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Nana has a history she walked away from a long time ago. But now it’s caught up with her, threatening to destroy the life she’s built. A good life, with good people she loves.

Many years ago, a young woman walked up the winding road to Chance Heights with all her belongings in a battered suitcase. She never expected the Chance family to take her in and give her a home. She also never expected to become mother to the Chance children when their parents are tragically killed.

But when threats are made, can she find the strength to walk away from the family she loves, in order to protect them?

George never expected to find his mate. A retired history teacher, he misses working with children. To fill the void in his life, George volunteers at Chance Heights Activity Center. What he doesn’t expect, is to meet his true mate.

He soon realizes his mate is in trouble. Can he gain her trust? Will she let this silverback bear help her?

Or will his mating bond be history before it’s even begun?

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter One – Nana

Bear Creek, the place she called home. Nana watched the scenery flash by as her adopted daughter, Sage, drove her home from the airport along winding roads that meandered through valleys and under ancient trees.

“So, the trip was good?” Sage asked for the fifth time.

“Yes, it was. The scenery was incredible, and the Great Wall of China is one of the most amazing works of human ingenuity I’ve ever seen,” Nana answered for the fifth time, earning herself a sidelong stare from Sage. “Don’t look at me like that. I’ll tell you more later, right now all I want to do is get home and sleep in my own bed. You know how I never sleep well when I’m away from home.”

Sage pressed her lips together, she wasn’t buying it. Nana sighed, why did she have a daughter so attuned to people’s moods? A small smile spread across Nana’s face. Sage’s empathy was incredible and made her job working with young people and teaching them to respect both the world around them and each other a little easier.

Sage’s empathy also meant Nana must hide her own true feelings deep inside. That wasn’t going to be easy when her emotions were still so raw and her head so confused. But she wasn’t ready to talk just yet. Not until she’d had a chance to put things in perspective and make a plan.

Tears pricked her eyes, but she blinked them away and put her hand to her mouth, forcing down the lump that threatened to erupt into sobs. Turning her head away from Sage, Nana once again focused on the amazing view of the mountains she loved so much. “Summer will turn to fall soon.”

“It will.” Sage cast a glance at Nana but said no more. Such a sensitive young woman, Sage knew when to ask questions, and when to keep her mouth shut.

“Anything happen while I was away?” After recovering her composure, Nana turned her attention back to her daughter.

“Nope, not really. Sol came over and painted the fence and then helped me plant the new apple trees.” Sage indicated to turn right and took the road leading toward the large house they lived in. Chance Heights had been Nana’s home for the last twenty-odd years.

Over half a lifetime. And what a life it had been. Filled with tears, hope, and love. Plenty of each had flowed since Nana came here to work for Sage’s parents. When she met Kyle and Honor Chance and their brood of children, Nana had no idea how disastrously their lives would unravel five years later. 

After another mile of good road, Sage swung the truck right and followed the winding trail toward the house itself, which was screened by high trees and bushes. Nana remembered the first time she’d walked up this driveway for a job interview, with all her belongings in a small suitcase and blisters on her feet.

Honor had taken one look at Nana and ushered her inside, fed her cake and tea, while sitting on the soft sofa surrounded by the Chance family. They all knew Nana wasn’t the best candidate for the job, but Kyle and Honor didn’t see the person Nana was when she arrived. Instead, they had a way of seeing the person you could be if given a chance.

Nana soon learned they looked at the world differently. They looked at people differently. It was as if their vocation in life was to figure out how to make the people and the world around them better. Better than they ever dreamed they could be. 

And they had a plan. A new business. Chance Heights Activity Center was born from their inspired idea that kids needed to experience fresh air and open spaces to thrive both physically and mentally. At Chance Heights, children had a chance to learn how to help each other through team-building tasks, while other activities were set up so the children also began to understand themselves and grow in confidence.

Nana understood their ethos better than anyone. The Chance family had transformed her into the woman she was today. Anger bubbled up inside her. Her change hadn’t been miraculous, it had been hard fought and hard won. And no one was going to take that from her. 

“Nana,” Sage’s soft voice interrupted Nana’s thoughts and she wiped the tears from her cheeks, not realizing they were there. “Did something happen in China?”

“No,” Nana replied quickly. “Nothing happened in China.”

“And you are sure you’re all right?” Sage was right to keep asking, but Nana wasn’t about to admit anything, she didn’t want her adopted children to worry about her.

“I’m absolutely fine.” Nana undid her seatbelt as Sage stopped the car in front of Chance Heights, a large stone-built lodge that had been in the family for generations. “I just need a cup of tea and some sleep.”

“I forgot, something did happen while you were away. We had an odd visit.” Sage got out of the truck and went to the trunk to fetch Nana’s suitcase.

Nana slid out of the truck and rushed to Sage’s side. “An odd visit?” Her heart beat fast, scared that he had threatened Sage, that Nana’s past had collided with her present. 

“Yes. While you were on vacation, two men from the museum came by.”

“The museum?” Nana asked, relieved it was nothing sinister or dangerous. “What did they want?”

Sage pulled up her sleeve. “They were asking about this tattoo.”

Nana clucked her tongue as relief swept over her. “I never did want you or your brothers to have that tattoo, but you all insisted it was a family tradition.”

“I like it. And it is a tradition.” Sage rolled her sleeve down and pressed her lips together to stop herself from saying more.

Nana placed a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “I know you do, and I know it gave you and your brothers a link to your parents, which is why I didn’t stop you.”

“Even if you disapproved.” Sage looked at Nana out of the corner of her eye. “You look better now that you’re home. I was worried you’d contracted some weird Chinese flu or something.”

“Nothing like that.” Nana faced the large imposing house. Home. Chance Heights was the only real home she’d ever known. It was where she belonged. Perhaps she could put recent events behind her and slide back into her old life here with the Chance family.

Her family, she reminded herself. At the time she adopted the children, Nana decided not to change their last name but to change her own instead. A member of the Chance family had lived here at Chance Heights for hundreds of years and she didn’t want to be the person responsible for ending the tradition. Or perhaps she didn’t want the three beautiful children who had just lost their parents to be tainted by her name. Nana didn’t want that darkness to overshadow them.

Her face flushed pink, and heat crept over her skin. She’d also wanted a new beginning and a new name was one way to hide from her past.

A past Nana thought she’d escaped, but it had caught up with her. Reminding Nana, she was still the same person who walked up the trail in unsuitable shoes with an unsuitable past. She hadn’t changed a bit and was still capable of lying to everyone and herself. Hadn’t she proved that this morning by not telling Sage what was wrong?

“Nana.” Luke ran down the steps from the house and grabbed her suitcase from Sage before kissing Nana’s cheek. “Good vacation?”

“Yes, thanks.” Nana plastered a smile on her face and linked arms with her two children. She didn’t deserve the love and happiness her borrowed children showered on her. She didn’t deserve it one bit. Maybe she should leave and take her troubles with her, they were all grown up and old enough to look after themselves. They didn’t need to hear the truth. She could say she’d decided to live in a warm climate more suitable to her bones than cold mountain winters.

“We’ve missed you,” Luke said. He was the youngest of the Chance children and as sweet as honey. Not that he wasn’t all male and capable of holding his own with his elder brother Marcus, or anyone else who thought he could take a swipe at a member of the Chance family. Fierce and protective, but with a gentle side that made Luke a hit with the kids who came to Chance Heights to experience the outdoors and learn survival skills.

“I missed you, too,” Nana told him truthfully.

“You look tired,” he observed. “Why don’t I take your luggage up to your room while Sage makes you something to eat.” The concern on his face and in his voice made Nana feel even worse.

“Thanks, Luke.” He let her go and bounded up the stairs so full of energy, so full of life. A life filled with potential.

Sage went to the kitchen and filled the kettle, putting it on the stove to boil while she fetched the cups and set them down on the counter. She worked quietly and methodically, Nana could almost hear her brain working, trying to figure out why her mom was so quiet.

“You said Sol came over and helped plant the apple trees?” Nana asked, trying to slip back into the person she was before she left two weeks ago.

Sage leaned back against the counter and faced her with a smile on her face. “Yeah, he said he’ll come back when the apples are all harvested for some of your famous apple pie.”

“My apple pie is famous?” Nana asked, still preoccupied.

“Apparently so.” Sage lifted the kettle as it came to the boil and made three cups of tea. As she set the cups down on the table, Luke entered the kitchen and sat down next to Nana.

“Thanks, sis. I just have time to gulp this down and then I have to meet a new volunteer.” Luke blew on his tea and then reached for a cookie from the plate Sage set down on the table. “You’ve been baking.”

“Don’t say it like it’s a shock,” Sage chastised as she sat across the table and ate a cookie. “Who is the new volunteer? I didn’t know anything about it.”

“Happened while you were at the airport. George Tully, he said he used to teach you history in high school.” Luke went in for another cookie. “Do you remember him?”

Sage frowned. “Yes, I do. He’s also one of the guys from the museum who came up here a week ago asking about the tattoo.”

“The tattoo? This tattoo?” Luke wore a T-shirt which showed off his many tattoos, but he turned his arm over and showed the rough circle with a claw mark through it. “What did he want to know? You never mentioned it.”

“Slipped my mind. It was the day we nearly lost the teepee in the wind. Remember, we had the kids up here from the city school?” Sage ate another cookie, too, her gaze creeping from Luke to Nana.

“Yeah, I remember.” Luke chuckled. “You missed all the fun, Nana.”

“I did,” Nana agreed. “So, who is this George Tully? I don’t remember him.”

“You never met him from what I recall,” Sage told her. “He was a good teacher, methodical and patient. Interested in students.” She shrugged. “He’s a nice guy.”

“A nice guy.” Luke grinned.

“What’s wrong with being a nice guy?” Sage asked. “You get called that all the time.”

Luke rolled his eyes. “Which is why I know it’s not a compliment.”

“What’s not a compliment?” Marcus asked, appearing in the doorway. He kissed Nana on the cheek, snatched a cookie off the plate and ate it while he poured himself a cup of coffee. At six foot four, with muscles on top of muscles, Marcus was larger than life.

“Nice. Nice isn’t a compliment.” Luke watched his brother as he sat down next to Sage. “How was Bear Bluff?”

“Nice,” Marcus said with a smirk. Luke made a face at his brother before taking another cookie. He shoved it in his mouth as he pushed his chair back from the table and stood up. “I have to go.”

“Where?” Marcus asked.

“He has to meet George Tully, who is a nice history teacher,” Sage told her brother.

Marcus chuckled and drank his coffee. “How was your vacation, Nana?”

“The scenery was incredible, and the Great Wall of China is one of the most amazing works of human ingenuity Nana has ever seen.” Sage shrugged when Nana raised her eyebrows at her daughter. “What? That’s all you’ve said about your trip. You go to China for two weeks and that’s all we get.”

“Did I miss something?” Marcus asked.

“No, not really,” Sage tried to cover her outburst. “Nana’s tired.”

“You are feeling okay though, aren’t you? You look a little pale,” Marcus said, showing his concern, which he usually hid under layers of rough exterior. As the oldest, he’d taken the death of their parents the hardest. He knew better than anyone just how cruel fate was to take them away.

“I just need some fresh air,” Nana said as she drained her teacup and placed it down on the table. “Jet lag. Give me a couple of days and I’ll be back to normal.”

She got up from the table and, with a forced smile, left the kitchen. With a head full of jumbled thoughts, Nana wandered out to the back door, which looked out over her carefully tended garden. This was where she’d made her own mark on the property she’d been blessed to live in, while she raised three wonderful children.

Stepping out onto the path that meandered through the rose garden and under the archway which was covered by honeysuckle, she said a silent prayer to Honor and Kyle, hoping they would forgive her for needing to move on. She was, after all, doing this for their own good.

After all these years, her past had finally caught up with her. At least it would if she didn’t run from it. And run fast.


Chapter Two – George

“George?” A young man, with a mess of near-black wavy hair that brushed his shoulders, approached with his hand stretched out, and a wide friendly smile on his face.

“Luke Chance?” George asked, grasping the young man’s hand and shaking it. “Firm handshake.”

“I’m Luke, yes. You have a firm grip yourself.” Luke’s smile widened. “I hear you used to teach my sister Sage. The other dude who works here is my older brother Marcus. I’ll introduce you to him later.” Luke ushered George away from his car and toward the rear of the house. “First I’ll give you the guided tour and we can talk.”

“Sounds great.” George assessed the large stone-built house which had been given to a man named Chin Shan several hundred years ago. His descendants, who now went by the last name Chance, had no idea Peregrine Manning had given the house to Chin Shan in return for putting two dragon shifters under the Ancient Slumber spell.

They also didn’t know Chin Shan had given up his own memories in return for a large sum of money which was given to the Stone Claw Clan who lived in the River Run Mountains a couple of hundred miles away. The Stone Claw Clan had used the money to leave the River Run Mountains and return to their home country. The Chance family were the only descendants of the River Run Clan left in the area.

George wished he could tell them the story, but that would mean revealing the secret he’d sworn to keep. That dragon shifters were real and lived among them. 

“This is where the kids camp,” Luke began as he showed George a large grassy area to the side of the house. “They are taught to put up their own tents. Or teepees. The teepees are hugely popular with the kids.” He strolled across the grass and stopped beside a big fire pit. “When the kids camp out, they are given a lesson on starting fires and their job is to collect wood, so the fire doesn’t go out.”

“Where do the children come from?” George asked. When he’d come up here the first time with Thorn, a bear shifter who worked at the museum, they had witnessed the children putting up a teepee, but George couldn’t tell if they were local schoolkids or from out of town. Or maybe an organization such as Scouts.

“The local schools make good use of us. They sometimes come up here for a day or they camp out for one night. Other schools, those from more urban areas, come for four nights. Some of the kids have never run free in a forest before.” Luke’s enthusiasm shone through. “Some of them don’t know how to get dirty. But they soon learn.”

“If you have room for an old man like me, I’d love to get involved,” George said with a grin.

“You’re not old, George,” Luke said, placing his large hand on George’s shoulder. “I can see you’ve looked after yourself, and you’re a bear shifter, right?”

George chuckled. “According to my ex-students, I’ve been old since I hit thirty-five.”

“Hah! So that’s what I have to look forward to, talk about old before your time.” Luke turned to face George, a frown creasing his brow. “Are you all right, George?”

George rubbed the back of his neck, a prickly sensation crept up his spine and he shuddered as if he were coming down with something. “I’m fine.” He forced a smile on his face. “Where to next?”

Luke kept a close eye on George as he continued the tour. They walked around the perimeter of the large field and back toward the house. Luke spoke about the aims of the activity center and the role they play in helping disadvantaged kids. George focused intently on every word, but it was a challenge. The closer they got to the house, the worse the tingling along his spine became until his body ached to the core with every step.

“Let’s cut through Nana’s garden and go around to the buildings where we have the bathroom facilities and a large barn where we do various activities if the weather is really bad.” Luke opened a low wooden gate and they entered a meticulously kept garden filled to bursting with color. Although to the untrained eye it looked as if the plants were allowed to do their own thing, that was not the case. Everything was placed with incredible thought.

“Nana, she traced your family tree, right?” George asked. He forced the air into his lungs so he could speak. Perhaps he was an old man after all, and this would be too much for him.

Speak for yourself, his bear told him. Only last week we rode on the back of a dragon into the mountains. People don’t age overnight.

So what’s wrong? George asked his bear.

His bear mumbled something unintelligible and wandered out of his mind. George probed him for an answer, but all his bear said was, figure it out.

Figure what out?

“Yeah, well, our family tree. The Chance family tree. Nana is our adoptive mom. Although she always joked we adopted her.” Luke lifted his hand and waved at a woman who was knelt weeding the flower border. “She’s just gotten back from a vacation in China. She’s jet lagged, but I’ll introduce you.”

George hesitated, rubbing the back of his neck. “So she’s not your nana, you know, your grandma?”

Luke laughed. “No, she worked for my parents before...” His smile faltered. “Our parents both died in an accident. They were in a light aircraft when it came down in a storm in the mountains.”

“I’m so sorry, I had no idea. I taught Sage in high school, but she never spoke about it.” George dragged his attention back to Luke and forcefully kept it there, even though his senses wanted to run off in another direction like a stampede of horses.

“We don’t talk about it much. We’ve lived here all our lives, so all of our friends knew about it when it happened.” Luke’s voice weighed heavy with sadness. “We were lucky, Nana took us on. All three of us. Only now, as an adult working with kids, do I realize just how big a task that was. She sacrificed her life for us.”

George and Luke approached Nana, who climbed to her feet as they approached. A jolt of recognition hit George. It wasn’t reciprocated in Nana, who looked at him with a hint of suspicion before she smiled and approached the two men.

“You must be George.” Nana held out her hand, but George stalled, if he touched her, he wasn’t sure if fireworks would go off. Either in his head or if they would magically fill the sky as the universe rejoiced in the fact this old bear had found his mate.

“I am.” He looked at her hand, and then at her face before stuttering, “George, I am George.”

You sound like an imbecile, his bear told him frankly. As if he didn’t know.

“George, this is Nana.” Luke looked between them with some amusement. Was he aware of the effect Nana had on George? And if he was, did he understand why?

Nan frowned and cast a sideways glance at Luke before her hand dropped to her side. “Am I missing something?”

“I think we might both be missing something. Care to share, George?” Luke prodded George for an answer, even though George suspected he already knew.

“I…”

Man up, his bear told him.

“I think what George is trying to say is…you are his mate.” Luke put a hand on George’s shoulder. “Now I know what to expect when I see my mate for the first time.”

The small hand-fork Nana had been using to weed the flower borders dropped to the ground, bouncing on the grass. George instantly bent down, picked it up, and handed it to her.

“Thank you.” Nana swallowed hard before trying to force a smile onto her face, which failed. “Luke, you are such a romantic, we’re not mates.” Are we? her expression read, and George was certain she was praying the answer from his lips would be no.

He was about to disappoint his mate for the first, and probably not the last, time. “Yes. We are.”

Nana’s eyes misted with tears, but she blinked them away. “I never expected to be anyone's mate.”

“You deserve this, Nana, you truly do.” Luke hugged her close, holding her tight before he let her go and hugged George briefly. “You’d better look after her, George.”

“I will. I intend to.” George grinned like a fool. Nana must be wondering what kind of man she’d ensnared. Normally an eloquent speaker, George’s brain struggled to string two coherent words together and his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth.

“Come on, we should go and tell the others. George, we can finish the tour later. I think it goes without saying that you will be a welcome member of the team. And the family.” Luke hugged Nana again and dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “You deserve so much happiness, Nana.”

George, transfixed by his mate, locked eyes with her over Luke’s shoulder, and her expression baffled him. If he had to guess, he’d say she didn’t believe she deserved happiness. But why?

He couldn’t ask her now, she obviously wanted to keep whatever it was hidden from Luke. But he swore he would convince Nana, a woman who took on three children and raised them as her own, that she was entitled to happiness. It now became his life’s work to make that come true.

Luke let Nana go and headed toward the house, calling his siblings. George smiled gently at Nana, wishing he could read her troubled mind. “Sorry, this happened so suddenly.”

Nana returned his smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “These things happen when they happen. Fate. That’s what shifters believe in, don’t they?”

“We do. Fate chooses a mate for us, and I don’t think fate has ever been wrong. If that’s any consolation,” George injected humor into his words. “You don’t believe in fate?”

Nana studied him for a moment as if trying to pierce his soul and see what was on the inside. See what made him tick. Then she yanked her gaze from him and looked across the garden to the young oak tree with its tired leaves. Summer was coming to an end. Fall would be upon them in a week or so before the sharp cold of winter took a firm grip and snow dusted the mountain and the bare trees slept.

“Your fate robbed three children of their parents.” Nana’s voice ached as she spoke. “Good people, loving people, who didn’t deserve to die.”

“Fate also gave those children you to look after them and raise them. From where I stand, you did an amazing job,” George told her. She hid her face from him…and more.

After years of teaching, George was a good judge of people. He’d developed a gut instinct that was near one hundred percent accurate at reading people. The sadness in Nana went deeper than she was willing to share. She might not believe in fate, but George had a sneaky feeling that very force had brought him into her life at the precise moment she needed him.

“I got lucky. They were already good kids, Kyle and Honor raised them well from the get-go, and I just held on for the ride.” Nana looked toward the house and then appeared to snap out of her reverie. “Why don’t you come and meet them all?”

“Nana.” He caught hold of her arm, the shock of recognition overpowering his senses. Nana’s head jerked back, and she locked eyes with him. If she hadn’t believed in the bond between true mates before, she did now. It was an undeniable force that connected them. “Your name means grace, doesn’t it?”

She inclined her head in agreement. “Not the most suitable name for a woman like me,” she said harshly.

“I don’t know about that. I don’t know about you. But I am here for you. No matter what.” He watched as her expression faltered and tears misted her eyes. An internal battle raged in Nana, and he wanted to reach inside her and make it right. However, trust had to be earned and she wasn’t going to pour her troubles out to a stranger, the set of her mouth told him that.

“You might wish fate had gotten this wrong,” she said cryptically. “You might wish we were not meant to be together.”

“But you do agree we are meant to be together. You felt it, too.” He cocked his head and smiled. “Admit it.”

A wave of relief swept across her face, which she instantly dismissed. “George, you seem like a nice man…”

His lips twitched at the corners. “I’m going to take that as a compliment, and as long as you are willing to give me a chance, us a chance, I don’t care what the but was you were going to say. I’m here for you, Nana.”

He reached out and stroked her cheek and she pressed herself closer, closing her eyes as if with relief that someone was there for her. He could not imagine how hard it must have been picking up three orphaned children and raising them alone.

But she wasn’t alone anymore.

 


Chapter Three – Nana

No one had ever known Nana. Not really known her. Not her parents. Not the Chances. And not the people she’d fallen into trouble with as a teenager.

It scared her to even imagine what it would be like to let someone in. To let them see the darkness that dwelled within her. With her barriers down she’d be exposed, open to judgment by a man who wanted to see the best in his mate.

She wasn’t worthy.

“Nana.” His touch, his voice, wanted to coax her away from the darkness and into the light. But the darkness would follow her. The darkness would taint her relationship with George. She’d tried to outrun it before. Until two weeks ago, she thought she’d succeeded. But the darkness had found her.

Vito Jerrell had found her. After more than twenty years, he’d found her, and threatened to blow apart the life she’d made here. A good life with people she loved.

“Let’s go inside.” Nana turned and walked away from the man who promised her happiness she didn’t deserve. How cruel was this fate he believed in?

The kitchen was buzzing with excitement as Nana entered with George following. He looked a little embarrassed when Marcus, Sage, and Luke descended on him with congratulations.

“I’m so happy for you, Nana,” Sage said, kind of wistfully, reminding Nana of all the shifters, in all the world, who desperately wanted to find their mate. A twinge of guilt twisted in her gut. If this had happened before her vacation, she’d probably have been happy, really happy, to have the chance to fall in love with a man who was tailor picked for her by fate.

But walking through the airport, on her way to a vacation of a lifetime, fate had sprung her past on her. Not that Nana had known in that instant, she hadn’t recognized the cruel heartless man who was about to bring her world crashing down around her.

“So when’s the wedding?” Sage asked as she fetched a bottle of homemade wine from the fridge and Luke got the wine glasses from the cupboard. “I know it’s early, but we need to celebrate properly.”

“We need to get to know each other first,” Nana forced herself to keep her voice light, while inside panic built until she thought she would explode. Her hand shook when Luke passed her a wine glass.

“Shaking with excitement,” Luke noted and winked at Nana.

“Shock, more like,” Nana replied, keeping her eyes averted from George.

Which she found increasingly difficult. Since that first touch. That first brief connection. Her body hummed with recognition as if they were perfectly in tune, resonating on the same level. A level so deep, it went beyond atomic. Unexpected, she wasn’t sure how to handle it. Not when she knew she wasn’t the right one for him.

But damn, he was a fine man. Silver threaded his hair, but few wrinkles creased his face, although he did have deep laughter lines. A twinkle in his eyes betrayed the reason. George was a man of light and humor. A good man. Too good.

“You’d better look after her, George,” Marcus warned. George put his shoulders back as if to square up to Marcus. Despite his age, George would be a formidable opponent, even to a much younger man. She suspected, if it came to a fight, George’s experience would compensate for Marcus’s youth. 

Nana had no wish to see them fight and stepped forward, attempting to put herself between them. However, George thwarted her actions, thrust his arm out toward Marcus, and said, “If I don’t, you have every right to tear a strip off me with your claws and teeth.”

“You have a deal,” Marcus replied, grasping George’s hand and shaking it with enough strength to bring a lesser man to his knees.

“I am standing right here, you realize?” Nana huffed. Yet a warmth flowed through her body as she allowed the love in the room, aimed at her, to wash over her. If only she could be the person, they deserved.

“We know.” Marcus wrapped his strong arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “We all want you to be happy, Nana.”

George eyed Marcus with veiled jealousy as Marcus dropped a kiss on his mom’s cheek. This sure was going to take some getting used to. No man had ever loved her for herself before. Sure, the kids did, the love shared between Nana and Marcus, Sage and Luke was unconditional.

Or was it? If they learned the truth about the woman who raised them, they might pull back from her, disown her even.

Damn Vito, he should have stayed under whatever rock he’d been hiding all this time.

“Lost you again,” George said, touching her arm gently, but he might as well have slapped her across the face because she jumped as if she had been struck.

All eyes fixed on her. Had she yelped like a wounded animal?

“I was daydreaming.” She took a sip of wine to steady her frayed nerves. “This is all sudden and I’m struggling.” She put her hand to her head. “I’ll feel better once I sleep off this jet lag.”

“Of course,” George looked at her with concern and she could hardly bear it, it was as if he could look into her soul and see the blackness there. “I’ll leave. You need to rest.” He placed his glass down on the countertop. “Luke, maybe I should come back some other time.”

Luke frowned and studied Nana before his expression cleared and he said, “Sure, why not come back tonight? We can all have dinner together.”

“I don’t want to intrude,” George said, but the hope in his eyes was painful to see. She had to end this, crush his hope and make him see he would be better off alone than with her.

However, when she opened her mouth to tell him it wasn’t a good idea, she heard herself say, “I’d like that. I’m certain I’ll be feeling better by then.”

Time to face the truth, Nana thought as she walked George out to his car. She wanted him in her life, she wanted to take hope from his presence. More than that, she wanted to keep this life she adored with people she loved. Why should a man such as Vito Jerrell destroy her happiness?

George opened his car door and rested his hand on it as he took in their surroundings. “You should be proud of what you’ve accomplished.”

“This was all already here, I don’t take credit for it.” Nana hugged herself as if clinging on to the person she’d become when she moved here to Chance Heights. She refused to let it slip away, she had to fight for what she believed in, for what she loved.

“Don’t sell yourself short,” George told her gently. “You raised those kids from a young age. Kids don’t raise themselves to be young responsible adults. Take credit where it’s due.”

Nana pressed her lips together and fought to stop the tears that threatened to roll down her cheeks. “Their parents set the foundations. I just added food and water.”

George let go of the car and closed the space between them. He stood so close she could feel the heat of his body, he smelled of pine forests and bear. Yes, she’d smelled that faintly musky scent enough to recognize it anywhere.

He reached to stroke her hair back from her face and cocked his head to one side. “You know you can tell me anything and I’ll never tell another soul.”

Nana jerked her head backward. “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked defensively.

“It means if there’s anything troubling you. Anything that you don’t want to share with anyone else…I’m here for you.” His mouth turned up at the corners, but he didn’t smile. “Sorry, I shouldn’t pry. We’ve just met and I’m pushing you too hard.”

Nana didn’t answer, she simply stared over his shoulder to the mountain that stood watching over them. Since coming to live close to the town of Bear Creek, she learned all about shifters, and part of her longed to have that other side. A side that would carry her on four legs up the lower slopes and further.

Over the hills and far away.

When she was younger, listening to her drunk dad beat up her drugged-up mom, she used to hide under the covers with her threadbare teddy bear and a battered book she’d found in a trash can when her mom was scavenging for cigarette butts. The book was filled with fairy tales that gave her hope that one day she would escape her life like Cinderella. And she had. The Chance family had given her a fresh start, no Prince Charming needed.

Now, George was here and if she asked him to, if she gave him the merest hint that she needed him to protect her, or wake her up with true love’s kiss, then he would. But at what cost? Vito Jerrell had a way of getting what he wanted, and she didn’t want George, or the children, caught up in that world.

Caught up in the dark and sordid world she’d escaped from when she walked up the hill to Chance Heights and had been given a fresh start. When Kyle and Honor died, she’d taken on the children and the house and helped them build Chance Heights Activity Center into the amazing business it was today. Nana did this with one thought in her head—she would do whatever it took to prevent the children she loved from experiencing the kind of childhood she had.

“I need time.” It was the only answer she could give him.

“We have all the time in the world,” George told her gently, his eyes searing her skin as he gazed on her face. In an involuntary motion, her tongue snaked out and moistened her lips, as if inviting him to kiss her. He did. Not the heart-pounding kiss of a lover, but a chaste kiss on her cheek, that left an indelible mark.

“I want to believe that.” She turned her face to his, their eyes locked together. “I’m sorry I can’t give you more right now.”

He shook his head, his forehead creasing. “I don’t expect anything else. This is a shock for you. If you were a shifter, you would feel the same way as me. But you’re not. I’m a patient man, Nana. Take all the time you need.”

With that, he turned and got in his car before she had a chance to tell him she did feel the mating bond, too, or at least a deep connection to him. As he drove off he waved from the rolled-down window and then disappeared from her life as if he had been a dream.

The sun rose high in the sky, its heat less intense in the late summer season as Nana stood rooted to the spot and stared after George. Since coming here to Chance Heights, her life had been one of routine. A dull routine to some. Raising the children consisted of washing, cleaning, feeding, school runs, and homework. Nana had lived every minute of it, from the unbearable heartbreak of loss, to the unfathomable love for other human beings, and the discovery of an unimaginably deep well of love and happiness inside her that she never knew possible.

Sounds of movement behind her jerked her back to life as if a puppet master pulled her strings. Wasn’t that what Vito wanted to be? The puppet master, making her do whatever he wanted…or else.

Nana’s hand went to her jacket pocket and she curled her fingers around her smartphone. Nana wasn’t sure how he’d gotten her number, but the threatening texts, complete with photos of the house made his threat all too real. She’d thought about blocking his number. But doing that wouldn’t block him out of her life.

To keep her family safe, she would have to walk away from them and give herself over to Vito. Her life here, the dream she’d lived, was over.

Nana placed her hand on her heart, stemming the grief, the loss of love that would cripple her if she let it. She was strong once, she could be strong again. Her only other regret was that George had gotten dragged into this, too.



Chapter Four – George

When George drove away from Chance Heights, his emotions were a conundrum he couldn’t solve. Joy filled his heart at the realization he’d found his mate, and yet that joy was tempered by unease.

Nana was in trouble. He’d seen the same expression, a mixture of worry and fear, hidden under an attempt at normality before in some of his students. But whatever trouble she was in, the Chance children were not aware of it. That was Nana’s choice, of course, and he would respect it, but he could not stand by and do nothing.

Maybe being a history teacher meant he liked interfering and ferreting out information about the past. However, finding out what was troubling Nana went deeper, it wasn’t about exposing the truth, it was about helping his mate.

He drove toward Bear Creek, he was due to meet Thorn to go over the last details of a new exhibit before they made an announcement to the press. They had worked on it tirelessly for the last ten days, pulling it all together in record time thanks to the enthusiasm of others. 

He could not allow his own enthusiasm and commitment to the project to be tempered by his worry for Nana. She needed time, and sleep. Maybe when she’d recovered from her journey she would be ready to talk, to open up to him.

Parking his car in the museum parking lot, he got out and walked toward the impressive building that once belonged to the same Peregrine ‘Perry’ Manning who had sent the dragons into Ancient Slumber. Thorn was a descendant of Perry and the true mate of one of the dragon shifters who had only recently awoken. The chain of events that followed had changed George's life. But not as much as the knowledge he had a mate.

George entered the museum through the large ornate wooden doors where he paused, absorbing the atmosphere of the cool building within. He’d always loved the building, with its high domed ceilings and cool marble floor, though the basement was his favorite part of the building. Dark, with an air of secrecy, this was where the museum stored all the pieces of history that could not be displayed. Although today, it stored the new exhibit.

“George.” Thorn’s voice jerked him out of his reverie, and he focused his eyes on the young man who had brought George out of his staid retirement and awoken the adventurer inside him and showed him dragons actually existed!

“Thorn, sorry, I was in a dream.” George crossed the museum foyer under the watchful gaze of Thorn.

“What happened?” Thorn asked, his eyes narrowing as George avoided his gaze. “George?”

“I found my mate.” George sighed and put his hands on his hips.

“Let’s talk in my office.” Thorn turned on his heel and walked across the marble floor of what was once his ancestor’s home, and took the stairs of the ornate staircase two at a time. George followed close behind, neither of them speaking until they were inside Thorn’s office in one of the turret rooms at the top of the building.

Thorn went to his desk, took out two glasses and a bottle of whiskey and poured without asking if George wanted a drink this early in the day. Was it that obvious that he needed a drink?

“Thanks.” George accepted a glass and took a gulp, wincing as the liquor burned his throat before spreading heat through his veins.

Thorn sat down at his desk and George mirrored the movement, seating himself across the solid wooden table littered with books and maps, ready for the grilling he knew was coming.

“So?” Thorn raised his eyebrows.

“I met my mate,” George replied simply as he composed his thoughts into coherent sentences.

“And?” Thorn’s concerned expression darkened. “Forgive me for being blunt, George, but you don’t look like a man who just met his mate. Which means she’s either very old, very young, or in trouble.”

George raised his glass and then drank again. “As astute as always, Thorn.”

“I’m going for in trouble, by the look of your expression.” Thorn leaned back in his chair. “What can I do to help?”

George shrugged. “I don’t know. Not until I know what’s wrong. I can’t pry into her personal life when we’ve only just met. I’m a stranger to her. I might know we’re meant to be together forever, but it’s harder for a non-shifter to throw themselves into a relationship without doubts or the need to hold back.” George took another slug of whiskey. “Thanks for the offer though, Thorn.”

“Anytime, you know that.” Thorn studied George for a moment. “We could always do our own research.”

“No,” George replied adamantly. “I’m not willing to pry into Nana’s past.”

“Nana. Where do I recognize that name from?” Thorn frowned and then his face cleared. “Sage Chance. She mentioned her Nana.”

“Yes, I thought she meant her grandmother, but it appears not. Nana is the given name of the exceptional lady who adopted Sage and her brothers when their parents died in a plane crash.”

“Wow. We just assumed it was their grandmother. Why was she researching the family tree?” Thorn leaned forward, elbows on his desk. “Did she know where they came from? Did she know about the Stone Claws and the deal with Peregrine Manning over the dragons?”

George shook his head. “I doubt it. Sage said Nana could not go further back than Lee Chance, remember? There’s no reason to think she lied.” Nana was his mate and he believed in her and would defend her to the death if he needed to.

“All I know is she is lucky to have you as her mate, George, and I couldn’t be happier for you. You deserve happiness.” Thorn raised his glass to George and then drank.

“Even if I am long in the tooth,” George replied with a grin before raising his glass and taking another slug of whiskey. 

“Don’t sell yourself short. You’re a good catch, my friend,” Thorn told him as he drained his glass and got to his feet. “Ready to get to work?”

George nodded, placed his empty glass on the desk and then joined Thorn at the door leading out of the office. “Is everything on schedule for the exhibition?”

“Yes.” Thorn nodded and walked down the spiral stairway leading from his office to the art gallery. As they crossed the large room, filled with paintings of Bear Creek and the surrounding area through the ages, Thorn stopped, as was his routine, to stare at one particular painting. In the painting, a young woman, with hair the color of the sun, stood outside a rose-covered cottage. She wore a long floral dress and a beautiful smile as she smelled the scent of the roses. This was Emilia, Thorn’s mate, who had slept for centuries in the mountains before the presence of her mate woke her. 

“How is Emilia settling into her new life?” George asked as Thorn smiled softly at the painting.

Thorn chuckled, an expression of love covering his face. “She is fitting right in. Although, she enjoys ‘80s music and romcoms far too much.”

“She has good taste,” George joked as they moved away from the painting and went back downstairs.

“She must have. She loves me,” Thorn laughed. “Who would have thought a descendant of the man who had her put under a spell would get so lucky.”

“She got lucky, too,” George assured Thorn as they crossed the marble floor of what once was a ballroom and stopped in front of a security door which needed a code to open. “You set things right for her and solved the mystery of who put her to sleep.”

“And I am certain you will solve your own mystery, George. Fate brought you and Nana together at this time for a reason.” Thorn punched in the code and opened the door which led into an empty, sterile-looking corridor. The door to the basement was the second door on the right. Thorn opened it and switched on the light, which spilled down the wooden staircase and illuminated the room below.

“I like a good mystery,” George confessed. “But not when it’s a mystery that causes someone I know pain.”

“Give her time. I’m sure Nana will confide in you. She’ll soon see what kind of man she’s mated to.”

“That’s what worries me,” George said in his usual self-deprecating way. After accepting he would live his life alone, he wasn't used to emphasizing his good qualities.

“Believe me, there are much worse people out there. She’s lucky, and she’ll realize that fact, just like the rest of us did.”

“You mean just like the dragons did when all they really wanted to do was bite my head off the first time we met.” George walked over to a dustsheet which covered a large painting and yanked it off. The fabric slid to the floor, revealing a painting of a huge man dressed in leather armor, with a shield on his arm and a sword in his hand. Mounted on the pommel of the sword was a large diamond.

“Calder Harrahand.” Thorn stood before the portrait with his arms folded across his chest. “The Protector of Bear Creek.”

“People are going to love this display.” George sighed with some satisfaction.

“I don’t know if they are going to come to read about the history of Bear Creek, or to see the diamond.” Thorn took a step forward and leaned in to take a closer look at the pommel of the sword. “I can’t believe we found the diamond that belonged to Calder amongst Emilia’s treasure.”

“And I can’t believe a dragon is letting it go on display.” George grinned, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Don’t tell Emilia I said that. Out of all the dragons I know, she is the most generous when it comes to sharing her treasure.”

“It’s a loan, as she keeps reminding me. And believe me, anyone who decides otherwise will lose their head,” Thorn said bluntly. “Dragons have a sixth-sense when it comes to their treasure.”

George patted his friend on the back. “Don’t worry, we have a state-of-the-art security system in place. No one will get their greedy hands on the diamond.”

“Once the announcement is made, we’re expecting a large influx of visitors. The curator hopes this display will extend the tourist season in Bear Creek for a month or two and bring much-needed funds to the museum. He’s probably right, and most business owners in town will appreciate the extra money in their cash registers.” Thorn stood back and sighed.

“But you like it when the town is quiet and there are only us locals here.” George knew how Thorn felt. There was nothing like winter in Bear Creek when the only people you saw were those you had known most of your life and who knew each other and their shifter secrets.

“If this works, maybe next year we can persuade the curator to pull something else out of the basement for a display.” Thorn lifted the dust sheet and recovered the painting, then he moved across the bare concrete floor and stood before two waxwork models. “I can’t believe I let myself be talked into being the model for this.”

George laughed. “They captured your likeness, but the hair and the shaggy beard hides your features.” He cocked his head to one side. “And Elia, Calder’s bear-shifter mate, looks fierce and deadly.”

“Emilia modeled for Elia. Even with dark eyes and ebony hair, one look could cut you down just like the diamond mounted on the pommel of Calder's sword.”

“He was a formidable leader from all the accounts of his endeavors. I’ve read countless books about him. I always thought the diamond was a myth until we found it while moving Emilia and Magnus’s treasure.” George remembered all too well the look of shock on Thorn’s face when he picked it up and realized what he was holding in his hand. A piece of history that was as much a myth as dragons. 

“And Elia was a formidable woman,” Thorn said with admiration. “Wherever she went, Elia broke a thousand hearts, and jaws. Until she found love with Calder. This story has it all, romance, danger and a big hunk of bling.”

George shook his head at Thorn. “I hope people come for the diamond and leave with the story of Calder and Elia forever etched into their minds.”

“I think they will.” Thorn turned away from the models and strode across the room to a large door embedded in the wall. He tapped a code into the keypad and then took a key from around his neck and placed it in the lock. Only two people had access to the vault, Thorn, and the curator, Mr. Duffield. They had memorized the code, but they also needed a key to open the vault. No one else could access it unless they had a large enough drill to penetrate the thick metal walls of the cage, or explosives.

When the display was moved to the specially prepared room in the main part of the museum, it would be guarded at all times, with a tamper-proof alarm on the shatterproof casing. At night, the diamond, and the sword it was embedded in, would be stored in the safe.

“It is impressive.” George joined Thorn to examine the exquisite workmanship of the sword that had been specially made as a replica of the one seen in the portrait of Calder Harrahand.

“And as authentic as we can make it since no one alive ever saw the real one. This was way before Emilia and Magnus were born. They think the jewel was given to their father. It may even have been given to him by Calder himself, but we don’t know for sure.” Thorn passed the sword to George, who took the weight of it firmly in his hands and held it upright. “I can’t wait for the people of Bear Creek to see this.”

“Soon enough.” George gave the sword back to Thorn. “I have something else to show you.” He placed the sword back in the vault and reached inside, drawing out a cloth, which he opened out to reveal a jeweled brooch. “We found this last night.”

“It’s the one Elia wears in the painting.” George’s voice filled with awe and wonder. “If the diamond wasn’t enough to make me believe in the stories of Calder and Elia, then this is.”

Thorn nodded. “We can add it to the models when they are ready to go upstairs. I thought you’d like it.”

“I like it a lot,” George told his friend, then looked at his watch. “Look at the time, come on, the curator is about to make his announcement and I know he wants you there.”

Thorn sighed. “I can think of a hundred other places I’d rather be. Publicity isn’t a thing I enjoy.”

“No, but the museum needs it all the same. And Emilia needs you to spin a tale of where you found the diamond, so no one goes on a treasure hunt near her cave.” George led the way back up the stairs while Thorn went over his speech.

When they announced the exhibition, Thorn planned to tell the world he’d found Calder’s diamond in a cave on the other side of the mountain, in a highly inaccessible zone far away from the caves where Emilia had slept. They hoped to deter other treasure hunters from heading to Bear Creek and looking for treasure. But if treasure hunters did come here, they would be on a wild goose chase.

Although, for authenticity’s sake, Thorn and George had flown to the fake cave with Emilia and laid enough false trails to keep people occupied for weeks.

George smiled to himself. Life had been a wild ride since the day he’d recognized Emilia Dumas from her painting in the gallery. He’d met many interesting people, seen priceless jewels, and flown over the mountains on the backs of dragons.

And yet all that faded in comparison to meeting his true mate. All he had to do was help her through the darkness that surrounded her and into the light. Which was bright, warm and filled with love.


Chapter Five – Nana

Nana woke to late afternoon sun streaming through her window and the smell of baking wafting into her room from downstairs.

Home, she was home. Chance Heights was where she belonged, and a surge of anger filled her that anyone could think of taking it away from her.

She could not let Vito Jerrell win. And yet she could see no way of defeating him.

Filled with a new resolve to find a way, Nana got out of bed and headed for the shower. She always did her best thinking with the warm water cascading over her head. As she switched on the hot water, she listened to the sound of birds singing and the trees rustling in the breeze. Sounds so familiar to her that her cares were instantly soothed.

There had to be an answer.

That’s what she’d told her children whenever they came up against a seemingly impossible decision. There was always a way under, over, around, or through, your problems. You simply had to find it. She had to take her own advice and keep pushing until she figured out a way to cut Vito out of her life like a surgeon cut away a malignant tumor.

Washing her hair, she thought over the texts he’d sent to her. The first one was an innocuous hello; long time no see. No name was attached to the message, and Nana was left perplexed by the identity of the sender. Was it someone from Bear Creek, or one of the surrounding towns? Perhaps it was a friend who had changed their cell phone number since she’d last spoken to them? Or one of the many people who had stayed at Chance Heights Activity Center over the years?

Unsure, and never for one moment suspecting it could be Vito since they’d been out of contact for so long, Nana had texted back. I’m doing good, thanks. How are you?

Nana closed her eyes in an attempt to get rid of the memory. She’d been over it so many times and knew there was nothing she could have done to prevent Vito from contacting her. Even if she’d ignored the text, it was already too late.

As she later found out, he’d seen her at the airport. Their paths had crossed as he arrived and she departed. Vito then followed Sage as she left the airport and walked back to the truck. The truck with Chance Heights Activity Center emblazoned on the side. How did she know? Because he later sent her the picture he’d taken of the truck, with Sage in it.

Not that Nana had known this information at the time. The first text had come nearly ten days later. Nana could only presume it had taken Vito that long to track down her personal cell number.

Switching off the water, Nana got out of the shower and dried herself, before dragging on a robe and heading back to the bedroom where she dressed in jeans and a clean shirt, noting that both articles of clothing did up easier than they used to. The stress and worry of Vito’s presence had curbed her appetite and she’d lost a few much-needed pounds, but she would trade those pounds and a few more to have him gone, out of her life forever.

Grabbing a sweater, she yanked the bedroom door open and left her room, needing to get busy and shut Vito out of her head. She hadn’t heard from him for five days now, not since the first flurry of texts where he demanded Nana do as he said or else. 

Perhaps he’d had his fun and moved on to bully his next victim. Although she didn’t wish that on anyone. Nana knew only too well the despair and fear he could inflict on a person.

“There you are, you look better,” Sage said as Nana entered the kitchen.

“I feel better,” Nana replied as she poured coffee into two mugs. “What can I do to help?”

Sage had the oven open checking on its contents, which if Nana was not mistaken was grilled fish in a rich butter sauce, along with garlic potatoes. As she straightened up, Sage shut the oven and said, “You can cut the green beans while I shell the peas.”

“I thought they’d have come to an end while I was away,” Nana fetched a chopping board and set it down on the table before she sat down. Sage placed a bowl of green beans in front of Nana and a bowl of pea pods in front of herself.

“These are the very last of them. We ate some last night for dinner and they tasted good.” Sage sipped her coffee and surveyed Nana. “So, George.”

“So, George what?” Nana asked. Since waking up from her nap she’d been so focused on Vito and the damage he could do to her life, that she’d completely swept thoughts of George from her mind. It was as if meeting her mate was a dream, and not based in reality.

“What’s going on with you two?” Sage split a pea pod with her thumb and drew it back so the succulent peas dropped into the bowl. She picked up the next one and repeated the process, all without taking her eyes off Nana.

“Nothing is going on with us, we’ve just met, remember?” Nana worked her way through the beans, trying to look cool and calm despite the barrage of questions coming her way.

“I know you’ve just met, I was there, remember?” Sage continued. “What I wondered is, what do you see happening between the two of you?”

Nana closed her eyes, she had no real idea how to answer. “I haven’t thought about it. I was asleep.”

“Seriously, as you were drifting off to sleep, you didn’t think about your future with George?” Sage was going to worry at this like Sol’s dog, Custard, worried a bone.

“No.” Nana softened her shoulders and flexed her neck. “Listen, Sage, I love my life here with you all. Until recently I hadn’t thought about changing one single facet of it. I need time to get my head in the right place.”

“You want me to mind my own business.” Sage stopped shelling the peas. “I’m sorry, of course, you need time. I guess I always thought that when I met my mate it would be the best thing ever.”

“And it will be.” Nana covered Sage’s hand with hers. Growing up, Sage became obsessed with what it would be like to find her mate. That stage lasted until she turned fifteen and finally shifted for the first time. As her bear emerged, Sage’s need to find a mate waned, along with her obsession with the latest boy band. Sage never said why, or what had changed. But Nana always wanted Sage to recover that excitement and expectation, and have the chance to experience the same happiness her parents found with each other. “It’s different for me. I’m not a shifter.”

“George is.”

“He is.” Nana could not argue with her daughter’s logic. “And you think I’m being unfair?”

Sage hesitated then she spoke in a hurry. “I also think there is more going on than you are telling us.” Then her eyes widened and she covered her mouth with her hand. “Did you meet someone?”

Nana’s heart beat rapidly in her chest. “Meet someone where?”

“On vacation?” Sage’s voice rose with excitement. “That’s it, isn’t it? You are in love with another man. Poor George.”

“No!” Nana almost shouted the word. “No.” She shook her head to emphasize her denial. “Nothing like that. The only people I love in this world are you and those brothers of yours.”

“What about your own parents?” Sage asked nervously. Nana had never spoken about her past, and no one had ever asked.

“I expect they are long gone.” Nana hadn’t spoken to them since the day she left home more than twenty-five years ago.

“You don’t know?” Sage’s voice filled with astonishment.

Nana wished she had something stronger to drink than coffee. “They weren’t good people, not like your parents. They didn’t love me and I didn’t love them.”

“Ever?” Sage’s voice was barely more than a whisper.

Nana shook her head. “I don’t remember loving them. All I remember is the raised voices and the blame.”

“Blame. On you?”

“They blamed me for their problems. If I had never been born they would have been a perfect couple, instead, they were a messed up pair of adults with a kid.” The words tumbled out of her mouth, heartfelt and raw.

“I had no idea,” Sage told Nana. “I always thought, because you were such a good mom to us, that you must have had the perfect childhood with parents who loved you.”

“No. I learned how to be a good parent from watching your mom and dad.” Nana wiped a tear from her cheek. “I always thought, if I had my pick of parents, I’d have chosen them.”

Sage gulped as a sob threatened to erupt from her throat. “I had no idea, Nana.” She went back to shelling her peas. “We never considered how you felt when Mom and Dad died.”

“You were young and yours was the greater loss.” She smiled weakly at Sage. “I wanted to be there for you because they were there for me.”

“Well, that makes me even more proud to call you Mom. You did a great job. You set everything aside for us, and we will all be eternally grateful. You deserve a medal.”

“I don’t,” Nana replied firmly. “You all gave me a family when I had none. I was never the correct candidate for the job of mother’s helper. Your parents gave me hope and something to believe in.”

“Have it your way.” Sage got up from the table and ran cold water into a pan. “But we know better.”

“I’m just glad I didn’t wreck your lives,” Nana said absently.

Sage jerked her head around and studied Nana. “Okay, you might be my mom, but I’m gonna talk to you as if you were one of the hundreds of kids that come through here with low self-esteem.” After wiping her hands, Sage sat back down at the table and folded her arms, reminding Nana of herself.

“I know what you’re going to say.” Nana finished the beans and wiped her hands on a cloth.

“And what is your response?”

Nana sighed. “I have some things I have to work through.”

“Things brought up by George walking into your life?”

“Yes. I’d gotten used to being on my own. I love living here with you all, and it might be selfish but I don’t want any of it to change.” Nana was being as honest as she could without involving Vito, and that was one secret she wasn’t ready to share.

Sage sat down on the seat next to Nana and took hold of her hand, sandwiching it between her own. “You won’t lose us, we’ll always be here for you. Always. And you know, one day when I find my mate, I want to know that I’m not abandoning you, that you have happiness, too.”

“Oh, Sage, if only life was as perfect as it is in all those fairy tales.” Nana brushed the hair from her daughter’s face and smiled, her head filled with nostalgic thoughts of times gone by.

“It can be, Nana, I haven’t given up on those dreams. I believe we can all have a happy ending.” Sage was filled with such hope, such love, and Nana wished she could feel like that just once in her life. Love she’d had plenty of from the children, but hope seemed to avoid her as if she were cursed.

Before Nana could answer, the back door opened and Luke and Marcus came in, with George following. “Come in, George, the women are in the kitchen doing women’s work while the men are out hunter-gathering.”

Sage aimed a dishtowel at Luke and threw it at him. He reached out and caught it, however, a second missile was launched in the form of a wooden spoon, which arched through the air with perfect aim to smack him on the side of the head.

“Ouch.”

“Beer, George?” Sage asked, hiding a smile as she let go of Nana’s hand, got up from the table and held the chair for him to sit down right next to Nana.

“Yes, please.” George hesitated before sitting down.

A wave of guilt swept over her. This should be a happy time for them both. When Nana first moved here and saw how in love Kyle and Honor were, how committed to each other two shifters could be, she’d wished for a chance at the same happiness, and now it was here in the shape of George, and it was a good shape, all toned muscles and square jaw, even if he did cover himself with a smart jacket and a button-up shirt.

She would sure like to find out what was beneath the fabric.

No, she wasn’t going there. Her rebuking his advances and then leaving Chance Heights would be hard enough for him. She could not compound her leaving by letting him believe for a moment she was interested.

Even if she really was interested. And never wanted to leave.

Emotion welled up inside her. Everyone she loved was in this room. The thought of leaving them slayed her, but what else could she do? 

Vito’s threats were not empty. He was more than capable of hurting her and every other person in her life. Nana was fooling herself and putting everyone in danger if she let herself forget that.


Chapter Six – George

They finished their meal of delicious fish, perfectly cooked with the right amount of butter and seasoning. Dessert was apple pie, picked from the orchard at Chance Heights with homemade ice cream. George couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten a homemade meal surrounded by lively conversation about an optimistic future. Only Nana’s often quiet reserve stopped this from being the most perfect evening ever.

“I’ll help with the dishes,” George told Sage as she got up from the table and began clearing the table.

“No, you won’t,” she insisted. “You and Nana go and have a stroll in the moonlight, Luke and Marcus are on dish duty.” Sage pointed to a roster pinned to the fridge.

“Organization is the key to a well-run household, according to Nana.” Luke got up and stretched before moving the plates from the table to the sink.

“It was the only way to get you two to help,” Nana told Luke bluntly. “You boys were always off dipping your nets into the creek or scaling a tree.”

“We all learned to pitch in,” Marcus said. “It helped a lot.”

Nana looked at Marcus sharply. “Did it?”

“Yes,” Marcus replied. “One of the things I remember clearly was how routines made life bearable. No decisions to make, we were simply expected to do this chore, at this time, on this day.” He ran his hand down the rota.

“He’s right,” Luke joined in. “We went to school, and then came home to our chores, ate and did our homework and then went to bed.”

“You make it sound like a military camp,” Sage told her younger brother, handing him the dish towel. “We had plenty of time to do our own thing. But, yes, those first few weeks, a routine stopped us from slipping into grief.”

Nana looked close to tears, and she looked away, trying to hide her emotions. George stood up and offered her his hand. “How about that walk?”

“Yes.” Nana slipped her hand into his. He closed his fingers around her hand and let the sensations flood his body. Heat and longing infused his every nerve ending, and he swallowed down his desire not to fling her over his shoulder and carry her away, to somewhere private where they could consummate their bond.

His bear chuckled. Since when were you a hot-blooded male?

George sighed. Not for a long time. But meeting Nana had brought out the beast in him. Although that beast was more likely to roll over and let his tummy be tickled. Unless someone tried to harm their mate or any of her adopted cubs. Then the world would see that George was more than a middle-aged history teacher.

That I’d like to see, his bear replied, sharpening his claws as if preparing for battle.

“Have fun, you two,” Sage’s voice followed them out of the room.

“Don’t wait up,” Nana said in return as she shut the door, leaving the light and her family on one side, and the darkness and a stranger on the other. “Shall we walk down to the creek?”

“Yes. It runs from the mountain, through your property and then down toward town, doesn’t it?” George asked. Ever since the dragon episode in the River Run Mountains, George had been studying watercourses and their natural routes. In helping the River Wolf Clan, they didn’t want to cut off the water supply to others who depended on it. Animal or human.

“It does,” Nana confirmed. “It tumbles over the rocks and stone, heading down the side of the mountain before it levels off into the valley below. It’s one of my favorite places, the kind of place where you can go and sit and just let the sound of the water wash your troubles away.”

Was she giving him an opening into a conversation about her troubles? George didn’t want to push her if she wasn’t ready to talk.

“I go into the mountains. My bear always has a different way of looking at the world, as if it’s never as bad as I fear.” George opened the stout wooden gate leading from the field where the kids camped into a wooded area where a footpath wound its way down to the steep banks of the creek.

“I can only imagine the freedom you shifters have.” Her voice hinted at longing, not jealousy.

“Three bear cubs must have been a handful,” George skirted around the real question he wanted to ask. His career as a teacher taught him that a direct approach could make a student clam up, and he didn’t want Nana to shut herself off from him. “Especially when you aren’t a shifter yourself. How did you cope?”

She chuckled, and his heart ached with the need to make her happy and to hear that sound every day of his life from now on. “One at a time, that’s how I managed.” She inhaled the scent of the damp earth warmed by the sun filtering through the trees. “Marcus was the first and the hardest. He took on the role of man of the house and thought he knew everything. He also thought he was invincible. Until his bear got stuck up a tree.”

“Really?” George asked. He remembered his own cub days. His first shift was like learning to walk and run all over again. “How did you get him down?”

“Brad, who’s now the local sheriff, was a couple of years older and used to hang around with his buddies up in the mountains. They heard me calling for Marcus when he didn’t come home that night, and they helped track him down. If they hadn’t, he’d still be stuck up there today.”

“Did he learn his lesson?” George asked. They reached the creek and sat down on a roughly sawn bench, listening to the water crash and splash over the rocks.

“I’d like to think so. But it wasn’t the last time he and his bear got into a scrape. But Brad and his friends, they watched out for him. And by the time Sage and Luke began to shift, Marcus had grown up just enough to teach them all about being a bear.” She fell silent, deep in thought as she watched the water as twilight gathered around them. “It’s not the same as having a parent there to teach you.”

“No. I can imagine it isn’t. My parents taught me. How to shift, how to climb, how to run, and how to not get my head bitten off by other bears. Of course, this was a few years ago and the mountains were not too full of hikers as they are today.” George remembered vividly how they would spend the weekends climbing all over the mountains. Not here in Bear Creek, but in other remote places all over the world. “We used to go on expeditions, too, into remote areas of the world.”

“Is that where your love of history comes from?” Nana leaned back and angled her body toward him. George did the age-old move of stretching and placing his arm along the back of the bench. He might have been the teacher, but that didn’t mean to say George hadn’t learned from his students, too.

Nana either didn’t notice or didn’t react. George’s fingers itched to make the next move and place his hand on her shoulder and pull her close. But just as his parents had taught him, baby steps were the way to get wherever you wanted to go.

“Yes. My mom was a teacher, too. We traveled around, going wherever we were needed. My dad turned his hand to whatever work he could find. We were never rich, but we were happy.” George’s childhood had been charmed in so many ways. “It wasn’t until I got a job teaching here in Bear Creek that I finally hung up my hiking boots and set down deep roots.”

“This is a good place for roots. I think it’s in the water, or maybe it’s the mountain, which has deeper roots than any tree.” Nana turned away from him.

“Do you see us living here? Living out the rest of our lives in the shadow of the mountain?” George made his move, placing his fingers on her shoulder. Nana stiffened but didn’t push him away. “Or do you have another dream you want to follow?”

“I don’t have a dream of my own.” With a deep breath, she relaxed into him, tilting her body toward him once more. “We don’t all have the luxury of doing what we want. Sometimes we have to do what is needed of us.”

“And sometimes we have to live our own lives and forge new paths.” George leaned into her. “I am not expecting anything from you, Nana, other than asking you to allow me to share your life with you. I don’t care if it’s here, or elsewhere. I’ll work hard to help out here at Chance Heights if that’s what you need. Or if you want me to whisk you off and take you away somewhere else, I’d do that, too.”

“George, you can’t give a person that much power over you.” Nana straightened, and he missed the warmth of her body next to his.

“It’s mine to give,” George told her gently. “And anyway, I trust you. I can see what kind of a person you are, Nana. You only have to look at how you raised those kids to see that.”

Nana rose abruptly. “We should go back to the house.”

George pushed himself to a standing position. “Is everything okay?”

“Yes, I just want to make sure those kids have done their chores.”

George placed his hand on her arm. “That wasn’t what I meant.”

Nana turned to face him, her mouth turned down at the corners as she said, “George, you can do so much better than a woman like me. Fate must have made a mistake when it decided we were meant to be.”

“Fate never makes a mistake.” George gazed into her eyes. Dark, unfathomable, what secrets did she hide? “Tell me what I can do to help you.”

Her head jerked back. “Who said I needed help?”

A sad smiled played across his lips. “Just promise me one thing.”

“Which is?” Her voice caught in her throat.

“If you need anything, you’ll come to me. I’ll keep whatever secrets you want me to keep. But if you need anyone or anything, I’m the one person in this world you can depend on.” He stroked her cheek, and she leaned into his hand, rubbing her face on his fingers.

“George…”

“Promise me,” George urged as he bent down and captured her lips in a searing kiss. Fire flooded his veins and the longing to mate with her grew in intensity.

When their kiss broke, she whispered, “I promise.”

He caressed her cheek, his hand trembling as she pulled away and set off back toward the house. His only hope was that she would keep her promise and trust him with her life. A life he held dear.

They reached the house, but before they went inside he asked, “Can I take you out tomorrow? There’s something at the museum I’d like to show you.”

“A girl doesn’t hear that every day,” Nana said playfully.

“Is that a yes?” George asked hopefully.

“Yes.” She nodded.

Finally, we’re making progress, his bear said.

Yes, I think we are.


Chapter Seven – Nana

Being with George made her forget. With him, it was as if anything was possible and Vito could never hurt her. 

After George had asked her to accompany him to the museum, they’d gone inside and drank coffee while the children told George all about their work. By the time he said goodnight and drove away from Chance Heights, George was like one of the family. 

She was blessed, Nana knew it. At least where her mate was concerned. If she had to pick a man, as corny as it sounded, she would pick him.

That blessed feeling lasted until she went to bed. After undressing and brushing her teeth, she’d climbed into bed, only for her phone to buzz.

Her heart faltered. No one texted her this late. No one except Vito.

At first, she lay in bed, covers pulled up to her chin as she stared at the ceiling and tried to fight the panic building up inside her.

Finally, she turned over, switched on the light on the nightstand and reached for her phone.

Missed me?

“No,” Nana whispered at the screen. She didn’t reply, maybe he’d think she was asleep.

I know you are awake.

Nana’s hand flew to her mouth and her eyes flew to the window. The curtains were drawn, but anyone outside could see the light on. Fool, she thought and tapped out her reply.

I’m trying to sleep.

Nana switched off the light and placed the phone back on the nightstand. Tomorrow night she would leave it switched off downstairs. However, when her phone buzzed again, Nana couldn’t help herself, she picked up the phone and read his next text.

Dreaming of me?

Dream? More like a nightmare, but she didn’t put that in her reply.

I’m not dreaming because I’m not asleep, thanks to you.

Vito might have a hold over her, but that didn’t mean she had to be nice. Part of her hoped if she was vile to him, he would give up and go away. 

Since when had she become delusional? Vito would never give up. Not when he wanted something from her. It wasn’t in his nature to leave people alone once he’d gotten into their heads. He liked toying with his victims, she’d seen it countless times.

That’s not nice. How was dinner? Did you have a date?

That hit her hard. She didn’t want George dragged into this any more than he already was. Luckily Vito did not know about shifters, as far as she knew. Which meant he could not use George in the same way he used everyone else. But if he ever found out, he would use the mating bond and control George through his hold over Nana.

The urge to get out of bed right now, pack a suitcase and leave, sparing everyone around her pain and hurt, was overwhelming.

No, I did not have a date. It wasn’t a lie. Not exactly. Nor was it any of Vito’s business.

Who was the guy?

No one. What do you want? I need to sleep.

I want you to know I’m watching you. Sweet dreams.

The sound of an engine revving in the distance made her pulse quicken. He wanted her to know he was out there. He wanted her to know he was watching.

As she lay down in the darkness, sleep deserted her. Soon, Vito would reveal his plans and she would have a choice. Stay or go.

If she left she would hurt those she loved. If she stayed Vito would hurt those she loved.

Loneliness consumed Nana. Should she tell George? Could she live with herself if he became embroiled in this mess?

Perhaps tomorrow when he took her to visit the museum, she would find the courage to tell him. It would be easier for a stranger to judge her than her family.

Finally, sleep took hold of her and she slept for a few hours. In her dreams, she wandered around Chance Heights looking for her children, but she could not find them. No matter how many times she searched, calling out their names, they were not there.

And in the background was the sound of an engine revving as Vito drove all over her life.

When the light of a new morning pulled her out of her restless sleep, her resolve returned. Damn Vito and his threats. Today she would demand to meet him and tell him to leave her alone or she would go to the police. So what if her past came out. She’d always taught her children you could move on past anything life threw at you and make a new better life for yourself. It was this ingrained belief that was the cornerstone of Chance Heights Activity Center.

Why had she forgotten that? Why had she let herself slip back into despair?

Nana couldn’t answer that question. Or maybe she hid from the truth.

Swinging her legs off the bed, she headed for the bathroom. After a quick shower, she dressed and went downstairs feeling like her normal self. “Morning,” Nana called as she entered the kitchen. Her three children were sitting around the table eating breakfast and drinking coffee, they all looked up in surprise.

“You look happier today,” Sage commented and rose from the table to plant a kiss on Nana’s cheek and give her a hug. “I was worried.”

“I told you, I just needed sleep.” Nana opened the fridge, which was well stocked as always, and helped herself to a glass of orange juice.

“I don’t know, that twinkle in your eye is new,” Luke teased. “Does it have anything to do with a new man walking into your life?”

“Luke, I’ve survived all these years without a man. I will not allow my mood to be defined by one now.” Nana sat down at the table and helped herself to cereal.

“Are you saying George is not at least part of the reason you look so happy?” Sage asked. “Not just a tiny, little bit?”

Nana ate a spoonful of cereal while she pondered that thought. “What woman wouldn’t want a man to like her? But then this isn’t normal, is it? This is fate.”

“Good ol’ unpredictable fate.” Marcus poured himself another cup of coffee.

“You don’t believe in fate?” Sage asked.

“I believe in it, I just don’t know if we should put as much faith in it as we do. How do we know George is right for Nana?” He sipped his coffee thoughtfully. This was an unusually deep statement from Marcus who always cultivated a tough exterior and devil may care attitude.

“I like him,” Luke said defensively. “He’s a good guy. He came up with some great ideas about how we can expand and help more kids.”

“We’ve managed okay so far with our own ideas,” Marcus retaliated.

“Ah, the man of the house feels threatened.” Sage spread butter on a second piece of toast and took a bite, while her older brother simmered.

“I don’t feel threatened, I’m just saying it like it is.” Marcus drained his cup and moved to leave the table. Nana reached out and took hold of his hand, pulling him back down.

“Let’s not do this. We’ve always been strongest together. I don’t want anything to change that,” Nana’s words choked in her throat.

“We’ll always be stronger together,” Sage replied. “But that doesn’t mean we can never change. George is your mate. One day I hope we all find our mates. And each time that happens, our family will evolve. Just as it evolved when we lost Mom and Dad.”

Marcus swallowed hard and stared down at the table, where he traced the wood grain with his thumb. “I’m sorry, Nana. I overreacted. Sage is right, this is a good change. I just need to get used to it.” He looked up and gazed at the three people sitting around the table and gave a short laugh. “I am used to being the man of the house. When Mom and Dad died, I knew I had to be the protector.”

“Most of us have grown out of needing a protector,” Luke replied, earning him a dig in the ribs from Sage. “What?”

“Who saved your ass when you caused a stampede of cows over on Rookery Plain?” his sister asked.

“He wasn’t protecting me,” Luke replied firmly.

“No, Marcus was circumventing the need for you to need a protector. If those cattle broke through Old Man Peterson’s fence, even your bear would not have outrun his wrath.” Sage began clearing the dishes and dumping them in the sink.

“We all need and protect each other,” Marcus conceded, cutting off any further argument from Luke. “Let’s never forget that. No matter who comes into our lives, no matter who tries to come between us, we are always family.”

“Agreed,” Luke said, his usual aversion to confrontation kicking in. Out of the three siblings, Luke was the peacemaker, the one who always wanted life to carry on in a smooth and orderly fashion.

“Agreed,” Sage said resolutely.

Nana paused, before saying, “Agreed.” She knew pacts and promises were not easy to keep because there was no telling what life had stored up for you. But as she helped Sage dry the dishes, her own resolve was strengthened. She would give Vito her own ultimatum, leave town, and never come back. If she ever heard from him again she would go to the police and have him arrested for harassment and blackmail.

An hour later, Nana got into the car and drove to Bear Creek. George had offered to pick her up and drive her to the museum, but Nana had declined. If she wanted to make a quick getaway it was much easier if her car was close by. Not that she expected to make a quick getaway from George.

Luke was right, he was one of the good guys. And right now, a good guy was what she needed. She only hoped she could match his love and affection. If not, she would have to let him down gently. She’d given over half her life to the Chance children and their happiness and she did not regret a single moment. However, she did not want to end up in a loveless marriage just because fate said she should.

Nana parked her car in the museum parking lot and got out. As she locked her car, she took a moment to look up and around. Was she overreacting? Would Vito follow her and expose himself in the light of day, or did he plan to harass her by phone alone?

She sighed, if he was here she didn’t recognize him, but she hadn’t seen him for so long, he could have changed beyond recognition. He didn’t exactly have the healthiest of habits. Drink and drugs were his staple diet. Nana had half-expected him to go to an early grave, but he’d obviously proved all medical advice wrong. Unless he’d changed. Although in one way he definitely had not changed, he was still a bully who thought he could pick on people and bend them to his will.

Enough of Vito, she wanted to focus on her day with George. As she strolled across the parking lot, she saw him waiting at the entrance to the museum. His uncertain expression cracked into a smile when he saw her approaching. He’d thought she might stand him up.

A wave of guilt swept over her. Last night she’d been withdrawn, unable to let him in. Today, she wanted to make amends, if only to stop him from questioning whether she had a problem. His offer to help was noble, but she didn’t need him to step in and deal with Vito, she would do it herself.

No man was going to boss her around. It might have worked twenty-five years ago, but she was more experienced now and capable of saying no.

A twinge of concern tugged at her. What if Vito carried out his threat to hurt her family? If that’s what he’d meant by or else.

As a parent, it was Nana’s job to make her children aware of danger. Perhaps, she should make them aware of the threat Vito might present. Perhaps, since Nana stood on the cusp of a new life, it was time she embraced her past and told her adopted children who she truly was and where she’d come from.

She also owed it to George, who looked handsome in dark gray slacks and a blue open-necked shirt, as he waited for her on the steps of the museum. Very handsome indeed.

Nana walked up the steps to join him and smiled warmly at George. “Morning,” she said brightly.

“Morning, you look beautiful.” George kissed her cheek as if it were the most natural thing in the world and she didn’t complain. She might not have the same shifter blood as him, but the attraction was there. Her skin tingled at the thought of his touch and her body ached in places it hadn’t for a while. Not the muscle ache of gardening or doing chores, but the intense ache of longing for another human being.

“Thank you. You don’t look so bad yourself.” Compliments did not come as naturally to her, but she was ready to try.

“Shall we go inside?” He opened the large wooden door, and she stepped into the cool interior of the museum. There was something calming about being here in an old building that had stood for hundreds of years and witnessed the lives of so many people wax and wane.

“It’s incredible.” Nana turned around, staring up at the high ceilings.

“I’m glad you like it.” George put his hand under her elbow and led her forward. “Haven’t you been here before?”

Nana examined an exhibit of stuffed animals indigenous to the area. “Not since the children were young. It’s changed so much in that time. This has a modern look to it, and yet you can feel the history contained in the four walls.”

“The building was donated by the ancestor of the man I want you to meet.” They walked across the marble floor, past bones and fragments of clay pots once used by the local people. George stopped at a door that warned visitors that this was a private part of the museum.

George tapped in a security code and pushed the door open. A long corridor opened in front of them. “After you.”

Nana slipped inside and turned to thank George. However, as she looked over his shoulder, another face came into view. Vito Jerrell was here, in the museum. The bastard had followed her. But before she had a chance to confront him, George stepped through the open door and closed it behind them, shutting Vito out of her life.

If only it was that easy. 


Chapter Eight – George

As the door swung shut behind them, sealing them in the corridor together, a change came over Nana. Well, perhaps more of a reversion. The cool exterior she’d shown him last night returned. Gone was the warmth and humor of this morning. It was as if he’d imagined the brief time she’d been welcoming and warm.

“Everything all right?” George asked. Perhaps she didn’t like confined places. Not that the corridor was too confined, unless she experienced intense claustrophobia. “We can go back out if you want. However, Thorn is waiting for us in the basement and I have something special I’d like you to see.”

Nana glanced at the closed door before turning her attention on George. “I’d like to meet Thorn.” The tension in her voice was palpable, but she tried to cover it. “Thorn is the descendant of the person who donated the building?”

At least she’d been listening to him. Although, that did not make him feel much better. As they walked along the corridor, she appeared distracted and flustered, her face flushed pink, and her breathing heavy. He was not ready to believe he had the power to affect her this way.

“Yes, he is. The same man who donated this building used to own Chance Heights.” George pulled open the door leading down to the basement.

“He owned the house before Lee Chance?” Nana asked.

“He did.” George followed Nana down the stairs.

“Do you know any more about Lee Chance?” she asked. Preoccupied by talk of Lee Chance, Nana seemed less distracted and tense.

“Chance Heights was a hunting lodge belonging to the estate owned by Peregrine Manning.” George wasn’t sure where this conversation might lead. He couldn’t reveal the truth about Chin Shan, without risking exposing dragon shifters.

“How did Lee Chance fund the purchase? I could find no information on him before he came to live there.” Nana continued as they reached the bottom of the stairway. “I wanted to trace the family tree for the children. To give them a sense of belonging after their parents died. But I hit a brick wall.”

“You must be Nana.” Before George had time to answer Nana’s question, Thorn stepped out of the shadows and thrust out his hand. He gave George a quick glance as if to make him aware their conversation had been overheard.

“You must be Thorn.” Nana shook hands with Thorn, a smile playing across her lips. “I’ve seen your photo in the local newspaper, haven’t I? Something about adventure and treasure.”

Thorn’s eyes flickered to George, who kept his expression neutral. “I don’t know about treasure. But I do like adventure.”

“The diamond. The one you found in the mountains. I expect the town will be filled with treasure seekers once word spreads further.” Nana glanced from George to Thorn and back again. “What treasure did you think I meant?”

“The old relics I find. You know, goblets, stone tablets. That kind of thing,” Thorn quickly covered himself and then went on. “But the diamond is my greatest find, I didn’t know it was in the newspaper already.”

“Yes, hot off the press this morning. I only caught a glimpse of the headlines though.” Nana smiled and then gasped. “Is that why you brought me here, George?”

George nodded. “A private viewing.”

Thorn turned away and walked to the safe, where he input the code and then turned the key to open the safe. Reaching in, he withdrew the sword, the large diamond glittering in the artificial light. “This is the sword of Calder Harrahand.”

“I read about him, too, when I researched the family tree. He was the first Protector of Bear Creek.” Nana reached out and stroked the flat edge of the sword. “Can I touch the diamond?”

“Yes, as long as you don’t tell the curator. Mr. Duffield is very protective of his prized exhibit.” Thorn offered her the sword to hold and she held it with great care and reverence, and then nearly dropped it on the floor.

“I didn’t expect it to be so heavy.” Nana grasped the sword with both hands, her grip strong.

“We can only guess what the real sword weighed, but the swordsmith who made it ensured the blade was perfectly balanced.” George watched his mate. Her concerns were gone, she was consumed with the history of the diamond and the story of Calder and Elia.

“And the diamond is real?” Nana touched her finger to the large gem embedded in the pommel of the sword.

“The diamond, the story, we believe it’s all real.” Thorn reached out for the sword and she relinquished it with some relief.

“How do you know?” Nana asked.

Thorn placed the sword in the safe and took out the jeweled brooch. “We also found this. It belonged to Elia, she was Calder’s mate.”

“It’s beautiful.” Nana gazed at the ruby-encrusted brooch fashioned into the shape of a bear.

“This painting depicts Calder and Elia.” George removed the dust cover from the painting and stood back to let Nana look.

“Wow. The sword and the brooch. And this is authentic?” Nana leaned forward. “Calder is older than I imagined.”

“He was a silverback bear, just like George,” Thorn said, patting his friend on the back. “There is a lot to be said for experience over youth. The stories tell that Calder could take on men half his age and beat them to their knees without breaking a sweat.”

George laughed. “Never underestimate the older generation.” He guided Nana over to the waxwork models. “To give the sword a semblance of authenticity, we had these models created.”

“Is that you, Thorn?” Nana chuckled as she looked closely at the features of the model. “Incredible. And who is this?”

“This is Emilia, Thorn’s mate.”

“Although the real Emilia has blue eyes and blonde hair.” Thorn folded his arms and leaned back, admiring the models.

“Is she a bear shifter, too? Like Elia?” Nana asked.

“She is a shifter, yes,” Thorn replied, non-committedly, which earned him a sharp glance from Nana, but she made no comment.

“What do you think of the models and the painting?” George asked, steering the conversation away from Emilia.

“I think they’ll make a wonderful display that will capture the imagination of the people of Bear Creek and beyond. The families who have lived here for generations will feel more grounded. As if they are part of something bigger.” Nana stepped back from the models. “Was I the guinea pig?”

“I wouldn’t say guinea pig exactly. But we did want the opinion of someone who wasn't directly involved with the project.” George recovered the painting and walked Nana toward the stairs, while Thorn secured the vault. “Sometimes you can get too close to a project.”

“Yes. That’s true,” Nana said absently, casting a glance up the stairs.

“Do you want to grab a coffee? Or I could show you around the museum.” Did she want to escape him? Her offer of meeting him at the museum might mean she wasn't sure about him. But when they met on the front steps she appeared calm and friendly. What changed?

“Coffee would be lovely.” Her brow creased. “Not that I don’t want to see the museum.”

“Still a little jet lagged?” George gave her an excuse and she took it.

“Yes. I thought I was over it.” Nana’s thankful smile lit up her face. “And thank you. For showing me the exhibits. I think people, especially of Bear Creek, will fall under the spell of Calder and Elia.”

“It’s a good story, history, action, and romance all wound around an impressive diamond. What’s not to like?” He grinned nervously. Was he describing himself?

His bear chuckled. Do not compare yourself to Calder Harrahand.

I wasn't going to, George assured him. But he longed to break through the barrier Nana kept between them. All he had to do was find a chink and it would all come crashing down.

“Is there a back way out of here?” Nana asked casually when they reached the top of the stairs and stood in the corridor once more.

George became instantly alert, as did his bear. The change in Nana occurred when they entered the private area. What had she seen in the main museum that disturbed her? They needed to find out.

“No.” He pointed to the way they’d come in. “That way leads back to the museum. The other direction leads to the curator’s office and a temperature-controlled storeroom.”

She nodded, took a deep breath and turned toward the door leading to the museum. Like a prisoner walking toward his executioner, she took one step and then another, her heels clacking resolutely on the tiled floor.

George followed, tense with anticipation. His bear might tease him over any comparisons between him and Calder, but they both knew they would protect their mate. With their own life if necessary.

George opened the door, but this time, instead of waiting for Nana to go first, he stepped out into the busy museum and immediately scanned the room.

Volunteering at the museum had given George something to occupy his time. He left teaching, well before retirement age to travel the world. He wasn’t too ashamed to admit the reason for this decision.

A mate.

After living in Bear Creek for much of his life, he decided that he should go and track her down. His parents had met while watching the sunset on the summit of Kilimanjaro, and George convinced himself that if he explored all the wonderful places in the world, his own mate would appear.

She never did.

He’d been looking for the part of him that was missing in all the wrong places. She’d been a stone’s throw from his life in Bear Creek all this time. If only he’d met Nana sooner, at a football game, or a recital, graduation. So many times, their paths must have crossed but not intersected.

“George?” Nana stood at his shoulder, her body close. He could feel the heat emanating from her, and her scent tickled his taste buds. No, he didn’t want to eat her, but he did want to kiss her. Every inch of her delicious body, which smelled like orange blossoms and coffee. “Is everything all right?”

“Yes.” A quick scan of the ground floor of the museum told him nothing. No one looked as if they didn’t belong. Young children with their parents, older members of the public, mainly retired, and a few couples made up the usual daytime visitors.

George stepped back, and Nana left the sanctuary of the corridor, already on alert. He was right, someone, or something, in this room bothered her. “Why don’t we head over to the diner for coffee? Unless you would rather stay here.” He watched her carefully.

After casting a look around the room, she turned her head to him and said, “The diner would be great.”

Then she took off in the direction of the exit as if the hounds of hell were snapping at her heels. George lengthened his stride and caught up with her, giving her a sidelong glance. “Want to tell me what’s wrong?”

“What do you mean?” She was a bad liar. Fear or something similar settled on her features as if it were an old friend.

“Unless you are desperate for caffeine, why are we practically running out of the museum?”

Her step faltered. “I was hot.” She fanned herself as they reached the doorway and slipped outside. A cool breeze lifted her hair from her face. Her cheeks were flushed, but George didn’t believe it had anything to do with the heat of the museum since the building was often cooler than the air outside due to the marble floors and air conditioning they installed last year.

“Better?”

Nana scanned the immediate area, trying not to look obvious, then gave him a smile, and said, “Yes, much better.”

George wished she trusted him enough to open up and tell him what the hell was wrong. Did she have a stalker? Perhaps she’d met someone while on vacation and he’d followed her back to Bear Creek.

Or perhaps she has a secret boyfriend no one else knows about, his bear suggested. And she isn’t sure who to pick.

Not helpful, George told his other side. But there had to be a reason, and he intended to get to the truth. Just like any other mystery, there had to be clues, he simply had to find them, wherever they were hidden.


Chapter Nine – Nana

He wasn’t here. Vito wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Did she imagine him in the museum? Had she panicked for nothing?

Her heart raced as she crossed the street with George and entered the diner, where Betsy, as nosy as usual, descended on the couple with questioning looks. She got no answers as George and Nana placed their order.

“Two coffees coming up. And a slice of apple pie and ice cream for George and a maple syrup muffin for Nana.” She scribbled on her pad, while simultaneously assessing the body language between them.

“Thanks, Betsy.” George fixed her with a dismissive look and Betsy sighed and wandered back to the counter to fetch the coffees.

Nana, feeling more like her normal self, smiled and said, “She means well.”

“I don’t doubt it.” George took a deep breath. “But I don’t know if you want Betsy to know about us.”

Nana swung her head around to fix George with a confused expression. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“If Betsy knows, then the whole of Bear Creek knows.” George kept his voice low and one eye on Betsy who was heading back with the coffee. “That smells good.”

“Best coffee in town.” Betsy poured the coffee and then winked. “Best everything in town.”

“I’m not arguing with you, Betsy,” George replied.

“Thanks, Betsy,” Nana said before she switched her attention back to George. “Do you want to keep us a secret?”

“No.” George put his hand out as if to stop her train of thought right there. “I wondered if…”

“If what?” Nana’s tone sharpened, and her eyes narrowed. He’d seen her reaction at the museum, of course he had, the man wasn’t a fool. She cursed inwardly. Perhaps now was the time to come clean and tell him everything.

“You were acting a little strange at the museum and I wondered if you were worried we might be seen together and that might upset someone.” George’s words spilled out.

“Upset someone like who?” Nana asked.

George fiddled with the sugar shaker but didn’t add any to his coffee. “I wondered if you were already seeing someone.”

Nana let her lungs deflate in a puff of air. “No.” She shook her head, as if trying to reinforce her words. “Can I be honest, George?”

“Always.”

“I haven’t been in any kind of a relationship since I came to Chance Heights.” Wow, she sounded like a nun. “It’s not that I haven’t been…”

George reached for her hand, his touch reassuring. “I understand. I think maybe we are more similar than you think.”

“I doubt that,” she answered with a short laugh. “So…in answer to your question, there is no jealous boyfriend.” It was the truth, Vito had never been a boyfriend. He’d never even been a friend. He was a lowlife scumbag who pretended to give her affection when she needed it, only to throw it back in her face.

“Then what was it all about, in the museum? You looked as if you’d seen a ghost.” George’s gentle voice coaxed her toward revealing part of herself she’d rather keep hidden away. But with Vito on the scene, it was better for George to hear the truth from Nana. Vito’s account of events was sure to be a hundred times worse than reality.

He’d made it clear there would be repercussions if she didn’t do as he demanded. Would he destroy her? Or her family? Or the business she’d helped build at Chance Heights?

Perhaps she should have told George there was a maniacal boyfriend waiting in the shadows and they should keep their relationship under wraps. It would keep George safe.

“I did see someone. From my past.” She shook her head and gave a short laugh. “At least I thought I did. Now I’m not sure if I conjured him up like a child conjures up the boogeyman.”

“Is he the boogeyman?” George pushed her slowly but surely toward admitting the truth.

“To me. Yes.” She rubbed her eyes with her hand, not wanting to give in to the emotions welling up inside. If she cried here in the diner, Betsy would see, and the rumors would spread. “I need a moment.”

Nana left the table and went to the bathroom at the back of the diner. There was a door leading out onto an outdoor seating area and the temptation to shove the door open and burst out of here and run was almost too much.

She rested her hand on the door, willing herself to stay, to not run out on George. At last, she found the strength to stay, the strength to compose herself and go back out there and tell him all about her sordid past. Instead of running, she opened the bathroom door and went inside. The bathroom was like the rest of the diner, clean and functional. Nana went to the sink and splashed water on her face, before looking at herself in the mirror.

The face looking back at her was older and wiser, but still as naïve as the day she first ran into Vito. The day he offered her a place to stay and a shoulder to cry on. The day she stupidly believed a stranger could ever care about her.

Did she really believe George would accept her past? Right now, he looked at her as if she were as valuable as the diamond on the pommel of Calder Harrahand’s sword. But if she told him the truth, he would no longer see the light in her, he’d only see the dark.

As she stared at herself, her cell phone buzzed, and she jumped as if she’d been stung by a bee.

Nana’s hand shook as she reached for her phone. Every time a text came through, she dreaded looking to see who the sender was. This time was no different. Her hand shook as she swiped the screen and tapped to read the text.

Vito. The blood rushed from her face and her knees buckled. Leaning heavily on the wash basin, she read the text.

A visit to the museum. How nice.

Fed up with his games, she replied, Now you’re spying on me?

Oh, I’ve been spying on you since you came back. The things you learn when no one knows you are watching.

Nana swallowed the bile in her throat. She didn’t want to know what he’d learned. But she also knew it mattered. Like what?

Like you are going out with a man who works at a museum. Did you have a tour of the basement? Did he fuck you there?

Nana cursed Vito’s name. What if I did?

Ahh, and there I was thinking you’d lost the fire in your belly.

She inhaled deeply. The fire is still there. And I’m done with you trying to bully me.

There was a pause. Nana stared at the screen, waiting for Vito’s reply. Had she pushed him too far, would he make his move? She looked toward the bathroom door, imagining George out there, waiting for her. What if Vito was in the diner?

She pushed away from the sink and spun around ready to face Vito in the flesh, but as she reached to open the door, her phone buzzed. Swiping the screen, she read the reply and then read it again.

Maybe I made a mistake wanting you to leave Bear Creek. You mean more to me than a drug mule. Your coffee is getting cold.

Nana stared at the screen not knowing exactly what he meant. Was he done with her? Would he move on?

She pulled the door open and left the bathroom, bursting into the diner, where George sat with a concerned look on his face. Nana slowed down and dropped her head, sweeping the room with her eyes. Betsy was too busy holding a baby and chatting with a young couple to take any notice, and a thankful Nana slid into her seat and picked up her cup of coffee and took a gulp.

“All right?” George asked, smoothing over his expression, but his eyes showed his concern as they fixed on Nana and then swept across the room to the bathroom door.

“I had a call from Sage about work.” She controlled her breathing as she sipped her coffee.

“All figured out?” George asked.

“Yes.” The sound of an engine revving caught her attention and she turned to look out of the window at the street outside. Her heart faltered. There was Vito on a motorcycle. She knew it was him even with the visor of his helmet down. After a bad accident when he was younger, he’d taken to driving an easy rider with large handlebars and too much chrome. The jacket on his back was the same one he’d worn twenty years ago, faded and dirty but the same.

As Vito pulled out into the traffic, he looked over his shoulder and in a smooth motion, saluted her and then rode out of town.

Could she dare to hope he was also driving out of her life?

“So we were talking about the museum.” George dug into his apple pie and Nana picked up her fork and began to eat, giving herself a moment to think. Did she want to tell George everything now that the danger had passed?

Perhaps now was the perfect time to tell him. If they stood a chance of making a life together, there was no use hiding. That’s what made her vulnerable to Vito in the first place. Secrets. They had a habit of tripping you up and bringing you to your knees.

“Not here.” She looked at George directly. “Why don’t we go somewhere private, the two of us. I’ll pack a picnic and we can talk.”

The tension dropped from his face. “I’d like that. But why don’t you let me make the picnic?”

“Is this going to be our first argument?” she asked lightly, and George chuckled.

“My bear thinks we should show you what a good hunter-gatherer we are. If we can impress you with our chicken salad sandwiches, then you might overlook the fact we aren’t good at actual cooked dishes.”

She laughed a real laugh, the kind she hadn’t been capable of since the first text from Vito. He ruined her trip to China, she was no longer willing to let him ruin the rest of her life. Nor was she willing to deprive George if he wanted to impress her with a picnic.

“It’s a good thing I like chicken salad sandwiches, and that I love to cook.” She reached out and took his hand. “I just hope the woman you think you are mated to lives up to your expectations.”

“She already has,” he replied. “She already has.”

“Shall we go?” Nana asked as she placed her fork down on her plate.

“Sure.” George rose from the table and pulled his wallet out of his pocket to pay the bill.

“You should let me get this since you are making the picnic.” Nana reached into her purse.

“My treat,” George replied.

“This seems to be a one-way relationship so far,” Nana told him. “First the picnic, now the coffee.”

George ducked his head and smiled at her. “If you want to cook me a homemade dinner tomorrow night, I’ll take it as even.”

Nana laughed, her heart light. “Deal.”

A smile played across her lips as he walked her to her car. Freedom was hers once more. With the children all grown up and Vito a figure disappearing back into whatever hole he crawled out of, she realized she was ready to move on to the next stage of her life.

After witnessing the love between fated mates, Kyle and Honor, Nana had secretly dreamed she might one day experience the same kind of relationship. George was her chance to make her dream a reality. Her life was topsy-turvy, she’d raised children before meeting a man, and she was too old for children of her own. But she was willing to look on this as a new beginning, with new possibilities, and she was ready to be herself again.

Whoever that might be.

“I’ll pick you up in an hour or so,” George promised as she opened the car door.

Nana turned around to face him. “I can’t wait.”

George tilted his head to one side. “You look happy.”

“I am happy,” she confirmed.

He stroked her cheek with the back of his hand and she shivered in anticipation, but he didn’t lean forward to kiss her. “I’ll always be there for you, Nana. No matter what.”

Nana frowned. “Where did that come from?”

“I just want you to know. Life ebbs and flows, the good and the bad. But a shifter’s love never waxes and wanes. It’s constant and true.” Then he kissed her, and she saw the moon and the stars and felt the deep connection between them.

And somewhere in the mixed-up emotions flooding her veins, she might have even felt the first stirrings of love.

 


Chapter Ten – George

A roller-coaster had nothing on his life since meeting Nana. One moment she was happy, the next she looked as if a demonic monster was stalking her. Then she’d flip back to being happy.

As he drove over to Chance Heights to pick her up, George wondered which Nana he was about to take out for a picnic. He glanced at the picnic basket on the passenger seat beside him and hoped he wouldn’t mind that he cheated. Yes, he had made chicken salad sandwiches, but the other temptations hidden inside the wicker basket were all store bought. He’d learned that no one made better cakes and pies than the local bakery.

They were even better than Betsy’s, not that he would ever say so in front of the diner owner. He valued his life.

Driving up toward Chance Heights, he took a moment to remember the mystery behind the man who lived here centuries ago. George needed to talk to Thorn and Emilia and come up with a story he could tell Nana that would divert attention away from the dragons. Although, he didn’t like the idea of hiding the truth about dragon shifters from his mate. He would have to skirt around the truth without directly lying. Perhaps when the dragons got to know Nana they would trust her with their secret, just as they trusted George.

He chuckled as he relived the moment he first walked into their kitchen. He was sure at least one of them thought he needed his head ripped from his shoulders. But they had every right to be protective of their secret. There were bad people in this world.

Just as there had been bad people centuries ago. How would the Chance family feel when they found out one of their ancestors was responsible for putting two dragons under the Ancient Slumber spell? Worse, how would they feel when they found out the house they loved so much was given as payment for that same spell?

“George!” Luke called to him as he got out of the car.

“Hey, Luke. How is it going?” George looked longingly at the house, where he could sense his mate’s presence, but then strolled over to talk to Luke who was chopping up wood.

“Good, good. And you?” Luke lifted the axe and brought it down hard, his muscles rippling in the midday sun.

“Great.” George looked at the house. “Has Nana said anything?”

“About what?” Luke asked, straightening up and resting his ax on the wood he was about to split. His eyes narrowed as George searched for words. What exactly was he asking? Whether his mate was still happy or if the rain clouds had descended once more? “Sage thought there was something going on with Nana yesterday. But she seems back to her normal self today. We put it down to jet lag.”

“That’s probably all it is,” George confirmed. “I just wondered if me coming into her life was what she wanted.”

Luke clapped him on the shoulder. “If you ask me, it’s just what she needed. Even if she didn’t know it yet.”

George decided to let his worries go. No doubt a mixture of jet lag and the surprise of a man entering her life and telling her she was his mate was enough to send any woman into shock.

“We’re going on a picnic,” George said. 

“I know.” Luke resumed his wood cutting.

“I thought tomorrow afternoon I could come up here and make a start on the new rope climb.” George breathed in the fresh mountain air.

“That would be great. I’ve talked it over with Marcus.”

“And?” George was not certain how Marcus felt about him. If he had to choose one word to describe the oldest Chance sibling’s feeling toward George it would be threatened.

“He'll come around to the idea.” Luke split the wood with ease and then reached for the next log.

“Ah, as I thought.”

“Listen, go take Nana on this picnic, make her happy, and Marcus will welcome you with open arms.” Luke wiped the sweat off his brow. “The thing you have to know about Marcus is he is old enough to remember clearly what it was like when our parents died. Sage and I, we felt the loss, but the details are hazy. Marcus and Nana picked up the pieces. Nan wasn’t more than a kid herself. What single woman in her twenties expects to take on three kids?”

“It was a struggle for her, and Marcus saw that firsthand.” George nodded. With this new information, he understood the eldest Chance child better. “Marcus also took it on himself to take over from your father.”

“You got it. Which is why Marcus is wary of you.”

“He sees me as splitting up your family.” George had enough experience of kids in difficult situations to know how easy it was for certain expectations to become ingrained in their character. “Thanks, Luke, I’ll keep that all in mind.”

“You are welcome.” He grinned. “I like you, George.” Then he jabbed his finger at George's chest. “Don’t let me down.”

“I won’t.” George fought the simmering anger that threatened. He knew Luke meant well, but a bear shifter did not take threats idly.

Get over it, George told his bear. We’ve heard worse from students at school.

This isn’t school, and Luke is not a student, his bear replied.

No, he’s a young man looking out for his family. And family comes first, we know that.

His bear didn’t answer, he simply walked away, sulking.

“Hey there,” Nana called as she came out to meet him. She wore a summer dress, decorated with pretty pink flowers and carried a wine cooler bag along with her purse. “Was Luke giving you a hard time?”

“Nope, he was trying to give me advice,” George said as he kissed Nana on the cheek.

“Advice. You must be in trouble.” She smiled brighter than the sun and George was relieved Nana’s mood remained happy.

“Not yet,” George replied. They walked across to his car and he opened the door for his mate. “I brought enough food that if we get lost in the mountains for a week, we won’t starve.”

“Good, I’ve worked up an appetite.” She climbed into the passenger seat and he shut the door securely, before going around to the driver’s side and getting in. “Bye,” she called to Luke as they drove off.

“Have fun,” he called back, watching them until they disappeared from view.

“Luke told us about your ideas.” Nana rested her elbow on the rolled down window as they turned right and drove along a narrow road into the mountains. George noted that although Nana wore a summer dress, she’d chosen stout shoes that wouldn’t fall apart or give her blisters when they walked the trail to the spot he’d chosen for their picnic.

“What do you think?” They cruised along under the canopy of trees, their tired-looking leaves would soon turn to orange and brown before falling to the ground. He could scent fall on the air and his thoughts turned to cold winter nights in front of an open fire with Nana in his arms.

“I like the idea of an assault course through the forest. Some of the kids who come to Chance Heights have a lot of energy and anger to burn off.” She took a sideways glance at him. “You obviously enjoy working with children.”

“I do.” He turned off the road and drove along a stony trail. The car bounced along as the stones got bigger and the trail grew steeper.

“So why give up teaching? You aren’t exactly old.”

He gave her an ironic smile. “I went searching for my mate.”

“You gave up a career you loved to go looking for a mate?” When he heard the words spoken by someone else, it sounded crazy.

“I figured what I needed to make me complete was out there. But really it was here all along.” He drove the car off the trail and parked it in the shade of the trees.

“Why didn’t you go back to teaching?” Nana opened the car door and got out, dragging the cooler bag with her, while George reached in and picked up the picnic basket.

He locked the car and pointed to the trail they needed to take to get to the waterfall where he hoped to start the process of winning over his mate. “I don’t know. I traveled for five or six years, worked all over the world, just as my parents did.”

“What were your parents like?” She slipped her hand in his as they walked along the trail under the trees, with the dappled sunlight falling on the ground. He held his breath, wondering if she’d grabbed hold of him to stop herself from falling, but her hand stayed put and he allowed himself to breathe again.

“Good people. Very generous with their time and energy.” He looked down at her and grimaced. “As a kid, I wished they’d spent a larger portion of their time with their son. Which makes me feel bad since as an adult, I realize just how important their work was.”

“Don’t feel bad.” She squeezed his hand, and his body thrilled at the connection between them. “You were a kid. Kids are supposed to be the most important person to a parent.”

“That sounds like a voice of experience.” The trail twisted to the west and began to climb. Halfway up, a large boulder had fallen onto the trail. Reluctantly, he let go of Nana’s hand, placed the picnic basket on the ground and climbed over the boulder. Nana passed the basket and wine up to him and he jumped down to the outside of the trail. Leaving the basket and wine on the ground, he then climbed back onto the boulder and reached out both hands to Nana. She placed her hands in his. It was almost symbolic, as their eyes met, it was as if she were placing her trust in him.

He swore a silent oath he would never betray that trust. No matter what.

“Thanks,” Nana said a she set her feet down on the trail on the other side of the boulder. “I should have worn pants.” She dusted down her dress and looked up at the steep trail in front of them.

“You’ll be fine, we only have to climb this next part and then it’s flat grassland all the way.” He put his hands on his hips and stepped backward. “And I like your dress. And what’s in your dress.”

Nana giggled and blushed. “Cute.”

“I sound like a teenager.” He shrugged. “Seducing women has never really been my thing.”

“Not even when you were a young bear cub?” Nana asked as they continue on their way. “Luke and Marcus went out there and played around for a few years, and then settled down. Now they date occasionally, but not too much. It worries me sometimes. Shifters don’t get to go out and get their hearts broken, since they know the relationship won’t last.”

“I’ve had my share of romance,” George admitted. “But it’s true, you can never fully commit when it’s not your mate. I think the person you’re dating can sense that and doesn’t fully commit either.”

“I sometimes worry Sage is saving herself for her mate. She’s always lived in that fairy tale world of true mates. She worked hard through school and college, and now with the kids that come to Chance Heights. It’s her life, her vocation.” Nana stopped, turned around and studied the view before her. “I know why. It’s because her mom and dad were so very much in love. Anything less is never going to be enough.”

George turned around and took two steps back along the trail to stand next to Nana. “It must be tough to live up to two ghosts.”

Nana folded her arms across her chest as if to protect herself. “I never tried to replace them. I just got through it as best I could. For the kids. And for Kyle and Honor.”

“You loved them a lot.”

“I did.” Nana dashed a tear away and took a shaky breath. “Come on, that picnic needs eating and this wine needs drinking.” She held up the wine and smiled up at him. “Thanks for listening. I’ve never had anyone to share this stuff with.”

George spun around, took hold of her hand and helped her along the trail. “Don’t you have friends in Bear Creek?”

“No, I never really let anyone in.” Her words were guarded but she had more to say and he didn’t want to blow it and make her clam up.

“It’s hard to know who to trust in this world.”

“But you can always trust your true mate?” Nana stated. “Honor used to tell Sage that. Is it true?” The hope in her voice hit him hard. Nana wanted to trust him, she wanted someone she could trust in and open up to.

George kept walking as he phrased his words carefully. “You are the most important person in my life. My mate. My one true mate. There is no one else for me either before or after you. I’d never hurt you, and if you tell me a secret, anything, no matter what, it stays between you and me.”

“You’re like a living, breathing secret diary.” Nana looked up at the trail. “Nearly there.”

George pulled her to the summit of the cliff face they had traversed and stopped for her to catch her breath. A breeze skimmed the plateau they stood on and whipped Nana’s dress around her legs. She pushed her hair back from her face and stared into the distance. Below them, the town of Bear Creek stood small and insignificant. To their right, the creek spilled down over the mountains making its way toward the ocean somewhere in the unseen distance.

“Come on, let’s walk to the waterfall. It’s a beautiful place.” He took her hand once more and they strolled on, taking their time as they got to know each other. Nana spoke of the children growing up, of the business, revealing nothing more than memories.

“Tell me about this exhibit of yours.” They ducked under low branches and followed the remains of a trail that took them directly to the waterfall. Few people outside of Bear Creek knew about this place, which meant in the middle of the day in late summer, you could come here and not see a single other person.

“When Thorn found the diamond, we did some research and discovered it was most likely the same diamond Calder Harrahand mounted on the pommel of his sword. It was given to him by Elia’s father as a dowry.”

“A dowry? I thought they were shifters?” Nana asked. “That they didn’t have a choice in who they loved.”

“They were, luckily for them. But Calder had made a vow to marry for wealth and position if it meant the safety of Bear Creek and the surrounding area. He was willing to do whatever it took. To sacrifice his own love and in some ways his own life for the good of his people.”

“Wow, and he and Elia were true mates.” Nana’s eyes misted with tears. “Fate knew.”

George shook his head. “Not exactly. Calder was supposed to marry Elia’s older sister. But on the journey here she met her true mate and eloped. Afraid this would mean war between the clans, Elia’s father offered Calder his younger daughter and a huge dowry, including the diamond.”

Nana laughed, it started as a giggle and then bubbled up until it erupted in a deep belly laugh. “Elia’s father must have felt cheated when he realized they were mates.” She wiped the tears from her eyes. “It seems fate does have a sense of humor after all.”

“Elia’s father was only too happy to unite the clans and unload his daughter on Calder.” George’s eyes danced as he retold the story, which after tomorrow the whole world would read about when the exhibit opened.

“Unload her?” Nana asked.

“Legend has it Elia was a handful, more suited to armed combat than needlepoint. Her father despaired of a man ever loving her.”

“And yet Calder did.”

“With all his heart.” George looked down on his mate and knew exactly how Calder must have felt when he first set eyes on Elia.

There was no denying fate.


Chapter Eleven – Nana

If Elia had once found love with her true mate, so could Nana. George’s story gave her hope that fate was indeed the greatest matchmaker ever.

The trail they were following weaved between the trees. The first rumble of water crashing into a pool reached them long before the first glimpse of the waterfall. The sound grew louder until when at last the trees ended and the cascading water came into view, her heart thumped with anticipation.

“Wow. I’ve never been up here,” Nana said. “I didn’t know what I was missing.”

“It’s one of my favorite places, even before I became obsessed about watercourses.” George gave her a sheepish grin. “I’m boring. I admit it.”

Nana tore her gaze from the water and let it settle on George. “I like boring.” A tear spilled down her cheek before she could wipe it away.

George dropped the picnic basket to the ground and went to her, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her close. “What’s wrong? You can tell me anything.”

She sobbed into his shoulder, the dam which had held her emotions in check finally burst. Only when her fear and anger flooded out did she see how scared she was of seeing everything she’d worked for in ruins.

“I don’t deserve you, George.” She rested her head on his shoulder, watching the water as it flowed endlessly over the side of the cliff. That was her life, crashing over a cliff to be consumed by the dark waters below.

“Don’t say that, Nana. You don’t know what I do or don’t deserve.” George took her hand, picked up the basket and led her to the side of the pool. There he set the basket down and took out a blanket, which he spread out on the soft springy grass. “Sit down. We’ll drink a glass of wine and eat, then, when you are ready, you can tell me whatever you want me to know.”

Nana nodded and sat down, numb with fear. She wasn’t afraid that George wouldn’t understand. That was the only certainty in this whole mess. But she was afraid she wouldn’t find the courage to finally open the closet and reveal the darkness she’d shut away inside of her.

The wine was cool, the food delicious and the company charming. George talked about his life, telling her stories of his adventures, filling in the silence that would otherwise stretch between them. When at last they’d eaten, and she’d drunk two large glasses of wine, she finally felt ready.

Whether it was the welcoming, benevolent air surrounding the waterfall, despite its tumultuous journey, or the nearness of George, she couldn’t be sure, but finally Nana found the courage to talk. “Do you know why I adopted the children?”

George shook his head. “No. You were very young. In your twenties?”

She nodded. “I adopted them because Kyle and Honor were the only people who ever gave me a home. They taught me what it was to love unconditionally. Until I met them, I’d never seen love between two people. Not husband and wife, or brother and sister, or parent and child.”

“Your own home life wasn’t happy?” George asked gently.

Nana shrugged and took another sip of wine, she felt one step removed from reality. “I don’t know if I ever had a home life. I don’t think I ever had what most people called a home.” She swallowed hard. “A home is a place you go to when you need sanctuary when it seems as if all the world is against you, a home is where you go for love and understanding.”

She wiped away the tears rolling down her face. George dug in his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief with his initials on it. She smiled down at it through her tears as she rubbed her finger over the G. “One of my students gave them to me as a leaving gift.”

“I like it.” She looked up at him through her tears. Even with tears in her eyes, she could see the love and concern on his face. Wiping her tears, she continued. “My parents never wanted me. I don’t know if they ever really wanted each other. But I came along, and they decided to do the right thing. From what I can tell from my mom’s drug-fueled ramblings, they were happy for a time. And then I was born.”

George reached out and put an arm around her shoulders and she shuffled closer, resting her head on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Nana. Over my teaching career, I saw this more than once.”

“I suppose I didn’t know any different. At least not until I was maybe seven or eight and I visited friends’ houses for dinner and saw what a normal family was. By then, my dad had already started drinking. He slowly descended into alcoholism, and the relationship between my parents became more volatile.” She frowned, not wanted to relive the nights when she hid in her room while her mom and dad fought downstairs. Words, fists and making up. The routine was always the same.

“Your dad was violent?” George asked gently. She nodded. “Toward you?” She shook her head.

“No. And honestly, my mom gave as good as she got. We were not the traditional household in any sense. Some mornings after a really bad fight, my dad would be sitting across from me at the breakfast table with a black eye and a grin on his face as he watched my mother in the kitchen.” She placed her hand over her heart as it beat out of time. “I didn’t understand it. Was that love?”

“Love comes in all guises,” George said. “But that kind of love is the most toxic of them all.”

“It was the only love I’d ever known.” Nana paused. Her story so far would evoke sympathy in any human being. But what came after… She deserved no pity for what came after.

“You can tell me anything.” George’s voice, soothing and calm, gave her the strength to continue.

“I met a man. Vito Jerrell. He was older than me. Ten years or more, I couldn’t tell. He never told, and I didn’t ask.” Nana pulled herself away from George and hugged her knees to her chest. “He was nice to me. At first.”

“A predator.”

Nana nodded. “I should have known better, I should have seen him for what he was. But I didn’t. My idea of a normal relationship was so far from reality.” She blotted her face with the handkerchief. “That’s no excuse.”

“You were young.” George leaned toward her and reached out to tilt her chin, so she had to look at him. “What would you have told Sage, or the boys if it was them? Would you expect them to carry guilt around with them all their lives? Whatever you did, you made up for it by raising three amazing young people.”

“You don’t know what I did. Or what I didn’t do.” Nana rubbed her cheek on his hand and then pulled away.

George hesitated. “Did you go to prison?”

Nana covered her face with her hands and sobbed. “No.”

“Nana. Look at me.” She lifted her head and looked at him through her tears. “You adopted three young children. The authorities must have thought you were more than capable.”

“Because they didn’t know me. Not really. Anyone can put on a pretty dress and say the right things.” She remembered the day vividly. Dressing with such care, simple, demure, an act. She’d so desperately wanted Kyle and Honor to be proud of her even though they were no longer alive to see. She desperately wanted to protect the children and give them a stable home. To say thank you to their parents for giving her a fresh start.

“Are you wanted by the police?” George asked quietly.

“No. My crime was more of the moral, or immoral, kind.” She took a deep breath. “You know, when I moved into Chance Heights, I used to joke that the house should be called Second Chance Heights.”

“Do you want to tell me?” He rubbed her back as if comforting a child, and at that moment she was a child. Confused, and unsure what the answer was to the conundrum before her. “Sometimes when a secret is out in the light, it’s not as bad as you let yourself believe.”

“But once a secret is spoken, once it’s shared, there’s no taking it back. You can’t put it back in a box.” Nana’s bottom lip trembled. “But I want you to know so that you can choose if you want to build a life with me.”

“Nana, honey, no matter what you tell me, I’ll still want to build a life with you. You are my mate. For me, there is no other.” He pulled her toward him and she gave in and let him cradle her close while she stared at the water and tried to compose her thoughts into words.

“I met Vito on the street.” Their first meeting was still as vivid as it had been all those years ago. “I was looking for my mom who had disappeared out of the house, hell-bent on blotting out her life with her next fix. I was seventeen, too old for my years and yet too young and naive to see through Vito. He groomed me. Of course, it’s not like today, we were never made aware of how predators work.”

“He offered to help you find your mom and gave you a glimpse of a better life.” George had seen it before, in the classroom.

Nana nodded. “I remember when Sage came to home from school and told me they’d been taught to be aware of how people can groom another person to get them to do what they want. How people online might not be who they say they are. A teenager in a chat room might be anyone. A middle-aged man. A drug dealer. I told her that it’s not just people behind a screen you have to watch out for. It could be anyone. A stranger, or someone you trust.”

“You tried to protect Sage, so she didn’t end up being used.”

“Is it so obvious I was used?” Nana tried to make light of it, but she couldn’t.

“Nana, you have nothing to be ashamed of, and no, it’s not obvious. No one could look at you and see anything but a woman who gave three orphans an amazing life.”

“Except me. When I look in the mirror, I see all my faults.” She smiled weakly at George. “It’s not always been that way. I haven’t spent my whole life dwelling on this.”

“So what changed?” He held his breath as he looked at her, as if waiting for the knockout blow that would send him sprawling to the ground.

“Vito.” Her throat clamped closed and she couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe as she said that name.

“You’ve seen him again.” George lifted his head and let out his breath. “Today at the museum. That’s what you saw.” He stood up abruptly and paced alongside the waterfall, his features dark as he fought for control.

“Yes, he was there. And afterward, at the diner.” She took out her phone and read the last text she received from Vito. “But he says he’s moving on. Perhaps he has changed after all.”

George swung around to stare at her, his bear close to breaking free. Nana wasn’t afraid, the anger on George’s face was not for her, it was for Vito. “He’s gone. Are you sure?”

Nana stood up and stared at the text conversation on her phone. “He wanted me to leave with him, to be his drug mule.” She shook her head and raked her hand through her hair. “Unless this is some cruel joke. He saw me with you and decided to leave.”

George sighed, and his shoulders dropped as the tension left him. “Will you promise me one thing?”

Nana nodded. “Yes.”

“If he ever contacts you again. If you ever even suspect that he’s close by, will you tell me? Day or night. Call me, tell me, and I’ll come to you.” His fists were clenched by his sides, leaving Nana in no doubt what George would do to Vito in order to protect her.

“I swear.” It was what George needed to hear. His defense of her made her feel safer, as if Vito was no longer a threat because she was no longer that young naïve woman who believed his promises. Yet George’s anger also worried her. What if in protecting Nana, George hurt Vito?

Nana closed her eyes, the image of a young woman lying dead on a dirty mattress surrounded by squalor came to her. She’d seen death. Seen how easy it was for a life to be snuffed out.

George closed the distance between them and pulled Nana into his arms. She rested against his chest, listening to his strong heartbeat, lulled by it, and by the scent of him. Wrapping her arms around him, she finally gave in to fate. During her turbulent life, she could remember only two other occasions when something had felt so right, so natural.

One was the day she arrived at Chance Heights and Kyle and Honor had offered her a job, and the other was when she said she would adopt the children after their parents’ death. Those decisions were as natural as breathing. And so was the decision to let George into her life.

And into her heart.


Chapter Twelve – George

His bear fought for control. Fought for the chance to find Vito and rip his throat out. Anger burned inside him as hot as any dragon fire.

If we hurt him, George began, if we kill him…

I would kill him and spit his remains into the fires of hell, his bear replied.

We would lose Nana forever. George’s words pierced the veil of anger surrounding his bear.

You have a point, his bear agreed reluctantly.

We belong by Nana’s side, for the rest of our lives, not locked away in some prison cell.

So this jerk gets to walk free and remain a threat to our mate? His bear curled his lip, showing off his long sharp teeth.

There are other ways to make sure he never comes near her again. George was willing to do whatever it took to protect his mate. But they had to be calm, calculating even. Rushing in while rage burned hot in their heart would help no one.

“Thank you.” Nana lifted her head, and George focused on her, pushing his bear to the back of his mind.

“For what?” He cradled her head in his hand as she looked up at him.

“Listening. Not judging. Not making me feel as if I’m to blame.” She looked up at him, her eyes red-rimmed with tears and he wished he could make it all better for her, that he could take away all the pain and hurt and smooth over the cracks of her life.

“There is nothing to judge.” George stroked her hair, inhaling her scent as they stood by the side of the waterfall. Nana hadn’t told him the details of why she carried so much guilt. Perhaps she would in time.

She fell silent again. “Marianne Hiscock. She was only fifteen when she fell under Vito’s spell. I should have warned her to leave, to get as far away from Vito as possible, but I didn’t. In some ways I was jealous, she was new, and Vito showered her with attention. Attention he’d once shown me.”

This was her secret. This was why she was haunted by the past. This was why Vito making a sudden appearance in her life had made her crumble.

“That’s all understandable behavior, Nana.”

“Understandable. Understandable doesn't make her death any easier to bear. If I’d warned her to go home, if I’d convinced her to go anywhere but stay with Vito, she might still be alive today.” A deep shudder consumed Nana, but he held her tightly and didn’t let go.

“Did Vito kill her?” Of course, it could have been an overdose, but George suspected it was more than that.

“Essentially.” She looked up at him, her eyes locked with his. “Just as I essentially killed her.”

“An overdose then?” George asked.

Nana shook her head. “One of Vito’s soldiers, a man named Hut. I don’t recall his real name.” She pressed her lips together as she put the memories back together, memories she had no doubt relived countless times, before ripping them into tiny pieces and throwing them in the trash, only for them to put themselves back together again.

“He killed Marianne?”

She nodded once. “Vito gave her to Hut in return for a job he’d done. Gave her away as if she were an object, not a child who was lost and needed help.”

“And where is Hut now?” George asked evenly.

“Dead.” Nana shook her head. “He died in a prison cell before he got to trial.”

“How did he die? Suicide?”

“No, in a fight with another inmate. The other guy was already in for murder and they got into a fight. The inmate pulled a knife and killed Hut.”

“Was Hut guilty? Did he confess?” George asked.

“No. No confession. But the evidence was there. He got high and strangled her. No one else left or entered the room until I went in and found her.” Nana broke away from George and went to stare at the droplets of water hanging in the air above the pool. “It could have been me. I was so selfish, all I kept thinking when they took the body away was that it could have been me.”

“But it wasn’t.” George stood beside her, staring at the water. “What happened wasn’t your fault.”

“It was.” She nodded emphatically. “It was.”

“Nana, you were young. You were scared. I can’t imagine what that was like. But you were not responsible for one human being taking the life of another.” He wanted to convince her, to show her that she was a victim here, too. “Vito used you. And I’ll make damn sure he never uses you again. Or anyone else.”

“I was going to leave Chance Heights, you know. The night we met, I’d made up my mind that the best thing I could do was leave the kids and not taint them with my presence. I didn’t want Vito to get a hold on them.” She lifted her hand, making a clawing motion. “He gets under your skin and inside your head and you can’t shake him off. He finds your weakness and uses it against you.”

“But you beat him. You got away. You didn’t end up dead like Marianne.” George’s words finally cut through the dark cloud surrounding Nana.

“After they arrested Hut, I left. I packed everything I owned into a suitcase I found in a dumpster and left. I had nowhere to go, and then I saw the advertisement for a live-in mother’s helper. And I came to Chance Heights. I left the old me behind. I had a second chance and I grabbed it with both hands and didn’t let go.”

“And that’s the person you are today. Don’t let Vito drag you backward. Don’t let him destroy you.” George’s temper flared.

“He knows where I live. What if he tries to hurt the kids?” Nana placed her hand over her mouth. “He made remarks about Sage. He saw her at the airport, sent me a photograph of the truck.”

“You were going to leave to protect them.” Now he understood why she would walk away from the people she loved. People who loved her as a mother. And a mate.

“Yes. The thought that I brought Vito into their lives kills me.” Nana’s cheeks were streaked with dried tears, but something about her had changed. A fire flashed in her eyes as she spoke about the children. She was letting go of her guilt and preparing to fight for what she wanted.

“That’s more like it.” He grinned. “You need to channel a mama bear.”

Nana turned away from him and bent down to scoop handfuls of water up, which she splashed over her face. “The shock of Vito contacting me screwed with my head.” She stood up, her hands on her hips. “You’ve reminded me that if I want to protect the children, I have to be here, in Bear Creek. If Vito is playing with me, if he does return, I’m ready for him.”

“Are you going to tell Sage, Luke, and Marcus all this?” George asked. “If you do, I’ll be there at your side. If that’s what you want.”

“Thank you, George, you are a sweet man. But I think this is something I need to do alone.” She placed her hands on his cheeks, they were cold from the pool, but he didn’t notice. “Thank you for helping me find the way through all this.”

“My pleasure.” He drew her closer and lowered his head to kiss her soft lips. Nana moistened her lips and slipped her hands over his shoulders and crossed them behind his neck, sending shivers down his spine.

Their lips met, and Nana pressed her body close to his, clinging to him as he slid his tongue along her lower lip. She tasted of chicken salad and wine, mixed with the salt of her tears. She sighed as their kiss deepened, and opened her mouth so their tongues could entwine, just as their bodies would entwine when they mated.

Tension grew inside him, and he hardened, his need for her evident as they held each other next to the waterfall. All thoughts of studying the flow of the water down the mountain were gone as his pulse drummed like a raging current through his veins. All that mattered was Nana and the way she felt in his arms.

“We should get back.” Nana took a step back, breaking their embrace and their kiss as she turned to start packing up the picnic. George watched her for a moment and then knelt to help her. “Sorry.”

“For what?” he asked.

“Cutting our afternoon short.” She gave him a crooked smile. “Now that I’ve decided to tell the children, I want to get it over with.” She blew out a breath in a huff. “Maybe after…” She looked away and then knelt up, cupped his face in her hands and said, “Maybe after I could come over. Give them all a chance to talk it out without me there.”

“Why don’t you see what happens? If you want to come over, just call. But if not, if you want to stay with them…well, I’m flexible. Okay?” He stroked her face, and she leaned into him.

“Okay.” She nodded and then grinned mischievously. “Are you always this understanding?”

“Yes. Pretty much.” He packed the last of the food into the picnic basket and then stood up. Between them they folded the picnic blanket and then Nana placed the wine and glasses in the cooler bag.

They stood together on the bank of the pool, George wrapped his arm around her shoulders and Nana rested her head on his shoulder. At that moment the past and the present didn’t matter, they were two people alone in the world, no one, no thing could touch them.

And if anyone tries, I’ll tear them apart, his bear said matter-of-factly.

If I don’t get them first, George said in return.

They walked back down the mountain, hand in hand, taking their time, enjoying each other’s company. The tension that had accompanied them up the mountain trail was gone, blown away on a mountain breeze. The connection they shared was deeper, built on trust and a belief in each other. They could face whatever life threw at them and conquer any problem together.

Together they were strong, invincible.

Which made it harder for George to drive Nana home and leave her there to face her children alone.

“I’ll be okay,” she assured him. “They’ll understand. I was stupid to keep it from them.”

“Call me if you need me, Nana.” He stood outside the car, holding the passenger door open for her.

“I will.” She slid out of the car, her hand in his. “Don’t worry.”

“Hey, Nana, you’re back.” Sage came around the side of the house with an armful of blankets. “We didn’t expect to see you until later. Is everything okay?”

“Yes.” Nana looked up at George through her eyelashes, and then stood on tiptoes and kissed his cheek before whispering, “I’ll call you later.”

She stepped away from him, but he held on to her hand, drinking in the sight of her until color rose in her cheeks. “I’m here for you no matter what.”

Her mouth twitched at the corners. “Not right here? Because that would be creepy.”

He chuckled. “I’ll wait along the road a ways instead.” He winked as he walked away and got back in the car. With a wave, he drove away, leaving her alone.

He missed her presence almost immediately. But one last look in the rearview mirror showed Sage approaching Nana. He had to give them space to work it all out.


Chapter Thirteen – Nana

“George left.” Sage came and stood next to Nana who stared after his car. “Didn’t he want to come in for coffee?”

Nana shook her head but didn’t take her eyes off George until his car turned a corner and disappeared from view. “Not this time.” Nana took a deep breath and added, “Are Luke and Marcus around?”

Sage’s expression showed her concern as she answered, “Yes, they’re out in the back yard.”

“Can you round them up and meet me in the kitchen?” Nana asked.

“Okay, now I am worried.” Sage shifted the blankets in her arms and turned to face Nana. “Has something happened?”

“No.”

“Something you aren’t telling us?” Sage’s face clouded over. “Are you ill?”

Nana placed her hand on Sage’s arm. “No. It’s nothing like that.”

“Then what?” Her daughter. So young, so fierce, so concerned for the woman who raised her.

“When I came here…I wasn’t the person I am today.” Nana tried to keep her voice even.

Sage’s head snapped back. “You’ve never spoken about your past.”

“No.” Nana met her daughter’s eyes. She wasn’t going to hide anymore. “But I’d like to. I think you should know who I am.”

Sage looked toward the house and then back to Nana. “No matter who you were, we all love you.”

A stray tear trickled down Nana’s cheek and she brushed it away. “I hope so.”

Sage stepped forward and dragged Nana into a tight hug. “We all know you didn’t come from a happy place,” she said quietly.

“What do you mean?” Nana paled at the implications of that sentence.

“Marcus remembers the conversation Mom and Dad had that day.” Sage averted her eyes for a moment, before taking hold of Nana’s hand and looking her in the eye. “We don’t know the details of your life. Mom and Dad never knew. They didn’t research you or anything.”

Nana swallowed with relief. “When I came here, it wasn’t hard to see I didn’t fit in.”

Sage’s brow creased. “You absolutely fit in, we all loved you from the first day we met. You’re fun and hardworking. I remember Mom once…” Sage blew air out from between her pursed lips in an attempt to control her emotions. “Mom was reading me a bedtime story, there was a princess and a prince. I told her I wanted to be a princess.”

“I remember. You wanted to be a princess who helped other people fight the dragon instead of relying on Prince Charming.” Nana had spent many hours listening to the stories Sage told about kickass princesses.

“Mom told me that a real-life princess is always willing to learn and grow and help other people. She used to tell me princesses should be more like Nana, able to move on and not let their past hold them back.” Sage sniffed loudly. “Mom and Dad were very proud of you, Nana.”

Nana shook her head, “You were too young to really remember.” Nana didn’t want to dismiss Sage’s words, but she was nothing special. She certainly wasn’t a role model.

“I was old enough.” Sage turned toward the house and as she did, she reached out for Nana’s hand. “Come on, let’s go find those boys. If you want to tell us about your life before you came here, we’ll listen, because it’s important to you. But it won’t make us love you less.”

“You don’t know that,” Nana replied.

“Yes. Yes, I do,” Sage said resolutely, and Nana believed her. She believed that the unconditional love she felt for the children was reciprocated. Why she’d doubted that fact she didn’t know. Perhaps because Vito had made her step back into the shadows of her past. But she wasn’t that lost girl anymore. From the moment she set eyes on Chance Heights, she had been in a happy place, and she was never going to give that up. Not without a fight to the death.

***

“And this Vito followed Sage to the parking lot?” Marcus gripped the shovel in his hand, looking as if he would soon be using it to dig Vito’s grave.

“Yes, he sent me a photo.” Nana bowed her head in shame. “I should have told you sooner.”

“That explains why you were so odd the afternoon you came back,” Sage said. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Nana hesitated, and Marcus’s face clouded with anger. “Because you didn’t want us to know about your past.”

“No.” Nana shook her head. “And yes.” She gulped down the swell of tears in her throat. “He said that if I left, if I did what he wanted, then he’d leave you alone.”

Luke huffed loudly. “You were going to go with him. To protect us.”

“Vito is my problem, he’s from my past. I don’t want you tainted by that, you are such good people.” Nana knew she could make them understand, but she hoped they would one day forgive her.

“You are part of this family,” Marcus said firmly. “Walking away does not make this right. If one of us had a problem, if we’d gotten into trouble at school, would you want us to just disappear? Running away doesn’t make things right.”

Sage placed a soothing hand on her brother’s clenched bicep in an attempt to calm him down. “Nana was doing what she thought best.”

Luke moved closer to Nana and put his arm tenderly around her shoulder. “And shouting does not make any of this any better.”

Marcus turned away and rubbed his jaw. “I’m sorry. I lost my temper.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.” Nana shrugged. “I got scared and fell back into the person I used to be.”

“But that’s not you anymore and you’re not alone, and we’re not kids,” Sage said firmly. “So what are we going to do?”

“Nothing,” Nana said. “At least hopefully nothing. The last text Vito sent me said he was going to leave me in peace.” She looked back toward the house, picturing George’s car driving away. “He knows about George. Maybe Vito didn’t want to go through my three grown children and my boyfriend to get to me.”

Marcus huffed and shook his head. “Boyfriend.” Sage dug him in the ribs. “Sorry. It’s gonna take a while for me to get used to having another man around.”

“I know. But you will have to get used to him.” Nana’s cheeks flushed pink. “I like him. I like him a lot. I’ll admit when he first walked into my life, I tried to shut him out. But that’s more to do with not wanting him to get caught up in my troubles.”

“Now that those troubles have passed, you are going to give George and the mating bond a chance, aren’t you?” Luke asked, hugging her closer. “Because I speak for us all when I say we want you to be happy. You deserve it. You deserve to be loved by a good man and George is a good man.”

“I know.” Nana looked up at Luke. “So are you, and Marcus.” She reached for her eldest son’s hand. “And Sage deserves the best of men.”

“She’ll never be happy, no one will ever live up to me,” Marcus joked, lifting the mood.

Sage’s eyes widened. “You, big brother, are the stubbornest man I’ve ever met. It’s going to take a certain kind of woman to deal with you.”

“I’m in no rush,” Marcus lied. “I still have plenty of work to do here.”

“Such as implementing George’s ideas?” Luke asked and earned himself a scowl. “You know they’re good. You also know you have to let him in. He’s gonna be part of our family whether you like it or not.”

“So you might as well like it,” Sage told Marcus.

“Shall we go eat?” Marcus asked, digging his shovel into the ground with one hand, and then pulling Nana toward the house. “I’d just like one more dinner with my family before we all fall in love and go our separate ways.”

Marcus’s words showed his true feelings. He was scared of losing what they had. As Nana glanced at Sage and Luke, she knew they felt it, too. Their tight-knit little family was about to be broken apart and put back together in a different shape.

“We’ll always be there for each other,” Sage said as she and Luke peeled potatoes and Nana cut up vegetables. Marcus seasoned a roast chicken and put it in the oven.

“We will,” Marcus said. “At least I’ll be here. Whenever you need me.”

“Oh, I think you’ll find love soon enough,” Nana told him.

“A special kind of love. One that’s all-consuming,” Sage added.

Marcus laughed. “Do you still believe in all that true love stuff, Sage? I thought you grew out of waiting for your prince charming to come along.”

“I’ve always believed in love. It’s hard not to, when the one thing I remember about Mom and Dad is just how much they loved each other.” She sliced a potato in half, and then wiped her eyes as the other people in the kitchen fell silent.

“Come on.” Luke wiped his hands and went to the fridge, where he wrapped his hand around a cool bottle of elderflower wine. Straightening up, he fetched four wine glasses and poured each of them a glass. “Let’s drink to the future. To all our futures. I know one thing for sure, Mom and Dad are looking down on us and hoping we all get our happy endings. No matter what they are.”

“To happy endings,” they all chorused.

They finished preparing dinner and sat around talking over old memories. Occasionally Nana caught Marcus looking at her in an odd way, but she didn’t challenge him on it, not until they were left alone to wash the dishes.

“I’ll do them,” Marcus offered, taking the dishcloth from Sage.

“It’s my turn,” she replied, but something in the look they exchanged made her hand over the dishtowel. “If you insist.”

Nana glanced over her shoulder as she ran the hot water into the sink. As soon as Sage left the two of them alone, she said, “Is there something you want to say, Marcus?”

“There is.” He sighed and moved closer to Nana, keeping his voice low. “Are you sure he’s gone? Is Vito still a threat?”

Nana dropped her hands into the hot water and scrubbed at a coffee cup as she considered the question. “I don’t know.” She looked up at Marcus. He was breathtakingly handsome but behind his soft brown eyes was a vulnerability that made him stubborn and high-handed at times. “That’s the honest truth.”

“You knew him well…before?” Marcus took the cup from her hand and dried it thoroughly.

She sighed and closed her eyes, remembering the charming man she met on the street. “I thought I did. When I first met him, I thought I loved him. But only because that’s what he wanted me to feel.”

“He used you.” Marcus’s voice was soft as he spoke.

“Yes. I soon learned that was his MO. He has this ability to home in on the most vulnerable of people and give them what they want. For me, it was love and a safe place to live. I cut all ties with my parents. I became dependent on him and when he had me right where he wanted me, he dropped me.” She dropped a cup into the sink and the soapy water slopped up the sides. 

“And he knew you would do whatever it took to get his attention back.” Marcus watched Nana closely, she nodded, her face filled with sorrow as her bottom lip trembled. “What happened?”

She swallowed hard and closed her eyes. “You mean why did I leave?”

“Yes.” Marcus looked over his shoulder. “Sage and Luke don’t want to know.” He gave her a sad smile. “I don’t want to know. But I need to know what we’re up against. Because men like Vito don’t just walk away. Do they?”

Nana shook her head. “No.” She lifted her head and stared out of the window as she handed the next cup to Marcus. “But he’s older now.” She paused, thinking it over. “He hasn’t confronted me, it was all done through text. The Vito I knew would have been in my face making certain I knew what would happen if I didn’t do as he asked.”

Marcus nodded. “What did he want you to do?”

“He wanted me to smuggle drugs into the country for him.” The words tumbled out of her mouth. “I’d have done it to keep you safe.”

“What hold does he have over you, Nana? Is it because he knows your past? What could be so bad that you would walk away from us?” Marcus pressed for information.

“Do you really want to know?” Nana asked.

“No. But I also want to be prepared, so I can protect you and the others.” Marcus placed the dry cup down on the counter and placed the dishcloth next to it before gathering her into his strong arms.

“I made a mistake, I was so wrapped up in myself that when Vito moved on to his next victim, I didn’t warn her. And she wound up dead.” Marcus’s arms tightened around her and she added quickly, “A guy named Hut strangled her.”

He let out his pent-up breath. “Vito wasn’t responsible?”

“In a way we were all responsible, but it was Hut who was arrested. The evidence pointed to him. But he wasn’t convicted.”

Marcus pulled away from her and looked into her face. “He got off?”

“He was murdered in prison.” She saw the same doubt in his eyes as she now held in her heart. “At the time I didn’t think much of it. I was just relieved to get away from there. Then your parents took me in and I shut it all out.”

“But you think there’s a chance Vito might be the murderer?” Marcus asked.

“I don’t know. Hut and Marianne were the only people in the room. I was on the other side of the door watching TV. No one went in and no one came out. We were on the fourth floor, no one could have gotten in any other way. I think I want Vito to be guilty, so he’ll go to prison for a long time.” Nana stroked Marcus’s cheek, remembering the times she’d held him as he sobbed over the loss of his parents. “I’m sorry I brought this on you.”

“It’s not your fault. And anyway, we owe you so much. We’ll get through it, just like we always have.”

“Together,” Nana said.

“Together.” Marcus sighed theatrically. “Even if that together means I have to get to know George.”

She hid a smile. “You always come around. Eventually.”


Chapter Fourteen – George

George’s bear snarled in his head. There was someone at the front door. It wasn’t Nana. It wasn’t Thorn. It wasn’t any of the people who normally visited him this late at night.

Flexing his fingers, he curled them into fists, ready to fight as he yanked open the front door. “Marcus.” George inhaled his unique scent and saved it to his memory, so he’d recognize it in future.

“George. Can I come in? We need to talk.” Marcus kept his voice polite and friendly, but that didn’t mask his mood. Anger simmered just under the surface.

“Is Nana all right?” George asked, still barring the way into his home. Marcus nodded and looked over his shoulder. “She doesn’t know you’re here, does she?”

“No, I left her talking to Sage while I went for a run. I needed to clear my head. And we need to talk,” he repeated.

“Come in.” George stepped back and allowed Marcus to enter his home, before taking a look outside and shutting the door securely.

“You’re on edge,” Marcus stated.

“Earlier I got the feeling someone was out there, but I scouted the area and nothing. No sign, no scent of anyone.” George fixed his attention on Marcus. “Drink?”

“Got any beer?” Marcus followed George through to the kitchen.

“Sure, help yourself,” George said as if they were old buddies.

“Thanks.” Marcus opened the fridge and took out a beer. “Want one?”

“No, not for now. I plan to keep a clear head.” He folded his arms across his chest and leaned back against the counter as Marcus opened his beer and took a large gulp. “Oh, that’s good. Bear Creek Honey Beer, I should have known.”

“Only the best.” George smiled, friendly, letting Marcus relax and take his time before he got to the point of his visit.

“I spoke to Nana this evening.” Marcus studied the label on his bottle, before meeting George’s eyes. “I’m assuming she told you all about Vito.”

“Yes, she wanted to speak to the three of you alone. Otherwise I’d have been there for moral support.” George’s mouth turned down at the corners. “Is Nana okay?”

“She is. She gave a brief rundown of what happened before she came to live with us. After dinner, I questioned a little further.” He took a slug of his beer. “Did you see this Vito character?”

“No.” George shook his head. “He was behind me at the museum and I only heard him drive away when we were at the diner. At that point Nana hadn’t told me anything. Although I picked up on her change in mood. If you’re asking whether Vito is real and in Bear Creek.” Did Marcus think Nana had made the whole thing up?

“No, that’s not what I’m asking,” Marcus’s tone was cutting. “If Nana said he was here, I believe her. What I want to know is how much of a threat he is.”

“She told you about the texts?”

“Yes. But the guy hasn’t confronted her. Texts are risky, it means she has proof to show the police. Is he simply trying to use their past relationship to get Nana to do what he wants? Is he capable of hurting anyone?” Marcus pushed himself away from the counter and walked to the window, staring out into the gathering darkness. “What if it’s all talk?”

“Or more importantly, what if it’s not?” George asked.

Marcus nodded. “That’s what we need to find out.”

“Any ideas?” George asked. “I figured I’d take a drive around the local hotels and see if anyone with a motorcycle had rented a room.”

Marcus swung around to face him. “I had the same idea. I also figured an internet search would be a good idea. Maybe he’s on social media.”

George wagged his finger at Marcus. “I have something to show you. Something I looked for earlier.” He beckoned, and Marcus followed him into the small alcove he used as a study. “I searched for the young woman who was murdered.” George looked up sharply. “Nana did tell you about her?”

“Yes, she did. Although no names except for Hut.”

“Arnold Hutchins.” He tapped the mouse and a news article appeared on the screen. “The young woman was named Marianne Hiscock.” He stood back so Marcus could read the news article. It was a sorry story about a young girl from a broken home who had fallen in with the wrong crowd.

“What a waste of a life.” When Marcus spoke, his voice was tight as he fought with the need to hit something.

“This is the article about Arnold Hutchins’ death.” George clicked the mouse and a larger image of Hut appeared. “It says they had enough evidence that they closed the case on Marianne after his death.”

“I was kind of hoping Vito had killed her, so he gets to spend the rest of his life in prison,” Marcus admitted.

“We think the same way. But Hut’s DNA was found under her fingernails, and he had scratches on his face. The timeline fits, too. And she was strangled with Hut’s belt.”

“Doesn’t mean he wasn’t set up and then murdered to keep someone else out of prison.” Marcus looked up at the sound of a vehicle approaching. “Shit, Nana is here.”

“You don’t want her to know you’re checking up on her.” George ushered Marcus toward the back door.

“I don’t want her to know we’re looking for Vito. She thinks he’s left her alone because of you. She doesn’t need to know we’re looking into him. The last thing we need is for her to leave to keep us safe.” Marcus slipped out of the open back door. The air shimmered as he prepared to shift, but before he disappeared from this world, he said, “You’re all right, George.”

George grinned. “You’re not so bad yourself, Marcus.”

Marcus’s human body disappeared before the large body of a bear appeared in its place. Without a backward glance, his bear loped off into the night just as George sensed his mate approaching.

He closed the back door and locked it, before going to the front door. Nana was just about to knock when he pulled it open. “Hello.”

Nana gave him a lopsided smile and looked over his shoulder into the hallway. “Has Marcus left?”

George shook his head. “How did you know?”

“I raised him. I know him better than he knows himself.” Her smiled widened. “Were you going to lie to me, George?”

“No. I told you, I can’t lie to you.” He stood back and invited her inside. “Of course, that doesn’t mean I have to admit everything to you.”

“If I hadn’t asked, you wouldn’t have told me.” She nodded and raised her eyebrows. “I see.”

“He was worried about you.”

“You are changing the subject,” she said bluntly.

“I am,” he admitted. “He only came by to ask what I knew.”

“And what do you know?” Her eyes narrowed as she studied him. “You’ve been researching my past.”

“No, I’ve been checking the news reports about Hut and the murder. But I do plan on digging around in Vito’s past, too.” He might as well admit it.

Nana nodded. “Come on then, we’ll do it together.”

George led her to his desk and held the chair while she sat down, then he fetched a chair from the dining room and placed it next to her. “These are the two articles I showed Marcus.”

She read them carefully and then sat back, her face pale. “That’s what I remember.”

“But you thought Vito might have been responsible.” George placed his hand over hers. “What made you think that, Nana?”

“Wishful thinking?” Nana shrugged and closed her eyes. “I don’t know. Hut never seemed the murdering type, you know? But he was high, and anything could have happened. Plus, the police were satisfied with the evidence.”

“Is that why you were so worried when you knew he was following Sage?” George asked gently, coaxing the information out of her. “In case he was a murderer?”

“I swore when I adopted the children that I’d protect them. I was scared I wouldn’t be able to protect Sage. In the same way, I failed to protect Marianne.” She looked at him through eyes filled with tears. “In some ways, I did make the same mistakes by not speaking out and telling the children, all because I didn’t want to hurt them.”

“That’s not true. You told me you were willing to give up everything, to walk away from this life to protect them. To protect Sage.” He sighed, wishing he could make her see she had done the best she could under the circumstances. “The shock of seeing Vito must have been incredible. Don’t let him sit on your shoulder and scream guilty at you for the rest of your life. Don’t be his latest victim.”

She groaned. “Why is he still inside my head? He left. He’s gone.”

“And if he hasn’t?” George placed his hand on the mouse and loaded Google. “Why don’t we do some investigating?”

“Yes. If Vito comes back, I want to have some kind of ammo. I want to fight back. He has no hold over me. He has no hold over my kids. If he dared try anything, they are all capable of ripping him to shreds.”

“They are. He is not the same man, and you are not the same woman.” He placed his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close, dropping a kiss on her head. “There’s not a chance he’ll succeed.” Nana groaned, only this time it was at his humor. “Sorry, couldn’t resist.”

George looked directly at his mate. Nana was irresistible, too.

She lowered her eyes, her cheeks flushed. “So where do we start?”

George typed in Vito. “I need his last name.”

“Jerrell.” Nana stared at the screen as he typed and then hit enter.

Google did its thing and returned a list of related results. “Let’s start with the news articles.” George clicked on the first one, which briefly described Vito’s arrest for drug offenses. The next couple were for arrests for petty theft and threatening behavior. Then nothing.

“It’s like he disappeared off the planet.” Nana stared at the screen. “These articles are from twenty years ago. What did he do after that?”

“Perhaps he got a job, or changed his name?” George stared at the screen. “There has to be some way of tracking him.”

“All I have is his cell phone number.” She dug her phone out of her pocket and tapped the screen to unlock it. “Here.”

She showed George the number and he entered it into Google. “Nothing.” George thought for a moment. “What about asking Brad? He might get more information. If the phone is registered to anyone, he can find out.”

“Only if I make a formal complaint.” Nana thought it over. “I don’t know if I’m ready to do that. What if he really has left town?”

George looked toward the window, recalling the sense of being watched. “Was he a shifter?”

Nana looked at him sharply. “I don’t know. But I didn’t know about shifters until I moved to Chance Heights.” She stared back at the computer screen. “Do you think he met his mate and changed his life?”

“Perhaps. Or the heat got too much for him and he changed his name and started again.” George shrugged. “One thing I do know is if he comes back to Bear Creek, we need to corner him and question him.”

“Question him? You mean threaten him?” Nana asked.

“Let’s see what happens.” George had never broken the law in his life. He’d never hurt another, human or shifter, but he sure as hell was not going to allow someone to hurt Nana or her kids, even if they were grown up and likely able to look after themselves.

Nana got up from her chair and stretched. “I want to put all thoughts of Vito, or whatever he might be calling himself, out of my head.”

George closed his computer and rose to stand beside her. “Good idea. What do you suggest? Coffee?”

“Or wine, or beer.”

“I have both.” He led the way to the kitchen and opened the fridge, retrieving a bottle of chilled white wine.

“Perfect.” She watched him as he fetched two wine glasses and poured the cool liquid. “Cheers.”

“Cheers.” Their glasses touched, and George drank half a glass in one go, trying to quell his need for Nana. His desire for her rocked his body, and he struggled for control.

“You look hot, George.” Nana came to stand in front of him and took his glass from his hand, placing it on the table.

“Nana, I’m just about hanging on to my self-control,” George admitted.

She cocked her head to one side. “I know. I can see it in your face, and in the tension in your arms.” Nana stroked a fingertip along his bulging bicep. Her eyes dropped down to another part of his anatomy that was bulging. He was a teenager all over again, at the mercy of his hormones. “Why don’t we take our wine upstairs?”

He nearly choked at her words. When she arrived on his doorstep this evening, he’d expected her to need comforting, and soothing. But once she’d determined Vito would not win, Nana had rediscovered her courage and strength. “You’re sure?”

“Absolutely.” She locked eyes with him. “This is inevitable. We both know it.”

“Do we?” He leaned in, inhaling her scent. “Do you?”

Her lips twitched at the corners. “I do.”

George slipped his hand over her shoulder and stroked the nape of her neck. “Who are we to fight fate?”

Her tongue slid out and moistened her lower lip, their actions mirrored as their lips met and they kissed, sealing the bond between them.


Chapter Fifteen – Nana

His bedroom was functional, as if it were a place to sleep and dress, no more. She liked that. It told her that her mate didn’t bring women here to seduce. Why that mattered, she couldn’t tell. Until the moment they met he’d been free to pursue any woman, any relationship he chose.

However, she could not deny she liked the thought that he’d been waiting for her. She was special.

Nana had never seen herself as special to anyone before.

Perhaps all this talk of fate was something she could buy into. She was his, and he was hers and that would never change no matter what.

When Vito’s face swam before her eyes, she pushed him away with all her strength, he was not welcome here. He was her past and George was her present, and god help Vito if he tried to invade her future.

She placed her wine down on the bedside table while George went to the window and drew the drapes. He paused to look outside before he dragged them closed, shutting out the world, leaving them the only two people who mattered.

Then he turned to face her, his eyes raking over her body, and heat crept through her veins. Her heart beat hard and fast as he approached, the mild-mannered man gone, replaced by a predator who stalked his prey. She had no doubt if Vito or anyone ever threatened her again he would deal with them, swiftly and surely.

Nana swallowed, a mixture of fear and desire. She wanted him, she wanted this, but it had been a long time since a man had touched her.

“Relax,” George whispered as he stood before her, his breath caressing her feverish skin. “We’ll take it slow.”

“What if I don’t want to take it slow?” She arched her eyebrow and tried to put a barrier between them, trying to shut off her feelings from what was to follow.

He smiled softly. “Breathe.”

She exhaled hard, not realizing she’d been holding her breath. “I’m not used to letting people see the real me.”

“That’s the only person I want to see.” He reached out and stroked her bare arm, his touch igniting a fire in her belly. “But it takes time to find the courage to let someone else see you at your most vulnerable.”

A tear trickled down her cheek. “We have time.”

“We do.” He kissed away her tears and then captured her mouth with his. Nana slid her hands over his shoulders and leaned on him for support as her legs turned to jelly. In this moment, she wasn’t the girl who no one loved, she wasn’t the young woman filled with guilt, nor the mother of three wonderful people. She was Nana, ready to strip away the layer of protection she’d wrapped around herself and finally be free.

George wound his arm around her waist and slid his hand down over her bottom. Pulling her closer, she felt the full extent of his arousal and wriggled against him, teasing him, as his tongue plundered her mouth. Shivers ran through her body, not of fear, but of desire. A desire for this man who kissed her tenderly.

Nana slid her hands down off his shoulders and began to unbutton his shirt, revealing his hard-toned body. George followed her lead and unzipped her dress, his fingers stroking her back as he exposed her skin.

One item of clothing at a time, they slowly undressed each other, taking it slow, growing comfortable with each other, until the shyness she’d first experienced had disappeared. What was left was a need so intense, it swept all thoughts from her head. There was only room for George, and that was just fine.

Maneuvering toward the bed, George eased her down so she lay on her back, dressed only in her panties and bra. George stepped back and gazed adoringly at her, before pushing his shorts off his slim hips. Naked and erect, he moved stealthily toward her, a predator on the prowl, and she swallowed down her excitement, more than ready to be his prey.

He hooked his finger around the elastic of her panties and pulled them down, easing her feet out one at a time. Heat flared across her cheeks as he eased her knees apart and opened her to his gaze. She was wet, more than ready to take him, but he had other ideas. Much more pleasurable ideas.

Kneeling on the floor, he kissed her calves and worked his way higher, his fingers stroking her skin as he ignited a fire inside her, so hot she might be consumed any moment.

George’s fingers and mouth inched closer to where she needed his touch. She ached in her core for him to stroke her mound and the sensitive bundle of nerves that throbbed in need. Her nerve endings were on fire as if a fever burned through her body. So when he finally flicked his tongue over her clit, she almost exploded.

Her back arched and she pressed herself forward, urging him on as she plunged her fingers into his hair, not wanting the delicious torture to end. His teeth grazed her, his lips kissed her, soft and hard, and she whimpered as he brought her closer and closer to her first orgasm. The first of many. She knew that for a fact, her man took the pleasure of his mate very seriously.

As she teetered on the edge of her climax, George drew two fingers along her wet sex and then plunged them inside her, hard, rough, pushing her over the edge as the tip of his finger grazed her inner walls. Her fingers tightened in his hair in an involuntary action, she wanted him to never stop, to kiss her and lick her until her brain was mush, overloaded by the pleasure her body experienced.

And then it was too much. As her orgasm subsided, her overly sensitive body could take no more.

George lifted his head, kissing her skin as he withdrew the pressure he’d exacted on her and she lay completely spent on his bed, her hand covering her eyes as her breasts heaved.

When his weight dipped on the bed, she moved to cuddle close to him, and he gathered her up, holding her against his chest. They lay together, stroking each other, tasting each other, kisses and caresses until the fire in her belly returned and she slid her hand down between their bodies and curled her fingers around his rock-hard length.

Working her hand up and down, she stroked him, his body tensing as he hardened further. She could make him come with her hand or she could slide her body down onto him and they could come together.

Changing the angle of her body, she lifted her leg and slid her knee over his thigh, guiding his hardness between her folds. The head of his cock slipped inside her, stretching her inner walls. With a groan of approval, George thrust his hips forward and filled her in one long stroke. She gasped, aching deep inside from the sudden invasion. But it was a good ache, an ache that would build and build until she came around him.

Nana curled her tongue around his earlobe and then grazed the sensitive flesh with her teeth as he eased his cock out of her. Instantly, he thrust forward hard, lunging into her, impaling her fully. She’d never missed sex. But as he lunged in and out of her, while his fingers fumbled with the clasp of her bra, she knew she could never abstain again. At least not from sex with George.

She was hooked. On the scent of him, the taste of him as she trailed her tongue along his collarbone, and the touch of him beneath her fingertips.

In and out, his thick length grazed her inner walls, fast and slow, he took her to the edge of her orgasm and then left her hanging there. Each time she neared her climax, he eased off, prolonging their lovemaking until she was ready to explode.

George was the master of self-control. But she wasn’t about to let him have it all his own way.

Grazing her fingernails down his back, she decided it was time to bring him to his knees. Or his own climax, at least.

Nipping his neck, she slipped her hand around his body and cupped his balls in her hand. While she fondled him, she tightened her inner muscles, while at the same time she dipped her head and sucked on his nipple.

George groaned and muttered something unintelligible. His body tensed, and he thrust into her hard and fast before he tensed, crying out her name as he came, his hot seed spurting deep inside her.

Nana didn’t let up until she’d milked him dry. With one last hard thrust, he sagged forward, his weight resting on his elbows. Before his body shook.

She tensed, was he all right? Then she realized he was chuckling. “You are quite a woman, Nana.”

“And you are quite a man, George.” She took his face in her hands and kissed his lips.

He lifted himself up and brushed her damp hair away from her face. “I want you in my bed every night, Nana. I want to wake up each morning with you. I want your beautiful face to be the first thing I see.”

She smiled softly. “I’d like that. I’d like that a lot.”

“Then let’s make it happen. This thing with Vito has made me realize how lucky I am, and how I’m never going to risk losing you.” His face, so sincere, was etched with concern.

“Nothing is going to happen.” She kissed his lips and then sat up, reaching for the wine glasses. “Here.”

“Thanks.” He drank his fill, his eyes never leaving her body.

When she’d finished her wine, she leaned forward and kissed his mouth, while her hand curled around his already hardened cock. “Maybe you should pretend to be a bear.”

“I am a bear,” he growled roughly.

“Show me.” She moved away from him and knelt on all fours, while George positioned himself behind her.

He caressed her round bottom with both hands, his thumbs brushing against her exposed sex before pushing inside her. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the sensation as he explored her, ensuring she was ready for him. Then he knelt up, the head of his cock butting against her opening. In and out, he dipped the head of his cock inside her, while he slid his hand over her soft flesh, and then gripped her hips.

In one slick movement, he filled her, and she groaned, her face hidden in the pillow as he pulled out of her and then lunged forward. Empty and full, her overly sensitive inner walls registered each thrust of his thick hardness.

Raw, primal, he took her, his right hand remaining on her hip, holding her in place while he reached forward and tweaked her nipples as her breasts hung beneath her. Small explosions rocked her body as the sensations all connected. She came, her sex gripping his cock as he took her again and again. Pulsing and throbbing around him set off a chain reaction and George came, too, jerking into her, filling her with his essence.

When at last they lay down to sleep, she ached, inside and out, from the exertion of their lovemaking. George cradled her in his arms, kissing her back as she finally fell asleep. Tonight, there were no bad dreams, there was no sound of a motorbike to haunt her. Only thoughts of her mate and the way he made her feel like a woman.


Chapter Sixteen – George

They woke the next morning and made love again. Slow, sensual, the fever in his body induced by the nearness of his mate had passed. She intoxicated him, more than any fine wine ever could.

Afterward, they dressed and ate breakfast together before she went home to shower and change. Their plans were simple, spend the whole day together. Which meant Nana joining him at the museum for the opening of the new exhibit before they returned to Chance Heights to start work on the new activities he’d suggested.

“You look wonderful.” George kissed her cheek, then held the door open for her to get into his car. After a quick shower, he’d driven over to Chance Heights to pick her up, unable to bear being apart from her for long.

“I look the same as I did an hour ago.” She laughed, her mood lighter, her face less tense. Finally, it seemed as if they were making progress and moving out from under the shadow cast by Vito. Of whom there had been no sign.

“I can’t wait to get started on the work here after the opening of the exhibit.” He got into the driver’s seat and started the engine. “I’ve missed outdoor work.”

“The kids are all excited about it. Not that Marcus will tell you so. Unless you two are firm friends after your secret meeting last night?” Nana asked subtly.

“We came to a mutual understanding,” George said lightly. “We both want to protect you.”

“Because I can’t protect myself?” There was an edge to her voice, but then her face softened, and she let the subject go and rolled down the window. “I love this time of year; the leaves will soon start changing color and falling to the ground. Before we know it, we’ll be knee-deep in snow and the mountain will look as if it’s covered in a soft white blanket.”

“You like winter.” George turned the car toward town.

“I do. Don’t get me wrong, I love having the kids come to Chance Heights, but I like the winter months when it’s just us.” She turned to face George and suddenly asked, “Where are we going to live?”

He raised his eyebrows and considered it. “My place, if you want, it’s an easy drive to Chance Heights. Or, if you prefer, we can live with your kids, whichever makes you happy.”

“Either way it’s going to be tough.” Her voice was tinged with sadness. “I don’t want to leave Chance Heights, but I know we need our own space.”

“We’ll figure something out,” George assured her.

“We will.” She smiled brightly. “Today is for focusing on this display of yours, it must have taken a lot of work to set it up.”

“It did, but we pulled it together in a short time thanks to the enthusiasm of everyone involved. Calder and Elia captured the heart and imagination of everyone we spoke to.” They turned onto the main road into Bear Creek. It was early and the only people on the road were those heading to work.

However, when they turned into the museum parking lot, there was a hive of activity. “I didn’t know the press would be here.” Nana sounded uncertain.

“Don’t worry, they are only interested in the diamond.” George parked the car and got out, then he came around to the passenger side and offered Nana his hand. “It’s okay.”

Nana placed her hand in his and they strolled into the museum via the back entrance, where they came across Thorn, looking as cool and calm as ever. “Morning.”

“Morning, Thorn. Is everything set?” George asked, giving Nana’s hand a reassuring squeeze.

“It is. Last night we moved everything into position. It all went smoothly, we tested the alarms, and ran through the routine for the hundredth time with the security guards. All under the watchful eye of the insurers.”

“Sounds fun, I wish I’d been here,” George said and winked at Nana, who blushed and turned her face away.

“It was the most exciting event to occur in the museum for a long time,” Thorn said in all seriousness. “And I hope it stays that way.”

“I’m sure it will. No one can get into the corridor without the code and no one can get into the safe where the sword is kept without a code and the key.” George looked at the impressive building before him. “Shall we go inside?”

“We should.” Thorn looked at his watch. “In ten minutes the curator is going down to fetch the sword. The security guards are in place, it’s time to put our grand plan into action.” Thorn smiled. “Our sleepy museum is about to get put on the map.”

“I thought you weren’t interested in fame and fortune,” George questioned.

“I’m not. But this is great for Bear Creek. It’ll bring tourists to town out of season.” He slapped George on the back. “But because they are coming to see the diamond, they won’t be walking all over our mountain, instead the businesses in town will get a huge boost.”

“And Chance Heights Activity Center is expanding, too,” George said, trying to draw Nana into the conversation. She looked a little preoccupied as she looked around the parking lot. “Are you okay?” George hoped she wasn't thinking of running out on him.

However, Nana turned her full attention back to the conversation, sounding relaxed as she said, “Yes, George has come up with some new ideas we intend to implement. We get started this afternoon.”

“This is a good day for us all.” Thorn beamed a smile at them.

“Is Emilia or Magnus coming for the grand opening?” George asked.

“No, they are going to come in a couple of days. When the crowds have died down.” Thorn sighed. “I must go.”

They entered the museum together, the back entrance led them along a corridor, which branched off into a kitchen used by the museum café and a couple of offices used for the everyday running of the museum. Then they entered the museum itself and crossed the marble floor to where a lifelike Calder and Elia stood side by side in a glass display case.

“There’s the curator,” George said quietly to Nana.

“He takes his job seriously,” Nana observed as Mr. Duffield walked toward the door leading to the basement with his face set.

“He does. The diamond and brooch are his responsibility according to the insurance company.” Thorn held up his key. “I’m lucky to get the backup.”

“Shouldn’t Mr. Duffield get a security team, too?” Nana asked. “In case someone tries to steal the key?”

“They also need the code. And neither of us will give it up easily.” George turned around as he spoke. “Here are the cameras, we should go and stand out of the way.” As they walked away from the exhibit, Thorn’s phone rang. He stepped away from George and Nana, before returning after a short conversation. “I have to go. Mrs. Shutter is having trouble with the doors. And we don’t want the museum locked when people come to see the diamond.”

“You stay here. I’ll go and help her,” George offered.

“Would you mind?” Thorn asked, glancing over to Mr. Duffield who was disappearing through the door leading toward the basement.

“No, you belong here. I’ll have it fixed in no time.” George headed for the front doors and Nana followed.

“I’ll have to arrange a maintenance man to take a look at them,” Thorn was already on his phone contacting the maintenance team. “They are so old, I don’t want to replace them, though.”

George called over his shoulder, “Considering their age, they have every right to be stiff in the morning.”

Thorn laughed, his eyes bright with excitement. “True. Good to see you again, Nana.”

“And you, Thorn,” Nana answered then said to George, “So, is Mrs. Shutter in need of help opening the doors or does she simply want you all to herself?”

George chuckled. “She called Thorn first, remember? Anyway, I’ve become blind to that kind of thing.”

“Why? Because too many women want to make you cocoa in the evening and tuck you up in bed?”

“Don’t forget the socks. I’ve had two offers of knitted bed socks in the last month.” He kept his face serious but Nana laughed all the same.

“Knitted bed socks. How am I supposed to compete with that?” she asked.

“I suppose you could devise another way of keeping me warm on a cold winter’s night.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek. Nana’s face flushed pink and she looked down at the marble floor. “There’s Mrs. Shutter.”

“George, thank you.” Mrs. Shutter, a woman of around sixty years, handed him the keys. They’d known each other for years, although their relationship was, and always would be, platonic. Widowed for a couple of years, she’d been the mate of a bear. Mrs. Shutter, or Ida as George called her, knew all about the mating bond and even though she liked his company, she knew he was out of reach. Which was why Ida’s face lit up with curiosity when she saw him holding Nana’s hand.

“Let’s give it a try.” George took the keys and slid them into the keyhole and turned. There was a slight give, but the key did not turn. He tried again. “It’s not budging.”

“Do you want me to help?” Nana stepped forward, her presence stirring sensations in his body.

“Don’t you two make a cozy couple,” Mrs. Shutter said, coming over to watch.

“Ida, this is Nana. Nana, Ida.” George made a quick introduction and then focused on the door. “Usually a good knock just about here frees it.” George raised his fist and brought it down hard just to the right of the keyhole, then he turned the key. It opened easily.

“George has a magic touch,” Ida nudged Nana and giggled. “I remember the first few weeks after I met my husband. We were inseparable. I hope you both have a wonderful time getting to know each other.” Ida sniffed loudly and dabbed her face.

“Can I get you anything?” Nana asked as Ida’s face crumpled.

“No, I’m fine, thanks for asking.” Ida composed herself and then said, “I’ll keep myself busy with all the visitors we expect today, Thorn has been all over the news telling them about the exhibit. It’ll be good for the town.”

Ida turned away and busied herself straightening the leaflets for visitors to pick up, even though they were already straight. Nana’s heart ached for Ida, her loneliness was palpable. “Take care, Ida.”

“I will, don’t worry about me.” She smiled graciously. “And congratulations, to both of you.”

“Here’s the key.” George handed the key back to Ida. “If you have trouble again, try hitting it.”

“I’ll remember.” She smiled, her eyes red-rimmed, as she put the key back in the box for safety.

“That’s where you store the key?” Nana asked as they walked back through the exhibits to where Calder and Elia stood side by side against the backdrop of a reimagined Bear Creek. From this angle, the exhibit looked even more impressive.

“Only the key to the wooden doors. There’s a metal shutter that comes down at night.” George stood before Calder, who seemed even bigger now that he was out on display. “Larger than life.”

“I’d love to have seen Bear Creek in those days,” Nana said. “It looks so quaint.”

“Yes, we were lucky that Magnus was able to paint it accurately. Although Calder and Elia lived before he…” His eyes widened as he realized how close he had come to telling Nana about how Magnus had painted it from memory. “Before there were any detailed paintings of Bear Creek.”

“Magnus?” Nana asked. “Is he a local artist?”

“Yes, he’s lived here all his life,” George said, skirting around the truth. After the excitement of the opening of the new exhibit was over, he needed to talk to the dragons about Nana. She was his mate and keeping their secret might prove tricky.

So will telling Nana that dragons exist, his bear answered. She’ll think you are lying.

Then we’ll have to prove to her we are not, George answered.

The TV crews had set up their cameras to follow Mr. Duffield as he exited the secure area where the sword was stored. They would follow him as he placed the sword in Calder’s hand and pinned the brooch on Elia’s sky-blue cloak. 

George held his breath when the door to their right opened and Thorn appeared. He looked around the large room, half filled with people and equipment. Then he nodded and a tall man, broad-chested and upright despite his older years, exited the corridor, holding the sword up for the cameras to see.

The room erupted in flashes and pictures of the sword of Calder Harrahand were captured and images beamed around the world. Nana crowded into George as the noise in the room grew louder. George maneuvered them back out of the way as Mr. Duffield walked across the museum floor and placed the sword in Calder’s hand. Then the brooch was pinned on Elia, and finally the glass doors to the exhibit were shut and the alarm switched on.

“He takes his job very seriously, doesn’t he?” Nana asked.

“He does, he’s been here for as long as anyone can remember, he’s another bear who never found his mate and gave his life to the museum and all that’s in it.” George lowered his voice. “We often joke that one day he’ll become one of the exhibits himself.”

“I feel sorry for him already,” Nana said

“Is the sword safe in there?” one of the media people asked loudly.

“Yes, we have taken every precaution to safeguard the sword,” Mr. Duffield replied.

More pictures, and a short speech from Mr. Duffield and then the media began to disperse. Nana and George watched with some amusement until finally, only a few stragglers from the press remained.

“All done,” Thorn said, approaching Nana and George.

“You mean and now it all begins,” George replied as he looked at his watch. “The museum is about to open.”

Thorn looked at the waxwork model holding the sword. “I wonder how many kids are going to be walking out of here today pretending to be Calder Harrahand?”

“Hopefully, a lot. And more than a few adults, too.” George slid his arm around Nana’s shoulders. “There is something manly about a bear shifter with a sword in one hand and his woman in another.”

Nana laughed. “I believe if you’d said that to Elia, you would have felt the edge of her sword against your throat.”

Thorn laughed. “Nana has a point.”

“So does Calder’s sword,” George replied.

“But not your sense of humor,” Nana told him.

“On that note, I have to go and do some paperwork.” Thorn stood for one long moment looking at the waxwork figures and then turned away.

“And I am scheduled to clean the bathrooms at Chance Heights, and get ready for the children who are arriving tomorrow,” Nana said. “While you help the kids with the new assault course.”

“See you tomorrow, Thorn. I’m scheduled to help here in the morning.” George waved as Thorn headed upstairs to his office, leaving George and Nana to exit the building.

In the parking lot, a bus was arriving, filled with children who were attending the opening day of the exhibit. “You can stay if you want,” Nana said. “I don’t mind.”

“No.” George shook his head. “I promised I’d help you. And anyway, there are so many volunteers in today, I’m needed more tomorrow.”

She kissed his lips, looking happy and relaxed. He wanted to believe it was because she enjoyed his company, but as she scanned the parking lot he was a certain part of her good mood was due to Vito not being present.

Which was fine with George. Although his bear still wanted to tear Vito limb from limb. 


Chapter Seventeen – Nana

They returned to Chance Heights by mid-morning and drank coffee with Sage, Luke and Marcus while discussing the plans for the day.

“While you were out, we got the chores done for the new arrivals tomorrow,” Marcus informed them. “This leaves the rest of the day clear to begin the new assault course. Or at least planning it.”

“I’m ready to do the hard work,” George said, flexing his muscles with a smile.

“You want to go there, old man?” Marcus asked and stood up, showing off his huge biceps.

“Put them away, both of you,” Nana said and rolled her eyes at Sage, while also hiding a smile.

“Great, another boy child,” Sage said good-humoredly.

“Men never grow up,” Luke told them. “It’s a fact.”

“Whose side are you on?” Marcus asked as he picked up his coffee mug and refilled it. “Coffee, George, Nana?”

“Yes, please,” George replied and sat down at the table next to Sage, who offered him a cookie. “Thanks.”

A lump formed in Nana’s throat and she had to fight the need to cry with happiness. All tension between Marcus and George had dissipated, their one-upmanship was purely fun. Nana could begin to picture her life filled with happiness.

“How was the opening of the exhibit?” Sage asked. “I’m going to go along to the museum and take a look in the next couple of days. I’d love to see that diamond. I’d love to have that diamond. Maybe I’ll find a mate who will shower me in them.”

Marcus huffed. “What would you rather have, a mate who is rich and showers you with diamonds or one who can wield an axe?”

“I’d like a mate who can do both,” Sage replied sweetly. “I don’t see the two as being mutually exclusive. And anyway, my mate might go up into the mountains and find a gem or two.”

“George, do you know where exactly it was found?” Luke asked.

“Why, do you want to go and search the mountains?” Marcus asked.

“The area has been thoroughly searched,” George replied, looking awkward. “I’m afraid you won’t find any more treasure in there.”

“Treasure. I wonder if there’s a treasure map?” Luke said.

“You just want to dress up in that pirate costume you have in the bottom of your closet.” Marcus dodged as Luke threw a punch his way.

“Right, enough talk about treasure. We have all we need to be happy,” Nana reprimanded them. “Tell me more about the decision to postpone building the assault course.”

“We talked it over and thought we’d spend the winter working on it and use it in our ads for next year.” Sage sipped her coffee and then added, “We thought we could have a grand opening with prizes and invite the press.”

Luke chuckled. “This biggest diamond in the world buzz created by the museum has shown us what good strategic advertising can do to get the word out.”

“I’m impressed,” Nana told them. “And to think I once had to help you with your homework.”

Marcus stretched. “Don’t mention school.”

Sage laughed. “You enjoyed school, you just didn’t think it was cool to admit it.”

“There is nothing cool about school. Especially the teachers.” Marcus eyed George, who didn’t rise to the bait.

“I don’t know, you seemed to think that green-eyed, red-haired schoolteacher was pretty cool last week,” Luke said and earned himself a glare.

“You know, I believe you kids need to get outside and let off some steam,” Nana announced and got up from the table.

George stood up. “I believe I have steam to let off, too. How are we going to make the plans?”

Sage reached for a notepad and pencil. “Already on it. I’ve sketched out the area. I’ve added the landmarks we need to work with. And the tallest trees where it would be great to have a treetop walkway. I also highlighted where I think we could put in an amazing zip wire with views of the creek.”

“What you mean is, you have done your homework,” Luke said, putting his hand on Sage’s shoulder.

“She always was teacher’s pet,” Marcus teased.

“Not anymore,” Sage replied with a grin. “That role goes to Nana now.”

“I am no one’s pet,” Nana informed them bluntly, although she gave George a smile that said otherwise. Goodness, what was happening to her, was she flirting with a man in front of her children? Heat crept to her cheeks and she stalked out of the kitchen.

George followed, a broad smile on his face as he caught up with her. “You know, I thought I heard you purring last night when I kissed you.”

Nana turned to face him, her eyes wide. “George!”

“What? They are all grownups. They know about the birds and the bees. And the bears…”

Her cheeks reddened further. “Shh.”

He took hold of her hand and turned her to face him. “Maybe you have to kiss me to shut me up.”

She sighed theatrically, and then said, “If you insist.”

George’s body shook with laughter and his eyes crinkled as he slid his arm around her waist and pulled her close. It was as if she were reliving her youth, a youth she never had. With Vito out of her life and the children ready to accept George, there was nothing to cast a dark shadow on their lives.

This was their time. And as George’s lips met hers and he ran his tongue along her lower lip, sending shivers down her spine, she knew it was going to be the best time ever.

“Urgh, you’ll scar us for life,” Marcus teased, unusually animated as he and the others left the house.

“I’m sure Nana has more scars after living with you for so long,” Sage said defensively. “Just think of all the dirty underwear she’s washed.”

“Let’s talk about something better than scars and dirty underwear, shall we?” Nana suggested. The scars inflicted by her life here were nothing compared to those inflicted in her life before. Those scars were deep, red and ugly, not a thing she ever wanted anyone to see. Not even George, who she trusted more than anyone, and who was capable of seeing the worst of her without allowing it to affect him.

“We were thinking about where you and George were going to live,” Luke offered as a new topic of conversation.

“You were?” Nana asked, glancing at George.

“I’d be interested in your ideas,” George told them.

“We thought you might like a house of your own,” Sage began. “And so, we got to thinking about the barn down in the lower meadow. We always talked about converting it into an all-weather work area, but we’ve managed this long with the barn.”

“Are you sure?” Nana began.

“Absolutely,” Marcus interjected, which seemed to end the discussion.

“I could sell my house to fund the conversion,” George offered.

“Do you want to go and look at it?” Sage suggested. “Come on.”

“What about the assault course?” George asked. “I don’t want to delay the work on that.”

Luke shrugged. “We have the whole winter to complete it. This is more important.”

Nana stopped in her tracks. “You don’t have to do this. The building should be converted for one of you.”

“Don’t argue with Marcus,” Sage said and linked arms with Nana, propelling her forward. “We all want to do this for you. You have to let us.”

“Sage, it’s too much,” Nana said as they reached the stone barn and Sage flipped open her notebook to where she’d drawn out a rough sketch of what the new house might look like.

“No, it’s not. Let us do this. Please.” Sage hugged Nana close. “And this way we never have to lose you. You’ll always be here, where you belong.”

As the others crowded in and hugged her, too, Nana acknowledged that this was where she belonged. From the moment she arrived, this was home. And the Chances were her family.

They talked over plans for the stone barn, and then walked across to the woodland area where they planned to create the new assault course. For Nana this was as near to a perfect day as she could imagine. As she sat watching her three children and her mate talking animatedly about log piles and cargo nets, she finally let her defenses down.

The birds sang in the trees which swayed in the breeze, while in the distance the sound of the creek gurgling and bubbling comforted her. These were the familiar sounds of Chance Heights, although they often mingled with the sound of happy children playing in the fields. Add in the exclamations of a child who had seen a bee carrying pollen for the first time, or a butterfly emerging from a chrysalis, and you had the soundtrack of her life.

“Happy?” George asked as he came to sit beside her.

“Yes,” Nana answered without hesitation. “And you? Is this what you expected when you found your mate?”

George slipped his arm around her and they watched the young people climb trees. “This is what I wished for. But I got to a certain age and realized children were not going to feature in my life, I was too old.”

She half turned and stroked his cheek. “You’re never too old to be a father. Sage, Luke and even Marcus are not too old to need advice. You have a lifetime of experience to pass on to them. It’s my only regret, that they only had me as a parent.”

“They haven’t suffered for it,” George assured her. “They are all well-rounded adults.”

“I’m proud of them all,” she admitted, not willing to take credit for them. “They are good people.”

She leaned on George’s shoulder and closed her eyes, at peace with the world and everything in it. George hugged her close, and she felt safe and loved. 


Chapter Eighteen – George

George lifted his head off the pillow and groaned as he glanced through bleary eyes at the clock on the nightstand. Beside him, Nana stirred and opened her eyes as his phone continued to ring. After an evening in front of a nice fire that warded off the chill in the air, Nana had asked him to sleep over, and he’d accepted.

This wasn’t how he expected to wake up the next morning. Swinging his legs out of bed, he grabbed hold of his pants and dragged them toward him, while panic slowly grew inside his chest.

“It’s Thorn.” The panic blossomed, filling his stomach with dread. If Thorn was calling at this hour, it must be trouble. “Hello.”

“George. Someone stole the diamond.” Thorn’s words bounced off George’s brain before they fully registered.

“Someone stole the diamond?” George repeated. Nana sat up in bed and leaned over his shoulder, listening to the conversation intently.

“Yes. They opened the safe and pried it out of the sword.” Thorn’s voice was low, but the urgency was plain. “I’m at the museum now. Someone managed to get past security, attack Mr. Duffield and knock him out, before stealing his key to the safe.”

“But the code? How did he know the code?” George asked.

“We don’t know the answer to that yet.” Thorn sighed. “I need you to do something for me.”

“Anything. Name it.” He glanced at Nana who gave him a reassuring smile.

“Can you go to the cottage and fetch Emilia? She can track the diamond, but I’m not sure over what distance she can sense it.” Thorn paused. “Is Nana with you?”

“Yes.” He knew why Thorn was asking.

“You’d better bring her, too, and we’ll explain as much as we can.” Thorn ended the call.

“What did he mean?” Nana asked as George got out of bed and pulled on his clothes.

“Why don’t I explain on the way?” George dragged his shirt over his shoulders and buttoned it up. This wasn’t the way he intended for Nana to find out about the dragons, but it would make things a lot easier. Once she got over the shock.

Nana slid off the bed and dressed. Then she dragged a brush through her hair and splashed water on her face. “Ready.”

They went downstairs as quietly as they could, but not quietly enough. Halfway down a door opened, and Marcus’s head appeared at the top of the stairs. “What’s going on?” he hissed in concern.

“The diamond has been stolen from the museum. We’re going to pick up Thorn’s wife, Emilia, and take her to the museum,” Nana explained.

“Why?” Marcus asked. It was a valid question.

“So she can track it,” Nana said; evidently, she’d heard most of the conversation he’d had with Thorn.

“The diamond has a tracker attached to it?” Marcus asked incredulously. “How?”

Marcus was much too awake for this time in the morning. “It’s a small tracker. But doesn’t have a wide range so we have to get her now before the diamond gets too far away.”

George took a couple more steps down the stairs, but Marcus wasn’t buying the story. “Why does Emilia have the tracker?”

Nana glanced at George, and then said to Marcus, “Thorn had it at home and when he left for the museum, he was in such a rush he left it behind.”

“Ah, okay. Take care, both of you. And don’t do anything stupid,” Marcus warned before turning around and going back to bed.

George gave Nana a grateful look and ran down the rest of the stairs before Marcus came back with more questions. It was only when they were in the car and driving toward the cottage that Nana asked, “Am I going to get more of an explanation? We both know that diamond doesn’t have a tracker. And I hate lying to Marcus.”

George composed his thoughts. “The diamond belongs to Emilia.”

Nana stared at him as the first light of dawn crested the horizon. “That really big diamond belongs to Thorn’s mate?”

“Yes.” George turned right, following the road toward the cottage. He took another turn and followed a freshly laid gravel track that led directly to the cottage, where lights blazed in the windows.

“Where did Emilia get the diamond?” Nana asked as he stopped the car in front of the cottage and the front door opened and Emilia came out to meet them.

“It’s a long story,” George replied. As Emilia opened the rear passenger door and climbed in, the interior light illuminated Nana’s face. She would not be satisfied until he’d told her that long story.

“Hello, George,” Emilia said, and then leaned forward and thrust her hand out toward Nana. “Hello, you must be Nana, Thorn has told me all about you being George’s mate.”

“Has he?” Nana replied. “I wish I could say I’d been told all about you, Emilia, but I haven’t.” She cast a cutting glance at George.

“Oh.” Emilia sat back and did up her seatbelt, while George set the car in motion. “That’s because he’s hiding my secret.”

George looked at Emilia’s reflection in the rearview mirror. “Are you okay?”

“Yes. Just… It’s like a part of me is missing.” Emilia sighed and then fidgeted, as if trying to get comfortable.

“You mean the diamond?” Nana started to push for answers.

“Yes, the diamond. It’s part of my treasure.” Emilia glanced nervously at George. “George hasn’t told you any of this, has he?”

“No, he hasn’t.” Nana’s voice carried a hard edge.

Emilia leaned forward and placed a hand on George’s shoulder. “Thorn was right to trust you. Magnus was never sure.”

“Magnus has every reason to be suspicious, as have you,” George answered.

“Will someone please tell me what is going on and what this big secret is?” Nana raked her hand through her hair. “You aren’t involved in anything illegal, are you? Because if you are, you can stop the car right now and I’ll get out and find my own way home. Mate or no mate, I’m not getting mixed up in anything bad.”

“It’s nothing bad, I promise,” Emilia told Nana. “George is keeping a secret to protect me and my brother. We’re dragon shifters.”

Nana gasped and put her hand to her mouth before her expression changed to one of anger. “You’re making fun of me.”

“No, we’re not, I promise. If you want, we can stop the car and I’ll show you.” Emilia’s honesty shone through and Nana slumped back in her seat in shock.

“It’s true. Magnus woke up some weeks ago and then Thorn woke Emilia,” George said, realizing this would lead to many more questions.

“Woke up? You’ve been asleep?” Nana asked.

“For many centuries,” Emilia said. “Asleep on our treasure. The diamond was in amongst my treasure and the brooch was in Magnus’s hoard. Thorn and George were so excited about the find and the history surrounded them that we both agreed to loan them to the museum. Thorn came up with the story of finding the treasure in a cave way over the other side of the mountains. He did it to cover our tracks.”

“Wow.” She glanced at George. “You kept this secret all along.”

“It wasn’t my secret to tell,” George hoped she’d understand. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. If you can keep a secret like this from your mate, then you are one of the most trustworthy people I’ve ever met. And that means a lot to me.” She placed her hand over his.

“If you’d asked me straight, I’d have told you,” George admitted, and then caught Emilia’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “Sorry, Emilia.”

“Don’t be,” Emilia answered. “We all know how difficult it is to lie to our mates. And anyway, if Nana asked you if the diamond belonged to a dragon shifter, she would likely have some idea of the truth anyway.”

Nana gave a short laugh. “It’s not the kind of thing you ask a person every day.”

“Here we are.” George drove into the near-deserted museum parking lot. The only vehicles there belonged to Mr. Duffield, Thorn and the town sheriff, Brad. “Let’s go see what happened.”

They got out of the car and headed around to the back door, which was opened by Thorn. “I sensed you.” He pulled Emilia into his arms and whispered, “I’m sorry I asked you to loan me the diamond.”

“Don’t be, it doesn’t matter,” she told him.

Nana arched her eyebrows. “There are not many people who would lose a large diamond and say it didn’t matter.”

“I mean the value of it doesn’t matter,” Emilia told them. “What does matter is someone stole from a dragon shifter.” Smoke puffed out of her nose before she regained control.

Thorn put his hand up to quieten her. “Mr. Duffield doesn’t know about dragon shifters, he still thinks I found the diamond and the brooch in the mountains.”

“But Brad knows?” George asked.

“He’s known about dragon shifters for some time. He’s cool with everything we do to get the diamond back as long as whoever stole it doesn’t end up with his head bitten off.” Thorn aimed this last sentence at Emilia.

“I promise,” she said crossly.

“So what’s the plan?” George asked.

“We go and talk to Brad and Mr. Duffield. Afterward, if Emilia can sense the diamond, we go and find it.” Thorn looked at his mate, whose eyes flashed with green fire. 

“It’s still close by,” she confirmed. “But moving away at speed.”

As she spoke, Thorn’s cell phone rang. “It’s Magnus.” He handed the phone to Emilia. “I hadn’t told you, but the brooch is gone, too. Magnus must have sensed it.”

“Great.” Emilia took the phone from Thorn, who ushered the rest of them away.

Thorn glanced over his shoulder at Emilia. “Magnus is not happy. The brooch is his. I hope he can control himself when we find out who did this.” Thorn led them through the museum and along the corridor to Mr. Duffield’s office.

“Mr. Duffield, you’re hurt,” George said, seeing the bloody bandage on the museum curator’s head.

“I was assaulted from behind,” Mr. Duffield said indignantly.

“We’re still trying to figure out how the perpetrator got the code,” Brad said. “Thoughts so far. This is the work of a shifter. Something small. Who maybe hid in the basement and saw the code being entered.”

“But a small shifter wouldn’t be capable of this,” George pointed at Mr. Duffield. “Which means he would have been human when he assaulted you.”

“Which means we might get a look at him from the CCTV,” Thorn’s voice rose with excitement.

Brad said, “Already got someone on it. But you’re welcome to look, too.” Thorn and George moved as one, turning to leave the room.

Nana followed, her face pale. “What if Vito did it?” she asked as they hurried along the corridor.

George stopped in his tracks. “This had to be the work of a shifter. One small enough to get inside undetected.”

“He might have an accomplice. But that would explain why he decided I wasn’t worth his time. Why go for a couple of risky drug runs when he could go for the jackpot, a big diamond, and a priceless brooch.”

George held the door open for Nana and they entered a small room where one of the security guards sat in front of three screens. Each screen showed a different view of the museum, but the one he focused on more closely was the one overlooking the corridor leading from the museum to the basement.

“Anything?” George asked as they entered the room.

“Not yet.” The security guard sat up straighter in his chair, looking more observant now that he had an audience. “Do we have any idea what I’m looking for?” he asked cryptically, glancing at Nana.

“It’s okay, we all know about shifters,” Thorn said, leaning forward and staring at the screen. “We could be looking for a small shifter. But alternatively, we have to remember whoever stole it had to get out carrying the diamond.”

“Unless they hid it somewhere,” the guard answered.

As he spoke, the door opened and Emilia entered. “Magnus will join us in the search.”

“There.” Nana’s voice made them all jump. “The door opened.”

The guard rewound the footage and played it once more. Sure enough, the door of the basement opened and something small and tan colored, with a long tail, slid out into the corridor, heading toward Mr. Duffield’s office.

“What is that? A weasel?” The guard froze the image and zoomed in. With the image still too blurry, he used the control panel in front of him to clean the image up.

“A mongoose,” Thorn said excitedly. “Of course, he’d be big enough to carry the diamond, but small enough to hide. He could have gotten into the secure section in a bag, or simply slipped inside yesterday in all the excitement of the opening.”

“That doesn’t tell us who he is, though, does it?” Emilia asked, an edge to her voice that would cut through glass.

“No. It doesn’t.” Thorn pointed at the screen. “Where does he go next?”

The guard pressed play and they all watched the mongoose as he hugged the side of the corridor and turned the corner toward the curator’s office. “Let me switch views.” The main image changed, and they picked up the same creature as he scurried along the corridor and stopped outside a closed door.

The mongoose pushed his small body against the closed door, but it was firmly closed. Standing on its back legs, the wiry creature tried to reach the door handle with his front feet but again failed. Dropping back to all fours, he looked over his shoulder.

“This is it.” The excitement in Thorn’s voice mirrored that of everyone else in the room. They were about to get their first glimpse of the person responsible for the thefts.

The air shimmered around the mongoose and a shadowy figure grew larger and larger until the form become corporeal. “Dammit, he’s dressed for the occasion!” George’s exasperation intensified as the figure, dressed head to foot in black, reached out and opened the door to the office and slipped inside.

They couldn’t see what happened in the next couple of minutes, but the shadowy figure slid back out into the corridor, head down, and ran for the basement door. They could imagine what happened next, the correct number was entered, the key inserted in the lock and then the man came back into view, no doubt carrying the diamond and brooch in a pouch or pocket.

“Go to the cameras outside the museum,” Thorn instructed. The guard used the keyboard to pull up the relevant time-coded video. “Nothing. He must have gone mongoose again.”

The door behind them opened and Brad poked his head around. “Anything?”

“Mongoose. The guy was dressed in black when he shifted into his human form. We have nothing.”

“I know who it is,” Nana said suddenly.

“You do?” Emilia asked excitedly.

“Yes, that man was Vito Jerrell, or whatever name he calls himself by now.”

“How do you know?” George asked.

“The way he walks. He leans to one side very slightly and drags his left foot. Just a little. It’s an old injury from a motorbike accident years ago. Most people don’t notice it, but when you know a person well enough.” She looked at George. “It’s the little things you notice.”

He nodded. Nana was certain, and he believed her.

“Let’s go catch a mongoose,” Emilia said.

They filed out of the room. When they were out of earshot, Brad asked, “Are you sure you can track him? Just by the whereabouts of the diamond?” He kept his voice low.

“I can. And if Magnus comes along, too, we can both track our treasure. If we concur, we know we’re going in the right direction.” Emilia made it sound so easy.

Brad sighed. “I don’t like this much. I should go with you.”

“Then come with us.” Magnus and his mate Ruby walked across the marble floor of the museum. “Unless you want us to deal out an old-fashioned justice. One hand for theft. But maybe we’ll take both his hands since he stole from each of us.”

Brad nodded. “Can you carry us all?”

Magnus looked at them each in turn. “Thorn flies with Emilia. Brad, you can come with me. George and Nana can go with Ruby.”

“Let’s go.” Brad strode out of the room, past Mr. Duffield who was receiving medical treatment for the cut on his head. “My deputy will be here shortly, he’ll take a statement.”

“Where are you all going?” Mr. Duffield asked, holding a bandage on his head.

“To catch a thief,” Brad replied.

“Dead or alive,” Magnus muttered.

“This is not how I saw my life heading when I met my mate,” George told Nana.

“Life is never going to be dull, is it?” she asked in return.

“No, my love, I don’t think it is.” George grinned. They were going to go dragon riding. What better way to impress a lady on a second date?


Chapter Nineteen – Nana

“Dragons.” Nana stood close to George as they watched Emilia, Magnus and Ruby shift into dragons. They’d driven back to Thorn and Emilia’s cottage for some privacy since, unsurprisingly, the whole of Bear Creek did not know dragon shifters existed.

“Yes. Dragons,” George said in wonder. “I will never get used to the sight.”

“How long have you known?” Nana grabbed hold of George’s hand as Emilia shifted. Her dragon was huge, with a long tail that twitched like an angry cat.

“Only a couple of weeks. They are very secretive.”

“Obviously, since they’ve been living in our midst and I never knew.” On the ride back to the cottage, Emilia, Magnus and Ruby had given Nana a brief idea of how many of them there were. She wasn’t sure if that conversation was to intimidate her or not.

“They are secretive for their own safety,” George said and then took her hand and pulled her toward Ruby who had also shifted and stood with four large feet planted on the ground, waiting for them to mount. Was that the correct term?

A nervous giggle erupted from her chest. “I’m not sure this is real.”

“It’s real,” George replied and kissed her cheek, before helping her climb onto Ruby’s foreleg and then onto her back. George, swift and sure, seated himself behind her, and wrapped his arms around her waist. Immediately, Ruby’s red dragon launched herself into the air, leaving the ground behind.

“Wow.” There were no words to describe the feeling of flying. Of course, Nana had been on plenty of airplanes. But this was like riding on the back of a massive bird. The steady thrum of wings, the air in your face. “Amazing.”

They climbed quickly, heading toward the mountain, where Emilia said she sensed the diamond. Nana wasn’t sure what was weirder. Dragon shifters, or dragon shifters who could tell where a small piece of their treasure was. 

We have a bond to our treasure, Ruby had informed her. Like the mating bond. Which might have been easier to understand if she were a shifter who had experienced the mating bond.

Nana put her hand to her temple, this was all a little too much.

But she was here, with the wind whipping her hair and a view of the mountain that few people ever saw. They skimmed the tips of the trees, and flew through wooded valleys, with Emilia on the trail like a tracker dog.

“Would he have taken the diamond into the mountains?” Nana called loudly to George.

“They think he followed the high roads, trying to stay off the radar of any police.” She felt him shrug. “Let’s trust in the dragons.”

Why not? She ducked her head and tried to focus on the view, but the cool wind brought tears to her eyes and so she lost herself in the sensation of flying.

Nana looked to her left, where Brad sat straddling Magnus, who was the largest dragon out of the three. It was strange to think of dragons as being creatures capable of love, but when Magnus turned his massive head to face Ruby, his love was clear for the world to see. Nana had always believed dragons to be cruel and incapable of caring for anything other than treasure, but this encounter would change her point of view forever.

She only wished she could share the experience with Sage. Dragons had featured strongly in the stories she read as a child and now here they were, larger than life.

Emilia suddenly twisted in midair, and Ruby and Magnus followed. Nana gripped with her thighs as if riding a runaway horse. She had no other control over the beast beneath her. All she could do was hang on tight.

Diving toward the ground, the sound of a motorbike engine filled the night. Vito was close. On silent wings the dragons stalked their prey, cold, calculating, they closed in on him.

Nana risked a glance across to Brad, who was watching their every move intently. If the dragons went for the kill, it was he who would have to pick up the pieces and either hide the evidence or make up a story.

What would their move be? Nana could see the motorbike and the hunched figure of Vito guiding it over the rough terrain. He’d decided to leave the roads completely and travel along the trails that crisscrossed the lower slope of the mountain. Perhaps he was on his way to sell the diamond to a buyer he’d already lined up. None of them could be sure.

Suddenly, Magnus tilted his wings backward and dropped down to the ground. Brad shifted in midair, and sprang down to the ground on four paws, running in a parallel line to the motorbike, with the aim of intercepting it up ahead.

“I should help him, too.” George patted Ruby’s shoulder and she dropped like a stone toward the ground, making Nana’s belly flip. “Stay with Ruby.”

Those were the last words she heard as he shifted and gave chase with Brad.

Vito kept going, nursing his bike along the trails, unaware of the dragons who had now overtaken him. They flew on for half a mile or more, then set down on a high, wide ledge, watching intently as the bears went into action.

Keeping up with the motorbike was easy for the two bears since Vito had to go slow. His bike wasn’t built for this kind of terrain. It bumped and lurched over small stones and he had to keep his eyes firmly fixed on the trail to avoid larger rocks and boulders. However, as the bears drew close, Vito glanced quickly over his shoulder and locked eyes with George.

He throttled his bike forward, not caring about the damage he was inflicting to the machine. But then he would be able to buy a thousand bikes or more if he got away with his ill-gotten gains. However, the bears were not ready to give up and lengthened their stride, gaining on him once more.

Then, Vito did the unthinkable, he slammed his bike into a rock, catapulting himself over the handlebars. He sailed through the air as the bike flipped over. Nana held her breath, he wouldn’t survive if he hit the ground hard. However, Vito wasn't ready to die and shifted before his human body landed broken on the ground.

In the dark, the small mongoose was lost to their eyes as he landed amongst the branches of a scrubby bush.

Emilia let out a stream of fire into the air, and Thorn soothed her as she took off from the ledge, hot on the trail of the little creature.

Magnus turned to look at Ruby, and then took off, too, a large black shadow in the sky. Expecting Ruby to also give chase, Nana hung on tight. But the red dragon didn’t fly after them; instead, she stayed put, watching the scene unfold before them as two bears and two dragons tried to flush out one mongoose.

Of course, that was what they had planned. They were herding the mongoose into a trap. If they could corral him against the high side of the cliff, he would be trapped.

A game of cat and mouse ensued. It worked perfectly. Except for one thing. When the mongoose reached the sheer rock face, he began to climb.

Nana slipped down off Ruby’s back, landing hard, her knees weak. Taking a moment to recover, Nana ran to the cliff face and looked down, her eyes piercing the veil of dawn just enough to see the small flurries of dust that indicated where the mongoose was attempting to scale the rock face.

Calm and cool, Nana waited. And waited. Until the creature was near the top of the cliff, and then she got into position. With both hands ready, she grabbed the creature around the neck keeping his flailing feet and snapping mouth away from her.

But Vito wasn’t ready to go quietly yet.

Just as she thought he’d given up, the air shimmered and instead of the mongoose, Vito stood before her.

“Hello, Nana.” He grinned. Older, frailer, but the same callousness still haunted his eyes. This was the man who had been her savior and her curse.

“Vito. I believe you have something that belongs to my friends.” She stood her ground, not allowing him to intimidate her anymore.

“You should let me go.” He grinned. “You know what I’m capable of. If I can reach into a prison and get someone murdered, I can reach out.”

To emphasize his point, he held out his hand and then snapped it shut.

Nana’s breath came hard and her throat constricted. Had Vito just confessed to murder?

“You can’t scare me anymore,” Nana told him firmly.

“Pity.” He moved fast, attempting to push her to one side, but Nana was ready, hand curled into a fist, which she aimed at Vito’s jaw.

His head snapped back, and he stood staring at her with unseeing eyes before he fell backward, only narrowly missing falling back down the cliff face.

Nana stood statue-like staring at Vito. It was over. If nothing else, he would go to prison for the theft of the diamond and brooch. If she were lucky, he would go to prison for accessory to murder. The murder of Hut. The question still remained as to why he had the other man killed. Did Hut know a secret Vito didn’t want to be revealed?

“Are you all right?” Ruby asked gently as she placed her hand on Nana’s shoulder.

“It’s over.” Her face crumpled. At least she hoped it was. But Vito’s words would not leave her. What if he could reach her family from inside prison?

“Good work, Nana,” Brad said from behind her as the others all joined her on the top of the cliff.

“Does he have the jewels?” Emilia asked.

“He does.” Brad removed a pouch from Vito’s pocket and emptied the contents onto his palm. Then he read him his rights and put cuffs on him with a stern warning that if he shifted, there was no law on mongoose killing in these parts.

“Great. We have the jewels back.” Emilia sighed. “And he’s in one piece.”

“Pity,” Magnus said, and Nana had to agree, although she instantly took it back. She no longer knew Vito’s circumstances. He must have changed his name for a reason and that reason might mean he had a family who would mourn him if he died. What they would think of Vito going to prison, she could only imagine. If he had a family. Nana wanted to ask him, to find out why he’d done this, but part of her never wanted to see or speak to Vito again. Ever.

“You did it,” George told her, pulling her into a bear hug.

“We did it,” Nana corrected. “All of us together.”

“Give yourself credit,” George whispered. “You took down the man you feared the most. You didn’t let him intimidate you, you didn’t let him go free. You ended this.”

Nana nodded. “I did.” She looked toward Vito who sat on a large boulder while Brad spoke on his police radio. He looked older, frailer, not the larger-than-life man she remembered. It was time to let go of her own personal boogeyman. If not, she would live in his shadow for the rest of her life.

As the others moved away, George kissed her lips and held her close. “Can we move on with our lives now?”

“Yes.” She took hold of George’s hands and looked at his handsome face with his deep laughter lines and her heart ached. Not for the past, but for the future with this kind and generous man who believed in her. “You know, I never loved anyone except the children. But I think that’s changed.”

“Are you saying you love me?” he asked hopefully.

Nana nodded. “I think I am. It’s come out of nowhere. But I can’t imagine my life going back to how it was before. I raised the children and loved every moment of it. But part of me was dead inside. You’ve brought me back to life, George.”

He leaned forward and kissed her lips. “I love you, Nana. I have from the first moment we met. And I will for the rest of my life.”

“You never know, our love story might go down in history as being as great as Calder and Elia.” A smile played across her lips.

“In my heart, it already has,” George answered. And she believed him. Just as she believed in herself. The person she’d been before she walked the long road to Chance Heights was dead and buried. The person she was, the woman the Chance family brought into the home and opened up their hearts to was the real Nana.

And she finally realized, as much as she’d fallen in love with George, she’d also learned to love herself.

 


Epilogue

George rolled over and opened his eyes, letting them focus on the woman by his side. His mate.

He never thought he’d get to say that. He never thought he’d experience what that word meant. Not for himself. Yet here she was. Nana, his woman, his wife, but most of all his true mate.

“It’s rude to stare,” she said, opening one eye and smiling that smile that made his heart beat faster and his breath catch in his throat.

“Then call me rude.” He stroked her cheek with the back of his hand and then leaned forward and kissed her mouth.

Nana turned over and faced him, leaning up on one elbow and moving closer to him, her body pressed against his. “We should get up. We have a long day ahead of us.”

“We do.” He kissed her neck and inhaled her scent, which quickened his blood and made him harden. “But we also have time.”

“Time for what?” Nana asked innocently, as she shifted her weight and draped her thigh over his.

“Time to love.” He guided himself into her, the friction of skin against skin incredible. He never tired of making love to his mate. Just like each time he saw a dragon, it always filled him with wonder.

“I suppose we can spare a minute or two.”

“Or maybe three.” He kissed her as he began to move, thrusting deep inside her before pulling back out. He cupped her breast in his hand and lowered his head, sucking her nipple into his mouth and rolling his tongue over the taut bud.

Nana’s back arched and she gasped, cradling his head as he made love to her slowly.

Their relationship grew deeper every day and he was honored by the trust she gave freely to him. In the short months they’d been together Nana had changed, grown in confidence as she finally understood what an incredible woman she was.

Although he knew she would never admit it to anyone, she did admit it to herself.

Her fingers stroked his skin, and he grazed her nipple with his teeth, enjoying her reaction as her inner muscles tightened around him. George could not hold on much longer and he came, spurting his essence deep inside his mate, setting off a chain reaction in her body.

Nana came, crying out his name as she reached her climax. He held her close until they were both completely spent. This was their time, when they were the only two people in the world, hidden away in their little stone cottage that had been renovated with love and care.

“Are you asleep?” Nana asked quietly.

“No.” George lifted his head and looked at the clock. “I suppose we should get up.”

“We should.” She kissed his shoulder and slid out of bed. George followed and quickly dressed in his work clothes.

Ten minutes later, with a Thermos filled with coffee, they made their way out into the predawn morning and followed the trail toward the woodland area that had slowly been transformed into a natural assault course. Today was the day the treetop walkway was being made.

With the help of dragons.

“You’re late,” Marcus said, his voice filled with excitement as the stars were blacked out by the huge body of a dragon.

“We thought you kids had it all under control,” Nana said, her teeth chattering, not with cold, but excitement. Dragons had that effect on people.

“They have it all under control,” Marcus said as the dragons hovered over the trees and lowered the long wooden walkways into position. “I don’t know how we’d have gotten the timber up there without their help.”

Above their heads, the dragons placed the timber in position, while Luke and Sage, who were secured by safety harnesses high in the trees, positioned the planks correctly.

George looked up with the same wonder as a child looks to the sky on Christmas Eve. The dragons had become close friends with the Chance family and finally the story of Chin Shan, their ancestor, had been shared.

From the events of the past, new friendships had been forged. They had all decided to take a chance on friendship and love. For those were the strongest forces in the universe.

Except the mating bond. Of course.
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plus news of special offers and new releases

 

Harmony Raines Newsletter

 

 *

 

You can also FOLLOW me on Amazon.

 

 

Or LIKE ME on Facebook

 

 

I love hearing from my readers, you can find me here!

 

Facebook

Harmony Raines

 

Website

www.harmonyraines.com
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