monica asked.

“I should have known you would figure it out,” Trent replied.

“Isn’t that why you came to me?” Monica went to him and took hold of his arm. “You wanted us to help you.”

“No.” He shook his head. “I wanted you to keep Jack safe.” He didn’t meet her eyes, he was lying, but didn’t want to admit it. Still the same Trent, thinking he had to battle the world alone. Whatever happened to him and Wyatt had cut them deep and changed them in a way she couldn’t understand. But she would, and save them both, just as they had saved others throughout their Army careers.

“Well, we’re here now and we are not leaving until we have everything we need.” Monica folded her arms across her chest. “So spill.”

“Just you being here could be enough to get Yolanda killed,” Trent told her defensively.

“The faster you talk, the faster we’re out of here.” Wyatt joined her while Liam walked over to the dirty windows and looked outside.

“I told you everything I know. I was walking home, my phone rang, when I answered it a man told me he had Yolanda. He told me to drive to Reaminster and await instructions. When I got here, I received another call.” He sighed, closing his eyes as he dredged up the details. “He told me to come here, there would be a gift for me.” He gave a short laugh. “You know, I drove here thinking I was going to find a box with a part of Yolanda in it. A finger, an ear.”

Trent bit down on his knuckle and sobbed. “It’s okay.” Monica rubbed his back as if he were a child. “What was in the box?”

“This gun, some explosives and a route map. The next phone call gave me the target and told me I sure as hell better get my hands on Amir Tarak or my wife would die.” Trent kept his voice level, his professionalism kicking in at last. “There was also a detailed map of an escape route through this building. There’s a passageway that leads down to the river, where a boat is moored. The keys were also in the box.”

“Did you recognize the voice?” Liam asked from across the room.

“No. I have no idea who it is. He had an accent. Middle East if I had to guess, but he tried to disguise it.” Trent paused. “I tried to get a trace on the phone on the third call, but it’s a burner.

“Do you have a plan?” Liam asked. “For how you’re going to free Amir Tarak?”

Trent sighed and cast an appraising look over Liam. “I do.”

“I suggest you go through the motions of setting up your rescue mission while we try to locate Yolanda.” Liam left the window and came to join them. “Do you have any idea of where they might be holding her?”

“None. She doesn’t answer her phone. It’s probably dead by now.” He choked on the word. “Or they threw it away.”

“Okay. When they call do you hear anything in the background, anything that might give us a clue?” Liam pressed for information, but Trent’s expression told them he had none.

“Don’t you think I’ve been over this a thousand times? I sit here looking out of this window, replaying it all in my head. The first call it sounded as if they were in a vehicle driving along a highway. Any highway. It doesn’t tell me if they went north or south, east or west. The second call, there was nothing.” He shook his head. “He wouldn’t even let me talk to her. I was going to ask for proof of life. But…”

“We have to believe she’s alive,” Monica said gently. “You need to ask for proof before you hand over Amir Tarak.”

“If I get him out.” Trent shook his head. “It’s wrong, I know it’s wrong.”

“It is,” Monica agreed. “But it’s also right.”

“What does that mean?” Trent asked in frustration.

“Give us until the time they move Tarak to figure out where Yolanda is and rescue her. If not, we’ll meet back here and follow you.” She glanced at Liam, who nodded. “Ask to see Yolanda before the exchange and then we’ll take them down.”

“You make it sound so simple.” Trent sounded hopeful, his voice laced with gratitude. “Maybe I did come to you for help.”

“We were a team once,” Monica said.

“And so were we.” Wyatt slapped Trent on the back. “Whatever happens, we are always there for each other.”

“Right, we should go,” Liam told them, heading for the door. “The longer we are here the higher the chance we might be seen.”

“Take care of yourself,” Monica hugged Trent tightly. “You have a boy who loves you and who you should be proud of.”

Trent nodded. “I’m unbelievably proud.”

“Take care of yourself, we’ll be in touch.” Wyatt hugged him. “We’ll call with a throwaway phone. We’ll call once with three rings and then call again. That way you’ll know it’s us.”

“Thank you,” Trent watched them go. “Give Jack a hug from me and tell him I’ll see him soon.”

“I will,” Monica said, and she meant it. She was going to reunite them, this was not an empty promise.

They left the building the same way they had entered. Liam shifted into his eagle and flew out first, while Monica and Wyatt hung back, waiting for his signal. He returned, shifted back to his human form and shrugged. “I can’t see anyone, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t out there.”

“Maybe they’ll think we’re doing a drug deal,” Wyatt suggested.

“They might not even be out here.” Liam pulled his hood up as they walked to his truck. “But it wouldn’t hurt for them to think we’re here for another reason.”

“Would they care if they saw us? They have what Trent wants, they know he won’t call the police. And if he did, they risk being picked up on CCTV and identified. My guess is they’re leaving him well alone.” Monica looked up at the buildings all around them. “Or they could be up there watching.”

“Yolanda might be close by and we would never know.” Liam unlocked the truck and yanked the door open.

“We need to study any footage from the surveillance cameras around Trent’s house. It might give us a clue.” Monica climbed into the truck and slid along the seat toward Liam. Wyatt got in beside Monica and put his seatbelt on. As Liam started the engine and pulled out into traffic, heading home, she pressed her thigh against his. The warmth of his flesh comforted her.

“That gives me an idea,” Liam said after a few moments.

“What does?” Wyatt asked.

“CCTV. Whoever brought that box here should show up on CCTV. When we get back to Bear Creek I’ll see if I can call in a favor and get someone to look at the footage of these roads, or the river. We might see who brought the boat here.” He pulled the truck to the side of the road and hopped out. “Stay here, I’m going to take a look.”

Liam ran across the road and went between two buildings. Seconds later a big eagle flew into the air, heading toward the river a hundred feet away. Swooping down, he skimmed the water and disappeared from view.

“He looked tired,” Wyatt said. “He’s aged these last few years.”

“Are you going to tell me what happened?” Monica asked, half turning to Wyatt. “It must have been real bad for you both to run away.”

Wyatt leaned his elbow on the door of the truck. “We were a squad, a tight-knit family. We’d been together through some rough times. But we were always there for each other. Until we weren’t.”

“What does that mean?” Monica asked. “I need you tell me straight, Wyatt.”

“One of our unit...he was having some problems. We should have seen it, but we didn’t. Or we didn’t want to see it. The signs must have been there, but we missed them.” He turned to look at her. “Jonas Diarmuid. He committed suicide.”

“And you all took the blame personally.” Monica reached out to Wyatt, but he pulled back.

“I don’t deserve your sympathy.” He shook his head and stared down at his hands.

“You don’t get to choose who I give it to.” She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his. “It wasn’t your fault.”

Yet she knew her words could never change the way he saw himself. It was going to take more than that. But maybe, if they put Trent’s family back together again, it might not just heal Trent, it might heal Wyatt, too.


Chapter Twelve – Wyatt

Wyatt held Monica in his arms, wanting her to understand how he felt, but without experiencing the same loss and guilt, it was impossible to understand. Losing Jonas destroyed his self-trust. He’d always thought he knew people, could read them, it was how they stayed alive when they were in enemy territory. Reading your opponent was a craft he’d been proficient in since leaving Army training.

So how had he missed the signs that Jonas was in a downward spiral that would ultimately lead to him taking his own life?

“Here’s Liam.” Monica sat up and watched the young deputy run toward the truck. “What did your eagle eyes see?”

“I got a picture of the boat on my phone. When we get back I’m going to find out how it got here, where it came from.” He started the engine and drove toward Bear Creek, his face set.

“Is everything all right?” Wyatt asked Liam.

“Yes.” He shook his head. “I was thinking of Trent. I don’t know what I’d do in his situation.”

“Thankfully, the chances are you will never be in his situation, none of us will,” Wyatt replied. “But if ever you are, you have a great group of people around you who will help you.”

“People like you, Wyatt, who do their best.” Monica’s words were like a laser cutting through his past and pinpointing the exact reason he blamed himself. “That’s all we can ever do.”

“And what happens when we fail to do our best?” Wyatt asked somberly.

Liam looked sideways at them both before turning his attention back on the road. “Did I miss something?”

“Nope.” Wyatt took Monica’s hand and held it between both of his. “I’m just trying to get my head around this all. I feel like a fish out of water. The world changed and moved on while I was on that mountain.”

“And in many ways, it stayed the same,” Liam told him. “Love still conquers all.”

“You believe that?” Wyatt asked and cackled as Liam rolled his eyes.

“Beverly likes to watch romcoms. I’ve been brainwashed.”

The conversation turned to small talk, and Wyatt let it wash over him. He allowed the conversation to cleanse him of the pain of the past. Perhaps Monica was right, and he needed to forgive himself and get over the chip he’d carried around on his shoulder for so long. Yet it was easier said than done. Seeing Trent brought it all back. Seeing the pain inflicted on him by bad people compounded that chip and hammered it into his chest.

“Hey, we’re nearly back.” Monica nudged him awake. It was dark out, the kind of dark that swallowed you up the whole, thoughts and fears smothered by the vastness of the sky, where stars twinkled millions of miles away. The pull of the mountain, the need to return to his cabin and the solitary life he lived there, was only pushed aside by the nearness of his mate.

“I can smell the forest.” Wyatt sat up and looked out of the window. “How long have I been asleep?”

“A couple of hours,” Liam said as he adjusted his position in his seat.

“How are you holding up?” Wyatt rubbed the sleep from his face, trying to shake off the remnants of dreams that he didn’t want to remember. Dreams, or real waking memories, he could no longer tell.

“We stopped for coffee. I think it’s the only thing that kept me going, that and the thought of seeing Beverly and our son.” Liam seemed pensive.

“What’s the plan for tomorrow?” Wyatt shook his head and corrected himself. “What’s the plan for today?”

“I’m going to get a few hours’ sleep, I suggest you do the same. Then I’ll find out what I can about the boat.” Liam looked troubled. “Honestly if that gives us no fresh information, we’re looking for a needle in a haystack.”

“We might get lucky with the CCTV for the area around Trent’s house. If we can pick up the car they used to kidnap her, then we should be able to trace it back to where they went.” Monica’s idea sounded plausible. Wyatt was just beginning to realize that there were eyes everywhere in most towns and cities.

“Do you have that CCTV stuff in Bear Creek?” Wyatt asked Liam.

Liam chuckled and shook his head. “No way, Brad outlawed it when it picked up an image of him shifting as he gave chase to a couple of coyotes. There’s no way we would ever want that to end up on the news, or YouTube.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Wyatt flexed his legs as Liam turned the truck off the road and headed toward the dragons’ house. “Just think what would happen if one of our fiery friends was caught on camera.”

“The whole world would descend on the town,” Monica said in agreement. “Are they all asleep?” The house was in darkness, it all seemed so eerily quiet. Whenever he’d visited the dragons, the house had always overflowed with people. Now, it was deserted.

Liam stopped the truck outside the house and waited for Wyatt and Monica to get out. “Want me to come in with you? Just in case.”

But as he spoke, a large reptilian head poked out from the clearing behind the house. “No, I think we’re okay.” Wyatt took hold of Monica’s hand and led her toward the dragon. Liam backed his truck up and headed away from the house. “He’s seen this so many times he is no longer in awe.”

“I can’t imagine there will ever be a time when I’m not in awe,” Monica said as they walked slowly toward the dragon. “Do they really breathe fire?”

“Oh yeah.” Wyatt held out his hand and the dragon puffed at him. “Evening, Ruby.”

“How can you tell?” Monica whispered.

“She’s red. See how her scales shimmer like a precious red jewel?” He stroked the dragon, who held still while Monica reached out and touched her, too. Then she turned and took two running strides before leaping into the air. “I guess we don’t have to worry, she’s the lookout for tonight.”

They went back to the front of the house and he opened the door, not surprised when it wasn’t locked. With Ruby monitoring the area from the sky, there was no way anyone was going to break in here. He took Monica’s hand and led her to the stairs. Carefully, they crept up, trying to stop the boards from creaking.

“Which room is it?” Wyatt asked. He’d never been upstairs in this house.

“Jack is in that room.” Monica tiptoed to the door and put her ear to it. “I can hear him breathing.”

She turned back to him and took his hand, leading him through the dark house to the door at the end of the hall. Opening it carefully, she slipped inside, and he followed. The double bed stood under the window, inviting them to lie down and sleep. “I need the bathroom,” Monica said and let go of his hand.

Wyatt took off his boots and his jacket and lay down on the bed, closing his eyes for a moment. Images of the day flashed through his mind. It was hard to believe he’d only known Monica for a day or so. Was it only last night that she walked into his life, carrying Jack?

The bed dipped as she climbed in next to him, and he rolled over, gathering her to him. She nestled against him. So right, so perfect. Sweeping away all his concerns, he whispered, “Good night.”

“Good night, Wyatt.” She planted a light kiss on his cheek. “Thank you.”

“For what?” he murmured sleepily.

“For coming down off your mountain. I don’t think I could have done this without you.”

He chuckled wearily. “I am positive you would have. You are a resourceful woman, Monica. The bad guys don’t stand a chance.”

She sighed. “I’m not so sure. I’ve been undercover, I know that if a person wants to hide their trail, they can.”

“But we might have the advantage.” He nuzzled her neck as sleep dragged him down under its velvety blanket.

“Which is?” she whispered.

“We’re doing this for love.” He fell asleep, and if Monica answered him he didn’t hear her reply. The next time he heard her voice, she was gently shaking him awake.

“Morning.” Her voice dragged him out of his dreamless sleep and he opened his eyes to look into her beautiful face. And was met with a cheeky smile from Jack.

“Hey there.” Wyatt rubbed his face, trying to shake off the last remnants of sleep. “What time is it?”

“Just after eight.” Monica’s hair hung loosely around her shoulders, making her look younger, more feminine. “I left you to sleep as long as I could, but we have a long day ahead of us.”

“I’m awake.” He beamed a smile that didn’t feel right on his face, but Jack giggled and jumped on the bed, making him smile for real. “I need whatever you fed Jack this morning.”

“That would be orange juice and cereal. But Ruby is making pancakes, so you’d better get your butt downstairs if you want some.”

“They’re all mine,” Jack chanted as he hopped off the bed and ran for the stairs.

“Alone at last.” He reached out for Monica and pulled her down beside him. “Did you sleep?”

“I did. At least until Jack erupted into the room to ask if we’d found Trent.” She leaned against his shoulder and he breathed in her scent.

“What did you tell him?”

“The truth. That we saw him, but he can’t come home just yet. And that we are still looking for his mommy.” Monica turned her head; her breath caressed his cheek and he placed a finger under her chin and tilted it up, so he could claim her mouth.

“We will find her.” He captured her lips, pulling her toward him until she lay in his arms. Monica relaxed against him, while the tension in his body grew. He wanted to claim her, to lay her down next to him and make love to her right here, right now, and chase away all thoughts of last night and what they had to accomplish today. They deserved time together, time to get to know each other.

He let her go, and she pressed her fingers under his chin and stroked his jawline. “Maybe when this is over we can disappear up to your cabin for a couple of days. You do have a do not disturb sign, don’t you?”

“No, but I can damn well make one.” He kissed her again, his hands roaming her body. He longed to strip the clothes from her body and explore every inch of her curvy figure. His hand cupped her soft flesh and his thumb rubbed over the taut bud of her nipple. Plundering her mouth with his tongue, he tasted coffee and cinnamon, reminding him they needed to eat. The day was just beginning, and they had a lot to do.

“Come on, let’s go downstairs.” She moved away from him and sat on the edge of the bed while he scooted to the side and grabbed his clothes which he’d discarded on the floor.

“Any more news?” he asked as he stood up and buckled his belt. She turned to face him and shook her head. “It’s still early. Let’s eat and then contact Liam and see if he’s come up with something.” 

“I’ll reach out to my old buddies, see if they know anything. Murmurings about terrorist behavior, things like that. It’s grasping at straws, but I’m ready to try anything.” Monica got up and walked with him to the door.

“What if this is an inside job and they link you to Trent and Jack?” Wyatt asked, his protectiveness of her wider and deeper than anything he’d ever experienced.

“If we don’t get a break today, we’ll have to take the risk.” Monica was right, they were running out of time.

“Maybe I should have asked around. People think I’m crazy. I’d be the last person Trent would pick to look after his child.” He held out his hands. “See, there was a reason I became a hermit.”

Monica shook her head, unconvinced. “We can’t lead them here.”

“Agreed, although I don’t think we, or Jack, are on their radar,” Wyatt replied, capturing her in his arms and pulling her close. “I love the smell of you and the feel of you in my arms.”

She twisted around to face him. “You’re growing on me, too, old timer.” She winked and pulled away.

“There’s one man who calls me that,” Wyatt told her.

“I know, he’s sitting downstairs.” She cast a smile over her shoulder. “You’d better hurry if you want pancakes.”


Chapter Thirteen – Monica

Jay had arrived early, Monica was certain he’d been prowling the area for a few hours. Dragons in the air, bears on the ground, it made sense. If any of this made sense. Seeing Trent yesterday unsettled her. People didn’t get kidnapped from their homes, not in this country. It was as if she had fallen into a dream, or a nightmare. The reason she’d gone to war was to keep the people she loved and cared about safe. The kidnapping of Yolanda proved she was powerless to prevent bad things happening. And that sense of being powerless stuck in her throat.

“Hi, Wyatt, get enough beauty sleep?” Jay asked as they entered the kitchen. 

“I did, can’t you tell?” Wyatt put his hands under his chin and made a face.

“So mature,” Monica replied as she sat down next to Jack. “Are the pancakes good, Jack?” Jack was eating his pancakes, which were smothered in maple syrup. A bear after her own heart.

“Yes.” He nodded and jammed another piece into his mouth.

“What news of last night?” Jay asked.

“We found Trent,” Wyatt answered. “Liam is going to look at some CCTV footage of the area and see if he can trace a boat that’s moored at his location. We thought we should do the same for the area around the house where Yolanda was taken from.” Wyatt glanced nervously at Jack.

“We made progress,” Monica said, keeping her voice upbeat. “We just need a little luck and we can crack this.”

“I’ve been thinking. If Trent goes ahead with his plan to free Tarak, why not tell the relevant authorities? That way no one should get hurt.” Jay stuck his fork in another pancake. “These are good, Ruby, I’ll come over for breakfast more often.”

“Anytime.” Ruby set down another batch of pancakes and sat down next to Jack. “Isn’t it risky? Asking for help from anyone else? Unless we have no other choice.”

“You mean in case there is a mole?” Monica asked. She nodded and placed her fork down on her plate as she thought it over. “These groups have eyes and ears in so many places. We can’t afford to be compromised.”

“You don’t think that’s too dramatic?” Wyatt asked.

“You’ve been out of things for a while, old timer. Corruption is rife.” Jay’s voice was filled with sadness. He’d been there, he’d been betrayed. It was clear that he’d suffered, but Monica didn’t want to ask him any further details, not here around the breakfast table. 

“Jay is right. And someone gave Trent the information and the maps. I would guess they have a man on the inside; if not on the police force, then a prison guard.” Unless things changed, Monica feared Trent would have to complete his mission and free Tarak. “We have time. We can identify the hideout before it’s too late.”

“Too late?” Jack asked. “Too late for what?”

“Don’t worry, we’re doing our best.” She gave him a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. But she had no more to give. “Let’s change the subject.”

They all looked at each other, and then at Jack. “Is Harlan Jr. coming down for breakfast?” Jack asked as he finished his pancake.

“He is, Fiona is just getting him dressed. What do you want to do today?” Harlan asked. “I think Monica and Wyatt are going to be busy again so it might be the three of us.”

“Hi, Harlan Jr.!” Jack’s high voice squeaked and he jumped around in his seat, kicking his legs. “I saved you some pancakes.”

“Hi, Yack,” Harlan Jr. said as Fiona settled him into a seat.

“I found a phone in Jack’s bag when I unpacked it last night.” Fiona reached into her pocket and pulled out a cell phone. “I didn’t know if it was yours.” She handed it to Monica.

“It’s Mommy’s phone.” Jack held out his hand for it.

“I’m going to hang on to it, okay, Jack? I’ll keep it safe.” Monica looked down at it and pressed the power button to switch it on. After a second or two, the screen lit up. There was an alarm flashing on the screen, there also appeared to be a couple of missed calls and a bunch of texts. She couldn’t access any of them. “It’s locked.”

“I know the password,” Jack ventured.

“Are you sure?” Monica asked, getting up and going to crouch down next to him. 

“Yes, it’s Mommy’s favorite day.” He smiled as he tapped the screen and the phone unlocked.

“What is Mommy’s favorite day?” Monica asked as she scrolled through the notifications.

“My birthday!” Jack was high on pancakes and maple syrup.

Monica made a mental note of the numbers before turning her full attention to the phone. “What’s this, a perimeter alarm?” She bit her lower lip as she tried to figure out what it meant. “Is that your house alarm? Was it set off when someone came into your house?”

“No, it’s for my watch.” Jack leaned over and put his sticky hands around her neck. “It tells Mommy if I leave the backyard.”

“That doesn’t help much because we know you have left the yard.” Monica was about to scroll through the texts when Jack set her straight.

“I’m not wearing my watch.” He pulled up his sleeve to prove the point.

“So who is?” Monica’s heart leaped in her chest. “Jack, do you know where your watch is?”

“On the sofa at home. I took it off before I went to the park with Freddy.” Jack tapped the screen with his sticky finger. “It should show you where it is on the screen.”

Monica waited for it to load. “That isn’t your house.”

Jack’s face crumpled. “Someone stole my watch? The bad men stole my watch?”

“No, not necessarily.” Monica pulled up the map and pressed the minus button to zoom out, trying to figure out where the watch was located. “Somewhere in Wadepark.” She zoomed in looking for an address.

“Wadepark, are you certain?” Wyatt’s voice was hoarse as he spoke and his face paled.

“That’s what it says. Why, what’s there, Wyatt?” Monica looked at the screen and then at Wyatt.

“It’s an old Army training center.” She vaguely remembered the name, the place was shut down a few years ago as the Army tried to cut costs. It resulted in a larger base being converted so resources could be channeled into one place rather than split up. The idea was to cut down on paperwork and bureaucracy, in truth it led to new recruits feeling like outsiders.

“It’s where I trained.” There was more, but he wasn’t saying, not with Jack here.

“I need some air.” She got up from the table, pocketing the phone, and headed for the door. She sensed Wyatt following, but Jay stayed put at the table. He was astute this was a private matter between her and Wyatt. “What is it?”

Wyatt walked past her, he stepped off the porch and walked toward the trees as if he wanted to escape. “It’s where I trained with my squad. We joined together, trained together, and were deployed together.”

“This includes your friend, the one who died?” Monica asked gently as she joined Wyatt. They stood together in a patch of sunlight that filtered through the trees. It was going to be another beautiful day, and she longed to put this behind them and move on. She longed to be alone with Wyatt on the mountain, running along stony trails and climbing to the highest peaks.

“Yes.” His voice caught in his throat. “It’s where it all began and also where it all ended.”

Monica’s shoulders sagged forward. Of course, it wasn’t only the fact that the base had closed down that stuck in her memory. It was also the place where a soldier had killed himself. He’d thrown himself in the river. All that was left was a note beside his dog tags. “Nobody was ever found.”

Wyatt wiped his face. “Looking back, I should have seen it coming. He was a man on the edge. He was a shifter but his wife, his mate, left him. She found another man while he was deployed abroad. He gave his life for others and then took his own. We didn’t realize how bad he’d taken it. Only when you have a mate of your own do you understand how devastating it would be to lose the one you love, the one who is supposed to be yours forever.”

“It wasn’t your fault.” She reached out to him and he turned to her, the pain in his face heart-wrenching.

“We were a unit, we should have seen how depressed he was.” Wyatt ran a hand over his hair. “But I still would never have expected him to take his own life like that.” 

“You said he left a note?” Monica had a bad feeling about this. Was it a coincidence that the watch was at the same place that Wyatt and Trent had trained? Even if it wasn’t connected to the suicide, it might well be connected to them.

“He did, saying he couldn’t live without her. It was all too much.” Wyatt shrugged. “Why he never came to us, he could have talked it over. But he’d become so distant.”

“Okay, let’s go back over this. Who else might be connected with Wadepark? You said your squad trained there, could one of them be in on this?”

“No.” Wyatt shook his head and looked at her as if she were crazy. “We all took Jonas’s suicide hard. I left the Army and came here, Trent went undercover. A couple of the other guys moved to different units. The rest I don’t know.”

“It is possible. Wyatt, people do crazy shit sometimes, we both know that. The stress of the job. The stress of losing someone.”

“Crazy shit like going and living on the side of a mountain?” he asked.

“Yeah. Crazy shit like that,” Monica answered gently.

He shrugged. “You think I’m a coward?”

“I didn’t say that. I believe anyone can get jaded and the death of Jonas must have been hard for you all.”

“I was his best friend, best man at his wedding.” Wyatt walked away from her, heading toward the trees. She could sense the air shimmering as he fought not to shift. “He called me. Right before he did it. I could have said something, talked him down, if only he’d trusted me enough to tell me what he was thinking.”

“It’s okay.” She couldn’t let him run again. “I’m here.”

He swung around to face her. “Meeting you, feeling the bond between us has shown me what he lost. I understand now what he was going through. I just wish I’d been able to stop him.”

Monica let the rest of her questions slide. She couldn’t push him anymore, she needed him here, not on the mountain somewhere, but the wild look in his eyes said he might need the freedom of the mountain for a short time to center himself again. “Wait here.”

She ran back to the house and took the porch steps two at a time. When she entered the kitchen she stopped briefly to ask if they minded looking after Jack for an hour or two.

“No problem,” Harlan said. “Is everything all right?”

“Wyatt needs to clear his head. I think I do, too. We’ll be back by ten and then head into town to speak to Liam. He said he was going to find out about the CCTV.”

“Is there anything you need me to do?” Jay asked as he stood up ready to leave.

“Not yet.” She stopped and thought some more. “Can you look up any information about the Wadepark barracks, particularly a suicide that happened there a few years ago? Jonas. He was part of Wyatt’s squad. I don’t know, there’s something off about it. But it’s a gut feeling, so I could be wrong, it’s been a while since I’ve had to rely on my gut.”

“My gut is full of pancakes,” Jay said, following her out.

“Take your time,” Fiona came to the door and placed a hand on her upper arm. Jay nodded and left the two women alone. “We haven’t had time to talk, but Wyatt seems to be pulling himself together. Don’t let this push him back over the edge, for both your sakes.”

“Thanks, Fiona. For everything. It can’t be easy having two complete strangers in the house, especially when one is a five-year-old.”

“I love kids. Don’t worry about that. And Jack and my son are the best of friends already.” Fiona’s voice grew somber. “Take your time, get Wyatt through this. He deserves happiness. Ever since I first met him I sensed a sadness running deep inside him. Seeing him with you, seeing this chance for him to be happy. It makes me and Harlan very happy.”

“Thank you.” Monica pulled Fiona into a hug. “I never expected it to be this difficult. I’ve dealt with missions that have gone wrong, with comrades dying. But this, when your heart is wrapped up in it...”

“Go to him.” Fiona placed two strong hands on Monica’s shoulders and pushed her away. “We’ll be here for you when you get back. And whatever you need, we’re there for you. If Wadepark is where Yolanda is, even if there is a chance she’s there, we’ll be ready to fly tonight.”

“That’s reassuring. It’s a good five-hour drive away. But I’d like something more to go on than the watch.”

“Really? I think Yolanda was smart enough to know it was the only way she would be found. When they entered the house, she slipped the phone into Jack’s backpack and put the watch on.”

Monica nodded. “You’re right. I don’t want to drag Wyatt there on a wild goose chase. It might be too much for him.” She turned back to Fiona. “What if that’s what whoever is behind this wants?”

“Another member of the squad?”

“It’s plausible. I mean if Jonas was feeling that bad, why would he fake his suicide? Who does that and what did he have to gain?” Monica let go of Fiona and stepped off the porch. “Two hours, no more.”

Monica ran across to Wyatt, shifting into her bear as she reached him. He sensed her presence and shifted into his wolf, and the two animals ran off into the trees, fading away from the world as they entered the thick forest leading up into the mountains. She let him lead the way, he’d spent the last few years exploring the mountain range and knew the best places for a wolf and a bear to go in broad daylight without being spotted.

The last thing they needed was to end up on YouTube as a cute bear meets wolf video taken by a tourist. Bears and wolves tolerated each other but they certainly didn’t run wild and free in broad daylight together.

Wyatt led her through deep valleys and over mountain streams that tumbled down from hidden springs. The higher they climbed, the clearer the air smelled and the more open the country they traveled through. Her muscles burned as she tried to keep pace with the wolf, but she was not built for this terrain at high speed. Gradually she dropped back, until he stopped and turned to look at her, his tongue lolling out of his mouth.

Wyatt shifted back to his human form, his expression less tense, coming up here had been just what he needed. Monica joined him, shifting into her own human form as she approached. “I wanted to share this with you.” He reached out to her and held her in his arms, turning her around so they looked out over the mountain to the scene below. “It always helps me put things in perspective.

The mountain range was made up of secluded woodland and hidden valleys, cliffs and peaks. They’d climbed higher than she thought. Yet she longed to climb higher, to conquer the mountain, with Wyatt by her side. “It’s incredible. I can see why you like it up here so much.”

“I do.” He sighed a long drawn-out breath, as if he’d come to a conclusion he wasn’t totally happy about. “But this just reminds me I can’t live above the world, I belong in it. We belong in it.”

“We do. Side by side.” She turned around to face him. “The view isn’t so bad in this direction either.”

He stroked her cheek, his eyes flicking down to her lips. “You are more beautiful than any mountain.”

“Charmer.” She stepped closer and stood on tiptoes to press her lips to his. They belonged together, could face anything together, and finally, she was sure Wyatt felt the same way. The reservations she’d harbored in her heart passed. This was right, this was their beginning, and the end to the torment caused to Trent, Yolanda, and Jack. Being with Wyatt made her strong, they could conquer the world.


Chapter Fourteen – Wyatt

She was warm in his arms, alive, reminding him of all the good things in life. Jonas had made his own decision, and no matter how hard it was to live without your mate, Wyatt could never see suicide as a good thing. Life was for living.

“Life is for loving,” he murmured against Monica’s lips.

“Then love me,” Monica told him.

“I already do.”

“I meant in a more physical way.” She smiled at him coyly, her cheeks flushed with arousal as she stepped away from him and took his hand, leading him to the edge of a belt of trees that stood sentry to the cool stream that sang as it bubbled over rocks and stones.

Wyatt didn’t ask what she meant, he knew in the touch of her skin against his and the scent of her body. They stopped next to the stream, and he pulled his sweater over his head and lay it down on the ground. She smiled, finding amusement in his actions, but she didn’t speak, didn’t break the spell between them. Instead, she unbuttoned her shirt and pushed it off her shoulders, revealing a T-shirt underneath that hugged her curves.

Monica looked around them, using her senses to tell if there was anyone close by. There wasn’t. At this time of the morning, the mountain was quiet, at peace. Unlike Wyatt’s body. He would never know peace again unless he made love to her here on the mountain, where he’d roamed alone for so long. His hands went to his belt and he unbuckled it, letting his worn jeans fall to the ground. He stood naked beneath the sun as it climbed higher in the sky. Monica’s eyes caressed his body, resting on the hard length that stood erect before him. A smile crept across her face, and then she lifted her eyes to his and tucked her fingers into the hem of her T-shirt and pulled it over her head, casting it down on the ground.

Wyatt watched as she unbuttoned her combat pants and eased them off her hips, giving a small wriggle as she stepped out of them. She stood before him, unashamed in the open air, and his cock hardened further at the sight of her soft flesh, her body not perfect, but lived in. Monica had not shied away from life, and it showed in the scars on her body and blemishes on her skin from her time in the Army. 

She walked toward him, her hands reaching out for him. The first touch of her fingertips on his skin brought goosebumps out along his arms, his hairs stood on end, and he shivered in anticipation. Monica trailed her fingertips across his abdomen, stroking his hardened muscles, touching the scars he wore as symbols of hard-won battles.

“Where did you get this scar?” she asked as her hands explored his shoulders, caressing his skin, and then traveled down his back.

“In a bar fight.” He smiled as her forehead creased. “I could have lied and said in Afghanistan. But I never want to lie to you.”

“So, who started the bar fight?” She pressed her lips to his chest and he groaned with need, but he focused on her question.

“Jonas, he was a hell-raiser before he found his wife. He’d pick fights, and called it target practice. How he lived without ending up with a knife in his chest beats me.” She slid her hand around his hard length and stroked up and down. Wyatt closed his eyes, his world spinning, and he knew if he stepped off the side of the mountain he would soar above the peaks and fly toward the clouds.

“But you loved him anyway.” Her hand moved in a steady rhythm while she kissed his chest, her tongue curling around his nipple.

“He was my friend.” Wyatt broke off and took control, lifting her into his arms and laying her down on his sweater on the ground. It wasn’t much of a barrier to the uneven undergrowth, but Monica didn’t appear to care. She wanted him, it was obvious in her touch, in the way she licked her lips as if imagining what it would be like to lick his skin. 

Wyatt bent over her and kissed the swell of her breasts while his fingers dealt with the clasp of her bra. As her breasts spilled out, he cupped them in his hands and lowered his head, kissing the soft flesh before claiming her nipples, one at a time, and torturing them until they hardened into taut buds. She writhed under him, arching her back, offering herself to him. She was everything and more than he could ever have dreamed of.

“We don’t have much time,” she whispered softly.

“But we have enough time.” He pulled away from her and hooked his fingers into the elastic of her panties and pulled them down over her hips. She lifted her bottom off the ground to help him in his task, lifting one leg at a time and easing her foot out of them. Then she opened her thighs for him and he slid between them, nestling against her body, the head of his cock brushing against her outer lips.

He eased himself forward as she guided him toward her entrance. The sun warmed his back and the breeze ruffled her hair as he thrust forward. Closing his eyes, he savored every moment of this life-changing event. He was about to claim his mate, the woman he thought he would never meet. Mates and family were for other people, not for him. That’s what he’d come to believe in the long days and longer nights when he hid himself away, scared he would fail other people as he had failed Jonas.

But making love to Monica changed his perspective and gave him hope, and the courage that he could finally put his grief behind them. He knew now why Jonas had taken his own life. To have a mate and then lose her was the worst thing that could ever happen to a shifter. Wyatt had only known Monica a short time but already he could not imagine living without her.

“Are you all right?” she asked, brushing her hand across his face.

“Yes.” He opened his eyes and looked down at Monica, drinking in the sight of her while the stream bubbled along, the water traveling toward the ocean in a never-ending cycle. Just as life was a never-ending cycle. Birth and death and rebirth. “I understand now.”

Monica lifted her head off the ground and kissed his lips. “Do you forgive yourself?”

“There was nothing for me to forgive,” he murmured against her lips. “It was never my fault. If anything was to blame, it was fate, and I am not going to take fate to task over the death of one man.”

“There, you are free.” She threaded her hands around his neck and kissed him, her teeth nipping his lower lip.

“I’ll never be free again,” he told her, moving in and out of her as his arousal grew. “Not now.” He watched her face as his thrusts grew harder and the momentum increased. She wrapped her legs around his body and urged him on, faster, harder. Wyatt pulled back, and then lunged forward, filling her completely. She took everything he offered her and made him beg for more. In Monica, he’d met his match, and he reveled in the closeness of her body.

Monica trailed her fingers down his back, scratching her nails on his skin. He arched his back and lunged into her harder. She cried out, her orgasm close, and he lowered his head and sucked on her nipples, his hand massaging her swollen flesh. Her hips bucked, and she cried out his name as she came, her voice high and breathy. It was too much, and he came, his seed spurting into her, filling her with his essence, with the potential of new life.

But they were probably too old for babies, for children of their own. Instead, they would make a different kind of life, one that held meaning, one that served other people as they had both served for most of their lives. But not the Army. That life was behind them.

“Attention on me, soldier,” she said and placed her finger under his chin and swiveled his head around to face her. They kissed as he jerked the last of his seed inside her.

“We could just stay like this forever,” he said as he kissed her neck. “You and me, wolf and bear.”

“You don’t really mean that.” Monica stroked his back, her touch awakening his arousal once more. After so long without sex, he was more than ready to make up for lost time.

“No, I don’t. We must end this. But afterward.” He lifted his head and looked down at her. “What plans do you have for when this is finished?”

She chuckled. “I have a pop princess who needs a bodyguard. I’m supposed to start work in ten days.”

He sagged forward and then rolled to the side. “Are you going to walk out of my life?”

“You could always come with me. I have a lot of downtime in between work hours. She’s a nice kid who likes to play video games when she’s not working.” Monica turned onto her side and rested her head on her hand, letting the sun warm her. Through half closed eyes, she continued. “I thought she was going to be some spoiled little bitch, she thought I was going to be some tattooed sergeant major shouting orders at people.”

“You’re fond of her,” Wyatt said.

“Yeah, her mom is a bitch, so she likes to come and talk to me about stuff. I’m like her surrogate mom. She’d like you, she never had a dad.” Monica sat up. “Or I can tell her I have to cancel.”

“You’d do that for me?” Wyatt asked, propping his head up on his hand and watching as Monica retrieved her clothes and got dressed.

“I would.” She tilted her head. “I’d rather not because I hate letting her down. But I don’t want to walk away from us. Not when we’ve just found each other.”

Monica stood up and stepped into her combat pants, pulling them up over her hips. Wyatt rolled over and gathered his clothes, dressing quickly while he gave some thought to her offer. “I’ll come with you. I’d like to get out of town for a while and let the dust settle. Jay is starting up a bodyguard business aimed at shifters. Maybe I’ll take odd jobs with him.”

“Look at you, a changed man.” She approached him and grabbed him by the sweater, pulling him close. “I like this new man.”

He shook his head. “This is the old man. The man I used to be, the man I want to be again. It’s like a switch flipped when Jonas died, and now it’s flipped again.”

“Now, let’s flip into our animals and run back down this mountain.” She stretched her legs, warming up her muscles. “Or we could walk down like this, hand in hand.”

He laughed. “We could, but my wolf likes your bear and wants to spend time with her.”

“Well, you need to tell your wolf my bear is not fast over long sprints.” She shifted into her bear and took off down the trail they had climbed less than an hour ago. Despite her words, she set a good pace, obviously finding going downhill easier than coming up. Wyatt followed, not because he couldn’t pass her, but because he liked the view better from back here. He no longer wanted to outrun fate, he was ready to do what needed to be done, so they could all get their happy ever afters.


Chapter Fifteen – Monica

They arrived back at the house, both changed, both ready to complete the mission that had been thrust upon them.

“Hey there, Jack. How are you?” Monica held out her arms as he came running toward her and gathered him up. “Are you okay?”

“I miss my mommy and daddy.” He laid his head on her shoulder and took a big trembling sigh.

“We were saying goodbye,” Fiona said as she joined them on the porch. “Harlan Jr. gave me a cuddle and a kiss.”

“And you wanted a kiss and cuddle off your mommy?” Monica asked.

“I do. I want to see her again. I want her to read me a bedtime story. She does all the voices and everything.” Jack’s lip trembled, but he didn’t cry. It broke Monica’s heart that he would hold in his emotions. “It’s okay to cry.”

“My dad said that I’m getting too old to cry.” Jack sighed again, his breath shuddering in his body.

“No one is too old to cry,” Wyatt told him, rubbing his back. “I still cry.”

“And I’ve seen your daddy cry,” Monica confided in Jack. “He cried on the day you were born because he loved you so much.”

“He did?” Jack asked eagerly.

“He did. Which is why I know he’ll be doing everything he can to get you and your mommy back. And we’re going to give him all the help we can.” Monica let Jack slither down to the floor, his small feet making a dull thud on the porch. 

“Tomorrow. Tomorrow this will all be over,” Wyatt told him. Monica closed her eyes, not wanting to agree with Wyatt because it would get Jack’s hopes up. True, tomorrow it would all be over, but possibly not in a good way. So many things could go wrong. Which was why they had to do whatever it took to ensure it all went right.

“We need to go into town now. We have to go and speak to Liam. Will you be okay here?” Monica didn’t want Jack with them. Not because she didn’t want to spend time with him or because she thought it was no place for a child. But because the CCTV surveillance cameras might show them images they didn’t want to see. They knew Yolanda had been kidnapped, but since Trent hadn’t been allowed to speak to her, they had no way of knowing if she were still alive and unharmed.

“Yes, Harlan’s going to take us for a walk in the woods.” Jack backed up and turned to go back into the house. “I can wait one more day.”

Fiona raised her eyebrows. “I hope for his sake this is over tomorrow.”

“It will be one way or another,” Wyatt replied firmly.

“Let’s hope it’s the right way,” Fiona said curtly. “If not, I might have to do what I have not done for a few decades.”

“Which is?” Wyatt asked as Fiona stepped off the porch and walked toward her car.

“Rip a few heads off.” Her eyes glowed as she spoke, and smoke came out of her ears. “I will not tolerate this kind of thing. Not here.”

“I would not like to get on the wrong side of Fiona,” Monica told Wyatt quietly as the dragon shifter got into her car and drove away.

“Me neither.” He put his arm around her shoulders and guided her into the house. “Let’s get what we need and go. We’re short on time. But I’m glad we went into the mountains, it’s cleared my head.”

They gathered the things they needed, including Yolanda’s phone, and said goodbye to Jack. “Keep us informed,” Harlan told them as they left the house. “We’ll be ready if you need us.”

“Thanks, Harlan. We’ll call as soon as we have an update.” Monica hugged him quickly and then headed to her car, time was of the essence now. Liam should be on duty at the Bear Creek sheriff’s station and they could finally start to piece the puzzle together.

“We’ll figure it out,” Wyatt told her as she drove toward Bear Creek.

“I hope so. For Jack’s sake.” She pushed away the thought that insisted on bugging her ever since their conversation with Jack. “What happens if it’s not okay?” The words popped out of her mouth before she had a chance to stop them.

“Then we pick up the pieces together,” Wyatt said quietly. “I can’t promise to make it right, but I can promise to be there every step of the way with you.”

“We’re stronger together,” Monica murmured.

“We are.” They sat quietly as they reached Bear Creek and Wyatt gave her directions to the sheriff’s station. “There’s Liam’s truck. Let’s go see what he’s found out.”

“Are we supposed to take donuts?” Monica asked. “What? We’re both Army, I figured since we’re asking the police for help, we should bribe them with their usual diet of donuts.”

“I think we’re okay, they will help us without the bribes.” He got out of the car, chuckling. At least she had made him laugh and lightened the mood. Although neither of them would forget how serious this was.

“Here they are.” Liam looked up as they entered the sheriff’s office. Seated at a computer, he had a sheaf of handwritten notes beside him. “I have news.”

“What?” Monica asked, hurrying over to him. “You’ve been here a while.”

“I have. I woke up and couldn’t get back to sleep. I wanted to get a good start on this for you. For Jack.” He leaned back in his chair. “Having a child of your own makes you see things more clearly. I couldn’t get out of my head how I would feel if this were me.”

“Neither of us has kids,” Monica told him. “But I can understand it must be easier to relate.”

“So, here’s what I have.” He tapped on the keyboard and brought up some grainy images of a boat. “I tracked it all the way back to here.” He jabbed a finger at a name on the map.

“Wadepark?” Wyatt leaned in and looked closely at the screen. “You mean they followed the river all the way?”

“Yes. Makes sense. The boat had been moored on the river for some time. Then two days before Yolanda was kidnapped, they took it down to Reaminster.”

“They? Do you have a sighting of them?” Monica asked, a sense of excitement coursing through her. The same excitement, coupled with nervous energy, that she always got before going out into enemy territory.

“Yes. And no.” Liam tapped the keyboard again and took them back to the scene of the boat going under a bridge. “Unfortunately there are gaps in the images between the cameras. I don’t have an image of them leaving the boat.” He tapped the keyboard once more and then looked up at them with a well-deserved self-satisfied grin on his face. “But this is them on their return journey. Or so I hope. I mean it could be a random bunch of shifters, but they do go all the way back to Wadepark.”

Wyatt snapped back as if someone had hit him. “What’s wrong?” Monica asked, concerned.

“Can you zoom in?” Wyatt asked sharply.

“Sure.” Liam used his mouse to scroll in. “Although we do lose picture quality.”

“Him.” Wyatt pointed at the screen, his face pale. “I know him.”

“Who is it?” Monica asked, knowing she was not going to like the answer. Was he a terrorist, an enemy from Wyatt’s past?

“It’s Jonas.

The breath left her lungs and she swung her head back to stare at the image on the screen. “Are you certain?”

“Yes. Absolutely. When you’ve been around someone long enough, you would know them anywhere, in the way he walks, the movement of his head. The color of his fur.”

She stared at the screen. “The coyote?”

“A coyote.” Wyatt walked away from the desk, his face thoughtful. “He never died.”

“You are absolutely sure?” Liam asked, flicking through more images of the group, which included a wolf and what looked like a couple of hyenas.

“I am.” Wyatt nodded. “I need a moment.”

He left the sheriff’s office and went outside. Monica gave him a few minutes to compose himself. While she waited, she asked Liam, “Do you have any images of when Yolanda was taken?”

“I am waiting for clearance from the local police to access them. That’s why I figured I’d look these up first. There’s more.” He clicked his mouse and the images of the shifter group were replaced by the outside of the old Army training barracks. “This is from the day she disappeared.”

Monica watched as a van drove up to the gates, which opened, letting them inside, before closing shut. “She was in that van.”

“If I had to guess. Once we get the go-ahead, we can be sure.” Liam swung his chair around and faced her. “We need a plan.”

She nodded. “I know. We have to act quickly.” She sighed, casting a look toward the doorway where she could see Wyatt leaning against the wall. “Who else knows about this?”

“No one, only us. But we are going to need help. If they truly are going to do a trade, they’ll be leaving Wadepark tonight, ready for a rendezvous in the morning. And if they are not...”

“We have to get there before they hurt Yolanda.” She folded her arms across her breasts and considered their options. “Do we leave Trent to his own devices or send backup to him?” Then they had to consider whether they stormed the barracks or risked leaving their ambush until the kidnappers left and were more exposed, but they had no idea if they were going to leave with Yolanda or not.

“We need to talk to Trent and find out where he is supposed to meet them. It could be back here at Wadepark, in which case it doesn’t look good for any of them. Killing them and dumping their bodies would be the easiest way to cover their tracks. Or it could be along the river anywhere.” Liam pulled up a map of the area.

“If they were going to kill them both, my guess would be out in the middle of the countryside where no one would see them.” She pointed to the screen. “This section here goes through open farmland.”

“I don’t know. It’s a long way to take an escaped prisoner. As soon as Trent makes his move, the whole area will be on lockdown.” Liam shook his head thoughtfully. “We’re missing something.”

“Keep working on it, I’ll be back once I’ve spoken to Wyatt.” She got up and paused to say, “Thank you, Liam.”

“Just doing my job. We might not all work the same job, but we all have the same goal, to keep people safe.” He picked up the phone as it began to ring. “And Trent is one of our own.”

“He is.” But so was Jonas. At least technically. He’d been to war, fought for his country. So why the hell did he fake his own death and make everyone around him feel as if they were to blame? Right now, she wanted to rip his head off his shoulders. Not because of the kidnapping, but because of what he’d done to Wyatt. Her Wyatt, the man who had blamed himself for so long.


Chapter Sixteen – Wyatt

He was alive. Jonas was alive. But how? Why?

“Perhaps he was found floating in the river,” he said to Monica when she joined him outside. “He might have lost his memory.”

She hesitated before answering. “Perhaps.”

“You think he faked his own death and joined up with a bunch of terrorists?” he asked sharply.

“I don’t think anything. Not yet. There is insufficient evidence to make any kind of judgment.” Monica placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed it and he welcomed the warmth of her touch, she comforted him. And he needed her strength. Just for a moment. He needed to know she was there.

“I can’t believe he would do this to Trent. But it doesn’t mean it isn’t true.” Wyatt’s shoulders sagged forward.

“Don’t judge him. Not yet. For all we know, he may be being coerced himself.” She let that statement permeate his brain.

“You mean he is being made to do this in the same way Trent is being made to break Tarak out?” Wyatt thought it through. “I could believe it. If not for his fake death.”

“What if his mate is behind it? You said she ran off with another man. How do we know she isn’t the one pulling the strings?” Monica didn’t like thinking a woman could be so callous and vindictive, but it happened. War taught you women were just as capable as men of performing atrocities.

“Damn. If that’s true...”

“We don’t know what’s true. But I sure as hell know the quickest way to get yourself killed is to make a move based on what you believe is true. We have to work on the intel we have.” She let her hand drop to her side. “Come on. We have more footage to look at. Then we have to make some hard decisions.”

She left his side and went back inside the sheriff’s station. With one last look up at the mountains, which were calling him home, he turned and followed. He was too involved in this to back out now, and he had to stay by Monica’s side and have her back throughout what was to come.

“I’ve got access to the surveillance cameras in the area around Trent’s house.” Liam leaned forward, looking at the images on his screen.

“Anything?” Wyatt asked, getting his head back together. He had to draw on his personal experience and focus on the job he had to do. Whatever was going on with Jonas, it would all become clear. All they had to do was follow the breadcrumbs.

“I’m trying to locate the closest camera. I think I have it. Now, as far as I can tell, if they were in a car, they would have to pass this way.” He clicked to move through the frames. “Do you have an accurate time she went missing?”

“According to the Jack’s watch, sometime around 2.00 p.m. she left the boundary of the house. Or the watch did,” Monica told Liam.

“That gives us a timeframe. I can work with.” Liam glanced at Monica. “Would you mind making a fresh pot of coffee? I’d ask Wyatt, but I don’t trust him with the coffee machine.”

“Hey, I haven’t been in the mountains that long,” Wyatt protested as Monica went off to fetch some water.

“How are you holding up?” Liam asked as Wyatt pulled up a chair beside him. Two sets of eyes were better than one. While Liam watched for suspicious vehicles, he was going to look for Jonas. He might have been on foot. Who knew?

“I’m okay, in shock and I sure as hell want to fit this all together. If I find out Jonas is behind this, he’ll wish he had died in that river.” Wyatt curled his fingers around the edge of the desk as he fought for control.

“Did Monica tell you about the dark van pulling into the barracks?” Liam asked as a stream of cars passed the camera.

“No. So they drove there?”

“It was the same day Yolanda went missing so we have to assume. But that isn’t to say they didn’t swap vehicles.” He clicked his mouse and froze the shot. “Or maybe not.”

Wyatt stared hard at the screen. “That’s it?” he asked, straining to see who was driving.

Liam clicked on a different image and split the screen. One was from outside the Wadepark barracks, showing a dark, possibly blue, van. The other was from the street along from Trent’s house and showed a very similar, if not the same van, although the license plates didn’t match. “Let me run a check on both plates.”

Liam left his seat and went to another desk, where he tapped on the keyboard and waited for a few minutes, while Wyatt stared at the screen, wishing he could see inside the van. But he couldn’t. They had no way to know if Yolanda was in there or not.

“The plates are stolen. They must have switched them to cover their tracks.”

Over the space of the next hour, they pulled up images from different traffic cams and pieced together the route taken by the van. It soon became obvious it was the van they wanted. But it didn’t tell them whether Yolanda was inside or not. Until they got lucky. The van stopped across the street from a traffic cam.

“Toilet break,” Monica breathed as the back doors of the van opened and a woman was bundled out. “We’ve got them.”

“Freeze it.” Wyatt put his hand on Liam’s shoulder. “That’s him. That’s Jonas.” Like a ghost from the past, he’d come face to face with the man who had caused him to question who he was. “Son of a bitch.”

“Wyatt, there still could be a reason he’s there.”

“Other than for financial gains or otherwise.” Wyatt couldn’t control his anger as Jonas led a sobbing Yolanda to the restroom and went inside with her.

“He could be being coerced. Liam, can you track down Jonas’s wife?” Monica couldn’t bear the look of disgust on Wyatt’s face, which made Wyatt angrier, if at all possible. “Do you have her name, any information, Wyatt?”

“Iris Diarmuid. She left him for a man named Thomas Calthorpe. He was a real estate agent, with a big house in Reaminster.” Wyatt got up and walked around in a tight circle. His wolf was desperate to get out, to take them back up to their cabin in the mountain and put this all behind them once more.

We can’t run, he told his wolf. This is where we belong.

His wolf, who had helped him overcome his guilt, slunk back to a corner of his mind and lay down, his head resting on his paws.

“Got her.” Liam showed them an image of Thomas Calthorpe at a fundraiser, next to him stood a pregnant woman, the photograph tagged her as Iris Diarmuid. “If his body was never found, they likely never married.” Liam went onto social media and pulled up Iris’s profile. “I think we can rule out her involvement. There are pictures of her baby, and yesterday she cooked chicken hotpot for dinner.”

“Listen, we have to focus.” Monica’s voice was firm. “All this changes is that we have an idea of who we are dealing with, even if we don’t have a motive.”

“Monica’s right.” Wyatt pulled himself together. He was a professional. And this was war. His friend was being made to do something against his will, a woman was being threatened and a child had been dragged away from his home and his parents. Time to settle this. Time to bring them home. “Monica and I will go back to Harlan’s house.”

“I’ll stay here and go through the rest of the footage. Luckily, it’s a quiet day in Bear Creek. I might also ask Avery to look at some of the footage, too. She won’t mind having something to focus on other than baby bottles and diapers.” Liam got up and refilled his coffee. “As soon as my shift is over, I’ll go home, check on Beverly and change clothes. Then I’ll meet you at Harlan’s place.”

“Any other news, let us know.” Monica gave Liam a quick hug. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure. This reminds me why I liked being a police officer. Maybe I won’t go back to being a storekeeper.”

“Believe me, Liam. There is something to be said for a quiet life.” Wyatt pressed his lips together, his forehead creased as he took one last look at the computer screen and left the sheriff’s office.

“I need to know if you are okay.” Monica walked by his side to the car, her expression filled with concern.

Wyatt stopped and leaned on the roof of the car, his head hanging down as he fought to control his anger, which simmered under the surface. He pushed it back down. He could conquer this, he would conquer it. “Honestly, I want to go straight to the Wadepark barracks and burst in there, teeth and claws ready to rip Jonas apart. But I know that’s not the answer and will only make things worse for Yolanda. What Jonas did...”

“If he did it,” Monica reminded him.

Wyatt sighed, unconvinced. “If he did it, was cold and calculating. And that is what we have to be. Cool, calm and organized. This must be a two-pronged attack. We have to go to Wadepark, but we also have to give Trent the support he needs. I’m damn well not going to give Jonas the satisfaction of tearing a family apart. It’s as if he wants to get revenge on us.”

“Was there ever a problem between Trent and Jonas?” Monica unlocked the car and got in. Wyatt took a last look at the mountain range before him and did the same.

“No. Trent always had our backs. He’s was a good man. Jonas always had this wild streak, but he had our backs, too. We all trusted each other and relied on each other.” Wyatt leaned on the car door, resting his head on his hand. Closing his eyes, he pulled up memories of the squad, of them working together. Helping each other, keeping each other alive. “There was one incident.”

Monica looked at him sharply. “There was?”

“It was after Iris left. Jonas was on patrol and there was an incident where Trent accused him of using unnecessary force when detaining a suspect.” Wyatt recalled the conversation that followed. Trent had eventually decided not to include it in his formal report, but Jonas hadn’t taken the accusation well.

“That might have been enough to push Jonas into wanting to hurt Trent. Compound that with losing his own mate. While Trent appeared to have everything. A wife, a kid. What if he kept tabs on you all after he disappeared and saw Trent’s life and wanted him to feel the same pain?”

“But we were a unit. We were family.”

“And sometimes families are dysfunctional.” Monica looked back at the road. “Mine sure as hell was.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” Wyatt asked.

“Not much to tell. My dad was in the Army, and no, that was not the reason I enlisted. If anything, he put me off of it. We had to move from Army base to Army base, and he treated us like we were in the Army. Everything had to be regimented when he was home.” She smiled to herself. “But when he was away, my mom, my brothers and I used to have the best times.”

“Your dad was the shifter?”

“My mom. I used to always wonder why she stayed with him. Now I see it. And they were happy, they are happy. He’s softened now that he’s retired.” They pulled up in front of Harlan’s house. “Let’s get this over with. We make a plan and then execute it. Or execute Jonas.”

Wyatt got out of the car, not sure if Monica was joking or not. When they eventually encountered him, they might have to save each other from themselves.


Chapter Seventeen – Monica

They stood in the backyard of Harlan and Fiona’s house, ready to begin. After an afternoon spent discussing strategies, they had decided to split into two groups. Monica, Wyatt, and Liam would go with Fiona to Wadepark. Jay and Alex would go with Sapphi and Harlan. Ruby, much to her disappointment, would stay here and watch the children. She was under strict instruction to take them and run or fly if anyone approached the house. Although it appeared Jonas and his men either didn’t know where Jack was or didn’t care. From the surveillance cameras, it seemed that no one had left or entered the barracks since the night Yolanda was kidnapped.

“Take care.” Harlan hugged Fiona, their love for each other visible on their faces as they kissed briefly.

“I know how to look after myself,” Fiona said gruffly as they pulled apart, but her fingers lingered on his chest.

“I know you do. But I’m allowed to worry.” He turned and faced Sapphi and Alex. “Just as I worry about all my family.”

“You make sure you bring them back. And yourself. I will go on a fire-breathing rampage if you don’t come back in one piece.” Fiona turned and walked into the center of the clearing. “We’ll go first.”

With that, the air shimmered and the build-up of static electricity made the strands of Monica’s hair, not tamed in a ponytail, stand on end. Then Fiona disappeared from this world, to be replaced by a massive reptilian-like creature, who swung her sinewy neck from side to side as she flexed her wings.

“Climb aboard.” Harlan approached the dragon and stroked her snout. She closed her eyes as if in ecstasy for a brief moment before they opened again, alert and ready to leave. “She won’t hurt you.”

Hoping Harlan was speaking the truth, Monica approached Fiona’s dragon, running her hand over her snout and stroking her as if she were a horse. Although horses didn’t have shiny bronze scales and large talons that could probably slice through an armored vehicle. Stepping on the foreleg Fiona offered them, Monica swung up onto her back, and Wyatt followed. He sat behind her and they made themselves as comfortable as possible before Wyatt wrapped his arms around her waist and Monica held on to a thick spiney horn, one of many that ran down the dragon’s back.

Harlan stepped back. “Are you ready?”

No, Monica’s bear roared in her head. This was the most unnatural thing they had ever done.

“Yes.” Monica gave him a thumbs up. “We’re good to go.”

Harlan walked back to join the others. Beside him, Liam shifted into his eagle and took off into the air, flying hard to gain height before Fiona pressed her body close to the ground and then leaped into the air. Monica clung to the spine, glad she had worn thick gloves to protect her palms. Fiona’s wings rose and fell in a slow, steady rhythm and they lurched up into the air almost vertically until they were above the trees, and then the flight smoothed out as they skimmed across the top of the trees, following the slope of the mountain, as they flew further away from safety and Jack.

Ahead of them, Liam’s eagle flew hard and fast, not looking behind him as he led them across the mountain, toward Wadepark some hundred miles or more away. The journey was fast, Fiona’s dragon flew straight and true, but Monica got the feeling she could have flown a lot faster if Liam was not with them. As it was she tempered her flight to match the eagle shifter’s speed. He was their lookout man, or bird, keeping his senses alert to what was below, and guiding them around towns and cities.

Relief swept over Monica when at last they reached the open countryside surrounding Wadepark. Below them all was dark, no street lights, no houses. The barracks themselves were also in darkness. Liam swooped down lower and circled the base a couple of times, looking for any signs of life. When he rose back up and joined them, he shook his bird head. A sense of fear prickled at Monica’s mind. What if they were too late?

Angling her wings, Fiona dropped smoothly out of the sky to land on a patch of ground that once was used for target practice. When she was settled on the ground, she angled her leg outward for them to climb down. Monica had never been more grateful to stand on firm ground. Not that the flight hadn’t been exhilarating. But the lack of control over her own life was discomforting.

Or maybe it was the scales and the fire-breathing abilities.

The air shimmered and Fiona stood beside them, dressed from head to toe in black. “I could sense body heat in the building toward the north.”

“You can do that?” Liam asked, impressed.

“I can. Heat is my thing. It’s how I hunt my prey.” She kept her face straight and Monica couldn’t tell if she said the words as a joke, or to shock them. Or if it was the plain truth.

“Remind me to never be your prey,” Liam said and fell into step with her.

“I’m going wolf,” Wyatt said suddenly. “I work better that way.”

Good idea,” Fiona agreed.

“Let me check the phone app.” Monica took Yolanda’s phone out of her pocket and scrolled through the screens until she got to the phone app icon. “She’s somewhere in the buildings to the north as Fiona said.”

“I’ll head that way,” Liam said and shifted into his wolf.

“I hope we’re not too late. They might have left already,” Monica voiced her concern as Wyatt’s wolf moved further ahead of them.

“If we are, then we head down to the river until we pick up their scent.” Liam pulled out his cell phone. “Avery is watching the front gates, she’ll let us know if anyone tried to leave by that route.” 

The journey had been timed to perfection, if anyone had been looking up at the sky, they would not have seen the dragon and eagle flying across the dark night sky. Unfortunately, the darkness also took away their vision, until Liam dug into the pack on his back and produced a couple of pairs of night vision goggles. “I took them from the store. Unfortunately, I only have two pairs.”

“I can manage without them,” Fiona insisted. “My normal vision enables me to see in the dark, to some extent at least.”

“It does?” Liam asked with surprise.

“Yes.” Fiona’s brief answer ended the conversation, it appeared she did not like talking about herself, although she fascinated Monica. There were so many questions she would love to know the answer to, questions about Fiona’s long life.

Another time, perhaps, her bear said.

Another time. Right now, we have to track down the source of the heat signatures Fiona saw.

Monica fitted the goggles on her head and pulled them down over her eyes. She’d worn Army regulation night vision goggles before, these worked much the same way but were not as powerful. However, when she switched them on, she was grateful that she was no longer blinded by the darkness.

“Anything?” Fiona asked as they looked around.

“No, there’s a group of buildings to our three o’clock. That’s where Wyatt is heading. It looks as if he may have found a scent.” They followed the wolf, who kept his nose to the ground like a tracker dog. He was intent on heading toward the furthest building, skirting around the others.

“He’s onto something,” Liam said, and they picked up the pace as Wyatt’s wolf disappeared around a corner. They had to stay together; if they got split up, it would be easy for them to be picked off one at a time.

As they rounded the corner, the wolf had disappeared, and Monica’s heart raced as she searched the area for him. Instead of a wolf, there was a man. She looked closer and recognized the outline of her mate. “He’s shifted back.”

Keeping low and hugging the side of the building, they ran toward Wyatt. He lifted his hand up and told them to halt, and then pointed to the building. As Monica stepped closer, she could make out the faint outline of a door.

“The scent leads to this building. I’ll do a perimeter check,” Wyatt said and was about to shift when Liam stopped him.

“Let me. I can look from above. I might even be able to find a way to look inside the building. You can’t beat a bird’s eye view.” He took off his night vision goggles and handed them to Wyatt, who put them on and looked around, letting his eyes adjust to wearing them.

They waited, listening for any sound of movement inside the building, and Monica checked the phone app again. “She’s in here.”

“Like I said,” Wyatt said easily. “I picked the scent up from her phone.”

“Of course, it’s the only thing we have of hers.” Monica nodded, watching the app. The watch didn’t move.

“She could have lost the watch.” Fiona read Monica’s concern.

“There was another scent, too,” Wyatt told them, an edge to his voice.

“Jonas?” Monica asked gently.

“I’m almost certain. It’s been a long time, but one of the other scents was familiar.” He turned around as the sound of ruffled feathers grew closer and Liam landed next to them. He shifted instantly and looked around, before leaning forward to speak.

“I landed on the roof. There’s a half-open skylight. I couldn’t see very much inside; the gap was too small. However, I did hear voices. Someone is in there.” His voice was barely above a whisper and they all leaned in to listen.

“It’s on the move,” Monica hissed, holding up the phone for them to see.

“Time for action,” Wyatt told them, flexing his hands.

A sound of metal scraping against metal rent the air.

They all jumped and hugged the building, pressing their bodies back along the wall. Monica listened, trying to figure out where the sound came from. Liam caught their attention and pointed to the building, indicating the corner just in front of them. As one they moved, each walking quietly along the edge of the warehouse.

Light spilled out for an instant and then the sound of metal against metal filled the air once more. They drew back, flattening themselves out as whispered voices spoke to each other. There was another sound, too, a woman moaning, and a sharp rebuke.

“Stop struggling, there’s no one here. You can shout as loud as you want, but no one will hear you.” The words spoken were sharp, with no sympathy toward their captive.

Monica risked a glance at Wyatt, who returned her look with a brief nod. She didn’t need further explanation, they had just heard the voice of a dead man talking.


Chapter Eighteen – Wyatt

He was here, Jonas was here. The man whose loss he had mourned so bitterly, whose suicide he had taken part of the blame for, was here. And not just here because he was being used. No, if Wyatt was not mistaken, Jonas was the man in charge. The boss of the operation.

“Now, you all have your orders. We take Mrs. Willard down to the boat and get her below deck. Then we make our way to Reaminster. Kalic, you swim ahead. Any trouble and you will alert us. But I don’t expect there to be any trouble. Your husband knows the stakes.”

Wyatt and the others hung back as footsteps crossed the asphalt, heading toward the river. They had to make their move. Wyatt jerked forward, about to run after them, but Fiona grabbed hold of his arm and pulled him back.

“We should stop them before they reach the boat,” he hissed.

“What about Yolanda?” Fiona replied. “If they plan to put her inside the boat, we should attack when she’s safely out of the way.”

“Fiona has a point.” Monica put a hand on his arm, letting him know she had the same urge to rush out there and tear the men to shreds.

“You’re right.” Wyatt’s voice filled with bitterness. Once, he would have kept his cool under the heaviest of pressure, and gunfire, but this was personal.

“Of course, I’m right,” Fiona said, and no doubt raised an eyebrow.

“I’ll follow and keep an eagle eye on them.” Liam nodded, shifted and launched himself into the night sky, his wingbeats silent in the still night air.

“We should follow, too. But keep our distance. Once they are on the boat, they’re cornered and that’s when we attack.” Monica looked at Fiona. “Do you want to hang back?”

“Why would I do that?” Fiona asked gruffly.

“I didn’t know if hand-to-hand combat was your thing,” Monica remembered the way Harlan had kissed his mate. There was no way Fiona was going back to him injured.

“I don’t do hand-to-hand. I do talon-to-flesh.” She sounded like a sweet old lady. These men didn’t know what was about to rain down on them. Fire and brimstone.

She shifted into her dragon and flew into the air with a rush of wind that nearly flattened Monica and Wyatt to the ground. Ahead of them, the voices of Jonas and his men called out, they had felt the rush of air, too. Monica and Wyatt headed for cover, diving behind a scrubby bush that had sprouted up on what was once a parade field.

“Did they see us?” Monica asked, turning onto her front and peering through the bush.

“I don’t think so.” He looked up, searching the sky for the dragon. “She sure knows how to make an exit.”

“I bet she knows how to make an entrance, too. As long as she doesn’t put Yolanda’s safety at risk.”

“We need to ensure that doesn’t happen.” He stood up, looking through his goggles. “They’re on the move. We need to hurry. The ground slopes away down to the river soon.” He took off his goggles and handed them to Monica. “I’m going wolf. There’s a chance they’ll leave a lookout behind if they suspect anyone is following them.”

He shifted into his wolf and ran alongside Monica as they tried to catch up with Jonas and his men. Keeping his ears and eyes alert for anything, he took in the scent of his old friend and fought his inner rage. An eagle cry from above made them slow down. Monica pushed against his left flank and he veered off the main roadway and took cover behind a shed.

Monica threaded her hands through his soft fur. He looked up at her as she used the goggles to see into the dark. Suddenly her hand tightened in his fur, there was someone close. Wyatt’s wolf slipped around the side of the shed, while Monica stayed put. He could scent the man on the air. 

A stranger, not Jonas, his wolf told him.

Was he relieved, or would he rather get it over with, confront Jonas and finally get the answers he needed?

The man held a radio in his hand as he stalked Monica. It buzzed, and a voice asked if he’d seen anything. “Not yet. But I swear there’s someone out here.”

“Use whatever means necessary to flush them out.” The radio went silent.

“Yes, sir.” The man shifted into a hyena and stood for a moment sniffing the air before his body tensed. Could he smell Monica, or could he smell the wolf who was bearing down on him?

With a yelp, the hyena fell to the ground, the wolf standing over him, daring him to move.

Amateur, his wolf spat at the hyena. But the hyena wasn’t done. With a large gulp of air, he filled his lungs and then sprang to his feet. Wyatt’s wolf was no lightweight and he held the hyena pinned down, while Monica ran to join them.

“What do we do with him?” she asked.

As an answer, Wyatt momentarily shifted back to his human form and punched the hyena in the jaw, knocking him out instantly.

“Subtle,” his mate said approvingly. “Let’s get him inside the shed and lock him up.”

They worked quickly. Every minute they were delayed here gave Jonas time to get away. But they weren’t alone, he kept reminding himself, the other members of their team could handle themselves. He pulled the shed door open, it was empty except for some old combat nets. They wrapped the hyena in one and then shut him inside the shed and placed a large slab of concrete against it. It wasn’t strong enough to hold him captive forever, but it would slow him down, if he got himself out of the net.

Running along the road down toward the river, they listened for any further warnings from Liam, but there were none. Monica still had her night vision goggles on and swung her head from side to side, sweeping the area.

“The boat is about a hundred feet ahead,” she told him. “I can’t see anyone on board.”

“Damn, have they doubled back?” Wyatt hissed as they closed the distance.

“I’ll check my phone.” Monica slowed her pace, and he checked his own speed. They couldn’t risk running into an ambush.

“Let’s take cover.” Leaving the road once more, they headed across the grass, which had been left to grow long. Leggy grass stalks pulled at their feet, swishing against their legs.

Monica stopped and hunkered down, her hands shielding her phone screen. The light would give their position away. ”She’s up ahead.” 

But before they had a chance to act on her plan, a scream filled the night and the sound of rushing air told them Fiona had struck.

“Move.” Monica ran forward, not caring that she could be seen. The time for covert action had passed.

Wyatt followed her, and they reached the boat at the same time, jumping on board as a man jumped overboard. “Dammit.”

“He shifted into some kind of fish. A shark perhaps.” Monica looked down at the dark water, and then up at the sky. “Fiona’s on it.”

“Which just leaves Jonas.” Wyatt swung around and headed for the door leading inside the boat. There he paused, unsure of what he might find inside.

“Come in, Wyatt. Long time no see.” Jonas’s voice spoke in the same friendly way he’d always spoken to Wyatt. As Wyatt opened the door and went down the stairs, it was difficult not to turn back the clock to a time when they had all been friends, all served together in the same squad and fought side by side.

“Remember who he is,” Monica said softly as he ducked his head and went into the compartment.

“Jonas. What the hell are you doing here?” Wyatt asked as he noted the relative positions of Jonas and Yolanda.

“Kidnapping Trent’s wife. But then you knew that. And playing dumb was never your thing.” Jonas sneered as he waved a knife at Yolanda. “I could filet her right now.”

“Why would you do that?” Wyatt asked.

“Why not?” Jonas laughed and pressed the blade to Yolanda’s side. Tears streamed down her cheeks, but she couldn’t speak, her mouth was covered in duct tape, the same tape that wrapped around her wrists, preventing her from lashing out or defending herself. “Unless you want to go on a boat trip down the river and help me make my trade.”

“Yolanda for Tarak?”

“Tut tut, you don’t really believe I’m going to admit to anything like that.” Jonas smiled. “Maybe we should stick to rank and number.”

“Whatever. I don’t want to go anywhere with you,” Wyatt told him.

“Really. I thought you might want to hear my side of the story.” Jonas adjusted his position, the knife aimed at Yolanda’s neck.

“You mean why you faked your own death?” Wyatt asked, sensing Monica’s presence nearby. She wasn't behind him, she was in front of him, somewhere on the other side of the hull. Had she come up with a rescue plan? He needed to keep Jonas talking.

“Yes, I heard you took it hard. I’m touched.” He put on a pouting smile, and Wyatt was all for launching himself across the space between them and wiping it right off his face. But could he make the move without causing injury to Yolanda?

“Of course, I took it badly. We were friends, more than friends.”

“All in the past. I decided I didn’t want to be the good guy anymore because the good guys never win.”

“That isn’t true.” Wyatt edged closer. If he got the angle right, he might just be able to disarm Jonas before he had a chance to act.

“Look at you. What did you get for all the time you spent doing the right thing? A trip to the mountains to get over me. In that time alone, did you ever question the things we did? The times we put our lives on the line for people who didn’t care?”

“People do care. We did it because it was the right thing to do.”

“Tell me, does that mean I deserved to have a mate who was loyal to me?” He put his mouth close to Yolanda’s cheek and asked, “Are you a good loyal mate?”

Yolanda’s eyes widened, and she nodded.

“Why did Trent deserve a loyal mate? Why not me? Then I realized what the problem was. Iris left me for a man with money. How was I ever going to compete with a real estate agent? All I could offer her was a life of stress and worry.”

“So, you faked your own death.” Wyatt still couldn’t understand how Jonas ended up holding a knife to the throat of his friend’s wife.

“Yes, it was symbolic. Jonas died, and Pire was born. I’ve done some weird shit since then, but I’ve made money. Enough money to buy back my mate. I could put more diamonds on her fingers than that real estate agent ever could.”

“She’s happy, Jonas. It’s not all about money.” Wyatt shook his head. The man before him was insane if he thought that was the only reason Iris left him.

“She won’t be happy when I kill the man who has been having an affair with her.”

“An affair?” Something scraped the side of the boat. Jonas turned his head and Wyatt pounced. As he leaped into the air, he shifted into his wolf. His jaws bit down on Jonas’s wrist, shaking it until he dropped the knife.

“I’ll kill you.” Jonas lunged for the knife, but Yolanda closed her hand around it and slashed the blade across her captor’s hand.

Jonas let her go and she dashed forward, turning, ready to fight if she had to. But Wyatt had the situation under control. Jonas was going nowhere. Except to prison. For a long time. He needed help. Professional help until he was no longer a threat to anyone. Least of all himself.


Chapter Nineteen – Monica

The hyena leaped at her out of nowhere. As its teeth grazed her jacket, she shifted into her bear and pivoted in the air, her claws extending as she swiped at him with her paw. He dodged, and she scraped her sharp claws along the side of the boat, leaving jagged grooves in their wake.

Digging her back claws into the wooden deck, she braced herself for the next attack. A cackling laugh filled the air and she swung around, sensing the presence of the other animal. As the hyena propelled himself forward, she lashed out with her forepaw, catching his shoulder and knocking him off balance. He crashed to the floor and she opened her jaws wide and clamped them around his throat.

A sickening cry of pain rent the air, but she didn’t sink her teeth into his exposed flesh; instead, she cut off his air supply until he lay limp on the deck. With no time to hesitate, she shifted back into her human form and grabbed hold of a rope, tying it around his front legs before moving to do the same with his hind legs.

“Trussed up like a turkey.” Monica placed her hands on her hips in satisfaction. Then she ran around to the back of the boat, about to go to her mate’s aid. But the door leading down to the cabin opened and Yolanda, white-faced and sobbing came out, climbing the steps on shaky legs. “Are you okay?”

Yolanda sobbed harder as she nodded, and Monica rushed forward, grabbed hold of her and helped her onto the deck. “I thought I was going to die. I thought I’d never see Jack or Trent again.”

“It’s all right. Jack is safe, he’s with friends and Trent will be fine, too, once he knows you are safe.” Monica held Yolanda tightly as she sobbed her relief. “Where’s Wyatt?”

“He’s coming. He’s tying Jonas up.” Yolanda pulled back, looking into Monica’s eyes. “Trent thought he was dead. He mourned him. Every year, on the anniversary of his death he would visit a memorial to him.”

“It’s behind them now.” Monica broke loose from Yolanda as Wyatt appeared, dragging a man behind him. “Jonas.” She wanted to tear at his flesh and claw at him until he bled, but she calmed her bear. Revenge never did anyone any good.

A whoosh of air from above alerted them to the incoming dragon, who swooped down low and dropped a fish-like creature on the deck. It flopped around, trying to work its way back over the side and into the river, but Liam’s eagle landed next to it and stood over it with a sharp, menacing beak inches from the fish’s soft underbelly. In an instant, the fish shifted into a man, who lay curled up in a ball, his face pale and blood seeping from a wound on his belly.

“I think they’re all accounted for,” Liam said as he shifted into his human form. Pulling a phone from his pocket, he dialed the police and explained the situation, although he left out the part about dragons.

“Here.” Monica passed Yolanda’s phone to her. “Why don’t you call Trent and tell him you’re safe?”

Wiping her face, Yolanda took the phone and despite her trembling hands, she dialed her husband’s number and lifted the phone to her ear. “Trent.”

Monica moved across the deck to stand next to Wyatt. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” he replied firmly. “I’m good. Better than I thought I would be.” He tugged on the rope and Jonas turned to face him. “This is my good friend Jonas. Jonas, this is my mate. I thought I’d introduce you since this is the only opportunity we’ll have. You are going to spend the rest of your life behind bars.”

“Is that all the sympathy you have for an old friend?” Jonas sneered.

“You have my sympathy. For Iris leaving. But not for this. You need help, Jonas. And as a friend, I intend to make sure you get it,” Wyatt told Jonas.

Monica reached for Wyatt’s hand, and his fingers curled around hers, holding onto her. He was putting on a brave face, but inside she could sense his pain. The truth had been revealed, and now he had to come to terms with the lies.

“The police will meet us at the gates.” Liam pulled the fish shifter to his feet. “Before they get here, I want you all to leave.”

“Why?” Monica asked.

“A family reunion.” Liam glanced across to Yolanda, who was telling Trent she loved him over and over again. “Take her back to Jack. The others can meet you there.”

“What about witness statements?” Wyatt asked.

“I’ll come see you tomorrow and take them. There’s no rush. This is over. But not for Jack. Until the family is back together, he’s still stuck in limbo.”

“You’re a good man, Liam.” Monica hugged him quickly. “I’ll go get the other hyena.”

She walked across the deck and climbed off the boat, while Liam brought the fish and the hyena, who had shifted back to his human form, and Wyatt pulled Jonas along behind him. It really was over. A sense of satisfaction swept over her. They’d done it. They’d worked together and now Trent’s family would be reunited.

Half an hour later, with blue flashing lights only minutes away, they left Liam with their captives and climbed onto the back of Fiona’s dragon. With a leap, she took high into the air, and flew toward home. Harlan and the others had met up with Trent and were already on their way.

“Not long,” Monica yelled at Yolanda, who sat in front of her. Wyatt’s arms tightened around her waist as the dragon banked to the right and then flew fast, climbing high in the sky.

Despite the extra weight, Fiona climbed higher and flew faster. Monica sensed the excitement coursing through the dragon. Whether it was the joy of flight, or the pull of home and her mate and children, Monica couldn’t tell.

By the time they reached the familiar sight of the mountain range, Yolanda was shaking, her human form no match for the cold air at high altitude. But she didn’t complain, and despite Monica asking her if she needed them to land, she shook her head and insisted they flew on.

Her family was calling her home, too.

Monica leaned back against Wyatt, who kissed her neck with his warm lips. He was her home, her family, and as long as they were together, that was all that mattered. This mission was done. It was time for them to get to know each other.

And for their love to deepen.

She jolted forward. Since when did she love him?

Since we first met him, her bear told her smugly. You just didn’t want to admit it.

It was true. Monica had never believed in the insta-love fate gave to shifters. But despite this, she had fallen in love with Wyatt that night on the mountainside when he took her and Jack back to his cabin and protected them through the night. No questions asked, no expectations of anything in return, not so much as a kiss from his mate.

When the small house in the mountains came into view, growing bigger with each beat of Fiona’s wings, Monica’s energy began to wane. It was over, finally over. All she wanted to do was curl up in bed with Wyatt and sleep for a week. Okay, maybe there were other things she’d like to do, too, with Wyatt. In bed.

Fiona slowed, her wings angled so they kept their height but no longer moved forward. Slowly, she descended into the clearing behind the house, where they had set off only hours before, filled with hope, but also conscious of the huge task before them.

Before her huge taloned feet touched the ground, and her wings had folded by her sides, people were rushing toward them.

“Mommy!” Jack’s voice came loud and shrill, and Yolanda tipped to the side as she turned too quickly. Monica caught her and helped her down off Fiona’s back.

“Jack, is that you?” Yolanda stumbled as her feet touched the ground, but Trent reached out for her, and didn’t let her fall. “Trent.” She flung her arms around his neck and hugged him, before kissing Jack a million times.

“We did it.” Wyatt helped Monica down, and then joined her on the ground.

“We did.” She stood close to him, watching the happy scene before them. “We did.”

The air filled with static electricity as Fiona shifted back into her human form. Her family crowded around her. “Are you okay?” Harlan asked.

“Perfectly.” Fiona hugged him, turning to watch Trent and his family. “That’s what it’s all about. Family.”

“And we have new members.” Harlan ushered Wyatt and Monica over. “Any time. You know where we are. We don’t have to be blood to be family.”

“Thank you.” Monica embraced Fiona and then Harlan. “Is it okay if Trent and Yolanda steal your spare room tonight?”

“Sure, what about you two?” Harlan asked.

“There’s this really cute cabin in the mountains. I hear it’s a great place to get away from it all.” She took Wyatt’s hand. “What do you think? Do you have enough strength to climb a mountain?”

“With you. Always.” He pulled Monica into his arms and kissed her. “Let’s speak to Trent and then leave.” Wyatt sounded relieved at Monica’s proposition.

“Thank you. Both of you.” Trent hugged them. “I don’t know what I’d have done if I lost either one of them.”

“We were never going to let that happen,” Wyatt told him, his voice filled with emotion.

“It was Jonas?” Trent asked.

“It was. Somewhere along the road he got screwed up.” Wyatt placed his hand on Trent’s shoulder and squeezed it. “You have to promise me you won’t dwell on this, you won’t let it screw up your life anymore.”

“Only if you promise the same thing.” Trent nodded at his old friend.

“I have something wonderful to look forward to.” He pulled Monica close. “I can turn this around and actually show gratitude toward Jonas. He brought us together. He was the catalyst that sent Monica into my life.”

“So you forgive him?” Trent asked, his forehead creased as he frowned.

“Forgiveness. That might take a while.”

“We’ve got all the time in the world,” Monica reminded him.

“We do.” He kissed her and then waited while she ran into the house and gathered her things. With a last goodbye, they shifted into their animals, and bear and wolf once more traveled over the mountain. Two mates, joined forever. Heading home to the place they’d first met, under the stars, with the mountain breeze ruffling their fur, and love in their hearts.


Epilogue

Monica rolled over and lay for a moment looking up at the stars. “You’re right, this is the perfect place.”

Wyatt lay next to her on a thick blanket he’d carried up the mountain, along with pillows and a picnic. “Happy anniversary.”

She giggled and turned her face from the brilliant display above and looked at her mate. “We’ve known each other a week.”

“I know. But it’s been the best week of my life.” He kissed her lips, sending shivers of desire through her entire body. From the tips of her fingers to the deepest part of her soul “I love you.”

His words stopped her thoughts in their tracks. “I love you, too.” She looked into his eyes, which twinkled brighter than a million stars. “More than anything in this world.”

He smiled, and her insides turned to liquid fire. It still amazed Monica how a look or word from her mate could make her tremble with desire. They were right for each other. Fate hadn’t made a mistake. Although Monica would have appreciated a less stressful first meeting.

But we learned how compatible we are, her bear told her. We learned to trust each other.

We also learned we can each look after ourselves, Monica said.

But it’s so much more fun when we look after each other, her bear reminded her.

Enough talk, Monica replied and reached for the buttons of Wyatt’s shirt. A toned chest like Wyatt’s should not be covered in fabric, not when her hands wanted to explore the contours of his body.

As she opened each button, she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his skin. Wyatt groaned, and did a little button undoing of his own, slipping her shirt off her shoulders and kissing her soft skin. Monica pulled away from him and shrugged her shirt off.

“Dammit.” She stripped off all of her clothes and Wyatt did the same. They didn’t have time to undress each other slowly, not when the urge to make love under the stars was so great.

Naked, the cool breeze caressing her skin, she lay back on the blanket, and Wyatt moved to hover over her body. He kissed her lips, his hands stroking her breasts, while Monica kissed his chest, closing her mouth around his nipple. She sucked hard, her tongue torturing the sensitive bud, and his hard length stiffened against her thigh.

Curling her fingers around his cock, she stroked her hand up and down, with just the right amount of pressure. She’d learned what he liked, how he loved to be touched and kissed. Wyatt slipped his hand between her thighs. He was an expert in giving her pleasure, too.

They fit together perfectly. And as his finger and thumb tweaked her nipple, she decided it was time for them to do just that.

Rolling Wyatt over onto his back, she moved to straddle him, kneeling up and angling her body so she sank down on his hardened length. Slowly, incredibly slowly, her control was formidable, despite the urgency in Wyatt’s words.

“I want you, Monica,” he breathed, his hands on her hips as he thrust upwards.

“Patience.” She leaned forward, her long loose hair falling forward to brush his chest as she kissed his lips. His tongue ran along her lower lip and she let him plunder her mouth, as she slowly lowered her body down onto him.

He filled her, stretching her inner walls. They might be older, and wiser, but their passion and their need for each other was new, unique, and made her feel young again. Their passion bloomed like a flower, opening its petals to the sun. Monica basked in the love he showered on her.

Ever since they had reunited Jack with his parents, they had spent the days exploring the mountains and the nights exploring each other.

As her orgasm raced to meet her under the night sky, she etched the moment in her mind forever. Tomorrow they would leave the mountain. She would fulfill her promise to look after her pop princess. Wyatt would come with her, and they would take the next step in their lives together.

The bear and the silverback wolf were ready for the next chapter in their lives. A life filled with love, a life where the past was behind them and the future glowed with the promise of a million stars.
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