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Doctor Daddy Bear

Return to Bear Creek

(Book Eight)

 

 

Suzie has taken over responsibility for placing shifter children with suitable foster parents, while Fiona is on maternity leave. When a shifter baby is abandoned at Bear Bluff Hospital, it is Suzie’s job to ensure she is properly cared for. When Suzie arrives at the hospital, she finds the baby in the safe hands of Kit Malvern. Who tells her he is her mate.

Should she knows she must resist temptation and focus on her job. However, resisting the good doctor is going to be the biggest challenge of her life. 

Dr. Kit Malvern loves kids and has fostered many shifter children for years, as a way of keeping his longing in check. So when a possible shifter baby is abandoned, he is more than willing to take her home and offer her his love and protection. Then he meets the woman tasked with making sure the baby is well cared for, Suzie McLeish, and his world is changed forever. 

She is his mate. And he intends to make sure she knows it.

But when a cougar shifter comes sniffing around, Kit and Suzie must work together to uncover the secrets that led to a mother abandoning a child. Is it possible to reunite mother and child and lead them to their own happy ever after?

With help from the dragons, they might just find a way. Talking of dragons—maybe there is another baby about to make an appearance in Bear Creek.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter One – Suzie

The snow fell harder as Suzie battled her way across the hospital parking lot. She hung on tightly to her briefcase, at the same time fighting to keep herself upright. A sudden gust of wind tugged at her hood, dragging it off her head. Suzie fought to pull it back up as big plump snowflakes blinded her; this was not the time to be outside. But she had a job to do. A job that was more important than ice-cold snow down her neck. 

With one last surge forward, Suzie reached the hospital building, pushed the glass doors open, and staggered inside into a different world. Warmth and calm enveloped her and she caught her breath, the pristine snowstorm replaced by the smell of hospital disinfectant. Skimming her hands over her thick winter coat, Suzie pushed her hood down and shook the droplets of melted snow from her hair. 

It was late, and the lights in this part of the hospital were dim, but any sense that the hospital was all tucked in, ready for a good night’s sleep, ended there. Wasting no time, Suzie walked swiftly across the polished tiles to the reception desk.

“Hello, I’m Suzie McLeish from Social Services, I’ve come about the baby.” Suzie showed the receptionist her ID.

“Oh, the baby. Poor thing,” the receptionist, whose name badge read Cindy, replied.

“I know. And poor mother, wherever she is,” Suzie said.

Cindy smiled sadly. “What must be going through a mother’s head to make her abandon a baby like that?”

“What indeed,” Suzie agreed, her smile equally filled with sadness. She’d witnessed the pain of regret and self-loathing that often lingered through the lives of women who had given up their children to Social Services. No matter what the individual circumstances, some wounds never healed.

“Still, at least she brought the baby to us, and didn’t dump her out in the snow to perish.” Cindy brightened, picked up the telephone, and dialed a number, giving Suzie a chance to compose herself. 

Suzie had tried not to think about what might have happened if the mother had simply dumped the baby out in the cold, and left it to die. It was an unbearable thought, but one she could not extinguish now that it was planted in her head. That dark thought led to others. What if the mother was out there, in the snow, homeless and cold? 

But this was a shifter baby, according to the information she had been given. That meant the mother might simply have shifted into whatever animal she was, and be holed up somewhere warm. In a cave, perhaps. Or maybe she was at home somewhere, in front of a fire, trying to cope with what she had done. Or maybe she didn’t care.

“Child abandonment: it doesn’t get much worse, does it?” The voice was not hard or judgmental, simply matter-of-fact.

Suzie turned around; she hadn’t heard the nurse approach. “It doesn’t.”

“I’m Beth.” The nurse smiled, a sadness settled on her. Suzie wondered if everyone she met today was going to be filled with the same sadness. 

“Hello, Beth, I’m Suzie McLeish.”

“Social Services.” Beth smiled, more warmth to her eyes this time. “Fiona told us to expect you.”

“You’ve spoken to Fiona?” Suzie asked. Fiona was a dragon shifter who worked for Social Services. Suzie was lucky enough to be her supervisor, an often awkward job that required some skills in diplomacy, along with a thick skin.

“News travels fast when a baby is involved. Someone at the hospital called Fiona, and Fiona called us.” Beth placed a comforting hand on Suzie’s arm. “Don’t worry, no one was trying to undermine you. But we’ve been dealing with Fiona for such a long time when it comes to special foster children. It was natural someone would call her.”

“I understand,” Suzie said. And she did. Fiona had dealt with numerous shifter children who were in need of help from Social Services. She’d been dedicated to her job for years. It was only natural that she was still dedicated to her job, even though she was on maternity leave, with her own child due any day now. Or overdue… Fiona was nearly two weeks past the date everyone had expected to welcome a new dragon shifter into the world.

“Anyway. It’s all taken care of, we just need you to process the paperwork.” Beth led Suzie to the elevator, and pressed the button.

“I’m sorry?” Suzie asked while they waited.

“The baby is ready to go home with Dr. Malvern. He was on call when the baby was discovered. He’s our resident pediatrician. He’s given her a thorough examination, as has the midwife on duty. Poor little thing has a clean bill of health, and has already gulped down her special formula.”

“That’s good. However, I still need to do my paperwork. And ensure the baby goes to a suitable foster home, one that is registered with Social Services,” Suzie instructed, feeling as if she was in some way superfluous to requirements. Didn’t anyone trust her with shifter babies? 

“Dr. Malvern is registered, don’t worry. If you ask me Kit is already half smitten by the little bundle of joy.” Beth gave Suzie a reassuring glance. “Dr. Malvern is very experienced when it comes to fostering.”

The elevator arrived and opened silently. Beth and Suzie stepped inside, and Beth pressed the button to take them to the third floor. 

“It sounds as if it’s all been arranged.” Suzie was trying not to feel undermined, but she was. She suspected that Fiona had made phone calls behind her back, and was directing the situation from her nice warm bed. Well, Suzie was the one who was going to have to deal with any repercussions if this baby girl was placed in the wrong foster home, so it was going to be Suzie’s final decision as to whether Kit Malvern took the baby home.

“Here we are.” The elevator doors opened, and the two women got out. “It’s not exactly arranged, but Kit has so much experience with babies…” Beth stopped walking and turned to Suzie. “I’m sorry, I feel as if I’ve put my foot in it.”

“No. Not at all.” Suzie shook off her tension, knowing the baby would pick up on it. As would Nurse Beth and Dr. Malvern.

“I understand,” Beth said. “Fiona is a tough act to follow. And I do not necessarily mean that in a totally complimentary way.”

“She’s good at what she does,” Suzie said diplomatically.

“She is, but when smoke comes out of her ears, we all run for cover,” Beth joked. “You will do just fine, Suzie.” Beth smiled encouragingly.

“Thanks, Beth. And if I don’t, I’ll get more than scolded.” Suzie tried to lift the atmosphere with a joke. 

“Oh yes, burned alive, more like.” Beth giggled, and then added conspiratorially, “I would never say that to Fiona’s face. Although I will be the first to admit she has mellowed in recent times. Gone are the days when she would leave a student nurse in tears with one glare. She’s found peace, hasn’t she?”

“I think she has. Or at least, she’s found love,” Suzie said, thinking back to the old Fiona and comparing her with the new Fiona, who had adopted two dragon-shifter daughters, and found her mate in Harlan, a silverback dragon. Suzie had seen all four dragons once, out on the mountain. They were flying across the sky, the early morning sun glinting off their scales; it had been the most incredible sight she had ever seen.

“Love changed everything,” Beth stated.

“I hope one day to find that out for myself,” Suzie said, revealing more of herself than she cared to.

“Believe me, I know it’s true. I married a shifter myself,” Beth confided. 

“Was it love at first sight?” Suzie asked, caught up in a romantic dream where there was no need for those awkward moments of getting to know each other…and finding out you would rather not. No risk of the man you thought loved you running out on you when things got rough.

“For him. It took me a while to come around. But, oh boy, was it worth it.” Beth smiled, and then cleared her throat. “I hope you experience it yourself, Suzie. You deserve a good man.” Beth stopped outside the door of an examination room. “And there’s one in here. Dr. Malvern is one of the most eligible bachelors I know.”

“Bachelor?” Suzie asked, surprised. Suzie had pictured him as an old married man, with a wife waiting at home for him. 

“Yes, he’s a shifter. If he wasn’t, I’m sure some lucky lady would have snapped him up by now. He gets lonely, poor thing.” Beth shook her head sadly. “He’s such a good man.” One thing Suzie was sure of, since shifters mated for life, she was not going to be a make-do girlfriend for a shifter, only to get dumped when his real mate came along.

“But he’s waiting for his mate?” Suzie asked. When Fiona had recommended Suzie take over matching foster homes to shifter children, despite her not being a shifter herself, Suzie had taken the role very seriously. However, she had never had a chance to question a non-shifter like Beth with firsthand knowledge. 

“He is. With his biological clock ticking like a time bomb. That’s why he fosters, he just loves kids.” Beth winked. “I’ll cross my fingers for you.”

“Thanks.” Suzie didn’t sound convinced. She had never believed in fairy tales, they didn’t exist, not in the real world. Her job at Social Services proved that on a continual basis. Pity, her job would be a lot less emotionally draining if they did. 

“You are welcome.” Beth turned to face Suzie. “Here we are.”

Holding her briefcase tighter, she composed herself. Time for business: she was here to do her job, not be matched up with the most eligible doctor in town. “Thank you, Beth.”

Beth opened the door of an examination room, to reveal a man and a baby. “Kit?” Beth rushed forward. “Are you OK?”

“Yes.” Dr. Malvern, dressed in a white doctor’s coat, stethoscope to his ears, had his hands pressed down on either side of the baby as if trying to keep himself on his feet.

Suzie stood back and assessed the situation quickly. If Dr. Kit Malvern hadn’t gotten full control of his senses, there was no way she was going to sign the papers and let him take the abandoned baby home. She didn’t care if Fiona approved of her decision or not.

“Do you need some water?” Beth asked.

“No. I’m… It was a shock, that’s all.” The doctor lifted his head and fixed his eyes on Suzie. “I wasn’t expecting…”

Beth followed his gaze and gave a secret smile. “Oh my, it looks as if you caught yourself a good man, after all, Ms. McLeish.”

Suzie stood looking from Nurse Beth across to Dr. Malvern, a frown forming on her face. Had the whole hospital been struck down with some kind of sickness that made those infected delusional?

“I’m not sure what you mean, Nurse Beth, but I think this baby should be placed with a different foster parent while Dr. Malvern recovers.” Suzie strode forward, taking control of the situation. 

Taking a quick look at the baby girl, who was kicking her legs, looking perfectly happy, Suzie was about to scoop her up, when a hand was placed on hers. Dr. Malvern’s touch sent tremors through her body and snatched the breath from her lungs. “I’m sorry, I’m perfectly able to cope with this young lady.”

Beth chuckled. “It’s you who caused the problem, Suzie.”

“Me?” Suzie asked, bewildered. She looked up at the doctor, struck by the intensity of his eyes, and the way they caressed her face and body as if she were the thing he coveted most in all the world. Slowly, the words Beth had spoken sunk in. “Oh, my.”

“Oh my, indeed,” Beth said, shaking her head. “I can still remember the look on Ben’s face when he first saw me. I didn’t understand, I had no idea what it all meant. But every day I am thankful he put up with me and convinced me I was the one for him.”

Suzie dragged her gaze away from Kit Malvern’s and tried to focus on Beth. “I’m not sure I’m ready…”

“Too bad. And remember, if you need any advice, I’m your girl.” Beth tickled the baby’s chin. “But right now, I am going to leave you two alone. If you need me, just call. I’ll be down the hall checking my other patients.” She shook her head and smiled. “Wait until I tell Ben. He will be so pleased; we were saying only yesterday how you needed a woman in your life, Kit, and a bear cub or two.” 

Beth backed away, not taking her eyes off them. Suzie had never seen a person look so happy for others. But Beth was brimming with love and excitement.

“Now you have both, Kit.” Those were her final words as she backed out of the door and closed it behind her, leaving Suzie with her mouth opening and closing like a goldfish, but no words would come out.

She was speechless, and so, it appeared, was Dr. Malvern. The only sound filling the room was the mewling sound of an abandoned baby girl. 

The baby. Suzie awoke from her stupor. Time to put her personal feelings aside and get on with her job. There was a child to be helped, and she was going to do her best, as she always strived to.

But oh, did the nearness of the doctor make her heart pound. 

 


Chapter Two – Kit

So far it had been quite a day. Being handed an abandoned baby was unexpected, but to find his mate too? Hell, this was going to be one day to remember. And one to tell his grandkids about. Grandkids that five minutes ago were a thing he could only dream of, but now were closer to reality. After he had kids with his mate, of course.

Wow, his world was turned upside down, and spinning around and around.

“Dr. Malvern?” his mate asked.

“Yes.” He stood up, thankful his knees didn’t give way. With his mate so close, it was hard to keep control of his senses. All he knew was she was here, and she was real. Her scent tickled his nose, he could hear the sweet sound of her voice, but he desperately wanted to reach out and touch her just to be sure.

“I’m Suzie McLeish.” His mate smiled brightly and held out her hand, trying to be professional, but the hand she offered him trembled. 

“Good to finally meet you, Suzie.” Kit smiled, and took her hand, his thumb brushing the back of it, causing the trembling to pass through the rest of her body. “Sorry.”

Suzie looked down at their joined hands, and her cheeks flamed. “That’s OK.” She took a deep shuddering breath. “I do understand.”

“Understand?” Kit asked.

“How you feel. Well, sort of…” Suzie looked up at him, as if expecting him to say something.

“Oh, the bond.” Of course, the bond, what else could she mean? “You aren’t a shifter, though?”

She shook her head. “Unfortunately not.” Suzie shrugged. “I always wondered what it would be like.”

“Incredible,” Kit replied, staring at Suzie. But the little child on the exam table before him started to whimper, and soon she would be crying. “You know you are the center of my world…” Kit gave Suzie his best, most winning smile; his bedside manner was famous throughout the hospital. And he would certainly like to give Suzie firsthand experience, but it would have to wait.

“But this young lady needs to our full attention,” Suzie finished.

“She does indeed.” He let go of Suzie’s hand and reluctantly let it drop. Then he picked up his stethoscope and put it back in his ears. Funny, he hadn’t even remembered taking it out. “I was just checking her over. Usually, I would insist she stay in the hospital, but since the weather has taken a turn for the worse, and I’m afraid the hospital will be short-staffed, I’ve decided to take her home with me tonight.”

Suzie cleared her throat. “Normally, I would insist an abandoned baby stayed here, but I agree since you are a doctor.”

“There, we are in agreement,” Kit said. “A good start to our relationship.”

“Our relationship…” Suzie set her briefcase down on the counter to her left. “Where this little beauty is concerned, our relationship must remain businesslike.” She paused as she moved to pull out a sheaf of papers. “In fact, I wonder if the bond…” Suzie hesitated and Kit got the feeling she was thinking that pinching herself might be a good idea.

“It’s OK, this is a shock.” He took his stethoscope from his ears and placed it down on the bed next to the baby. “But if you are going to say we should put our relationship on hold...” He shook his head. “I can’t.”

“Even if it’s best for the baby?” Suzie asked.

“Suzie, I’m a professional. And this is not my first baby,” Kit reassured her.

Suzie let out a tense breath. “It’s my first baby. My first shifter baby.”

“Ahh, you have taken over from the indomitable Fiona.” Kit nodded in understanding. “She is a hard act to follow. But I’m sure you will do just fine, in your own way.”

Suzie let her eyes flit to the baby and then to Kit. “I’m her supervisor at Social Services. I’ve known about shifter children for a while now… So when she went on maternity leave, everyone thought I would be a good fit to take over their placement in the system.”

“You don’t have to be a shifter to do your best for these children. They need love and security, just like any other.” Kit smiled at her kindly.

“I just worry I don’t understand anything at all, that I’m a fraud.”

Kit wrapped the small baby in a blanket and scooped her up in his arms. His protective instinct kicked in, as it always did around children, big or small, and he hugged her to him. Giving himself a moment to collect his senses, which were completely rocked by the nearness of his mate, he closed his eyes, centering himself.

When he was in control, he opened his eyes, and turned to Suzie, taking a step toward her. “Here. Hold her. She’s no different to any other baby. And since we don’t know who left her, she might not be a shifter. It can be difficult to tell at such a young age. But whether she is a shifter or not, she needs love and protection, just the same as any newborn.” 

Suzie took the baby from Kit and cradled her gently in her arms, tears misting her eyes. “It’s been a long time since I held a newborn baby. A very long time.”

“Hey, are you OK?” Kit asked as a tear rolled down Suzie’s cheek.

“Yes, just a little overwhelmed.” She stroked the little girl's cheek. “You are right, she’s perfect. Just perfect.”

“And it’s our job to see that she has a happy life, with people who love her.” He allowed himself a moment to breathe, to take in the scene before him of his mate holding a child in her arms. Kit wished it was their child. But that would come in time. He was going to have to be patient a while longer. Because Suzie was right, they were going to have to take things slow: this small child truly was the most important thing in both of their worlds right now.

“How do you know she’s a shifter?” Suzie asked, looking up at Kit.

“We can’t be a hundred percent sure, but after she was found, we searched the grounds. One of the nurses said there were big cat paw prints in the snow. I think she thought this little one was in danger of being eaten.”

“So you assume the paw prints were from the mother?” Suzie asked, with a frown.

“Yes. Or father. We can’t say for sure, although I did go out and take a photograph of them before the snow covered them completely.” Kit took his cell phone from his pocket and showed the image to Suzie.

“Are we going to try to track the mother?” Suzie asked.

“I like it when you say we,” Kit said softly.

She blushed at his words and then corrected herself. “I meant the hospital and Social Services.”

“Oh, that we,” Kit replied with a grin. “The sheriff is swamped right now, with the storm coming in. But he’s made a statement to the local news. It may help us find the mother.” Kit stroked the little girl's cheek and shook his head. “Whoever she is, she might need medical treatment. We need to know she’s OK, and the circumstances of why she abandoned her baby.”

“Because this little one deserves a chance to be with her real mom,” Suzie said, her voice cracking.

“Yes. But not all moms make good mothers,” Kit told her. “And maybe this mom knew that.”

“But we at Social Services could help her.” Then Suzie turned away, brushing a tear from her eye. “You are right. We need to know the circumstances before we jump to any conclusions.”

“We do indeed. Open minds, and for now, we take care of what we can. Which means we take care of this little girl. Who is going to need a name.”

“What if the mother has already named her?” Suzie asked.

“We can give her a temporary name. I refuse to call her baby.”

“How about Storm?” Suzie suggested.

Kit looked out of the window, where the snow was falling fast, the wind buffeting it against the glass in hard gusts. “Storm is perfect.”

Suzie, baby still cradled in her arms, walked to the window and looked out. “I don’t think we are going anywhere in this.”

Kit picked up his stethoscope and hooked it around his neck. “I can get us home.”

“Home? I live thirty miles away.”

“My home.” His eyes darkened as he watched her face and saw the uncertainty there. “I promise to be chivalrous.”

“Chivalrous?” Suzie blushed beautifully.

“I have a guest room, you are welcome to make use of it.” He joined her in looking out of the window. “I live in Bear Creek, it’s a ten-minute drive. My SUV has snow chains already fitted, and I’ve driven in worse weather conditions. I’m part of the mountain rescue team.”

Suzie looked up at him. “I’m impressed.”

“The things a man does to fill his life while he’s waiting for the right woman to come along.” His longing filled his expression, but this time Suzie didn’t turn away, she allowed herself to bathe in the glow. “I won’t ever hurt you. I can’t. We share a bond, and I aim to make you happy.”

“I’m going to have to call my mom first,” Suzie replied. “I live with her. She’ll be worried.”

“Of course. Make sure you tell her you are safer coming home with me. This snowstorm is going to get treacherous really fast.”

Storm gurgled and wriggled in Suzie’s arms as she passed the baby back to Kit. “I’m going to go out in the corridor and call her.”

“We’ll be waiting,” Kit replied. Forever.

Forever turned out to be a five-minute conversation, which he tried not to listen to. His enhanced shifter hearing made it difficult, even when he walked to the far side of the room. Suzie’s mom sounded concerned, and Kit wanted to know why. Was there a problem with his mate he should know about?

“OK. Let’s go.” Suzie came back into the room, looking flustered.

“Everything OK?” Kit asked.

“Yes.” Suzie looked at her phone. “She was worried about the weather, and me staying with a strange man.” 

He grinned. His mate was putting her trust in him. “I just have to grab some formula, and then I’ll be ready.”

“Do you have everything else we need?” Suzie asked as he headed for the door.

“Yes, I’m always prepared, including some formula, but if this snow gets worse, we might not get out for days,” Kit said.

 “Days?” Suzie sounded less sure about her decision. “Are you are sure you want to risk going home? We could stay here.”

Kit bent down, gazing at Storm. “I don’t want her to feel abandoned.” He lifted his eyes to Suzie’s. “She’ll be warm and safe, and feel loved at home with us.”

“Us?” Suzie repeated. “I’m not sure Storm should get used to there being an us.”

“There is nothing like the comfort of safe arms,” Kit said. “And don’t worry, I know she’s not mine, or ours. I’ve done this enough times to know that this a fleeting moment in Storm’s life, and will soon be forgotten. But I won’t forget.”

“Dr. Malvern, I swear you are going to make me cry again,” Suzie confessed.

Kit laughed. “Some tears are good tears.”

“I hope those are the only kind of tears Storm cries.” Suzie shrugged. “At least for the first couple of years of her life.”

“True. We have to experience some of life’s lows, to truly appreciate the highs.” Kit opened the door and they walked together along the corridor. 

Kit had known some lows. In his job, he’d seen the best and the worst in people. Kit had watched families make the best of truly terrible experiences. He’d seen them rise above the crap life aimed their way. This was the rule he tried to live by.

But today, today Kit Malvern was about as high as a man could get. 


Chapter Three – Suzie

Suzie held the baby tight to her chest, her arms protective but not too restricting, as Kit unlocked a storage cupboard and gathered up some baby formula and newborn bottles. He wrote it down in the supply book, and signed for it, before locking the storage cupboard once more and rejoining Suzie in the corridor.

“We are good to go,” Kit announced. “All I have left to do is go out through the main entrance and tell Cindy I’m leaving. My shift ended three hours ago, but I stayed on to make sure enough doctors made it in to cover the night shift.”

“Hey, you two are you leaving?” Beth’s voice reached them along the corridor.

“We are,” Kit said, turning around. “You have everything under control, I see.” Kit walked back to meet Beth, who was helping a child, with his leg in a cast, practice walking on his crutches.

“I have,” Beth said. “We’re going to look at the snow.”

“I was asking Callum.” Kit winked at Beth’s patient. “I know I can count on you to make sure Nurse Beth does her job.”

“Are you implying I don’t?” Beth asked hotly.

Kit kissed Beth on the cheek. “I’ve heard how you like to spoil my patients. But snowball fights are strictly out of the question.”

“I can always wrap my leg in a plastic sheet,” Callum said hopefully, gazing out of the long window that ran along the corridor.

“Hey, we can’t risk you breaking the other leg,” Kit said.

Callum groaned. “I can’t wait to get this thing off.”

“A couple of months and you will be mended.” Kit took in the sorrowful face of Callum. “Come on, cheer up! I hear wheelchair snowball fights are great fun.”

“You mean it?” Callum asked his face brightening.

“I’ll be back in the hospital in two days’ time. If there is still snow on the ground, and I think there will be, then I promise you, I will take you out there myself.” 

“Dr. Malvern is such a bad influence,” Beth said theatrically. 

“I love the snow. Do you promise?” Callum asked happily, his eyes bright as he stared at the snow outside.

“We all heard him, Callum, and I know for a fact that Dr. Malvern always keeps his promises.” Beth turned her full attention on Suzie. “As Ms. McLeish will soon find out.”

“You are Dr. Malvern’s mate?” Callum asked, fixing his attention on Suzie.

Suzie didn’t know what to say. She had only just met Kit, was it too soon to be introduced as anything other than a friend?

Kit obviously didn't think so. “She is my mate, Callum. As of half an hour ago.”

“Then how come you already have a baby?” Callum asked.

“Someone left baby Storm inside the hospital,” Kit said, humor leaving his voice. “We are going to take good care of her until we either find her mom, or find a family to adopt her.”

“They just left her?” Callum asked, shocked.

“And Dr. Malvern is going to take her home and take good care of her,” Beth said. “While we get you back to bed.”

“See you later, Callum. Have a good night, Beth,” Kit said.

“Bye,” Suzie called.

“I hope you get some sleep,” Beth said, with a wink.

“Why wouldn’t they sleep?” Callum asked as Beth escorted him back toward the ward.

“Babies like to cry,” Beth told him, casting a knowing look over her shoulder.

“Come on,” Kit said, putting a protective arm around Suzie’s shoulders. “Let’s get out of here before the snow does get too deep.”

“You do have a good bedside manner,” Suzie commented as they waited for the elevator. She also couldn’t help wondering what Kit’s inside-bed manner was like either. Her cheeks, already flushed from being outside in the cold wind, and then coming into the warm hospital, glowed even redder. 

“Saved by the elevator,” Kit said as the doors opened, and they stepped inside. He pressed the button to take them to the ground floor. When the doors had closed securely, leaving them in a small cube of metal that seemed to lack air, he spoke again, “I’m not going to rush you into anything, Suzie. It’s different for me. It’s different for other shifters.”

“I’ve never been a jump-into-bed-with-a-stranger kind of a girl,” Suzie admitted.

“I’m glad about that.” He looked at her sideways, his eyes twinkling mischievously. “And I want you to know I’ve never been a jump-into-bed-with-a-stranger kind of a guy.”

“You surprise me,” Suzie said, returning his mischievous look. “I would have thought with your perfectly handsome face, and your toned body, you would have been fighting the women off.”

“I didn’t say I haven’t been tempted. Or propositioned more times than I like to remember. But I knew there was only ever going to be one woman for me. And that is you.” He let the words settled between them before he grinned, and added, “So you think I’m perfect?”

“Don’t let it go to your head,” Suzie warned him.

“Never.” He smiled at her and leaned in close, looking at Storm, who lay with her eyes closed in Suzie’s arms. “Having children around means that will never happen. They know exactly how to ground you.”

“This little one hasn’t learned that trick yet,” Suzie said, gazing at the peaceful face of Storm.

“She will. They all do,” Kit said easily.

“I wish we knew who her mommy was.” The elevator doors opened and they stepped out into the reception area. The place where less than an hour ago, she had entered the hospital as a single woman intent on finding a home for an abandoned baby. Now she was leaving with a man. Yes, she was still technically single, but if what she knew about shifters was true, the mating bond that existed between her and Kit was more important than any marriage certificate. 

The mating bond joined their souls, and nothing could break that. Nothing. Forever.

“Hey, I lost you there for a moment,” Kit said, frowning. “Are you OK? You didn’t catch a chill when you came through the snow?”

“I am fine. And it will take a lot more than a few inches of snow to slow me down,” Suzie told him.

“A few feet, that’s what it will be by the morning,” Cindy said. “Oh, you have that precious little baby with you.” Cindy pushed a clipboard toward Kit, and while he signed himself out, she came around her desk to coo at Storm, who didn’t seem to even notice.

“Is she OK?” Suzie asked worriedly as Storm lay peacefully in her arms.

“Yes,” Kit said. “She’s got a full tummy and wants to sleep it off.”

“Probably not a bad thing if you two…sorry, three, are venturing out into the cold. You should stay here. I’m sure there are some beds to spare.” Cindy cocked her head on one side and stroked Storm’s tiny hand. “She is so precious, I would hate for anything to happen to her.”

“Nothing is going to happen to her,” Kit said firmly. “I’ve driven in worse. Much worse.”

“It isn’t your driving that worries me, it’s all the others on the road. All those people who want to get home before they get stranded. Silly season,” Cindy warned.

“I’ll take extra care,” Kit said, giving Cindy a reassuring smile. “Now, you take care of yourself, Cindy. Don’t take any risks getting yourself home. Take your own advice and stay here if you have to.”

“I will, Dr. Malvern,” Cindy promised. 

“I’m not in tomorrow, but I will try to make it the day after. But, if you need me, call me.”

“And make you come back here with this little girl?” Cindy asked.

“No, Suzie is going to be staying with me. I’m sure she can look after Storm if you need me.”

“Even so, I am not having you coming back and forth over those treacherous roads,” Cindy said firmly.

“You know some of us have other ways to travel,” Kit said, giving her a look that made it clear what he meant. At least it was clear if you knew about shifters; if not, you would think he had been drinking.

Cindy patted his arm. “I will call you only in an absolute emergency. You need your time off, and you need to get this little one settled.” Cindy looked up at Suzie. “And this big one settled too. You are a lucky man, Dr. Malvern.” The receptionist's words confirmed Suzie’s suspicions. Cindy must know about shifters. Maybe she was one herself, but Suzie was not going to ask, it seemed too personal.

“I am,” Kit confirmed, and then put his hand on the small of Suzie’s back and guided her out of the hospital. “Have a good evening, Cindy.”

They left the warmth of the hospital and immediately Suzie regretted it. “Wow, the storm has worsened.”

The cold didn’t appear to bother Kit; he wrapped his arm around Suzie, and sheltered the baby with his coat. Storm slept on. “If she has shifter blood,” Kit informed Suzie, “she won’t feel the cold as much as a normal human.”

“Lucky her,” Suzie said, her voice rising so Kit could hear her over the wind. Unfortunately, every time she spoke, giant snowflakes tried to fill her mouth. “When I was a kid, I used to think snow was fun.”

“Snow is fun,” Kit said. 

“I’m not convinced,” Suzie told him, as she shuffled through the thick layer of snow on the ground.

“But not when you are trying to get home,” he conceded. “Here, this is mine.”

Kit certainly was prepared. His SUV was powerful, with snow chains on all four wheels, and a heater that soon warmed up the interior. While Suzie waited inside, with Storm in her arms, Kit went to the trunk, and returned with a car seat for the baby.

“You just happened to have one of those with you?” Suzie asked.

“Be prepared, that is what my mom always told me,” Kit said, fixing it securely and then placing Storm in it with the utmost care.

Suzie watched him work, and fell in love with him just a little bit more as each minute passed.


Chapter Four – Kit

The drive home was treacherous, but Kit knew the roads and how to handle his vehicle. As part of the mountain rescue team, he’d driven in worse conditions. However, he had never made such a journey with his mate by his side.

Her presence was more than a little off-putting. Not in an unpleasant way. Nothing about Suzie could ever be anything but wonderful, and amazing, and incredible…which was the issue. Having Suzie there right next to him was intoxicating.

“Are you OK?” Suzie asked.

“Why do you ask?” Kit replied.

“You seem tense.” Her hand rested protectively on Storm’s car seat.

“I’m OK, I just need to make sure you and Storm are safe,” Kit answered, which was the truth.

“We’re doing OK,” Suzie reassured him, but the strain in her voice told him she wasn’t so sure.

“We’re nearly home,” Kit said. “Just over the next hill.” 

The snow chains bit into the virgin snow, and they slowly inched their way along the road. The snow was coming down heavier, hitting the windshield almost horizontally. But he could still see the high hedges bordering the side of the road, and kept the vehicle straight and true. Breathing deeply, he pushed everything else out of his mind, focusing on the job at hand, just as he did when he was at work. 

As a doctor, he had experienced times when the fears of a parent would have put him off doing his job. Many times when the anguish of a child had to be put aside so that he could make them better. The same talents that made him a good pediatrician were what would get them through this. Never once did he second-guess his decision to take them back to his house, never once did he think they should turn back.

“There,” he said at last, as he turned left off the road and headed up a steep narrow dirt track. “This is home.”

“Hear that, Storm, we can get in out of the cold, and you can have your next feed,” Suzie told Storm, who was still dozing, the motion of the SUV rocking her to sleep. But Suzie was right, as soon as they stopped, he had a feeling Storm would be exercising her lungs, asking for food in the only way she knew how.

Kit steered the vehicle along the last stretch of track. The snow seemed to ease a little, and as it did so, he caught a glimpse of something behind them. He checked the rearview mirror, but whatever it was had gone. 

Glancing at Suzie, he was about to share what he thought he had seen, and then changed his mind. She looked tired and cold, and he didn’t want to give her anything else to worry about. Not when he had no idea who or what might be out there. For all Kit knew, it was just a bear trying to make his way home in the snow.

Hell, if Kit had been on his own, he would probably have left his truck at the hospital and come home on four paws. But he wasn’t alone. He would never be alone again.

“I’ll come around and help you two ladies out,” Kit told Suzie.

“Thanks,” Suzie said, unbuckling her seat belt and then doing the same to free Storm’s car seat. 

Kit opened the passenger door and held out his hand. Suzie passed him the formula, and then the car seat, before slipping out of the vehicle to stand next to him in the snow. Slamming the door behind her, she said, “OK, lead the way.”

Kit held out his arm, and she looped her hand through it. “I don’t want to lose you out here.”

“Good, because I don’t want to get lost out here,” Suzie said in return. The snow was already settling on her hair and her coat. Large flakes rested on her eyelashes and she blinked them away. “I’ve never seen so much snow.”

“I have,” Kit said, looking up at the heavy clouds above their heads. It should be dark, but the clouds gave the world an eerie glow. “Let’s get inside and get a fire going. We’ll soon warm up.”

Kit turned toward the large spacious cabin he called home, after giving the track one last sweeping glance, but there was nothing there to see. Pulling Suzie along, he took one large stride, and then another, making a pathway in the snow, until they reached the porch steps. The snow was thinner here, and Suzie let go of his arm and took hold of the formula, so he could open the front door and switch on the light.

“Shake off the loose snow, but keep your coat on for now. I’ll get the fire going and the stove on. A nice hot cup of coffee, and a bottle of milk for Storm, and we’ll soon forget the weather outside,” Kit said as he entered the house.

“I like the sound of that,” Suzie said, through chattering teeth.

Kit wanted to drag her into his arms and use his body heat to warm her through, but he didn’t. He didn’t want to overpower her with his intense need to feel her close to him, preferably skin to skin.

It took a moment for him to register that he was standing there like an imbecile, staring at his mate, while she shivered in the cool air of the house. “Here, you take Storm.” He set the car seat down, unbuckled the restraints and picked a wriggling Storm up, passing her to Suzie. “Put her inside you coat if you have to.”

Suzie took the baby, and Kit dragged himself away, busying himself with the fire. He was an expert at getting a fire going, but tonight his fingers fumbled with the matches. Taking a deep breath, he tried again, letting the sense of satisfaction sweep over him as the kindling sparked into life. 

Taking his time, not wanting to smother the crackling flames, he fed smaller pieces of wood onto the fire, allowing them to catch fire, before he added more. As he watched the flames, he realized that his relationship with Suzie had to be made in the same way. Slowly, or else he might suffocate her with his intense desire.

“There,” Kit said, standing up. He turned to Suzie, who was sitting on the sofa, with Storm still wrapped in her coat. “You two stay here. I’ll be back soon.”

“We are not going to argue with you there, are we, Storm?” Suzie asked, checking on the little girl, who seemed quite content. “I think she’s gone back to sleep.”

“I expect she can hear your heartbeat,” Kit said. “And the rise and fall of your breathing, it will comfort her.”

“Even though I’m not her mom?” Suzie asked, gazing down at the adorable baby.

“Even though you are not her mom.” Kit picked up the formula and took it to the kitchen, where he busied himself getting the stove lit and a pot of coffee on. While he worked he went over the details surrounding Storm’s abandonment, his eye constantly straying to the kitchen window. Was the person who abandoned Storm really out there? And if so, was it her mommy?

Kit brought coffee and a fresh bottle of formula to Suzie and set them down. “I need to go back out to the car.”

Suzie frowned. “Is everything OK?”

“Sure, I just want to check that there is nothing in the car that might freeze.” He smiled, and said, “The bottle is a little warm. If Storm wakes up, check the temperature before you give it to her. And if she doesn’t wake up before I come back in, I’ll put it in the fridge with the other two I made up.”

“OK, Mommy,” Suzie said returning his smile. “It’s good that at least one of us knows what they are doing.”

“You’ll soon learn.” He headed for the door. “Haven’t you got any nieces or nephews?”

“Nope, it’s just me and my mom. And although I’ve been working for Social Services for ten years, I have never had the pleasure of taking a baby home.” She shrugged. “Technically, I know how to look after a baby, I just don’t have the necessary practical experience.”

“On the job training,” Kit said. He walked back toward her, standing behind the sofa and looking down on Suzie and Storm. “You two will do great, and you will be surprised at how quickly you pick it up. You’ll be a natural.”

Suzie looked up at him, her face earnest when she said, “It doesn’t feel very natural.” She frowned. “In fact, I have a new appreciation of mothers.” Gazing down at Storm, she continued, “It’s not as if they can tell you what they want. I keep thinking she should wake up and cry.”

“Don’t worry, before you know it, you’ll be wishing she would go back to sleep.” He leaned down and smoothed Storm’s face. “Although something tells me this little one is going to be a really calm baby.”

“So we gave her the wrong name,” Suzie said.

“I don’t think so,” Kit replied. “I think it suits her perfectly. She’s the calm before the storm.”

Suzie raised her eyebrow at him. “That’s pretty poetic, Dr. Malvern.”

He winked, and pulled back, knowing if he didn’t leave now he would stay and talk with Suzie for hours. However, he had to check there wasn’t a shifter out in the freezing cold, a desperate shifter who had followed them from the hospital to find baby Storm. “I am a man of mystery.”

He slipped out of the room before Suzie had a chance to answer. Putting on his coat and boots, he went outside. His plan was to go to the car and pretend he was looking for something. He hoped the illusion might fool whoever was out there, and they might show themselves. 

If he couldn’t hear or see anyone, he would move to plan B, which was to slip inside the small barn next to the house and then shift into his bear. Since his bear senses were so much more acute, and his bear fur was so much thicker, he would then go outside and scout the area. His bear could look for tracks, or pick up scents that would evade his human side.

Opening the front door, he was relieved to see the snow was falling a little less. If there were tracks out there, they would not be instantly covered by the snow, and any scent might linger long enough for his bear to pick it up.

All ifs. But it was all he had. He hesitated, the bond between him and Suzie making it difficult to pull away. It would be easy to convince himself he had been imagining the whole thing and stay with her in the warmth of the house. But if someone was out there and needed his help, it was his duty to help them.

And there was only one way to find out.

Kit went outside to his SUV, and opened the driver’s door. He stood with his head inside the vehicle, but his senses focused on the snowy world outside. He couldn’t hear a thing; all sound seemed to be muted by the thick layer of snow. Pulling his head back from inside the SUV, he stood still and looked around. The night was darker now, although the moon was trying to break through the clouds, its weak light reflecting off the snow.

He waited for a few minutes, his bear trying to break out. His other side had a primal need to ensure the safe return of the baby to its mother. That was the way of things. The natural order. A child belonged with its mother. Although over their years of fostering, his bear had come to accept that was not always the case.

Closing the car door securely, Kit walked to the barn, his eyes trained on the ground, looking for tracks, while he used his hearing to scan a wider area. Just before he reached the barn, he stopped dead. 

Tracks. 

Slowing down, he looked closely at the footprints, before pulling his phone from his pocket and taking a picture of them. Then he scrolled through, comparing the photos from outside the hospital with these new tracks. They were the same.

At least, to his untrained eye they were the same. 

He followed the tracks some more, turning to follow the wall of the barn. As he did so, there was a startled screech and a blur of fur as something took off into the trees.

Kit shifted and followed at full speed, but he couldn’t keep up with the feline figure that lengthened its stride to escape him.

Kit stopped. He didn’t want to frighten the cat away completely. So he turned back and made his way toward his house. There were other ways to catch a kitty.


Chapter Five – Suzie

Suzie’s eyelids were heavy; sleep was calling to her. After being out in the cold, the heat from the fire was comforting, and baby Storm’s breathing was like a lullaby to her ears.

Until a loud screech made them both jump.

As soon as the panicked noise reached them, Storm was awake and crying, drowning out any further sound. Suzie, now fully alert, tested the bottle of formula, it was just about the right temperature, and so she offered it to Storm, in a bid to quiet and calm her. But Storm didn’t want it. Instead, she turned her head, her eyes open wide, searching for something she could not see. Her wails grew steadily louder, and Suzie lifted her up, putting Storm over her shoulder, and walking around the room, talking in a soothing, singsong voice.

“Hush now. Hush, sweet baby,” Suzie crooned, but it did no good.

Afraid of what might be outside, and scared Kit might be hurt, Suzie rocked baby Storm as she made her way to the front door. Pulling it open, she held Storm close to her as she braced herself against the sudden cold. 

It was like a blast of ice hitting them. Storm took a breath and quieted her cries, giving Suzie a chance to listen for any other sound. There was none. None at all.

“Where are you, Kit?” Suzie asked. 

The night answered her with silence. 

Suzie stood still, not knowing what to do. Did she risk going out into the night with Storm? What if there was someone out there? If Kit had been overpowered, then what chance did Suzie have, and what danger would she be putting Storm in?

But Kit might be hurt, and the cold would kill him. She had no choice. 

Turning around, Suzie bent down to grab her boots, balancing Storm in one arm while she pulled them on, one at a time.

Once she had them both on, Suzie tucked Storm back inside her coat and turned to face the cold. Only there was a big grizzly bear standing on the porch, looking in.

“Oh,” Suzie said, feeling pathetic. But what exactly did a person say to a bear?

The bear walked a couple of steps forward and lifted his head, sniffing the air. Sniffing her scent. Suzie's heart hammered in her chest, but she had to believe this bear meant her no harm. If it did, she would be dead by now. Hungry bears didn’t usually wait for permission to tear a person’s throat out, did they?

“Kit?” Suzie asked, putting her hand out to the bear. 

The bear stepped closer and sniffed her hand, sending thrills through her body. Suzie had never come face to face with a shifter before. It was incredible. Here was the animal side of the man who said she was his mate. As they stood there, face to face, all time stood still; the cold didn’t penetrate her bones, the fear she’d felt at hearing the screech gone.

Then something more incredible happened. The air around the bear shimmered and crackled with electricity, and the bear appeared to disappear, only to be replaced by a man. Her man.

“Kit!” 

“I thought you were running out on me,” Kit said, as he closed the space between them and guided her back inside the house.

“No, I heard a noise, it made Storm cry, and we were coming outside to see if you were OK,” Suzie told him.

“I am.” He held his hands out from his side. “All in one piece.”

“So what was the noise?” Suzie asked.

“A cat. Maybe a cougar, I couldn’t be sure, it moved so fast.”

“Was it the same cat…?” Suzie asked, her voice quiet. “The one who left Storm at the hospital?”

“The tracks look the same.” Kit took his phone out and showed her the two images. “Don’t you think?”

“Very similar, if not the same,” Suzie agreed, examining the photos. “So what do we do?”

“I thought about leaving the barn open. Putting some food out there, and a blanket. Try to lure it in.” Kit shrugged. “I’m fast, but this kitty was much faster. If we’re going to gain her—or his—trust, I can’t keep chasing after them.”

“Agreed.” Suzie nodded, but her concern was almost too much. “What if I wait out there, try and talk to whoever it is?”

“It’s freezing. As the clouds clear, the temperature will drop quickly. I don’t want you risking your life. Whoever it is, they have thick animal fur and shifter blood.” He took Storm from Suzie’s arms and offered the baby the bottle of formula. “And we need to keep this little one warm and safe too.”

“You have a way with her, I couldn’t get her to drink her milk,” Suzie said, as Storm began to suck on her bottle. “She just cried when I tried to give it to her.”

“Perhaps because she heard her mommy outside, and thought she was in distress,” Kit suggested.

“Do you really think so?” Suzie asked. “You know, that Storm would recognize her mom’s cry like that?”

“Why not? She would have heard it while she was in the womb. If her mom shifted when she was pregnant. Or maybe it was her father.” He looked up at Suzie. “I think the one thing we can be sure of is that Storm here has someone looking out for her.”

“Then why dump her at the hospital?” Suzie asked perplexed.

“When we finally get our kitty cornered, we can ask them,” Kit said, with a sigh. 

“I hope whoever it is comes back,” Suzie said hopefully.

“So do I.” Kit sat up, his face alert.

“You have an idea?” Suzie asked.

“I certainly do.” He let Storm finish her bottle and then handed her to Suzie. “I have a camera we can set up.”

“A camera?” Suzie asked, not sure what Kit meant.

“Yes, it’s motion-activated.” Kit got up and left the room, coming back a few minutes later with a box containing a small camera. 

“We set this up, and when someone enters the barn it will start filming. I can hook it up to my computer and we can watch remotely.” Kit looked at the settings on the camera. “Couple it with some food and a warm blanket, and we might very well capture this cat…on camera, if not in real life.”

“You have it all figured out, and there was me thinking you were just a pretty face,” Suzie said. She had to admit she liked Kit a lot. He was both kind and thoughtful, but also able to think outside of the box, something that happened a lot in her job with Social Services. The number of times she had worked out how to make families compromise, and how to fit round pegs into square holes, were too many to count.

Her thoughts turned to Fiona. If ever there was a square peg to be fitted in a round hole, that was Fiona. But the dragon shifter made it clear there were always ways of working these things out. A wave of affection passed over Suzie. She might have butted heads with Fiona on more than one occasion, but Suzie knew Fiona was both older and wiser on so many levels, and she missed her input on this case.

Fiona always seemed to have an instinct as to how a shifter parent or child might behave. Suzie was out of her depth here, and worried she was going to mess it up and Storm would never be reunited with her real mom.

“There.” Kit came back from the kitchen with a packet of sandwiches and a Thermos of coffee. 

“Cats have paws. There is no way whoever is out there will open the Thermos,” Suzie said. “As far as I know, cats do not have opposable thumbs, even shifter cats.”

“They don’t. But if anything is going to tempt our feline visitor to shift back into their human form, hot coffee is it.” He moved toward Suzie, and added, “There is one more thing I would like to add to this lure.”

“And that is?” Suzie already figured it out. “The blanket.”

“Yes, it has the scent of Storm on it.” Kit passed Suzie another blanket, and she swapped them over, making Storm wriggle. The baby was now fully awake, her legs kicking and her eyes, not quite able to focus, scanning the room. Suzie still had the impression she was searching for something. Or someone.

“Go for it, we’ll sit right here.” 

“Good, because I need you to let me know if the camera is working. Do you have your phone on you?” Kit asked.

“Sure,” Suzie said, taking it from her pocket.

“Good, give it to me. I’ll add my number to your contacts. When you see the camera working, text me and let me know.” He stood up, the camera, Thermos, sandwich, and blanket in his arms.

“You look as if you are going on an expedition,” Suzie said, grinning at him. “At least, a child's version of an expedition.”

Kit looked down. “You are right. My brothers and I used to go out and watch the stars when we were kids. The light pollution up here in the mountains is negligible. This is about all we would take. Besides a flashlight, which my youngest brother, Neil, would always switch on and blind us. Then my oldest brother, Jacob, would yell at him.”

“Why?” Suzie asked.

“Because once he switched it off, we would have to let our eyes get used to the dark again before the stars really popped out of the sky at us.” Kit shook his head but smiled fondly. “Every damn time.”

“I never had any siblings,” Suzie admitted. “I always wanted a brother or sister, if only to argue with.” 

“I hope that means you want more than one child,” Kit said.

“I do.” Suzie’s eyes misted over, but she blinked her unshed tears away. “I just didn’t expect to meet someone and be talking about kids before we’ve even been on a date.”

“Things move fast when you have a shifter as a mate,” Kit admitted. Then his expression softened. “But I’m willing to go as slow as you need to go. We have the rest of our lives, there is no need to rush into anything.”

“Is that what you want, to take it slow?” Suzie asked.

“No. Not at all, but what I want is not as important as what you need,” Kit said.

Suzie stifled a yawn. “I think what I need is to go to bed.” She looked at her watch, but it was only seven.

“Listen, I’ll go set this up, and then make you something to eat. We can watch for any movement on the camera at the same time.” Kit backed out of the door.

“Do we have to keep watch?” Suzie asked. “You know, take it in turns?”

Kit chuckled. “No, there is an alarm that will go off if the camera is activated. I’m a light sleeper, I’ll hear it.”

“OK.” Suzie nodded, and stifled another yawn as Kit left the house to go and set up the camera. It was a smart idea, and once it was activated, the images it sent back to the computer were clear. 

Can you see me? Kit texted to Suzie’s phone as he waved his hand at the camera.

Yes, Suzie sent back her reply.

Great, all working, he answered.

If the animal Kit had seen came back, this was their best chance of identifying it. Even if they never shifted into their human form, maybe one of the local sheriffs might be able to put a name to the animal. In this way, they might just find Storm’s mommy. Even if they were not reunited, Suzie desperately wanted to know that Storm’s mommy was OK. 

“Do you hear that, Storm? We might find out who you are.” Suzie bent her head and kissed the baby’s head. “And if we don’t, then I promise I will make sure you find the perfect home to grow up in.”

An unbidden, but not unwelcome thought popped into Suzie’s sleepy brain. What if Storm was the first of many children she and Kit welcomed into their lives? Fiona had successfully adopted. Why couldn’t she and Kit?

Because you have only just met, her subconscious tried to tell her. But Suzie no longer cared. She knew she was with the right man, and that it didn’t matter that they had only just met, and had never been on a date.

They were meant to be together. She didn’t need to be a shifter to understand that.


Chapter Six – Kit

Kit’s visit to the barn to install the motion-activated camera did not last long. He didn’t want his human scent to linger in the cold barn, so he quickly set up the camera, pointing it directly at his bait, the chicken sandwich, which he’d wrapped in tinfoil with the hope of stopping it from freezing too quickly, and a Thermos of coffee. 

Once satisfied everything was set up, Kit went back outside, leaving the barn door ajar, and jogged back to the house, his boots making a crumping sound in the freshly fallen snow.

The temperature was dropping rapidly as the snow clouds thinned completely, leaving a clear sky with a crescent moon. Even with his hot bear-blood pumping through his veins, he could feel the chill in the air. With one backward look at the barn, he entered the house and shut the door firmly, bolting it securely. 

“I didn’t think people locked their doors around here,” Suzie commented. She was standing looking at him from the doorway leading into the sitting room.

He looked at the door guiltily, and then back to Suzie, who still held Storm in her arms. “I don’t want whoever might be out there to come in here.”

Suzie's face paled, and he knew she got his meaning. “Why would someone dump a baby at the hospital and then come back and take her away?”

“We are assuming it is the exact same cat. What if it’s another cat, same shape prints, similar size? I got a good scent of this cat, but not the one at the hospital.” He took a deep breath and carried on, although he didn’t want to upset Suzie. “We are also assuming the paw prints at the hospital belong to the cat who left baby Storm. What we don’t know is if the cat was coming to retrieve what was his, or hers. Or if Storm’s mom left her at the hospital to keep her safe from someone else.”

“I didn’t think of that,” Suzie admitted. “So someone else might have left Storm at the hospital and the cat tracked them?”

“Perhaps.” Kit walked toward the sitting room, and Suzie went back to the fireside, while he checked the camera screen. It was blank; there was no movement in the barn. “If that’s the case, we have to make sure the house is locked, and Storm sleeps with us.”

“Us?” Suzie asked. “I thought separate rooms were the plan.”

“They were.” He turned to her, an apologetic look on his face. “I’m going to be honest. I want you two where I can see you, where I can protect you.”

Suzie looked down at Storm. He was ready to defend his decision, he was ready to argue his point of view, but Suzie simply nodded. “OK. We’re better together.”

“We are,” he replied. “And please don't think this is a way for me to push you into my bed. If you prefer, I’ll sleep on the floor, or there’s a chair in the corner of the room…”

Suzie put her hand up. “It’s OK, you don’t have to explain yourself. Sleeping in the same bed, doesn’t mean sex is mandatory, does it?” She looked down at Storm and said, “Sorry, you don’t need to hear things like that, do you, sweetheart?”

“I think you are OK. Sex won’t be the first word out of her mouth,” Kit joked.

“If you keep saying it, it will,” Suzie chided.

“Come on, let’s eat. I’m starving.” Kit headed for the kitchen, and then stopped, turning to Suzie, hands on hips. “You are going to have to put her down at some point.”

“I don’t know where,” Suzie said, looking around.

“I’ll go grab the crib. She can stay in here where it’s warm while we make dinner.” Kit left Suzie and went into the guest bedroom, which was where his foster children slept, unless they were babies. Kit always set a crib or cot up in his bedroom when he fostered babies. Thankfully, abandoned or orphaned shifter babies were rare. 

He grabbed the crib and came back to the sitting room. “Here we are.”

“Do you foster many babies?” Suzie asked, passing Storm to Kit.

“I do,” Kit admitted. “Any shifter baby in need of a temporary home usually ends up at my door.” He kissed Storm’s head and then placed her in the crib. “As a pediatrician, I’m committed to giving all children the best start in life, and then helping them throughout their early years.”

“You are a committed man,” Suzie said.

“Does it bother you?” Kit asked.

“Why would it?” Suzie replied with her own question. She didn’t understand what he was asking. If he asked her outright about how she felt about fostering children, what would her answer be? Would she make him choose?

“I foster shifter children. When we're together…” Kit hesitated. “And I truly believe we are meant to be together.” 

“It’s OK.” Suzie placed her hand on his arm, sending all kinds of wonderful sensations coursing through his body. “I know what you are asking. And no, I will not be telling you to give up fostering. Maybe when we have a child Storm’s age, I might not want a house full of other children for a week or two. But aside from that, I’m OK with it. More than OK.” She touched his cheek, brushing the back of her hand across his stubbly chin. “We’re in the same business. So to speak.”

Kit sighed in contentment, ignoring his need to take Suzie by the hand and show her how much he wanted to make a child with her. This wasn’t the time, not yet. “We are in the same business, the business of making children’s lives better.”

“You are a lucky girl, Storm,” Suzie said to the baby, who was drifting back off to sleep.

“I hope you think you are lucky too,” Kit said, and then winced. “I didn’t mean that to sound so conceited.”

“It didn’t. And I know what you meant. And I hope I am a lucky girl too.” Suzie gave him a soft smile, and her cheeks, already reddened from the cold wind, flushed a brighter red. “So far, I believe I am. If that makes you happier.”

“It does,” Kit said. He was leaning in toward her, and he pulled back, snapping out of the delirious state of happiness that threatened to smother him.

“What about that food?” Suzie said, her cheeks redder, her tongue slipping out to moisten her full lips.

It took all of Kit’s self-control not to reach for her, and pull her into his arms. However, he didn’t want to go too fast. He wanted them all to sleep in the same room tonight, preferably with Suzie in bed with him. If he pushed her too fast now, she might chicken out and insist on staying in the guest room. A shudder passed through him, and his hackles raised. Until he knew for sure who, or what, was out there, he wanted Suzie and Storm close to him.

“Let’s see what I have in the cupboards.” He glanced back at Suzie as they walked into the kitchen. “I am going to admit that cooking for one is not my favorite thing. I often eat at the hospital.”

“This from a man who keeps his house prepared in the event he has to foster a child at a moment’s notice,” Suzie asked, eyebrow arched.

“That’s different.” He grinned. “I have Tater Tots, or I could rustle up mac and cheese. There’s probably a pizza too.”

“Comfort food at its finest,” Suzie commented with a sliver of a smile.

Kit turned to face her. “When a foster kid arrives, that’s all they want, comfort.” His face was serious, all humor gone. “It’s heartbreaking.”

“I know,” Suzie said. “I think it’s an amazing thing that you do. To take a child into your home and make them feel safe.”

“I’m no hero, Suzie,” Kit answered humbly. “I do what I do because I can. Because I needed to fill this void within me. A void made by my need to have a mate, a woman in my life.”

“Wow, that is scary.” Suzie reached out her hand to steady herself, resting it on the countertop. “I’m going to say it back to you. I am no hero either.”

Kit smiled, all tension leaving him. “You might think differently when you've lived with me for a few months.” 

“Only a few months?” Suzie asked.

“Yeah, by then you’ll know I’m a terrible cook. I’m not so great at yard work either.” He shrugged apologetically.

“That’s OK. I love cooking, it’s one of the things my mom and I used to do together. Outdoors is where my mom feels at home, so we tended the back yard, and filled it with blooms.” She gave Kit a sly smile. “So yard work is one of my favorite pastimes.” She sighed. “It’s going to be difficult for me to leave my house and garden behind. And my mom…”

Kit cocked his head thoughtfully. “That means you intend to live here with me.”

“One day.” She dipped her head and her long, mousy brown hair slipped across her face. “I want to be sure.”

“I know you do.” Kit closed the space between them, wanting to comfort his mate. Stroking her chin with his fingers, he tilted her face up so she had to face him. “Are you scared?”

Tears misted Suzie’s eyes. “Not of you,” Suzie told him honestly. “But of this whole relationship. Yes, it scares me. Part of me knows it is the right thing to do. I might not feel the same bond as you, but it doesn’t mean I don’t feel something.” She sighed. “And then there is the other side, the practical down-to-earth side, that is yelling I am making the biggest mistake of my life. A mistake I swore I would never make.”

Kit frowned. “What made you swear to not make a mistake?”

Suzie tried to tear her eyes from his, but he held her gaze. “I didn’t want to end up pregnant and alone.”

“You won’t ever be alone.” He slipped his hand around her waist and placed it on the small of her back. “I’m not the kind of guy who runs out on a woman. Shifters don’t do that.”

Suzie turned and looked out of the room. “Is that what Storm’s mommy thought?”

“Hey, we don’t know Storm’s parentage. She might not even be a shifter. But one thing I do know, and that is if she was born from a shifter bond, something catastrophic must have happened for her mother to abandon her, and for her father not to be around to stop it from happening.”

Suzie brushed her tears away. “I know. Deep down, I know.” She nodded. “It’s going to take me a little while to believe it, though.”

“We have all the time in the world,” Kit said, and unable to help himself, he lowered his lips and kissed her.

“Sealed with a kiss,” Suzie murmured.

“And by fate,” Kit replied.


Chapter Seven – Suzie

Between the two of them, they had made dinner. Suzie had found some ground beef in his freezer and Kit had unearthed a jar of sauce and a packet of spaghetti noodles. This, coupled with some half-stale bread, which Suzie had masterfully turned into garlic bread, with the help of butter and a couple of cloves of garlic which were dried up, but just about usable, made a satisfying dinner.

“Now I see why fate has sent you to me,” Kit acknowledged, sitting back in his chair, looking sated.

“You think I’m here just to feed you?” Suzie asked.

“Oh no, I think there is much more than that to our relationship,” Kit said, a glint of humor in his eyes.

“You know, I don’t think I want to know,” Suzie said. “Not yet.”

“I was not going to use a double entendre,” Kit answered, offended.

“Really?” Suzie asked, getting up from the small kitchen table where they had eaten their meal, while Storm slept peacefully in the next room.

“Nope.” He shook his head. “I was going to say you’ve been sent to save me from myself.”

“In what way?” Suzie began to clear the table, and Kit helped. Her body was attuned to his every movement. She didn’t want to admit it, but sleeping in the same bed as him tonight was going to be a challenge. She wanted to touch him, to run her fingers down the front of his shirt, and then slowly unbutton it to reveal his hard, toned body beneath.

“The hospital fills many hours. My patients have always been important to me. But when I am at home, and I’m too tired to read, I have to resort to watching shows on the TV that probably lower my IQ.”

Suzie giggled. “How do you know I don’t like those kind of shows?” 

“Then I suppose we slip together into mental mush.” He shrugged and began to fill the sink up with hot soapy water. “It’s not so bad if we join hands and go down together.”

“How romantic,” Suzie exclaimed.

“What do you like?” Kit asked. “We know nothing about each other.”

“We know some things.”

“Cooking, gardening, and kids,” Kit reeled off his short list.

“Hmm. What else?” Suzie asked. “I’ll be honest, I’m like you, work fills up most of my day. When I’m not in the office, I’m at home doing paperwork. If not paperwork, then I am thinking about child placements, and checking whether my team is handling their caseload. I have seen what happens when social workers get burdened by their job.”

“It’s a great responsibility, being left to ensure a child gets the helps it needs.” Kit placed a plate on the drainer.

“More so for you,” Suzie said. “You must handle life and death cases.”

“I do.” Kit hesitated. “Sometimes life is so fragile and so unfair.”

“But you do your job anyway.” Suzie reached for the plate and dried it with the dishcloth.

“Yes, I do.” Kit hesitated. “When I was a kid, my younger brother, Neil, got sick. I remember we spent weeks going back and forth to the hospital in Bear Bluff. At the time it seemed never-ending. But the nurses and the doctors were great, and we all got through it.”

“And that’s why you became a doctor?” Suzie asked.

“Yes.” He put a goofy grin on his perfect face. She loved the way he laughed at himself. “Sounds lame, I know. But there was this moment, when, after three weeks of no one knowing what was wrong with Neil, his doctor, Dr. Carmichael, was waiting for us. We all walked in, expecting the worst, but then Dr. Carmichael broke the news that they had identified the illness. Neil had a very serious virus strain, which had caused a bacterial infection that was resistant to most antibiotics. My mom just broke down and cried when the doctor said they had now prescribed an antibiotic that would kill off the infection. I knew in that moment I wanted to be like Dr. Carmichael.”

“Did Neil make a full recovery?” Suzie asked.

“Yes.” Kit returned to the dishes. “He works in the local fire department here in Bear Creek.”

“Does all your family live locally?” Suzie picked up the next plate, dried it and set it on the counter.

“They do. We have deep roots here.” Kit turned to look at her over his shoulder. “I hope our family will grow up here too.”

“I have no argument at all about that. I grew up with no roots. And I don’t want that for my kids.” Suzie smiled sadly. How would her mom feel about Suzie leaving? But she had to leave home at some point. Yet her mom depended on her. They had been everything to each other since Suzie was born.

“Your turn, why did you become a social worker?” Kit asked. “That must be another career where you get a calling.”

“Like you, I wanted to make things better for kids. To make sure they are protected and supported.” Suzie turned her back on Kit. This wasn’t the time; she didn’t want to bare her soul to him, not now. A small mewling sound from the sitting room announced Storm’s need for attention. “I’ll finish up here.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to go to her?” Kit asked.

“No. You are going to be the one who fosters her, not me. Anyway, she might need changing and if we want the diaper to stay on through the night, it might be best if you change her. You being an expert and all.”

“You can do the next one,” Kit promised.

Suzie grinned. “I can’t wait.”

However, secretly, she was beginning to like the idea of being Storm’s mommy. Her biological clock had been ticking away for some time; she’d simply tried to ignore it. When she’d told Kit she was hesitant to have children in case she ended up as an abandoned single mother, she wasn’t making it up.

Suzie had been raised by her single mom. She couldn’t complain: her mom did everything she could to make sure Suzie was happy and loved, despite her own low self-esteem. Their situation was compounded by the lack of any family support. What she had yet to tell Kit, was that Suzie’s choice of career was due to her own mom’s experiences as a single mom who had fought hard to keep her child when no one thought she could cope alone.

Her mom’s struggles had cemented an idea in Suzie’s mind. She would carve a career out in Social Services, one where she would do whatever she could to keep families together. 

Listening to baby Storm’s small cries, she silently promised that if there was any way she could reunite her with her mommy, she would. No matter what it took, no matter how far they had to search. Her training came tumbling back to her. Suzie reminded herself that sometimes people had their own reasons for not wanting to be found. And she had to respect that.

But it wouldn’t stop her from trying. 

Suzie finished the dishes and went back to the sitting room. Kit wasn’t there. Neither was Storm. Following the sounds of a male voice singing softly, she found them in what she assumed was Kit’s bedroom. Storm was lying on the bed, her feet and hands waving in the air, while Kit was rummaging through some baby clothes.

“A clean romper suit,” Kit announced proudly, holding it up. “The one she is wearing is from the hospital.”

“As soon as the snow clears, I’ll go and buy her some clothes.” Suzie sat down on the bed and held Storm’s tiny hand. The baby stopped moving and turned her head to stare at Suzie. “You need a pretty dress, don’t you?”

“I have enough clothes,” Kit said  as he gently eased Storm into her clean onesie.

“Oh, I didn’t mean…” She looked bashfully away. “I just wanted her to have something that was hers.”

“You know what she could really do with?” Kit asked.

“No?” Suzie shook her head, her hair covering her face.

“A cuddly toy, all of her own. Something that no matter where she is, or where she goes, it will be there with her to comfort her.”

Tears pricked Suzie’s eyes, and she wiped them away. This was stupid and scary: she was getting too attached to Storm. Much too attached. “I can do that.”

“Want to talk about it?” Kit asked, his hand warm on her back, as he moved it in a soothing circle.

“I hate to think of Storm, or any child not having a home. It breaks my heart.” She wiped her tears away. “Totally unprofessional of me. I know how things work and I know we don’t live in a perfect world.”

“She’s lucky to have you watching over her,” Kit said.

“Is she?” Suzie sighed.

“Yes, she is. And her mommy is lucky too. If anyone is going to reunite them, it’s us,” Kit promised. “Which reminds me, I have to go and fetch the laptop. I’ll leave it next to the bed so if the alarm goes off, I’ll hear it.”

Suzie looked around the room. “Do you have something I can wear to bed?”

Kit didn’t hesitate or make any suggestions about not needing any clothes; he simply opened a closet and took out a fleece shirt. “Here, it’s warm. Why don’t you change while I warm a bottle for Storm, and get the laptop? The bathroom is across the hallway.”

“What about Storm?” Suzie asked.

“She’s safe enough on the bed.” He quickly dressed the baby in her clean clothes. “At this age, all they do is wriggle. It’s when they turn over and start crawling that things get interesting.”

A wave of maternal love swept over Suzie. “Raising a child must be the most incredible thing ever. To see a child go from a helpless newborn to an independent young person must be so rewarding.”

“I’ve only ever caught snapshots,” Kit admitted. “When we embark on this adventure, it’s going to be unique for us both.”

Suzie stood staring at Kit, their eyes locked and a connection formed between them, unspoken, unbreakable. This bond was real: she could feel it, like a warmth in the pit of her stomach that spread out until her body was on fire.

Only when Kit turned and left the room could she breathe once more. Taking the warm shirt he had given her, Suzie went to the bathroom and undressed, knowing that the woman who had put on her smart skirt suit this morning no longer existed. 

The woman who gazed back at her from the bathroom mirror was softer, more alive, and if not in love, then definitely in lust with Dr. Kit Malvern.


Chapter Eight – Kit

Sleeping was going to be difficult when the woman of his dreams was lying next to him in his bed. The same bed in which he had spent so many lonely nights, wondering if he would ever find his mate. So many years had passed, so many dreams.

And now, here she was. Her scent on the air, her warmth within reach.

“Goodnight, Kit,” Suzie said sleepily. “And thank you.”

“For what?” he asked, his lips burning to kiss her soft flesh, his fingers itching to undo the buttons of her borrowed shirt.

“Everything.” Suzie turned around and faced him. Lifting her hand she stroked his brow, her fingers running down his cheek, and across his lips. His self-control was slipping. “I was lost. I didn’t realize it before today. But I was.”

“I’ll always be here for you, Suzie. No matter what.” He leaned forward and kissed her forehead, stifling the groan that rose in his throat.

“I know.” She kissed his lips and then turned away from him, puffing her pillow up and then settling down to sleep. 

Kit lay still for some time watching the rise and fall of her body, while in the crib, Storm wriggled around. Then he let his senses roam further. Was the cat out there, waiting, watching? For what?

As he searched, he slowly slipped under the spell of sleep, only to wake up in the morning with the sun a pale ghost at the window, and the alarm from the camera beeping.

He pulled himself fully awake and glanced at the screen of the laptop, just as Suzie was stirring.

“Someone’s in the barn,” Kit hissed, and slipped out of bed, pulling on his pants as he directed his eyes to the screen. Sure enough, in the faint morning light, the shadow of a cat could be seen in the barn. It was sniffing around, ignoring the sandwich and the Thermos, but intent on the blanket.

Kit was out of the bedroom, racing for the front door and nearly pulling it off its hinges before he had a chance to think through what he planned to do.

The only thought in his head was that this was the best chance of finding out who Storm was. 

He opened the front door quietly, and closed it behind him, shifting through the air and leaping off the porch on silent paws. The barn was close, and as he ran, he picked up the scent of the cat. It was the same one from last night, his bear was certain.

As he rounded the corner of the barn, he heard the sound of claws on concrete; the cat had heard him. With no time to lose, Kit skidded to a halt in the doorway of the barn, his big bulky body blocking the exit route of the cat.

Or so he thought.

With the blanket in his mouth, the cat ran at Kit and leaped into the air. Kit’s bear reared up on his back legs, bringing himself up to his full height. With his short stubby bear forelegs waving in the air, the cat had no chance of escape. But he wasn’t ready to be defeated.

Unsheathing his claws, the cat curled his paws, ready to fight. Maybe he might have stood a chance if he wasn’t facing a bear who had brawled with his two brothers for years. And not just when they were kids. Whenever they got together the Malvern boys liked to challenge each other to a fight. Loser bought the beers, that was the rule.

One swipe of his big bear paw sent the cat sprawling to the floor. It lay there, winded, giving Kit a moment to work out how he was going to end this with no bloodshed. 

Taking a chance, Kit shifted into his human form. “Hey, I don’t want to fight you.” He stood with his hands out, trying to calm the situation down while the cat, a large male cougar, lifted his head and stared back at him, his tail twitching menacingly.

Kit stood, ready to shift back into his bear form. He was fast, he’d had lots of practice growing up. Fighting wasn’t the only thing his brothers were competitive about. They used to have shifting competitions too. He had some great childhood memories. It was another reason he was spurred on to help children who came into his care.

Every child deserved a safe and happy upbringing. And this was maybe his only chance to ensure Storm had such an upbringing with her real mom.

“I just want to talk.” The cat looked at him, unblinking, and Kit lowered his hands and let his body language soften. “I think we both want what is best for the baby. Right?”

The cat sat up, tail still twitching, but at least he didn’t look as if he wanted to tear Kit’s face off. Small mercies.

“I want to help you. I’m not the cops, I’m not here to judge anyone. I want what’s best for the baby, and her mom.” The cat showed no response, but Kit continued regardless. “Baby is fine and healthy, I checked her over myself. I only want to make sure Mom is too. Births can be complicated. I’m worried. I don’t need to know names, and if you don’t want the baby, that’s OK…”

The cougar stood up, and went to the blanket, which had fallen on the ground. He sniffed it, and then looked up at Kit. He didn’t make a sound, nor did he shift back into his human form. What was he supposed to do? Let the cougar go, and hope he saw sense, or grab hold of him by his tail and swing him around until he did the right thing?

The cougar paced back and forth, and Kit prepared to shift once more and use the full strength of his bear body to tame the kitty. However, the cougar stopped in front of the blanket and bent his head to sniff it, his body language softer. When the cougar looked up at Kit, his eyes looked mournful.

“If you shift, we can go and see her,” Kit offered by way of a bribe. This would all go so much smoother if they didn’t have to fight.

The cougar sighed and then the air shimmered around him. The hair on Kit’s arms and neck stood on end as static electricity filled the cold air. As the cougar disappeared from this world, the image of a young man replaced it.

“Good choice,” Kit said, smiling easily. “I never like to fight before my first cup of coffee of the day.”

Cougar boy shrugged and looked away. “Is the baby OK?”

Kit was relieved this was his first concern. “She is. Want to come see her?”

“Sure.” Cougar boy took a step forward as Kit backed away. 

“Have you got a name?” Kit asked, giving the young man, who couldn’t be more than about eighteen years old, an appraising look. His hair was fashionably long, tied up in a man bun. His blond looks gave him a kind of a surfer-dude vibe, but Bear Creek was some way away from any surf.

“Ollie,” came the reply.

“Well, Ollie, it’s good to meet you.” Kit held out his hand, which was looked at with a great deal of suspicion. “I’ve never met a cat that wasn’t suspicious.”

“Comes with the territory,” Ollie replied.

“Are you from Cougar Ridge?” Kit asked.

“No.” Ollie looked past Kit and out into the early morning light, leaving the doctor with a sense he wasn’t being strictly honest. Kit let it slide.

“I’m Dr. Kit Malvern, I work at the hospital in Bear Bluff.”

“I know,” Ollie said.

“So you followed my car all the way up here?” Kit asked, trying to get some sense of who this young man was.

“I had to see that the baby was OK.” Ollie didn’t make eye contact.

“You must care about her a lot,” Kit replied, turning around and walking toward the house. It was a gamble; there were no assurances that Ollie wouldn’t shift into his cat form and run.

“I do,” Ollie confirmed.

“Are you the one who left her at the hospital?” Kit asked, and was met with a stony silence. “It’s OK, I’m a doctor, not the sheriff. What you say stays between us.”

“No, I’m not,” Ollie replied, and Kit believed him.

“You did go to the hospital though. To check that she was OK.” Kit glanced over his shoulder as he took the steps of the porch one at a time. The snow was thick, but it hadn’t reached the door. 

“Yes.”

“That was a good thing.” Kit hesitated, one hand on the door, but before he opened it, there was one question he wanted to know the answer to. “If she hadn’t been found, would you have taken her with you?”

Ollie cocked his head. “Yes…I guess. She belongs with her mom.”

“There, we agree on something,” Kit said with a genuine smile. “Only difference is, you know who her mommy is.”

“I do.” 

“And you are not ready to tell me. I get that,” Kit said. “You want to protect her.”

“I do,” Ollie replied.

“Of course you do,” Kit gave him a gentle smile. “I want you to remember, making sure everyone is happy is all any of us wants. I don’t know why the baby was left, but it would be better for everyone if you could help us with that.”

“I promised I wouldn’t.” Ollie looked up at Kit, a helpless expression on his face. “I can’t betray her. It would kill her.”

“I’m not asking you to betray anyone.” Kit opened the door and ushered Ollie into the warmth of his house, trying to figure out what Ollie meant by it would kill her. Was Storm’s mom a shifter too? Were they mates? But surely Ollie wouldn’t have allowed her to give up their baby. It wasn’t the way shifters behaved. “I need coffee.”

Inside he found Suzie in the kitchen, making a fresh pot of coffee. The stove and fire had been stoked and fresh wood added, making the sitting room and kitchen an inviting place. There was no sign of Storm.

“Hi there,” Suzie said in her most inoffensive voice. “I have coffee on, and I see there is some bacon in the fridge. How about we all eat?”

“Sounds good, you must be hungry, Ollie.” Kit fetched a pan and set it on the stovetop.

“Have you been out there all night?” Suzie asked.

“No.” Ollie shook his head, his eyes darting around the room. “Where is she?”

“I was just warming a bottle for Storm. Would you like to feed her?” Suzie asked, looking to Kit for acknowledgment he thought it was a good idea.

“Storm?” Ollie asked. “You named her?”

“Temporarily,” Kit interjected. “We couldn’t keep calling her baby.” 

“Do you know what her mommy named her?” Suzie asked. He liked the way she kept her voice conversational, with no pressure.

“I don’t know.”

“Have you seen Storm’s mom since she left her baby at the hospital? Is she somewhere safe?” Kit asked. He was trying to piece it all together, but he needed more details.

Ollie didn’t answer, but his eyes flicked to the door. Suzie stepped closer to Ollie and said, “We are concerned about her. That’s all. Sometimes when women give birth, everything can seem OK, but there can be complications.”

“Internal bleeding,” Kit suggested. “If the placenta doesn’t all come away.”

Ollie nodded nervously. “She’s scared. I told her I’d take her to the hospital, but she’s scared she’s going to be in big trouble. She wasn’t thinking straight when she left the baby…”

“That’s understandable. When we are scared, we do the wrong thing for the right reasons,” Kit said. “Do you think I could see her? Check her over.”

“She’ll freak.” Ollie put his head in his hands and shook it, a sob escaping him. “She’s been crying for hours.”

“So you have seen her recently?” Kit asked.

Ollie nodded. “I swear I didn’t know anything. I told her I would help her, but she didn’t tell me, not until it was too late.”

“About leaving Storm?” Suzie asked.

Ollie nodded. “I met her on my way home from work. She was walking on the side of the road, no jacket… She was rambling, so I said I’d take her to the hospital, get her checked out, but she pulled away from me. So I took her home, got her warm. She said about the baby. About how it was better off without her.” He gulped down some air.

“Here, have some coffee.” Kit thrust a cup of hot, sweet, coffee into Ollie’s hand. “This will make you feel better.”

“Thanks,” Ollie accepted the cup, and sipped it slowly. As he did, Suzie caught Kit’s eye, and he knew she was asking herself the same questions.

Was Ollie going to cooperate, and if not, what were they going to do about it?

Kit’s other question was simple—was Storm Ollie’s child, and if so, was the mother his mate? 


Chapter Nine – Suzie

Ollie puzzled her. He was young, too young to be a father in most people’s eyes, and yet he was here, in a stranger’s kitchen, facing up to what had happened. However, at the same time, he was reluctant to give them any real information that would help to identify Storm’s mom. Didn’t he realize his misplaced loyalty wasn’t doing anyone any good?

“How long since you left Storm’s mom?” Kit asked, picking up the bottle of formula and testing it to see if it was the correct temperature.

“A couple of hours ago. She was sleeping.” Ollie looked from Kit to Suzie, and then sipped his coffee once more. 

“And she looked OK?” Kit asked.

“Yes. I mean, well, she was sleeping,” Ollie repeated.

“Listen, if you aren’t going to tell us where she is, you should get back. I’d like you to keep a close watch over her.” Kit held the bottle of formula in his hand and took a step toward the doorway.

“Wait, I know what this is,” Ollie said, pointing at Kit. “You want me to go so that you can follow me.”

Kit shook his head. “No, I am not going to betray your trust. I won’t follow you, but we are going to look for her. Once the weather clears up, Sheriff Brad will be making a plea for information.”

Ollie’s face paled. “I don’t want to betray her. She said I’m the only one she trusts.”

“Ollie, we really are concerned about Storm’s mom. About her health. Don’t you think she would be happier to have Storm with her? To know she’s safe?” Suzie reached out and put a comforting hand on Ollie’s arm, but the young man jumped as if he’d been burned. 

“She said she didn’t want her. That she wasn’t good enough.” Ollie’s eyes were wide, the rims red as if he had been crying too.

“Do you think that’s true?” Suzie asked.

Ollie shook his head. “She won’t listen to me.” He took a big, shuddering breath. “But I’m going to try to convince her.”

“Thank you, Ollie,” Suzie said gently. “She’s lucky to have you as a friend.”

Ollie shrugged and put his cup down on the countertop “If I tell Lou…” He coughed. “If I tell Storm’s mom she’s safe, and take her the blanket, she might change her mind about everything.”

“Ollie,” Suzie said. “Please try to persuade her.”

“She’s a beautiful baby, come see.” Kit walked to the kitchen door, the warmed bottle in his hand.

“I don’t know anything about babies.” Ollie looked young and vulnerable, and Suzie’s heart broke for him. This young man was in an impossible position. If he were older and more experienced in the world, he might have acted differently. Instead, he was wrapped up in honor and loyalty to a friend. 

Suzie stopped herself right there. It wasn’t her place to be judgmental. Everyone walked their own path and made their own decisions, and without knowing the reasons Storm’s mom had for thinking her baby was better off without her, Suzie could not pass judgment on Ollie. She had never felt so helpless. Or more determined.

Suzie and Ollie followed Kit to the bedroom. “We really want what’s best for Storm and her mom.” He placed the bottle down on the nightstand and went to the crib, and picked up Storm who was awake, and on the verge of tears. “It’s OK, baby.”

“Is she OK?” Ollie asked, full of concern.

“She’s hungry.” Kit turned around and Ollie stared at the baby. “Here, sit on the bed and I’ll show you how to hold her.”

Ollie looked scared, but did as Kit instructed. “I don’t want to hurt her.”

“You won’t. That’s it.” Kit’s voice was so gentle, so warm and tender as he passed Storm over to Ollie, and Suzie felt a lump of emotion rise in her throat. “There. Now, here’s Storm’s breakfast.”

Kit guided Ollie as he fed the small baby. “She’s so beautiful. And she’s got Louise’s eyes. And nose.”

“Louise must be a pretty girl,” Suzie said. “And you must like her a lot.”

Ollie nodded. “She is beautiful.” His voice held a dreamy quality as if he were mesmerized by the small child in his arms. “And she’s my friend.” He lifted his head and was about to speak, when his mouth clamped shut and he realized he’d said too much.

“It’s OK, Ollie, we are not going to force you to tell us anything. You haven’t betrayed Louise,” Kit spoke gently as if he were trying to soothe a frightened horse. “But both Storm and Louise need your help. And I think you want to help them.”

“I do.” Ollie looked up, and continued. “What should I do?”

“For now, finish feeding Storm. I’m going to cook breakfast, and once we’ve eaten you can take me to Louise. I won’t come in unless you ask me to.” Kit nodded as he spoke, but Ollie tensed and shook his head.

“I can’t do that. I promised.”

“Sometimes we make promises we can’t keep,” Suzie said. “We think we can, and we want to, but it might hurt someone if we don’t tell.”

“She’s scared,” Ollie said.

“I know, but Louise is brave. She went through labor and gave birth to a beautiful baby. That must be the scariest thing she’s ever done.” Suzie sat down on the bed next to Ollie. “Can you tell us what she’s scared of so we can try to help?”

“She’s scared she won’t be a good mom. Not because she’s a bad person,” Ollie added quickly, but his eyes never lifted from Storm’s face.

“You are a natural,” Kit said encouragingly. “There, that’s it.”

“Louise was my friend through high school,” Ollie began. “My only true friend. Neither of us ever fit in.”

Suzie watched the young man sitting on the bed she had shared with Kit. The heartbreak in his voice conveyed his love for Louise, but she was certain they were not mates, and Ollie was not the father Storm needed.

“Then her family moved away. If she was older, she would have stayed, she didn’t get along well with her parents.” Ollie paused for breath, and Suzie took a moment to acknowledge that Louise’s story mirrored Suzie’s mom’s. Then Ollie continued, “I got a job, we kept in touch on Facebook for a while, but then she stopped answering my messages.” He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly as he tried to control his emotions. “I think she met someone. There was one time she messaged me, saying she wished she could turn back the clock. I messaged her back, but then she blocked me.”

“Do you know who she was seeing?” Suzie asked, all too familiar with the way these situations ended. Bad choices and heartbreak. She’d lived with the consequences her whole life. “A name, anything?”

Ollie looked up and shook his head. “She never said, never gave me any details, and since she blocked me, I don’t know who her friends were.” His expression changed to one of guilt. “I should have made more of an effort to keep in touch with her. Then I’d know everything. I could have been there for her.”

“Ollie, you haven’t done anything wrong,” Suzie said gently. She moved to sit next to him on the bed, placing her arm around his shoulders and hugging him, trying to comfort this young man who had found himself wrapped up in a mess that was not of his making.

“It doesn’t feel that way,” Ollie replied.

“I know. You are a good friend to Louise, you picked her up and took her home with you.” Suzie looked up at Kit, who was seated in a chair in the corner of the room. He looked pensive, and she longed to know what he was thinking, if he had any idea of how to handle this situation. 

“Is Louise a shifter?” Kit asked suddenly.

“No,” Ollie replied at once. “She isn’t.”

“Was she in love with you, Ollie?” Kit asked, his expression filled with pity.

Ollie nodded and looked back at the baby in his arms. “For so long we talked about our future together. We were stupid, naive, but we figured, since we got along so well, that she would be my mate.”

“And she isn’t?” Kit asked.

“No. I think… We were both disappointed.” Ollie’s voice choked as he sobbed out his next words, “It’s my fault, don’t you see?”

“No, Ollie, it isn’t,” Kit replied firmly. “We don’t get to choose. And you are not responsible for anyone else’s actions.”

“But that’s what drove her away. Into someone else’s bed. All she ever wanted was to feel loved.” He sobbed loudly and cradled Storm in his arms. “She should have been mine. I would have loved them and looked after them.”

“You still can, Ollie. You can be part of Louise and Storm’s life, if you want to be,” Suzie said kindly, but when she looked up at Kit, she realized it would never be that easy. One day Ollie would meet his true mate, and Louise would be left devastated once more.

“I want to do what’s best for them both. I know I can’t be the man Louise wants, or the father Storm needs. But I can be their friend.” Ollie sniffed loudly and Suzie fetched him a tissue. He blew his nose loudly and took a big gulp of air. “I’ll take you back to my place. It’s for the best.”

“Good man,” Kit said, getting up from his chair. “But first, we all need to eat. You look all done in. I’ll cook extra and we can take some back for Louise too.”

Suzie got up, and held out her arms for Storm. “It’s my turn to change her diaper. Unless you want to do it?”

Ollie stood up and placed his lips on the small baby’s head. “I love her already, but I don’t think I’m ready for diapers.”

“I know what you mean,” Suzie said, putting Storm over her shoulder and rubbing her back. She was rewarded with a big burp.

“We’ll leave you two girls alone,” Kit said with a smile that melted Suzie’s heart and made a few other regions of her body heat up too. But there would be time for that later. Right now, they had to focus on Louise and Storm.

And diapers. 


Chapter Ten – Kit

Kit had plenty to think about while he made breakfast. Not least of all his mate, who was an incredible woman. They might be bonded for life, but he didn’t need a lifetime to learn that facet of her personality. 

“Here.” Kit placed a bacon and egg sandwich down in front of Ollie. “Eat that, and have some more coffee, it will keep you going.”

“I think it will take more than that to get me through today,” Ollie said.

“You’ll be surprised.” Kit sat down opposite Ollie at the table. “Where do you work, Ollie?”

“Over at Bear Creek Honey Beer, the brewery.” Despite his words, Ollie was devouring his food.

“That must be an awesome job.” Kit looked up as Suzie entered the kitchen, with Storm in her arms.

“I believe I have successfully changed a diaper,” Suzie announced. “Took some doing, but we got the hang of it, didn’t we, Storm?”

“Here, I’ll take her while you eat.” Kit stood up and retrieved the sandwich he’d set aside for Suzie. “It’s still warm.”

“Thanks,” Suzie said, exchanging Storm for her breakfast. “So, what is the plan?”

“The snow isn’t going anywhere today,” Kit replied, rocking Storm in his arms. “And neither are you and Storm.”

Suzie looked up at him, her mouth working on her breakfast, while her brain worked over what Kit had said. He hadn’t meant for it to come across as an order, but he wasn’t accepting any arguments. The roads would be treacherous, and he couldn’t bear to think of Suzie, or Storm, getting injured, or worse.

“Are you telling me what to do?” Suzie asked.

“It’s a strong suggestion,” Kit told her. “The roads are bad. I can go with Ollie on foot.”

“On paws, you mean,” Suzie said, glancing at Ollie with concern. “How far do you have to go, Ollie?”

“About five miles, I live in town.” Ollie looked at Kit, and then back to Suzie. “You two are mates?”

“We are, just met,” Kit answered, while Suzie took another bite of her sandwich.

“And you are a shifter, and you aren’t?” Ollie pointed from one to the other.

“Yes. Hey, I’m sorry, Ollie, I never introduced myself, my name is Suzie McLeish. I work for Social Services.”

Ollie’s face dropped, and a haunted expression crossed his face. “Social Services. So you are here to take Storm away?”

“No, I went to the hospital to fill in the paperwork so that Kit could bring her home.”

“I’m a registered foster parent,” Kit explained.

“And a doctor.” Ollie still looked suspicious.

“And a doctor, a pediatrician. Kids are my life.”

“How do you have time for it all?” Ollie asked. “I remember growing up, my mom told me being a mom was a full-time job.”

“He’s like Superman, only for kids,” Suzie said, earning herself a smile from Ollie. “You know how men always think they are better at everything.”

“Yeah.” Ollie finished his breakfast and then wiped his hands on his jeans. “Ready when you are, Doc.”

“Super Doc,” Suzie corrected.

“And I’m all yours,” Kit countered. The mood in the kitchen was lighter, and he liked it. Since he met Suzie, they had been swept away in the serious business of an abandoned baby.

“You two should get a room,” Ollie said, his voice good-humored.

“Later. Come on, Ollie, we should get going,” Kit said, getting up and passing Storm back to Suzie. “Can I leave you to make up some fresh bottles of formula?”

“Sure.” Suzie took Storm in her arms and pulled the blanket she was wrapped in away from her face. “Hear that, little one, you might be seeing your mommy again soon.”

Kit leaned down and murmured in Suzie’s ear, “Thank you. When I get back, I promise we will have some alone time. I want to get to know you.”

Suzie’s cheeks flamed red and she hid her face, not wanting him to see the reaction he drew from her. “I’ll be here waiting,” she promised.

“I’ll let you know how we get on. If Louise agrees to meet me.” Kit brushed his fingertips across the back of her neck, making her tremble. He longed to stay here with her, but he was a doctor, sworn to help those in need, and Louise was in need. Whether she took Storm back or not, Louise needed to be examined. 

In the wild she would simply manage, his bear told him as they exited the house.

True, Kit answered. But I’m more concerned with her mental well-being.

His bear sighed. What must she be thinking to give up a child like that?

We should soon find out, Kit replied, as he shifted into his bear.

Ollie ran ahead of him, leading the way down into Bear Creek along trails he knew so well. However, the snow made everything look different: it hid ditches and hedges, made tall trees look stunted and small. At the same time, the world looked fresh and new, as if it was about to be reborn.

The pace was slow. Deep drifts made the way difficult, while patches of ice made some of the trails treacherous. It took an hour to reach the outskirts of Bear Creek, a journey that would normally take him half that time. Once on the fringes of the town, they had a decision to make. Usually, Kit would shift back into his human form and walk the rest of the way, but two legs were going to find it much harder to trek along the streets than four.

Ollie had anticipated this and led Kit along back lanes and through alleys. Every so often the cougar would stop and listen, checking that the path was clear before they moved on. Kit found himself impressed by the young man. Maybe Ollie would be able to talk sense into Louise.

The cougar stopped, turned around and looked at Kit, and then shifted back into his human form. Kit did the same, feeling more comfortable in town wearing skin, not fur. “It’s about a five-minute walk,” Ollie said. “When we get there, I’ll go in and speak to Louise, and you wait outside. Right?”

Kit got the impression that if he didn’t agree, Ollie would shift back into his cougar and make a run for it. “Whatever you say, Ollie. You know Louise better than me.”

With a nod, Ollie walked through the knee-high snow. It was still early morning, but the town of Bear Creek was coming alive as people began to go about their daily business. The snow wasn’t enough to keep the townsfolk here indoors. There were shouts of hello, and offers of help flying around, as Kit and Ollie reached the main street.

Crossing over, Ollie led Kit down a side street before they reached a newly built apartment building. This is where Ollie stopped. “I’m on the third floor.”

Kit looked up. The third floor was the top floor. The building had not risen above the others in town. One thing he loved about Bear Creek was how the people living here fought to keep it like it always was. It gave the families who had lived here for generations the ability to always feel at home. And any newcomers seemed to like the old-fashioned values the occupants of Bear Creek expressed.

You are sounding like an advertisement for tourism, his bear told him bluntly.

Thanks, I can’t help it, I love this place, Kit told his bear.

As do I, his bear replied with more than a hint of nostalgia.

Kit grinned. Two peas in a pod. 

“I’ll wait here, come let me know when I can come up.” Kit wasn’t going to say it. One way or another, Louise really needed to be seen by a healthcare professional. If she wouldn’t see Kit, he was going to enlist the help of Nurse Beth. A friendly female face might just be the answer to getting Louise the help she needed.

“I will.” Ollie gave Kit a searching look.

Kit held up his hands and then pointed to the ground. “Staying right here.”

“Thanks,” Ollie murmured, uncertainty on his face. 

“I give you my word, I am not going to barge in.” Kit gave Ollie his best smile of encouragement, saved for kids who needed strength to get through an ordeal.

Ollie nodded and turned away, entering the building through the main entrance, leaving Kit alone with his thoughts. Thoughts that quickly turned to Suzie. What the hell must she think of him? After knowing her for less than twenty-four hours, he had left her holding the baby while he took off into the snow.

Taking out his phone, he decided to message her, just to check in. Yet before he had a chance to send the message, the door of the building was flung open and an ashen-faced Ollie stood before him.

“She’s gone.” Ollie ran his hand through his hair, messing up his man bun.

“What do you mean, she’s gone?” Kit asked.

“Louise is no longer in my apartment,” Ollie replied. 

Kit didn’t question if Ollie was telling him the truth. It was obvious from his worried expression and the way his eyes darted along the street, as if hoping to catch a glimpse of Storm’s mom.

“Is there anywhere you can think of that she might have gone? Kit asked.

“She doesn’t know anyone else in Bear Creek,” Ollie answered. “Why would she have left?”

“That is what we need to figure out,” Kit answered. He looked up at the sky; there were more snow clouds gathering. They had to act fast, or Louise would be in more danger. The weather was unforgiving, and from what Ollie had said, Louise was unprepared.

He was not going to lose Storm’s mom. But if she truly didn’t want to be found, this might be one promise he wasn’t going to be able to keep.


Chapter Eleven – Suzie

The sound of her phone, notifying Suzie she had received a text from Kit, made her jump guiltily. She’d been dozing in a chair next to the fire, while Storm slept peacefully in her crib. In her half-asleep state, dreams of Kit had invaded her mind. 

How could a man she had only just met have such an effect on her? But he did. There was no denying it—from the tips of her hair to the tips of her toes, she wanted Kit. Not only physically, but emotionally.

As she shook off the last tendrils of sleep, which wanted to curl around her brain and pull her back into its pleasurable depths, Suzie got out of her chair and checked on Storm, who had opened her eyes, but wasn’t crying.

“Hello there, beautiful,” Suzie crooned. Storm looked back at her with clear, innocent eyes. She truly was the most content baby Suzie had known. Suzie smiled, remembering how few babies she had known. Really known.

Picking up her phone, Suzie took a look at the text Kit had sent her. Frowning, she hit reply, feeling useless. Louise had left Ollie’s apartment, leaving no note, and no clue as to where she was going. 

She didn’t need to be able to hear Kit’s voice to know how worried he was about Louise. Suzie looked across to Storm and tried to figure out what must be going through the young mom’s mind. Leaving her baby was one thing, venturing out in this weather, unprepared and under-dressed, was another.

However, this might just work in their favor. A woman walking the streets alone, with no appropriate warm clothing, would attract attention. All they had to do was ask the right questions. Easy, when there was several feet of snow on the ground, and so much else to do. Of course, the sheriff was going to spare his men to go door to door. Not.

“Oh, Storm, what are we going to do?” Suzie desperately wanted this to be over. Not for her own sake: she was more than happy to spend the days in Kit’s house, and the nights in his bed.

That was not what she meant. Suzie wanted it over for Storm and Louise. She wanted the two of them to be reunited, and for Louise to have a chance to really get to know her daughter before she decided to give her up.

Of course, Suzie hoped that Louise and Storm could get a happy-ever-after together. Not in the traditional sense, but the love between a mother and child was just as magical as that between a man and a woman.

That’s when she got an idea. Fiona. Or more specifically, Fiona’s family of dragons.

I have an idea. That was the brief message Suzie sent back to Kit, before she scrolled through her contacts and found Fiona’s number. 

Then she paused. Was it right to bring this to Fiona’s attention and ask for her help? The dragon shifter’s baby was well overdue. Her mate, Harlan, and adopted daughters Sapphi and Ruby might not want to leave Fiona alone to go out into the snow and look for a woman they didn’t know.

Yet they all knew what it was like to need help. Suzie pressed call.

“Hello, Suzie. What’s wrong?” Fiona’s voice asked down the phone.

Suzie was going to ask, does there have to be anything wrong? But she stopped herself. Of course, Fiona would know there was something wrong, Suzie and the dragon shifter did not contact each other for any reason other than work. Their relationship had never evolved past professional to friendship.

“Hi, Fiona, I know you heard about the baby being abandoned.”

“Yes. Is she OK?” Fiona asked, her concern evident. Suzie was always surprised at how much Fiona cared about others, despite her brusque nature.

“Baby is fine. Very healthy.” 

“Is she being fostered by Dr. Malvern?” Fiona enquired.

“Yes, he brought her home last night. She’s…”

“Brought her home? Are you with him now?” Fiona cut in.

“No… At least, I am at his house, but he is not here. Which is what I want to talk to you about.” 

“You want to talk to me about Dr. Malvern not being at home?” Fiona asked, her interest evident.

“No. Not about him not being at home. About where he is.” Suzie replayed what she was saying back in her head, and grimaced. “I’m sorry, Fiona, I’m not being very clear.”

“Take a deep breath, Suzie, and start again,” Fiona instructed, leaving Suzie with the sense that their job roles really should be reversed. Fiona was so much more together than Suzie. So much more organized. “It’s not as if I have anywhere else to be.”

Suzie hesitated, and then asked, “You aren’t in labor, are you?”

“Regretfully, no. I was being sarcastic.” 

Suzie let Fiona’s comment wash over her. The dragon shifter had just reminded Suzie why she had never climbed higher in the department in Social Services. Fiona might excel when it came to organization and placing children with the appropriate foster parents, but she lacked in social skills. To put it bluntly, Fiona could be rude, often without even realizing it.

“OK, here goes.” Suzie took the deep breath Fiona had recommended and started again. “I went to the hospital last night to get the papers signed so that Dr. Malvern could bring Storm home.”

“Which is where you are?” Fiona interjected.

“Yes, which is where I am,” Suzie admitted. There was no point trying to hide the fact that she and Kit were mates. Everyone would know soon enough. Unless she ran out on him, but that wasn’t going to happen. She had gotten used to the idea of being his mate, and liked it. She liked it a whole lot.

“Go on,” Fiona encouraged.

“OK, so I met Dr. Malvern…Kit.” Suzie paused, but Fiona made no comment. “And it turns out we are mates.” 

“I’d guessed that much, Suzie,” Fiona said.

“Oh.”

“Congratulations. He’s an incredible man.” Fiona at least sounded sincere, but Suzie found herself wondering whether Fiona would congratulate Kit in the same way.

“He is.” Suzie tried not to let her mind wander back to the man who had spent the night next to her in bed. “I came back with him. To his house last night. The weather was so bad.”

“You do not have to make excuses to me about spending a night with your mate,” Fiona told Suzie.

“I’m not.” Suzie closed her eyes and bit back the words, nothing happened. It was none of Fiona’s business. “The reason I’m calling is about Storm’s mom.”

“Storm?” Fiona asked.

“The baby, we named her Storm, only temporarily of course.” Suzie dug deep and pulled out her confidence, which seemed to have deserted her, she’d done nothing wrong. Well, except for spending the night in the bed of the foster parent connected to one of her cases. “We were followed. A man called Ollie, who is a cougar shifter, followed us. Kit managed to corner him this morning and he told us he knew who Storm’s mother is.”

“Which is why you are home alone?” Fiona said.

“Yes. Only Kit just texted me to say that when they got to Ollie’s apartment, Louise had left.” Suzie’s concern for Louise grew when she looked out of the window and saw the first flakes of snow begin to fall. “She’s out in this weather, and from what Kit says, she hasn’t taken anything with her, so she is likely to freeze.”

“Is she a shifter?” Fiona asked.

“No, Ollie said she’s just a normal girl.”

“I see. Have you told Sheriff Brad? No, he’ll be busy enough.” Fiona answered her own question.

“That’s what I figured. Ollie and Kit are going to try to track her…” Suzie stalled: Was her idea stupid? Would the dragons risk being seen for the sake of one woman?

“You want us to help?” Fiona asked.

“I don’t want you to be in any danger,” Suzie assured Fiona. “But I’m not sure what else to do. They are trying to track her, but it’s starting to snow again.”

“And the tracks will be lost. I’ll talk to Harlan, but I’m sure I know his answer,” Fiona said, her voice not giving away what that answer would be.

“I understand if Harlan says no. We’ll figure something else out.”

“Suzie, Harlan might say no, but my answer is yes. I’ll be with you in ten minutes,” Fiona said.

“Wait, I wasn’t expecting you to go.”

“Are you saying I’m useless because I’m pregnant?” Fiona accused.

“Not useless, but you do have a baby to think about,” Suzie reminded Fiona, as if she needed to.

“Do you think I need reminding?” Fiona said hotly. In the background, Suzie heard another voice, a male voice, and Fiona answered sharply. “Harlan wishes to speak to you.”

Before Suzie had a chance to answer, Harlan spoke, “Hey, Suzie, what can we do for you?”

“There is a young woman who needs our help.” Suzie quickly went over the details.

“OK, the snow is coming down, we have a small window of opportunity where we can fly in the day without being seen. We’ll come down to you. From there Sapphi, Ruby, and I will meet up with Kit. Fiona will remain with you.”

“OK,” Suzie said nervously. “Is Fiona OK with that?”

“Fiona is going to do as she is told,” Harlan said firmly. “Don’t worry, she’s gone off raw meat since she’s been pregnant. She won’t bite.”

Suzie wasn’t convinced, but she would do anything if it meant Kit and Ollie had help finding Louise. Nervous, she texted Kit an update and waited for his reply.

We’re on the main road, heading north. Ollie thinks Louise is trying to leave town. Buses not running xox

OK. I’ll send them your way xox. Suzie looked at the hugs and kisses on the end of her message. Normally she would only include them to a special friend. Kit was a stranger, but she could not deny he was special.

A knock at the door jolted her back to the present. Here she was obsessing over a text message when there was a young woman to be found. Pressing send, she hurried to answer the door, and came face to face with Fiona.

“We are here,” Fiona announced.

“Thanks so much for coming so quickly,” Suzie said. “My, Fiona, you look huge.”

“We are going to have a big baby,” Harlan said excitedly, ushering Fiona into the house. Ruby and Sapphi were waiting outside, still in their dragon forms. Suzie could do nothing but stare for a full minute.

“Suzie?” Fiona’s voice cut through her amazement.

“Yes. OK. Kit and Ollie are on the road heading north out of town.” She passed a piece of paper to Harlan. “Here’s Kit’s cell number. In case you need to speak to him.”

“We’ll fly further out of town, then split up. Ruby and Sapphi will keep searching toward Bear Bluff. I’ll work my way back toward Bear Creek.” Harlan kissed Fiona on the cheek. “Don’t have the baby while I’m gone.”

Fiona huffed at him, but before he left, she reached out for him. “Take care. Of yourself and the girls.”

“You know I will.” He kissed her, and there was no mistaking the love between them. Suzie’s heart ached, and a deep-seated longing awoke. How amazing to have that kind of love in your life. 

“Tea?” Suzie offered Fiona after Harlan had left.

“Yes, please.” Fiona waddled into the sitting room, and went straight to the crib where baby Storm was sleeping. “Aren’t you a cutie?”

Suzie put her hand to her mouth, her emotions welling up and threatening to burst out of her. “Thank you, Fiona, for coming.”

Fiona looked up at Suzie, her eyes narrowing. “We will find her.” 

“I just want Storm to know her mommy.” Suzie took a long, shuddering breath. “I’ll make the tea.”

Fiona followed Suzie into the kitchen. “This means a lot to you.”

“It does,” Suzie said, filling the kettle and setting it to boil.

“Why?” 

Suzie turned to face Fiona. “My mom went through a similar situation.”

“When she had you?” Fiona asked.

“Yes,” Suzie admitted

“You are illegitimate?” Fiona asked, her eyebrow arched, as she asked the question.

“Yes.” Suzie stirred the teacups.

“And your grandparents didn’t approve.”

“No.” Suzie looked out of the window, seeing the snow falling, and imagining what it must have been like to be pregnant and alone. “They didn’t approve of the boy she was seeing. They said he was only after one thing. And when she told them she was pregnant, all she got was an I told you so. She left home with nothing.”

“But she didn’t give you up,” Fiona said, with admiration in her voice.

“No, she fought to keep me.” Tears sprung to her eyes, and she wiped them away. “I’m so grateful she didn’t.”

“So am I. Her decision has made you into a woman capable of deep understanding,” Fiona said.

“Careful, Fiona, I might take that as a compliment,” Suzie joked, her smile weak.

“It was meant as one.” Fiona placed her hand on her baby bump. “Family becomes a whole lot more important when you have a new life to think about.”

Suzie nodded. “Louise’s future must have seemed pretty bleak for her to give up her baby.”

“Let’s hope they find her and we can see if we can make it brighter,” Fiona said.

“I’m glad you are here, Fiona.”

Fiona huffed. “Waiting behind with the women and children. Never been my style.” But she smiled, and Suzie caught a glimpse of the woman underneath, the woman who would become a mother very soon.

But please not here, Suzie thought. Fostering a child was one thing, delivering one, a whole other thing she did not need to experience. Not today.


Chapter Twelve – Kit

Kit walked in his human form along the main road out of town, while Ollie paced beside him in his shifted form. It was a stretch of the imagination, but if anyone reported seeing Dr. Malvern walking out of town with a cougar, he would laugh and say it was their imagination, he’d been accompanied by a plain old cat, and the snow must have distorted their view.

Looking up at the big flakes as they fell from the sky, Kit reckoned they would get away with it too, since the snow was coming down as thick as it had last night. Soon the tracks Ollie had been able to pick up, which he swore belonged to Louise, since he’d been able to catch her scent near his apartment, would be gone. That was why the dragons were such a good idea.

He glanced down at his phone, and reread Suzie’s text. She was a smart woman, and she was his. 

“Oh, hell!” Kit exclaimed, his eyes still turned skyward. The cougar by his side stopped and looked up too, and Kit was certain the cat was silently registering the same shock. “I never thought I’d see such a sight.”

Way above them, silhouetted against the snow-laden clouds, three dragons were soaring through the air. When they were above Kit and Ollie, Kit lifted his hand and waved in a salute. The largest dragon puffed out a plume of smoke, and the three dragons drifted off further into the distance.

“If we don’t find Louise with their help, we are likely never going to find her,” Kit told Ollie.

Ollie gave a brief nod, his cat eyes large and amber as he turned his attention back to the trail they were following. Kit returned to scanning the horizon, as much as the poor visibility allowed. He looked from left to right, and front to back, hoping he would see Louise. As the snow grew deeper around them, his concerns escalated. Hypothermia would become a real problem for her soon. She was completely unprepared for this weather. He knew because the first thing he’d done when Ollie told him Louise had left, was to send him back inside to check what she had taken with her. The answer worried Kit. If Ollie was right, she had walked back out of town in the same state she had arrived in. Underdressed and unprepared.

Kit picked up the pace, and the cougar jogged along by his side. “We need to find her soon, Ollie.”

The cougar gave a plaintive yowl and inched in front, his nose to the ground, but the tracks were disappearing. They were blind down here, searching for a woman who might be anywhere.

Beside him, the air shimmered and Ollie fell into step with Kit on two legs. “The tracks are gone.”

“I figured as much. Look, we could go faster, but our best chance is the dragons. They can see so much more than us. So we pace ourselves, and keep looking, and wait for any news.”

“Agreed,” Ollie replied. “But I feel so useless.”

“I’m used to it,” Kit admitted.

“Really? I thought, being a doctor, you had more control than most people.” Ollie gave Kit a sideways glance before returning to looking around them.

“Most of the time. But then there are the times when there is nothing you can do. I am not a god, I can’t work miracles. And that is hard, seeing the faces of parents and knowing there is nothing more I can do.”

“Huh. I never thought of it like that,” Ollie said. 

“It’s tough.” Kit sighed. “Just like this. It’s out of our hands, if Louise really doesn’t want to be found, there are so many places she could hide.” Kit didn’t want to upset Ollie or make him panic, but they had to consider that Louise was beyond their help. No matter how much Kit wanted to find Louise, he could not risk Ollie’s life, or that of the three dragons. 

“She came here because of me,” Ollie said.

“Is that what she told you?” Kit asked.

“No, but there is no other reason for her to come to Bear Creek.” 

“She left Storm in Bear Bluff. Is there someone there she might have come to see? A person she might be heading toward now?” Kit asked.

“No. I told you, she doesn’t know anyone here. But she knew about the hospital in Bear Bluff. When we I first moved here, I broke my arm, and she came to see me in hospital, wrote on my cast and everything.” Ollie smiled softly, but there was a sadness in his eyes. “Why couldn’t we be mates?”

“Because that is not the way of it,” Kit said gently. “Fate has the right woman lined up for you.”

Ollie huffed in response. “A woman I may or may not find. While Louise was there, a warm, real human. And what about her? What about Louise? She gets to choose, but she can’t choose me?”

“I understand what you are saying, Ollie. But it’s not my choice, and it’s not yours.”

“Really? Because I have been thinking, and I’ve decided to screw fate. I’m going to take care of Louise and the baby.” Ollie’s face was firmly set. “I am going to make a choice.”

“And what happens when your true mate walks into your life and turns it upside-down?” Kit asked.

“I don’t care,” Ollie insisted.

“Believe me, Ollie, you will.” Kit stopped and turned to face Ollie, placing his hand on the young man’s shoulder. “You don’t think I haven’t asked myself these same questions? You don’t think I’ve skirted around these same decisions?”

Ollie shrugged, looking mutinous. “I don’t know.”

“Well, I have. And let me tell you, until yesterday when Suzie walked into my life, I thought I could do things my own way. I’ve fostered children because I so desperately wanted a child of my own. But nothing fills the void. Not until she walks into your life and rips your heart from your chest.” He put his hand over his heart. “And then she puts it back in, but it’s different, the whole world is different, and you don’t want to go back.”

“But what about Louise?” Ollie asked.

“You can be there for her, you can be everything you need to be for her. But don’t ever make a promise you can’t keep. Ever. And let me tell you, this is one you cannot keep.”

Ollie opened his mouth to speak, but before he did, Kit’s phone beeped in his pocket. The two men locked eyes and shared a moment of hope as Kit plunged his hand into his pocket and pulled out his phone.

“Did they find her?” Ollie asked.

Kit lifted his eyes to meet Ollie’s. “Yes. She is unconscious.”

Kit lifted his head and looked skyward. The thrum of wings heralded the arrival of a dragon, and in its talons, it held the limp body of a human.

“Louise!” Ollie yelled.

“Shh, we don’t want people looking this way.” Kit looked around quickly; thankfully, they were on an empty stretch of road. With the added shroud of snow blanketing them, there would be little chance of anyone seeing a dragon.

“Is she dead?” Ollie asked as the dragon placed the woman carefully on the ground. In an instant, Kit was by her side, checking her vital signs, while Harlan shifted into his human form just above the air and landed in the snow with a plop.

“Can’t risk leaving any tracks,” Harlan explained. He looked up and waved at the two dragons circling above them. “How is she? We can get you close to the hospital if you need us to. But not all the way, it’s too risky.”

Kit nodded. “We need to get her warm. Can you take her back to my house? I have a full medical kit and a warm fire. Her pulse is strong and her breathing is normal. She looks exhausted.”

“Are you sure about the hospital?” Ollie asked nervously.

“Let’s get her warm and dry first, and we can make a decision if we need to.” Kit nodded at Harlan.

“Your call. And anyway, since we could not land too close to the hospital, if that is your next move, we need to make a plan. You’ll need someone with a car to pick you up on the outskirts.”

Kit nodded. “I have people I can call on if we need to do that. Or I can drive.”

Harlan shook his head. “I’ve seen the road going up to your house. A small avalanche has blocked it about a mile from your house.”

“Damn it,” Kit cursed. “OK, please take Louise with you. We can run home. I’ll text Suzie and let her know to expect you.”

“Sure.” Harlan walked away from them, and shifted, his dragon wings dipping down and lifting him off the ground in one fluid movement. It was impressive how well-controlled the dragon shifter was. But then he’d had a long, long time to master the art of being a dragon.

Kit tapped Ollie on the shoulder. “Are you OK?”

“I think so.” He watched the dragon as it carried off Louise. “I’m not sure which shocks me more.”

“Yeah, the dragon does it for me,” Kit admitted. Quickly sending a text to Suzie, to warn her about Louise’s arrival, he then shifted into his bear and took off at a run toward his house on the hill. As his short bear legs devoured the ground, he thought over how he planned to get Louise to the hospital if that was what they had to do.

There were several people he could call. But there was another idea he wanted to run past Harlan, although the dragon shifter might not like it. But it would at least mean he would be able to go into work tomorrow too.

His bear grinned to himself. Dragon shifters. I never thought I’d see one, let alone four.

Me neither, Kit agreed. But he sure was glad Suzie had one on speed dial.


Chapter Thirteen – Suzie

“You need to rest, I can do what needs to be done,” Suzie ordered Fiona. She gave the dragon shifter her most commanding look, which worked. Making Suzie feel uneasy. “Are you OK?”

Fiona put her hand to her back. “A few twinges, that’s all.”

“You have to let me know if you think the baby is coming,” Suzie ordered.

“I will, Mom,” Fiona answered, but her usual bite had left her voice.

Suzie couldn’t get hung up on worrying about Fiona, not now. Kit’s text had been short and to the point: she needed to make the house warm, and get lots of blankets, and boil lots of hot water. Damn, that sounded like the ingredients for a home birth.

As if she knew something was happening, Storm decided it was a good time to fill her lungs, and let it out in an ear-splitting cry. “You carry on, I can cope with Storm,” Fiona said, getting up awkwardly from the sofa.

“I’ll warm a bottle for her,” Suzie said, adding it to her mental list of things to do. “I just need to get those blankets first. 

Suzie left the room, running upstairs to search for the linen closet. There she rummaged inside until she found some thick blankets and some fluffy towels. With her arms full, she took them to the sitting room and spread them out to air in the warm glow of the fire. 

Fiona was rocking Storm in her arms, while watching out of the window for the dragons to arrive. Suzie ran into the kitchen and filled the kettle, got the bottle out of the fridge, and set it on the side. Fresh coffee was next on her list, she was sure everyone was going to need some.

As she put the fresh water into the pot, a shout from Fiona made her start. “No, not the baby,” Suzie murmured. Everything was happening at once. But she would cope; she knew how to deal with a crisis.

“Are you OK?” Suzie asked, bursting into the sitting room.

“I’m fine, stop fussing.”

“Then why did you call me?” Suzie accused.

“You have to come and see them.” Fiona beckoned to Suzie, who joined her at the window. “There. What a sight.”

Fiona’s voice was filled with such pride, it brought tears to Suzie’s eyes. All her opinions of the older woman melted away. There was a warmth inside Fiona that she hid away, but now Suzie stood in its glow, and it was like being next to a field of lava.

“You must be so proud,” Suzie said. Her words were such an understatement, but what more could you say?

“I am. And happy. So happy.” Fiona looked at Suzie. “I wish you the same happiness, Suzie. I truly do.”

“Thank you, Fiona.” 

Fiona glanced at Suzie sideways, and then reached for her hand and squeezed it, while she held Storm cradled in the other arm. “It’s my hormones. I’m sure once I have the baby I’ll return to normal.”

“Maybe, maybe not.” Suzie grinned. “Whichever way it turns out, I’m sure we will get through it.”

Fiona burst out laughing. “I do have a reputation to defend.”

“And I will help you do that, Fiona. I’m so happy to have had a chance to learn more about this part of your job. It’s not easy, is it?” Suzie asked.

“Most things in life that are worthwhile are never easy. But that is what makes them truly worth doing.” Fiona let her hand drop. “Come on, this little one’s mommy needs our help.”

“She does.” Suzie stopped and asked Fiona, “Do you think we should keep Storm from Louise? She gave her up, and I don’t think it’s our place to push them back together if it isn’t what Louise wants.”

“I’ll go and sit in a bedroom with Storm.” Fiona agreed. “At least until Kit has had a chance to assess Louise.”

“OK, I’ll bring her bottle as soon as I can.” Suzie watched anxiously as the dragons landed, while Fiona walked off with Storm in her arms, climbing the stairs awkwardly. As soon as she heard the bedroom door close, Suzie went to the front door, where she met Harlan and his two adopted daughters. “How is she?”

Harlan held Louise in his strong arms, and carried her to the house, with Sapphi and Ruby close behind. “Kit says her vital signs are strong. We need to keep her warm until he gets here.” He carried Louise to the sofa, where he carefully set her down.

Suzie busied herself plumping up pillows and covering Louise with blankets. “Her clothes are wet. I’m going to get her out of them.”

“I’ll go check on Fiona,” Harlan said quickly, turning away. “To give you some privacy.”

“She’s in the bedroom with the baby,” Suzie said, pointing. She looked up at Ruby and Sapphi. “Hi, would you go to the kitchen and pour some coffee?”

“Sure,” Sapphi said, and she and Ruby left the room, leaving Suzie alone with Louise.

“Hey, Louise,” Suzie said, stroking the young woman’s cold, pale cheek. She was as white as the snow, and just as cold. “I’m going to remove your clothes. I hope that’s OK. If I don’t take them off, you are not going to warm up.”

There was no reaction from Louise. After a moment of hesitation, Suzie set to work. First she pulled her stretchy sweat pants off, Louise’s soft abdomen reminding her that this young woman had not long ago given birth. With no response, Suzie gently took Louise’s hands out of her sweater one at a time, and then gently lifted her head and eased the sweater off. Then she repeated the process with her wet T-shirt. Her undergarments would have to stay on.

Grabbing another couple of blankets, which were warmed by the fire, Suzie covered Louise up, and then stroked her hair, talking to her soothingly.

“Come on, Kit,” Suzie said out loud, her eyes straying to the doorway, where she longed to see her mate appear, with Ollie at his side. What if something had happened to them?

“Coffee?” Sapphi said, placing a cup down on the table next to the sofa.

“Thanks,” Suzie replied.

“How is she?” Ruby asked coming to sit down next to Suzie on the floor next to the sofa.

“I don’t know. She’s breathing OK.” Suzie watched the steady rise and fall of Louise’s chest.

“Can I take her pulse?” Sapphi asked.

“Sure,” Suzie said.

Ruby looked more closely at Louise. “She’s about the same age as Sapphi.”

“She is very young,” Suzie agreed.

“I can’t imagine having a baby at my age,” Sapphi said quietly. “I want to train to be a nurse, not a mom.”

“Sometimes things happen that we don’t expect,” Suzie told the two girls, while still looking longingly at the door.

“I can go and look for them if you want,” Ruby told Suzie, as if reading her mind.

“No, they’ll be OK.” Suzie smiled at Ruby. “Are you looking forward to Fiona’s baby arriving?”

Sapphi rolled her eyes as she sat with Louise’s wrist in her hand. “Yes, so we don’t have to put up with all the drama. You would think that since Fiona has been alive for so long, waiting a few more days for a baby to arrive should be like the blink of an eye.”

“She’s worried something is wrong,” Ruby said kindly. “But Sapphi is right, she is an emotional wreck.”

“She’s got you two to look after her, though,” Suzie said easily. “And Harlan.”

“Yeah, we’re doing what we can, but the one thing she wants is this baby to be out in the world.” Sapphi cast a knowing look at Ruby, who smiled sadly.

“What’s that for?” Suzie asked. It was her job to pick up on the vibes a family threw out.

“Nothing,” Sapphi replied, but Suzie caught the lie.

“You are worried she’s going to think more of this baby than of you two?” Suzie asked.

“It will be her flesh and blood. And Harlan’s,” Ruby admitted.

“Hasn’t Harlan got an adopted daughter too?” Suzie asked, remembering Fiona telling her about Harlan, a man who had adopted a human child when she was young and raised her himself.

“Yep. Chrysi,” Ruby said.

“And does he love any of you any differently?” Suzie asked. Weird family dynamics were her specialty.

“No, I guess not.”

“So why would either Fiona or Harlan love this baby any more than they love you?” Suzie looked from one girl to the other. “I’ll tell you a secret, I’ve known Fiona for some years, and I know how much having you in her life has made her happy. And Fiona is not the easiest person to make happy.” She raised her eyebrows in her best I know what I’m talking about kind of a way.

“Thanks, Suzie.” Then Ruby looked up. “They are here.”

Suzie got up and went to the door, flinging it open as a bear and a cougar lumbered wearily up to the house. “I think we're going to need some more coffee.”

“I’ll get it,” Ruby offered.

“Sounds good,” Kit said. “Is Louise awake?”

“No, she’s not, but her breathing seems normal.”

“And her pulse too,” Sapphi said, letting Louise’s wrist drop, then she got up and went with Ruby to fetch the coffee.

“OK, let’s see if we can wake her up.” Kit went to Louise, and Suzie stood back with Ollie.

“How are you doing?” Suzie asked Ollie.

“OK, I’ll feel better once Louise wakes up and we know she’s OK,” Ollie said.

“She will be. She’s a strong woman. We already established that.” Suzie tried to comfort the young man who stood before her, exhausted and wet from the snow.

“I just want to make it right for her,” Ollie admitted.

“It’s not always up to other people to make things right. Louise has to make her own choices, and supporting her in those choices is the best thing you can do,” Suzie counseled.

“Surely the best thing is for her and Storm to come live with me, and I’ll look after them,” Ollie said.

“You need to hear Louise’s side of things and let her make her own decisions, and not feel pressured,” Suzie said.

Ollie rubbed his face with his hands. “OK. No pressure.”

“Good man,” Suzie said, walking back to the sofa. “Oh, she moved. Kit, is she waking up?”

“She is. Let’s get some warm fluids inside her.” Kit spoke to Ruby, who had appeared with two mugs of coffee. “Can you fetch the sugar too? She needs some energy. Suzie, if you check the cupboards in the kitchen, you’ll find some high-energy granola bars.”

Suzie scooted forward, hurrying to the kitchen where she rummaged through all of Kit’s well-stocked cupboards until she found a stash of energy bars. Taking a handful, she went back to the sitting room, and passed one to Ollie, before she handed the rest to Kit. “You look as if you need one too.”

“I might.” Kit looked tired. Suzie had the urge to place her hand on his shoulder. She wanted to reassure him, to lend him her strength, which was ridiculous since he was a big, burly bear shifter with muscles to die for. “It’s been quite a day.”

Suzie came to sit next to him as Louise stirred again. Glancing up at Ollie, she saw the concern etched deep into his face. He looked young and vulnerable as he focused on the young woman lying before them. “Is there anything else we can do?” Suzie asked.

“Not right now. She’s warming up and coming around. A little patience and we should be good. We don’t want to warm her up too quickly. She’s doing well. You did everything right,” Kit said reassuringly.

“Did you hear that, Ollie?” Suzie asked.

Ollie nodded. “Where’s the baby?”

“She’s upstairs having a feed. We can’t force Storm back into Louise’s life.” Suzie looked back at Louise. “One thing at a time.”

“One thing at a time,” Kit repeated to Suzie, the look in his eyes enough to melt the snow off the mountain.


Chapter Fourteen – Kit

“Hello, Louise, I’m Dr. Malvern,” Kit said gently to the young woman lying on his sofa when she opened her eyes.

“Where am I?” Louise tried to get up fast, and Kit placed his hand on her shoulder to stop her.

“You have to take it easy, you’ve had quite an adventure,” Kit soothed.

“I don’t understand,” Louise said, trying once more to get herself into a sitting position.

“You were lost in the snow. Do you remember that?” Kit urged. “Do you remember leaving Ollie’s apartment, and going out in the snow?”

“Ollie?” Louise said softly. “Yes. I had to leave.”

Kit felt Suzie stiffen by his side, as the same thought flashed through her head as was now taking up residence in his. They had trusted Ollie and taken him at his word. Hell, they had exposed the dragons to him too. Had they gotten it so wrong?

“Why did you have to leave?” Kit asked, his voice soft and gentle, coaxing her as if she were a three-year-old who wouldn’t take her medicine.

“I didn’t want him to get hurt.” Louise lay back down, her hand resting over her forehead as tears trickled down her face. “I was stupid to come here.”

“Calm down, Louise,” Kit said, aware that Ollie had come closer to the sofa.

“I left my baby…” Louise started to sob. “I have to go and get her back.”

“Your baby is safe, Louise,” Kit said soothingly.

“She’s better off without me. But it hurts so much.” The tears came hot and fast. “I’m no good. Not to her, not to anyone.”

“That’s not true, Louise,” Suzie said, stepping in to comfort the poor young woman, who was sobbing uncontrollably. “It’s OK, we’re here to help you.”

“I’ve messed everything up. I always do,” Louise said in a small voice.

“We all think that, Louise. But most of the time, it’s not true. There is nothing you can’t come back from.”

“I left my baby. What kind of a person does that?” Louise asked, full of self-loathing.

“The kind who is scared,” Suzie told Louise. “And I think you were very scared. And very alone.”

“I had to leave the hospital, they were asking all these questions,” Louise said. “But I had nowhere to go.”

“It’s OK. So you gave birth in a hospital?” Suzie asked.

“Yes. But they wanted my address, and I knew they wanted to take my baby. They thought I was an unfit mother. I could see it in the way they looked at me,” Louise sobbed.

“I’m sure they only wanted to help,” Suzie said gently.

“I should have left my baby with them. As soon as I left, I knew it was the wrong thing to do. I had no money. I couldn’t even buy diapers.”

“Shh, it’s OK, we are all here to help you and your baby.”

“I don’t deserve your help. I don’t deserve a baby.” Louise scrubbed at her eyes and sniffed loudly. “She is so perfect. And I’ll ruin her.”

“You won’t. You just have to give yourself a chance,” Suzie said. “You had a difficult start, we can help you.”

“I have to go. I was on my way back to get her. But it was so cold,” Louise tried to stand up, and then she caught sight of Ollie. “Ollie.”

“I’m not letting you go anywhere,” Ollie said fiercely.

“You have to. We both know I’m not your mate. We both know we don’t belong together.” 

Ollie looked at Kit, his mouth opening to speak, and then he changed his mind. Instead, he came to the sofa and knelt down by Louise’s side. Kit took Suzie’s hand and pulled her to her feet.

“It’s a little crowded, why don’t we give Ollie and Louise some room?” Kit took her hand and led her to the side of the room, where Sapphi and Ruby were standing, watching the whole thing.

“Boys,” Ruby said in disgust.

“Wait until you find one you like,” Suzie said, running an appraising eye over Kit.

“Glad to hear you say that,” Kit said, sipping his coffee and breaking open an energy bar.

“I think you deserve some praise, it’s a good thing you did,” Suzie told him.

“Oh goodness, you two are mates, aren’t you?” Ruby asked.

“We are,” Kit said proudly.

“Which reminds me, we should check on Fiona and the baby,” Suzie said. “She was having twinges.”

“She was?” Despite their earlier words about the baby Fiona was carrying, both girls left the sitting room to go and check on their mom. 

“Don’t I know how to empty a room?” Suzie asked.

“What are we going to do about those two? And particularly about Storm?” Kit asked. “We can’t keep them split up forever.”

“I know.” Suzie studied Ollie and Louise for a moment. “I think we need to ask Louise straight out.”

“About whether she wants the baby?” Kit asked. “She said she was going back to Bear Bluff to find her.”

“But Storm wasn’t in Bear Bluff. She was here, Ollie knew that.”

“Of course,” Kit said.

“I need to be sure about what she wants. I need to be sure she isn’t saying what she thinks we all want to hear. If she wants to be with her daughter, I’ll find a place for them both to stay; if not, I’ll find a placement for Louise, while we keep Storm here.” Suzie pressed her lips together. “If Louise needs time, that’s absolutely fine, but we need to have some idea of how to proceed.”

“You don’t think we need to give her more time?” Kit asked.

“If she needs it. But what if she doesn’t?” Suzie cocked her head on one side. “What if the best way to heal Louise, right now, is if she has a wriggling baby in her arms?”

“Good point.” Kit followed Suzie back to the sofa, where Ollie was smoothing Louise’s hair away from her face.

“How are we doing?” Suzie asked.

“Good,” Ollie answered.

“Louise?” Kit asked.

“Better.” She was sitting up, sipping Ollie’s coffee, and eating an energy bar. “I know what you are going to ask.”

“You do?” Suzie asked in return.

“About Storm.” Louise’s eyes flicked to Ollie’s face. “Ollie told me she is here.”

“You didn’t tell Louise that Storm was here before?” Kit asked Ollie.

“Nope, Louise was so upset, I didn’t speak about it,” Ollie admitted. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have left you alone, Louise.”

“It’s OK, Ollie,” Suzie told him, placing her hand on his arm. “It’s all OK.”

“I woke up in your apartment, I had no idea where you were. I tried texting you…”

“Phone is dead,” Ollie said apologetically.

“I didn’t know what to do. That’s when I decided to go back to the hospital and face up to what I’d done, and hope I could get my baby back.”

“We just needed to clear that up,” Kit told them both.

“I’m so sorry. I thought if I could find where she was…” Ollie hung his head in shame.

“Don’t, Ollie, I owe you so much.” Louise reached out for him, and took his hand. “I’d have died out there without you.”

“Do you want to see Storm now?” Kit asked, breaking Ollie out of his guilt trip.

“I do,” Louise said quickly.

“Then we can decide on a plan,” Suzie said.

 “They can both stay with me,” Ollie said firmly

“Do you think that’s the right thing for you to do?” Suzie asked Louise.

“No,” Louise shook her head. “But I have nowhere else to go.”

“Louise, I can look after you,” Ollie insisted.

“We are not meant to be together.” Louise looked at Ollie and then lifted her hand to his face. “You are a good man. But I’m not the one for you.”

“So, what if we found you a placement here in Bear Creek?” Kit asked. “You and Storm.”

“For real?” Louise asked.

“I know someone who might take you in.” Kit caught the look Suzie sent him. “Dean Capel. He’s on your foster parent list. Fiona will vouch for him.”

“OK, you know best, although I’m assuming Storm isn’t a shifter. So we don’t specifically need a shifter foster parent.” Suzie would never have met Kit if this news had come out sooner.

“No, the guy was a regular dumbass.” Louise looked longingly at Ollie for a split second before she looked down at her hands.

“Lou, you know if there was any way…” Ollie began.

“Hey, I know,” Louise lifted her hand and stroked his cheek, her fingertips lingering on his lips before she pulled away. “But let’s not torture ourselves. I want to be your friend, Ollie, more than anything I want you in Storm’s life, but no more.” A small sob hiccuped out of her. “I need to leave all the drama behind me. All of it.”

“I get it.” Ollie leaned forward and hugged her tight. “I get it.”

“OK.” Suzie got up and wiped a tear from her eye. “Why don’t I go and get that sweet baby of yours?”

“Yes, please,” Louise said.

“You stay right where you are,” Kit told Louise when she tried to get up and follow Suzie. “Doctor’s orders. You have to take it easy. And tomorrow, one way or another, I am going to get you to the hospital and let the maternity unit give you and Storm a thorough exam.”

“OK.” Louise blew air out through her lips as if she were trying to calm herself. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure,” Kit said. “We all want the best for you.” He didn’t add that they would all also protect her and Storm from any harm. Shifter or not, she was part of their lives now.

“Here she is,” Suzie said, coming back into the room with Storm in her arms. Behind her came Fiona, Harlan, Sapphi, and Ruby. They all gathered around while Suzie placed Storm in Louise’s arms. “Here, she’s just had a feed, and Fiona managed to rock her to sleep. So you two snuggle, and keep each other warm.”

“Oh, Storm, I am so sorry, so very sorry,” Louise repeated over and over again, her voice cracking as tears came again.

“We are going to go home,” Harlan said. “I think we’ve had enough excitement for one night.” He turned to Fiona and spoke to her bump. “But if you decide to come out, I won’t say no to a little more excitement.”

Fiona smoothed her hand over her stomach. “Me neither.”

“Thank you so much,” Suzie said, hugging them each in turn.

“Yes, thanks, although I have one more favor,” Kit asked.

“Which is?” Harlan’s expression said he wasn’t sure if he was going to like it.

“As you leave, is there any way you can melt some of the snow on the road, so that tomorrow I can drive out of here?” 

Harlan laughed. “Fiona always says I’m full of hot air, so I guess I can give it a try.”

“Thanks,” Kit said, and the family of dragons left the house.

“Call me as soon as you go into labor,” Suzie told Fiona.

“Don’t worry, we are going to broadcast it to the whole town,” Harlan said jovially.

“You are not,” Fiona said sternly.

Harlan turned around, winked, and mouthed, “I am.”

“Bye,” Suzie called, and Kit wrapped his arms around her to keep the chill out, and because he wanted to hold her close. And one day be the proud husband, waiting for his child to be born.


Chapter Fifteen – Suzie

“What an exciting day this turned out to be,” Suzie stated as she climbed into bed next to Kit. She was telling herself she had chosen to stay because it was better than trying to get home in the snow, but truthfully, she would have found some excuse not to leave, even if the dragons had offered to drop her off at her front door. She had only one twinge of guilt, and that was about her mom being home alone for a second evening. 

Not that her mom had made her feel guilty about not going home. Although she did sound worried. Suzie had blamed work commitments, but she was certain her mom had seen through her thinly veiled lie. However, she did not want to tell her mom about Kit over the phone. This news had to be relayed face to face.

Suzie tried to push her fears to one side. How would her mom feel about Suzie moving out and leaving the town her mom was so attached to? Her mom suffered anxiety and battled to make herself leave the house. When Suzie was a child, she hadn’t noticed it so much, but as she grew up and became more aware, she realized her mom only went to certain stores and only visited a handful of places and people.

Slowly this awareness had led Suzie to understand why. Her mom had a birthmark on her face; it covered the lower part of her left cheek, and made her mom very self-conscious. New places and new people, who might stare at her, were situations she avoided as much as possible. To Suzie, her mom was beautiful, but her mom could never see it, especially when she looked in the mirror.

“It turned out better than I hoped,” Kit replied, getting into bed and resting his head on the pillow beside her. 

They lay side by side, looking at the ceiling. Louise was in Kit’s guest room, with baby Storm in her crib by her side. Since they had been reunited, Louise had refused to let Storm out of her sight, except to visit the bathroom, and only then because Suzie had insisted on her leaving Storm with her or Kit.

“I hope Louise gets the rest she needs,” Suzie said, listening for the sound of a baby crying.

“She needs Storm more than rest right now,” Kit replied. “She needs to know she’s a good mom.”

“Do you think she’ll cope?” Suzie asked, her voice no more than a whisper.

“I think so.” Kit turned to face her, propping himself up on one elbow. “People can do remarkable things when they really want something.”

Suzie thought of her mom and how she had coped bringing up her child alone, while living with an intense need to hide her face away from strangers. “My mom proved that to me.”

“Your mom?” Kit turned to face her, resting his chin on his hand. “You’ve heard about my family. I know nothing about yours.”

“There is not much to tell.” Suzie pressed her lips together, trying to decide what she wanted him to know. But surely, if they were going to make a life together, he should know everything.

“Tell me what you can,” Kit coaxed, as if he knew how hard this was for her.

“It’s just me and my mom.” Suzie thought back over her life. “She’s always been there for me. Always supported me. But it’s been tough for her.”

“No family?” Kit asked.

“She has family, but her experience mirrors Louise’s in so many ways. My mom met a guy, thought she was in love. Her parents warned her he was only after one thing.” She let the meaning go unsaid, sure Kit would know what she meant. “When she got pregnant, he dumped her, and all she got was an I told you so. And then they told her they would not support her and the baby.”

“They kicked her out?” Kit asked.

Suzie nodded. “She was seventeen.”

“What did she do?” Kit asked.

“Survived.” Suzie looked up at his perfect face and lifted her hand to stroke his cheek, his stubble prickling her fingers. “She was so brave. All her life she tried to stay in the shadows.”

“Why? Is she shy?” Kit asked.

“She is, because she has a birthmark.” Suzie pressed her hand to the place where her mom’s cheek was red, the skin not quite smooth.

“I’m sorry,” Kit said, his voice tight with emotion. “I’ve seen similar in kids. Usually, they fade.”

“I don’t notice it, but from what she says, it was very obvious as she grew up. She said her parents never really loved her. She was never as pretty or popular as her sister. She liked to hide behind books, to avoid the taunts from other kids. They thought she was awkward and anti-social.” Suzie stopped talking, letting go of the anger she felt inside every time she thought of how her grandparents abandoned their daughter when she needed them the most.

“I can see why you chose the career path you did,” Kit said, taking hold of her hand and raising it to his lips. “And when I meet your mom, I am going to congratulate her on raising such a remarkable woman.”

Suzie laughed. “You and my mom should get along well. She always says that having me was the best thing she’s ever done. I know she would have loved to have more children, but she never met the right man.” Suzie’s expression changed to sadness. “I think, deep down, it was because she could never allow herself to trust another man.”

“That’s sad.” Kit gazed into her eyes. “What will she do when you come and live with me?”

“I’m trying not to think about it,” Suzie said. “It’s going to break her heart. And mine.”

“Why not ask her to move to Bear Creek too?” Kit asked.

“She won’t.” Suzie was certain her mom would never move away from her comfort zone.

“She might for you. And you never know, she might meet the shifter of her dreams.” Kit put his hand on Suzie’s waist, sending thrills through her body. “Just like her daughter.”

Suzie laughed, wanting to shake off the melancholy mood that had descended on her. “Have I met the shifter of my dreams?”

“You called me perfect,” Kit replied, humor dancing his in his eyes.

“On the outside. But I don’t know what is underneath that perfect exterior.”

“Is that a challenge?” Kit asked, his voice thick with emotion.

Suzie’s breath caught in her throat as she tried to fathom the meaning in Kit’s words. On the surface, they were innocent enough, but if you scratched deeper, and she wanted to scratch a lot deeper, they meant so much more. 

“What if it was?” Suzie asked, her face flushed, her eyes dilated. She was lost. Lost to this man beside her. Suzie curled her fingers around the sheets and tried to force air into her lungs. Kit was a stranger to her, and yet lying in his bed was the most natural thing in the world. They were connected on a deeper level, a level that was out of time and space.

“Then it would be my solemn duty to rise to that challenge, just as I have risen to every challenge throughout my life.” 

Suzie giggled again, which was unusual; she’d never been a giggler before. But at least she was breathing. Oh yes, she was breathing, chest heaving, as she stared at Kit’s lips, wishing he would kiss her.

“I’d like to see you rise to this challenge,” Suzie admitted, her cheeks reddening. Placing her hand on her heated skin, she added, “This isn’t who I am. I don’t know what’s happening to me.”

“Don’t you?” Kit asked, taking her hand and pulling it away from her cheek. Lowering his head, he pressed his lips into the palm of her hand. Heat flooded her body, along with a desperate need to be with this man for always.

He made her feel safe, he made her feel loved, and he made her feel as if she had a new home, a place where she would always belong. Not a physical location, an emotional location. Kit’s arms were the place she wanted to call home.

Pressing her body forward, she went home, into his arms, telling him with her lips that she accepted the challenge too.

Kit groaned, a deep need emanating from him, and he pulled her closer, his arms wrapped around her body, holding her tight. Her breath left her once more, but she didn’t need air, she didn’t need food, she simply needed Kit.

Like a lovelorn fool, she gave herself to him, because it was right. Because it was meant to be.

All thought of fate and the meaning of life left her as his lips claimed hers. 

Kit’s hands roamed her body, his touch awakening her arousal, despite the barrier of her clothes. Each stroke of his hand, each kiss of his lips, left her wanting more. Much more.

“I’ve never been a first-date kind of a girl,” Suzie whispered into his ear.

“Well, technically, you aren’t, since we still haven’t been on a first date.” He pulled back from her, brushing her hair off her face. “If you want to wait, take it slow, I understand.”

“Do you?” Suzie asked.

Kit chuckled and shook his head. “I’ve been waiting for this moment since I knew about the birds and the bees.” Then his face sobered. “That doesn’t mean I am going to pressure you into anything. I want this to be special, for both of us.”

“Birds and the bees, huh?” she asked, kissing his lips.

“A medical term.”

“What about bears?” Suzie slid her hand down between their bodies, slipped it inside his boxers, and curled her hand around his hardened shaft.

“Oh, bears, they are…a special case.” He kissed her, words no longer needed as she stroked his cock up and down. He groaned, his hands tugging at the shirt she had borrowed to sleep in and lifting it up above her head. She let go of his cock and lifted her arms up. Kit dragged it off her, and threw it to one side. 

Pausing, he stared at her breasts while he ran his hands over them, his touch light, but it drew an incredibly strong reaction from her body. Her nipples hardened, her clit throbbed and an ache in her core grew to a point it could not be ignored. She wanted him. Now.

Tearing at his T-shirt, which along with a pair of shorts was all he wore to bed, she stripped it off his body. Her hands pressed against his smooth chest, and followed the trail of fine hair down to his hardened cock. Suzie wrapped her hand around it and stroked him, watching his face for his reaction.

“You know how much I want you, Suzie,” Kit said, struggling to keep his voice even.

“I think I’m getting a good idea,” Suzie answered.

He stroked her skin, the palm of his hand rubbing her hardened nipple, before he lowered his head and sucked her other nipple into his mouth. Suzie gasped, her hand tightening involuntarily around his cock, making him suck harder. Her knees went weak, and the ache between her thighs was so intense it impossible to ignore.

“Touch me,” she whispered in his ear.

Kit slipped a hand between her thighs, and drew his fingers upwards, until they brushed against her clit. Suzie opened her legs wider, and his fingers explored deeper, while his thumb tortured her clit. He moved his thumb around and around in small circles that caused a tremor in her body. Feverish with desire, she moved to lie down, and urged him to slide between her thighs.

With her hand still wrapped around his cock, she guided him inside her sex. Kit moved where she asked him to: he let her guide him, allowing her to be in control. Until he could stand it no longer.

As if a dam had burst, he slipped his hand under her bottom, and held her to him as he inched inside her, impossibly slowly, impossibly deep. There was no doubt in Suzie’s mind that she had handed control over to him, and he was going to make sure she was completely satisfied.

Moving deeper, he pulled back before thrusting into her again. As he built up a steady rhythm, he lowered his mouth and reclaimed her breasts. The onslaught of sensations sweeping over her made her senses reel. He was everywhere, his hands, his mouth, exploring her body, touching her where no man had touched her before. 

“Dr. Malvern, you certainly know your way around a woman’s body,” Suzie gasped, as he stroked the sensitive flesh on the inside of her arm, while his teeth grazed her earlobe.

“I excelled at anatomy,” he teased, and slipped his hand under her back, and then stroking her thigh, then lower, his fingertips working their magic on her inner knee.

“You have a magic touch, that is for sure.” Suzie bit her lower lip as she tried to keep control of her body, which was fighting to reach the heights of pleasure and throw itself off into oblivion.

“Only for you.” Kit kissed her neck, his hips keeping a steady rhythm as he made love to her.

Suzie cried out, there was no way she could hold on. Kit’s body tensed too, and his cock erupted, his seed filling her as he came. With a bone-shaking shudder, she let her body go, let her senses fly and rode the wave of pleasure that swept over her.

Kit flexed his hips, burying himself deep inside her, and in that moment they were one. Bodies, souls, and minds.

“I think you got it wrong,” Kit whispered in her ear.

“Got what wrong?” she murmured sleepily, her spent body needing to fall under the spell of sleep.

“You are the perfect one.” He kissed her shoulder and pulled her into his arms.

“We are all perfect in our own way.” She snuggled back against him. “That’s what my mom taught me.”

“She is a wise woman,” Kit replied.

“She is, she just needs the confidence to believe her own words.” Then sleep took her and if Kit spoke again, she did not hear him. But she felt his presence all through the night.


Chapter Sixteen – Kit

“I spoke to Harlan, he said the road is clear. They went out again this morning before first light and cleared the road as much as they could.” Kit set a cup of coffee down in front of Suzie and kissed her cheek. The dragons had arrived early this morning, and Sapphi had brought some spare clothes for Louise to wear. Which, after a moment of hesitation, Louise accepted.

“That’s so kind of them,” Suzie said. “Both for checking the road again, and for the clothes. I’m hoping Sapphi and Louise might become friends.”

“I think the girls enjoyed it.” He smiled to himself. “It seems they liked the idea of getting out of the house. And from what Harlan said, Sapphi has struggled to make new friends herself since moving to Bear Creek. So perhaps she might find a friend in Louise.”

“It’s a difficult age,” Suzie agreed. “They both left their friends behind when they moved here after their parents died.”

“They are happy though, aren’t they?” Kit asked.

“Yes, very. They care a great deal for Fiona and Harlan. But the new baby will upset the order of thing for a while,” Suzie predicted. “On the other hand, they might fall in love with their baby brother and spoil him rotten.”

“Who doesn’t love a baby?” Kit asked absently as he drained his coffee cup.

“I just hope everything goes OK for them all,” Suzie said. “Surely Fiona should go into labor soon.”

“The hospital will induce her if she doesn’t,” Kit told Suzie. “Harlan said her doctor has been reluctant to, since it’s the first dragon birth he’s ever witnessed.”

“Isn’t a dragon shifter being born the same as any other shifter? Or any other person?” Suzie asked.

“That he’s not sure about. Which is why they let things run their course.” Kit sipped his coffee and gazed out of the window. “If Ruby and Sapphi’s parents were alive, they might be able to shed some light on it.”

“It’s sad that their parents passed away,” Suzie said. “But so exciting that a new dragon is about to be born. At least Ruby and Sapphi will have the information they need when they meet their mates and have children.”

“Fiona might be a mother and a grandmother within a few years,” Kit remarked.

“I think both Sapphi and Ruby intend to have careers,” Suzie told him.

“What if they meet their mates?” Kit asked.

“They wouldn’t be expected to drop everything and stay home with babies,” Suzie insisted. “Is that what you expect me to do?”

Kit hesitated. “No, not unless you want to.”

“So are you going to give up your job?” Suzie shook her head. “Because I don’t think that is a good idea, really. It would be a waste of your skills as a doctor.”

“I don’t know, I love kids so much.” Kit leaned back against the counter. “Maybe we should get to know each other first. You are right, we’ve gone from strangers to discussing children when we haven’t even been on a date.” 

“True.” Suzie came to him and hugged him tightly. “All we need to agree on is that families should be together. Our family will be together forever.”

Kit kissed the top of her head, and squeezed her tight. “We will. And if you want more family, I have more than enough to go around.”

“Can I meet them?” Suzie asked.

“As soon as the snow clears.”

“Have you told them?” Suzie asked.

“No!” Kit laughed.

“Are you ashamed of me?” Suzie asked, pulling away from him.

“No.” Kit dragged her back into his arms and kissed her lips. “But once my mom knows, she is going to be over here as fast as four legs can carry her. And I figured it would be better to wait until the house is a little emptier.”

“Good point,” Suzie said. “Speaking of which, I’ll go and help Louise get ready to leave.”

Kit looked at his watch. “Good idea. I am going to be late for work if we don’t leave soon. Even with the snow melted off the mountain roads, getting through to Bear Bluff is going to be tricky.”

“I’ll go and check if Storm has finished her bottle. Louise was dressed when I took it in, so they should be ready to go.” Suzie left the kitchen, and Kit could not help watching her go. He loved the way she moved, the sway of her hips, the swish of her hair. 

“OK, let’s start thinking of something more mundane or I will be dragging my mate back to bed,” he murmured as he washed up their plates and cups. Sharing breakfast with Suzie after a night of making love was one of the most pleasurable experiences he’d enjoyed for a long time. His house felt like a home again, something that usually only happened when he had a foster child staying.

“We are ready,” Suzie said, coming back into the kitchen with the empty plate and coffee cup she had taken in to Louise along with the bottle of formula.

“How are they?” Kit asked.

“Good.” Suzie's eyes lit up as she answered. “Really good.”

“Great, so I’ll take us all to the hospital, and are you going to be OK to drive to your office?” Kit asked. 

“I don’t have to,” Suzie said. “I spoke to my boss, and she arranged for me to use a computer at the hospital. I can get my work done, and contact Dean Capel. If he says yes to taking in Louise and Storm, then once Louise has received the all-clear by the doctor, I will drive them over there.”

Kit dried the last of the dishes and then moved across the kitchen to Suzie. Bending down, he whispered in her ear, “Does that mean I get to take you out tonight. On a date?”

“I think that would be wonderful.” Suzie looked down at her clothes; they were the same ones she had been wearing when they first met. “I am going to hit a clothes store in Bear Creek first, though.”

“I don’t mind what you wear, as long as you are with me,” Kit kissed her neck, inhaling her scent. “Or naked. I don’t mind if you are naked.”

“I do,” Suzie said, her face flushed. She placed her hands on his upper arms. “Damn it, Kit, you do things to me that ought to be illegal.”

“I haven’t touched you,” He sighed against her skin.

“You don’t have to,” she replied, and placed one hand on either side of his face and kissed his lips. “You are like a drug, Dr. Malvern. And I am addicted.”

Kit wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. He was so tempted to pick her up and rest her bottom on the countertop. Then he would drop to his knees and pull her panties off, and…

Storm’s cries broke through his daydream, and he had to adjust his pants to make them more comfortable. He wasn’t the only one who thought he’d been drugged. Meeting Suzie was similar to being given a love potion; he was head over heels. Not sure which way was up.

“Dr. Malvern?” Suzie’s voice was sultry as she said his name. She was teasing him, she knew it, he knew it, but there was nothing he could do about it: they had to leave.

“The doctor will see you later, Ms. McLeish,” Kit said. He tipped his head forward and whispered in her ear as he passed, “For a very private examination.”

“I can’t wait.” Suzie reached out and took his hand, squeezing it. 

“Come on, let’s get our professional heads back on.” He tugged her hand and she followed him out of the kitchen and into the sitting room, where Louise was waiting for them. “Hey, you look so much better, Louise.”

“Thanks, I feel it.” She looked down at herself. “Fresh start for me.”

“You look great.” Sapphi’s clothes fit Louise perfectly. In fact, Louise looked like a different person than the poor bedraggled woman they plucked from the snow yesterday. Kit only hoped Louise would find the stability she needed with Dean Capel. 

“So Fiona hasn’t called Dean Capel for you?” Kit asked Suzie as they left the house. He was carrying Storm in the car seat as they tried not to slip on the packed snow.

“No. That’s my job,” Suzie insisted. “I don’t need her to hold my hand.” Although it had crossed Suzie’s mind that any request for Dean to take in a young mother and baby might have gone better coming from a familiar face. Plus, Suzie was certain there were not many people who said no to the dragon shifter. “Anyway, I hated the idea of calling Fiona again.”

“She wouldn’t have minded,” Kit assured her.

“I know, but since I took over her job with shifter children, I have had to call her so much it feels as if she is my supervisor, instead of it being the other way around.

“She’s a dragon shifter, she’s always going to seem like the boss.” Kit laughed at Suzie’s horrified face. “I’m sorry, but she breathes fire and could eat me alive.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Suzie said haughtily.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you,” Kit said sincerely. “Maybe it’s a form of shifter self-preservation.”

Suzie yanked the car door open; it had frozen shut overnight. “No, you are probably right. I think it was easier before I knew she was a dragon. And definitely easier before I saw her flying. Big wings, big teeth, and she can breathe fire.”

“I can’t believe I was unconscious when Harlan carried me here,” Louise said, climbing in beside Storm, whom Kit had secured safely in the car.

“It was quite a sight,” Suzie said. “Maybe one day Sapphi might let you ride her. She’s your age, she would make a good friend.”

“I don’t think a dragon shifter would want to be friends with a nobody like me,” Louise said as she buckled up her seatbelt.

“Don’t speak like that,” Suzie said gently. “You are as good as anyone else.”

“I have a family that doesn’t want to know me, the father of my baby is AWOL, and I have no job and no money.” Louise shrugged sadly and looked down at Storm. “What’s to like?”

“You are a beautiful mommy,” Suzie said. “And that is the most important thing in the world.”

Kit climbed into the driver’s seat, and as he did, he met Suzie’s eyes. “Family is what you make it, Louise.”

“True, and they come in all shapes and sizes,” Suzie said. 

“Then call your mom later,” Kit suggested. “Invite her to stay when the snow clears.”

“Would you mind?” Suzie asked.

“Of course not. I want her to know from the outset that she is part of this family. Anyway, I’m sure she’s going to want to join in with the wedding plans.”

“Wedding plans?” Suzie squeaked.

“Sure, we are getting married.” Kit’s expression switched to mortification.

“I think you are supposed to ask her first,” Louise said, laughing. It was good to hear Storm’s mom laugh for once, but it didn’t help ease Suzie’s panic.

“Sorry, I just got lost in my own thoughts.”

“Yeah, I get it, but I definitely need that date before you propose,” Suzie said, not looking too upset that he had taken so much for granted.

“Tonight,” Kit promised and started the engine. 

Pulling out slowly, Kit waited for the snow chains to bite into the snow before he picked up speed. They drove down the track leading to the road and then he turned right to head down off the mountain. The sun was out and the snow was melting, with little rivulets of water cascading all around them.

“This snow is almost gone here,” Suzie commented.

“Yeah, look at the steam rising from the road,” Kit exclaimed.

Whether it was from the dragon fire, or the bright morning sun, he wasn’t sure, but the roads were clear and they made good time getting off the mountain. Down in the valley, it was not as easy; the snow was still deep, and the shade cast by the mountain stopped the sun from melting the snow, but luckily the roads were not impossible to navigate.

After a slow journey through the back roads, they hit the highway: it was evident the road had been plowed and salted. This was the main artery of a wider road system, and had taken priority.

“Looks good. If the thaw continues, you should be able to drive your car back to my place tonight,” Kit said.

“I should go home to my mom,” Suzie told him.

“One more night. Just you and me,” Kit pleaded.

“OK. One more night.” She smiled at him, making him want to wish the day away.

“And then forever,” Kit answered.

“Goodness, you two are as sweet as honey,” Louise said. Kit was not sure it was a real compliment, but he didn’t care. A bear loved honey, and he loved Suzie.

They arrived at the hospital to find the parking lot being cleared of snow. Kit parked the car in a section that had already been cleared and switched off the engine.

“I will see you both later.” Suzie got out of the car, and then helped Louise out. “Come find me when you are done with the doctor. I’m on the second floor for the day. I’ll get you and Storm placed somewhere together.”

“What if there is nowhere? Or at least nowhere around here?” Louise looked worried. “I feel safe here.”

“Then you can stay with me and Suzie until there is,” Kit offered. “If that is OK with you, Suzie?” It would mean them losing their alone time, but Louise and Storm took priority.

But what if Suzie said no? Kit was beginning to understand what it was like to be in a relationship. For so long he had made his own decisions. The thought of having to give up fostering children popped into his head once more.

However, Suzie smiled and said, “Of course. I mean, it is your house.”

“What’s mine is yours,” Kit offered, then frowned. “Too much?”

“A date. Let’s have one date before we talk about what happens after,” Suzie shook her head, but smiled as she walked toward the hospital. With his heart firmly in her hands. Hands he trusted.


Chapter Seventeen – Suzie

Suzie walked into the hospital with Kit and Louise, who cradled Storm in her arms, looking nervous.

“It’s OK,” Kit assured her. “I’ll take you to where you need to be, and when you’ve finished, I’ll ask someone to page me and I’ll escort you over to Suzie.”

“You don’t need to go to all this trouble for me,” Louise insisted.

“We want to,” Suzie replied. “We both want this to work out for you.”

Louise sighed. “This must be what it’s like to have parents who love you.”

Suzie hid a smile, Louise was making her feel old. But when she caught Kit’s eye, the look exchanged told her that he was imagining what it would be like for them to be an old married couple—with a child.

The heat in the reception area made her cheeks flush, and her head swim. This was all moving so fast. Meeting the man you were supposed to spend the rest of your life with, according to him, was one thing, but marriage and everything else…

“Are you OK, Suzie?” Kit asked.

“Yeah, I’m going to go on up to my borrowed office.” She did have a lot of work to get through. But that wasn’t the real reason she needed to get away. When she was in Kit’s house, she could forget the outside world existed, but here at the hospital, this was real, and the enormity of the situation crowded in on her.

“OK, I’ll catch up with you later, bring you some coffee,” Kit offered as he stood next to Louise, who was giving her details to Cindy.

“Sure. I’ll see you later. You too, Louise, come find me when you are done.” Suzie pressed the button for the elevator, grateful when the doors opened right away.

“Thanks,” Louise said nervously.

Damn it. Suzie put her hand out to stop the doors closing. “Do you want me to come with you, Louise? I should have offered.”

“No. I’m OK,” Louise said, and then added, “Don’t worry, I’m done with running.”

“I’ll buy you lunch when you are done,” Suzie offered.

“I’d like that,” Louise replied, her face pale.

Suzie cast a glance at Kit, who met her eyes with a confused expression. Had he picked up on the fact that Louise might not be the one about to run out on him? Did he realized that Suzie had cold feet, and not from being out in the snow?

She pulled her hand back and the elevator door closed, leaving her in the closed in space of the elevator. Closing her eyes, she let out a breath and tried to figure out why she had suddenly gotten cold feet. Kit was a great man; he would make an amazing husband and an incredible father.

That’s where her brain stalled. Suzie had never had a father, she’d never had any other family except her mom. Opening her eyes, Suzie gasped at her own realization. She was scared, scared of becoming part of something bigger. Scared of not fitting in. Growing up, her mom had been happy to hide away; she hated going anywhere where people didn’t know her, she hated people staring. 

Her hand went to her cheek. There was no birthmark there. She wasn’t her mom. But she was her mom’s world. The two of them against the world, wasn’t that what she’d grown up hearing?

Suzie believed she had stepped away from that when she trained to work at Social Services, but it was there, like a deep-rooted weed, ready to extend its long tendrils and strangle her. Meeting Kit had triggered something she’d buried away. That was not who she wanted to be. She wanted to step out into the world and be Mrs. Malvern, Kit’s wife, and the mother of his children.

As the elevator opened and she made her way to her office, it became clear what the trigger had been. Not meeting Kit. But seeing Louise so determined to put her past behind her. She would live her whole life trying to make up for deserting Storm. 

Us against the world.

Suzie opened her office door and went inside, sitting down heavily. Pulling out her laptop, she opened it up and logged onto the system. Locating the number of Dean Capel, she entered the numbers into her phone and gave him a call. Work always reminded her of the bigger picture, of what was truly important in life.

“Hello, is that Dean Capel?” Suzie asked.

“It is,” came the reply down the phone. “Can I help you?”

“I hope so. I have your number on file as someone who fosters older… people.” Suzie wasn’t sure how to phrase this. Louise certainly wasn’t a child, but she was not an adult either, not legally at least.

“This sounds interesting,” Dean said.

“It is. I’m Suzie McLeish, I work at Social Services.”

“How do, Suzie?” Dean replied.

“I do well, thank you.” She smiled to herself. “Sorry, I’m not being too clear am I?”

“Take your time.” Suzie liked Dean already. He reminded her of a kindly grandpa. Like the one she always dreamed about. One who would teach her to ride a bike, or fish in the river.

“I have a young woman. She’s not quite eighteen.”

“She needs a place to stay? If so, I have room,” Dean said.

“The thing is, she has a newborn baby,” Suzie explained.

“Ahh, I see.” Dean paused. “I don’t usually have babies in my care. I’m long in the tooth, and can’t run around all day after them.”

“I understand,” Suzie said. “I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

“Hang on a second, I didn’t say no,” Dean said. “I have always opened my house to whoever needed it. Is this a shifter child?”

Suzie sighed. “No, neither mother nor child are shifters.”

“Ahh, shifters are my specialty.”

“They really need a place to stay. Somewhere they can feel safe.”

“That sounds like something I can do,” Dean said. “How long for?”

“Indefinitely.” Suzie winced. “At least until I can find somewhere else, or Louise turns eighteen and I can help her stand on her own two feet.”

“Two feet is a lonely place to be,” Dean said. “Look, I have an empty house, I have room for a mom and her baby for as long as she needs a roof over her head.”

“Are you sure?” Suzie asked. “Sorry, but I need to make sure; they haven’t had the best start and I need for them both to be settled and feel wanted.” She banged her head with the heel of her hand. “That isn’t what I meant.”

“It might not be what you meant, but it is correct.” Dean chuckled. “I’m used to dealing with Fiona. She’d have turned up on my doorstep and told me to take this young woman in, so I appreciate you asking. Bring the two of them over whenever you are ready. I’m here, and they will be welcome.”

“Thank you so much, Dean.”

“My pleasure. You drive carefully in this weather.”

“I will.” Suzie ended the call, and then sat staring at her computer screen. 

“Knock, knock,” Kit’s voice from outside the door made her sit up.

“Come in,” Suzie called.

“I brought you coffee.” He came in and placed the cup down on her desk. “It’s not machine coffee, it’s from Cindy’s private stash.”

“Does she know?” Suzie asked, raising her eyebrows.

“She lets her favorite doctor use it.” He grinned. “And I buy an occasional replacement jar for her. We have an understanding.”

“Oh, that is good,” Suzie admitted as she tasted the bitter liquid.

“Do you know what else is good?” Kit asked, perching on the edge of her desk.

“Finding a placement for Louise and Storm?” Suzie asked, feeling proud of herself.

“You did? That is great. So date night is back on,” Kit replied.

“I think we might be in luck,” Suzie said.

“I already know I’m lucky.” Kit leaned forward and kissed her. “But that was not what I meant.”

“So what did you mean?” Suzie asked, sipping her coffee, while keeping two eyes very focused on her doctor boyfriend.

“Snowball fights.” Kit left the words hanging there, his expression hidden by his coffee cup.

“The same snowball fight you promised Callum?” Suzie asked.

“The very same.” He drank the rest of his coffee and set the cup down on her desk. “Come on, a few of us are taking the kids outside to enjoy what’s left of the snow.” He looked at his watch. “About an hour, we’re all taking an early lunch. That way the kids can get their fill of throwing the snow at each other and still be back in their beds for their lunch.”

“OK.”

Kit looked surprised. “I expected to have to twist your arm.

“No arm twisting needed.” Suzie cocked her head to one side. “I need a bit of fun.”

“Didn’t you have fun last night?” Kit asked, standing up and heading for the door, both coffee cups in his hand.

“I did.” Suzie watched him open the door. She so wanted to grab hold of him and have mad, passionate sex on her borrowed desk with the good doctor. “Wait, I have nothing to wear.”

“Beth and Ben are coming in specially to join in. Beth said she would bring you some clothes.”

“You have it all planned, Dr. Malvern. I am once again impressed.” Suzie tapped her mouse and brought her laptop back to life.

“See you soon,” Kit said, leaving the room.

“Oh, unless Louise needs me,” Suzie called. “I have to take her over to Dean’s and get her settled.”

“I see, you are choosing another man over me already,” Kit replied, poking his head back around the door.

“Never.” And she meant it. Kit Malvern might look perfect on the outside, but she was quickly learning that he was pretty darn perfect on the inside too.


Chapter Eighteen – Kit

“OK, are we ready?” Kit asked. He had two hands on Callum’s wheelchair, and was turning around and around in the parking lot, which had been cleared of most of the snow, leaving it banked up around the edges. 

“We are,” Ben called, standing next to Beth. 

“You know the rules?” Kit asked.

“Get as much snow on the other team as possible,” Callum shouted. He was wrapped up in several layers of clothes, and his cast had been covered to stop the melted snow from getting it wet.

Kit was probably going to end up in trouble for this, but just seeing the happy faces around him made it worthwhile. “Are you ready, Suzie?”

“We are.” Suzie placed a hand on the shoulder of a young girl, called Neave, who had come into the hospital with a suspected appendicitis. She’d been given the all-clear and was able to go home, but her parents could not get through the snow from Cougar Ridge. “Aren’t we, Neave?”

“Ready. Let’s get them!” Neave scooped up a handful of snow in her gloved hand and threw it across the parking lot. “We need to get closer.”

Suzie pushed the wheelchair forward, and the fun began. All the children were sitting in wheelchairs, as if they were chariots, while the adults pushed them around. It was harder than it looked, steering was next to impossible, but somehow they managed to pull off half an hour of throwing snowballs with no one getting hurt.

Slipping and sliding, the whole scene was hilarious, and the cheers of the spectators told Kit this was just what everyone needed to lift their spirits.

“It is lunchtime yet?” Suzie asked, sliding to a halt beside Kit.

“Five minutes to go,” Kit said. “Having fun?”

“I am, but I’ve ended up on my butt more times than I’d like to count.”

“Suzie is not very well coordinated,” Neave told Kit. Then she looked up at Kit. “I’ve had an amazing time, though.”

“All we need now is cake, and you will have had a birthday party after all,” Callum said.

“Yeah, maybe my mom and dad will get here.” Neave shrugged. “I doubt it though, the road from Cougar Ridge is too steep to come down in the snow.”

“Wait, it’s your birthday?” Suzie asked.

“Yeah, I’m thirteen today,” Neave announced.

“Wow, happy birthday,” Kit said. “You have to have a cake.”

“Yeah, Neave, you have to,” Callum said.

“Hey guys, we are going to be in trouble if we don’t get everyone back inside for lunch,” Beth said, coming over to them.

“You are right, and I have rounds to do,” Kit said. 

“And I need to go and find out of Louise is ready to go,” Suzie said. 

They all turned and walked toward the hospital. More than once, Kit had to reach out and tuck his hand under Suzie’s arm to keep her upright. As they reached the building, and entered reception, Neave got out of her chair and turned to Suzie.

“Thanks. That was fun.” Neave smiled and shook the wet snow off her hair. “I’m going to go and take these off before I roast.”

“It is hot once you get inside,” Suzie agreed, pulling her borrowed hat off her head. “I’m glad you had fun.”

Neave waved as she walked away. “See you around, Callum.”

“Not if I see you first,” Callum called after her. But he kept his eyes on Neave as she walked away. As soon as she was out of earshot, he hissed, “What are we going to do about her birthday? She was so sure her mom and dad would make it here in time to take her home.”

“I can get a cake when I go out,” Suzie said. “Probably pick up a couple of gifts.”

“Would you?” Kit asked. “I don’t like to ask since I know you are working too.”

“You don’t have to ask, and I would be happy to do it,” Suzie said. “I’m going to go and find Louise and see if she is ready to leave. We can pick up lunch on the way.”

“OK, well, I’ll take Callum up to the ward and get him dried off and check his cast. When you get back, let me know and I’ll come sing happy birthday too.” Kit kissed her cheek and whispered, “Thank you.”

“I’ll see you boys later,” Suzie said, and walked off.

“She’s a keeper,” Callum said, sounding older than his years.

“She most certainly is,” Kit said. “And what about Neave, is she a keeper too?”

“She’s a friend,” Callum said. “I don’t know about anything else, she’s younger than me.”

“There’s no harm in seeing if she wants to be more than friends,” Kit said, wheeling Callum to the elevator. 

“Just because you have a woman in your life, it doesn’t mean the rest of us need one,” Callum said.

“Spoken like a young man who has never heard the call of his mate,” Kit laughed as he backed Callum into the elevator. Just as the doors were about to close, a group of people rushed into the reception area. Kit stuck his hand out to stop the doors closing. “Harlan, everything OK?”

“Baby is on its way,” Harlan called out excitedly.

Kit didn’t hear Fiona’s response, but he could imagine it was along the lines of keep your voice down.

“She’s the dragon shifter, right?” Callum asked.

“You know about her?” Kit asked.

“Yeah, her daughter is in my class at school. Ruby, that’s her name, right?” Callum asked.

“It is.” Kit looked down at his young patient. “And I thought you said you didn’t need a woman in your life.”

Callum blushed. “I don’t even know her.”

“Then maybe you should speak to her,” Kit suggested.

“She’s so hot,” Callum replied. “And she’s older than me.”

“So?” Kit asked. “You are not bad-looking yourself. And when you get older, any age difference doesn’t matter as much. Not if you are mates.”

“You think so?” Callum asked, sitting up straighter in his wheelchair.

“I’m a doctor, I know everything,” Kit said, hiding a smile. Damn, he was a matchmaker bear now too. “You want a piece of advice, Callum?”

“From you? About girls? Sure.” 

“Talk to them as if they are real people. Show them the real you, and girls will be falling all over themselves to be your friend. And friendship is where all good relationships start.”

“I can do that,” Callum agreed.

“Good, because you never know who your mate might turn out to be,” Kit said. “It would suck if you never made an effort, and ignored the girl who is going to spend the rest of her life with you.”

“I get it,” Callum nodded, as the elevator doors opened and he wheeled himself out. “I can take it from here.”

“Wait a minute, we need to check that you are dry under all of those clothes. Come on, into the exam room.” Kit opened the door and Callum wheeled himself in.

“I will be glad to get this off.” Callum looked down at his cast.

“Well, it looks to be in one piece.” Kit tugged Callum’s coat off and felt the plaster cast. “I think you can go and join the others for lunch.”

“Thanks, Doc.” Callum wheeled himself out. “Don’t forget the cake.”

“I won’t.” Kit followed him out of the exam room and stood with his hands on his hips watching Callum enter the ward.

“That went well,” Beth said, coming up behind him. “The kids had a great time. And no one needed a doctor.”

“They had fun, didn’t they?” Kit asked.

“They did. Unfortunately, we now have to get to work.” Beth handed him his notes. “We have a new patient, she needs an abdominal exam. And Harry seems to have developed a temperature.”

Kit took the notes from her. “I’ll get on it.” He flicked through the notes. “I just have a phone call to make first.”

“A phone call? I hope it’s not personal,” Beth chided.

“It is. But I think you’ll see how important it is,” Kit answered, taking his phone from his pocket. He pressed the screen and hit speed dial. “Hi, Suzie, it’s Kit.”

He pressed speaker phone so Beth could hear too. “Hi, Kit. What’s up? I’m just taking Louise to Dean’s house. The doctor said everything was fine with her and Storm.”

“OK, drive carefully.”

“I will, the roads seem pretty good through town.”

“Great.” He hesitated and then said, “When you get back here, you might want to check the maternity ward.”

“Why?” Suzie asked. “Not another baby needing to be fostered?”

“Nope, something much more exciting than that,” Kit said, watching as Beth frowned at him.

“Oh. You are not making this up, are you?” Suzie asked, her voice filled with excitement.

“I’m going to check for sure, but from what Harlan said, Fiona is going into labor at last.”

“You are kidding?” Beth asked, next to him, her hands covering her mouth. “I thought that baby was staying put for good.”

“It seems it’s decided to grace us with its presence,” Kit said.

“OK, keep me updated, and I’ll see you soon.” 

“Drive carefully,” Kit told Suzie again.

“I will, we’re just leaving Bear Bluff. We’ll be in Bear Creek in twenty minutes.” 

“I’ll see you soon, good luck.”

“Thanks,” Suzie replied.

The line went dead and Kit put his phone back in his pocket. “I wouldn’t mind if you went and got an update from Harlan, or the girls,” Kit said to Beth.

“On my way,” Beth said, and walked off down the corridor.

“Another baby, and a dragon shifter. This I can’t wait to see,” Kit mused. As he walked toward the room where his first patient was waiting, he couldn’t stop a thrill of excitement coursing through him.

One day soon he hoped it would be him holding Suzie’s hand while she gave birth to their child. A child he wouldn’t have to let go. Just as he would never let Suzie go.

Whistling a tune, Dr. Malvern walked down the corridor. Wasn’t life perfect?


Chapter Nineteen – Suzie

“Do you want to go back to the hospital?” Louise asked. She was seated in the back of Suzie’s car with Storm in the car seat next to her.

“No, we are going to get you and Storm settled in. I called Dean, and he is expecting us.” Suzie glanced at the rearview mirror and caught Louise’s nervous expression. “I hear Dean is one of a kind.”

“I’m not so sure this is the right thing for me and Storm,” Louise admitted.

“I know it must seems strange, but why not meet him and see what you think? From what I’ve heard he is a good man and he’s a good listener.” Suzie looked at Louise once more. “He is a trained therapist. He might be able to help you through this.”

“I don’t need a shrink,” Louise said hotly.

“No, but you might need someone to talk to who isn’t there to judge you.” Suzie steered the car through the streets of Bear Creek. Most had been plowed and salted, making the journey easier than she thought. “You have been through an ordeal, Louise. Don’t bottle it up inside you.”

“I won’t.” She looked down at Storm. “Do you think Storm will remember that I left her at the hospital?”

“No, and if you don’t want to, you never have to tell her. This is a fresh start, a good start for you both. You have a chance to build a life here, Louise.” Suzie indicated to turn left along a narrow road that was still covered in snow. Crawling along, she was thankful when she saw the name of the house where Dean lived.

“Sunnyside,” Louise said as she read it. “Is that him?”

There was a man clearing the snow off the driveway. He looked middle aged, but it was hard to tell since he was dressed in warm clothing. “Let’s go and find out.”

Suzie pulled up onto the driveway, and got out. “Dean?”

“Ms. McLeish,” Dean said with a smile as he pushed his hood down. He was younger than she thought, maybe mid to late forties. “Good to meet you.”

“And you.” Suzie held out her hand to him and Dean enveloped it in his own strong hand.

“And this must be Louise.” Dean walked toward the car, and held the door open as Louise struggled out. “And baby Storm.”

“Hi,” Louise said awkwardly.

“Good to meet you both. Come on in, I made brownies.” He winked at Suzie. “No one can resist them.”

“That sounds great,” Suzie said, glancing at Louise, who was trying to get Storm out of the car.

“Here, I can help with that,” Dean said.

“No, I can do it,” Louise insisted, angling her body so she was between Dean and the car.

“I’m here to help you both, Louise,” Dean said. “Not to take over.”

Louise straightened up and gave Dean hard stare. “I need to look after my daughter.”

Dean set his hand on her arm. “It’s not a weakness to accept help.”

Louise’s shoulders slumped forward. “I can do it.” She leaned forward into the car, and Dean took a step back, and let Louise get on with it. “See, I did it,” Louise said triumphantly.

Louise stood up, with the car seat in her hands. “You did,” Dean said. “Perhaps I can carry your bags in?”

Louise nodded. “Thank you.”

“Come on, coffee and brownies. I know I earned mine clearing this driveway.” Dean led the way, and Louise followed behind.

“So?” Suzie asked, fell in step with Louise. “What do you think? First impressions.”

“I guess he’s OK,” Louise admitted. “Not as old as I thought. And he makes brownies.”

Suzie took out her card and tucked it in Louise’s pocket. “That has my number on it. You call anytime, day or night. Even if you just need someone to talk to.”

“Thanks.” Louise stopped, and turned to Suzie. “I’m not used to people caring. So I’m not good at accepting help.”

“I understand. But you can learn to get used to it. Give people a chance, give Dean a chance. You won’t regret it.”

“I’ll try,” Louise said.

“That’s all anyone can ask of you,” Suzie said.

Dean welcomed them into his house, where he made fresh coffee and offered them warm brownies, made from his own special recipe. “These are so good,” Louise said, eating her third one.

“I only make them when I have company,” Dean admitted. “Cooking for one is no fun.”

“You sound like Kit,” Suzie said, draining her cup. 

“Young Dr. Malvern? I have met him a few times. Good man,” Dean said.

“Suzie would know,” Louise said, looking happy and relaxed. She stood with Storm cradled in one arm, but she had allowed Dean to hold her while she drank her coffee. For Suzie it was an encouraging sign. Louise and Dean would get along great. Dean was a patient and caring man, and Louise simply needed someone to trust, someone to give her stability. 

“You and the doctor are mates?” Dean asked, fixing his attention on Suzie.

“Yes, we are. Although we have only just met,” Suzie said, blushing.

“Well, I wish you all the best luck in the world. Not that you need it now that you are together,” Dean said wistfully.

“Have you never married?” Louise asked.

“I’ve never met the right woman,” Dean told her.

“You are a shifter too?” Louise asked.

“A big old bear,” Dean laughed. “When your little one is old enough, I have a reputation for giving the best bear rides.”

“She’d like that, wouldn’t you, Storm.” Louise stroked her cheek. “I just want her to be happy.”

“That’s what I want for all the young people that come through my door,” Dean said. Clapping his hands together, he said gruffly, “Let’s get you settled in your room.”

“I am going to go, if that’s OK,” Suzie said, picking up her purse and her briefcase. The papers were all signed, and Louise was officially in Dean’s care.

“Of course, you want to check on Fiona,” Louise said.

“Fiona, is she having that baby at last?” Dean asked.

“She is, but that isn’t the reason I have to go. A young girl in the hospital has a birthday today and her parents are stuck in Cougar Ridge. I promised to get her a cake and a gift.”

“You go,” Dean said. “Louise and I will be just fine. We can get you settled and then tomorrow we can go into Bear Creek and get anything you need for Storm.”

“You don’t have to…” Louise started.

“You are traveling mighty light,” Dean said, nodding at the bags he’d carried in. “You need what you need. And we are going to get it.”

“Don’t worry, Louise, there is some grant money reserved for situations like these,” Suzie said.

“OK, then,” Louise agreed. “I just don’t want to be a charity case.”

Dean laughed. “We all need charity sometimes. The good thing is you have the rest of your life to pay it forward.”

“Pay it forward?” Louise asked.

“Yes, I help you, but instead of you helping me back, since I’m old and don’t need a darn thing, you pay it forward to someone who does need help. And they pay it forward, and so on.” He smiled at Louise, reassuringly. “Now, that doesn’t sound like charity, does it?”

“No. It doesn’t.”

Suzie left Louise and Storm with Dean, knowing they were in the best possible hands. Dean was one of the good guys, and part of Suzie wished she’d been lucky enough to have a male role model like him when she was growing up. But she would not trade her mom for anything.

“Speaking of moms,” Suzie said as she backed her car out of Dean’s driveway. She tried Kit’s cell number, but got his voicemail. She’d have to be patient and wait until she got to the hospital for news on Fiona.

The drive into town was less treacherous than Suzie had imagined. But the temperatures would drop again overnight, and the melted snow would freeze. Suzie planned to get back to Bear Bluff Hospital as soon as she could. Leaving her car at the hospital for one more night might be the most sensible idea. However, tomorrow, she planned to go and see her mom, even if she had to catch a ride on a dragon.

Parking on the side of the road, Suzie got out of the car and made her way, very carefully through the snow, to the cake shop. It was late afternoon, but there might be a fancy cake with butter frosting she could buy for Neave. It must stink to have to spend your thirteenth birthday away from your family.

“Hello,” Suzie said as she went inside.

“Hello, it’s been a quiet day, so it’s nice to have a customer,” the woman behind the counter greeted her.

“I need a special birthday cake, do you have something suitable?” Suzie asked, looking at the cakes on display.

“Who is it for, and I’ll let you know what I have.” The cake lady pointed out toward the back room. “I have a few more cakes out back.”

“I need a birthday cake for a thirteen-year-old girl. Something pretty with frosting. Do you have anything like that?” Suzie asked hopefully.

“I don’t,” she answered. “Wait, before you look all glum. What I do have is some undecorated sponge cakes that I can cover in frosting.”

“Could you?” Suzie asked hopefully.

“As long as you don’t need anything too intricate, I can have something ready in half an hour.” 

“I have a couple of gifts to buy. I’ll be back in half an hour. Thank you so much, and I’ll leave the design up to you. Whatever you can manage will be perfect.” Suzie left the shop, grateful to have crossed one of her tasks off her list. 

Now all she had to do was find a gift or two. Suzie stopped and looked around, trying to remember which shops were where. She came to Bear Creek often enough, but not usually to shop. Which way to go? The sidewalk was slippery, and she didn’t want to walk too far.

Turning right, Suzie made her way past a general store, and a hardware store, before she reached a gift shop. It catered to tourists, with lots of bear key rings and plush toys, along with maps of the mountain. It would have to do.

Pushing open the door, she went inside. There was no one around, and so she began to look through the shelves of gadgets and toys. A particularly cute plush bear caught her eye, he was soft and squishy with big eyes. Kit’s advice came back to her, about giving baby Storm a gift she could keep. This would be perfect. As she picked it off the shelf, a green fluffy dragon dropped onto the floor. Suzie picked it up. Neave was a little old for this kind of toy, but she might like it. 

Taking a quick look around the store, she also picked out a mood ring, and a keyring. Then she took her purchases to the counter. There was still no one around, so she leaned over the counter and called, “Hello. Is there anyone there?”

A banging noise from above the store told Suzie she had been heard. Footsteps came closer as someone came down the stairs. “Hello, sorry, I was watching TV, the one down here had broken, and it’s a long day out of season.” The owner of the shop was an old man with spectacles, which he shoved back up his nose as he spoke.

“I don’t blame you, the weather has been bad. Could I have these, please?” Suzie placed the gifts on the counter.

“Sure, do you want them gift wrapped?”

“Yes, please.” Suzie waited patiently while the gifts were wrapped, and then the store owner put them in a pretty paper bag. Pleased with herself, she said goodbye and left the store, going back to her car and putting the packages inside, before she went to collect the cake.

“This is the best I could do in such short time,” the cake lady said.

Suzie looked at the fabulous creation before her, there were flowers and butterflies all over it. “That is amazing. Thank you.” 

“My pleasure, I love creating cakes like this. I hope she likes it.”

“I am sure she will,” Suzie said, picking up the cake, which had been carefully placed in a box. 

“Here, I’ll get the door for you.” 

“Thanks again,” Suzie said and walked gingerly along the sidewalk to her car. Placing the box on the back seat, she shut the door and then went around to the driver’s side and climbed in. Quickly putting on her seat belt, Suzie started the engine, glad when the heater warmed up the car interior. It was late afternoon, the sun was beginning to set, and the roads would soon freeze.

Checking her phone, she was disappointed not to have an update from Kit other than a—Are you OK xox.

Yes. On my way back to the hospital now. Any news on Fiona? xox

Suzie put her phone down and then carefully maneuvered her car onto the street and took the road heading out of Bear Creek. A text message from Kit told her there was no news from anyone about Fiona and the baby. 

“Let’s hope her labor doesn’t last as long as the pregnancy,” Suzie said out loud as she followed the road to Bear Bluff.

The journey back was uneventful, given the conditions. Suzie parked her car and got out. She was going to have to be very careful carrying the cake and gifts across to the hospital. The ground underfoot was starting to freeze, making the parking lot surface like a skating rink.

Maybe that would be Kit’s idea for entertaining his patients tomorrow. Suzie smiled to herself as she recalled the excited faces of the children as they threw snowballs at each other. 

Reaching the hospital, she backed into the doors, the gifts and cake secure in her hands. So far so good. Suzie headed to the reception desk to say hello to Cindy and ask where she could find Kit.

“Hello, how did it go?” Cindy asked when she saw Suzie. 

“Good, Louise and her daughter should settle in quickly.” Suzie set the cake box down. “Dean seems to be a good guy.”

“Oh, he is the best. A number of kids he’s had in his care were ones that other foster parents wouldn’t even consider. The man likes a challenge, that is for sure.” Cindy smiled. “How is your Dr. Malvern?”

“He’s good, thanks.” Suzie patted the cake box. “This is for one of his patients. Do you know where he is?”

Cindy checked on her computer. “He is on the ward still. Do you know the way?”

“I do, thanks.” Suzie lifted the cake box into her arms and then asked, “I don’t suppose you have any news on Fiona?”

Cindy shook her head. “I’m sorry, I can’t give out that information. Hospital policy, you understand.”

“Of course,” Suzie said.

“But I’m sure Dr. Malvern will know more, if there is anything to know.” 

“Thank you, Cindy, I’ll go and find him.” Suzie headed for the elevator. 

As she got in, she hoped that there would be good news about Fiona. Suzie could not wait to see Fiona’s baby, and see the happy faces of her family. Just as one day, she would be surrounded by happy faces when she and Kit had a child of their own.


Chapter Twenty – Kit

Kit placed the last of the charts on his desk and sat down in his chair. It had been a long day, but he’d gotten through all of his work, and managed to fulfill his promise to Callum. Now he was looking forward to his evening with Suzie, although he had a feeling they might not be going on their first date after all.

He sat up in his chair. He could sense Suzie’s presence before she knocked on his door. “Come in.”

Suzie opened the door and poked her head inside. “I didn’t know you were psychic.”

“Only where you are concerned,” Kit answered, getting up and crossing the room to kiss her on the cheek, and take the box out of her hands.

“I got a cake, and a couple of small gifts.” Suzie set a gift bag down on the desk.

“Ahh. Cake.” Kit smiled at her apologetically. “Neave’s parents came by and picked her up.”

Suzie raised her eyebrows at him. “And you didn’t think to tell me?”

“She left literally five minutes ago. I have her chart here.” Kit placed his hand on his desk.

“I suppose that means we get to eat cake.” Suzie nodded to the box in his hands.

“I suppose it does. We can share it around.” A vibration in his pocket, followed by a ping drew his attention to his pager. Taking a quick look at it, he smiled, and then said, “Maybe we will be celebrating a birthday today after all.”

“Fiona?” Suzie asked.

“She’s close. Come on. I’ve finished my shift, let’s head over there and wait for the news with Sapphi and Ruby. Last time I checked in they were sitting together looking a little lost.” Kit picked up the cake, and took Suzie’s hand, leading her out of his office, and down the corridor.

“I can’t believe she is actually going to give birth,” Suzie said.

“That is what usually happens when a woman is pregnant,” Kit replied, with a chuckle.

“You know what I mean.” 

“I do,” Kit told her, humor and excitement in his voice. 

They walked side by side along the corridor and then down a flight of steps. He led the way through the corridors he knew so well. Was it only two days ago that he had come this way to meet the baby who had been abandoned? Was it only two days since he had met his mate? A mate who he hoped one day in the not too distant future would carry their child. His longing for a family of his own had not diminished.

“Hi there,” Suzie said to Ruby and Sapphi as they rounded a corner, and found the two girls, looking pale and worried. “Everything OK?”

“Yes. Although we didn’t think there would be so much screaming,” Ruby confided.

“I can’t hear anything,” Suzie replied listening.

“Shifter hearing, a curse and a blessing, it seems,” Kit informed Suzie.

“Yeah, I ended up putting my earphones in and listening to music, but I can still hear her.” Sapphi’s expression suddenly changed, and she glanced at Ruby, a smile spreading across her face.

“What?” Suzie asked.

“We can hear the baby,” Kit explained.

“That is so not fair,” Suzie said.

“Oh my goodness.” Ruby put her hand over her mouth. “The baby is actually here.”

“Congratulations,” Kit said to the sisters.

“Thanks,” Sapphi said, stunned.

Within a few minutes, the doors opened and Harlan stood looking like the proudest man in the world. “A boy,” he announced.

“You are still outnumbered,” Sapphi stated, going to her dad and hugging him.

“Are they both OK?” Ruby asked, wiping a tear away as she joined in the family hug.

“They are. The midwife is just finishing up and then you can come and see him.” Harlan still had a massive smile on his face.

“Congratulations, Harlan,” Kit said.

“Yes, well done.” Suzie reached for Kit’s hand and held it tight.

“I didn’t do anything, not really,” Harlan said modestly.

“I’m sure Fiona would have something to say about that. You helped her through it all,” Kit said.

“Oh, she had plenty to say,” Harlan replied. Then his grin grew wider. “I have a son.”

“You should go back in,” Sapphi said. “We’re OK.”

“Are you sure?” Harlan asked. “I’ll see if you can come in and see him.”

“We can’t wait,” Ruby said, holding on to her sister as Harlan backed away.

They didn’t have to wait long. A few minutes later a nurse came out and said, “Fiona is asking for you both.” Nervously, Ruby, and Sapphi went into the room where a new dragon had been born to the world, leaving Kit and Suzie waiting outside.

“You know, I couldn’t be more pleased,” Kit said. “There are a lot of shifters, but as far as I know there are so few dragons left.”

“Maybe they are in hiding,” Suzie said. “Or maybe we are blessed to have the last five dragons living in Bear Creek.”

“Maybe we are.” Kit placed the cake box down on one of the chairs Ruby and Sapphi had vacated. “In which case, I think I’m one of the luckiest men alive right now.”

“Oh, do you?” Suzie asked as he pulled her into his arms and kissed her.

“I do,” he said, pulling back from her. “After all, we do have cake.”

Suzie burst out laughing. “Now I know why you are so good at being a foster dad.”

“Cake is the answer to most problems, I’ve found.” He laughed at her expression. “When we have kids, you will become a believer.”

The door behind them opened and Sapphi came out to speak to them. “Do you want to see the baby?”

“We would love to, unless Fiona is too tired,” Kit answered for them.

“She’s not tired, at least she doesn’t appear to be, but I’m not sure she isn’t simply running on adrenaline right now.” Sapphi stepped backward, holding the door open for them. “Come on.”

Sapphi beckoned to them and they followed her into the room, where Fiona was lying on the bed holding her baby, with Harlan and Ruby next to her. Sapphi went to stand next to her sister, both of them looking as happy and proud as Fiona and Harlan.

“Hi there,” Suzie said, walking over to Fiona’s bedside. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you, Suzie.” Fiona looked down at the precious child in her arms. “Here he is. Samuel Harlan.”

“Hello, little man,” Kit said, gazing adoringly at the baby. “Welcome to the world.”

Suzie lifted the gift bag she was carrying, and then pulled a gift from it. “I have a gift for baby.”

“A gift. You didn’t have to,” Harlan said.

“Well, I bought it as a birthday gift for someone else, but since she’s gone home, it seems right it should go to this birthday boy instead.” Suzie blushed.

“Thanks, Suzie.” Fiona nodded at Harlan, who unwrapped the plush dragon.

“I think it was meant to be,” Suzie remarked as Harlan showed Fiona the green dragon.

“I love it.” Fiona smiled and kissed her Samuel’s head. “It’s perfect. Maybe he will be a green dragon, like your mom.” Fiona looked at her two daughters.

“That would be awesome. As if she is watching over us all,” Sapphi said, tearfully.

Fiona reached out for both of them. “I’m sure she is.”

“I think you are right,” Kit agreed. Wanting to lighten the mood, he added, “OK, and we have cake.” 

Kit ducked out of the room, and came back with the birthday cake. As he opened it up, Harlan asked, “Was this meant for another birthday girl too?”

“It was, but you all look as if you need a sugar rush.” Kit placed the cake down on a small table.

“You are not wrong,” Sapphi said. “Won’t the nurses tell us off?”

“They can try,” Fiona said, with a stern look, which she didn’t hold for long before she broke into a grin. “This is the happiest day of my life.”

Harlan kissed her cheek. “Mine too.” 

“OK, we need plates and a knife. I’ll be back.” Kit headed for the cafeteria, and grabbed plates, knives, forks and napkins. By the time he got back, the room was filled with people.

Caroline and Carter, Fern, Teagan and their mates, and some other people he didn’t know by name. But they all had one thing in common, their lives had been touched by Fiona. By Harlan’s side stood his other adopted daughter, Chrysi.

“We might need more plates,” Suzie said, looking radiant.

After the cake was gone, and more congratulations were given, a nurse came in and announced both baby and mommy needed some rest. Suzie and Kit slipped away first, hand in hand, heading out to the parking lot, to be met with a fresh covering of snow.

“I guess we are leaving my car here,” Suzie said.

Kit looked up at the sky. “Maybe we can get properly snowed in this time. I think we deserve some alone time.”

Suzie looked across to him. “So no date?”

Kit’s expression dropped. “I kind of forgot. What do you want to do?”

Suzie walked toward him, and stood in front of him, looking up at his face, wrapping her arms around his neck, she said, “Go home, shower and eat pizza.”

Kit ran his fingers through her hair. “You don’t mind not going out?”

“I am still in two-day old clothes. So no, I don’t mind just going home.”

“I will make it a very special evening,” Kit told her softly, his mind filled with the many pleasurable ways he would like to spend some alone time with Suzie.

“Is that a promise?” Suzie asked.

“Most definitely.” He took her hand and they walked to his car like two lovers under a moonlit sky. But the moon was hidden, and instead, soft snowflakes, like confetti, fell around them.

The drive home was relatively quick. The roads were still clear from the dragon fire. The new snow showers were falling in scattered patches along the route, and were not heavy enough to stick. When they reached his house, they got out of the car, and stood together, enjoying the scene before them.

“It’s so pretty,” Suzie said, looking up at the sky. Between the scattered snow clouds, the stars were just visible, twinkling in the dark sky.

“This counts as a romantic date, doesn’t it?” Kit asked, as he slipped his arm around her and pulled her close. Suzie snuggled against him, and his need for her grew. But he was willing to wait, he was willing to take it slow. He hated the idea that Suzie might think the mating bond that existed between them was based purely on his sexual desire for her.

Because it wasn’t. But, damn, it was strong, and Kit had to battle with himself not to lie her down in the snow and make love to her in the moonlight, while the snow melted off their heated skin.

“Shall we go inside?” Suzie asked, turning to face him, her chin lifted up as she looked into his eyes. He was mesmerized by what he read there: love, desire, need. All for him.

Kit nodded, not trusting himself to talk. His voice taken away by his intense arousal. He needed to take her inside his house and slowly make love to her. 

Taking hold of her hand, he led her to the porch and opened the front door. It was cool inside, the fire needed stoking and building back up, but he didn’t want to waste any time. He wanted to use his body to chase away the chill from Suzie’s body.

She followed him wordlessly up the stairs, and into his bedroom. There, he quickly undressed, and Suzie did the same, slipping under the covers, her teeth chattering. Kit eased his body next to hers, his thigh covering hers, his arms holding her close as Kit gave Suzie his body heat. At the same time, he warmed her skin with the touch of his lips, and the stroke of his fingers.

Suzie kissed him back, her lips searching for his, her hands touching his skin, exciting him until he thought he would go insane. 

Moving to hover over her body, he slipped between her thighs and guided himself into her. She sighed, and then gasped, as he lunged forward, filling her completely. Damn, the feel of her sheathing his cock was almost too much and he had to pause, and put his mind elsewhere, back out in the snow, where the flakes fell on his naked skin and cooled his arousal.

“Are you OK?” Suzie asked, her breath caressing his neck, as she nipped his sensitive skin.

“I just need a moment,” Kit ground out.

Suzie lifted her knees, changing the angle of her body, and then wrapped her legs around him. “Is the doctor out of his depth?” She squeezed her inner muscles, gripping his cock.

“I think he might be,” Kit admitted, turning his face to look at hers. Fisting her hair, he drew her lips to his, and kissed her fiercely, the animal in him wanting to take control and make love to her hard and fast.

Suzie bucked her hips, moving herself up and down on his shaft. “Fuck me.”

Kit groaned, it was no use, this was going to be over quick, but he wanted to make sure she came with him. Pulling back out of her, he lunged forward again, thrusting into her hard and deep, so deep. He cried out, his body straining forward, but he did not lose control, not yet.

In and out he thrust, Suzie’s breathing grew more rapid, and small mewling noises escaped her mouth with each long lunge. She climbed with him, her fingernails scratching his back, her teeth grazing his nipples as she bit his chest.

Kit cupped her breast in his right hand, his thumb brushing the nipple until it was taut and hard, then he lowered his head and licked it with the flat of his tongue. Suzie’s reaction was incredible, she was losing control, and he was going to ensure that when she came, it was earthshattering.

Closing his mouth around her nipple, he circled it with his tongue before he grazed the taut bud with his teeth. Suzie cried out, her legs tightening around him, as if she would never let him go. Then she came, her sex gripping him, and he could hold on no longer.

Kit filled her with his seed, his body jerking as the tension filled his body. They rode out their climax together as one. Two bodies joined, two souls soaring, until they were both utterly and completely spent.

When they lay in each other’s arms, Suzie snuggled against him for warmth as her body cooled. Kit held her tight, so tight, his hands soothing her skin, his lips leaving trails of heat across her flesh.

“So now what?” Suzie asked.

“Now what?” Kit repeated. 

“Yes. How do we move forward?” Suzie asked.

“Slowly.” He kissed her, and then moved around so that he could look at her face. “If that is what you want.”

She nodded. “It is. I need to make sure my mom is OK.”

“I understand,” Kit agreed. “There’s no rush. We take it slow, although I’d like to put a ring on your finger as soon as possible.”

“Why, do you think I’m going to run out on you?” Suzie asked.

“Never, but I want the world to know you belong to me.” Kit shrugged. “Perhaps I’m not perfect after all.”

“Oh, I think you are, Dr. Daddy Bear.”

Kit laughed, his body shaking. “I’ve never been called that before.”

“Well, there is a first time for everything. Including a date,” Suzie reminded him.

“You are never going to let me forget that,” Kit said.

“Then you had better chase the thought from my head.”

“How?” Kit asked.

Suzie slipped her hand down between their bodies and curled it around his cock, bringing him back to life. “I can think of a way. Can’t you?”


Epilogue

Suzie stood outside, waiting for her mom to arrive at Kit’s house in Bear Creek. She was nervous. Both for herself and for her mom, knowing this was outside of her comfort zone.

When Suzie had broken the news to her mom about her relationship with Kit, her mom had tried to hide any fears she might have had over her future alone. Instead, her mom had told Suzie how happy she was for her, and she was. Suzie had no doubt that her mom was relieved Suzie had found a man who promised to stay with her forever.

But they both realized it was the end of their lives as they knew it. Their close, special relationship wasn’t over, but it was going to change in a big way. This was more apparent when Suzie began to spend more nights with Kit than at home with her mom. Eventually, it was her mom who broached the subject of Suzie moving in with Kit.

And living with Kit was everything and more than Suzie could ever wish for. They had set a date for their wedding, with Suzie insisting on waiting until the spring, for when the weather was better, and the questions of a whirlwind romance would not be asked. Not that Suzie was worried about those kind of questions, but it would perhaps draw attention to her mom, which she might struggle to cope with.

Breaking out of her thoughts surrounding the wedding, Suzie looked up as the sound of a car coming up the driveway to Kit’s house reached her. Her mom was here.

Stepping off the porch, Suzie went to meet her. “You found us OK.”

Her mom got out of the car, and put a smile on her face, but Suzie didn’t miss the way her eyes slid across to the other cars parked in front of the house. “I did.”

“Don’t worry,” Suzie said, going to her mom and taking hold of her hand. “It’s only Kit’s mom and dad.”

“Oh.” Her mom took a deep breath.

“It’s OK, they are lovely.” Suzie hugged her mom tightly. “You can do this, I won’t leave your side.”

Her mom nodded and took Suzie’s hand. “Let’s get it over with.”

“You look as if you are going to a funeral,” Suzie said gently. “This is supposed to be a celebration.”

“Sorry.” Her mom fiddled with her purse.

“Don’t be.” Suzie hugged her mom again, wanting to reassure her. “You look beautiful.”

“You are biased,” her mom said.

“I’m not. You are beautiful inside and out to me you know that.” Suzie kissed her cheek, wishing she could show her mom how lovely she was. 

They walked toward the house together. The snow was long gone, but the wind whipped at the trees, and a squall was forecasted for later. The weather was one of the things Suzie loved the most living here, it was dynamic and changeable, and made her feel alive.

As they reached the porch, her mom turned to look out across the valley below. “It’s beautiful here, I can see why you like it so much.”

“You know, there is plenty of room for you to live here too,” Suzie offered, not for the first time.

“I don’t want to intrude on you and Kit. I want you two to be happy.”

“You will always be welcome.” Suzie put away the sadness in her heart. It felt as if she was having to choose between Kit and her mom, and her heart fractured a little bit more each time she saw her mom.

“I know.” Her mom paused. Suzie could feel the slight tug in her hand as if her mom wanted to turn and bolt from there.

That was not going to happen, and Suzie entered the house, pulling her mom with her. “Give them a chance.”

“Hello,” Kit was waiting at the sitting room door, and kissed her mom on both cheeks. “It’s good to see you again, Elizabeth.”

“Hello, Kit.” The smile on her mom’s face looked genuine. But then Suzie had yet to meet anyone who was not won over by Kit’s warmth and kindness.

“Can I introduce you to my parents?” Kit asked, taking Elizabeth’s hand and leading her into the sitting room.

“Sure.” Elizabeth followed, with Suzie behind them.

“This is my mom, Karen, and my dad, Scott.” Kit smiled broadly.

“Hello, Elizabeth, we’ve been dying to meet you.” Karen hugged Elizabeth, who went rigid, but then relaxed as Karen pulled away and went on. “You must be so proud of Suzie. And we cannot tell you how much we love her already. We were always worried Kit was going to be married to his job and fill his house with foster kids.”

“Not that we mind the foster kids,” Scott said, shaking Elizabeth’s hand. “But we would like a grandchild of our own, and since our other two boys haven’t settled down either, it’s good to know we have one wedding to look forward to.”

Elizabeth’s expression faltered. “Yes, the wedding.”

Suzie knew her mom was terrified at the thought of being around so many people, and there was no escaping the notion of them having a big wedding. Most of the people in Bear Creek, and Bear Bluff, were going to be invited.

“It’s a long way off,” Karen said. “I am more interested in hearing about your garden. Suzie tells me how much you love it.”

“I do. So very much.” Elizabeth smiled again.

“Which leads me to the favor I wanted to ask,” Karen said.

“A favor?” Elizabeth’s voice wavered.

“I hope you don’t mind. But we have this huge garden. When the boys were younger they pretty much wrecked it every year, all that rough and tumble, so I never had a nice garden. Would you help me make it beautiful? It’s just a patch of dirt right now, I’ve never had the time to redesign it since the boys left. We hoped to have the wedding there, and it needs some serious TLC.”

“I don’t know if I’m qualified,” Elizabeth said.

“Nonsense, Mom,” Suzie said. “You have the greenest fingers out of anyone I know.”

Karen hooked her arm through Elizabeth’s. “I don’t need anything fancy. I want it to be made with love. And I can see how much you love Suzie. Will you, please?”

Elizabeth blushed and glanced at Suzie. “I’ll do my best.”

“That’s all I need,” Karen said. “Now, I hope you don’t mind, but I’m so excited, I brought along a plan of the garden and some magazines. Oh, am I boring you?”

“No,” Elizabeth said. “Not at all.”

Karen winked at Kit. “Maybe you two can get us some coffee?”

“Sure thing,” Kit said as the two moms and Scott sat down to looked at flowers and shrubs.

Suzie smiled at him with some relief, and they went to the kitchen to make coffee. “That went better than I ever dreamed.”

“My mom is very persuasive, it comes from having three boys. You have to press their buttons in just the right order. Brute force never works.”

“I will have to take lessons,” Suzie said.

Kit pulled her into his arms. “I am already yours to command.”

“Kiss me.” 

“I live to obey.” Kit dropped his head and captured her lips, his tongue slipping inside her mouth as he tasted her. Emotions welled up inside her and threatened to burst out. She wanted Kit with every fiber of her being. She always did.

When at last he broke the kiss, she was left breathless, her body flushed, and she wanted to beg for more. But the sound of her mom talking brought her back to the present. Poking her head around the door, she watched as Elizabeth pointed to pictures and spoke with confidence to Kit’s parents, and a swell of pride coursed through her.

“Do you really think it will work?” Suzie asked Kit quietly.

“Dean’s advice is never far wrong. He thinks if she creates the place we are going to get married in, she will have the confidence to be surrounded by people. People who will no longer be strangers, since my mom intends to rope most of Bear Creek into helping.”

“I can’t tell you how much it means to me,” Suzie said, her voice choked with emotion.

“It means a lot to me too,” Kit replied. “And to my parents. You and your mom are part of our family now. And we aim to never let you go.”

“Is that a promise?” Suzie asked.

“Most definitely.” Kit kissed her once more. 
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Bound By The Barbarian: Tirim

Bound To The Barbarian: Tirim Part 2 (Reluctant Gay Sex)

Captured By The Barbarians: Scarla

Tamed By The Barbarian: Shona Part One

Hunted By The Barbarian: Shona Part 2

Teaching The Barbarian: Petra

 

 

***

Saved By The Pack

Alice

Sarah

 

The Dualis

(Mate of the Cave Bear)

Found (Book One)

Lost (Book Two)

Return (Book Three)

 

Shifters Of Spellholm - The Bears

Her First Time With A Bear (Book 1)

Too Much To Bear (Book 2)

Bear With Me (Book 3)

 

***

Curves

***

Curves For Her Bears (BBW Shifter Erotic Romance)

Saving You, Saving Me (Bad Boys Love Big Girls (BBW Erotic Romance))

Rachel (Curves in the Family Part One (BBW Erotic Romance))

Snowbound Curves (Curves For Her Brother's Best Friend BBW Erotic Romance)

 

 

BBW - Curves For Her Soldier

Longing For Her Soldier (Curves For Her Brother's Best Friend BBW Erotic Romance)

Return To Sender (Curves For Her Soldier) (BBW Erotic Romance)

 

BBW - Greystone Wolves

A Virgin For The Wolf (Curves For Her Werewolf Boss) (BBW Erotic Romance)

***

Curves For Her Cowboy (BBW Billionaire Cowboy Erotic Romance)

Betrayed Curves

***

 

A Virgin For The Billionaire
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